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introduction

What is the true nature and mission of  the church? As a community 
formed in memory of  Jesus Christ and informed by the gospels, what 
is it that makes it a faithful and authentic witness, and what exactly is 
it called to do? Indeed, all Christian communities must ask and try to 
answer that question. From the fledgling communities behind the gos-
pels to the classic debates of  Nicea and Chalcedon through the Refor-
mation until now, christology and ecclesiology have always been done 
together so that those who are informed by a memory of  Jesus must 
wrestle simultaneously with the implications of  that memory for 
their own mission. That is the church’s burden. Yet, for reasons of  his-
tory and theology, the burden carries with it an extraordinary freight, 
and the question has itself  a distinctive resonance when the church is 
one built by slaves and formed, from its beginning, at the center of  
an oppressed community’s fight for personhood and freedom. That is 
the history of  the black church in America and the theological prism 
through which any authentic inquiry into its essential mission must 
be raised.
 As a group of  researchers discovered while making their way 
through the community of  Bronzeville during the Great Depression, 
hardly any question is more vociferously argued in the black commu-
nity, even among those who do not attend, than the meaning, mes-
sage, and mission of  the black church.1 Indeed, because so much is 
at stake in the viability of  a community’s oldest and most enduring 
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indigenous institution, black intellectuals, W. E. B. Du Bois,2 Carter G. 
Woodson,3 Benjamin E. Mays,4 and E. Franklin Frazier5 among them, 
have agonized, often with great consternation, over the purpose and 
the promise of  the black church.
 In more contemporary times, Eddie Glaude, professor of  religion 
and chair of  the Center for African American Studies at Princeton 
University, re-presented this classic genre of  scholarship, recapitulat-
ing some old themes in a new era when he created a storm of  con-
troversy by declaring in the Huffington Post that “the black church is 
dead.”6 Ironically, both the exasperated, hyperbolic character of  his 
assertion and the ensuing conversation and controversy that it created, 
on all sides of  the debate, bespeak the enduring significance of  the 
institution in question. If  the black church is dead, as Glaude asserts, 
concern over its prospects for resuscitation and role as an instrument 
of  liberation is very much alive.
 In important ways, it is this enduring concern for the relationship 
between black religion and black resistance  —  piety and public witness  
—  that helps to account for the origins and development of  black the-
ology. From the very moment of  its emergence from the fiery tumult 
of  riot-torn cities and heated national debate regarding the meaning 
of  a new and rising black consciousness, captured in the expression 
“black power,” black theology has been careful to situate its own self-
understanding within the larger historical narrative of  black religion 
and black resistance. Because of  the black church’s central, though not 
exclusive, place in this narrative, it has been, for black theologians, a 
primary focus of  historical interpretation and theological reflection.
 To be sure, white churches have always been a critical part of  the 
analysis. This is so because of  their complicity and active participation 
in slavery, segregation, and other manifestations of  white supremacy. 
But they have also been engaged by the discussion because black the-
ology, even while focused sharply on black suffering, has endeavored 
to take seriously ecumenical Christianity’s claims regarding the marks 
of  the true church, that is, a body that is one, holy, catholic, and apos-
tolic.7 Yet, owing to the centrality of  black churches’ historical location 
in the story of  African American resistance, their cultural and insti-
tutional prominence within black life, and the theological questions 
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raised by their legacy of  separatist existence, black churches  —  their 
origins, development, and mission  —  have occupied a central place in 
the discussion and, as they emerge within the critical reflections of  
black and womanist theologians, are central to this investigation.

Purpose

I  aim in this book to analyze what black and womanist theologians 
have had to say regarding the essential mission of  the black church and 
to critically examine what black churches and their pastors have had 
to say in response. Admittedly, the issue seems, at face value, rather 
broad and perhaps unwieldy. However, the double- consciousness of  
black Christianity  —  that is, a faith profoundly shaped by white evan-
gelicalism’s focus on individual salvation (piety) yet conscious of  the 
contradictions of  slavery and therefore focused also on sociopolitical 
freedom (protest)  —  provides a meaningful angle and a conceptual 
framework through which to inquire into the black church’s sense of  
vocation and a basis for teasing out the nuances of  a meaningful theol-
ogy of  the church.
