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Introduction 

Dwight N. Hopkins 

Martin & Malcolm &America: A Dream Or A Nightmare, by James 
H. Cone, is an intellectual gift to all of us. Grounded in the particular
ity of the dynamic lives, faith commitments, and transformative spiri
tuality of two seminal leaders in the African-American community, 
this book- itself a path-breaking project - repositions all theologi
cal efforts from a static universalism to an unfolding movement of 
faith affirmations through the prism of justice, equality, love, and risk. 

Cone has produced the first major theological analysis and schol
arly treatment of both men's beliefs and practices from their religious 
experiences. Moreover, he accomplishes successfully this exacting and 
intricate goal by contextualizing Martin and Malcolm within two in
terrelated moves. First, he juxtaposes and interweaves both men in the 
African- American practical and intellectual traditions (for Martin, 
the integrationist trajectory, and for Malcolm, the nationalist claim). 
And second, he provides as background the larger framework of Ameri
can race, power, and religious relations in order to discern America's 
formative and enduring impact on Martin and Malcolm and their in
delible and permanent imprint on America. The thoughts, accomplish
ments, and lives of both men derived from the black reality as crafted 
by American complexities during the beginning of the second half of 
the twentieth century. 

Perhaps one of the striking contributions of this work is its ability 
to situate theological discourse in the public realm, thus bridging the 
liberating power of scholarly vocation cloistered in the hallowed halls 
of religious educational institutions with the life and death concerns 
of everyday believers and disbelievers. For instance, The New York 
Times Sunday Magazine called Martin & Malcolm a "landmark analy
sis" and The New York Review of Books termed it "an illuminating 
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Introduction 

discussion." Indeed, Cone's pioneering effort has become an influen
tial conversation piece signified by its presence in book stores ("main
stream" and black) from Harlem, New York to Oakland, California. If 
one is literate and concerned about Martin and Malcolm, especially 
the play between their faiths and works, one has to acknowledge and 
footnote this text in order to proceed with an informed voice. 

The intentional method of doing theology, in Cone's treatment of 
Martin and Malcolm, systematically surfaces from the depths of the 
interaction between the gifted leadership personalities of each man 
and their circumscribed realities as subjects constructed out of com
munities in pain which continued to fight while embracing hope for a 
newness in life. Therefore, the doing of God-talk that matters results 
from a potent people-leader and leader-people dynamic. 

For instance, theology evolves from a rigorous and rational en
gagement of specific individual thinkers and practitioners of faith. In 
this sense, theology deploys its discipline's tools of analysis as focus 
on leaders. Though proclaimers of prophecy and purveyors of possi
bilities (thus bearing the mantle of leaders at the kairotic crossroads of 
divine-human history), at the same time, Malcolm X and Martin King 
stood on the shoulders of a giant. Initially for both, this powerful giant 
entailed primarily the torrential flow of black Americans' current to
ward civil and human rights. But as the two men's faith in a God of 
justice, coupled with their own broadening encounters with diverse 
manifestations of the demonic (e.g., structural poverty and global im
perialism), began to broaden, the shoulders upon which they stood 
comprised a more comprehensive "coalition of conscience" (for King) 
and gathering of "freedom fighters" (for Malcolm). In other words, 
individual leaders -- as they synthesize the sensibilities and spirituali
ties of the fluctuating context out of which they arise -- and people's 
movements -- as they collectivize multitudes of values and visions -
are requisite heuristic indicators for the development of constructive 
theology. And for Cone, the people-leader and leader-people marriage 
in the ongoing discourse about faith attains full maturity through the 
universal implications of the poor's and the disenfranchised's plight 
and resistance. 

Cone's flagship book, moreover, indicates the common conclud
ing directions in which Martin and Malcolm were heading, particu
larly at the end of their careers, regarding faith and power. Their deep
ening convictions and selfless life experiences had pushed both men's 
public ministries to interrogate and deconstruct demonic systemic 
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political economies, on the one hand. And on the other, they sought 
the construction of the collective self signified through the lens of the 
poor. A reading of Malcolm and Martin ( and one might add, of Cone) 
on this issue is quite a revelation for contemporary theological dis
course. 

In fact, rarely is class analysis (as a decoding of monopoly capi
talism and a hermeneutic for a new revolutionary society) inscribed in 
the pages and works of today's theologians. The failure to intertwine 
this theoretical judgment with race and gender investigations, perhaps, 
is a failure of nerve or of faith in a post-Soviet Union and post-Eastern 
Block phenomenon. The reality today, one could argue, is the her
alded triumph of western monopoly capitalism and individualistic 
Christianity over communal ownership of production (and distribu
tion) and collectively based expressions of faith ( and life). But through 
Cone's writing, Martin and Malcolm directly linked evil with society's 
promoting certain minority sectors that hoarded the earth's resources, 
which originally belonged to all humankind. 

Obviously unknown to them, King and Malcolm in their religious 
practices, nevertheless, served as paradigms of and precedents for how 
one should conduct present "multiculturalism" debates. Unfortunately, 
today's conversations, sometimes civil and other times vitriolic, have 
posed a false polarization and obscuring cackle between making space 
in middle class professional jobs for differences and preserving the 
traditional and dominant canons. However, in contrast, Reverend King 
and Minister Malcolm linked "multicultural" rhetoric to designated 
movements for transformation of structural materiality, not simply 
privileged linguistics. 

For instance, King arrived at this conclusion by the time he began 
preparations for his second March On Washington. The first 1963 
march had represented more of a one day affair of ongoing words and 
speeches by leaders. The second 1968 march would ground the 1963 
ethical admonitions and moral rhetoric with a sustainment movement 
led by a rainbow coalition of poor people descending on the nation's 
capitol, occupying federal buildings, and shutting down the federal 
government until jobs or incomes were provided for the victims of 
massive structural poverty in America. Now, for King, the word of 
God compelled him to move beyond token discourse and, paraphras
ing King, to build a part of the Kingdom on earth, even if it meant 
giving his life for the poor. 
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Similarly, for Minister Malcolm, the break with the Nation of ls
lam enabled him to restructure his rhetoric. Now, instead of merely 
hurling caustic and insightful critiques from the sideline at racist and 
sinful America, he could organize a practical program to substantiate 
the correctness of his verbal bashing. His new Muslim faith and pain
ful sense of always talking about struggle but never organizing the 
masses to fight compelled him into action. Thus Malcolm actively 
pursued the connection between his international human rights cam
paign against American genocide on African Americans and his de
veloping perspectives on the globally oppressed. For King and Mal
colm, the multicultures domestically and abroad comprised a discourse 
in which power, structures, and the poor were privileged signs of speech 
and organized action. 

Cone's Martin & Malcolm & America also exemplifies theologi
cal writing as spiritual formation for the theologian. For ten years, 
Cone relentlessly listened to tapes, read transcripts, and watched movies 
about Martin and Malcolm. Similarly, he constantly spoke about, 
preached on, taught and led workshops on the two men. One could 
argue that for Cone, theological research and writing themselves re
flect a religious quest for meaning and truth as that truth and meaning 
incarnate and make a difference in the materiality of peoples' spiri
tual, political, and cultural lives and that of the theologian. It seems 
that Cone could give ten years of his own life on this intellectual jour
ney because dedicatedly and studiously he dwelled both in King's and 
Malcolm's world and the ethos of those for whom these two men spoke. 
Such a faithful commitment to and extended sojourn in the research 
and writing of this text must have transported Cone, in some fashion, 
into another realm where theological incite is offered from sources 
beyond the limited scholarly capabilities of the singular author. The 
(re )creation of the faith, works, and spiritual stature of Rev. King and 
Minister Malcolm presented the possibility for spiritual growth for 
the author as well. The crafting of the theological biography also en
tailed a (re)constructing of the biographer's spirit. And that is a funda
mental ingredient for constructive theology that matters. 

Indeed, various colleagues of Cone's in the American Academy 
of Religion (AAR) gathered recently at an annual AAR meeting to 
critically challenge and interrogate the theological worth of Martin & 
Malcolm & America: A Dream Or Nightmare for conversation in the 
public realm. What difference did this text make and what did it sig
nify for faith in the arena of the common good? Such questions were 
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confronted straightforwardly and passionately by five leading schol
ars in diverse fields of religious studies. Garth Baker-Fletcher's re
flection on Cone's book underscores the need to embrace ethical re
sources which affirm African-American dignity in the midst of the 
moral nihilism, communal suicide, and social dissolution stalking 
America today. For Baker-Fletcher, Martin & Malcolm & America 
intimates both an African- American Xodus and a plea for "common 
ground." The former denotes "a Divine intervention within one's own 
life empowering us to affirm self-liberation first." The latter, "com
mon ground" concept, building on Howard Thurman's corpus, instructs 
the Xodus to embrace the reality of the public square. 

Rebecca S. Chopp's essay develops along two major avenues. First, 
she affirms the book's innovative contributions to theology, especially 
its complex interpretation of "heroic figures" and its portrayal of em
bedded faith born out of contextual contingency. Following her san
guine appraisal, her second part is a challenge to Cone's metaphorical 
usage of dream and nightmare ( or integration and separation) in paral
lel to the paradigm of Martin and Malcolm as corrective and comple
ments. Chopp poses the following theoretical opinion: the stated para
digm holds for narrating both men's biographies as integrationist and 
nationalist but falls short as a systematic and analytical parameter for 
Cone's theological themes of justice and blackness. As a suggestion, 
Chopp presents her intriguing notion of "a new, transformative theory 
of justice." 

David Tracy's contribution highlights Cone's successful accom
plishment in theological methodology. Martin & Malcolm & America 
substantively attains the "move from an analysis of history as histori
cal consciousness or philosophical historicity to histQry considered as 
the concrete struggle of peoples and groups." Furthermore, Tracy 
praises Cone's text for pinpointing the necessity, at least for Tracy, of , 
adding Malcolm to the distinguished genealogy of masters of suspi
cion: Marx, Freud, Nietzsche, and women religious scholars. 

Thomas W. Ogletree presses forth the ethical implications of King's 
and Malcolm's convictions and lives. After an involved evaluation of 
faith and culture (indicating no privileged status for any language and 
culture as medium offaith) and faith and justice (indicating the neces
sity of coupling religion and public responsibility) vis-a-vis Malcolm 
X and Martin, Ogletree then queries the reader with theoretical issues 
foundational to his argument. How do religious communities promote 
justice in a secular, pluralistic society? What is the possibility of pub-
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lie policy promoting justice in a "post-industrial, post-modem soci
ety?" 

Finally, Alton B. Pollard, m places Martin & Malcolm & America 
within the social location of the African-American freedom move
ment of the 1950s-1970s: Malcolm contextualized within the north
ern demands of black urban vicissitudes and Martin within the south
ern Christian, non-violent way of life. Employing a sociology of reli
gious investigative methodology, Pollard challenges us with the ques
tion: what do Martin and Malcolm X mean for us today? In response, 
he offers us specific hopeful illustrations in today's youth who em
brace Malcolm and Martin in rap/hip hop genres, African cultural pride 
adaptations, solidarity efforts with the Third World, and assorted 
hungerings for serious commitment to renewed activism. 

The rich diversity of nuanced insights, various disciplines, and 
provocative questions brought to bear on Martin & Malcolm & 
America: A Dream Or A Nightmare in this USQR edition adequately 
testify to this highly acclaimed and seminal work of James Cone. The 
rhythm, content, and form of the book have brought theology as inter
vention in the public realm. And most would agree that theology is, 
fundamentally and rightfully so, at the service of the Church, the acad
emy, and society. 

We are fortunate to have James Cone's response to his respon
dents included in this journal edition. Superb theology, in the classical 
sense articulated by David Tracy, is inexhaustible in providing mean
ing for each generation. Just as the lives and commitments of King 
and Malcolm X remain texts transcending generations, Cone's engage
ment with his colleagues' critical discourse about his own text like
wise suggests the potential enduring legacy of Martin & Malcolm & 
America. 

The discussion of Martin & Malcolm & America took place in the 
Black Theology Group session at the 1992 AAR annual meeting in 
San Francisco, California. 
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Somebodyness and Self-respect: Themes 
of Dignity in Martin Luther King and 

MalcolmX 

Garth Baker-Fletcher 

The challenge for Black Theology in the Nineties is to envi
sion a theological understanding of human dignity strong enough to 
meet the triple threat of moral nihilism, communal suicide, and social 
dissolution. Our starting point must be the streets, which exploded 
into uprisings in Los Angeles, New York, and Atlanta this year. Ram
pant injustice and dreams deferred have reached the point of critical 
meltdown. Our theological task cannot hide behind lame abstractions 
taken from irrelevant textbooks, but must face the rage, pain, and hope
lessness that threatens to engulf our people. Where are the resources 
for African Americans to affirm our dignity despite ongoing de
humanization? 

