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7.&-}&}{5_3 WwOULD I BEGIN in order 10 constract Christian
¢ theology (or godialk) from the point of view of Alrican-
American women? 1 pondered this question for over g vear. Then
one day mv professor responded to my compiaing about the
absence of black women's experience from aff Chrstlan the-
ology (black liberation and feminist theologies includedy, He
suggested that my anxiety might lessen if my exploraton of
African-American cultural sources was conscicusly informed by
the statement "I am a black WOMARN." He was right. | had
not realized before that 1 read African-American sources from a
biack male perspective. 1 assumed black women were included.
1 had not noticed that what the sources presented as “Black e
perience” was really black male experience. At that time, the
mid-seventies, not many black women's writings were available.
The Schomburg series of nincteenth-century black women's writ-
ings edited by Henry Louais Gates, Ir., bad not appeared. Neitheyr
had the series Black Women in United States History, edited by
Darlene Clark Hine.

Nevertheless, when I began reading available Black female
and black male sources with my female identity Bxed firmby i
my consciousness, [ made a startling discovery. I discovered fhat
even though black Hberation theologians used biblical paradigms
supporting an androcentric biag in their theological statemenis,
the African-American community had used the Bible quite differ
ently. For gver a hundred vears, the commumnity had appropriared
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the Bible in such a Way that black women's experience figured
just as eminently as black men’s in fhe community's Memory, i
its self-understanding and in its understanding of God’s relation
o its life. As ! read deeper i black American sOUrces from my
female perspective, 1 began to see that it was possible 10 identify
at least two traditions of African-A merican hiblical appropriation
that were useful for the construction of black theology in North
Americit.’
One of these traditions of biblical appropriation emphasized
liberation of the oppressed and. shp_gn{c_dw(__}_od relating to men
in the liberation sfruggles. in some African-American spiritual
songs, in slave aarratives and in SErmMORNSs by black preachers ref-
erence was made to hiblical storjes and personalitics who were
involved in liberation struggle. Moses, Jesus/God, st and Silas
delivered from jail, Shadrak, Meshack and Abednego debivered
from the fiery furnace and “My God detivered Dantel and why not
every man” — all of these references appeared in the deposits of
African-American culture. piack male theologians had reflected
upon these sourees and also had been inspired by the liberation
emphasis in the 1960s biack cultural and political revolution. SO
they produced black liberation theology. Their validating bibtical
paradig it the Hebrew testament Wias the exodus event when
God delivered the oppressed Hebrew slaves from their oppres:
sors in Egypt. Their Christian testament paradigm was Luke 4,
when jesus described his mission and ministry in terms of fibes-
atjon. Their normative claim for biblical interprefation was “God
the liberator of the poor and oppressed.” 1 reasoned that it is
possible, then, 0 name this radition the Lheration tradition of
A[ﬁf:ﬁfcof,nﬁmcm’caﬂ biblical appropriaiion. ..
My discovery of the second tradition of African-American bib-
lical appropriation excited me greatty. This eradition emphasized
femnale activity and de-ermphasized male authority. It lifted up
from the Bible the sStOTY of 2 female shave of African descent
who was forced to be @ SUIrogate mother, reproducing 2 child
by her slave master because the stave master’s wife was barfen.
For more than a hundred years Hagar — the African stave of the
Hebrew woman Sarah — has appeared in the deposits of African
writers, pocts, scholars, preachei‘s

Ametican culture, SCulptors,
and just plain folks have passed along the biblical figure Hagar 10

generation after generation Of black folks.”
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[NTROTHICTION . 3

As T encountered Hagar again and again in African-American
sources, I reread her story in the Hebrew testament and Pauls
reference o ber in the Christian testament. T slowly realized there
were siriking similarities between Hagar's story and the story of
African-American women. Hagar's heritage was African as was
black women’s. Hagar was 2 slave. Black American women had
emerged from 4 slave heritage and stll lived in light of # Hagar
was brutalized by her slave owner, the Hebrew woman Saral,
The slave narratives of Afvican-American women and some of
the narratives of contemporary day-workers tell of the brutal or
cruel reatment black women have received from the wives of
slave masters and from contemporary white female emplovers.
Hagar bhad no control over her body. It helonged 1o her slave
owner, whose husband, Abraham, ravished Hagar A child Ish-
mael was born;, mother and child were eventually cast out of
Abraham’s and Sarab’s home without resources for sarvival, The
badies of African-American slave women were owned by their
masters, Time after time they were raped by their owners and
hore children whom the masters seldom claimed — children who
were slaves — children and their mothers whom s;kaw:-n'xzi%f:ﬁ' fa-
thers often cast ont by selling them 1o other slave holders. Hagar
resisted the brutalities of slavery by running away. BLMR Ameri-
cafy woinen have a long it\;ji‘sﬁdﬂi_‘ﬁ: history that includes ranning
away from slavery in the antebellom era. Like Hagar and her child
Ishmasl, African-American female siaves and their o hxmfua after
slavery, were expelled from the homes of many slave holders and
given no resources for sarvival, Hagar, like many women i..ﬁn (‘mgh~
out African-American womern’s history, was a single parent. Bue
she had serious personat and salvific enconnters with God — en-
counters which aided Hagar in the survival stroggle of herself and
ber son. Over and over again, black women in %.E ¢ churches have
testitied about their serious personal and salvific encounters with
God, encounters that helped them and their families survive,

Freadized 1 had stumbled upon the beginning of an answer (o
my question: Whore was | o begin in ooy effort o construct the-
ology from the point of view of black women's experience?! Fwas
to begin with the black community {composed of females and
m'&lf:%‘} ;md its Umicﬁ"ﬂimn‘@i1‘?5-;*; of God's historic relation o b ’EF‘E; fe-

S

male tife. And, inasmuch as Hagar's story had been . spropriated

80 r.;.*xi.@.z.wm%y andt for .e;m.h A fong time by the African-American
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community, 1 reasoned that her story must be the community’s
analogue for A frican-American women's historic experience. My
feasoning was supported, 1 thought, by the striking similarities
between Hagar’s stOry and African-American women’s history in
North America. Buat what would 1 name this Hagar-centered tra-
dition of Africap-American hiblical appropriation? 1 did not feel
¢hat it belonged to the liberation tradition of African-American
biblical appropriation. My exposure O feminist gty@iqg__h@(i cotr-
vinced me that women must claim their experience, which has
for so long been submerged by the overlay of OppTessive, patriar-
chal cu}tural forms. And ope way to claim experience 1 name
it, Naming also establishes some PErmancnce and visibility for
women's experience in history. s
At this point, my effort to name the women-centered tra-
dition was facilitated by the work of anthropologist Lawrence
i.evine. He concluded that African Americans (especially during
slavery) did not accommodate themselves to the Bible. Rather,
FlE@Y..?E;?EQQ?EiBQQ&?&S&Qﬁl{iﬁib . 0. the urgent necessities of their
izvcs” But in this business of accommodating the Bible to life,
1 knew that the black American religious community had not
traditionally put final emphasis upon the hopelessness of the
painful aspects of black history, whether paratleled it the Bible
or not. Rather, black people used the Bible to put pri,magy“g:mpha—
sis upon '"G(id"s response to the COmMMUILLY'S situations of pai
and bondage. So 1 asked myysell: What was God’'s response 0
Hagar’s predicament? Were her pain and God's response 0 it con-
gruent with African-American Women's predicament and their
anderstanding of God’s response to hiack women’s suffering?
Perhaps by answering these questions 1 could arrive at a name
for this Hagar-centered wradition of African-American biblical
appropriation.
A very superficial reading of Genesis 16:1-16 and 21:9-
31 in the Hebrew testament revealed that Hagar's predicament
involved slavery, poverty. ethnicity, sexual and economic €%
ploitation, SUrrogacy, rape., domestic violence, homelessness,
motherhood, single-parenting and radical encounters with God.
Another aspect of Hagar's predicament was made clear in the
Christian testament when paul (Galatians 4:21-5 ()] reiegated her
and her progeny 1o a position ounside of and antagonistic to the
great promise Paul says Churist browght to pumankind. Thus in
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NTRODOCTION 5

Paul's text Hagur hmm only negative relation o the new oreation
Christ mmmum Vin the Christian context of Paul, then, B Fiery
and her descendants represent the outsider position par excel
lence. So alienation is also part of the predicamens of Hagar and
her progeny.

