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Lecture Notes T-500

Black Theology of Liberation

Charles W. Allen

The New Scandal of Particularity (Again)

Liberation theologians, I suggested last week, have found a new way to invoke the scandal of particularity.

Now it’s not just the testimonies of ancient Israel or the early Church on which God’s self-revelation depends. It’s also the testimonies of specific peoples today who are finding in and beyond themselves the resources to resist all that denies them their rightful place in the world.

Those testimonies reveal a God whose love for all people, including oppressors, finds embodiment in taking sides against oppression.

All liberation theologians recognize that you can’t reduce their particular testimonies to something generic. In one sense, of course, the struggles of all marginalized and oppressed peoples have much in common. But part of what they have in common is, somewhat paradoxically, their uniqueness.

So the next several weeks will be spent looking at specific liberation theologies. In no case can you say that any of them is just another example of something called liberation theology.

Yes, of course, they illustrate certain common themes, and it’s important to see what they have in common.

But if you fail to notice what makes each of them distinctive you’ve missed the whole point.

Liberation theologies address everyone, but they do so from a particular location, and one of the first points on their agenda is to show how everybody else does the same thing. We all speak from particular locations, and those of us who pretend not to are flirting with potentially oppressive types of false consciousness.

Theology (again)

I’ve defined theology in this course as “making sense of the Gospel and all other truths that claim us most radically.”

Liberation theologians know better than many in earlier generations that all of us start with clusters of truths that claim us so radically that we must live by them even as we question.

Let’s try an exercise in imagination, though for some of us it isn’t make-believe but reality:

Imagine yourself living much of your life being told, in effect, that you’re practically nobody, but something within or around or beyond you (who knows where?) rebels and insists that you’re somebody. You’re refusing to be put in your place.

As you struggle to find your own voice, with its own irreducible value, you become increasingly aware of some rendition of the Gospel, and you find it transfiguring your own efforts, providing you with new resources to insist that you’re somebody in community with others.

Now a new rendition of the Gospel emerges, shaped by your own struggle to be somebody, but also having shaped and continuing to shape your struggle.

This is something like Tillich’s method of correlation, only now it’s being enacted on a less academic level—but its intellectual credentials are no less genuine. 

You don’t have to know Whitehead or Heidegger to know that you’re somebody no matter what the powerful say, and you don’t have to know Barth or Augustine to know that the Gospel would be no Gospel at all if it did not make you somebody.

Here’s a classic example of a woman, Howard Thurman’s grandmother, whose “somebodyness” gave her the audacity to refuse anything less than a liberating Gospel:

During the days of slavery … the master’s minister would occasionally hold services for the slaves. Old man McGhee was so mean that he would not let a Negro minister preach to his slaves. Always the white minister used as his text something from Paul. At least three or four times a year he used as a text: “Slaves, be obedient to them that are your masters … as unto Christ.” Then he would go on to show how it was God’s will that we were slaves and how, if we were good and happy slaves, God would bless us.  I promised my maker that if I ever learned to read and if freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the Bible.

This is theology in every sense of the word, her faith seeking understanding, her resolve to reflect critically (in conversation with her maker) even if it meant challenging what was presented to her as the Gospel, her unshakable understanding that the Gospel is no Gospel if it did not make her somebody.

She knew that, whatever Paul meant back then, slavery was not God’s will, and if someone had pointed out that Paul said better things elsewhere (e.g., Galatians 3:28), she would have been right to say that Paul seemed to have forgotten his better side in Philemon.

Black Theology & the Gospel

Back now to the present: Dwight Hopkins insists that the principal norm for Black theology is the spirit of liberation among the black poor, “a spirit that permeates, vivifies, and judges the usefulness of each source,” “the spirit of freedom, justice, and the move toward full humanity” (46).

Is this a different norm from the Gospel? That depends. It’s different from some renditions of the Gospel (e.g., “Be content with slavery”). And the spirit of liberation (“I am somebody”) can claim us most radically even if we haven’t thought about its relation to a specifically Christian message. It’s a truth with its own distinctive voice.

But for those claimed most radically by this truth and the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the truths are inseparable and interpermeable, distinct, and yet at one with the other. (We’re back to the Chalcedonian principle.)

For Christians, the spirit of liberation is the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ, even if others speak truthfully of that spirit in other terms. And the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ is the spirit of liberation, even if others try to make of it an instrument of oppression.

