Preface to the 1986 Edition

Theology is not universal language about God. Rather, it is
human speech informed by historical and theological traditions,
and written for particular times and places. Theology is confextual
language—that is, defined by the human situation that gives birth
to it. No one can write theology for all times, places, and persons.
Therefore, when one reads a theological textbook, it is important
o note the year of its publication, the audience for whom it was
written, and the issues the author felt compelled to address:% -

A Black Theology of Liberation was first published in 1970, and
it was written for and to black Christians (and also to whites who
had the courage to listen) in an attempt to answer the questionthat I
and others could not ignore, namely, “what has the gospel of Jesus
Christ to do with the black struggle for justice in the United
States?” This book cannot be understood without a keen knowl-
edge of the civil rights and black power movements of the 1960s
and a general comprehension of nearly four hundred years of
slavery and segregation in North America, both of which were
enacted into law by government and openly defended as ordained
of God by most white churches and their theologians.

1 can remember clearly when I first sat down to write this text. It
was immediately following the publication of my first book, Black
Theology and Black Power (1969). Although Black Theology and
Black Power appealed to many black and white radicals who were
interested in the theological implications of black power, I knew
that most Christians, black and white, especially theologians and
preachers, would need a deeper analysis of Chrlstlan doctrine,
using traditional theological concepts, before takmg black theol-
ogy seriously. When I began to write A Black Theology of Libera-
tion, I was deeply involved in the black struggie for justice and was
still searching for a perspective on Christian theology that would
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help African-Americans recognize that the gospel of Jesus is not
only consistent with their fight for liberation but is its central
meaning for twentieth-century America.

I was completely unaware of the beginnings of liberation theol-
ogy in the Third World, especially in Latin America. Neither didI
know much about the theme of liberation in African-American
history and culture. Unfortunately, my formal theological and
historical knowledge was primarily limited to the dominant per-
spectives of North America and Europe. But, despite these limita-

" tions, I was determined to speak a liberating word for and to
African-American Christians, using the theological resources at
my disposal. I did not have time to do the theological and historical
research needed to presenta “bhalanced” perspective on the prob-
lem of racism.in.America. Black men, women, and children were
being shot-and.imprisoned-for.asserting.their right to-a dlgmf ed
existence. Others were wasting away in ghettoes, dying from filth,
rats, and dope, as white and black ministers preached about a
blond, blue-eyed Jesus who came to make us all just like him. I Aed
to speak a different word, not just as a black person but primarily
as a theologian. I felt then, as I still do, that if theology had nothing
to say about black suffering and resistance, I could not be a
itheologian. I remembered what Malcom X had said: “I believe ina
religion that believes in freedom. Any time I have to accept a
religion that won’t let me fight a battle for my people, I say to hell
with that religion.”"

The passion with which I wrote alienated most whites (and some
blacks too). But I felt that I had no other alternative if I was to
speak forcefully and truthfully about the reality of black suffering
and of God’s empowerment of blacks to resist it. It was not my task
to interpret the gospel in a form acceptable to white racists and
thelr sympathlzers Theology is not only rational dlscourse about

o___gd_thai.“ﬁi"ﬁélbe spoken in clear, strong, and uncompromising
 language. Oppressors never like to hear the truth in a socio-political
context defined by their lies. That was why 4 Black Theology of
Liberation was often rejected as racism in reverse by many whites,
particularly theologians. For example, Father Andrew M. Greeley
referred to my perspective on black theology as a “Nazi mentality,”
“atheology filled with hatred for white people and the assumption

i truggle for ]ustlce and" i
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f a moral superiority of black over white.”> White reactions to
black theology never disturbed me too much, because Malcolm X
had prepared me for them. “With skillful manipulating of the
press,” said Malcolm, “they’re able to make the victim look like the
criminal and the criminal look like the victim.”?

White theologians wanted me to debate with them about the
question of whether “black theology” was real theology, using their
criteria to decide the issue. With clever theological sophistication,
white theologians defined the discipline of theology in the light of
the problem of the unbeliever (i.e., the question of the relationship
of faith and reason) and thus unrelated to the problem of slavery
and racism. Using a white definition of theology, I knew there was
no way I could win the debate. And even if I had managed to give a
“good” account of myself, what difference would that have made -
for the liberation of poor blacks? '

The task of explicating the gospel as God’s liberating presence
with oppressed blacks was too urgent to be sidetracked into an
academic debate with white scholars abouit the nature of theology.
It was clear to me that what was needed was a fresh start in
md ing it that would arise out of the black
no way would be dependent upon be
approval of .white. ‘academics.in_religion. Again I thought of
Malcolm: “Don’t let anybody who is oppressing us ever lay the
ground rules. Don’t go by their games, don’t play the game by
their rules. Let them know now that this is a new game, and we’ve
got some new rules. . . ‘ '

I knew that racism was a heresy, and I did not need to havg white
theologians tell me so, Indeed, the exploitation of persons of color
was the central theological problem of our time. “The groblem of
the twentieth century,”. wrote, W, E._B..DuBois in 1 e
prob em of the colorline,—the.relation of the darker to the lighter
races of [persons] in Asia and Africa, in America and the 1slands of
fig s, Juist as whites had not listened to DuBois, I did not expect
white theologians to take black theology seriously. Racism is a
disease that perverts one’s moral sensitivity and distorts the intel- '
lect. It is found not only in American society and its churches but
particularly in the discipline of theology, affecting its nature and
purpose. White racist theologians are in charge of defining the
nature of the gospel and of the discipline responsible for explicating
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it! How strange! They who are responsible for the evil of racism
also want to tell its victims whether bigotry is a legitimate subject
matter of systematic theology.

I had no patience with persons (white or black) who expected me
to remain “cool” and “calm” as whites played their racist theological
games. I felt deeply that the time had come to expose white theology
for what it was: a racist, theological justification of the status quo.
To understand the content and style of A Black Theology of Libera-
tion, one must have empathy for the depth of my anger regarding the
presence of racism in theology, with white theologians trying first to
deny it and then to justify it. I could barely contain my rage whenever
I read their books or found myself in their presence, They were so
condescending and arrogant in the way they talked about black
theology, always communicating the impression that it was not
genuine theology, because it was too emotional and anti-intellectual.
Furthermore, it did not deal with the “proper” subject matter of
heology—namely, the rational justification of religious belief in a
scientific and technological world that has no use for God. I refused
to let them intimidate me with-their intellectual arrogance, quoting
persons and documents.of. the. Western.theological tradition—as if
knowledge of. them. were.a prerequisite for-even.calling. oneself a
Jtheologian. I kept thinking about my mother and father (and all the
poor blacks they symbolized in African-American history and cul-
ure) in order to keep my theological vocation clearly focused and my
mediate purpose sharply defined. God did not call me into the
inistry (as a theologian of the Christian church) for the purpose of
making the gospel intelligible to privileged white intellectuals. Why
then should I spend my intellectual energy answering their questions,
:as if their experience were the only source from which theology
* derives its questions?

