
D I V I N I T Y
D U K E  U N I V E R S I T Y    s p r i n g  2 0 1 5

Black Womanist Resistance in Context
BY EBONI MARSHALL TURMAN

Martin Luther King: Then and Now
BY RICHARD LISCHER

D I V I N I T Y

Overcoming Racial Faith
How Christianity became entangled with racism 
BY WILLIE JAMES JENNINGS



2 |  D I V I N I T Y 

C O N T R I B U T O R S  T O  T H I S  I S S U E

WiLLiE JamEs JEnnings 
is an associate professor of 
theology and black church 
studies at Duke Divinity School. 
His research interests include 
systematic theology, cultural 
identities, liberation theologies, 
and anthropology. He is an 
ordained Baptist minister, 
and his book, The Christian 
Imagination: Theology and 
the Origins of Race, has been 
awarded the American Academy 
of Religion Award of Excellence 
and the 2015 Louisville 
Grawemeyer Award in Religion. 

EBOni marsHaLL TUrman 
is an assistant research profes-
sor of black church studies and 
director of the Office of Black 
Church Studies. Her research 
interests include womanist/
feminist ethics, black intellectuals 
and religion, and the intersection 
of dogmatics and the African 
American Christian tradition. 
She is an ordained Baptist 
minister at the Abyssinian 
Baptist Church in New York 
City. Her book is titled Toward a 
Womanist Ethic of Incarnation: 
Black Bodies, the Black Church, 
and the Council of Chalcedon.

ricHarD LiscHEr is the 
James T. and Alice Mead 
Cleland Professor of Preaching 
at Duke Divinity School. His 
research interests include the 
ways in which proclamation, 
ministry, and rhetoric are 
integrated theological activities 
and the interactions of preach-
ing, politics, and contemporary 
culture. He is an ordained 
minister in the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America, and 
his books include The Preacher 
King: Martin Luther King, Jr. and 
the Word that Moved America 
and Stations of the Heart: 
Parting with a Son.

ricHarD B. Hays is the 
dean of Duke Divinity School 
and George Washington Ivey 
Professor of New Testament. He 
is internationally recognized for 
his work on the letters of Paul 
and on New Testament ethics, 
which has bridged the disciplines 
of biblical criticism and literary 
studies. His most recent book 
is Reading Backwards: Figural 
Christology and the Fourfold 
Gospel Witness. He is an 
ordained elder in the United 
Methodist Church.

EsTHEr E. acOLaTsE is 
an assistant professor of the 
practice of pastoral theology 
and world Christianity. Her 
research interests include the 
intersection of psychology and 
Christian thought, the gendered 
body and Christian experience, 
the practice of Christian life 
and the reception of Christian 
theology, global expressions 
of Christianity, and the search 
for a common language for the 
expression and articulation of 
world Christianity. Her book is 
titled For Freedom or Bondage: 
A Critique of African Pastoral 
Practices, and she is a member 
of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.).

amEy VicTOria aDkins 

D’09 earned her M.Div. degree 
from Duke Divinity School 
and is a Ph.D. candidate in 
Christian Theological Studies at 
Duke University. Her disserta-
tion analyzes colonial purity 
narratives tied to the Virgin Mary 
in order to provide historical 
context for human trafficking 
and give a theological account 
of the global sex trade. She is 
a licensed Baptist minister and 
currently resides in Amsterdam, 
the Netherlands.

TimOTHy B. TysOn is a 
visiting professor of American 
Christianity and Southern culture 
at Duke Divinity School and 
senior research scholar at the 
Center for Documentary Studies. 
His research interests include 
culture, religion, and race in the 
civil rights movement of the 20th 
century. His book Blood Done 
Sign My Name, which featured 
his father, Vernon Tyson, a 
Methodist minister in Oxford, 
N.C., won numerous awards, 
including the Southern Book 
Award and the Grawemeyer 
Award in Religion, and was a 
finalist for the National Book 
Critics Circle Award. 



4 |  D I V I N I T Y 

©
 L

A
U

R
A

 J
A

M
E

S
 / B

R
ID

G
E

M
A

N
 IM

A
G

E
S



S P R I N G  2 0 1 5  |   5

BY WILLIE JAMES JENNINGS

ART BY LAURA JAMES

o matter the year or the decade, it seems that trying to come to grips with the racial and 
violent reality of America will always be a present concern. We have yet to comprehend 
fully how deeply and thickly race and Christian faith are entangled in the Western world. 
We repeat the mistake continuously in this country of trying to address our racial animus 
and the violence it fosters as though it were a virus that occasionally attacks our social body, 
rather than seeing the truth: that racial animus is a constituting reality of our social body. 