James Cone's Martin & Malcolm & America is a prophetic 
summons to Black theologians to begin to mine the hidden theologi
cal riches of both Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X in order to 
meet the contemporary dilemmas of African Americans. Cone dem
onstrates through a careful analysis of both men's lives and teachings 
our need to hold Malcolm's call for self-love and power together with 
King's call for universal resistance to injustice. Following Cone's lead, 
I shall look at two pertinent theological symbols of human dignity 
offered by King and Malcolm X which require further elaboration 
when taken together. The two symbols, Somebodyness of King and 
self-respect of Malcolm X, will be presented in terms of their theo
logical grounding, fundamental ethical aim, and capacity to envision 
a more radical affirmation of one's humanity. I shall conclude with 

7 



Somebodyness and Self-respect 

suggestions on how these two symbols may be applied to our contem
porary constructive task in notions of "Xodus"and "Common Ground." 

Somebodyness 

While King's work has been analyzed from the perspective of 
the religious genius of a preacher, nascent black theology political 
theory, or a nonviolent ethic, a more adequate view of King's thought 
is as a vigorously intellectual and practical visionary concept for trans
forming our understanding of human dignity. By emphasizing dignity, 
the essential connections between King's use of Boston Personalist 
metaphysics, African American "down home" Christian spirituality, 
Gandhian nonviolence, and popular American civic religious presup
positions become more apparent.' King's most influential ideas and 
phrases were woven throughout the entire corpus of his thought, re
peated variously in speeches, sermons, addresses, and writings. I con
tend that King's most comprehensive and multivalent symbol of hu
man dignity was Somebodyness. It is a symbol which appeared most 
prominently towards the end of King's life in response to the nascent 
Black Power movements, although his earlier writings also used the 
expression. 

Somebodyness presupposes a traditional Christian view of 
human beings in which every person is created in the image of God. 
For King, the image of God in human beings is best understood as the 
indelible imprint of dignity and freedom that becomes a throbbing desire 
for freedom for the oppressed who are robbed of their freedom. 2 King 
interprets this inner desire for freedom as a thirst so profound that it 
demands that those robbed of their external freedom fight to regain it. 
For King, nonviolent demonstration was the best means to attain the 
end, freedom. Thus, the fundamental theological basis of 
Somebodyness is that all human beings have been granted dignity be
cause they are all children of God. Further, King construes the image 
of God as freedom, without which people are left with a throbbing 
desire to attain it, which in tum energizes their struggle to regain free
dom through nonviolent means. 

King insisted that through the energizing force of agape the 
nonviolent practitioner concretely realized the confrontational power 
of Somebodyness. King construed agape as a volitional commitment 
to confronting injustice with nonviolence, creating a beloved commu-

8 



Garth Baker-Fletcher 9 

nity, going to any length to preserve community, forgiveness, and an 
awareness of the inter-relatedness of all life. 

King's commitment to an agape-centered life enabled the fun
damental ethical aim of Somebodyness to be the self-affirmation of 
African- American person hood. Such self-affirmation was attained 
by "standing up" to the oppressive structures of racism that 
depersonalize us. 3 King listed four qualities of Somebodyness during 
an interview in 1967: 

1) an internal change in the psyche of African Americans, 2) a sense 
of pride, 3) an ability to stand up, and 4) the feeling of being a human 
being. 4 

King viewed Somebodyness as a "positive response" over
turning the instilled sense of "worthlessness" that is our legacy of sla
very. 5 Somebodyness demands an unshackling of our minds in order 
to affirm our worth for ourselves: 

The Negro must assert for all to hear and see a majesic 
sense of worth. There is such a thing as a desegreated 
mind. We must no longer allow the outer chains of an 
oppressive society to shackle our minds. With courge 
and fearlessness we must set out daringly to stabilize 
ouregos. This alone will give us a confirmation of our 
roots and a validation of our worth. 6 [Italics mine] 

Such self-affirmation caused King to note that Somebodyness requires 
courage. Courage, in King's estimation, was that quality of dogged 
determination, perseverance, and a spirit of never giving up hope em
bodied in "our slave forbears." 7 In fact, for King, such courage en
genders self-respect, a quality we shall examine more closely in the 
thought of Malcolm X. 

Finally, King believed that Somebodyness is an affirmation 
of the beauty of our blackness. He chastised black folk for using bleach
ing creams to have lighter colored skin, and processing our hair so that 
it would be "straighter. "8 King envisioned life as a piano with both 
black and white keys, where all the keys would be valued for their 
contribution in producing the harmonious music of living together. 
King believed that if Blacks would gain the genuine self-appreciation 
and self-acceptance of Somebodyness, a process could begin whereby 
white Americans might begin to understand integration as "an oppor-
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amity to participate in the beauty of diversity." 9 Therefore while King 
constructed the notion of Somebodyness from his mother's injunction 
to remember that he was "somebody," in his maturity he reached out 
to value the beauty and diversity of both black and white folks. 
Somebodyness is a imaginative conceptual vision of human self-affir
mation in spite of dehumanizing evils which begins black oppression 
and reaches outward ultimately toward the transformation of all per
sons. 

Self-Respect 

Malcolm X has been called everything from "our shining Black 
Prince" to a "hate monger." Both greatly admired and deeply feared, 
his charismatic power to sway the masses of Black folk has often dis
tracted scholars from doing serious critical study of his thought. Like 
Cone, I believe that Malcolm X's view of human dignity and self
respect deserve a place alongside the respected place we give to King's 
thought. In fact, Self-Respect, like King's Somebodyness symbol, ar
ticulates Malcolm's most cherished fundamental claim about the na
ture of human beings. 

Malcolm believed that self-respect had been systematically 
stripped away from American blacks by the European-American sys
tem of racism, or "the collective white man." 10 Malcolm dramatized 
in vivid language the way in which this "white man" had brutalized, 
raped, and robbed the "black man" of his self-respect, pride, and dig
nity. In fact, according to Malcolm, the "white man" literally brain
washed African people into being "so-called Negroes." The "Negro," 
according to Malcolm, had become sickened: psychologically, spiri
tually, emotionally, economically, and politically by accepting self
hatred into our collective psyche. 11 

While Malcolm was a part of the Nation of Islam under Elijah 
Muhammad, his "cure" for black people was theologically grounded 
in what he later referred to .as a "demonology" of the devilish nature 
of whites. 12 In an elaborate myth known as "Yacub's History," Elijah 
Muhammad taught members of the Nation of Islam that the white race 
was a genetic mutation developed by a malevolent black genius Yacub. 
The "devil white race," in accordance to prophecy, would be destroyed 
by God's Judgment after reeking havoc and oppression for six thou
sand years on the "original people" of the Earth -- the Black race. 13 

This apocalypse was to occur soon, therefore all Muslims were called 
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to separate themselves from the doomed race of devilish whites rather 
than integrate. In fact, Malcolm believed that integration was the de
ceptive solution dreamed up by "liberal white devils" to keep blacks 
in bondage and subjugation. Rather, Malcolm believed that blacks 
had to recognize our historic-mythic greatness as "original people" of 
the "tribe of Shabazz" and voluntarily separate from whites in order 
to gain self-respect and the independence necessary to gain respect 
from others. 14 Malcolm wanted blacks to "awaken" to a mature intel
ligence and moral independence from whites. 15 In this phase of 
Malcolm's journey, a commitment to Allah enabled him to realize a 
disciplined transformation of himself from a hardened street hustler 
and convict into a fitting role-model and grass-roots leader. 

Grounded in this transformative faith, Malcolm was able to 
find salvation in the strict moral code of the Nation. This code for
bade partaking of alcohol, drugs, smoking, dancing, gambling mov
ies, sports, "filthy porks" and "taking long vacations from work. 16 

The positive aspect of the moral code enjoined courtesy, especially to 
women, faithfulness to one's mate, honesty, and thriftiness. Muslims 
were not supposed to be insubordinate to any civil authority except on 
religious grounds. Further, Muslims were encouraged to be economi
cally independent, relying upon one another for all business transac
tions, thus developing a true sense of nationhood within the oppres
sive state of devils. Malcolm preached this code as the only way that 
was stringent enough to concretely uplift the black race and enable it 
to clean itself up. 

Cone helps us to see that Malcolm d~spised the message of 
"tum-the-other-cheek" nonviolence as espoused by Martin Luther 
King.Jr. Malcolm believed that it was immoral and criminal to ask 
blacks to be nonviolent because it denied blacks a fundamental human 
right: to defend one's self in the presence of an overtly violent at
tack.17 Malcolm delighted in shocking whites with the ominous sound
ing ethic that he believed that blacks should do ''whatever is neces
sary" to protect themselves, insisting that it was a fundamental modi
cum of human respect in "every civilized society."•s Further, Mal
colm countered the other-centered aspects of King's agape concept by 
insisting on the deontological necessity of self-love as a primary value 
that constitutes self-respect. It is clear, then, that Malcolm's doctrine 
of self-defense was as integral to his understanding of Self-Respect as 
Martin's doctrine of nonviolence was to his vision of Somebodyness. 
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From the very start Malcolm called for blacks to gain self
respect by doing for ourselves, rather than waiting for "crumbs from 
the white man's table." Such self-motivation enabled Malcolm to over
come the shock of being cast away from his beloved Elijah Muhammad 
as a traitor. Creatively, Malcolm broadened his theological vision by 
learning the more traditional ways of Islam, ways which transformed 
his condemnation of "whites" into more pointed accusations about 
racism. His moral judgment on racism enabled him to broaden his 
message by appealing to a pan-African, international audience. 19 Cre
ating the Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU) as a political 
organization, Malcolm ~ountered the apoliticism of his Nation days. 
The ethical aim of his last days was toward forging a "solution" to the 
race problems rather than arguing about whether or not his methods 
and ideas were better or worse than that of traditional civil rights lead
ers. He called for "human rights," saying that "civil rights" is too 
confining a term for the revolutionary consciousness that was emerg
ing at the time. His assassination robbed us, as did King's, of a fully 
developed theory of Self-Respect from the perspective of El-Hajj M~ik 
El-Shabazz -- the Muslim name he took after his Hajj to Mecca. 

Both Martin and Malcolm developed a broader and yet more 
radical vision of human dignity in their last days. King intensified his 
commitment to a world-wide vision of inter-relatedness which he felt 
was appropriate for the revolutionary times, while Malcolm radicalized 
his pan-Africanism within a context of global awareness. Both de
fended their core vision of love until the end. For King other-cen
tered, outreaching, and community-building agape was essential to 
the formation of Somebodyness, while Malcolm insisted, to the con
trary, that Self-Respect for blacks could only be achieved by learning 
to love our own first, a difficult achievement for a race that had been 
brainwashed to hate everything about itself! Yet both Martin and 
Malcolm's symbols of human dignity insist upon the following: 

1) love of one's self and ones body that originates from a life-chang 
ing encounter with the Divine 

2) radical self-affirmation which is the fruit of the life-changing di 
vine encounter that counteracts the self-hatred and de-person 
alization of one's past self-image that was produced by sys 
temic racism 

3) a sense of pride gained by disciplined study and analysis of one's 
historic past, and 
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4) an affirmation of Black Power as a healthy thing spiritually, emo
tionally, psychologically, and economically. 

Xodus and Common Ground 

In order to respond creatively to Cone's challenge and fash
ion the symbols of Somebodyness and Self-Respect into a contempo
rary framework, I have listened to both an old voice in our recent past 
and new voices rising from the streets. The old voice is that of Howard 
Thurman, whose vision of "Common Ground" has become a favorite 
political image of Jesse Jackson's Rainbow Coalition. The new voices 
are those of "raptivists" such as: X-Clan, Sister Souljah, and Public 
Enemy who are calling for an exodus." 

In anticipation of Spike Lee's movie on Malcolm X entitled 
"X," many members of the African-American community are sport
ing "X" caps. While it is a style and a fad for many, I believe that it 
symbolizes a spiritual and moral yearning for the kind of message 
Malcolm embodied. It is time to put theological flesh and moral sinew 
onto the skeleton of "X's" running around, so that they might live! 

Malcolm described the "X" in Muslim's names as symboliz
ing the ''true African family name" that had been destroyed and for
gotten due to slavery.20 According to Malcolm Elijah Muhammad 
told him ''that we should keep this 'X' until God Himself returned and 
gave us a Holy Name from His own mouth." 21 Malcolm's "X" re
minded him that he was an ancestor to kings, queens, and an immensely 
rich civilization that the white race had ''whitewashed" out of history. 
Therefore the "X" reminds us of a powerfully positive and construc
tive way of renaming self in opposition to one's "slave name" -- the 
name of European derivation. In the consciousness awakening mo
ment when followers of the Nation of Islam submit to Allah, the tak
ing on of an "X" name graphically symbolizes the spiritual and moral 
move out of European American dominated "space" into a Space of 
one's own. I believe Exodus as a theological symbol is suggested. 
The act of Exodus (Exodus 12: 31-40) not only initiated the release of 
slaves from servitude, but also increased their consciousness of the 
powerful Intervening Hand of God. 

Our contemporary Xodus is a divine intervention within one's 
own life empowering us to affirm self-liberation first. Without await
ing "Pharaoh's orders," the African-American "X-People" are "com
ing out" of this Egypt named America -- land of the free and home of 
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the brave -- without requesting permission, or expecting a blessing. 
This Xodus suggests a more massive, group-wide self-deliverance than 
has been experienced for over a generation. Instead of individuals 
becoming aware of the need to "come out" of white American-con
trolled space, the Xodus implies the need for the entire race to "come 
out" in order to flourish as human beings. In Christian theological 
language, Xodus represents the dead and crucified historical-cultural 
personhood of African Americans "rolling away the stone" of Euro
heteronomous imposition, rising to new self-affirming Life. 