Some of my discussions with white theologians degenerated into
shouting matches, because they did not like my “cool” indifference
toward the Western theological tradition and my insistence that
they must learn something about the black religious tradition in
order to be genuine American theologians. 1 must admit that I was
often as arrogant toward white theologians as they were toward
me. My style of doing theology was influenced more by Malcolm X
than by Martin Luther King, Jr. And I am sure that my intemperate
behavior prevented some whites, whose intentions were more hon-
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orable than my responses suggested, from dialoguing with me. My
critical evaluation (deleted from the 1986 edition) of J oseph
Hough’s Black Power and White Protestants (1968) and of C.
Freeman Sleeper’s Black Power and Christian Responsibility
(1969) is a case in point. But when I thought about the long history
of black suffering and the long silence of white theologians in its
regard, I could not always control my pen or my tongue. I did not
feel that I should in any way be accountable to white theologians or
their cultural etiquette. It was not a time to be polite but rather a
time to speak the truth with love, courage, and care for the masses
of blacks. Again Malcolm expressed what I felt deep within my
being:

fl‘he time that we’re living in . . . now is not an era where one
Qwho is oppressed is looking toward the oppressor to give him
some system or form of logic or reason. What is logical to the
oppressor isn’t logical to the oppressed. And what is reason
'to the oppressor isn’t reason to the oppressed. The black
} people in this country are beginning to realize that what
'sounds reasonable to those who exploit us doesn’t sound
:reasonable to us, There just has to be a new system of reason
Eand logic devised by us who are at the bottom, if we want to
get some results in this struggle that is called “the Negro
Irevolution.”

Although my view of white theology is generally the same today
as it was in 1970, there are several significant shifts in mytheologi-
cal perspective since the publication of this text. Inasmuch as [ have
given a full account of my theological development in My Soul!
Looks Back (1982) and For My People (1984), it is not necessary
for me to repeat it here. However, I do want to mention four themes
particularly pertinent for readers of this text: sexism, the exploita-
tion of the Third World, classism, and an inordinate methodologi-
cal dependence upon the neo-orthodox theology of Karl Barth and
other European theologians.

The most glaring limitation of A Black Theology of Liberation
was my failure to be receptive to the problem of sexism in the black
community and society as a whole. T have become so embarrassed
by that failure that I could not reissue this volume without making a
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note of it and without changing the exclusive language of the 1970
edition to inclusive language. I know that this is hardly encugh to
rectify my failure, because sexism cannot be eliminated (anymore
than can racism) simply by changing words. But it is an important
symbol of what we must do, because our language is a reflection of
the reality we create. Sexism dehumanizes and kills, and it must be
fought on every front.

Contrary to what many black men say (especially preachers),
sexism is not merely a problem for white women. Rather it is a
problem of the human condition. It destroys the family and society,
and makes it impossible for persons to create a society defined
according to God’s intention for humanity, Any black male theolo-
gian or preacher who ignores sexism as a central problem in our
society and church (as important as racism, because they are inter-
connected), is just as guilty of distorting the gospel as is a white
theologian who does the same with racism. If we black male
theologians do not take seriously the need to incorporate into our
theology a critique of our sexist practices in the black community,
then we have no right to complain when white theologians snub
black theology.

Another serious limitation was my failure to incorporate a global
analysis of oppression into A Black Theology of Liberation. Unlike
my moral blindness in relation to sexism, the absence of Third
World issues in my perspective was due more to my lack of knowl-
edge and personal exposure. Being so concerned about the problem
of racism in the United States and being strongly influenced by the
analysis of it made by the civil rights and black power movements,
it was easy for me to overlook Third World problems. I vehemently
rejected any suggestion from whites about this weakness, because |
did not trust them. How could they be genuinely concerned about
the poor of the Third World when they showed little or no concern
for poor blacks at home? I quoted one of their philosophers to
them: “The only way of helping the enslaved out there is to take
sides with those who are here” {Sartre). \,L

At the time of the writing of A Black Theology of Liberation, 1
had not traveled to Asia, Africa, Latin America, or even the
Caribbean; and unfortunately I had done little reading about the
problems of poverty, colonialism, human rights, and monopoly
capitalism. Largely due to my involvement in the Ecumenical
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Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT), I have now
visited many Third World countries, meeting many Third World
persons and seeing for myself enormous gaps between rich and
poor nations. Lam convinced that no one should claim to be doing
Ch_rljgan_l;hcolggl today without_making the liberation of the
Third World from. the.exploitation.of. the. First. World and_ the
Second World a central aspect of its purpose. Thereis an intercon-
nectedness of all humanity that makes the freedom of one people
dependent upon the liberation of all. No one can be free until all
are set free. Martin Luther King, Jr., expressed this point persua-
sively:

We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied to
a single garment of destiny. What affects one directly, affects
all indirectly. As long as there is poverty in this world, [no
one] can be totally healthy. . . . Strangely enough, I can
never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to
be. You can never be what you ought to be until I am what I
ought to be.’

The third weakness of A Black Theology of Liberation was the
absence of a clearly focused economic, class analysis of oppression.
This limitation is unquestionably the result of my strong identifica-
tion with the common tendency in the black commumtyw of ¢ dgflmpg
racism as a domestic. pmbls:m, largel assoc L ion
of blacks from the b pitalism. Racism was
primarily identified as social exclusion with disastrous political and
economic consequences. I assumed that if blacks were creatively
integrated into all aspects of American society, the issue of racism
would be essentially solved. This was faulty analysis, because I
failed to see that the problem of the human condition involved
much more than simply the issue of racism. Anyone who claims to
be fighting against the problem of oppression and does not analyze
the exploitive role of capitalism is either naive or an agent of the
enemies of freedom. I was naive and did not have at my disposal
sufficient tools for analyzing the complexity of human oppression.
My strong negative reaction to the racism of many white socialists
in the United States distorted my vision and prevented me from
analyzing racism in relation to capitalism.
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An exclusive focus on racial injustice without a comprehensive
analysis of its links with corporate capitalism greatly distorts the
multidimensional character of oppression and also camouflages
the true nature of modern racism. There are black as well as white
thieves, and the color of a person’s skin does not make wrong right.
We are all—blacks and whites, men and women, young and old—
sinners, and thus capable of exploiting the poor in order to promote
our economic and political interests. No event has demonstrated
this truth more clearly than the tragic bombing in Philadelphia
(May 1985). It made no difference whether Frank Rizzo (white) or
Wilson Goode (black) was the mayor, the dignity and well-being of
poor blacks was considered expendable in the killing of eiew?n
persons, including four children. The color of the mayor’s skin did
not change the immoral character of the act or justify the general
silence of civil rights groups about it. The act was murder and ought
to be prosecuted as such. We must not allow racial solidarity to
distort the truth. Without class analysis, a global understanding of
oppression will be distorted and its domestic manifestations seri-
ously misrepresented. There are very few differences between black
and white capitalists when viewed in the light of the consequences
of their behavior for the poor. When profits are more important
than persons, disastrous results follow for the poor of all colors. It
does not mq_tfiéf}ﬁ;gp_é;gﬂpﬁlgg!g§\,gg,twhi.tﬁs,,.dgni.t. This madness must
be opposed. )

The fourth and last weakness that I wish to comment on was my
inordinate methodological dependence upon the neo-orthodox
theology of Karl Barth. Many of my critics (black and white) have
emphasized this point. It is a legitimate criticism, and I can offer no
explanation except to say that neo-orthodoxy was to me what
liberal theology was to Martin Luther King, Jr.—the only theologi-
cal system with which I was intellectually comfortable and which
seemed compatible with the centrality of Jesus Christ in the black
church community. I knew then as I know now that neo-orthodoxy
was inadequate for my purposes, and that most American theolo-
gians who claimed that theological identity would vehemently re-
ject my use of Karl Barth to interpret black theology. However, 1
did not have the time to develop a completely new perspective in
doing theology. I had to use. what. Iregarded.as.the-best-of.my
graduate education.