 By examining the historical significance of  the rise and develop-
ment of  black theology, a self-conscious discourse of  critical theologi-
cal reflection and an important conversation partner with the black 
church regarding the meaning of  Christian faith, this book asks the 
following: As an instrument of  salvation through Jesus Christ, is the 
mission of  the black church to save souls or to transform the social 
order? Or is it both? As it would seek to be faithful to the gospel mes-
sage and mission of  Jesus Christ, is it called to be an evangelical church 
or a liberationist church? Can it truly be an evangelical church without 
also being a liberationist church? Can it be a liberationist church with-
out also being an evangelical church? Put another way, does the gospel 
mandate insist that the church organize its institutional life so as to 
address itself  primarily to “the slavery of  sin” or to “the sin of  slav-
ery”? And in that vein, as an ecclesial community, profoundly shaped 
by a memory of  the cross and the tragedy of  human brokenness, 
how ought it to understand its own role in the protracted work of  
atonement? Is it called to give its life over to a freedom known outside 
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history or within history? Moreover, might one characterize the for-
mer orientation as otherworldliness and the latter as this-worldliness? Or 
does the New Testament message itself  render such neat distinctions 
too facile, calling the church to faithfulness by maintaining a critical 
and dialectical connection between historical witness and eschatologi-
cal consciousness? In summary, as the church of  Jesus Christ seeks to 
bear witness to the “kin-dom” of  God imbued with love and justice, 
does it do that best by giving itself  over to the work of  personal piety 
or of  social protest? And what is the relationship between the two?
 I argue here that on these fundamental questions the black church 
has had a divided mind which has in turn shaped its ambiguous his-
tory. But that divided sense of  vocation and the questions lodged 
therein resurfaces with new meaning during the era of  the civil rights 
and black power movements and is given, for the first time, sustained 
and systematic theological treatment with the birth of  black theol-
ogy. With the rise of  black theology, a profoundly evangelical church 
with a distinctive liberationist heritage and a peculiar eschatological 
consciousness was confronted with the theological complexities of  its 
own self-understanding and asked what kind of  church it desired to 
be. It is to that issue, as it is shaped by the early context of  black theol-
ogy and emerges in the writings of  black and womanist theologians 
and black pastors up to the present, that we give our attention.

Why This Project?

A few texts, such as Dale P. Andrews’s Practical Theology for Black 
Churches: Bridging Black Theology and African American Folk Religion,8 
James H. Harris’s Pastoral Theology: A Black Church Perspective,9 and For-
rest Harris’s What Does It Mean to Be Black and Christian? Pulpit, Pew, 
and Academy in Dialogue,10 have addressed themselves to the problem-
atic relationship between the systematic reflections of  black theolo-
gians and the actual institutional life of  the black churches.11 More-
over, it is a problem that has been acknowledged at least as early as the 
mid 1970s  —  a time when black theology was beginning to gain some 
traction in the academy, even as it engaged other theologies at home 
and abroad.12
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 However, I provide here, as no one else has, a theological treat-
ment of  this problem that takes into account the full historical devel-
opment of  black theology, including its first-generation interlocutors, 
current voices, and the work of  womanist theologians, as they urge 
the black church to consider its mission in relation to the meaning of  
the gospel. Moreover, this work endeavors to situate the conversation 
between black theologians and black pastors as a distinctive moment 
within the larger historical narrative of  black Christian faith. With the 
rise of  black theology, black Christians, both in the black caucuses 
of  white denominations and in black denominations, understanding 
themselves to be heirs to the independent black church movement, 
initiated for the first time a self-conscious project of  independent theo-
logical reflection about the meaning of  Christian faith, taking stock of  
the problem of  racism as heresy and declaring war against its mainte-
nance and sacralization in orthodox Christian speech.
 But it was the civil rights movement, centered in the churches and 
led by a son of  the black church, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the 
black power movement, as it raised sharp questions about the mean-
ing of  black identity and the relevance of  Christian faith for the suf-
fering black masses, that provided a necessary historical context. The 
radical implications of  these two movements have clearly been for-
mative for the development of  black theology as an intellectual dis-
cipline. However, what is not altogether clear is the extent to which 
the black church has fully integrated the theological meaning of  black 
power and the epoch-making implications of  King’s ministry into its 
very self-understanding nearly two generations after his death. This 
question, I argue, must be at the center of  the discussion, and I aim 
through succeeding chapters to develop a heuristic framework that 
accomplishes that end.