This Xodus affirms the rage and frustrations of African Ameri
cans with the same polemics as Malcolm X used. Such polemical 
rhetoric stretches the boundaries of acceptability and "proper" appre
ciation of whatever "progress" has been made since the Sixties by a 
harsh condemnation of white hypocrisy. It gives voice to the inner 
demand for Self-Respect and dignity that Malcolm articulated so well, 
while also affirming the demand for self-liberation which is integral 
to King's understanding of Somebodyness. 

As an African-American Christian intellectual, I have found 
myself Journeying with the theo-poesis and politics of urban street 
folk who have loved and accepted me despite all of my "white-sound
ing" education and speech-patterns! Xodus, as the Hebrew Exodus of 
many centuries past, is a happening, carrying all of us along, whether 
we like it or not. The destruction of human dignity, the annihilation of 
workable and constructive moral vision in our impoverished commu
nities demands the forging of our own self-image and self-respect out
side the parameters and judgment of European-American dominated 
space. 

Unlike both Malcolm and King however, Xodus Journeying 
ought to be a Space of Inclusion, wherein African-American males 
and females are included as partners. Malcolm preached a stridently 
sexist theological anthropology wherein women's natures were pos
ited as complimentarily "weak," needing the "strong" and "protec
tive" nature of the male.22 Martin did not believe that women differed 
from men ontologically, but possessed a necessarily second-class func
tional role confined to the private sphere of family. 23 Both believed 
that women's highest calling was the nurturance of children, support 
of husbands, and the passing on of sustaining values to new genera
tions. Their sexist views on women undermined the full efficacy of 
their liberationist potential even in the Sixties. Our Xodus must learn 
from their mistakes and insist upon both the theological and June-
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tional equality of women and men for we cannot be "free" if we are 
not full partners, male and female. 24 

The name "Xodus" springs from the theo-political poesis of 
raptivist group X-Clan, whose recent album entitled "exodus" issues a 
fiery call for the "children of Africa" to unite, "board the Cosmic Ark," 
and "trust in the power of the Red, the Green, and the Black." In
spired by the pan-African message of Self-Respect of Malcolm X, the 
theo-politics of rappers such as X-Clan, Sister Souljah, and Public 
Enemy are being avidly heard by young African Americans. Greg 
Tate recently challenged the Black Churches to wake up and hear these 
new voices as the "new ministers that young people listen to because 
they are not out of touch like church ministers are." 25 Black Churches 
must wake up and respond boldly if they are going to be the genuine 
"prophets" of this Xodus, or they shall actually become what they are 
already accused of being: a thing of the past "Civil Rights" movement, 
an impediment "holding us back." 

Black Churches can make a special contribution to the Xodus 
by teaching about the necessity of seeking Common Ground as we 
journey on Xodus. Xodus journeying might ultimately lapse into a 
culturalist conservatism that cannot connect to others because of its 
inner-cultural solipsism dynamic, as Comel West has warned about 
the contemporary shallow renaissance of the most narrow and mili
tant aspects of Malcolm X's thought. 26 The Xodus needs the comple
mentary dynamic of Common Ground, lest it become another form of 
racial exclusivism. Here is where the voices of Black Church proph
ets such as Martin King and Howard Thurman encourage us to build 
Common Ground with all others in order for us to gain a deeper sense 
of the profundity of our self-reinvention in Xodus. 

Common Ground builds on the theological anthropology of 
King that insists upon human inter-relatedness because all of us are 
created in the image of God. Thurman affinned the same principle of 
Imago Dei by saying that we are all "children of God." I would push 
beyond Thurman and King to affirm not only our shared inter-related 
spiritual ties, but our common biospheric ties as children of the Earth 
itself! The Hebrew language informs us that we are "adam," the crea
ture fashioned by God's Hand from "Adamah," -- the Earth. We share 
Common Ground because our source is the common ground. 

The Earth is as multi-colored as are we human beings. The 
rich blackness of mud in the ocean's depths is as much a part of the 
Earth as is the frosty whiteness of snow capping majestic mountains. 
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As the elements are a part of this earthly whole, so is the vast diver
sity of human beings. Each group has a part to play in the construc
tion of Common Ground, a part which cannot be predetermined by 
any particular group grasping for hegemony. King described this di
verse inter-relatedness and need for an appreciation of our differences 
as one of the values of Somebodyness, because Somebodyness insists 
upon the intrinsic worth and beauty of diversity as a symbol of God's 
richness. In the "World House" (to use King's term), each fractious 
ethnic, class, and racial grouping must find a way to come together to 
create Common Ground. Xodus people need to intentionally be part 
of the Whole that will become Common Ground. It will be a Whole 
based on contribution rather than acquisition, cooperation rather than 
coercion, and respect rather than utility. 

Such a moral telos consists of more than economic or politi
cal goals. Thurman reminds us over and over again that a true vision 
of Wholeness cannot be achieved without a sense of transport, of 
being "caught up in the Spirit." Our sense of Oneness in the midst of 
our diversity needs the inner-nurturance of prayer, ecstasy, and power. 
Common Ground requires the mystic theo-centeredness of Thurman 
dancing with the radical vision of King and the vocalized proclama
tion of Malcolm to be Whole. 

As King believed that the norm of inclusion was stronger 
than norms of exclusion (which he spoke of specifically in terms of 
race) so Common Ground will need to find ways to engage in con
crete inter-faith, inter-religious communion and action that goes be
yond the promising "dialogues" of the recent past. Common Ground 
is an invitation to inclusion for Jews, Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, 
traditional spiritualists, Christians, and humanists to find ways of build
ing the future together 

We live in the ashes of recent Uprisings, but we need not 
despair, for out of those ashes may arise the possibility of Xodus and 
Common Ground. Out of the tragic deaths of Malcolm X and Martin 
Luther King, Jr. new life is arising. We must arise to see that their 
voices may become a part of our social resurrection. Deferred dreams 
do explode 27 and create rivers of unnecessary suffering. The blood 
flowing in the streets demands our fervent Christian commitment to 
envision and courage to act before it is too late. 
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Beyond Narratives: Cone's Martin & 
Malcolm & America 

Rebecca Chopp 

James Cone's Martin & Malcolm & America is a book that 
is both moving and provocative. I, like many readers, found this one 
of those rare academic books that is simply hard to put down. My 
initial judgment about the force of this book was confirmed by 
students in a graduate seminar in theology. Our readings of Kant, 
Schleiermacher, Rabner and others had all led to thoughtful discus
sions of these thinkers' theories of life and history. But when the 
seminary members gathered to discuss Cone's book, we all sat on 
the edge of our seats, for we realized that in this book theology was 
life and history. The stories of Martin and Malcolm led us to discuss 
not only their lives but our own lives and history as well. As one 
student commented to me later, Cone has written a disturbing book 
that makes us think about our lives and U.S: culture and at the same 
time to question the nature and purpose of theological practices. 

I want to divide my essay in two parts: the first part focuses 
on the contributions of this book and the second part raises a 
question about the basic issue of this book, the nature of the relation 
of Martin and Malcolm. 

The Contributions of Martin & Malcolm & America 

The first contribution to be noted, and saluted, is that Cone 
has written a book that offers complex interpretations of heroic 
figures. Cone's interpretation reminds us that both Malcolm X and 
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Martin Luther King, Jr. were real men with failures and triumphs, 
with struggles and hopes. For many readers habituated to the 
simplifications of King the great moderate and Malcolm the great 
radical, Cone's book will return real figures, allowing the readers to 
accept the faultedness and goodness of the men and removing them 
from their simple caricatures in the popular media. For other readers 
who have either neglected or never had the privilege of learning 
about these men, Cone's wonderful grasp of both the details and the 
broad strokes of each man's life will give such readers full and 
adequate biographies. While for those who have already acquainted 
themselves with these important figures, Cone's book will offer 
another rich testimony giving these readers an opportunity to once 
again witness the power of these two men. All readers will have to 
grapple with the limits and distortions of both men's thought: 
particularly, according to Cone, in the areas of sexism and classism. 

The second contribution of this book consists in a gift that 
Cone has long demonstrated: his ability to trace the contextual 
influences of race, class and geographical locations and how such 
factors determine, without ever entirely legislating each persons 
positions. Cone's first chapter on Martin Luther King, Jr., entitled 
"The Making of A Dreamer" tells the story all the factors that 
contribute to this dreamer: the southern middle-class black family, 
the model of Martin Luther King, Sr.'s, the Ebenezer Baptist 
Church, the importance of education, and encounters with racism 
such as being made to stand for a 90 minute bus trip on the way 
home from an oratorical context. Cone creates the story of these 
influences constructing Martin's life and displays, in this initial 
chapter and throughout the book, their influence on King's life. An 
excellent example can be found in the concluding paragraph of 
chapter one: 

It seems that King's life from his birth into the 
middle-class family in Atlanta to the beginning of 
his second year in Montgomery as the pastor of 
Dexter was socially, religiously, and educationally 
shaped so that his proclamation of the "American 
dream" was just about inevitable. It was quite easy 
for him to think of America as a dream and to be 
optimistic that it could be realized because he 
himself was a concrete embodiment of its realiza-
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tion. He was well-educated, culturally refined and 
politically aware. King believed that if other 
Negroes were given the same opportunity he had, 
they too would manifest a similar social and educa
tional development. That was why integrationist 
became the major theme of his political philosophy. 
(p. 36) 

Just as carefully does Cone treat Malcolm X, beginning in 
chapter two and then expanding the treatment throughout the text. 
Chapter two is entitled "The Making of a Bad Nigger" and Cone 
treats, in turn, the powe:rful influences in Malcolm's life. Malcolm 
was a product of what Cone calls the northern poor black masses. 
His family, devoted to the nationalist cause, was driven out of 
Omaha by the Ku Klux Klan and later had their house burned down 
by the Black Legionnaires. Family violence occurred between 
parents and by both parents toward the eight children. Malcolm's 
father died when Malcolm was six years old. Malcolm's mother, 
trying to be a single parent during the depression, suffered an 
emotional breakdown and the children were placed in several 
homes. Malcolm's formal education ended at the eighth grade and 
Cone addresses Malcolm's often quoted sentence: "I finished the 
eighth grade in Mason, Michigan. My high school was the black 
ghetto of Roxbury, Massachusetts. My college was the streets of 
Harlem, and my master's was taken in prison." (p. 42) Cone takes 
care to explain the importance of Malcolm's conversion: not only 
the rejection of the white man but the affirmation of African
American cultural history. Cone tells Malcolm's story as one of 
stark contrast, even opposition to Martin's: 

In opposition to Martin Luther King's middle-class 
integrationist image of the American dream of 
Negroes and whites working together, Malcolm X, 
looking at America from the viewpoint of the 
"black masses living at the bottom of the social 
heap," invoked the contrasting image of the night
mare to describe the sociopolitical reality of 
America for the vast majority of African-Ameri
cans. While King was having a dream, he snapped 
about the march on Washington, "the rest of us 
Negroes are having a nightmare." (39) 
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Thirdly, Cone has contributed a great deal to the 
contextualization of theology by writing a book that traces the 
embeddedness of theology in individual lives, as well as in the 
movements these two lives represent. Theology in this book is 
explicitly enfleshed in action, desires, practices and relationships. I 
have no interest in suggesting that all theology be of the same style. 
Part of the richness of Christian traditions lies, in part, for me, in the 
wide variety of styles: autobiography, disputations, expositions, etc. 
Theology speaks of God and God's activity in the many symphonic 
instruments of language: poetry, rhetoric, dialectics, analytics, etc. I 
take it from the variety of style in Cone's other works that he would 
agree. But there are few books in the present that really demonstrate 
(as compared to urging) the enfleshment of theology in person's 
lives, a style from which a great deal is to be gleaned. Cone has 
contributed a classic to this style of theology and thus he will teach 
present and future readers the ways in which theology makes a 
difference. 

The fourth contribution is also about the style of the book 
and that is another narrative which Cone uses Martin and Malcolm 
to create, the narrative of dream and nightmare in relation to justice 
and blackness. This other narrative is, in a sense, a somewhat more 
implicit plot, through which we are questioned by the dreamer who 
learns to have nightmares and by the one who saw the nightmares 
and then learned how to dream. Cone is not just an historian, though 
he offers us a historical work especially by telling accurate stories of 
these men lives and in tracing out the influences on these men. Cone 
is also a theologian, and this work must be read as theological, both 
in sense of theological biography and in the sense that this books 
seeks to challenge the reader about how dream and nightmare are 
related in terms of justice and blackness and America. Striding 
through this book are questions about the definition of justice and 
the reality of blackness: questions of critique, of expression and 
narrative, but also questions of change and transformation in the 
contemporary times. I do not want to entertain a complex discussion 
of narrative plot and theological frameworks, except to point out 
that such frameworks seem necessary to carry a kind of tensive 
relation whereby the reader is invited to also explore the issues of 
justice and blackness through the framework of nightmare and 
dream. 
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It is perhaps the powerfulness of this fourth contribution that 
raises the major question about this book for me. But before turning 
to my own engagement with the framework of Cone's book, I want 
again to underscore that this book is important, both for the informa
tion it conveys and the ways in which it asks the reader to think of 
these figures, the U.S. and the self. 