Preface to the 1986 Edition  xix

If I were to be writing 4 Black Theology of Liberation today, I
would not follow the theological structuring that begins with a
methodology based on divine revelation, and then proceeds to
explicate the doctrines of God, humanity, Christ, church, world,
and eschatology. There is no “abstract” revelation, independent of

human experiences, to which theologians can appeal for evideifce~._

'of what they say about the gospel. God meets us in the human
situation, not as an idea or concept that is self-evidently true. God
‘encounters us in the human condition as the liberator of the poor
and the weak, empowering them to f ight for freedom because they
were made for it. Revelation as the word_of God, witnessed-in
peripture and defined by the creeds and dogmas of Western Christi-
};égigx,_is_tqgulimitm&mme.as_anﬂdequatemaygf,doing_theology
today. Theology, as Latin American liberation theologians have
stressed, is the second step, a reflective action taken in response to
the first act of a practical commitment in behalf of the poor.
Despite the limitations of 4 Black Theology of Liberation, 1
decided to publish the 1986 edition without any changes except
those related to the elimination of exclusive language and a few
adjustments in style. The chief reason for reissuing this text as it
appeared in 1970 is its central theme: /iberation. More than any
other text I have written, 4 Black Theology of Liberation repre-
sents the new start Liried to make in theology. Alone in Adrian,
Michigan, $éarching for a constructive way in theology that would
empower oppressed blacks, the motif of liberation came to me asl
was rereading the scripture in the light of African-American his-
tory and culture. I had already had glimpses of this themé as a
motif for theological construction when writing Black Theology
and Black Power. However, in that book I was more concerned
with problems in society than with developing a new way of doing
theology. A Black Theology of Liberation represents my initial
attempt to construct a new perspective for the discipline of thepl-
ogy, using the Bible and the black struggle for freedom as its chief
sources. Liberation emerged as the organizing principle and has
remained the central motif of my perspective on the gospel,

Irepeat: Theology is always done for particular times  and places

.and addressed to a specific audience. This is true whether theolo-

gians acknowledge it or not. Although God is the intended subject
of theology, God does not do theology. Human beings do theology.
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The importance of this point cannot be emphasized too strongly,
because there are white theologians (as well as others greatly influ-
enced by their definitions of theology) who still claim an objectivity
regarding their theologial discourse, which they consider vastly
superior to the subjective, interest-laden procedures of black and
other liberation theologians. That there are theologians who make
such claims today (even after the successful critiques made by
black, feminist, and Third World liberation theologians) continues
to baffle me, It is like President Ronald Reagan claiming objectiv-
ity in his development of a Third World policy of freedom and
democracy in South Africa and Central America. He cannot be
serious! But he is, and so are white theologians regarding the
objective character of their way of doing theology. In A Black
Theology of Liberation, 1 tried to uncover the wrongheadedness of
the white way of doing theology and then attempted to set Chris-
tian theology on the right path of liberation. I believe that it was a
message worth saying in 1970 and still an important word to say
today.

PART 1

A BLACK THEOLOGY
OF LIBERATION




r———

1
The Content of Theology

Liberation as the Content of Theology

Christian theology is a theology of liberation. It is a rational

i study of the being of God in the world in light of the existential

situation of an oppressed community, relating the forces of libera-
tion to the essence of the gospel, which is Jesus Christ, This means
that its sole reason for existence is to put into ordered speech the
meaning of God’s activity in the world, so that the community of
the oppressed will recognize that its inner thrust for liberation is not
only consistent with the gospel but is the gospel of Jesus Christ.
There can be no Christian theology that is not identified unre-
servedly.with those who are humllna,tgg and abused In fact, theol-
ogyceasestobea theology of the gospel when it fails to arise out of
the community of the oppressed. For it is impossible to speak of the
God of Israelite history, who is the God revealed in Jesus Christ,
without recognizing that God is the God of and for those who labor
and are over laden.

The perspective and direction of this study are already made
clear. The reader is entitled to know at the outset what is considered
to beimportant. My definition of theology and the assumptions on
which it is based are to be tested by the working out of a theology
which can then be judged in terms of its consistency with a com-
munitarian view of the ultimate. We begin now by exploring some

preliminary considerations in my definition,
The definition of theology as the discipline that seeks to analyze

1
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the nature of the Christian faith in the light of the oppressed arises
chiefly from biblical tradition itself.

(1) Though it may not be entirely clear why God elected Israel to
be God’s people, one point is evident. The election is inseparable
from the event of the exodus:

You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore
you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now there-
fore, if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you
shall be my own possession among all peoples . . . [Exodus
19:4-5a].

Certainly this means, among other things, that God’s call ’of this
people is related to its oppressed condition and to God’s own
liberating activity already seen in the exodus. You have seen wha.t I
did! By delivering this people from Egyptian ‘t?ondage and in-
augurating the covenant on the basis of that historical event, .God is
revealed as the God of the oppressed, involved in their history,
liberating them from human bondage. . .

(2) Later stages of Israelite history also show that God is pa.rtlcu-
larly concerned about the oppressed within the c9mm.umty of
Israel. The rise of Old Testament prophecy is due primarily to the
lack of justice within that community. The prophets of Isra(?l are
prophets of social justice, reminding the people that Ya‘hweh is the
author of justice. It is important to note in this connect}on that the
righteousness of God is not an abstract quality in the being of Gosi,
as with Greek philosophy. It is rather God’s active involvement in
history, making right what human beings have made wrong. The
consistent theme in Israelite prophecy is Yahweh’s concern for the
lack of social, economic, and political justice for those who are
poor and unwanted in society. Yahweh, according to Hebre.w
prophecy, will not tolerate injustice against the poor; Qod \:Vll]
vindicate the poor. Again, God is revealed as the God of liberation

.for the oppressed.