Cod's iL‘spf)ﬂM to Hagar's story in the Hebrew testament js
a0t liberation. Rather, God participates in Hagar's and her child’s
survival on two occasions. When she was 2 ran-away stave, God
met her in the wilderness and wld her o resubmiz herself (0 her
oppressor barah, that is, {0 return w0 bondage. Latin A merican

1’*}

biblical scholar Elsa Tames muy be correct when she inter

prets

-God’s action bere o be on behalf of the sarvival of Hagar and
~child, Hagar could not give birth in the wilderness. Perhaps nei-

ther she nor the child could survive such an ordeal. Perhups the
best resources for assuring the life of mother and child were in
the home of Abrahamn and Sarah. Then, when Hagar and her child
weve finally cast out of the home of their oppressors and were not
given proper resources for survival, God provided Hagar with
a resource. God gave her new vision (o see survival resources
where she had seen none before. Liberation in the Hagar stories is
ot given by God; it finds its source in buman initiative, ¥ inally, in

‘Hagar's story there is the suggestion that God will be instrumen-

tal in the development of Ishinael’s and Hagar's quality of life, for
"God was with the boy. He grew up and made his home in the
desert [wilderness], and he became an archer” (Genesis 21:20).
Thos it seemed o me that God’s response to Hagar's (and
her child’sy sitparion was survival and involvement in their de-
velopment of an appropriate quality of life, that is, appropriate
w0 their sttuation and their heritage. Because mm’ would finatly
five in the wilderness without the protection of a Targes sociu
unit, it was perhaps © theie advantage thae Ishmael be skillful
with the bow. He could protect himself and his mother The face
that Hagar took 2 wife for shmael “From the land of Hoypt™ sug-
BOSts dhat Hagar wanted 1o perpetuate her own cnltural heritage,
which was Fgyptian, and not that of her oppressors Abrabain and
Sarah,

Bven today, most of Hagar's siteation is congruent with THEEIY
African-American women's predicament of DOveITy, sewal and
ceotonie exploltation, surrogacy, domests viclenc
ness. rape, motherbood, single-parcating, ethnici Y A

Fus M
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with God. Many black women have testified that “God helped

them make 2 way out of no way.”” They believe God is involved

not only in their survival struggle, but that God also supports

their struggle for quality of life, which “making 2 way” suggests.
1 concluded, then, that the female-centered tradition of

African-Americat piblical appropriation could be named the

survival/ quality-of-iife. tradition-of -African-Americail, biblical

appropriation. This naming was consistent with the black

American Comunity’s way of appropriating the Bibie so that

emphasis is put upon QQQ,’_S.‘,.Leﬁpgns.e..m..blas;.lg.12.@531;12’_&@11;1.1&‘&0n

rather than upon ‘what would appear t0 be hopeless aspects of

an-American people’s eXiStence n X th America, In black
C()nscioﬂéhééé;"V(}“éé.isni'éérf)onse of survival and quality of life to
Hagar is God's responsc of survival and quality of life to African-
American woinen and mothers of slave descent struggling o
sustain their families with God’s help. &

Several black scholars have suggested a pond in black Ameri-
can heritage between the survival/quality-of-tife struggle and the
community’s belief in God’s presence in the struggle. Historian

John Blassingame points 1o this reality in the slave commuity
when he claims that

one of the primary reasons the slaves were able to surft
vive the cruelty they faced was that their hehavior was noti‘g
totally dependent on their masters. ... I religion, a slave ex-
ercised his own independence of conscience. Convinced
that God watches over him, the slave bore his {and her}f
earthly afflictions, in order to earn a heavenly reward. Often
he disobeyed his earthly master’s rules to keep his heavenly:
master’s commandments. .. _Retigious faith gave an ultimate;
purpose to his life, a sense of communal fellowship and pcr-§
sonal worth. ... 1n short religion helped him preserve his’;
mental health. Trust in God was conducive to psychic health
insofar as it excluded all anxiety-producing preoccupationSj
by the recognition of 4 loving providencc:.7 '

Church historian Gayraud S. Wilmore, in his discussion of
the staves’ survival efforts, also suggests the inextricable rejatiof
between survival/quality-of-life and the slave’s religious faith,

which of course presupposed God’s presence in the struggle:
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I whites thonght they were dealing with children who
could not discern the difference between whire theology
and white behavior they were sadly mistaken, As John
Lovell, Jr., has observed, “The shave relied wpon religion,
not primarily because he felt himself converted; but be-
cause he recognized the power inherent in religicus things.”
That power had to do, first of all, with the NECessiy of sur
vival —with the creation of an alieenative realicy system tha

could keep the shve alive and possessed of some modicum

of samity. The protest and resistance clements we find i

early forms of black folk rehigions in the Caribbean and in

the southeastern United States express the determination to

survive against all odds. 8
The slaves” effort to create an alternative value sysiem repre.
SCOES & struggle 1o achieve g positive quality of life, With their
syncretized African-American religion (svneretized by elements
of African traditional religions) they helieved in God's presence
with them. This belief, connecting with the survival/quality-of
life struggle, gave hope o the staves’ daily lives of oppression
and toil,

Atfirming the similarities between Hagar's predicament and
African-American women’s historic predicament {as well as af
firming the congrucence of the two understandings of God's
response o these sitoations), the survival/quality-of-life tradi-
tion of African-American biblical appropriation showed me more
Clearly what was involved in constructing womanist god-talk ?

The first step was (o provide black people with a deeper
understanding of Hagar's story than the account in the Hebrew
testament. This meant exXploring social and culrural realities rel-
evant (o the biblical account. Thus Chapter 1 of Sisters i the
Wilderness — entitled “Hagar's Story: A Route 10 Black Women's
Issues” — vereads Hagar's story in the Hebrew testament rak-
ing seriously some of the Hebraie, Hgyptian and nomadic social
and cultural forces that could have had ap impact apon Hagar's
situation,

My rereading is 4 method of biblical interpretation shaped by
the Lavin American feminds j

vway of viewing Hagar's StOry from
the perspective of poor, oppressed women. ' What this i
1% avempling o see o

Eans
e Hagar-Sarah texis in the Bible from the
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position of the slave woman Hagar cather than from the perspes

tive of slave OWnCrs (Abraham and Sarah) and their cultnre. YFor
the purposes of Sisters in the Wilderness this method is suitable
because the African-American community in North America has
already appropriated the story with Hagar as the central human
figare rather that Sarah or Abraham.

Rereading does not mean changing the text as it appears in the

Bible or adding «characters” to the Hagar-Sarah stories that do not

appear in the biblical accounts,’' Within the context of Africarr
Ametican interpretation, rereading cap medn bringing in MOrc
nontraditional sources Lo aid in the interpretation than have been
nsed by such jeading Wesicrn exegefes as Gerbard von Rad, E. A
Speiser, Claus Westermanil, Phyllis T rible, Blsa Tamez and others.
For instance, the “rercader,” conscious of the African-American
tradition of appropriating Hagar and het story and trying to s€¢
the story from Hagat’s position, might be interested in enlarging
jnterpretation by focusing on some aspects of African (Egyptian)
culture that might have affected Hagar's behavior on SOME OCCA-
sions. Some Egyptian customs that might have affected Hagar are
described in Chaptes 1. This attention 0 African heritage relative
1o Hagat's story resonates with African-American Christians’ long
aver African residuals in their culture and religious

attempt to unc
lexperience and o discover as much as possible about Africa’s

J
relation tO the Bible. The attention to Hagar's African heritage

also comforms to recent efforts of black biblical scholars to fer-
ipture that Western biblical

ret out the African references in SCr1
scholarship has feretofore ignored and thus made invisible.
from this rereading of Hagar's story comes the second step
involved in providing god-talk mindful of black women's expert-
ence. Heuristics and issues cmerge that are used in subsequent

chapters in Sisters in the Wilderness 10 explore the nature of
e in both the black and

African-American women's experienc

white American worlds, Though most of the issues i the Ha-
gar $tory could be used to lay fully open the many dimensions
of black women’s experience, space Hmitations allowed only
a few 1o be used. Therefore, 1 selected from Hagar’s Story
those issues that had, simputtancousty, persomﬂ, social and reli
gious significance for hlack woment and
community: the predicament of mot
the problem of ethnicity; and the mean
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P
ing and S1&|