 Interpretations of  the relationship between black theology and 
the black church have not sought to chart the full historical develop-
ment and dynamism of  that relationship as evidenced in the docu-
ments of  black theology’s earliest institutional manifestation within 
the black church (i.e., the National Committee of  Negro Churchmen) 
and in the discussions between black and womanist theologians and 
the dialogue between the theologians and black pastors regarding 
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the meaning of  the faith and the mission of  the church.13 The work 
of  Dale Andrews, who has contributed much to the conversation as 
a practical theologian, is a good example. His Practical Theology for 
Black Churches offers the most explicit and sustained treatment of  the 
problem to date. However, his analysis is limited by a cursory view 
and summary judgment of  black theology that does not adequately 
engage the history and substance of  the conversation that has actually 
taken place between black theologians and the black pastors who have 
actually written about it. In that sense, some of  the complexity of  the 
actual discussion is lost.
 Andrews’s work does not acknowledge, for example, that black 
theology actually emerged not among trained academics but from 
within the black church itself  and that it had its earliest articulation 
among pastors in search of  the church’s more radical side. Moreover, 
Andrews’s summary judgment of  black theology, focused on the first 
generation of  academic theologians, offers precious little engagement 
of  second-generation black theologians and virtually no treatment 
of  womanist God-talk and ecclesiology, even as it purports to explain 
what Andrews sees as a chasm between “the black theology project,” a 
misleading reference,14 and the black church. Accordingly, the consid-
erable efforts of  womanist theologians to speak directly to the black 
church and the challenges that they are raising regarding the implica-
tions of  the liberation ethics of  black theology and pastoral care of  the 
black church for women, gays, and lesbians sitting in the pews is left 
untreated.15 On the other hand, monographs by second-wave black 
and womanist theologians that offer some treatment of  the full devel-
opment of  black theology as a discipline have not given especial atten-
tion to the black church.16 The absence of  such a work represents, in 
my view, a critical gap in the literature with serious implications for 
the future of  black theology and the mission of  the black church.
 Moreover, as theology always emerges from life itself, the pursuit 
of  this topic is consistent with my own vocational identity and com-
mitments as one who was trained in black theology and is attentive 
to its prophetic challenge to the churches and the society while also 
seeking to make use of  its insights in my own ministry as pastor of  
Atlanta’s historic Ebenezer Baptist Church. My doctoral adviser in 
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systematic theology at Union Theological Seminary was James Cone, 
the father of  black theology, and I serve as senior pastor in the spiri-
tual home and pulpit of  Martin Luther King, Jr.
 Ebenezer Baptist Church, founded in 1886, amid the broken prom-
ises of  Reconstruction, has long been an activist Christian community 
baptized in the spirit of  enslaved ancestors who came to Jesus dur-
ing the revivalistic preaching of  the Second Great Awakening. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., following that tradition and, more immediately, his 
older sister, Christine, whom he would not let “get ahead” of  him, 
reports that as a young child, he responded to the invitation to “join 
the church” one Sunday morning in 1936: “[A guest revivalist] came 
into our Sunday School to talk to us about salvation.”17 That was his 
first conversion experience, not an abrupt crisis moment but a gradual 
coming into consciousness in the context of  a Christian family and 
church where his father served as pastor. The second conversion was 
indeed a crisis moment, a “kitchen experience,” that brought him 
face-to-face with his own doubts and fears during the dangerous days 
of  the Montgomery Bus Boycott, grounding him in personal faith in 
a sovereign God and catapulting him into the ministry of  public wit-
ness and social transformation.18 As he pursued the latter, as leader 
of  the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and copas-
tor of  the Ebenezer Baptist Church, he extended and expanded the 
prophetic tradition of  his father, Martin Luther King, Sr., who led a 
voting-rights campaign through the streets of  Atlanta in 1935, and his 
grandfather A.  D. Williams, Ebenezer’s second pastor, who led the 
fight for the first “colored” high school in Atlanta and was a leader in 
the Atlanta branch of  the National Association for the Advancement 
of  Colored People (NAACP). It is in that historical and moral contin-
uum that I seek humbly to be faithful to my own charge of  pastoral 
care and public witness in a new moment.