The Relation of Martin and Malcolm? 

For James Cone, though, the point of Martin and Malcolm is 
not simply to present information nor even merely to trace the 
impact of each figure. Cone explains the point of the book in this 
manner: ''This book is an examination of the meaning of justice and 
blackness in America in the context of the lives and thought of 
Martin King and Malcolm X." (p.x) I want, in the rest of this essay, 
to query how it is that Cone relates Martin and Malcolm, or to be 
more exact, how it is that Cone relates the notions of correction and 
complement, and the strategies of integrationist and separatism or 
nationalism around the terms justice and blackness. What are the 
ways in which Cone uses Martin and Malcolm to help us think, 
through the metaphors of dream and nightmare, through the relations 
of correction and complement of justice and blackness? 

Note that I use the plural "ways" for there is no one logical 
or historical or even structural way in which Cone sees that Martin 
and Malcolm are related. Indeed, Cone never fully explains what he 
means by the terms "corrective", "complement" or even by the 
positions of integrationist and black nationalism. Like all good story 
tellers he moves us from one meaning to the next through narrative 
emplotment. I want to suggest at least three distinguishable ways 
that corrective/complement work to relate the positions of integra
tionist and black nationalism. 

The first type of relation between Martin and Malcolm as 
correction/complement, I will fondly refer to as the nip and tuck 
position. This way takes its stance within the integrationist position, 
which Cone's deep sympathies with Martin seem to indicate, and is 
corrected and informed by the nationalist, thus Martin is more 
corrected and complemented by Malcolm rather than vice versa. 
This notion that Malcolm is the necessary corrective/complement to 
Martin is suggested by the structure of the book, which begins with 
the story of Martin Luther King, Jr. (though Malcolm is born first, 



Beyond Narratives: Cone's Martin & Malcolm & America 

and the final biographical chapters follow the chronology of the 
men's lives). It is also suggested by the fact that Cone never really 
brings together quite different religious traditions, Christianity and 
Black Muslim, through the notion of either complement or correc
tion. At least this reader is left with the impression that Cone 
prefers to stay within Christianity and use the Black Muslim 
tradition as a correction and complement. The danger with this type 
of relation is that we may water down the one taken as "other", that 
we fail to tally long enough in the radical difference of these two 
positions. 

The second type of relation Cone gives us is the synthesis 
of opposites or a kind of living with contradiction, just accepting 
them as necessary rhythms of critique. This is a powerful position 
and rather the opposite of the first nip and tuck position. To a 
certain extent living with this feeling of contradiction is what many 
of us do. As one student pointed out in my class, he lives with 
Martin and Malcolm inside him all the time. Long-time readers of 
Cone have probably sensed this position before. While I think it is 
descriptively accurate of a personal struggle, I think it is inappropri
ate as a theological strategy for it tends to let the system dictate that 
either we accept its own terms for correction or that we leave it all 
together. The first alternative mitigates any radical critique, allow
ing simply emotional oscillation between euphoria and despair, and 
the second is an impossible luxury for the victims of the systems. In 
sum, I think this position works fine existentially, but fails as a 
social theory. 

The third relationship in the text between correction and 
complement, nightmare and dream, is that of transformist or 
transfigurationist. This third position moves beyond both integra
tion and separatism and correction and complementariness to argue 
that theology must deconstruct and reconstruct both the positions of 
Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X in order to speak to the 
contemporary situation of oppression in the U.S. In this reading of 
the text we might stand with neither Martin Luther King Jr., or 
Malcolm X nor do we move back and forth. In front of them, so to 
speak, we must struggle to find new ways of theologically, theoreti
cally and practically naming concretely systematic distortedness of 
major orders and of small practices, of politics in general and of 
face to face encounters. In this position we have to question the 
categories we use at the same time resisting the culture in which we 
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live, all on the way to transformation of the whole. 
To say it even more sharply, I think that though Cone's 

notion of corrective and complement is a successful framework in 
terms of telling the stories of Martin as an integrationist and Mal
colm as a nationalist, but when we are done reading I think the text 
has prompted us to search for a different framework. That is to say, 
Cone's theological concern of thinking about justice and blackness 
in America through the relation of Martin and Malcolm is at least a 
somewhat different task than writing theological biographies of 
these two men. 

To consider how the text calls for this relation of transfor
mation of and between integrationist and nationalism, take Cone's 
central concern for justice and blackness. Cone argues that for 
Martin justice meant equal rights, for Malcolm it meant judgment. 
Yet after Martin Luther King, Jr. 's awareness of injustice as dealing 
with political marginality, cultural self-denigration and economic 
powerlessness and Malcolm's encounter with new understandings of 
human relatedness after his travels leading him to visions of justice 
in community, the categories of integrationist and separatism no 
longer really works. But, of course, neither figure lived long enough 
to really come up with new understandings of justice and blackness 
and America. 

Indeed if we could read the book back to front I think that 
we would find the need for what I will call a new, transfigurative 
theory of justice. This transfigurative theory of justice would 
include the naming in detail of what Iris Marion Young has called 
the faces of oppression in the U.S.: exploitation, marginality, 
powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence. Injustice must be 
explicated in detail through the multiplicative or interlocking 
systems of oppression. Justice as a category needs to be rethought of 
in terms other than the distribution of goods in the system or simply 
leaving the system altogether. We might say in front of Martin and 
Malcolm justice needs to become, in Iris Marion Young's language, 
related to the institutional and cultural conditions to exercise one's 
capacities and to participate in determining one's action. 

Another example might be to raise the question of what a 
cultural-political theology should look like after this book. For 
theology, after Martin & Malcolm & America,. must take seriously 
popular culture, the imagination, the telling of stories and the 
tapping of persons' desires. Yet what will a critique look like in the 
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present situation, with the continual breakdown of the infrastruc
tures of education, heath care, etc., and the increased rise of vio
lence of all types in America? I am not sure that the critical analysis, 
or even the tones, of Martin Luther King Jr. or of Malcolm X fits the 
present time. If neither integration nor separation ( or any relation 
between the two) offers us viable solutions, then neither does a 
critical analysis focusing on the lack of education, rights, and even 
income in reference to African Americans, and the attitudes of fear 
and hate on the part of white Americans, (a fact Cone recognizes in 
his concluding chapter). This can be framed as a question in the 
following manner: how do we develop a theology of political 
transformation? 

I suppose, in sum, all I am saying is that in a quite impres
sive way Cone's book exceeds its own categories, and its success is 
to be measured, at least in part, by the question it leaves unan
swered: how do we understand justice and blackness in the U.S. in 
our present situation? Perhaps there is no greater compliment to an 
author than to ask him to continue writing, to help us now to think 
through the question he has so powerfully taught us to ask. 

Notes 

Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990). 
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Martin & Malcolm & America: 
"Theology in the Public Realm" 

David Tracy 

In the brief time allotted, I would like to state as clearly as I can at 
present my amazement at this achievement of James Cone. If you 
think about, how rare and exceptional it is, that a major constructive 
thinker, a major theologian for all of us, should, at the height of his 
powers, take out ten years to do close historical and social scientific 
work while continuing his theological reflections in order to develop 
his own constructive theological position now in direct and critical 
conversation with these two great, often conflicting figures. More
over, this complex historical and constructive project, as truly public 
theology, speaks not only to the Academy and the churches but also to 
the wider society and general public and culture who are closely re
ceiving his book with strong and critical affirmation. 

Cone's ability to speak persuasively to all three of theology's pub
lic spheres (i.e., church, academy, wider culture) is not only a rare one 
for a theologian but rare for a historian and a social scientist as well. 
At the same time I would not like to take your time to state all the 
things that I think I learned in Cone's reading of these two classic 
figures -- classic is also in the sense of inexhaustible in interpretation 
and therefore always forcing new reflection -- except to emphasize 
one comment in order to make a more general point for theology. What 
I found most important and unusual in this unique reading of Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X and of the argument for reading both 
together is not only Cone's analysis of the amazing final years of both 
King and Malcolm but the insistence, if I may put it in my own words, 
that Malcolm X represents and should represent for any serious analy
sis of Western thought, the same kind of major hermeneutic of suspi
cion that we are already familiar with when we speak of the 
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hermeneutics of suspicion in Freud, in Marx, in Nietzsche, in feminist 
and womanist thought. For Cone has persuaded me that Malcolm X is 
exactly the kind of analyst who belongs on that small list of great 
hermeneuts of suspicion. For Malcolm X is the thinker who, with the 
same kind of clarity as Freud, Marx, Nietzsche and feminist analysts 
on central systemic distortions, has made unmistakably clear how cen
tral and pervasive the issue of racism has been in every form of thought, 
including theology. 

Theologically construed this book represents as well a major ex
ample of the necessary move many theologians are pleading for meth
odologically. This is a step, however, which most of us cannot seem to 
achieve substantively in a move from an analysis of history as histori
cal consciousness or philosophical historicity to history considered as 
the concrete struggle of peoples and groups (i.e., an analysis not sim
ply of historical context but of the social location of gender, race and 
class). Cone achieves this both methodologically and substantively in 
his analysis of both Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. on gender 
and class issues in relationship to race issues in this complex work. To 
make that shift methodologically from historical context to social lo
cation (as I have discovered in my own hermeneutical work) is ex
tremely difficult. Doing so, however, in relationship to contemporary 
figures about whom most of us inevitably possess not only opinions 
and beliefs but also memories is intellectually courageous by render
ing yet more explicit the need for all genuine theology to become re
lated to analyses of social location as well as to more unusual histori
cal work; for all theology claims to take history seriously. Any ad
equate history of interpretation now believes that we need not only a 
hermeneutics of retrieval and not only a hermeneutics of critique of 
conscious errors, but we also need an analysis of those unconscious 
systemic distortions that pervade all known reality (racism, sexism, 
classism, etc.). Even the earlier hermeneutical model of conversation 
(Gadamer) must now be judged necessary but inadequate. In personal 
and public conversation, if you believe I am wrong you can correct me 
by argument. If I'm reasonable, I will change. What if something deeper 
and unconscious is at stake: what if, for example, you think I am patho
logical? In that case something else is needed. Sexism, racism, and 
classism are the latter kind of pathology-like problem. They are not 
conscious errors that further conversation and argument can undo. They 
are unconscious but systemically functioning distortions. When we 
adjust to this kind of strong, critical analysis all of us are both fright-
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ened and relieved that we have an opportunity to see theology func
tioning finally as genuine analysis of our deeply ambiguous history. 
For history comes not as idealist or culturalist interpretation but as 
attentive to the material conditions and unconscious distortions which 
count by functioning unconsciously in all thought and action; all dis
course in history demands attention to explicit and implicit power re
alities in the emergence of even our best meanings and knowledge. 
History demands such analysis. History demands the kind of 
hermeneutics of suspicion that James Cone's book makes available to 
anyone who can read. 

For that reason I would like to end by making a further suggestion 
--a suggestion which I have been instructed in principally by the work 
of Don Matthews, Matthew Johnson, Dwight Hopkins, and my former 
colleague Charles Long. It may be the case that the work on the Afri
can side of the classic pluralist African-American tradition might go 
beyond even the work that Cone analyzed in Malcolm X or, even be
fore him, of W.E.B. Du Bois. The new studies made available through 
African-American literary critics and through African-American his
torians of religion are the studies that we theologians also need to 
appropriate. Even beyond this book on Malcolm X and Martin Luther 
King, jr., even beyond his earlier crucial work on the spirituals and the 
blues James Cone may, I hope, turn in his future work to further analy
ses of the extraordinarily subtle and complex interplay of biblical and 
African, of narrative and dialectic, in that unique tradition, African
American theology. That is my hope for Cone's future endeavor. Read
ers of Cone's work have reason to be this hopeful -- as this summary 
quotation from his book makes clear: 

Martin and Malcolm are important because they symbol
ize two necessary ingredients in the African-American 
struggle for justice in the United States. We should never 
pit them against each other. Anyone who claims to be for 
one and not the other does not understand their signifi
cance for the black community, for America or for the 
world. We need both of them and we need them together. 
Malcolm keeps Martin from being turned into a harmless 
hero. Martin keeps Malcolm from being an ostracized 
black hero. Both leaders make important contributions to 
the identity of African-Americans and also, and just as 
importantly, to white Americans and to Americans in 
general. 
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America: Dream or Nightmare 

Thomas W. Ogletree 

James H. Cone's contributions to theological education and to the public 
vocation of the churches have been immense: from the bold advocacy 
of black power in his first book, 1 through his careful retrieval of the 
texts and traditions of black liberation thought,2 to his disciplined ef
forts to deepen the dialogue among various liberation traditions within 
a global context. 3 He continually travels untrod paths. He does not 
shrink back from making himself vulnerable to criticism from those 
who speak out of different cultures and experiences. He strives al
ways to remain connected with the practical struggles of people, espe
cially those who have been victims of oppression. Happily, his writ
ings are invariably clear, rhetorically powerful, and full of passion. 