   Our racial struggles are intractable because we refuse to see how deeply their roots 
are embedded in the ways we think, live, and imagine the world socially. Race in America is a form of religious 
faith, and we will never be able to understand or address it with the necessary knowledge, energy, or commitment 
until we comprehend its true architecture. Indeed, race has a Christian architecture, and Christianity in the West 

has a racial architecture. How might we overturn this racial architecture 
that is built inside Christian life and practice in the West? The first step 
in engaging such an ambitious goal is to reckon with what we are up 
against at this moment. We are up against a powerful racial faith, which 
has four components.
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GENTILE FORGETFULNESS

Christian faith grew from spoiled soil, 
from a way of reading Scripture and 
understanding ourselves as followers 
of Jesus that was distorted almost 
from the beginning. This first aspect of 
racial faith emerged from forgetting 
that we were Gentiles. Christian belief 
in God begins with the astounding 
claim that we have met God in a 

Jewish man, Jesus of Nazareth, a 
vagabond rabbi who came not to us 
but to his own people, Israel. The  
“us” in that sentence is Gentiles, those 
not of Israel, those not Jewish. And  
by Jewish I mean (generally speaking) 
all those inside the history of Israel, 
who would identify themselves, 
theologically or ethnically, inside  
that history. 

We Gentiles were outsiders to 
Israel. We were at the margins. So 
our engagement with Jesus was 
engagement from the margins, not 
from the center of power or privilege. 
In fact, anyone in Israel who connected 
themselves to Jesus moved to the 
margins. They became what theologian 
Shawn Copeland calls “a thinking 
margin.” Thinking from the margin 
is thinking from the site where one 
can see the operations of power and 
oppression and spy out the possibilities 
of freedom. To be a thinking margin 
means that one always claims the iden-
tity of one who others didn’t imagine 
would be included and one who never 
forgets the feeling of being the outsider 
who was included by grace. 

Somewhere, probably in many places 
and many times, Gentile Christians 
got tired of remembering that they 
were a thinking margin that had been 
included in Israel’s promise. They 
decided—we decided—that those who 
followed Jesus were the only people of 
God and that Jewish people, Israel in 
the flesh, were no longer the people of 
God. We also decided that we should 
look at the world as though we were at 
the center of it and not at the margins 
with a Jew named Jesus. We forgot 
we were Gentiles, the real heathens. 
A Christian world was turned upside 
down and remade in our image. 

Without a sense of the reality of 
being Gentiles growing and expanding 
in and with us, we declared that the 
biblical story was simply about the 
church and Christians and their 
destiny—in other words, all about 
us. The good of seeing ourselves 
through Scripture was distorted by 
the problems of not seeing ourselves 
rightly in Scripture. We should have 
seen ourselves as those who always 
understood what life was like from 
the margins, who understood what it 
meant to be an outsider, and who lived 
in ways that are always inclusive, built 
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on an abiding humility and a sense 
of grace. We would have understood 
that becoming Christian meant a 
permanent opening of our identities 
toward those whom God would send 
into our lives, because it was exactly 
that opening that made us Christian in 
the first place.

THE PRINCIPALITY OF WHITENESS

The second aspect of this counterfeit 
racial faith is the emergence of 
whiteness as a power and principality. 
Early Europeans inherited theological 
visions that collated the symbiotic 
tropes of whiteness and blackness with 
ideas of good and evil, light and dark, 
and life and death within theological 
language. During the colonial period 
in America, those notions of white and 
black would also house a theological 
way of seeing that formed ideas about 
truth, goodness, and beauty around 
bodies designated as white. Whiteness 
emerged as the ground for the uni-
versal, by which I mean the ability of 
the one to represent the many as well 
as the ability of the one to present 
reality on behalf of the many. White 
bodies were established as normative 
humanity in all its majesty or weakness. 