INTRODUCTION

nificance of wilderness exper
S?HEQ'%‘%%FWY- Hence (haptu*z
erthood; From Slavery to Frecé
1?(: evolving tensions in Afric:m-
fﬁunction of black motherh{x;d
Surrogacy: Naming Black W’(n;'
narure of black women’s expe
ante\bclium and postbellum Agi
Chﬁapter 4 approaches the sr
f__%pe;mve of skin color, “the bacig
in North America. Rather thar
with regard to black womc-n‘s'
how skin-color consciousness :u
birthed a pathological p&tt{‘,H:l i‘n
to this day. This pattern is name
F:vc-:r, the aim of the chapter is. nf
is to show a method by which ﬂ-"
people, both female :111d mtle 7
gradually cemented into Amcz“;(
. C}\mpter 5, “Sisters in the W
ings,” draws brief analogies 1
the wilderness and African-Ame
their wilderness experience. TT
women’s experience and tjhe
comt‘.togcthcr in a symbolic
Am‘crxcan notion of Wi-ld.(:mes.;s
§()c1ai and political signiﬁc:mcc‘
ism ends the chaptcr: |
. Part 1l of Sisters in the Wilde
gins with Chapter 6, “Womani
1Ii‘ ihc;tulo-gyf’ This chaﬁter d.iscus:;
e o
o, James Cone, G
}15 Ro\i)erls, Liberation a,nc.f." Re
1;nd Cecil ~Waync Cone, The M
Lhisf:;iotf: 11}&?i_gl}ts from the exp
.. thc(lmi,ﬁ g(}d»tulk in Chapt
) eth;c oby in tl:xe areas of th
wes. t;.gi!lc ci;;i}<>g1‘1c is foc
: e ared of method in




step
yeri-
ent
e of
angd
- Ha-
HONS
only
SOV

INTRODUCTION G

aificance of wilderpess expericnce for women and for ihe
community. Hence Chapter 2 in this bool, “Tensions in Moth-
erhood; From Slavery to Freedom,” explores what appears (o
be evolving tensions in African-American understundings of the
function of black motherhood. Chapter 5, entited “Social-Role
Surrogacy: Naming Black Women's Oppression,” cxplores the
nature of black women’s experience with surrogacy in boih
antebethim and posthellum America

Chapier 4 approaches the subject of ethaicity from the per

in Morth America. Rather than probe the characier of racisin
with regard to black women's experience, this chapter shows
how skin-color consciousness and the value put vpon color have
hirthed a pathological patiern in American culture that continues
10 this day. This pattern is pamed “white racial narcissism.” How-
ever, the aim of the chapter is not to be accusatory. Rather, its aim
is to show o method by which the devaluation and abuse of black
people, both female an - through the centuries has been
sradually cemented fnto America’s national CoONsCiousness. -

Chapter 5, “Sisters in the Wilderness and Community Mean-
ings,” draws brief analogies berween Fagas's experience in
the wilderness and African-American women’s understanding of
their wilderness experience, Then the chapter shows how black
women’s experience and the black community’s experience
come together in a symbolic sense attached w0 the African
Americar potion of wilderness, A discussion of the intellectual,
social and political significance of this black wilderness symbol-
st ends the chapter.

Part 13 of Sisters in the Wilderness, “Womanist God-Talk,” be
gins with Chapter 6, “Womanist God-Talk and Black Liberation
Theology.” This chapter discusses certain classical iex1s o black
liberation theology: James Cone, A4 Black Theology of Liberation,
second edition: James Cone, God of the Opfressed; James Deo-
(is Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliaiion: A Black Theology,
and Cectl Wayne Cone, The fdentity Crisis in Black Theology.
Based on insights from the explorations in the earlior chaplers,
the womanist godaall in Chaprer 6 dislogues with black Hibera
ton theology in the areas of theological methodoloyy, doctrine
and ethics. The dialogue is focused in cach area by speciiic is
sues. in the ares of method in Hberation theology, the focus is

]
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.upon the use of the Bible, the understanding and function of €x-
perience and the notion of the theological task. In the area of
_doctrine the womarist god-talk attempts more to enlighten than
(1o dialogue; that is, it reveals the questions about the doctrine of
atonement that arise when African-American WOMmen's surrogacy
experience is reflected upon. The womanist god-talk on this sub-
ject invites plack liberation theologians 1nto conversation with
women about aronement, since black liberation theology has not,
1o date, given consideration 10 the meaning of atonement ifn 18
enterprise. In the area of ethics the womanist discussion in this
chapter uncovers it ethical task black theologians, female and
male, exercise in their work. '
Chapter 7, “pyomanist-Feninist Dialogue: Differences and
Commonalities,” enters into dialoguc with a variety of feminist
voices: African, Asian, white-Americat, Hispanic and other worm-
anist. The first part of this chapter focuses On the theological
differences petween soimc feminist/wotmanist (CX18 and the con-
tent of Sisters in the Wilderness o0 such issues as the meaning
and use of such terms as pirginity (as in the Virgin Mary), the
understanding in different cultures of what is acceptably female
amd other i8sues. The last part of the chapter indicates SOme of
the common groundt upon which womanists and feminists stand
theologically. Some feminist theological positions very much reb-
evant for the womanist god-talk 10 sisters in the Wilderness are
not included. This 18 hecause these positions need more conver
sation with my position than this present book can provide. For
instance, theologian Carter Heyward's position Of “mutual rela-
tion” and “righting relationships” has affinity with my position.
At some point W and other feminists who hold this position
need to discuss the differences we each espouse on these issucs.
put we need a full text o do this. Obviously Beverly Harr
son's work and other work in women’s reproduction rights and
in reproduction technology have 2 ot to say to my wotnanist
suggestion that hlack women’s history be understood as repro-
duction history; that is, reproduction history that uses jabor asid
hermeneutic to interpret black women's biological and social €x
perience of reproducing and nurtaring the species and labor 45
an interpretative ool for analyzing and assessing black women’s
creative productions as well as their refation 10 power structures
in both the black and white worlds. Certainly T need w0 give this
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INTRODUCTION

more thought. This observation about black women’s history as
reproduction history, like some of the other ideas in the bBook,
is suggestive. Though relevant to the content of Sisters in the
Wilderness, some of these suggestive ideas will be dc’—:\f@iﬂp@ﬂ
more fully in another context. They are mentioned in this text
hecause T think we womanist theologians must get as many ideas
“out there” as possible when we have the chance — that is, iclens
refevant to whatever subject we are rearing at the time. Most of
us know racism and sexism in the publishing business and in
theological education lets only 2 few black people (female and
male) into positions that allow us 1o have 2 pablic voice and to
publish, Therefore we must share as much with each other as
we can so that many, many ideas relevant o our people can gex
abroad, eveny if the ideas are developed later by someone other
than the original contributor.

The last chapter in Sisters in the Wilderness is entitled “Wons-
amist Reflections on “The Black Church, the African-American
Denominational Churches and the Universal Hagar's Spiritaad
Church.” This chapter begins with my faith statement celebrat-
ing the idea of “The Black Church.” I make 2 distinction between
“The Black Church” and the African-American denominational
churches. Then [ catalog some sins against black women prac-
ticed in some of the African-American denominational churches,
ialso introduce the Universal Hagar's Spiritual Churches, which
bear the name of Hagar in the Bible. Most of my knowiedge of
the Hager churches has come from personal visits, conversations
and from the work of Hans Baer, who has produced the only
extended study of the Universal Hagar's Spiritual Churches that
Feould find. No scholar has focused extensively upon women
in the Hagar's churches. Chapter 8 is called reflections rather
than something more academic because it presents the aw il
side of the African-American denominational churches that has
ot to date been docomented and has never been included in the
scholarty treatments of these churches. The awful side is black
women's experience of sexist oppression at the major leader-
ship and other levels of church life. The word veflection in the
ttle allows me w0 reference the accusations and svaluations of
the African-American churches made io me in CONVersation with
other black women stru eling, amid this sexist oppression, o
honor their ministerial call from God,
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One jast word must be said about womanist god-talk in
general. As black women retrieving Our experience from “invis
ibility,” each of us retrieves from '_ch_e__ugglg:gs;;(j@ of t e“‘gp_g}g_r_side
partial facts about ouselves and partial VISORS. sing parts of
our expenence. 50, i theology, ouf womanist work together is 1o
connect these picces of fact and vision. Like a 10OSaiC, these “col
ored pieces’ will evenrually make many designs of btack Women’s
experience. These designs, a5 well as the pleces that compose
them, will be available to S€rve as “pieces’ for future generd
tions of black women seeking to understand and describe black
WOMmEn's experience anew in light of the relation hetween the
past and changing times.

Hence the method in womanist theological hooks often at-
tempts first 10 provide pieces of fact and pPleces of vision
subjected O the critical ceflection of the particular theologian.
The second SWP is the constructive one. Sisters in the Wilder-
ness 1s representative of that first st€p. Another book will have 10
contain my second, constructve Sep.