Of all of Cone's books, however, Martin & Malcolm & 
America may prove to have the most enduring value. This book is 
important not simply because of the intrinsic merit of its subject mat
ter, nor because of its skillful handling of the ideas, experiences, and 
activities of these two extraordinary leaders. It is important because 
of the way it portrays theological inquiry. 

In his treatments of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and 
the Rev. Malcolm X, Cone highlights forms of theology that are: a) 
practice-based yet deeply rooted in living traditions of faith and prac
tice: b) attentive to the conditioning and shaping power of social and 
cultural dynamics, but without reducing thought to a mere function of 
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these dynamics: c) attuned to the importance of organizational and 
institutional structures, both as barriers to and as resources for liberat
ing actions, and d) substantively joined to the promotion of human 
dignity and social justice 

Not surprisingly, the theological issues which come into fo
cus as a result of Cone's investigations are profound and fundamental, 
not merely academically interesting or fashionable. I want to focus on 
two: 1) the relation of a redemptive and liberating religious message -
- whether Christian or Muslim -- to the cultural materials that shape 
concrete human appropriations of that message, and 2) the relation of 
elemental religious convictions to sociopolitical commitments to hu
man dignity, justice, and freedom. 

The Cultural Penetration of Distinctively Religious Understandings 

I want to begin by citing my colleague, Lamin Sanneh, a na
tive Gambian who grew up in an influential Muslim family yet con
verted as a young adult to evangelical Protestantism. In a recent mono
graph, Sanneh argues for the essential translatability of the Christian 
message.4 By its very nature, he contends, the Gospel finds expres
sion in a multiplicity of languages and cultures. No single expression 
is privileged, still less final. Many, if not all, have the potential of 
becoming authentic vehicles of the saving, liberating Gospel. Paul's 
dictum, neither Jew nor Greek, is at the same time a positive declara
tion: both Jew and Greek, and so likewise, Macedonian, European, 
African, Asian, and Pacific Islander. 

Any particular appropriation of the Christian message, Sanneh 
argues further, involves the assimilation into Christian understand
ings of cultural materials that shape a given social context. His point 
is that indigenization is not simply a late twentieth-century invention. 
It is a fundamental feature of the Christian world mission. This fact is 
often obscured in treatments of European Christianity since the adap
tations of Christianity to Hellenistic, Latin, and European cultures was 
largely complete more than a millennium ago. Yet Christianity does 
not exist except in culturally indigenized forms. 

The difficulty is this: any indigenous appropriation of the 
Christian message will inevitably reflect the limitations, ambiguities, 
and deceits that mark the culture in question. To be sure, the Christian 
message promises to transform and renew every culture it touches. It 
evokes in diverse human cultures unrealized possibilities for develop-
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ment. Those possibilities in turn give human beings a new vantage 
point on the Gospel itself. Indigenization, then, both facilitates the 
hearing of the Gospel and qualifies the manner of that hearing. No 
particular reception of the Gospel can ever claim more than relative 
and partial truth, and every reception stands in need of correction and 
supplementation by alternative perspectives. Further, every hearing 
is ambiguous, flawed, even distorted, and hence, in need of prophetic 
criticism and transformation, both from within and from the perspec
tive of alternative views 

The activities and reflections of King and Malcolm X compel 
theological attention to these complex and difficult matters. King, for 
example, was nurtured in one of the central streams of an independent 
African-American Christianity. This stream of tradition disposed him 
to take for granted a non-racist appropriation of the Christian mes
sage. Peter Paris refers to this non-racist reading as the "Black Chris
tian principle," a belief in the kinship of all peoples as brothers and 
sisters in relation to the parenthood of God.5 Correctly presuming the 
universal import of the Christian message, King sought to relate his 
own spiritual heritage to the intellectual accomplishments of white, 
liberal Protestant Christianity. Even though he knew the pervasive
ness of racism in American culture, he expected that white Protestant
ism would at least be receptive to a moral challenge to renounce its 
acquiescence in the racism of the larger society. 

It was only with reluctance that King faced the degree to which 
Euro-American ethnocentrism disposed white Christians in America 
not only to accept, but even to advocate racist appropriations of the 
Gospel. To this day, most theology done by white Americans contin
ues to treat African-American Christian traditions as little more than 
relatively naive and unsophisticated variants of white evangelical Prot
estantism. There is a general failure to appreciate the distinctive power 
and originality of these traditions and their indispensable contribu
tions to the integrity of the Christian mission. 

In confronting the depth of the racist assumptions in white 
American Christianity, King gained a heightened awareness of the posi
tive contributions to African-American Christian consciousness of tra
ditional African religion and of the tenacious struggles of African 
peoples to survive the evils of slavery. Central to African-American 
Christianity is its clear grasp of the race-transcending universalism of 
the Christian Gospel. Thus, King discovered that what he had ini
tially taken for granted was actually an extraordinary religio-cultural 
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accomplishment. 
More bluntly than King, Malcolm X exposed the inherent rac

ism of white Christianity in America. He could only conclude that 
Christianity is a "white-man's" religion, whose function for Black 
Americans was to domesticate them and turn them into pet animals. 
To claim their full humanity and dignity, Malcolm X argued, Black 
people require a Black religion, one with African roots. In drawing 
this conclusion, he too may have failed to discern the distinctiveness 
of African-American Christianity 

Without diminishing the compelling logic of Malcolm X's 
exposure of white, American Christianity, Cone also notes that the 
Nation of Islam did not arise from contact between Black Americans 
and Muslims. Its proximate origins were nationalist movements within 
African-American Christianity, especially that of Marcus Garvey. 
African-American Christianity had already dealt with the problem of 
Malcolm X's radical critique of American Christianity. Yet it had 
addressed that problem largely by means of African-American Chris
tian resources; in particular, resources that thematized the African 
social and cultural contribution to the distinctive African-American 
appropriation of the Gospel. 

Peter Paris has shown that, from time to time, the leaders of 
the independent African-American churches expressly stated that the 
empowerment and liberation of Black Americans was of more funda
mental importance than explicit Christian identification as such. 6 If 
Christian America would not renounce its racism, then perhaps Afri
can Americans would find a non-racist religious alternative. 

In the course of his public ministry, Malcolm X became in
creasingly aware of the fact that the Nation of Islam is not the same as 
orthodox Islam. In the spirit of inherent translatability, he claimed 
that the Nation oflslam was a distinctive appropriation oflslam suited 
to the social and cultural circumstances of Black Americans. At the 
same time, his desire to make contact with historic Islam also grew. 
Among other things, he arranged for Elijah Muhammad to go on holy 
pilgrimage to Mecca as a recognized Islamic leader. The fmal stage of 
Malcolm X's own odyssey occurred when he broke with the Nation of 
Islam, affiliated with an orthodox mosque, and adopted orthodox Is
lamic observances. 

Ironically, Malcolm X's move to orthodox Islam might even
tually have had the effect of distancing him from the distinctive travail 
of Black Americans and their religious practices Lamin Sanneh, who 
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is also a specialist in Islamic studies, observes that Islam, unlike Chris
tianity, is not readily translatable into a multiplicity of cultures. To 
become Muslim is to become Arabic: it is to learn Arabic in order to 
study the Quran in its true, revealed language: and it is to adopt Arabic 
customs and practices in one's everyday life. Sanneh's observation 
should not be taken too literally. There are manifestly divergent Is
lamic parties, and Islam, like any world religion, adapts to some de
gree to various local and regional cultures as it spreads to different 
parts of the world. Sanneh's point is that such cultural adaptation is 
intrinsically appropriate in the case of Christianity, but religiously 
more problematic in the case of Islam. The diverse tendencies in these 
religions qualify their respective patterns of acculturation. 

Islam's Arabic cultural base appears not to have inhibited its 
spread, either in Africa or in urban centers within the United States. 
In Africa, at least, Islam does seem to have complicated the efforts of 
relatively young, multi-cultural African states to develop a distinctive 
and cohesive national identity, one capable of sustaining social and 
political development over time. Based on Sanneh's analysis, one can 
anticipate that the Arabic nature of Islam would in time also compli
cate the efforts of African Americans to claim an authentic American 
identity. In this respect, the Nation of Islam, despite its curious his
torical inventions, may have been more functional for African Ameri
cans than historic Islam. Though Islam may offer African Americans 
freedom from the deep racist assumptions that pervade American Chris
tianity, it could in the long run lead to its own forms of cultural alien
ation. 

Cone's study dramatizes the practical import of the faith-cul
ture question for theological inquiry. It renders urgent the need for 
attending systematically to these dynamics in the interest of bringing 
to the fore the liberating, world-transforming promise of the Christian 
message. 

Faith and Justice 

The second major set of issues concerns the relation between 
basic religious convictions and public responsibility for socialjustice 
and human well-being. These issues are especially difficult where the 
public life of a society is formally secular and religiously pluralistic. 
In such a society, there can be no direct transfer of discrete religious 
convictions to public policies and practices. 
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Cone observes that Malcolm X's religion was his preoccupa
tion with justice. For King, he suggests, the quest for justice was an 
essential implication of faith. More important, it would seem, is that 
justice for Malcolm X and King moved in two different directions, at 
least in the early phases of their public activities. For King, the focal 
interest was public policy, initially the right of all Americans to the 
ballot and to full access to public accommodations. These goals were 
largely achieved through federal Civil rights legislation in 1965 and 
1966. 

In the last years of his life King gave increasing attention to 
economic issues, especially the right to a job with decent pay and 
good benefits, and the right to a quality education Concern for hous
ing, health-care, and other social goods was also in the picture. King's 
assassination, Cone reminds us, occurred in the context of bis support 
for sanitation workers in their dispute with the city of Memphis. 

In turning to problems of poverty, King became increasingly 
aware of class factors in the sufferings of African Americans. He ex
pressed sympathy for socialist ideas, though, as Cone notes, he did not 
undertake any systematic studies in class analysis. Besides, his inter
est in poverty was by no means single-minded. He devoted consider
able energy toward ending the war in Vietnam. 

As a minister of the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X emphasized 
Black consciousness, Black pride, Black discipline, and Black eco
nomic and social self-development Acutely aware of the harsh reali
ties of class, his response was to stress discipline and self-develop
ment He also promoted Black resistance to the unjust and insulting 
treatment of Black Americans, even sanctioning the use of violence in 
self-defense. Yet his own practice remained as consistently non-vio
lent as King's! 

During the early years of his public activity, Malcolm X did 
not concern himself with public policy. In racist America, he believed, 
such an interest would be naive, fruitless, even self-demeaning. He 
ridiculed King for his vision of justice and for his programmatic ac
tivities. His tendencies toward political activism were curbed, more
over, by Elijah Muhammad. The more Malcolm X gained public no
toriety, the more aggressively Elijah Muhammad sought to restrain 
his political activities. 
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After breaking with the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X moved 
closer to King's political involvements. Alongside an on-going com
mitment to Black autonomy and self-development, he took greater in
terest in the promotion of civil liberties within the larger American 
society. In so doing, he displayed more tolerance for the ambiguities 
of American politics. 

In this new context, Malcolm X had to surrender any simple 
identification of justice with religious commitment. Though he con
tinued to present himself as a Muslim minister, he found it necessary 
to create explicitly political organizations that could unite people with 
a diversity of religious and secular sensibilities. What bound people 
together in these new organizations was not religion, but a common 
determination to promote justice and freedom for Black Americans. 

For religious leaders who would seek to play an effective public 
role the central critical questions are two. First, how do religious 
communities -- whether Christian, Muslim, or Jewish--properly play 
a role in fostering justice and human well-being within a secular reli
giously plural society? Second what forms of public law and public 
policy can actually bring about justice and human well-being in post
industrial, post-modem societies? 

When religious people enter the public arena, must they bracket 
their distinctive faith identities in order to uncover common ground 
among like-minded people across a diversity of religious and secular 
views? If common ground can be found, moreover, will it furnish 
normative conceptions of justice and human well-being capable of 
guiding public actions? Might this common ground be provided by 
the American civil religion, as some have argued? Can the American 
civil religion sustain a viable public ethic alongside of discrete con
ceptions of religious ethics? If the American civil religion, however, 
is too tainted with racism to serve as a vehicle for relative justice in 
human society, is there a public ethic that is common to African-Ameri
can communities and to other racial, ethnic, and religious minorities -
- perhaps a special way of understanding the American civil religion 
itself? Alternatively, are there some authentic and practical ways in 
which discrete religious traditions within a religiously plural society 
might substantively figure in a public discourse about the common 
good. When we confront questions such as these, we soon discover 
that it is far easier to talk about the essential unity of faith and justice 
than to find practical faith-informed ways of promoting justice in a 
secular, religiously plural society. 1 
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The second set of issues has to do with the formulation of 
public policies that can actually promote human justice and well-be
ing in a post-industrial, post-modem society. What can we do to miti
gate persisting problems of poverty, human degradation, and racism 
in contemporary American society? What courses of action will make 
a difference? 