(3) In the New Testament, the theme of liberation is reaffirme_d
by Jesus himself. The conflict with Satan and the powers of .thlS
world, the condemnation of the rich, the insistence that the king-
dom of God is for the poor, and the locating of his ministry among
the poor—these and other features of the career of Jesus show that
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his work was directed to the oppressed for the purpose of their
liberation. To suggest that he was speaking of a “spiritual” libera-
tion fails to take serlously Jesus thoroughly Hebrew view of

himself b hecomes the ultimate loyalty of humankind, for e is the
kingdom. This view of existence in the world has far-reaching
implications for economic, political, and social institutions. They
can no longer have ultimate claim on human life; human beings are
liberated and thus free to rebel against all powers that threaten
human life. That is what Jesus had in mind when he said:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed
me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to
proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the
blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim
the acceptable year of the Lord [Luke 4:18-19].

In view of the biblical emphasis on liberation, it seems not only
appropriate but necessary to define the Christian community as the
community of the oppressed which joins Jesus Christ in his flght
for the liberation of humankind. The task of theology, then, is to
explicate the meaning of God’s liberating activity so that those who
labor under enslaving powers will see that the forces of liberation
are the very activity of God. Christian theology is never just a
l;gl}gl‘l_arl_g_t,_udxof_the.hcmg of God. Rather.1t.is a study of God’s
llberatmg actmty .in.the world, God’s activity in_behalf. of,,,j;hq

e, B

historical Jesus reveal that God is a God who is identified with
Israel because it is an oppressed community, the resurrection of
Jesus means that all oppressed peoples become his people. Herein
lies the universal note implied in the gospel message of Jesus. The
resurrection-event means that God’s liberating work is not only for
the house of Israel but for all who are enslaved by principalities and
powers, The resurrection conveys hope in God. Nor is this the
“hope” that promises a reward in heaven in order to ease the pain
of injustice on earth. Rather it is hope which focuses on the future
in order to make us refuse to tolerate present inequities. To see the
future of God, as revealed in the resurrection of Jesus, is to see also
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the contradiction of any earthly injustice with existence in lesus
Christ. That is why Camilo Torres was right when he described
revolutionary action as “a Christian, a priestly struggle.””

The task of Christian theology, then, is to analyze the meaning of
hope in God in such a way that the oppressed community of a give:n
society will risk all for earthly freedom, a freedom made possible in
the resurrection of Jesus. The language of theology challen.ges
societal structures because it is inseparable from the suffering
COMITUNILY. . '

Theology can never be neutral or fail to take ﬂg’gs on issues
related to the plight of the ogpressed For this reason it can never
engage in conversation about the nature of God without confront-

ing those elements of human existence which threaten anyone’s
existence as a person. Whatever theology says about God and the

world must arise out of its sole reason for existence as a discipline: |

to assist the oppressed in their liberation, Its language is always
language about human liberation, proclaiming the _end of bondage
and interpreting the religious dimensions of revolutionary struggle.

Liberation and Black Theology

Unfortunately, American white theology has not been involved
in the struggle for black liberation. It has been basically a thef)logy
of the white oppressor, giving religious sanction to the genocide of
Amerindians and the enslavement of Africans. From the very
beginning to the present day, American white theological thqught
has been “patriotic,” either by defining the theological task inde-
pendently of black suffering (the liberal northern zlpproach) or by
defining Christianity as compatible with white racism (the conser-
vative southern approach). In both cases theology becomes a ser-
vant of the state, and that can only mean death to blacks. It is little
wonder that an increasing number of black religionists are finding
it difficult to be black and be identified with traditional theological
thought forms.

The appearance of black theology® on the American scene then is
due primarily to the failure of white rellglomsts to relat thg gospel

of J esus to the pam L of bemg black in a white racist somety It arises
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theology which arises from an identification with the oppressed
blacks of America, seeking to interpret the gospel of Jesus in the
light of the black condition It believes that the liberation of the

The task of black theology, then is to analyze the nature of the
gospel of Jesus Christ in the light of oppressed blacks so they will
see the gospel as inseparable from their humiliated condition, and
as bestowing on them the necessary power to break the chains of
oppression. This means that it is a theology of and for the black
community, seeking to interpret the religious dimensions of the
forces of liberation in that community.

There are two reasons why black theology is Christian theology.
First, there can be no theology of the gospel which does not arise
from an oppressed community. This is so because God is revealed in
Jesus as a God whose righteousness is inseparable from the weak
and helpless in human society. The goal of black theology is to
interpret God’s activity as related to the oppressed black commu-
nity.

Secondly, black theology is Christian theology because it centers
on Jesus Christ. There can be no Christian theology which does not
have Jesus.Christ as its. point.of.departure. Though black theology
affirms the black condition as the primary datum of reality to be
reckoned with, this does not mean that it denies the absolute
revelation of God in Jesus Christ. Rather it affirms it. Unlike white
theology, which tends to make the Jesus-event an abstract, unem-
bodied idea, black theology believes that the black community
itself is precisely where Jesus Christ is at work. The J. esus-evgnt in
twentieth-century America is a black-event—that i is, an event of
liberation taking place in the black community in which blacks
recognize that i is incumbent upon them to throw off the chains of
white oppression by whatever means they regard as suitable. This is
what God’s revelation means to black and white America, and why
black theology is an indispensable theology for our time.

It is to be expected that some will ask, “Why black theology? Is it
not true that God is color-blind? Is it not true that there are others
who suffer as much as, if not in some cases more than, blacks?”
These questions reveal a basic misunderstanding of black theology,
and also a superficial view of the world at large. There are at least
three points to be made here.
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First, in a revolutionary situation thcrﬁ_canhncyent-)e_nonpantisan
theology,/Theology is always identified with a particular.commu-
those who are its victims A theology of the latter is authentic
Christian theology, and a theology of the former is a theology of the
Antichrist. Insofar as black theology is a theology arising from an
identification with the oppressed black community a_nd se?ks to
interpret the gospel of Jesus Christ in the light ‘of the l{beratxon of
that community, it is Christian theology. American whltf: theglf)gy
is a theology of the Antichrist insofar as it arises from an identifica-
tion with the white community, thereby placing God’s approval on

hite oppression of black existence.

" SecorI:cll)ly, in a racist society, God is never color-blind. 'Ib say God
is color-blind is analogous to saying that God is blind-to Justilc? and
injustice, to right and wrong, to good and evil, Certainly this is not
the picture of God revealed in the Old and N?w Tcs.taments.
Yahweh takes sides. On the one hand, Yahweh .s1des with Israel
against the Canaanites in the occupancy of Palestine. Qn the other
hand, Yahweh sides with the poor within the community of Israel
against the rich and other political oppressors. In the New Testa-
ment, Jesus is not for ali, but for the oppressed, the poor and
unwanted of society, and against oppressors. The God of the
biblical tradition is not uninvolved or neutral regarding h‘uman
affairs; God is decidedly involved. God is active in hum.an hlstory,
taking sides with the oppressed of the land. If God is notinvolved in

/human history, the un@(%%,m@gwdf is
5}&5&&?&?5{&& low, meaningless diversion.