Many womanists perhaps agree with Mary Daly that an over
concern for method in theology has got something to do with
patriarchal. qathority, with people who want to control and with
the sin of what Daly calls methodolatry.” But { think we woman-
ist theologians want to be ever conscious of the way We arc doing
things in theology so that We do not losc our intention for black
WOmEN's eXperience 1o provide the lens through which we view
sources, 10 provide the issues that form the content of our theol
ogy and 10 help us formulate the questions we ask about God’s
relation 10 black American life and to the world in general.
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WOMANIST GOD-TALK
AND BLACK LIBERATION
THEOLOGY

E i SING SOME OF THE ISSUES from the biblcal Hagar-Sarah sto-

ries as models, the preceding chapters have shown the
fabric of Hagar’s and African-American women's experience de-
signed by their exploitation, by their faith in God, by positive
and negative human relationships and reactions, by motherhood,
by fierce survival struggles and by resistance strategies. We have
seen how social processes in the African-American community
and the Angio-American community affected black women's
lives. We have seen how black women often used their religion
to cope with and transform the negative character of some of
these processes. We have also seen a collective aspect of black
women’s experience determined by their shared Hfe-situation
with black men in conditions of oppression and in the formation
of community symbols,

Now we must determine the theological yvield of this woman-
ist focus upon black women’s and Hagar’s experience. Inasmuch
4s womanist theology is dialogical in the black community first
we pose the question: What does the womandst analysis in this
book have to sav to black liberation theology? Ther¢ are at ieast
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!tldﬂ doctrine and sthlcs Ncw ethu,&i tasks AI‘C 1dent1ﬁed When
bhxc,k theology takes A fri ican-American women’s experience seri-
ou:aiy\f

THEOLOGICAL METHODOLOGY

Much of the wormanist analysis in this book raises methodological
issues that either enlarge upon or challenge the methodological
sperspectives contained in some of black liberation theology. The
mathodologlml issues with which we will be concerned are the
cuse of the Bible, the understanding and function of experience
- in black liberation tht:ology and the notion of the theological task
in the same theology.

THE BIBLE AND BLACK LIBERATION THEOLOGY

A womanist rereading of the biblical Hagar-Sarah texts in relation
to African-American women’s experience raises a serious (ues-
tion about the biblical witness. The question is about its use as
a source validating black Jiberation theology’s normative claim
of God’s liberating activity in behalf of alf the oppressed. James
Cone asserts that

the biblical witness. . .says...God is a God of liberation,
who speaks to the oppreswd and abused and assures them

-divine righteousness will vindicate their suffering . ..
Jand that] it is the Bible that tells us that God became human
in Jesus Christ so that the kingdom of God would make
freedom a reality for all human beings.!

The Hagar-Sarah texts in Genesis and Galatians, however, demon-
istrate that the oppressed and abused do not always experience
1God’s liberating power. If one reads the Bible identifying with
the non-Hebrews who are female and male slaves (“the. oppressed
of the oppressed”), one quickly discerns a.non-liberative_thread
running through the Bible. In the Genesis stories about Hag,dr

aml Qarath Rad cocene to dnm fome cmimeo Thad oot s e Pt TR I
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ing."* God is clearly partial to Sarah. Regardiess
of the way one interprets God’s command to Hagar to submit
herself to Sarah, God does not liberate her. In Fxodus God does
not outlaw slavery. Rather, the male slave can be part of Is
rael's rituals, possibly because he has no control over his body
as Hagar had no control over her body. Thus “the Lord said to
Moses and Aaron, ‘this is the ordinance of the passover: no for-
eigner shall eat of it; but every slave that is bought for money
may eat of it after vou have circumcised him’ ” (Exodus 12:43%-
44);* but “no sojourner or hired servant may cat of it” (12:45).
The sojourner and hired servant can refuse to be circumcised,

but_the slave cannot-because the siave master. owns the slave’s

body..

In the covenant code (Exodus 20:22-23:33) God identifies the
rights of the Hebrew male slave. After six years of enslavement,
the male slave gets his freedom in the seventh year. God does not
object to Hebrew men seiling their daughters as slaves. But the
daughters shall not be given their freedom (except under special
circumstances) as the male sfaves are. God says the slave’'s wife
(if given him by his master) and his children belong to the slave
master. Therefore, even if the slave husband is emancipated, the
slave wife and her children remain in bondage. The only way the
family can stay together is for the father to remain a slave.

In the holiness codes (for example, Leviticus 19) God's com-
mandments to the people of Israel show differences God makes
with regard to slave women. Leviticus 19:20-22 states, “If a man
lies carnally with a woman who is a slave, betrothed to another
man and not yet ransomed or given her freedom, an inquiry shali
be held.” The text says, “They shall not be put to death, because
she was not free; but he shall bring a guilt offering for himself to
the Lord, to the door of the tent of meeting, a ram for a guilt of-
fering.” Further, “The priest shall make atonement for him with
the ram of the guilt offering before the Lord for his sin which he
has committed; and the sin which he has committed shall be for-
given.” The suggestion here is that the law regards a slave woman
and a free woman differently. If the man had slept with a free
woman, they both would have been put to death. “The reason for
this legal clemency is that the slave-woman is regarded as another
man’s property, i.c., his concubine.”® He is guilty because he has
“sinned against” another man, not because he has cohabited with
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the slave woman. Skav JMEN Are not as yzgg;ggb_jg;dg_gggg{, the law
as free women. ' | o
While God tells ancient Israclites that “if your brother be-
comes poor beside you, and sells himself to you, you shall not
make him serve as a slave” (Leviticus 25:39), God also says, “you
may buy male and female slaves from among the nations that are
raround about you. . . you may bequeath them 1o your sons after
‘you, to inherit as a possession for ever; you may make slaves of
;;them, but over your brethren the people of Istael you shall not
“rule one over the other, with harshness” (Leviticus 25:46). 1
Later renderings of the law in Deuteronomy with regard

to slaves also stress lenient treatment for the Hebrew shave.
And run-away slaves should not be returned to their masters
Deuteronomy 23:15); they must be given asylum and are not to
be oppressed. There is no indication in the text whether “not to
be oppressed” means not to be enslaved. 1n 1 Samuel 8:16 God The Spirit of the Lo
tells the people of Israel, through Samuel, that the king will take
the best of their male and female slaves and put them to work
in his service. But God does not denounce these instances of
enslavement. In Jeremiah 34:8-272 God tells the Israelites that
“every one should set free his Hebrew slaves, male and female, so
that no one should enslave a Jew.” There.is no mention.of freedom
for nonJewish slaves, ¥
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African-American women who now claim themselves to be eco-
nomically enslaved) read the entire Hebrew testament from the
point of view of the non-Hebrew slave, there is no clear indica-

tiles, and enter no town ¢
iost sheep of the house ¢
against the non-Jew thar :

tion that God is against their perpetual enslavement. Likewise, ing Hagar, the female slave
there is no clear opposition expressed in the Christian testa- of freedom he describes
ment to the institution of slavery. Whatever may be the reasons give various interpretation
why Paul advises slaves to obey their masters and bids Ones- their historical critical or
imus, the slave, to return to his master and later advises the theless, the ,non-li_l)ctr;;};_ivg
master to free Onesimus, he does not denounce the institntion apparently places upon bl
_of slavery. The fact remains: slavery in the Bible is a narural and terpreting scripture (i.e., ¢
%‘%t_mprotested institution in the social and economic Jife of an- the oppressed) make it dif
cient s0ciety —except on occasion when the Jews are themselves - function today in the way
enslaved. One wonders how biblically derived messages of liber- Hittle to_the oppressed. wl
ation can be taken seriously by today’s masses of poor, homeless - tant is whether it can ser
African Americans, female and male, who consider themselves ' Equivocal messages and/o)

0 be experiencing a form of slavery — economic enslavement on behalf of non-Hebrew, |
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" by the capitalistic American economy. They may consider them-

selves outside the boundaries of sedentary, “civilized” American
culture.