Poverty and human degradation hardly confront us with simple 
problems that we can readily solve if we only have the requisite deter
mination! Indeed, there would appear to be no single analysis of the 
causes of such suffering that can grasp all of the relevant factors, still 
less trace their multiple interrelationships. Similarly, there is no readily 
identifiable set of policy initiatives that can effectively reverse pro
cesses that lead to such suffering. Furthermore, even if we could dis
cover promising directions to take, we would still face the task of 
building a public consensus in support of those initiatives. These dif
ficulties are not cited to dramatize the hopelessness of the present 
situation. They are lifted up in order to make clear the critical studies 
required for the practical implementation of key features in the lega
cies of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X. 

Cone's study of King and Malcolm X heightens 
ourappreciation for these two singular leaders. Cone will not have 
achieved his purposes, however, if he merely prompts us to add their 
names to our list of saints and heroes. His study presses us toward 
new forms of critical inquiry and practical experimentation in support 
of an on-going struggle for justice, dignity, and human well-being in a 
world set free from the evils and cruelties of racism. 
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Alton B. Pollard ill 

Martin & Malcolm and America 

It is appropriate that I begin this essay on a note of high praise: 
the publication of James Cone's Martin & Malcolm & America: A 
Dream or a Nightmare signals a new level of growth and theoretical 
advancement for black Theology, and the continuing institutional 
maturation of African-American religious studies. Unlike many pre
vious offerings in Black theological reflection, Martin & Malcolm & 
America effectively challenges the marginalizing propensities of soci
ety and the academy where African America is concerned, to critical 
acclaim and commercial success. Muslim, Christian, Jew, black, white, 
brown, nationalist, integrationist and others cultural, religious, racial 
and ethnic are attesting to the seminal significance of this book. 

As an American of African descent and as a sociologist of 
religion, I am especially concerned to establish the locus for Cone's 
work on Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X within the broaden
ing, deepening internal dynamics of the African-American experience 
itself. At the very least, such an approach is likely to illuminate the 
social sources of positive identification with Cone's work in America's 
African communities. And in the process, if we are fortunate, we may 
be able to communicate something more -- why this particular writ
ing, a theological and religious one, is also of such moment for the 
nation. 

Of course, ever since the publication of his first book in 1969, 
Black Theology and Black Power, Cone's writings have heralded the 
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arrival of something new on the academic front, a form of theologiz
ing that takes seriously the God-talk of those who are in too many 
other respects bereft of voice. The crucible for much of Cone's schol
arship is the tumultuous era of the modem African-American Free
dom Movement, dating roughly from the civil rights initiatives of the 
1950's to an awakening black consciousness and black power in the 
1960's and early 1970's. At the very least, Malcolm & Martin & 
America is to be read as a testament to an entire generation of freedom 
loving, justice-obsessed women and men. As for Cone himself, this 
work is a compelling distillation of his thought and, to my mind, its 
most significant application. Lastly, this book offers resounding vin
dication of an ineluctable yet oft-ignored fact: theological and socio
political consciousness stand deeply in need of each other. 

The "Movement" 

By the middle of the twentieth century the descendants of 
Africa in America had come to number well over twenty million. Two 
world wars and a myriad of domestic changes had begun to transform 
the mind and self-image of African America, releasing powers that 
had been but too dimly realized and defined before. African Ameri
cans were everywhere becoming a people in motion, in movement, 
daring to challenge the monolith of white prerogative, striving against 
institutionalized pathologies and implicating a social order designed 
to devalue their meaning as citizens and humans. 

The African-American Freedom "Movement" of the 1950's 
and beyond was, of course, an intense evocation of powerful and pro
longed experiences that for the better part of three hundred years had 
sought to dismantle the institutional apparatus of racism. The spirit of 
African-American protest and conflict is historic -- from David Walker 
and Nat Turner to Francis Ellen Watkins Harper and Ida B. Wells
Barnett -- but the scope and magnitude of these surging new protests 
were of a scale previously unknown. 

Somewhat less well remembered is the fact that the freedom 
movement was, tactically and ideologically, two in expression: on the 
one hand largely Southern, rural, Christian and demonstrably non-vio
lent, on the other Northern, urban, and more disposed to violence as a 
form of mass action and self-defense. The militant uprisings of the 
south became firmly identified with Martin Luther King, the Southern 
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Christian Leadership Conference and the Student Nonviolent Coordi
nating Committee, while the freedom movement's explosive momen
tum north and west was to find primary expression in Malcolm X, 
Elijah Muhammad, the Nation of Islam and, later, the Black Panther 
Party and the League of Revolutionary Black Workers. 

The movement, as led by King, would, along with the Na
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored People, be largely 
responsible for desegregation rulings that forced public facilities to 
end de jure (but not de facto) discriminatory practices. Public school 
systems from Little Rock, Arkansas to Washington, D.C. had to ex
tend a measure of educational equality and, for the first time, the pri
vate sector was compelled to take black job applicants seriously. By 
most objective criteria, conditions in many of America's communities 
of African descent improved as a result of movement efforts. 

However, an additional set of factors existed in the African
American community that were discordant, contentious, and of equally 
historic consequence. As movement participant and chronicler Vincent 
Harding observed, ''though African Americans formed a community 
in the broadest sense of the word, though there was a national sense of 
identity, ferment, and movement among them, there was no overall 
sense of direction, no clarity on where their efforts were taking them 
and how they might go forward with maximum power to force change 
in society."1 Hardly a simple statement, nor an easy sentiment to pub
licly express. But the sustaining article of faith among African Ameri
cans, that justice and equality were to be had by all, also harbored 
distresses and ambivalences unawares. What if there was not a place 
for each of us, in fact, but for only a chosen few? 

Consciously or not, some in the fledgling black middle class 
were already beginning to distance themselves from the larger struggle, 
conducting their lives in ways which indicated that not everyone was 
responsible to the whole. Social gains awaited African Americans 
anxious to move beyond segregation, but with the subtle proviso they 
accept larger societal values that had, with rare exception, buttressed 
the oppression of their race. In other words, the winds of desegrega
tion which swept the black nation in the 1950's and 1960's were pre
lude to a painful and pronounced wrenching of the African-American 
soul. At the time there were few who could envision the pitfalls as 
well as the opportunities presented by legal desegregation. W.E.B 
DuBois, better than most, understood the complex strivings of the 
American soul and the late-modem dilemma of reconciling racial con-
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sciousness and identity with the attainment of American material suc
cess. In his 1947 essay, "Can the Negro Expect Freedom by 1965?," 
DuBois prophetically writes: 

It [freedom] will bring, however, certain curious prob
lems. How far will ... young Negroes consider that 
their primary duty is toward the cultural group which 
they represent and which created them? If they had 
been born in Russia or England, in France or Japan ... 
such a question would not arise. 

On the other hand, Negroes in the United 
States, being on the one hand American, and on the 
other hand members, more or less integrated, of the 
Negro group, will not have so clear a duty before their 
eyes. They may think of their preferment chiefly as 
their personal accomplishment and therefore as a 
chance to escape an unpleasant environment and hate
ful conditions. They may look upon their careers as 
American, not Negro; withdrawing themselves from 
the Negro group as much as possible.2 

In due time, the rewards of civil-rights integrationism proved 
smaller than had been anticipated. The social advancement of a rela
tively few individuals gradually, almost imperceptibly, began to take 
precedence over the welfare and concerns of the dispossessed black 
masses. Again, incremental social gains were accorded some African 
Americans, but at what psychological and spiritual cost? The net re
sult was an unquestioning acceptance of general societal values inimi
cal to millions of blacks and others living beyond the pale. The newly 
"integrated" of America saw no clear remedy for racial injustice, save 
a sort of personally negotiated detente between two near -- but not 
quite -- equally competing allegiances. 

By the mid-sixties the southern wing of the Africa-American 
Freedom Movement faced a growing crisis as it searched and groped 
for ways to move beyond the penultimate issues of constitutional civil 
rights to the deeper, structural racism of American society. Civil rights 
orthodoxy rightfully assumed that African Americans were entitled to 
participate fully in the socioeconomic benefits of the American dream. 
However, movement leaders seldom if ever discussed what kind of 
people, in moral and social terms, such ''progress" might produce -
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middle class, white-collar African Americans disdainful of their com
munity and amnesic concerning their culture. King, in particular, was 
valiantly struggling with the changes which his movement had helped 
to create, changes which were to increasingly plummet him into the 
deepest levels of American politics, economics, and culture. 

In the meantime, urban griots across the north were declaring 
that no authentic social equality could exist in the United States if 
distinctive African-American cultural patterns had to be surrendered. 
No matter the cost, these activists contended, the lure of unilateral 
forms of integration had to be fought to prevent racial assimilation. 
The civil rights dream of "freedom now," long linked to the Horatio 
Alger success story, naively affirmed social acceptance and upward 
mobility within the existing centres of corporate power. Student ac
tivists came to repudiate this dream; black nationalists never shared it. 
The King-led, Southern phase of the movement had helped to release 
forces for change, forces which were now surging beyond it along 
with a growing sense that, for the time being, the future of the struggle 
lay elsewhere. As the civil rights coalition began to unravel, the pre
eminent voice to articulate an alternative vision for African Ameri
cans was Malcolm X. 

MalcolmX 

Thanks in good measure to the cinematic work of Spike Lee, 
Malcolm X is no longer a menacing or mysterious figure to most, no 
more the infamous "Malcolm the Tenth." And, yet, despite the cur
rent fascination with and endless marketing of Malcolm, are we now 
or have we ever been sure who he is? It has often been difficult for us, 
decades removed, to grasp the utter humanity of Malcolm, his earthy 
and infectious personality, his meaning as a revolutionary, his genuine 
commitment to the unintegrated, disinherited, and dispossessed. As 
we know, his tough urban upbringing had much to do with his great
ness. Malcolm Little rose from the self-destructive depths of criminal 
involvement to become his generation's leading proponent of nation
alism. Leaving prison in 1952, he became Malcolm X -- the "X" 
symbolically repudiating the white man's name, religion, and culture. 
As the leading spokesperson for Elijah Muhammad and the Nation of 
Islam his rhetoric, articulate and rivalling that of King's, had a near 
hypnotic effect upon b1ack audiences. He preached a militant and, at 
first, polemical message that transformed the lives of innumerable poor 
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and oppressed African Americans, terrified whites, and upset most 
traditional civil rights leaders. On any given occasion, Malcolm was 
sure to attack the twin evils of white complicity and black compla
cency: 

My beautiful black brothers and sisters! Look at your 
skins! We're all black to the white man, but we're a 
thousand and one different colors. Turn around, look 
at each other!... During slavery it was a rare one of 
our grandmothers who escaped the white racist 
slavemaster. That rapist slavemaster who emasculated 
the black man with threats, with fear until even today 
the black man lives with fear of the white man in his 
heart! 3 

As a gifted orator and organizer for the Nation of Islam, Mal
colm served in several cities before heading the well known Temple 
Number Seven of Harlem. Word that the "chief messenger of the Mes
senger'' was going to speak would always bring out hundreds of people, 
Muslim and non-Muslim alike. And although as Gayraud Wilmore 
points out, Malcolm repudiated Christianity, "his prophetic ministry 
contributed to the further development of the indigenous black reli
gion that was never exclusively Christian anyway."4 Even upon his 
conversion to orthodox (Sunni) Islam, no one spoke more forcefully 
to the relationship between the faith of African Americans and black 
unity, identity, and empowerment than El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, 
MalcolmX. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. 

To my mind Martin Luther King, Jr., his life and work, has 
been mystified and misappropriated even more than Malcolm X. What 
do I mean by this? I mean that in this nation's most passionate efforts 
to embrace King it has simultaneously sought safe refuge from his 
witness. In the clamor to lay claim to the ''universal" King, the mildly 
challenging and stirring "dreamer," what is often ignored was his 
equally explicit commitment to the children of Africa in America, that 
we as a people should fight injustice with dignity and integrity, to 
never embrace the moral poverty of larger American society or be
come dependent wards of the same. The limits that we would set for 
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King, that he had once set for himself, dishonor his radically demo
cratic vision for the nation. 

By 1967 King's singular focus on civil rights integration, with 
its idyllic call for African Americans to move gratefully and unques
tioningly into the "mainstream," had metamorphosed into an unparal
leled identification with the poor and oppressed -- mainly people of 
color -- wherever they were. In the period from 1964 until the end of 
his life his commitment to human rights grew to become perilous, 
compassionate, prophetic. Fundamental systemic change became the 
compelling objective: 

For years I labored with the idea of reforming the ex
isting institutions of the society, a little change here, a 
little change there. Now I feel quite differently. I 
think you've got to have a reconstruction of the entire 
society, a revolution of values.s 

And again: 

We are called upon to help the discouraged beggars 
in life's market place. But one day we must come to 
see that an edifice which produces beggars needs re
structuring .... When you deal with this, you begin to 
ask the question, "Who owns the oil?" You begin to 
ask the question, "Who owns the iron ore?"6 

'The "revolution of values" and "restructuring" that King had 
begun to envision for the United States centered on issues of econom
ics, human rights, and peace. As the boundless dimensions of human 
need became excruciatingly clear, his freedom movement intensified 
to include the international and largely Two-Thirds world poor. Much 
to the dismay of his associates, King was pressing beyond the older, 
traditional understandings of integration (equality of opportunity) to 
advocate a radical kind of cultural and political pluralism ( equality of 
conditions). As Cone so adroitly notes, by life's end King had made 
the crucial and, no doubt, fatal distinction between being "integrated 
out of power" and being "integrated into power."7 For the African
American estate this meant the affirmation of black identity and heri
tage within the context of U.S. citizenry; and for every American, the 
call to a revolutionary transformation of the entire nation, inclusive of 
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its racial and other societally constructed forms of preferment. Herein, 
King believed, lay the seeds for global human transformation -- and 
the beginning of the beloved community. 