The meaning of this message for our contemporary situation is
clear: the God of the oppressed takes sides with the black commu-
nity. God is not color-blind in the black-white struggle, but has
made an ungualified identification with blacks. This means that

the movement-for-black-liberation is.the. very. work of God, effeqt-
ing God’s will amoeng-men,

Thirdly, there are, to be sure, many who suffer, and not all of
them are black. Many white liberals derive a certain joy fl‘('Jm
reminding black militants that two-thirds of the poer in America
are white. Of course I could point out that this means that there are
five times as many poor blacks as there are poor whites, when the
ratio of each group to the total population is taken into account.

p———
———

| of literally, Therefore to speak of black theology is to speak with th
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But it is not my intention to debate white liberals on this issue, for it
is not the purpose of black theology to minimize the suffering of
others, including whites. Black theology merely tries to discern the
activity of the Holy One in achieving the purpose of the liberation
of humankind from the forces of oppression.
mﬂﬂ(&@gﬁgr}igbggm}lﬁmﬁodi&aLwOLl@SQJZ!LC.CBn
join in the fight against evil. But there is no perfect guide for
discerning God’s movement in the world. Contrary to what many
conservatives would say, the Bible is not a blueprint on this matter.
It is a valuable symbol for pointing to God’s revelation in J esus, but
it is not self-interpreting. We are thus placed in an existential
situation of freedom in which the burden is on us to mak decisions
without 2 guaranteed ethical guide. This is the risk of faith. For the
black theologian God is at work in the ack comniunity, vindicat-
ing black victims of white oppression. It is impossible for the black
theologian to beindifferent on this issue. Either God s for blacks in
their fight for liberation from white oppressors, or God is not. God

ki
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cannot be bogﬁmg and for white Oppressors at the same time. P8 &
In this connection we may observe that black theology takes

seriously Paul Tilich’s description of the symbolic nature of all
theological speech.’ We cannot describe God directly; we must use

symbols that point to dimensioii i

reality that cannot be spoken

Tillichian understanding of symbol in mind. The focus on black
ness does not mean that only blacks. suffer. as victims in a ragist
society, but that blackness is an ontological symbol and sible
reality which best describes.what oppression means in Amerida.

The extermination of Amerindians, the persecution of Jews, the
oppression of Mexican-Americans, and every other conceivable
inhumanity done in the name of God and country—these brutali-
ties can be analyzed in terms of the white American inability to
recognize humanity in persons of color. If the oppressed of this
land want to challenge the oppressive character of white society,
they must begin by affirming their identity in terms of the reality

* 1 O

!

ﬁthat is antiwhite. Blackness, then, stands for all victims of oppres-

smg;gmnmmmuh@mmmtx.is bound up
with liberation from.whiteness,*

This understanding of blackness can be seen as the most ade-
quate symbol of the dimensions of divine activity in America. And

The®
R
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insofar as this country is seeking to make whiteness the dommatmg
power throughout the world, whiteness is the symbol qf tt}e_Antl-
christ. Whiteness characterizes the activity of deranged individuals
intrigued by their own image of themselves, and thus unable to see
that they are what is wrong with the world. Black t.heology seeks to
analyze the satanic nature of whiteness and by doing so to prepare
ites for revolutionary action. .
anllrllos:;ging, it may be worthwhile to ppilnt out that whites are in
no position whatever to question the leg_mmacy Sf blick theology.
Questions like “Do you think theology is black‘!f or “What about
others who suffer?” are the product of minds lnFapable of bla?k
thinking. It is not surprising that those who r?]ect blackness 13
theology are usually whites who do not questlon the Plue-eye
white Christ. It is hard to believe that whites are worried about

black theology on account of its alleged alienation of other suffer-

ers. Oppressors are not gentuinely concerrlled'about any oppressed
group. It would seem rather that white rt?]ectlon.of b_laclf thec?lo.gy
stems from a recognition of the revolutlon?.r.y 1mphcat1?ns in its
very name; a rejection of whiteness, an unwﬂ}mgness to live unc?er
it, and an identification of whiteness with evil and blackness with

good.

Black Theology and the Black Community

Most theologians agree that theologyis a churcfh fliscipline—tpat
is, a discipline which functions within the Christian c_ommumty.
This is one aspect which distinguishes theology from phﬂosoph§f of
religion, Philosophy of religion is not committed to a comml}mty,
it is an individualistic attempt to analyze t'he nature of ultimate
reality through rational though]: alone, using elements of many
religions to assist in the articulation of the ultimate. _

Theology by contrast cannot be separated from the c:'ommumty
which it represents. It assumes that fruth has bf:en given to the
community at the moment of its birth. Its task is to analyze the

_implications of that truth, in order to mal.ce sure th?.t the commu-
i=;nity remains committed to that which deflneg its exlste_nce.. Theol-
ogy is the continued attempt of the community to define in every
generation its reason for being in the world. A commu t

{jdoes not analyze its existence theologically.is.a.community that
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does not care what it says or does. It is a community with no
identity.

Applying this description, it is evident that white American
theology has served oppressors well. Throughout the history of this
country, from the Puritans to the death-of-God theologians, the
theological problems treated in white churches and theological
schools are defined in such a manner that they are unrelated to the
problem of being black in a white, racist society. By defining the
problems of Christianity in isolation from the blac_:k _condition,
white theology becomes a theology of white oppressors, serving as
adivine sanction from criminal acts.committed against blacks.

‘No white theologian has ever taken the oppression of blacks asa
point of departure for analyzing God’s activity in contemporary
America. Apparently white theologians see no connection between
whiteness and evil or blackness and God. Even those white theolo-
gians who write books about blacks invariably fail to say anything
relevant to the black community as it seeks to break the power of
white racism. They usually think that writing books makes them
experts on black humanity, As a result they are as arrogant as
George Wallace in telling blacks what is “best” for them, It is no
surprise that the “best” is always nonviolent, posing no threat to
the political and social interests of the white majority.

Because white theology has consistently preserved the integrity
of the community of oppressors, I conclude that it is not Christian
theology at all.* When we speak about God ag related to human-
kind in the black-white struggle, Christian theology can only mean
black theology, a theology that speaks of God as related to black
liberation. If we agree that the gospel is the proclamation of Gdd’s
liberating activity, that the Christian community is an oppressed
community that participates in that activity, and that theology is
the discipline arising from within the Christian community as it
seeks to develop adequate language for its relationship to God’%
liberation, then black theology is Christian theology.