Womanist theologians, especially those who take their slave
heritage seriously, are therefore led to question James Cone’s as-
sumption that the African:American theologian can Loday make
paradigmati Hebrews' exodus
ENCE a8 TeC  the “Yven though Cone sees that for
the Hebrews ‘“eiectwn is 11}%p¢1ab}e from the event of the exo-
dus,” he does not see that non-Hebrew female slaves, especially
those of African descent, are not on equal terms with the He-
brews and are not woven into this biblical story of election and
exodus.” One might agree with Cone that Jesus had liberation of
the oppressed on his mind when he was reported to have said,

The S$pirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed
me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to pro-

claim release 10 the captives and recovering of sight o the

blind, to set at liberty thosc who are oppru,sed, to proclaim
the acceptable year of the Lord. (Luke 4:18-19)

But the non-Jewish person of slave descent may uestion what
Jesus had in mind in Matthew 10:5-6, where he is reported to
have charged his disciples, saying, “Go nowhere among the Gen-
tiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to the
lost sheep of the house of Israel.” This suggesis a kind of bias
against the non-Jew that accords well with Paul’s way of situat-
ing Hagar, the female slave, and her progeny outside the promise
of freedom he describes in Galatians 5.° Biblical scholars may
give various interpretations of the Matthew 10 texts derived from
their historical critical or Hterary critical methodelogy. Never-
theless, the non-liberative strand in the Bible and the tension. it
apparently places upon black liberation theology’s norm for in-
terpreting scripture (i.€., God's liberating action on behalf of all
the oppressed) make it difficult to understand how the Bibie can
function today in the way that James Cone suggests: "It matters

1 ittle 1o the. op_pre&scd who authored scripture; what is unpor
-l tant is whether it can.serve as a weapon against oppressors.’

Lquwoca} messages and/or silence about God’s liberating power
on behalf of non-Hebrew, female slaves of African descent do not




148 WOMANIST GOD-TALK

make effective weapons for African Americans to use in “wars”
against oppressoers.,

Though there may be problems with his view of the over-
whelmingly liberative work of God demonstrated in the Bible in
refation to all the oppressed, james Cone is right to emphasize
the significance of the community of faith for influencing the way
the community’s theologians use the Bible. He reminds the reader
that “the theologian brings to the scripture the perspective of a
community,” and

'/ ideally the concern of that community is consistent with the
- concern of the community that gave us the scriptores. It is
- the task of theology to keep these two communities (biblical
L and contemporary) in constant tension in order that we may
. be able to speak meaningfully about God.? ;

Cone’s use of the word ideally suggests that such consis-
tency might not always be able ¢ be maintained, and be is also
right w0 suggest that the “reaiity” of th(i matter cxists Afx. Lhe: xren-
n{)n-HebreW, femalc slave Ha.g.ir (1'ather than with Abraham and
Sarah), is not consistent with the community that gave us the
scriptures. Yet the African-American community has also seen a
relation between its life of bondage and that of the ancient Is-
raelites in Egypt. At this point the consistency between the two
communities is maintained. Black people, and black Hberation
theologians, have in this instance identified strongly with the He-
brews and not with other people whom the former slaves (the
Israelites) are reported to have destroved, like the Canaanites .’

However, black theologians — in order to present a true
rendering of the faith of the African-American Christian commu-
nity — must 5ot be concerned only about the tensions between

ithe contemporary black community and the biblical community.
‘They must also reveal the tensions in the commumity’s faith,
$O lh‘lt the Afncm -American Christian community can b( comc
.iW’llC of how these tensions affect its theology and fife. The com-
qnumzy will see, on the basis of its way of appropriating the
scripture, that it expresses belief in a God who liberates (the
God of the enslaved Hebrews) and a God who does not liberate
(the God of the non-Hebrew female slave Hagar). It may be that
spasmodic participation of the African-American denominational
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churches in the African-American struggle for social change
stems as much from unconscious tensions in their faith as from
the growing bourgeois attitude of many of theilr congregations.
If black liberation theology wants to include black women and
speak in behalf of the most oppressed black people today — the
poor homeless, jobless, economically “enslaved” women, men
and children sleeping on American streets, in bus stations, parks
and alleys — theologians must ask themselves some questions.
Have thf:y, in thL use of the Bible, identified so thoroughly with
srael’s election that they have not seen the op-
ssed in scripture? Have they identified so
aomp]etn Iy with Israel’s liberation that thev have been blind 1o
the awful reality of victims making victims in the Bible? Does
this kind of blindness with regard to non-Hebrew victims in the
scripture also make it easy for black male theologians and bibli-
cal scholars to ignore the figures in the Bible whose expericnce
is analogous to that of black women?'®
This siudy suggests that if black Hberation theologians want
to respond to these questions about black liberation theology’s

e

bias against black women, they must assume an additional her. -

-meneutical posture — one that allows them beu)me con- -
SCIOUS of thi has bten nmd(, uwmb!c in thc text and o see

Fhudort, in the use of ‘:Lli}’)ﬂil‘

‘that thcn' usion with th1<; uwmbihzatmn ?of
gl}lcxck WOomen's exp
“theologians should initially engage a womanist hermeneutic of

zdemgf‘cczfz(m -ascertainment that involves three modes of in-
quiry: 511b}ect1vc communal and objective. Through an (maiysm
of their own faith journey with regard to its biblical founda-
‘tions, theologians discover with whom and with what events they
ipersonally identify in scripture. Through an analysis of the bibli-
cal foundation of the faith journey of the Christian community
with which they are affiliated, Christian theologians determine
‘the biblical faith, events and biblical characters with whom the
‘community has identified. Biblical aspects of the community's
Ifai{h-joumcy are revealed in sermons, songs, testimonies by the
people, Hiturgy, ritual and in its socio-political-cultural affitiations
in the world. This subjective an mmunal analysis acguaints
ithc:ok)ﬂmns with the biases fhf:y bring to the interpretation of

zscupun‘e Then theologlans engage the objective mode of inquiry

that ascertains botfr the biblical events, characters and circam-




150 _ WOMANIST GOL-TALK

stances with whom the biblical writers have identified and those
‘with whom the biblical writers have not identified, that is, those
1Wh() are victims of those with whom the biblical writers have
ndenuﬁ(*d i

By engaging this womanist hermeneutic of identifical
ascertainment, black liberation theologians will be able 1o see
the jung tures” at which they and the community. m{,d 1o be C it-
fcal of their way of using the szk: Engaging this hermeneutic
alse allows black theologians to see at what point they must be
critical of the biblical text itself, in those instances where the
text supports oppression, exclusion and even death of innocent
people.

Womanist theologians, in concert with womanist biblical
scholars, need to show the African-American denominational
churches and black liberation theology the liability of its habit
of using the Bible.in.an ameritical and sometimes o

AL LR bU(

SCLViag
way, This kind of usage has prohibited the commuanity from see-

ing that the end result of the biblical exodus event, begun in
the book of Exodus, was the violent destruction of a whole na-
tion of people, the Canaanites, described in the book of Joshua.
. Black liberation theologians today should reconceptualize what
it means to lift up uncritically the biblical exodus event as a ma-
fijor paradigm for black theological reflection. To respond to the

current issues in the black community, theologians should reflect

upon exodus from Egypt as holistic story rather than event. This
would aliow the community 1o see the exodus as an extensive re-
ality involving several kinds of events before its completion in the:
genocide of the Canaanites and the taking of their land. The com- |
munity would see the violence involved in a liberation strugg le_;
supposedly superintended by Gody k.

In the exodus story there are the V]()IU‘H acts of GGod against Is-
rael’s oppressors, the Egyptians. There is the pre-exodus event of
the Hebrews obtaining economic resources (reparations?) from
the Egyptians before they left Egypt. There is God’s violence
against the Egyptians as they attempted to subdue the Israelites
crossing the Red Sea. There are the violent acts of the Hebrews,
sanctioned by God, as they Killed every person in the land of
Jericho except Rahab and her family. God is supposed to have
sanctioned genocide in the land of Makkedah, in Libnah and in
the Promised Land of Canaan. This kind of reflection upon ex-
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odus as a holistic story rather than as one event allows black
theologians to show the black community the awful models of
God projected when the community and theologians use the
Bible so that only Israel’s or the Hebrews’ understanding of God
becomes normative for the black community’s understanding of
how God relates to its life. On.the basis of this holistic story, the
black community and black theologians must explore the moral
status of violence in scrépture when the .ViQi@QQC__ is mandated
and/or supported by God, "