 But long before my pastorate at Ebenezer and my training at 
Union, I grew up in Savannah, Georgia, the son of  two pastors in the 
Pentecostal Holiness tradition, or as Zora Neale Hurston and others 
have characterized it, the “Sanctified Church.” Therein I was exposed 
to the liberating power, profound joy, and practical dilemmas posed 
by its doctrine of  a transformative personal piety that emphasizes the 
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sanctity of  one’s own relationship with the sovereign God and spiritual 
gifts expressed passionately in worship and translated clearly in a strict 
and meticulous ethic of  personal holiness. To be sure, it is basically 
an evangelical piety with both continuities and differences with that 
in most black churches. Shaped by this sharp emphasis on personal 
piety, I was yet drawn to the prophetic protest strand of  black Chris-
tian witness  —  not prominent and, when present, not always obvious  
—  in the churches in which I grew up. In that sense, the black Christian 
dilemma I describe here and the tensions I examine are ecclesial and 
personal, historical and autobiographical. I reside at the intersection, 
moving regularly between “Jerusalem and Athens,” ivory towers and 
ebony trenches. I am a child of  Pentecostal Holiness parents, raised in 
the “Sanctified Church,” trained in systematic theology by black theo-
logians and privileged to serve in the pulpit of  Martin Luther King, Jr.
 Taking note of  Martin King’s prophetic challenge to the American 
churches, black and white, regarding their mission and commitment 
to freedom, informed by the distinctive critique and contribution 
of  black theologians as they carry out this basic thesis of  liberation, 
and shaped by the strange interior freedom and personal piety of  the 
“Sanctified Church” with its exuberant spirituality, I have long been 
interested in exploring black theology’s gospel of  liberation in rela-
tionship to the radical heritage, peculiar spirituality, and ambiguous 
political reality of  the black church.

Scope

This work proceeds in full knowledge that the precise definition of  
the black church, and whether the complex and heterogeneous char-
acter of  black ecclesial groupings in the North American context even 
allows for such a designation, has been contested terrain. In C. Eric 
Lincoln and Lawrence Mamiya’s groundbreaking text The Black Church 
in the African American Experience, the authors limit their operational 
definition, for the purposes of  a sociological study, to three Methodist 
and three Baptist communions and one Pentecostal communion, con-
stituting seven historic black mainline denominations and, at the time 
of  the study, about 80 percent of  all African American Christians.19 
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While recognizing that in general usage the term “the black church” 
may include black congregations in white denominations, they limit 
the scope of  their examination to the large independent black denom-
inations, also excluding black Christians in smaller black denomina-
tions and in independent, nondenominational churches. In the end, 
such a limited designation is too narrow, given the current reality of  
black Christianity and given the development of  independent black 
Christian reflection (black theology) among black people and black 
caucuses in predominantly white denominations.
 Recognizing this complexity and the painful irony of  deep gender 
contradictions in a church founded for freedom, womanist theologian 
Delores Williams has argued that “the black church is invisible, but 
we know it when we see it.” While endeavoring to stand in solidarity 
with the principle that challenges “black denominational churches,”20 
as she calls them, to live up to the promise of  their highest liberation-
ist ideals, I argue that the concept of  an “invisible black church” is too 
elusive to address the historical meaning and oppositional witness of  a 
separatist black Christian response to racism in the nineteenth century, 
its theological reemergence in the twentieth century, and the implica-
tions of  both for all the American churches in the twenty-first century.
 Thus, when I refer to the black church, I speak of  the varied eccle-
sial groupings of  Christians of  African descent, inside and outside 
black and white denominations, imbued with the memory of  a suf-
fering Jesus and informed by the legacy of  slavery and segregation in 
America. While this historical phenomenon has its deep roots in the 
independent black church movement, the tragedy and depth of  rac-
ism ensures the relevance of  such a designation for black congrega-
tions and caucuses of  various configurations who, consciously and 
unconsciously, live within the conflicting intersectionality of  being 
black and Christian in America.
