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Until the last Prayer

"For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there in their midst." Matthew 18:20
One Sunday only three of them had come. There was no pastor preaching. There was no gospel music playing, no choir singing. Nobody stood up clapping hands or playing the tambourine. They just sat on their worn, pink plush seats in empty rows, reading the yellowed bible-study books. Because it was cold in the prayer hall, they wore their overcoats. Robert Scott, who used to dress up in fancy clothes for the Mass, wore a casual, woolen sweater. He looked tired. In his voice lay resignation.

For over half a century the New Mount Zion Pentecostal Holiness Church of America has been an integral part of the East Tremont section of The Bronx. Like a ship it plunged through the swirls and waves of life. For fifty years it carried its congregation safely through the hardships of a troubled neighborhood. It passed through the fires of the Sixties and Seventies. It navigated through unemployment, poverty, street gangs and crime. But now, it seems, God had finally withdrawn his blessing and abandoned the faithful. Mount Zion was never rich, but now it had slipped into serious financial trouble; the old members of the congregation faded away; new members were not in sight. Is this how churches die?

“I know that Jesus had to bear a cross. That is the heaviest load and I should not be complaining,” said Scott, whose mother had founded the church in 1957, “But my patience is weakening. This is our hardest time.”

For the last three years, Scott, a former truck driver, has tried to make Mount Zion prosper again. For a while his efforts seemed to be successful. But lately, the small church at 2095 Daly Avenue has been struck by one devastating event after the other. 

Four month ago, assistant pastor Joe Mobley got seriously sick and since then has remained bedridden. In December 2007, Deaconess Johnnie Cassaberry, who had taken care of the paperwork, unexpectedly passed away. Three weeks ago, Minister Gary James stopped returning phone calls and no longer showed up for the service. Several members of the congregation got sick and could no longer attend. To make matters worse, the ninety-two-year old Pastor Florence Reed, who had been a symbol for strength and stalwart endurance to the community, stumbled on her way to the service and had to be taken to hospital. 

There were better times. 

In September 2007, when I visited the church for the first time, Pastor Reed celebrated an energetic Sunday’s Mass. In her elegant white hat, a pearl necklace, a silk scarf and a black preacher’s robe covering her white dress, the old lady stood at the altar. Spreading her arms in an outreaching gesture she raised her vigorous voice. 

“Thank you Jesus. Praise the Lord,” she chanted, her words echoed by the audience and by the moans of singer Catherine Scott, a longtime congregation member who sat at a bench next the altar with a microphone in her hands. “Praise the Lord. I thought he was going to take me to him, but he sent me back,” Reed chanted. “He can do anything.” 

Fifteen people wearing their finest clothes celebrated Mass. Minister James, who fought in Korea and who became certified as a minister in November 2006, handed out bibles, songbooks and - “for everyone who attends the church service the first time” – red-white peppermints. “God led me to Mount Zion,” James said. “They needed a younger minister, and here I am.” James, 63, helped the sisters in wheelchairs to get to the service. He also helped them to find the scripts. “They know the bible, but some of them are slow,” he said. 
“I assist them so they are not misguided.” 

The service started with prayers by Assistant Pastor Mobley. James added his sermon. They sang, danced and hugged each other. The room was filled with urgent sounds of “Bless you,” “Thank you, Jesus” and Hallelujah.”  

Most of the attendees were in their seventies or older, but younger folks joined the Mass, too. Della Robinson brought her four children, each between three and eight years old. Once in a while, one of them crawled under a bench, and there was some tussling and crying. But when everyone started singing, the children settled down again. Irvin, the oldest, beat the tambourine. 

“Welcome to Mount Zion,” said Scott, who at that time was dressed in a light blue frock coat, blue slippers and a blue hat, complimenting the worshippers at the wooden entrance door. He was proud and outgoing. “We will get started soon. You may sit wherever you want.” he said, “We are glad to have you here today.”

There was joyful noise, there was laughter and there was hope. 

***

Mount Zion occupies a small brown stone building in a block of row houses with front gardens, parked cars and canopies. A storefront window sealed by rusty grates reveals that this building has served other purposes. Before it became a Pentecostal temple, it housed a paper company. Before that it was a synagogue.