What is suggested here is not that black theologians in their
use of scripture ignore the fact of black people’s identification
with the exodus of the Israclites from Egypt. This is part of
Alrican-American Christian history and should be remembered
by the community. Neither do ¥ mean to suggest that black theo-
logians should refrain from referring to the texts in the book of
Exodus and to Jesus’ words in Luke 4 in ways that are meaningful
for the exposition of the gospel in our time, Nor should Liberation
kinguage and liberation ideas be lost to black theology. However,
I suggest that African-American theologians should make it clear
to the community that this black way of identifying with God
solely through the exodus of the Hebrews and jesus' reported
words in Luke belongs to the black historical period _quA;_m;ri-
ican slavery. Apparently this was the time when God’s liberation
‘of the Israelites or the exodus was the subject and “predicate” of
the biblical ideas undergirding African-American Christian theol-
'ogy. Such is not the case today. To build contemporary systematic
theology only on the exodus and Luke paradigm is to ignore
generations of black history subsequent 1o slavery — that is, to
consign the community and the black theological imagination

to a kind of historical stalemate that denies the possibility of

change with regard to the people’s experience of God and with
regard o the possibility of God changing in relation to the com-
munity. Obviously I do not agree with Cecil Cone’s argument
that “the post-Civil War black religious expressions are grounded
in the same black religious experience as the pre-Civil War ex-
pressions.”" By not qualifying this statement, Cone suggests that
black religious experience has not changed since stavery.
However, I cannot deny that exodus has been a prevalent
theme in African-American history. After siavery, when some
blacks fled oppression in the South and went into new western
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territory, they were called the Exodusters. Through his Univer-
sal Negro Improvement Association, Marcus Garvey advocated a
kind of exodus for Afro-Americans that would end in their return
to Africa. And in the social revolution of the 1960s in America,
black people used the language of liberation to voice their dis-
coatent. But it may be difficult to prove that the biblical model
of the Hebrews’ exodus out of Egypt or that Jesus” words in Luke
were a guide for the actions of all these groups.

Pointing out these problems with the use of the Bible in black
liberation theology might also show theologians that in order to
respond to the tensions in African-American faith and to suggest
woman-inchisive correctives, they might have to rely upon nof-
Christian and non-Jewish sources to interpret texts and shape
their talk about the community’s understanding of how God
relates to its life. Some black theologians have intimated that Af-
rican sources might be helpful for shedding light on the way
the African-American Christian community’s African heritage has
historically informed its understanding of God’s relation to its
life. Theologian Cecil Cone makes this kind of suggestion when
he claims that the primary sources of black religion are “the
African tradition, the American experience of siavery, hiblical
Christianity.”** Then, in his discussion of the African-American
slave’s use of scripture, Cone says,

- The slaves” appropriation of the Bible was made easier by
ithe fact that certain parts of Scripture, especially in the Old
- Testament, were in keeping with the slave’s African reli-
igious tradition. Slaves already possessed the concept of a
- Supreme Being who created, sustained, and ruled the world,
“This meant, of course, that the Old Testament's Almighty
[Sovereign God did not seem unfamiliar to him. What this
iGod did for the children of Israel was in harmony with the
islaves’ own understanding of the divine. Gradually through
~this conversion of Christianity, slaves accepted and utilized
‘the Bible as one of the sources of black religion,'?

This certainly suggests that for a more precise understanding
of the African concept of Supreme Being that slaves may have
brought with them, theologians should consult sources dealing
with the religions of West Africa during the slave period in

WOMANIET GOITALK AND BLACK 118

America. These sources could al
scripture,

As the scholarship of Cain H
has shown, there is much to be
enlighten our understanding of |
Black people can begin 1o sec i
The rereading of the Hagar-Sara
the work of the Egyptologists hel
of whoe Hagar might have been.”’
a long way to go in shaping the
are encouraged to believe that t
Jewish sources in biblical interpr
help black theologians speak m
roots and Christian gospel. But
little value to African-American
androcentric and female-exclusi

Equally as important as the w
theology is the issue of the nat
Something called the black exp:
for the anthropology.in the libe
ﬂnabmdy An African-American
acter of black existence in the Ut
is 4 controlling influence in the «
theology. By reviewing the tmd(
the works of James and Cecil C¢
pegin to see the limitations of
as black women are concerned
the preceding chapter I‘Cgﬂr‘din
relation with the notions of the
ation theology, we begin 10 s¢
wopen’s experience expands ¢
black people’s existence in No:

BLACK EXPERIENCE, W
THEOLOG

The works of the black liberat
agree that racial of jeid

the black experience. Blacik Ll




ODCTALK

Univer-
wated a
rreturn
merica,
wir dis-
I model
in Luke

n black
wder to
suggest
311 Non-
i shape
w God
that AL
e way
age has
110 its
1 when
re “the
sblical
erican

1 by
Old
reli-
of a
arid.
ghty
this
: the
rugh
ized

mnding
v have
iealing
iod in

WOMANIST GOD-TALK AND BLACK LIBERATION THEQ! D6y 153

America, These sources could also help in the interpretation of
scripture.

As the scholarship of Cain Hope Felder and Robert Bennett
has shown, there is much to be gained by using such sources to
enlighten our understanding of the place of Africa in the Bible.
Black people can begin to see their roots in the biblical story.
The rereading of the Hagar-Sarah text in this study shows how
the work of the Egyptologists helps us enlarge our understanding
of who Hagar might have been. Though African Americans have
a long way to go in shaping their understanding of Hagar, they
are encouraged to believe that the use of non-Christian and non-
Jewish sources in biblical interpretation can provide insights that
help black theologians speak more meaningfully about African
roots and Christian gospel. But these African sources will be of
little value to African-American theologians if they are basically
androcentric and female-exclusive.

Fqually as important as the use of the Bibie in black liberation
theology is the issue of the nature and function of experience.
something called the black expericnce is the point of departuie
for the anthropology in the liberation theology focused upon in
this study. An African-American cultural designation for the char-
acter of black existence in the United States, the black experience
is 4 controlling influence in the design of james Cone's systematic
theology. By reviewing the understanding of black experience in
the works of James and Cecil Cone and James Deotis Roberts, we
begin to see the lnmitations of this naming of experience as far
as black women are concerned. When we bring the insights of
the preceding chapter regarding the wilderness experience o
relation with the notions of the black experience in black liber-
ation theology, we begin to see how the introduction of black
women's experience expands our knowledge of the character of
black people’s existence in North America.

BLACK EXPERIENCE, WILDERNESS EXPERIENCE,
THEOLOGICAL TASKY

The works of the black liberation theologians used in this study
agree that racial oppression helped create what they refer o as
the black experience. Black liberation theology presents black-
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the exodus story, in which the exslaves grumbled against
God and wanted not to bear responsibility for the WO,
comsciousness and struggle associated with maintaining
freedom. While some feminist theologians claim the pro-
phetic tradition significant for the biblical foundations of
feminist theology, they give little or no attention to the way
in which the wilderness figures into the work of making
the prophet and making a people. Womanist theologians
can claim the biblical wilderness tradition as the founda-
tion of their enterprise and as a route 1o discourse not only
because HMagar’s, black women’s and black people’s expe-
riences with God gained dimension in the wilderness, but
because the biblical wilderness tradition also emphasizes
survival, quality of life formation with God’s direction and
the work of building a peopiehood and a community. Wom-
anist theologians can invite feminist, black liberation aad
other interested theologians to engage with them in the ex-
iploration of the question: What is God's word about survivil
and quality of life formation for oppressed and quasi-free
people siruggling to build community in the wilderness?

Womanist theology, as it takes woman-inchusive wilderness €x-
perience seriously, must examine the ways in which Christian
doctrine affects black women. Though space will not allow more
than a surface treatment of this issue in this book, it will serve
our purposes to take a look at a few doctrinal realities in relation
to black women's surrogacy experience, described at length ear-
lier. Then we can consider the kind of dialogue this assessment
causes us £0 have with black liberation theology on this matter of
doctrine and black women,