It is unthinkable that oppressors could identify with oppressed
existence and thus say something relevant about God’s liberation of
the oppressed. In order to be Christian theology, white theology
must cease being white theology and become black theology by
denying whiteness as an acceptable form of human existence and
affirming blackness as God’s intention for humanity, White theolo-

P
=
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gians will find this difficult, and it is to be expected that some will
attempt to criticize black theology precisely on this point. Such
criticism will not reveal a weakness in black theology but only the
racist character of the critic. .
Black theology will not spend too much time trying to answer‘lts
critics, because it is accountable only to the black community.
Refusing to be separated from that community, black theology
seeks to articulate the theological self-determination of blacks,
providing some ethical and religious categories for the blacfk Tevo-
lution in America. It maintains that all acts which participate in
the destruction of white racism are Christian, the liberating deeds
of God. All acts_which impede_the. struggle. of black..self-
determination—hlack powet—are anti-Christian,.the work.of Sa-
. The revolutionary context forces black theology to shun all
abstract principles dealing with what is the “right” and “-wrong”
course of action. There is only one principle which gu1d.es the
thinking and action of black theology: an unqualified comml.tme'nt
to the black community as that community seeks to define 1t_s
existence in the light of God’s liberating work in the world. This
means that black theology refuses to be guided by ideas and con-
cepts alien to blacks. It assumes that whites enf:ounterir.'.tg black
thought will judge it “irrational.” &QMLMLMMLMS

to be oppressed, the oppressor is.in no position to understand.the
methods which the.oppressed use

n liberation..The logic of libera-
tion is always incomprehensible to slave masters. From their posi-
tion of power, masters never understand what slaves mean b.y
“dignity”” The only dignity they know is that of killing slaves, as if
“superior” humanity depended on the enslavement of otherg.
Black theology does not intend to debate with whites who have this
perspective. Speaking for the black community, black theology
says with Eldridge Cleave;ﬁ‘:We shall have our manhooq. \?Ve shall
have it, or the earth will be leveled by our attempts to gain 157

Black Theology as Survival Theology

To speak of black theology as survival theology referg to the
condition of the community out of which black theology arises. We

can delineate three characteristics of the black condition: the ten-
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sion between life and death, identity crisis, and white.social.and
political power. <™

1. The Tension between Life and Death. Black theology is the
theology of a community whose daily energies must be focused on
physical survival in a hostile environment. The black community
spends most of its time trying “to make a living” in a society labeled
“for whites only” Therefore, the central question for blacks is
“How are we going to survive in a world which deems black
humanity an illegitimate form of human existence?” That white
America has issued a death warrant for being black is evident in the
white brutality inflicted on black persons. Though whites may deny
it, the ghettos of this country say otherwise. Masters always pre-
tend that they are not masters, insisting that they are only doing
what is best for society as a whole, including the slaves. This is, of
course, the standard rhetoric of an oppressive society. Blacks know
better. They know that whites have only one purpose: the destruc-
tion of everything which is not white.

In this situation, blacks are continually asking, often uncon-
sciously, “When will the white overlord decide that blackness in any
form must be exterminated?” The genocide of Amerindians is a
reminder to the black community that white oppressors are capable
of pursuing a course of complete annihilation of everything black.
And the killing and the caging of black leaders make us think that
black genocide has already begun. It seemns that, from the white cop
on his beat to the high government official, whites are not prepared
for a real encounter with black reality, and thus the black commu-
nity knows that whites may decide at any moment that the extermi-
nation of all blacks is indispensable for continued white exibtence
and hegemony.

This is the content of “the tension between life and death.” By
white definitions, whiteness is “being” and blackness is “nonbe-
ing.” Blacks live under sentence of death. They know that whites
will kill them rather than permit the beauty and the glory of black
humanity to be manifested in its fullness. Over three hundred and
fifty years of black slavery is evidence of that fact, and blacks must
carve out a free existence in this situation. To breathe in white
society is dependent on saying yes to whiteness, and blacks know it.

It is only natural to cling to life; no one wants to die. But there is

_such-a-thing-as living physically while being dead spiritually. As
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long as blacks let whiteness define the limits of their being, blacks
are dead. “To be or not to be” is thus a dilemma for the black
community: to assert one’s humanity and be killed, or to cling to
life and sink into nonhumanity.

It is in this situation that black theology seeks to speak the word
of God. It says that the God who was revealed in the life of
oppressed Israel and who came to us in the incarnate Christ and is
present today as the Holy Spirit has made a decision about the
black condition. God has chosen to make the black condition
God’s condition! It is a continuation of the incarnation in
twentieth-century America. God’s righteousness will liberate the
oppressed of this nation and “all flesh shall see it together.” It is this
certainty that makes physical life less than ultimate and thus en-
ables blacks courageously to affirm blackness and its liberating
power as ultimate. When persons feel this way, a revolution isinthe
making.

With the assurance that God is on our side, we can begin to make
ready for the inevitable—the decisive encounter between black and
white existence. White appeals to “wait and. talk it over” are
irrelevant when ¢ hlldren are. dmtg,and m&rtﬁ@;&d,,women are bemg
tortured “We will not let whitey cool this one with his pious ous love
“ethic but will seek to enhance our hostility, bringing it to its full
manifestation. Black survival is at stake here, and we blacks must
define and assert the conditions necessary for our being-in-the-
world. Only we can decide how much we can endure from white
racists. And as we make our decision in the midst of life and death,
being and nonbeing, the role of black theology is to articulate this
decision by pointing to the revelation of God in the black liberation
struggle.

2. Identity Crisis. There is more at stake in the struggle for
survival than mere physical existence. You have to be black, with a
Kknowledge of the hlstory of this country, to know what America
means to black persons You also have to know what it means to be
a nonperson, a nothing, a person with no past, to know what black
power is all about. Survival as a person means not only food and
shelter, but also belonging to a community that remembers and
understands the meaning of its past. Black consciousness is an
attempt to recover a past deliberately destroyed by slave masters,
an attempt to revive old survival symbols and create new ones.
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Herbert Aptheker has written:

istory’s potency is mighty, The oppressed need it for iden-

tity and inspiration; oppressors for justification, rationaliza-

tion and legitimacy. Nothing illustrates this more clearly than
r\the history writing on the American Negro people.*

White Americans try to convince themselves that they have been
innocent onlookers of that history, but black Americans evaluate
the history of this country differently. For them, white Americans
have pursued two principal courses of action with regard to blacks.
First, they decreed that blacks were outside the realm of humanity,
that blacks were animals and that their enslavement was best both
for them and for society as a whole, And as long as black labor was
needed, slavery was regarded as the only appropriate “solution” to
the “black problem.” But when black labor was no longer needed,
blacks were issued their “freedom,” the freedom to live in a society
which attempted to destroy them physically and spiritually. There is
no indication before or after the Civil War that this society recog-
nized the humanity of black persons.

The second course of action that whites have taken is to try to
“integrate” blacks into white society. Before the Supreme Court
decision in 1954, whites sought to destroy black identity by segre-
gating blacks from the mainstream of society, decreeing that this
world is not for blacks., Then, under the banner of liberalism
(compounded of white guilt and black naivety), “integration”
became the watchword. The implications of the term are now all
too clear; the destruction of black identity through assimilation.
Whites wanted to integrate blacks into white society—straight hair,

eckties, deodorant, the whole package—as if blacks had no exist-
nce apart from whiteness,

In such a situation, there is only one course of action for the
black community, and that is to destroy the oppressor’s definition
of blackness by unraveling new meanings in old tales so that the
past may emerge as an instrument of black liberation. If the
oppressed are to preserve their personhood, they must create a new
way of looking at history independent of the perspective of the
Oppressor.