Similarly, the spirit of liberation among the black poor is the spirit of liberation at work everywhere, but if you miss how the spirit is at work among the black poor, you miss something crucial about how the spirit is at work elsewhere, and you miss something crucial about the Gospel.

There is something pivotal, decisive, of universal import about this particular group of testimonies. In Clark Williamson’s terms, it is not found exclusively there, but it is found decisively there.

In a way, this both is and is not a “different” Gospel, because the Gospel of liberation is a Gospel of differences-in-communion. It’s supposed to produce differences. And it’s supposed to draw those differences into a communion of more differences. Differences are what make communion possible, and communion is what makes differences liberating.

The Gospel of differences-in-communion makes it possible for me to find my liberation in black theology, even though I cannot be a black theologian.

What Is Black Theology?

I can’t improve on Hopkins’s definitions, one of which is the following:

Black theology of liberation is an ongoing movement of God’s Spirit of liberation in the Bible, revealed decisively in the living presence of Jesus, and manifested in the African American experience in solidarity with all of the poor. It is made up of people who are self-critical while they work with God to bring about liberation for all of humanity and the entire creation. And it is a vocation, a calling, from a spirit greater than oneself to maintain the church, the community, the family, and oneself on the path toward the practice of freedom (48, emphasis added).

It is essential for black theology to begin in solidarity with African Americans’ particular struggles for liberation, but this is not divorced from working for everyone’s liberation.

In a sense, that phrase recapitulates the ways in which black theology has developed and diversified, in solidarity with other liberation movements.

While James Cone is the figure most often associated with black theology, he occupies a position similar to that of Gustavo Gutierrez for Latin Americans. Like Gutierrez, Cone’s positions have continued to evolve, but more importantly, Cone is only one voice in a growing community of black theologians.

In conversation with Latin American theologians, North American black theology has convincingly proved itself to be a liberation movement in its own right, demonstrating that racism cannot be reduced to economic oppression, even though the two are often insidiously linked.

In conversation with African theologies, black theology has internalized a healthy suspicion of Eurocentrism.

In conversation with Eurocentric intellectuals, black theology has produced public intellectuals like Cornel West, one of the few Christian thinkers, since Tillich and Niebuhr, that a secular intellectual might bother to read today.

In conversation with feminists, black theology has given rise to a movement with its own distinctive voice, womanist theology, which exposes the tri-dimensional aspect of black women’s oppression (in terms of race, gender and class) and celebrates holistic visions that offer liberation to everyone.

Critical Issues

Hopkins ends his introduction with a discussion of further challenges for black theology. The issues include spirituality, gender relations, heterosexism, cultural rebirth, and political and economic justice (194-202).

I find myself in agreement with practically everything he says, and I am grateful for some of it as a member of another, less visible minority.

But here I want to tread carefully around the issues of voice and power in the classroom. I understand the point that some would make, that “truth is truth, and criticism is valid, no matter who utters it.” 

Let’s agree that truth can’t be anyone’s private possession.

But in keeping with the Gospel and my philosophical training, I also understand truth to be very much a relational matter. 

The same words, uttered by different people in different contexts, can either open or stifle the communal process of wrestling with all the truths that claim us most radically.

Even though the issues those words address can be very real, when uttering them stifles that communal process they are not spoken truthfully; they are spoken truthfully only when they open the process of “truth-wrestling.”

This is not a point of etiquette but a point of epistemology. It’s not relativism either. But whatever truth is, we have no access to it apart from safe spaces where truth-wrestling can take place. And working to create safe spaces is not only a political but an epistemological praxis.

So, I may represent one kind of marginalized voice, but that does not entitle me to stand at a lectern, in front of all kinds of people, and then start critiquing other marginalized groups for having many of the same imperfections, growing edges, or whatever, that maybe all groups have. 

There are other contexts where it is legitimate for me to raise my voice, but it has to be one where there can be more give and take, and a great deal of trust.

I thus find it more appropriate, in this setting, to point out that by and large the critical questions I might raise are already being raised within the movement itself, as Hopkins clearly demonstrates.

Recall Hopkins’s words: Black theology “is made up of people who are self-critical while they work with God to bring about liberation for all of humanity and the entire creation.” (Emphasis added.)
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