DOCTRINE: SURROGACY AND REDEMPTION

One of the results of focusing upon African-American wWomen's
historic experience with surrogacy is that it raises serious ques-
tions about the way many Christians, including black women,
have been taught to image redemption. More often than not
the theology in mainline Protestant churches (including Africany-
American opes) teaches believers that sinful humankind has
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been redeemed because Jesus died on the cross in the place of
humans, thereby takin £ human sin upon himself
in this sense Jesus represents the ultimate surrogate figure;
he stands in the place of someone else: sinful humankind. Sur-
rogacy, attached to this divine personage, thus takes on an aura
of the sacred. It is therefore fitting and proper for black womes
to ask whether the image of a surrogate-God has salvific power
for biack women or whether this image supports and reinforees
the exploitation that has accompanied their experience with sur
rogacy. If black women accept this idea of redemption, can they
not also passively accept the exploitation that surrogacy brings?
Frecognize that refection upon these questions causes HIADY
complex theological issues to surface. For instance, there ig the
issue of the part God the Father played in determining the surro-
gate role filled by Jesus, the Son. For black women, there is also
the question of whether Jesus on the cross represents coerced
surrogacy (willed by the Father) or voluntary Surrogacy (chosen
by the Son) or both. At 4ny rate, a major theological problem here
1s the place of the cross in any theology signifi antly informed by
African-American women’s exXperience with surrogacy. Even if
one buys into the notion of the Cross as the meeting place of the
will of God to give up the Son (coerced surrogacy?)y and the will
of the Son to give up himself (voluntary SUITogacy?y so that “the
spirit of abandonment and self-giving love” proceeds from the
Cross “to raise up abandoned men, " African-American women
are still left with the question: Can there be salvific power for
black women in Christian images of oppression (for example,
Jesus on the Cross) meant to teach something about redemption?
As the history of classical Christian doctrine reveals,* theo-
logians since the time of Irenaeus and Origen have been trying
to make the Christian idea of atonement believable by shaping
theories about it in the language and thought that people of a
particular time understood and in which they were grounded.™
For instance Origen (A.p. 183-253), capitalizing on the current
beliefs in devils and spirits, advocated and affirmed whar had
come to be known as a ransom theory of atonement. This the-
ory clatmed that jesus’ dearh on the cross represenied a ransom
God paid to the devil for the sins of humankind. The ransom
theory was the orthodox position of the church for nearly a thow-
sand years. But it declined when another age dawned. Anseln
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emerged in the eleventh century and spoke of atonement using
the chivalric language and sociopolitical thought of his time. His
theory of atonement described sin as the human way of dishon-
oring God. People owed honor to God just as medieval peasants
and squires owed honor and loyaliy o their overlords. However,
humans had no power w give satisfaction to God for disloyalty
to God through their sin. According to the codes of chivairy in
Anselm’s time, one atoned fm a crime either by receiving pulr-
ishment or by providing satisfaction 1o the injured person. Since
God did not want to punish humans forever (which the sin de-
servedy and since humans had. no means to render satisfaction
to the injured honor of God, the deity, Godself, made restitution
for humanity. God satisfied God’s own violated hogpor by sending
God’s Son to earth in human form ultimately to die on the cross.
There were also the theories of atonement associated with
Abelard, who lived from 1079 to 1142, Since the church in the
Middle Agcs put great stress upon the penitential life of believers,
it was reasonabie for Abelard 1o see Calvary as “the school of pen-
itence of the human race, for there men of all ages and races have
learned the depth and power of the love of God.”** Often referred
to as the moral theory of atonement,” this idea emphasized God’s
love in the work of atonement and claimed that when humans
ook upon the death of Jesus they see the love of God manifested.
The cross brings repentance to humankind and shows simulita-
neously God the Father's love and the suffering inflicted upon
that love by human sin. This moral theory of atonement taught
that the cross was “the most powerful moral influence in history,
bringing to men that repentance which renders them able to be
forgiven.” ..

As the Renaissance approached and the medieval worldview
coliapsed, the Anselmian and Abelardian way of understanding
the atonement began to decline. The Renaissance was a time of
great interest in the revival of ancient law, 50, it was reasonable
to expect the reformers to work out their theories of atonement
in legal terms grounded in the new political and fegal thought of
the sixteenth century. Thus Calvin spoke of the justice of God,
of the divine law of punishment that could not be overlooked, of
the infinite character of human sin that deserved infinite harsh
punishment. But, according to the reformer, God is both just
and merciful. Therefore, God with infinite mercy provided a
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substitute who would bear the punishment of human sin. Jesus
Christ came to offer himself as a substitute for humans. He tcok
their punishment upon himself. Thus the reformers advocated a

substitution theory of atonement.

While these ransom, satisfaction, substitution and moral the-
ories of atonement may not be serviceable for providing an ac-
ceptable response to African-American women's question about

mption and surrogacy, they do.illustraie

a serviceable prac-

tice for theologians attempting today to respond to this question.
That practice (as shown by the theologians db()V(.) is 1o use
the language and sociopolitical thought of the time to render
Christian ideas and principles understandable. So the woman-
ist theologmn uses the sociopolitical thought and action of the
African-American woman’s world to show black women their
salvation does not depend upon any form of surrogacy made sa-
cred by traditional and orthodox understandings of Jesus’ life and

‘death. Rather their salvation is assured by Je
'and by the survival strategies he used to help

v life of resistance
peopie survive the

death of identity”” caused by their exchange of inherited ¢ slaral

mcdnmg_,s for a new identity shaped by the

_gospel ethics and

world view. This death of identity was also cxpcnengcd by Af
rican women and men brought to America and enslaved. They
too relied upon Jesus to help them survive the forging of a new
identity. 'This kind of account of Jesus’ salvific value — made com-
patible and understandable by use of African-American women's
sociopolitical patterns — frees redemption from the cross and

“frees the cross from the “sacred aura” put around it by exist-

ing patriarchal responses to the question of what Jesus' death

TEPresents. /’
The synoptic gospels (more than Paul’s

fetters)y, also pro-

vide resources for constructing a Christian understanding of
redemption that speaks meaningfully to bilack women, given
their historic experience with surrogacy. Jesus’ own words in
Luke 4 and his ministry of healing the human body, mind and
spirit (described in Matthew, Mark and Luke) suggest that Jesus

did not come to redeem humans by showing

them God’s “love”

manifested in the death of God’s innocent child on a cross
erected by cruel, imperialistic, patriarchal power. Rather, the

tcxts suggf,st that the spmt of G()d mjesus can

0 show_.m_n
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of righting refations between body (individual and commumnity),
mind (of humans and of tradition) and spirit. A female-male in-
clusive vision, Jesus’ ministry of righting relationships involved
raising the dead (those separated from life and community), cast-
ing out demons (for example, ridding the mind of destructive
forces prohibiting the flourishing of positive, peaceful life) and
proclaiming the word of life that demanded the transformation of
tradition so that life could be lived more abundantly. Thus, jesus

as gquick to remind his critics that humans were not made for
the Sabbath; rather, the Sabbath was made for humans. God’s gift
o humans, through Jesus, was to invite them o participate in this
ministerial vision (“whosoever will, let them come”} of righting
refations. The response to this invitation by human principali-
ties and powers was the horrible deed the cross represents —
the evil of humankind trving to kill the ministerial vision of
life in relation that Jesus brought to humanity. The resurrection
does not depend upon the cross for life, for the cross only rep-
vesents historical evil tryving to defeat good. The resurrection of
Jesus and the flourishing of God’s spirit in the world as the re-
sult of resurrection represent the life of the mnisterial vision
eaining victory over the evil attempt to kill it. Thus, to respond
meaningfully to black women’s historic expertence of surrogacy
oppression, the womanist theologian nyust show that redemption
of humans can have nothing te do with any kind of surrogate or
substitute role Jesus was reputed to have plaved in a bloody act
that supposedly gained victory over sin and/or evil.

Black women are intelligent people living in a technological
world where nuclear bombs, defilement of the earth, racism, sex-
ism, dope and economic injustices attest to the presence and
power of evil in the world. Perhaps not many people today can
believe that evil and sin were overceme by Jesus’ death on the
cross; that is, that Jesus took human sin upon himself and there-
fore saved humankind. Rather, it seems more intelligent and
more scriptural to understand that redemptios had to do with
God, through Jesus, giving humankind new vision to see the re-
sources for positive, abundant relational life. Redemption had to
do with God, through the ministerial vision, giving humankind
the ethical thooght and practice upon which o build positive,
productive quality of life. Hence, the kingdom of God theme in
the miinisterial vision of Jesus does not point to death; it s not
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|+ something one has to die to reach. Rather, the kingdom of God
. is a metaphor of hope God gives those attempting to right the re-
- | lations between self and self, between self and others, between
: ; self and God as prescribed in the sermon on the mount, in the
-, golden rule and in the commandment to show love above alf else.
 Though space limitations here prohibit a more systematic
reconstruction of this Christian understanding of redemption
(given black women’s surrogacy experience), there are a few
things that can be said about sin in this kind of reconstruction.
The image of Jesus on the cross is the image of human sin in its
most desecrated form. This execution destroyed the body, but
not before it mocked and defiled the Jewish man Jesus by pub-
licly exposing his nakedness and private parts, by mocking the
ministerial vision as they labeled him king of the Jews, by plac-
ing a crown of thorns upon his head mocking his dignity and
the integrity of his divine mission. The cross thus becomes an
« image of defilement, a_gross manifestation of collective human
sin. Jesus, then, does not conquer sin through death on the cross.
'?Rather, Jesus conquers the sin of temptation in the wilderness
‘(Matthew 4:1-11) by resistance — by resisting the temptation to
value the material over the spiritual (“*Man shall not live by bread
-alone™); by resisting death (not attempting suicide that tests God:
“if you are the son of God, throw yourself down”); by resisting
: the greedy urge of monopolistic ownership (“He showed him ali
- the kingdoms of the world and the glory of them; and he said to
“him, all these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship
{me”). Jesus therefore conguered sin in life, not in death. In the
-wilderness he refused to allow evil forces to defile the balanced
‘relation between the material and the spiritual, between life and
‘death, between power and the exertion of it.