Black theology is survival theology because it seeks to provide
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the theological dimensions of the struggle for black identity. It
seeks to reorder religious language, to show that all forces support-
ing white oppression are anti-Christian in their essence. The essence
of the gospel of Christ stands or falls on the question of black
humanity, and there is no way that a church or institution can be

related to the gospel of Christ if it sponsors or tolerates racism in
any form. TQ__spgik.Q.f_a.‘iracisLCh.ristian.’.iﬂor,.a. “segregated church
gf'aﬁr—i_st” is blasphemy and the.antithesis of the Christian gospel.

In another connection, Paul Tillich wrote:

1Man discovers himself when he discovers God; he discovers
f omething that is identical with himself although it tran-
| scends him infinitely, something from which he is estranged,
; but from which he never has been and never can be sepa-
i|rated.’

Despite the pantheistic implications, there is some truih here that
can be applied to the black identity crisis. Tllg_searf:h f_ohr,_bl&(':k
identity is the search for God, because God’s identity is revealed in
fhﬁé——lglzg;_l_c__s#;r‘ggglcnigrwfml;chggn. For black theology, this is not
pE{heism; it is the conviction that the transcendent‘ God whao
became immanent in Israclite history and incarnate in the man
Jesus is also involved in black history, bringing about liberation
from white oppressors. This is what black theology means for
black persons who are in search of new ways of talking about God,
ways it'liét_wi'ﬂféfn_har}g@._ runderstanding of jgl_lgmggl_y“?s A

"'3. White Social and Political Power. Black theology is the theo-
logical expression of a people deprived of social and political
power. Poverty-stricken whites can manage to_transcend the op-
pression of society, but there is nothing blacks can do to escape the
humiliation of white supremacy except to affirm the very attribute
vhich oppressors. find unacceptable. It is clear to blacks why they
“:l;nwanted in society, and for years they tried to make themselves
acceptable by playing the game of human existence according to
white rules, hoping that some day whites would not regard the
color of their skins as the ultimate or only criterion for human
relationships. But to this day, there is little evidence that whites can
deal with the reality of physical blackness as an appropriate form
of human existence. For this reason, blacks are oppressed socially

; I1eans an urmual‘
Ay e L higual
* Tz—-ff?,}?,a.mljwL..b..s;-';}u.;;,l,ij
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iieven if they have economic and intellectual power. Jews in Nagzi
;1Germany found out the hard-way._th_at._cconomic_ power was no
| security against an insane government that had the political and
social power to determine the fate of Jewish existence.. f\

Realizing that white racism is an insanity comparable to Nazism,
jblack theology seeks to articulate a theological ethos consistent
with the black revolutionary struggle. Blacks know that there is
; (J_Ill_.v_mm«pgssi..b.,lc.authenticwex-istence,,in_ﬁth.isAsociety,u.and,,thaf,is..to
f force a radical revolutionary. confrontation with the structures, of
[White power by saying yes tothe essence of their blackness. The role
iof black theology is to tell blacks to focus on their own self-
‘determination as a community by preparing to do anything the
community believes necessary for its existence.

To behuman in a condition of social oppression involves affirm-
ing that which the oppressor regards as degrading. In a world in
which the oppressor defines right in terms of whiteness, humanity
led identification with blackness. Black, there-

) ppressors have made it ugly. We gionfy it
because they despise it; we love it because they hate it. It is the black
way of saying, “To hell with your stinking white society and its
middle-class ideas about the world. I will have no part in it.”

The white view of black humanity also has politica! ramifica-
tions. That is why so much emphasis has been placed on “law and
order.” Blacks live in a society in which blackness means criminal-
ity, and thus “law and order” means “get blacky.” To live, to stay
out of jail, blacks are required to obey laws of humiliation. “Law
and order™ is nothing but an emphasis on the stabilization of the
status quo, which means telling blacks they cannot be black and
telling whites that they have the moral and political right to see to it
that black persons “stay in their place.” Conversely the develop-
ment ofblack power means that the black community will define its
own place, its own way of behaving in the world, regardless of the
consequences to white society. We have reached our limit of toler-
ance,.and if it means death with dignity or life with humiliation, we

will choose the former. And if that is the choice, we will take some.
honlkdes with us. What is to be hoped is that there can be a measure
of existence in dignity in this society for blacks so that we do not

have to prove that we have reached the limits of suffering... g

et

The person in political power is a strange creature, and it 15 very
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casy for such a one to believe that human dignity has no real
meaning. In André Malraux’s Mans Fate, Konig, chief of Chiang
Kai-shek’s police, illustrates the inability of the man in political
power to understand the condition of the oppressed. Intrigued by
Kyo’s participation in the Shanghai insurrection, Konig asks his
prisoner:

“I have been told that you are a communist through dignity.
Is that true?” Kyo replies: “I think that communism will
make dignity possible for those with whom 1 am fighting.”
But Konig asks, “What do you call dignity? It doesn’t mean
anything.” “The opposite of humiliation,” says Kyo. “When
one comes from where I come, that means something.””?

Because oppressors do not come from the land of the oppressed,
they do not have to attach any meaning to the demands of the
oppressed.

We can conclude, then, that survival is a way of life for the black
community. Black theology is a theology of survival because it
seeks to interpret the theological significance of the being of a
community whose existence is threatened by the power of nonbe-
ing. We are secking meaning in a world permeated with philosophi-
cal and theological absurdities, where hope is nonexistent. In

“existential philosophy the absurd is “that which is meaningless”:

-cl“hus man’s existence is absurd because his contingency finds
ino external justification. His projects are absurd because
they are directed toward an unattainable goal.®

This is certainly the feeling of blacks as they seek to make sense out
of their existence in a white society. What can we say to a commu-
nity whose suffering and humiliation is beyond rational explica-
tion? The black condition is inflicted by the white condition and
there is no rational explanation of it.

Speaking to the black condition characterized by existential
absurdities, black theology rejects the tendency of classic Christi-
anity to appeal to divine providence. To suggest that black suffer-
ing is consistent with the knowledge and will of God and that in the
end everything will happen for the good of those who love God is
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unacceptable to blacks. The eschatological promise of a distant,
future heaven is insufficient to account for the carthly pain of black

Suffering, We cannot accept a God who inflicts or tolerates black
suffering for some inscrutable purpose,

Black theology also rejects those who counsel blacks to accept
the limits which this society places on them, for it is tantamount to
suicide. In existential philosophy suicide is the ultimate expression
of despair. If we accept white definitions of blackness, we destroy
ourselves.