Whiteness emerged out of 
Christianity and unleashed a power 
that remains difficult to compre-
hend—unless one understands that 
Christianity always invokes compre-
hensive vision. Anyone and everyone 
may be seen through the lens of 
sinner and saved, faithful or faithless. 
Whiteness not only designates white 
bodies as the exemplars of beauty, 
goodness, and truth, it also instigates 
patterns of thinking and ways of 
being that invite multiple people(s) 
to imagine their worlds through white 
bodies. For a myriad of historical 
reasons, we have not had the concep-
tual ability to name whiteness for 
what it is: not a particular people, not 
a particular gender, not a particular 

nation, but an invitation, a becoming, 
a transformation, an accomplishment. 
Waves of immigrant groups coming 
to these shores hoped to strip away 
their ethnic past and claim an 
American future, which was defined 
by achieving whiteness. Whiteness 
was and is a way of being in the world 
and a way of seeing the world at the 
same time. Whiteness is determined 
by the aspiration to and acceptance 
of this way of being and seeing in the 
world. Whiteness is not the equal and 
opposite of blackness. 

Whiteness is a way of imaging 
oneself as part of the central 
facilitating reality, the reality that 
makes sense of, interprets, organizes, 
and narrates the world. Whiteness 
is having the power to realize and 
sustain that imagination. Indeed, in 
many parts of the world people live 
under the pigmentocracy of white 
preference that instructs all people to 
approximate fabricated white images 
of humanity and urges us to partici-
pate in the process of self-invention 

through consumption. We live under 
the tacit agreement that white bodies 
may be the carriers of our fantasies 
for the good life. 

THE LOSS OF PLACE AND THE 
EMERGENCE OF RACE

We have to remind ourselves that 
racial faith grew on the ground of 
early European colonialism. It grew 
in those spaces where Christians came 
to the new world and realized their 
unprecedented power over indigenous 
peoples and lands. This power over 
peoples and their lands formed the 
third aspect of racial faith: the destruc-
tion of place and space in the minds 
and hearts of Christians. The racial 
imagination that clothes us now was 
born when various peoples of what 
we now call Europe were extending 
their living spaces across the oceans 
into new places. When early European 
Christians entered these places, they 
fundamentally altered the relation 
of land to peoples. From positions of 
unimaginable power, they renamed 
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the land, reorganized common 
life, and reformed the ecologies of 
native peoples. At the heart of this 
transformation was a world-altering 
reconfiguration of the relationship 
between land and identity. 

When they surveyed their new 
domain they refused to see those new 
worlds through the eyes of native 
peoples as places bound up with their 
bodies. Many native peoples under-
stood their bodies as deeply connected 
to the earth and what walked and grew 
upon it. The notion of being simply 
bodies floating through space was 
pure chaos. These European settlers 
viewed people as separate from land 
and viewed land for its develop-
ment potential as private property. 
Europeans taught the peoples of the 
new world that they carry their identi-
ties completely on their body, detached 
from any specific land or animals or 
agriculture or place. 

Lands and landscape were captured 
and transformed into inert segments of 
space that may be turned toward any 
use its owners desired—that is, private 
property. A parallel process encased 
people in racial vision. The land no 
longer spoke of who we are and who 
we should or could be. The animals 
were no longer kindred beings. They 
became our tools and resources, and 
we became geographically adrift in 
the world, seeing places and spaces as 
undeveloped dirt or sites in transition 
to becoming something else. 

This way of treating the world means 
that we have accepted a horrible 
calculus, the weighing of human 
life against private property and 
commerce. Only in a distorted world 
turned completely into commodity 
could a life be valued against private 
property. Yet we hear frequently the 
comparison between loss of life and 
the destruction of property—one 
young man killed versus three stores 
looted—as though these things are 

on the same plane of moral existence. 
Black life has always lost out in that 
calculus because the ideas of law and 
order have overwhelmingly been 
oriented toward the protection of 
private property and not dark bodies. 
Law enforcement in this country has 
always been shaped toward organizing 
spaces of commerce by controlling the 
land and monitoring the movements  
of racial others who do not belong  
to whiteness. 

We live in the midst of geographic 
struggles with deep racial underpin-
nings, where those who are tasked 
with controlling space are set up for 
confrontation with black and brown 
bodies, whether in malls, parks, neigh-
borhoods, or stores. Most Christians in 
the West continue to be oblivious to 
space and place. We don’t have spatial 
sense, and we’ve lost the connectivity 
and relationality that come from 
sensing space. Space for us is property, 
silent private property, and so church 
life has grown apart from the earth 

and the animals, without any deep 
sense of the places of our meeting and 
therefore without a real doctrine of 
creation. The problem for us is that 
racial faith is constantly energized by 
our spatial ignorance. 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPERIALISM

These three aspects of racial faith fed 
into one of its abiding characteristics 
for Christian life, our pedagogical 
imperialism. We have to remember 
the power that fell into the hands 
of Christian European settlers in 
the new worlds. This was power like 
they had never seen or experienced. 
European Christians saw themselves 
as the bearers of the true faith and 
therefore as destined by God to be 
the teachers of the world. Teaching is 
important for the Christian faith, but 
it is not the first thing. The first thing 
is being a learner. We must remember 
this truth from Scripture: We joined 
the story of another people, of Israel, 
and in this way learned of our God. 