The building has two entrances. An old wooden double door takes you into the prayer hall. The other, smaller door on the left leads to a stairway that takes you to the second level: the living area of the house, containing two apartments, which these days remain empty. 

Fifty years ago, one of these apartments became home to Adaina Scott, Robert’s mother.

In 1947, Adaina Scott, born in South Carolina, moved with her husband Bobby and six children to New York City. She already had run several smaller Pentecostal churches in Florence, SC. When she settled down in The Bronx, she initially founded a store front church on Boston Road. Ten years later, she moved to East Tremont.

John Felder remembered quite well the time when Adaina bought the house on Daly Avenue in 1957. Felder’s parents were old friends of the Scotts. Together they moved from South Carolina to New York, looking for better opportunities. “Adaina’s first church in Boston Road, not to far from the Yankee Stadium, was very, very small,” Felder said, “She had rented it. In East Tremont she had the chance to purchase a property for Mount Zion.” As a little boy, Felder, a pastor himself, went to Mount Zion in Boston Road, where he lived with his parents. When Adaina Scott moved to East Tremont, Folder continued attending the church services there. “She was a very good preacher, extremely powerful,” he recalled. “She knew the word of God and she was very knowledgeable. Not because she was so well educated but because she just felt it. She was very charismatic.”

At the time when Adaina decided to open the church in East Tremont, the neighborhood went through a period of significant change. To many it was a period of depression and destruction.

In 1952, the powerful New York City developer Robert Moses started construction on the new Cross Bronx Expressway. The highway which connects New Jersey to Queens and Brooklyn ran only five blocks south of the church, bisecting the densely populated East Tremont area. What was intended to be an urban renewal project turned out to spur extreme urban decay.

Construction went on until 1960. Fifteen hundred families had to leave their homes in East Tremont. Ruins and half abandoned buildings became magnets for looters and the homeless. 

“Up to this point East Tremont was a peaceful working and middle class neighborhood,” said historian Peter Derrick of the Bronx Historical Society. In January 1917, Leon Trotsky with his wife and two sons had settled here. The Russian Revolutionist had admired East Tremont for its economic progress. “When the constructions started, its quality as a residential area abruptly faltered. What used to be a prospering Jewish working and middle class neighborhood, entirely changed,” Derrick said. 

Robert A. Caro, who wrote a biography of Moses, described East Tremont as a scene of desolation and destruction: “Some of the right-of-way had been cleared: where once apartment buildings or private houses had stood were now hills of rubble, decorated with ripped-open-bags of rotting garbage that had been flung atop of them. Giant wrecker balls thudded into walls; mammoth cranes snarled and grumbled over the ruins, picking out their insides. Huge bulldozers and earth-moving machines rumbled over the rubble… And in the midst of this landscape of destruction, a handful of apartment buildings still stood.” 

For Adaina Scott, however, these changes meant chances. 

When so many others left East Tremont, the pastor was among the first to move in. By 1960, the neighborhood became largely Hispanic and black. The transition happened fast. The demographic changes were reflected in different religious demands. “By 1950, eighty percent of the population was white,” Derrick said. “Forty percent of them were Jewish, most of them Conservative.” When the Hispanics moved in, they replaced the population in the Catholic churches. Blacks largely moved into white Protestant churches and eventually took them over, when the whites left. And new churches – Pentecostals like Mount Zion – came in, very often moving into abandoned salesrooms or synagogues.” 

Poverty was rising. It was the time of youth gangs, of street riots and – ultimately – the time when The Bronx was set on fire. 

The author Richard Price described the fights of the gangs in his novel The Wanderers, about a gang of seventeenyear-olds in The Bronx. In 1970, when the novel was turned into a movie script, East Tremont was known for being the turf of the Orphans. The Bronx was ethnically and socially divided. Gangsters defended their territories, causing bloodshed and spreading fear. “It was dangerous to stay out late,” said Catharine Scott, Robert Scott’s ex-wife, who celebrated Mass at Mount Zion from day one, “you had to be careful on the streets at night.” 

“Prior to the burnouts, East Tremont had been an overpopulated area,” said historian Derrick. “There was a lack of open space and the buildings stood very close to each other.” According to Caro´s book, the population density back then was 441 persons per acre. Today, the population density in the area is 51 people per acre, according to City-Data.      

