
Session 3, Chapter 2 on The Cross and the 

Lynching Tree 

 
Many of these questions were prepared by the New York Annual United 

Methodist Conference of Church and Society 

(https://www.nyac.com/files/fileslibrary/lenten_study_guide_for_the_cross_and_t

he_lynching_tree+(cbcs).pdf) 

 

 

 

• What about Brother Ken’s conversation stood out to you? 

o What surprised you? 

o What challenged you? 

 

• On page 30, Cone says that “the crucifixion was clearly a 1st c. lynching.” 

Discuss why he says this (see page 31 for some descriptions.)  

 

• On page 35, Cone reflects on Reinhold Niebuhr’s “transvaluation of 

values”. Do you agree that Jesus was crucified because people 

expected a Messiah “perfect in power and perfect in goodness”? How 

do you see Jesus?  

 

• Cone seems to critique Niebuhr for focusing on external issues far away 

(like the Delta Cooperative Farm) while not fighting for racial justice within 

his own community. While the Delta ministry was good, it seems that he 

implies that Niebuhr sees the problem as “out there” and not in his own 

community. Do you think this is the case? How are our communities 

practicing this?  

 

• On page 51, Cone asserts that Niebuhr’s failure to deal with racial issues is 

a serious failure by someone often called America’s greatest theologian. 

How well do you think the Church today treats issues of race?  

 

• Discuss how your congregation is or is not addressing issues like mass 

incarceration, police brutality, and whatever local instances there may 

be of racism.  

 

• Would you agree with Cone’s statement that “groups don’t love” (p. 53) 

and that, therefore, “love is the motive, but justice is the instrument.” 

Reflect on what this means in practical terms.  
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• On page 55 a Rabbi is quoted as saying, “the most tragic problem is 

silence.” (even more urgent that bigotry and hatred!) Do you agree? How 

can this quote guide our actions as congregations and as individuals? 

 

• Cone says that he still teaches on Niebuhr and considers him a great 

theologian, despite his critique of Niebuhr’s view of race. How might this 

affect how we view figures from our own history who had limited 

perspectives? (60) 

 

Additional Resources 
 

How Reinhold Niebuhr influenced Martin Luther King, Jr.: 

https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/niebuhr-reinhold 

 

About James Weldon Johnson: 

https://www.naacp.org/naacp-history-james-weldon-johnson/ 

 

Reinhold Niebuhr’s conversation with James Baldwin video: 

https://digital.history.pcusa.org/islandora/object/islandora:71692 

 

Billie Holiday singing “Strange Fruit.”  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-DGY9HvChXk 
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