/" Black theology, responding to the black condition, takes on the

character of rebellion against things as they are. In the writings of
Camus, the rebel is the one who refug_gsm‘tg__'ggg_epj;‘m&@“sﬁurd
9911_(1_!!;1_(2LLS_.w.._t_“ing_S_b.L!Lfigl.l,LS.\Qgﬁiaﬁmeinﬁpﬁﬁﬁﬁ&hﬂmpwi:
b_ilit_x_g_t_ammg.:atLa-usolution, In black theology, blacks are en-
couraged to revolt against the structures of white social and
political power by affirming blackness, but not because blacks
have a chance of “winning.” What could the concept of “winning”
possibly mean? Blacks do what they do because and only because
they can do no other: and black theology says simply that such
action is in harmony with divine revelation%

Black Theology as Passionate Langunage

Because black theology is survival theology, it must speak with a
passion consistent with the depths of the wounds of the oppressed.
Theological language is passionate language, the language of com-
mitment, because it is language which seeks to vindicate the af-
flicted and condemn the enforcers of evil. Christian theology
cannot afford to be an abstract, dispassionate discourse o1 The
nature of God in relation to humankind; such an. analysis has no
ethical implications for the contemporary.forms of oppression in
BT]_r_sgiigty. Theology must take the risk of faith, knowing that it
stands on the edge of condemnation by the forces of evil. Paul
Tillich calls this an “existential rigk”:

The risk of faith is an existential risk, a risk in which the
meaning and fulfillment of our lives is at stake, and not a
theoretical judgment which may be refuted sooner or later,'®
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Blacks know what it means to have their lives at stake, for their
lives are at stake every moment of their existence. In the black
world no one takes life for granted: every moment of being is
surrounded with the threat of nonbeing. If black theology is to
relate itself to this situation, it too must take the risk of faith and
speak with a passion in harmony with the revolutionary spirit of
the oppressed,

The sin of American theology is that it has spoken without
passion. It has failed miserably in relating its work to the oppressed
in society by refusing to confront the structures of this nation with
the evils of racism. When it has tried to speak for the poor, it has
been so cool and calm in its analysis.of human evil that it implicitly
Eﬁgglgégd_,.thSg_sidg it was on, Most of the time American theology
has simply remained silent, ignoring the condition of the victims of
this racist society. How else can we explain the theological silence
during the period of white lynching of black humanity in this
nation? How else can we explain the inability of white religionists
to deal relevantly with the new phenomenon of black conscious-
ness? And how else can we explain the problem white seminaries
are having as they seek to respond to radical black demands? There
is really only one answer: American theology is racist; it identifies
theology as dispassionate analysis of “the tradition,” unrelated to
the sufferings of the oppressed.

Black theology rejects this approach and views theology as a
participation in passion in behalf of the oppressed. Seeking to be
Christian theology in an age of societal dehumanization, it contem-
plates the ultimate possibility of nonbeing (death} with the full
intention of affirming the ultimate possibility of being (life). In the
struggle for truth in a revolutionary age, there can be no principles
of truth, no absolutes, not even God. For we realize that, though
the reality of God must be the presupposition of theology (the very
name implies this—zkeos and logos), we cannot speak of God at the
expense of the oppressed.

Insistence on a passionate theology is a call for an anthropocen-
tric poi logy. 1 realize that such a call must
raise the eyebrows of all who have felt the impact of Kar] Barth.
But let me state clearly that this approach is not a return to
nineteenth-century liberalism with its emphasis on the goodness
and worth of humanity (which always meant white European
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humanity). Every black intellectual is aware that when liberals
spoke of “inevitable progress” and the “upward movement of
Western culture,” it was realized at the expense of blacks who were
enslaved and colonized to secyre “progress.” My concern is alto-
gether different. Though my perspective begins with humanity, it is
not humanity in general, not some abstract species of Platonic
idealism. I am concerned with concrete humanity, particularly with
oppressed humanity. In America that means black humanity, This
is'the point of departure of black theology, because it believes that
oppressed humanity is the point of departure of Christ himself. It is
this concern that makes theological language a language of pas-
siomn.

My characterization of black theology as passionate theology is
analogous to Paul Tillich’s analysis of “the existential thinker”
Quoting Feuerbach, he writes:

Do not wish to be a philosopher in contrast to being a
man . . . do not think as a thinker . . . think as a living, real
being . . . think in Existence, Lgy is passion, and only
passion is the mark of Existence, !

In fact, Tillich quotes Feuerbach ag saying, “Only what is as an
object of passion—really is.”" The existential thinker is a thinker
MM@M}MWQMMJMMESQ
out of a passion. i istence. As Kierkegaard put it
in his definition of truth:

b
An objective uncertainty held fast in the most passionate
personal experience is the truth, the highest truth attainable
for an Existing individual,

Relating this to black theology, we can say that the definition of
truth for the black thinker arises from a passionate encounter with
black reality. Thau,gh-that—truth~may'be"“described-~-r.eligiously,,__as
God, it is not the God-of -white religion-but the God of. black
existence. There is no way to speak of this objectively; truth is not
objective. It is subjective, a personal experience of the ultimate in
the midst of degradation. Passion is the only appropriate response
to this truth. ¥




20 The Content of Theology

To be passionate, black theology may find it necessary to break
with traditional theological concerns. Such concerns are often
unrelated to oppressed existence. Like the pre-Civil War black
preachers, it believes that racism is incompatible with the gospel of
Christ, and it must, therefore, do everything it can to reveal the
satanic nature of racism, so that it can be destroyed. It will be
difficult for white theologians to participate in this reality—
because of their identification with unreality. Creative theological
reflection about God and God’s movement in the world is possible
only when one frees oneself from the powers that be. The mind
must be freed from the values of an oppressive society. It involves
prophetic condemnation of society so that God’s word can be
clearly distinguished from the words of human beings. Such a task
is especially difficult in America, a nation demonically deceived
about what is good, true, and beautiful. The oppression in this
country is sufficiently camouflaged to allow many Americans to
believe that things are not really too bad. White theologians, pot
having felt the sting of oppression, will find it most difficult to
criticize this nation, for the condemnation of America.entails their
own condemnation#t™

“Black thinkers are in a different position. They cannot be black
g and identified with the powers that be. To be black is to be commit-
' @Eggfwiﬂgﬂﬂnmmuww loves and adores. Creativ-
ity and passion are possible when one stands where the black
person stands, the one who has visions of the future because the
lresent is unbearable. And the black person will cling.to that future

L s a means of passionately rejecting the present.

2

The Sources and Norm
of Black Theology

The Function of the Sources and Norm

Though I have alluded already to some of the factors which
shape the perspective of black theology, it is necessary to say a word
about what are often designated as the sources and the norm in
systematic theology. Sources are the “formative factors”. that de-

_termine the character.of a-given-theology: The-norm.is “the crite-
1ion to which the sources .....must be subjected.” That is, the
sources are the relevant data for the theological task, whereas the
norm determines how the data will be used. It is often the case that
different theologies share the same sources, and it is the theological
norm which elevates one particular source {or sources) to & pre-
dominant role. '

Karl Barth and Paul Tillich provide useful examples. Both agree
that the Bible and culture are important data for theology. But an
examination of their work shows that culture plays a much larger
role in Tillich’s theology, whereas the Bible is crucial for Barth. For
Barth scripture is the witness to the word of God and thus is
indispensable to doing theology. Tillich, on the other hand, agrees
that the Bible is important, but holds that the tagk of making the
gospel relevant to the contemporary mind is equally important. If
pressed, Barth (at least in his later years) would not deny that
Tillich’s concern for relevance is a legitimate concern; yet Barth is
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