During the Seventies, arson became common in the Southern Bronx. Rent control lowered the profits for landlords. Collecting the insurance sums for burned-out buildings seemed more fruitful.  “East Tremont was largely hit by the burnouts,” explained Derrick. Sitting in the basement of the office of the Bronx Historical Society in Bainbridge Avenue, he showed photo slides of a burning waste land. The presence of several of these vacant, burnt-down buildings contributed to an atmosphere similar to that of a war-devastated country.

Derrick unfolded a huge, detailed multi colored map to display the changes of the Sixties and Seventies. He quickly located Mount Zion in a strip of small two-story buildings. On his map a block of five-story brownstone apartment buildings shows up on the other side of Daly Avenue. Today, these housing projects are gone. “Burned down to their foundation walls,” Derrick explained. 

Despite the rough times, or maybe because of them, the congregation of Mount Zion steadily grew. The late Seventies were the high times. “We had more than a hundred members then,” Scott recalled. His mother, whom he described as “very charismatic, caring and direct” expanded her religious services to other boroughs. “At one point she had three churches. All of them prospered. She had a dream, and she lived it.” 

***

When Scott’s mother Adaina died in 1979, the congregation started to fall apart. “There were different opinions about what to do and how to do it,” Scott said. And while his mother had known how to handle conflict, the congregation now lost its coherence.

After weeks and weeks of looking for a new pastor, the board of Mount Zion elected Edith Burgess, the sister of Robert Scott’s ex-wife Catherine, the woman who is now sings at Mount Zion. 

Burgess could not appease the controversies at Mount Zion. In the twenty years of her engagement, the church lost two- thirds of its members. When asked about the period Burgess’s leadership, the members of the congregation go silent. “There were arguments,” everyone agrees, but no one will discuss details.

Robert Scott, reeling from the latest bad news, found harsh words for his sister-in-law, who had done the job for two decades. “My mother bought the church with reason and high motives. When she died, others took over and their motives were different”, Scott said. What the Burgess’s motives were, he would not reveal. “It did not go up with Mount Zion,” he said and added a spiritual explanation, “but if you want to go up, you go up. Her motives were not correct whatever they were. This place and the congregation fell into pieces.” 

***

In 1997, Edith Burgess died after a long illness. Again, the congregation was in need for a successor. It came to pass that Burgess’ mother, Florence Reed, was a preacher, too. Reed, at the time, was the pastor at a Pentecostal Church in the area of Morrisania, in the West Bronx. Occasionally, Reed had come to see her daughter at Mount Zion. So the members of the congregation knew her quite well. Despite her age - she was already eighty-one years old - she accepted the offer and succeeded her daughter. 

Every time she mounted the altar she saw her daughter’s photograph hanging next to a painting of Jesus Christ. “At first I didn’t want to do it,” she said, “but God called me to do it, and he keeps calling me.” 

Losing her daughter was a dolorous loss, Reed said. It was – however - not the first time her faith had been shaken. 

Reed was fifty when her husband died from a heart attack while they were together in the bedroom. “After his death, I looked into the mirror. I swore that moment to God no man’s hands would ever touch me again.” She kept her vow and dedicated her life to God. 

In the Sixties, she started a new career as a minister in a Pentecostal church on Washington Avenue in Morrisania. Later she became pastor and stayed there until she succeeded her daughter in East Tremont. 


For ten years now Reed, who suffered from diabetes, left her apartment on Castle Hill Avenue and Randall Avenue every Sunday and took the Bx36 Bus to the church in East Tremont, accompanied by Jacqueline Thomas, her home aide. “I get along very well,” she said. “I don’t eat pork, I don’t eat white bread. I have my oatmeal every day and half a banana or a juice.” Five days a week Reed ate lunch at a home for the aged in her neighborhood, and on weekends she cooked for herself. 

Reed said the cause of her longevity is not her faith, but something much simpler. “It’s about doing good things,” she said with a laugh, “and living a good life.” 

***

The energy of the old lady was impressive. For the members of the small congregation Reed served as their own personal miracle, a proof of the power of God. But there was a practical downside. Running a church successfully is a full time job that is hard for a 92-year-old to accomplish.
It has become too difficult for Reed to teach the Bible study lessons during the week, mainly because there is no one to take her home in the evenings. “It is too dangerous at night,” she said. As a consequence, except on Sundays there have been no bible lessons in Mount Zion in years. If the believers want to take part in such a service, they had to switch to other churches.