What this allows the womanist theologian to show black
women is that God did not intend the surrogacy roles they have
been forced to perform. God did not intend the defilement of
their bodies as white men put them in the place of white women
to provide sexual pleasure for white men during the slavocracy.
This was rape. Rape is defilement, and defilement means wanion
desecration. Worse, deeper and more wounding than aliepation,
the sin of defilement is the one of which today’s technological
world is most guilty. Nature (the land, the seas, the animals in the
sea) are every day defiled by humans. Cultures and peoples (Na-
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vive Americans, Africans, Jews) have been defiled and destroyed
by the onslaught of Western, Christian, patriarchal imperialism
in some of its ugliest forms. The oceans are defiled by oil spills,
and industrial waste destroys marine life. The rain forest is be
ing defiled. The cross is a reminder of how humans have tried
throughout history to destroy visions of righting relationships
that involve transformation of tradition and transformation of
social relations and arrangements sanctioned by the status quo.

The resurrection of Jesus and the kingdom of God theme in
Jesus' ministerial vision provide black women with the knowl-
edge that God has, through Jesus, showi humankind how 1o live
peacefully, productively and abundantly in relationship. Jesus
showed humankind 4 vision of righting relations between body,
mind and spirit® through an ethical ministry of words (such
as the beatirudes, the parables, the moral directions and repri-
mands); throtigh a healing ministry of iouch and being tovched
(for example, healing the leper through touch; being touched by
the woman with an issue of blood); through a miliiant ministyy
of expelling evil forces (such as exorcising the demomiacs, whip-
ping the moneychangers out of the temple); through a ministry
grounded in the power of faith (in the work of healing); through
a ministry of prayer (he often withdrew from the crowd 1o
pray); through a ministry of compassion and love,

Humankind is, then, redeemed through Iesus’ ministerial vi-
sion of life and pot through his death. There is nothing divine in
the blood of the cross. God does not intend black women’s surro-
gacy experience. Neither can Christian faith affirm such an idea.
Jesus did not come to be a surrogate. Jesus came for life, 1o show
humans a perfect vision of ministerial refation that humans had
very little knowledge of. As Christians, black women cannot for-
set the cross, but neither can they glorify it. To do so is to glorify
suffering and to render thetr exploitation sacred. To do so is o
glorifv the sin of defilement.

RE-ENTER BLACK LIBERATION THEOLOGY
Most treatments of redemption in black liberation theology do

not raise questions about Christian notions of atonement. The
black theologian Olin P, Movd merely states that biack religion af-
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firms that “the atonement took place on the Cross of Caivary.”®
He goes on w claim that “black religion has grown out of a
childlike faith."* it has not expended

any extended theological debate on the matters of how one
man could atone for the sins of all or to whom the ransonm
was paid, or why it was necessary that a human life be sac-
rificed in order that God might redeem humanity from sin
and guilt if God is all powerful and thus could have wrought
human salvation by some other means, . 4!

The critique of atonement views by wonmnnist theology invites
black liberation theologians to begin serious conversations with
black females about the black Christians’ understanding of atone-
ment in light of African-American women’s experience of op-
pression. Perhaps such a conversation can begin with the in-
carnation and the cross. By removing their sexist lens, black
theologians can see that though incarnation is traditionally asso-
ciated with the self-disclosure of God in Jesus Christ, incarnation
also involves God’s self-disclosure in a woman: Mary. The an-
gel Gabriel tells her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon vou, and
the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the
child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God” (luke
1:36). Translated in terms of African-American heritage from
traditional African religions, one can say, “The Spirit mounted
Mary.” The word was first made flesh in Mary’s body. Incarnation,
in a womanist understanding of it in the Christian testament, can
be regarded as a continuum of the manifestation of divine spirit
beginning with Mary, becoming an abundance in Jesus and later
overflowing into the life of the church. _

Womanist theologians and black lberation theologians can
also discuss the meaning of the cross in their theologies. The
centrality of the cross in James Deotis Roberts's christology is
especially unseitling for the womanist theologian conscious of
the way in which images of redemption associated with the cross
support a structure of domination (surrogacy) in black women’s
lives. For Roberts, it is through the cross that revelation and
reconciliation are understood. He 5ays:

No one can fully understand the revelation of God if he does

not know the meaning of the cross not merely as unmerited
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suffering but also as a healing balm. Others may have to seek
the cross, but as for the black man, the cross finds him —
it follows and haunts him. ... The black man shoulders 2
cross at birth and never emerges from its burden. ... In an
understanding of the cross from the vantage point of black
consciousness, the biack Christian experiencing the revela-
tion of God through the black Messiah bears an existential
cross. ... But the cross is also revelatory of the love of God.
. Atis through the window of the cross that we see the face
of God. ™

Connecting the black Messiah, the cross and reconciliation, he
S4YS:

When we discover Christ as the black Messiah, as the one
who enters into our black experience, the meaning of his
cross and our suffering are reconciliation. The reconcilia-
tion of man o man, through the reconciliation of man to
God, releases the healing power of the cross of Christ into
this anxious, broken, and bitter world. Only redeemed men
can serve as agents of reconciliation. .., On the cross Christ
gives himself o mankind. Black men and women, recon-
ciled to God through the cross of Christ, but who through
their suffering, their own cross-bearing, share the depth
of his suffering, are purified, mellowed., and heightened in
sensitivity and compassion.

Women must question Roberts's way of seeing such posi-
tive value in oppressed black women identifying with Christ
through their common suffering wrought by cross-bearing. Black
women should never be encouraged to believe that they can be
united with God through this kind of suffering. There are quite
enough black women bearing the cross by rearing children alone,
struggling on welfare, suffering through poverty, experiencing
inadequate health care, domestic violence and various forms of
sexisim and racism.

Obviously, black liberation theology’s understanding of in-
carnation, of revelation, Jesus Christ and reconciliation holds
very little promise for black women. A complete revisionist ap-
proach in these areas of black liberation theology is needed if
black women are ever to be included. Womanist theology in-
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formed by woman-inclusive wilderness experience must, in the
final analysis, lead black male liberation theologians to see in their
theological thinking the “male bond” between them and white
males whom they identify as oppressors.

Biack liberation theologians and womanist theologians will
perhaps agree on one thing; that is, that their black theological
projects have some common ethical tasks. The work of this study
suggests that one task is and always has been to encourage black
people and the African-American denominational churches to be
continuously engaged in a process of “revaluing value.”™ Black
male liberation theologians have apparently engaged the process
so that black male consciousness will not be lost in theological
discourse, Womanist theologians, who dialogue on the basis of
woman-inclusive wilderness ¢cxperience, engage the process so
that black women’s experience can become visible and be in-
cluded in the discourse in theology. Black liberation theologians
and black womanist theologians would no doubt disagree about
the principles that should guide this process. It is o the matter

- of “revaluing of value” and the principies associated with it that

We now give attention as we bring some of the ethical insights in
this book into dialogue with black liberation theology.

ETHICAL TASK, ETHICAL PRINCIPLES

The “revaluing of value” done in the works of James Deotis
Roberts, James Cone and in this book has been guided by ethi-
cal principles shaped by the gender and racial identity, historical
reality and biblical tradition with which each writer's work
identifies.

The ethical principle guiding james Deotis Roberts's work is
the importance of reconciliation in the black struggle for libera-
tion under the guidance of God's wrath, love and mercy. Black
and male, Roberts advocates 2 kind of reconciliation in race-
relations history in America that is only authentic if whites have
taken seriously the black man’s struggle to be liberated from
racial oppression. Roberts relies upon the prophetic tradition
1o provide the biblical foundations for his revaluing process.
It is this ethical principle that has helped Roberts to deter-
mine the value 1o be revalued — the historic goal of black/white
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