The Struggle 

My discussion of Malcolm and Martin has admittedly been 
brief. Numerous other commentators have thrown into sharp relief 
the political and ideological differences between the two men. Rightly 
so. But the messages of our exemplars while in conflict were equally 
complementary, linking issues of culture to the imperatives of justice. 

Ironically, the numbers of movement beneficiaries who saw 
fit to ignore or reject efforts at voluntary racial organization (versus 
an evil and compulsory segregation) continued to swell over the years, 
no matter the messenger, means or end. Relatively speaking, as legal 
segregation gave way the pursuit of socioeconomic success so preoc
cupied African Americans they no longer operated as a united front or 
out of a common bond of experience. They, like the vast majority of 
Americans, ~ere rapidly becoming different sets of people with dif
ferent interests. As DuBois somberly writes, African Americans had 
been successfully "bribed to trade equal status in the United States for 
the slavery of the majority of men."B 

Into the void of forsaken values and heritage the frustration 
and rage of African America's urban enclaves, long present in under
ground form, found explosive release. "Freedom now" was rejected 
in favor of an even more strident "by any means necessary." "Black 
power," "power to the people," ''fight the power," "burn, baby burn," 
and ''white reparations" were defiant and necessary responses that had 
long been simmering in the steaming cauldron of America's social 
proscriptions and racial posturings. Grounded in an arresting sense of 
oneness, the functional forms these s ogans took were fiercely retribu
tive, sometimes vengeful, and pres ed effective in dismantling the 
nation's virulent racial system. In b ·er, the new strategies for social 
change denied the utility of non-viol nee and spiritual disciplines and 
repudiated King's "dream." Had o grueling and protracted struggle 
for freedom been co-opted? Or wa the great colossus of American 
quasi-democracy and capitalism ab ut to meet its match? 

Before we move further int the interior reaches of the Afri
can- American struggle let me ret to an earlier point. What are we 
to make of the critical and popular recognition accorded Cone's study? 
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Cone himself provides at least a partial answer. A quarter of a century 
after the assassination of Martin and Malcolm and the Movement's 
precipitous decline, now more than ever, he tells us, "We need both of 
them and we need them together. "9 If the truth be told, the paramount 
crisis in the African- American community today remains what it was 
thirty years ago ( and, with slight revision, the same concerns might 
well apply to any American group). We have fought segregation and 
bigotry only to see their nefarious and insidious return -- the ravaging 
of African-American lives of every age and description; structured 
unemployment and chronic underemployment; environmental, sexual, 
and psychological forms of genocide. The struggle for African America 
goes on, unabated, how best to champion the solidarity of the race 
(Malcolm's particularism) and the kingdom beyond caste (Martin's 
universalism). 

If nothing else is clear to us about Martin and Malcolm by 
now, it should be that their life concerns were profoundly religious 
concerns. Key to the African-American Freedom Movement, for a 
generation at least, was the connection of black socio-political objec
tives with moral-ethical imperatives. The essential genius of Martin 
and Malcolm was rooted in their understanding of religion's capacity 
to expose and engage an unjust and oppressive social order. To be
lieve as they did (without denying their legitimate theological differ
ences) meant that no socio-political strategies for change could en
dure without a spiritual touchstone, without due recognition given to 
the vital link between personal and cultural deep-rootedness. Without 
the holistic uniting of the inner and outer, personal and communal, 
spiritual and social it was impossible for the "Movement," any move
ment, to maintain the necessary incentive for change. 

Unfortunately, much of that legacy is today in disrepair. Few 
anticipated the negative consequences of legal desegregation, espe
cially beginning with Lyndon Johnson's "Great Society." Viewed dif
ferently, it is hardly accidental that the continuing trend among some 
African Americans is to absolve themselves, as much as possible, of 
racial group responsibility. For the first time in the history of the 
United States, sufficient numbers of African Americans have been 
deemed socially and intellectually qualified as to make the phenom
enon of crossing over (as opposed to the less savory historical activity 
of passing) the prize of great worth. However, the price of admission 
to the "mainstream" has been high, too high, including an acquies
cence to social attitudes and arrangements that relegate the majority 
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of African-Americans, women, Latinos, and Native Americans to lives 
of involuntary servitude, government dependent status, or worse. 

As we approach the end of this century the racial lessons of 
the recent past have begun to fade ipso facto from the collective 
memory, a reflection of the powerful and prolonged processes which 
now and again have stalled the African-American -- and larger Ameri
can -- movement toward liberation. The once unthinkable possibility, 
that African Americans might somehow be tempted to relinquish their 
birthright, to renounce their unique (but by no means superior) history 
of strident social protest and rich cultural gifts finds disturbing fulfill
ment in some of the more prominent African- American voices of our 
day. Some proclaim "self-help," while others espouse the common 
good of "the race." The loudest and most disruptive voices belong to 
those whose tunnel vision of self-help leads them to attack the very 
educational and professional affirmative action that enabled them to 
climb the middle class ladder of success. It is rather curious to note 
that those firmly ensconced in the self-help camp seldom find fault 
with a society whose war chest dwarfs its community chest and where, 
by all indications, human suffering continues to escalate at an alarm
ing rate. Historian John Hope Franklin, I believe, said it best: "Self
help is admirable so long as it encourages initiative and achievement 
in a society that gives all its members an opportunity to develop in the 
manner best suited to their talents."10 What the apostles of self-help 
fail to mention is that even in the great "color-blind" society, admit
tance is no guarantee of acceptance. Thankfully, the legacy of Martin 
and Malcolm will not let us so easily forget. 

The Hope 

In this essay I have attempted to connect Cone's work to our 
struggles of the not so distant past and also to more current concerns, 
some less evident than others. For sure, Martin and Malcolm were not 
then, nor are they now salvific figures. As Cone reminds us, both men 
had their limitations, particularly where sexism and oppressions based 
on gender, class and environment were concerned. Nor are Africa's 
children on this continent presently in need of a messiah; they desper
ately require ordinary leaders who make mistakes, assess their errors, 
and embark on finding solutions. It is the manifest witness of Martin 
and Malcolm -- their commitment to forcing us to address social jus
tice and the common good -- that remains critical in our unremitting 
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quest for liberation. 
African America's youth, the children of the Movement's af

termath, are beginning to explore the sacred texts and events of that 
earlier age, hoping to gain insights that will prove liberating for the 
present. What will be their responses when they read works like Mal
colm X Speaks, Martin King's Trumpet of Conscience, and the writ
ings of Ella Baker and Fannie Lou Hamer? Or, what if they are intro
duced to Angela Davis: An Autobiography, Walter Rodney's How Eu
rope Underdeveloped Africa, and Sam Yette's The Choice? For these 
are veterans of the Movement who, along with many others, struggled 
and wrote to remind us that "Freedom ain't free." 

Today's young people are responding in distinctive (and, to 
some of their elders, disturbing) ways to the ongoing struggle for free
dom; through rap music and hip-hop, Afrocentricity and African cul
tural pride, rediscovery of the black college and university, and identi
fication with black South Africa, Haiti, Cuba, Grenada, and others in 
the Two-Thirds World. In a word, our young folks hunger for a re
newal of activism that is contemporary but no less relevant, a move
ment that is capable of nourishing their famished souls. Dare they to 
believe that the magnificent tradition of radical African-American con
sciousness which Malcolm and Martin so ably represented still exists? 
Dare they hope to find a forward-looking way out of our current im
passe, an impetus to emancipate, elevate, and liberate the race -- the 
human race -- collectively? 

In that last question lies the ultimate meaning of the ongoing 
African- American movement for freedom and my own most intimate 
hope in writing this essay. In the last half century, changes of major 
moment have transpired across African America. To an astonishing 
degree we have transformed ourselves, the nation, and the world and 
in the process, we have been transformed. The transformation has had 
mixed consequences for African Americans, however, favoring those 
who have "made it" (is this Martin's dream?) and condemning those 
who never will (is this Malcolm's nightmare?). 

When we look closely at all our present strivings, from the 
religio-political to the socio-economic, prospects for the African-Ameri
can estate appear to be unavoidably, irrefutably dim. Indeed, if there 
is any judgment that rests on us today, it may well be that we have so 
marginalized the moral and ethical, so lost our way in pursuit of the 
American Way that we feel we can no longer withstand. But the great 
and unrelenting challenge, James Cone so carefully reminds us, is to 
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learn (and learn again) the lessons of the past -- good, bad, and other
wise -- for the living of these days. The gifts of the ancestors, the 
wisdom of the elders, the teachings of the griots, the courage of proph
etesses and prophets, these are repositories without measure. We end, 
then, where we began. Martin & Malcolm & America joins this mag
nificent tradition, a signpost in the luminous darkness, a discerning 
and instructive word for our time. 
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Martin & Malcolm & America: 
A Response by James Cone 

James Cone 

I want to begin with an expression of my deep appreciation to the 
respondents for their crisp and incisive evaluation of Martin & Mal
colm & America. Like most writers, I like to hear nice things said 
about the importance of my work, but I learn more from what I don't 
like to hear: the limitations of my argument and vision. Although a 
critique is often a bitter pill to swallow, I try always to take it for the 
sake of my theological health, even when it comes from unexpected 
places. I will continue to mull over for some time the issues and 
questions my respondents identified. I wrote Martin & Malcolm be
cause I wanted to generate the kind of discussion that we have had this 
afternoon. A writer, first and foremost, wants to be taken seriously, 
and theologians seldom are taken seriously by the three publics David 
Tracy mentioned: church, culture, and the academy. One reason theo
logians are often ignored is that they seldom take themselves seriously. 
Thanks to my critics, I have been given a serious hearing this after
noon. 

Rebecca Chopp is right. I left unanswered the question, "how do 
we understand justice and blackness in the U.S. in our present situa
tion?" I did not write Martin & Malcolm because I thought I had the 
answer to that urgent and complex question. I am currently writing a 
book trying to explore it at a deeper level. There are also other ques
tions, explicit and implicit, raised by my respondents, especially 
Thomas Ogletree, which are not answered in Martin & Malcolm and 
will not be addressed in my response today. 
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What I want to do today is to say a word about why I wrote Martin 
& Malcolm. In order to explain my motivations, I need to say a word 
about my theological journey. Martin and Malcolm had a profound 
effect upon the development of my identity as a black Christian theo
logian. Although I studied theology at Garrett Theological Seminary 
(now Garrett-Evangelical) and Northwestern University for six years 
(1958-64), I didn't find my theological voice there. I hardly knew 
who I was as a theologian; I was a graduate student who mimicked 
white male Europeans and Americans. I wrote numerous papers on 
issues such as justification and sanctification in the writings of Luther, 
Calvin, and Wesley; the Barth and Brunner debates on natural theol
ogy, Tillich's method of correlation; Bonhoeffer's christology; 
Bultmann's method of demythologization; Niebuhr's doctrine of sin 
and salvation; and the highly controversial death of God theology. 
Much of what I studied was intellectually fascinating and challeng
ing. But I didn't find my voice in those persons or in the issues they 
debated. Who I was as a "Negro," a "Colored," or a "Black," and how 
I was called to live out my racial identity as a Christian or an Ameri
can did not get played out in the theological readings or in 
classroom discussions. 

I found my theological voice after I left graduate school and went 
back to teach at Philander Smith College, a small black United Meth
odist school in Little Rock, Arkansas, from which I had graduated 
earlier. Black students at Philander were not interested in 
the theologians or the issues I had studied in graduate school. They 
were enthralled by the Civil Rights movement that was spreading 
throughout the South and by a burgeoning Black Power movement in 
the North. "What does Jesus' gospel have to do with the black struggle 
for justice or with our struggle to be black in a white racist society?" 
they inquired. 

My students asked me questions I wanted to ask my professors in 
graduate school but was too afraid to ask, largely because I did not 
know how to phrase them in an inoffensive or acceptable academic 
manner. I found my theological voice as I tried to respond to my 
students' questions and to the urgent socio-political issues raised by 
the Civil Rights and Black Power movements. There were two main 
theological questions for me: first, how can I be a Christian and struggle 
for racial justice? and second, how can I be Black and also Christian? 
Nothing I had learned in seminary had prepared me for these ques
tions. 
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Martin and Malcolm helped me to answer them. Martin taught 
me how to be a Christian and to fight for racial justice. He taught me 
that the identity of the Christian gospel could not be separated from 
the struggle to make the world a just place for all. The two must go 
together. Of course, a few white theologians and ethicists (notably 
Reinhold Niebuhr and John Bennett) made justice a crucial element in 
their understanding of the Christian identity, but, unfortunately, racial 
justice was either ignored or made secondary to other issues. Mar
tin, however, was so forceful in his articulation of racial justice as 
the great moral issue of our time that he embarrassed both white and 
black churches into becoming involved in the Civil Rights Move
ment. A few white theologians even became involved, although tqey 
did not make race an important subject for theology. 