 At the center of  that struggle is the tension between the pietistic 
and liberationist strands in African American Christianity. Chapter 1 
of  this book accounts for the historical roots of  that tension in a faith 
formed within the fires of  revivalistic piety, primarily during the Sec-
ond Great Awakening, but distinctively shaped by the fight against 
white-supremacist notions ensconced in the faith that the slaveholders 
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shared. Thus, as scholars such as Albert J. Raboteau21 and others have 
shown, what black Christians received was something other than what 
they were given. This phenomenon, the formation of  a liberationist faith 
(the invisible institution) was, I argue, the first moment in a complex 
continuum of  historical moments in which black people have endeav-
ored to work out an antiracist and holistically salvific appropriation of  
Christian faith and black churches have wrestled through the dilem-
mas of  theological double-consciousness in search of  their distinctive 
mission. The second moment, covered also in chapter 1, is the founding 
of  a liberationist church (the independent black church movement). The 
theological meaning of  the separatist identity of  the black church is 
examined, followed by an analysis of  the third moment, the foment-
ing of  a church-led liberationist movement (the civil rights movement) and 
the implications of  Martin Luther King, Jr.’s ministry for the discus-
sion between black theologians and black pastors regarding the black 
church’s essential mission.
 Chapter 1 is a critical engagement of  the Christian identity of  black 
churches and the significance of  the rise of  black theology for that dis-
cussion. Central to the discussion is the 1964 publication of  a book by 
Joseph R. Washington titled Black Religion: The Negro and Christianity in 
the United States.22 It is a pivotal piece that unwittingly underscored the 
need for a self-conscious theology of  black liberation. Washington, a 
black scholar, characterized black Protestantism in America as a kind 
of  distorted folk religion, disconnected from historical Christianity 
and essentially bereft of  a genuine theology or an enlightened under-
standing of  the faith. Moreover, he argued that the public theology 
of  King, America’s most well-known systematic theologian, with his 
leveraging of  the New Testament message of  the gospel ethic of  love 
for the tactical purposes of  a movement, actually embodied the prob-
lem of  a religion long centered in protest but lacking in any critical 
dimension for apprehending Christian doctrine or Christian Tradition.
 An emerging generation of  black clergy and black theologians 
sought then to counter Washington’s thesis, underscoring the cru-
cial theological link between faith and social transformation and con-
necting that to an African American legacy of  prophetic religion and 
principled resistance. Black theology emerged in the work of  what 
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became the National Committee of  Black Churchmen (eventually, the 
National Conference of  Black Christians) and in black caucuses. It was 
the context for a principled challenge to the black church to consider 
its mission, one issued in the constructive work of  academic black 
theologians. I characterize their work as the fourth moment in the 
development of  black Christian resistance to racism and the appro-
priation of  a holistic understanding of  salvation’s work. It is the forging 
of  a liberationist theology (black theology).
 Chapter 3 examines that discussion in the writing of  key texts by 
black theologians, showing both its continuities and discontinuities 
with the work of  previous interpreters of  the black church. Chap-
ter 4 examines varying pastoral responses of  black pastors who have 
actually written about black theology in the period of  its nascence up 
until the contemporary moment. Emmanuel McCall, a leading black 
evangelical, for example, has argued that black theology is utterly dis-
connected from the black church and that by no means do “black lib-
eration theologians represent the thinking and attitudes of  the ‘rank 
and file.’ ”23 This chapter examines varying pastoral responses to the 
substance of  black theologian Gayraud Wilmore’s rejoinder that if  
McCall is correct, it is “because the majority of  Black preachers con-
fuse themselves with Billy Graham and the most unenlightened ver-
sions of  White evangelicalism. Because they do not know the rock from 
which they were hewn” (emphasis mine).24 The gender contradictions 
on both sides of  the discussion are briefly taken up in this portion of  
the discussion.
 Chapter 5 explores womanist responses to questions regarding the 
mission of  the black church. Womanists have had to challenge the 
deradicalization of  the black church while also providing a historical 
corrective to what I call the dewomanization of  black radicalism. In 
this way, they are bridging many gaps, with important implications 
for how one understands the relationship between liberation and sur-
vival, political activism and spiritual militancy. The book ends with 
a call to black pastors and black and womanist theologians to com-
mence, in view of  this retrospective analysis, a fifth and new moment 
in the development of  black Christian faith. This new and integrative 
moment, the flowering of  a self-critical liberationist community, calls for 
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honest, risk-taking dialogue and critical self-reflection that collates 
the pietistic and liberationist dimensions of  black faith and marshals 
them in concert with other voices, in a bold, public theology that calls 
all freedom-loving people together for the fostering of  a sustainable 
planet and a more just and peaceful world.
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