Moreover, pastors spend a lot of time and effort collecting money and promoting the church. Running a church is in many ways like running a business.  “I am Pastor Reed’s eyes and ears,” said Scott. “It is hard for her to run the church on her own.”

Scott returned to Mount Zion in 2005. Having lived the life of a truck driver, he decided to take up the legacy of his mother.  “My mother wanted me to become a preacher, but I had earthly things to do first,” Scott said. “I always had an interest for God, though.  Now I want to build up my mother’s church again.”

This mission, however, seemed hard to accomplish. The financial difficulties piled high, jeopardizing the existence of Mount Zion. Due to the small congregation, the donations declined to a point where it was difficult to maintain even the most basic expenses. The situation got worse when Johnny Cassaberry, the deaconess, died. She had been the one who took care of the accounting. She knew best how to deal with taxes and authorities. After her death Scott was officially authorized by the board of the church to handle the money issues. “I hope I can set the records straight,” he said.

According to Scott, just recently a bill for the water came in: “We are to pay $200 more than usual because of a leak in the plumbing somewhere in the building.” With rising oil costs, the expenses for the heating climbed, too. “We pay $479 every other month,” Scott said. “This does not seem much. But for us it is a lot of money.”  

If this was not enough, there were legal calamities. “We are stuck in a lawsuit right now,” Scott said, “Neighbors complain that there are rats living in a yard next to the church. But the yard does not belong to us. We are not responsible for it.”

An overall refurbishment of the run down preacher hall and the uninhabitable apartments in the second floor would cost $75,000, Scott estimated. He applied for grants and funding in the name of Mount Zion. But, according to him, it was difficult to go through the various application procedures. “It is a lot of paper work, you know. It is not easy to understand these official letters and documents.” 

***

Over the month I was covering the church Scott became less and less accessible. It became harder to reach him on the phone. Eventually, he hardly called me back. He had health issues himself; his back was hurting and he had high blood pressure. And yet, he ignored the doctor’s advice to calm down. “I am a doer,” he told me on the phone once. “I just can’t sit around and wait”. 

Every other week I returned to the church and participated in the Mass. And every time I got there I found fewer attendants. 

“I ask God for his blessing to increase the membership,” Scott said at one point. “Maybe I have done something wrong in the past. I am not perfect. I don’t know. His thoughts are not my thoughts. Maybe he thinks a tree that bears no fruit is not useful any more.” 

***

On Easter Sunday, I went back to Mount Zion once more. At 11.30 a.m. the bible lesson had just started. Pastor Reed stood at the pulpit - she had returned from hospital some days earlier. "Just yesterday I thought about you," she said, smiling, when she saw me, “and now you are here”. Again, the attendees were only a few. But something was different. The tattered cloth that had barely covered the emergency exit was replaced by a new, bright white curtain. While the congregation was reading and interpreting the Easter lecture the front door sprang open. "They are coming," Reed shouted happily. Pastor Felder, his wife Tina, three musicians and a couple of others rushed in. They belong to Powerhouse Faith & Deliverance Ministries, a church in Bronx County that is loosely affiliated with Mount Zion. They had come to support Mount Zion and to celebrate Easter together. After unpacking an acoustic guitar and an electric bass guitar, they filled the hall with vibrating music.

Soon, everyone in the prayer hall was on his feet, singing and clapping. Sister Luis, who sat in wheelchair waved her arms and laughed. Reed moved her body to the rhythm and enthusiastically played the cymbals. Then she preached: “So many of us are going home these days, so many are in the hospital, so many are sick,” she said. “My time is at hand. I am running for my life. I know that. You can’t go for me and I can’t go for you. But today I feel good. We came together to pray. We have wonderful guests today. We…"

Suddenly Reed swayed and stumbled to the side. She almost fell, but then got hold of the wooden turret and found her balance again and laughed. “Do you see how I need God in every moment, in every second?” she chanted, “We all need him in every moment of our life. This is why we have to pray. Glory to God! He is great, isn't he? Now,” she said, “look at someone and say: God is good.”
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