D
E

T
A

IL
 F

R
O

M
 S

E
R

M
O

N
 F

O
R

 O
U

R
 A

N
C

E
S

T
O

R
S



S P R I N G  2 0 1 5  |   9

This movement of joining another 
as learner is central to the life and 
practice of our faith—and this is what 
the European Christians had no sense 
of when they entered the new world. 
During the colonial period, they 
distorted Christian discipleship into a 
new order of instruction. Rather than 
seeing themselves as strangers in a 
foreign world, a world in which they 
would be students needing to learn or 
novices receiving instruction in native 
ecologies, these settler Christians 
imagined their primary work as 
bringing peoples into Christendom. 

What was lost here is almost 
inconceivable. Christians lost sight of 
the incarnational process of making 
disciples, a process that only works 
by love. We believe that God became 
flesh. God became fully human and just 
like us grew and learned. This belief is 
bedrock. It is at the heart of Christian 
faith. Yet many Christians have a 
deficient view of Jesus’ humanity and 
his divinity because they don’t know 

how to take the life of Jesus seriously. 
Jesus is God living the contours of 
creaturely life. As part of Israel, he 
learns, gaining knowledge and wisdom 
(Luke 2:40). He learns the wisdom of 
his people—their way with the earth, 
with the land, with animals, by working 
with his hands and working the land. 
This crucial reality of God sharing 
in the shape of the creature through 
learning has always been difficult for 
Christians to remember, because we 
have turned the idea of an all-knowing 
God against the God we know in Jesus. 
God does know—and in Jesus, God has 
chosen to learn with us.  

Jesus learns and he teaches. His 
teaching, however, is embedded in his 
learning. Christians have lost the reality 
of incarnation in relation to making 
disciples. We have preferred to impose 
theological knowledge, denigrate 
indigenous knowledge, and present a 
God who knows everything and wants 
to learn nothing. This means we have 
presented a Christianity that knows 
everything and wants to learn nothing, 
because the Christian God is not found 
in learning but only in teaching. This 
pedagogical imperialism of Christianity 
turned the entire world outside the 
West into perpetual students and 
learners and identified those in the 
West as eternal teachers. This pedagog-
ical imperialism gave birth to Western 
imperialism. It also introduced a form 
of modern Christianity that is not 
open to learning, changing, adapting, 
and become new but that assimilates 
peoples and/or segregates peoples 
into their own separate versions of 
Christianity. This way of thinking is a 
hallmark of racial faith. 

OVERTURNING RACIAL FAITH

Racial faith will continue to live, 
breathe, and grow strong as long as 
we do not do what is necessary to 
overturn it. Its overthrow will require 
two things.

First, it will require a group of 
people who take space and place 
seriously. Space matters and animals 
matter, not as private property and 
resources for our use but as ways 
to delve into our identity and the 
truth of our creatureliness. Racial 
segregation is energized by spatial 
segregation, and being a disciple of 
Jesus must involve both deep thinking 
and serious intentionality along 
with challenging and changing the 
spatial configurations of the way we 
live in cities, suburbs, subdivisions, 
and neighborhoods. We have not 
yet learned that our participation 
in the life of the triune God is an 
incarnational participation—we follow 
the Spirit into places and spaces, 
extending our lives into those sites as 
acts of love and desire. Churches must 
become places of abiding connection 
and relationship with space, people, 
land, the earth, and animals. 

Second, overturning racial faith will 
also require a group of people who 
reject imperialism, not only the impe-
rialism of a nation but the imperialism 
of Christianity, of whiteness, of a way 
of life that imagines that we are first 
and always teachers rather than being 
first and always learners. These people 
will open themselves to being changed 
by joining their lives with others. They 
will deepen their Christian faith by 
being reintroduced to this identity as 
Gentiles and remembering the story 
of our joining Jesus at the margins. It 
was and is a risk-filled inclusion. We 
are those who believed in the God of 
another people. Being a disciple of 
Jesus and following Jesus requires that 
we become radically adaptive learners 
always willing to expand our identities 
toward those to whom the Spirit is 
calling us to join. We must remember 
this today. If we have anything to offer 
in this confused time, it will be our 
witness to a God who always says to 
us, love one another and fear not. 


