
Is white evangelical theology incomplete? 

By Dave Snyder 

American slavery had an influence on America developing her own brand of theology.  During the 
Second Great Awakening, Charles Finney, also known as The Father of Modern Revivalism, taught that 
the key to social change comes about through evangelization.  Finney was an outspoken abolitionist, but 
he was not a proponent of black equality. 

Most of us have not thought much about how white American culture has put its stamp on the theology 
that we believe.  Maybe we should ask how white evangelical theology is different from black 
evangelical theology or what the rest of the world believes.  I’ve noticed that black evangelical churches 
understand corporate sin and talk much about justice.  White Evangelical churches, on the other hand, 
stress personal conversion and piety but have lost any understanding of corporate sin or justice.  This 
singular focus on personal conversion and piety came out of the Second Great Awakening revivals.  
Charles Finney believed that social change came about through evangelism.  “This belief led to a fixation 
on individual conversion without a corresponding focus on transforming the racist policies and practices 
of institutions, a stance that has remained a constant feature of American evangelicalism and has 
furthered the Americans church’s easy compromise with slavery and racism.”  Jemar Tisby, The Color of 
Compromise, pg. 69 

White theology focuses on individual improvement and changing the world “one heart at a time.”  The 
Old Testament vision of shalom and the New Testament vision of the Kingdom of God go against this 
radical individualism, but White Theology consistently downplays or even ignores the communal and 
systemic aspects of sin and redemption that the Bible emphasizes. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Is believing that white theology is the normative standard racist? 

Soong-Chan Rah, a Korean American pastor, points out that when we merely call white theology, 
“theology”, in contrast to how we label black theology, Asian theology, etc., it communicates that we 
believe white theology is the normative standard, superior to all other theological viewpoints.  Soon-
Chan is pointing not just to how white Evangelicals feel their theology is superior to that of black 
Evangelicals but also to how we have felt our theology is superior to what is being taught in Asia, Africa 
and South America, shaping how we have done missions around the world.  While Christianity is 
undeniable a global religion, there is a strong white & Western bias to theology and missiology. 

I’ve seen it firsthand in my own church.  When I mentioned a cultural friction that needed to be resolved 
a fellow Elder told me that culture wasn’t important.  We shouldn’t be talking about white culture or 
black culture but only talking about and pursuing Biblical culture.  But what is Biblical culture?  Is it what 
Koreans view as Biblical culture, black Americans view as Biblical culture or what white evangelicals view 
as Biblical culture?  The reality is, that we all what a different view of Biblical culture based on our own 
cultural viewpoint.  Blacks and Asians are aware of the difference and wouldn’t just assume that their 
theology and Christian culture are superior to other theologies or Christian cultures.  But us white 
evangelicals, we speak of our cultural norms as “Biblical culture” as if only normative Christian culture 
(white American) is Biblical. 



I personally don’t believe in Liberation Theology, but I see white American Theology as incomplete.  If 
our goal is to get to the true Gospel message, it will come by building bridges across ethnic lines, 
learning from each other instead of living with the false belief that our American theology is superior 
and therefore, we have nothing to learn from people of color. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Why do we even have “white theology”? 

By Drew Smith 

I want to add to the last articles from Dr. Tisby and Dr. Rah. We need to continue to learn from one 
another and then keep cycling back into the Scriptures to read and study with our new perspectives.  A 
classic Reformed Theology challenge – We are Reformed and always reforming according to the Word of 
God and the movement of the Spirit. Because we realize that we are always tainted with sin – that we 
never have it totally right then we must always be rereading the Bible not to affirm what we already 
believe but to learn what we have incomplete. Yes – White Theology is incomplete, but we first must 
realize that we have a White Theology. Because we, in the American Church have largely had our 
theological development in a segregated, White-only context, our theology will be White. If you only put 
White in then that is what we will get out.  Our first steps of intentional integration, relationship building 
with brothers and sisters in Christ with a different hue is actually a revolutionary step of breaking down 
the social barriers that have segregated the church in the US for over 300 years. Thanks for helping walk 
across the rubble of the walls that Jesus destroyed on the cross, but the church has kept up for 
centuries. You are a part of rebuilding the church according to God’s design. This journey helps us all to 
know, understand, and love God more completely. White theology, Black theology, Asian theology are 
all incomplete, but when we do the work of coming together, studying the Scriptures together, and 
praying together we take steps of forming a more complete relationship with God and one another. We 
move toward a more complete theology.  

Thanks for your contribution toward God’s purpose for us. Can’t wait until we see Jesus face-to-face, but 
until then keep on leading the church to look more and more like heaven.  

 

 