Although Martin taught me how to be a Christian, he did not teach 
me how to be black. Martin used the term "Negro" as a description of 
his racial identity throughout his life. It was only under the pr~sstµ"e 
of the young radical Black Power advocates that he gradually began to 
curtail his public use of the term "Negro" and to replace it with the 
term "Black." But it was a reluctant change and thus was not an inte
gral part of his thinking about racial identity and freedom in America. 

Malcolm taught me how to be black. But he didn't teach me how 
to be a Christian. In fact, Malcolm challenged and even ridiculed my 
Christian identity. He told me I couldn't be black and Christian at 
the same time. Blackness and Christianity did not go together because 
"Christianity," he said, "is the white man's religion." Malcolm forced 
me to wrestle with the question, How can I be a Christian in a society 
in which the public definition of Christianity is identified with white 
supremacy? 

Since I was born black, I knew I couldn't stop being black. Be
sides, now that I had become conscious of the power of my black
ness, I loved it and had no intention of trying to deny or to ignore it. 
The words "Negro" and "Colored" no longer served as an adequate 
description of my racial identity. The once hated word "Black" was 
reclaimed and replaced them. The sound of blackness in the popular 
culture (as in James Brown's "I'm Black and I'm Proud") reinforced 
my determination to make it'the starting point of my thinking about 
everything. 

As I focused on these thoughts and feelings, my then sup
pressed voice began to emerge, and I heard myself thinking out loud 
for the first time. But could I still be a Christian theologian and a 
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black-thinking person? No theological scholar whom I read in semi
nary could help me wrestle with the question about Christianity's re
lationship with blackness. I felt alone, isolated without much guid
ance. The one time I raised that question in a seminary class, it almost 
got me expelled. So, I suppressed that question in order to get through 
graduate school. And when we do that, we sometimes forget that we 
ever had the question. 

It was in the streets of the African-American community that the 
question about Christianity's relationship to justice and blackness was 
forced upon me in a manner I could not ignore. I had to deal with that 
issue or lose my mind trying. It was not only an intellectual question 
but an existential and a therapeutic question. My theological sanity 
was at stake. I remember that emotional and painful struggle as if it 
were yesterday. 

The spiritual and intellectual discovery of blackness was like a 
revelatory experience, like meeting and falling in love with the person 
with whom you want to spend the rest of your life. That was what my 
encounter with Malcolm was like. The word "black" in the phrase 
black theology came from Malcolm X. "Theology" in the phrase came 
from Martin King. I was determined to find a way to bring Martin and 
Malcolm together into a constructive understanding of the Christian 
faith that evolved out of and was accountable to the black struggle for 
justice. That is why I wrote Black Theology and Black Power (1969) 
and A Black Theology of Liberation (1970). Martin and Malcolm, 
therefore, were the main sources and catalysts for the development of 
a liberation theology in the context of the African-American struggle 
for justice. 

After I had been writing and teaching black theology for nearly 15 
years, I began to ask myself and other black colleagues, what differ
ence did it all make? What did we accomplish? Where do we go 
now? I did not know the answer to these questions. Of course, I 
could train doctoral students at Union Seminary and other places, hop
ing that they would show us the way. And some are showing us the 
way. We only have to look at the work of Dwight Hopkins, Alton 
Pollard, Kelly Brown-Douglass, Garth Baker-Fletcher, Delores Will
iams, Katie Cannon, Jackie Grant, and other participants at this and 
other sessions at the AAR meetings to see that young black men and 
women scholars are showing all of us a way into the future. Pollard 
and Baker-Fletcher have provided informative and challenging re
sponses not only to Martin and Malcolm, but to other persons and 



James Cone 

issues in popular culture, especially to the enormous impact of the rap 
artists. 

But to deal with my personal struggle to define the meaning of 
black theology for the present crisis, created partly by the failed dreams 
of the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, I had to return to 
where I started in 1968. I went backward in an effort to find a way 
forward. When I began writing about black theology in 1968, I didn't 
have time for a disciplined study of Martin and Malcolm, even though 
they were my primary inspiration. I had to make a statement immedi
ately about theology and racism. I was too angry and too passionately 
engaged with the urgency of the racial moment to wait. Both Black 
Theology and Black Power and A Black Theology of Liberation were 
my response to what I believed about the significance of blackness for 
theology and the struggle for racial justice-an articulation of the rage 
that I felt deep down in my theological gut. I had to say what I be
lieved was the truth of the gospel then, to get it out, or to be consumed 
by my rage. The times were filled with much racial tension, and white 
theologians were ignoring it in their teaching and writings. Some
body had to address theology's relationship to the black revolution. I 
decided to accept the challenge. I couldn't do the kind of careful 
thinking and research that I was taught in graduate school, weighing 
all sides of the issue objectively before offering an alternative per
spective. 

By the year 1980, however, the world was more complex and more 
confused. A reactionary former movie star was now the President. 
The consequences for the African-American community. were 
devastating. The achievements of the Civil Rights movement were 
undermined. What do we do? I went back to Martin and Malcolm, 
hoping to find in them insights and clues for understanding the present 
crisis and a way out of it. But this time, in contrast to the 1960s, I 
decided to do theology through Martin's and Malcolm's voices, through 
an interpretation of their lives in relation to each other. 

After several years of studying Martin and Malcolm, I was still 
struggling, still looking for a way into the future. Rebecca Chopp is 
right about the need to move beyond Martin and Malcolm, beyond the 
integrationism and nationalism, beyond the correction and comple
ment dialectic and seek to create a new understanding. I didn't go 
back to Martin and Malcolm because I thought they had the answers 
to the present theological situation. But I thought I could find in them 
a dynamic tension, a reality out of which constructive possibilities 
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could be created. I still believe that. However, I do not believe that the 
answer to the current problems of racial justice resides in one or both 
persons. It resides in our own collective struggle and work together. 
Our hope lies in our possibility to find a common ground in which to 
address the crisis of race, gender, class, sexuality, and other conflicts 
in the U.S. and the world. 
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Edward Blyden and the 
Presbyterian Mission In Liberia 

MosesN.Moore,Jr 

In 1888 Edward Wilmot Blyden, writing from Liberia, ex
pressed the following sentiments in reference to recent developments 
in the American Presbyterian community: 

... truth is a long time coming to the front. In this 
world of shadows pursuing shadows, David Swing 

• goes into obscurity and Francis Patton rises to the top 
-- both seekers after and both looking at it and aiming 
at it from different points of view and seeing some of 
its many-sided aspects.I 

Although numerous studies have examined Blyden's contri
butions to West African nationalism and Pan-Africanism, none have 
attempted to analyze his life and work in the context of the varied 
theological, doctrinal, and missiological debates that took place within 
the American Presbyterian community and its foreign mission arena 
during the last half of the nineteenth century.2 This oversight is sig
nificant because Blyden 's conceptualization of the problems of black 
existence and the solutions that he envisioned were decisively shaped 
by the religious and theological orientations that he embraced. 

Steeped from youth in the conservative Calvinism of the 
Reformed tradition, Blyden received his secondary education and 
preparation for ordination under the auspices of the Old School Pres
byterian Church. Then, for almost thirty years as an ordained Presby
terian minister, missionary, and educator, he shared, championed, and 
attempted to advance the theological, missiological, and pedagogical 
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tenets of Presbyterianism in Liberia. As the nineteenth century drew 
to a close, however, Blyden became increasingly disillusioned with 
the traditional theological and missiological tenets of Christianity, es
pecially as applied in the West African mission arena. Subsequently, 
he became not only a vocal critic of the Christian missionary effort in 
West Africa but also a fervent apologist for Islam and traditional Afri
can culture. Consistent with this theological, missiological, and ideo
logical transition, he demitted his Presbyterian ordination and became 
"a minister of truth." 

Blyden's massive literary corpus reflects and chronicles his 
theological, missiological, and ideological evolution.3 His writings 
also provide important insight into a number of issues and concerns 
(theological, missiological, and racial) that contoured Presbyterianism 
in both the United States and the mission arena during the last half of 
the nineteenth century. Drawing upon this corpus, this article exam
ines Blyden's theological and missiological thought and contributions 
within the context of the Presbyterian mission in Liberia and the broader 
theological and missiological developments of nineteenth century 
American Presbyterianism. 

I. 

Edward Wilmot Blyden was born on August 3, 1832 of Afri
can parentage on the Danish West Indies island of St. Thomas. 4 His 
initial religious and theological orientation was shaped by pious par
ents and membership in the local Dutch Reformed Church. Its minis
ter, John P. Knox, an American recuperating his health on St. Thomas, 
became Blyden's religious mentor. Impressed by the youth's piety 
and intellect, Knox suggested a ministerial career for Blyden and be
gan tutoring him in the theological intricacies of nineteenth century 
Calvinism.s 

In 1850 the seventeen year old Blyden, a communicant in full 
standing of the Dutch Reformed Church, traveled to the United States 
and attempted to enroll in the theological department of Knox's alma 
mater, Rutgers. Blyden's dream of a formal theological education 
was thwarted, however, when he was refused admission to Rutgers 
and two other American theological seminaries "because of his race." 6 

A disillusioned Blyden was contemplating returning to St. Thomas 
when he came under the influence of John B. Pinney and Walter Lowrie 
who urged him to emigrate to Liberia and continue his education at 
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the Presbyterian sponsored high school in Monrovia. 
Blyden's meeting with Pinney and Lowrie was fortuitous. Both 

were members of the Old School Presbyterian Church and intimately 
associated with Presbyterian missionary efforts in Africa. Pinney had 
served as one of the first Presbyterian missionaries to Liberia and 
Lowrie was the corresponding secretary of the Presbyterian Board of 
Foreign Missions. Both were also active supporters of the coloniza
tion movement and its efforts in Liberia: Lowrie as a member of the 
executive committee of the American Colonization Society and Pinney 
as president of its auxiliary, the New York Colonization Society.7 

The activities and commitments of Pinney and Lowrie illumi
nate the intimate relationship that had evolved by mid-century between 
the Old School Presbyterian Church, its West African missionary en
terprise, and the colonization movement. It was a relationship ini
tially rooted in the convergence of heightened foreign mission con
cern and rising antislavery sentiment within the American Presbyte
rian community during the last quarter of the eighteenth century. In 
1774 Presbyterian stalwart Ezra Stiles and Congregational divine 
Samuel Hopkins submitted a letter to the Synod of New York and 
Philadelphia requesting assistance in educating and sending "two 
natives of Africa on a mission to propagate Christianity in their native 
country." The project, however, was deferred and superseded by events 
relating to the Revolutionary War and its aftermath. 8 It was revived 
in1816 with formation of the American Colonization Society. 
Colonization's broad based and ambiguous program (a combination 
of piety, pragmatism, and prejudice), appealed to denominations such 
as the Presbyterians that were struggling to maintain accord in the 
wake of growing sectional and theological tensions over the Church's 
proper response to slavery.9 Its projection as a providential instru
ment for the evangelization of Africa also attracted Presbyterians anx
ious for their church to begin missionary work in Africa. 10 Thus the 
General Assembly "gave its hearty endorsement to the organization of 
the American Colonization Society" and routinely passed resolutions 
encouraging its support by Presbyterian congregations. 11 

The founding of Liberia in 1822 by the Colonization Society pro
vided missionary minded Presbyterians with a ready locus for their 
West African Mission which began in 1833 under the auspices of the 
Western Missionary Society.12 However, Liberian colonization and 
the West African mission enterprise, synonymous in the minds and 
hearts of many American Presbyterians, soon became enmeshed in 
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the bitter doctrinal and theological controversies that rent the Ameri
can Presbyterian community in 1837 and divided it into Old School 
and New School Churches.13 

One of the first acts of the Old School Presbyterian Church 
(Presbyterian Church in the U.S. A.) was the establishment of its own 
foreign mission agency. This was accomplished in 1837 with the found
ing of the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church in 
the U. S. A. and the transference of the work of the Western Mission
ary Society to it. 14 Liberia and the colonization movement would have 
special appeal to the new Board as it sought to convey Christianity 
"to whatever parts of the heathen and anti-Christian world the Provi
dence of God might enable."15 

II. 

Despite the opposition that colonization engendered among 
abolitionists and a substantial proportion of the African-American 
community, its goals and the opportunities that it afforded appealed to 
Blyden.16 Disheartened by America's racial climate that reached its 
nadir with passage of the Fugitive Slave Law in the year of his arrival, 
he agreed to immigrate to the fledging nation of Liberia with the assis
tance of the Colonization Society and his Presbyterian supporters. 17 

Prior to his departure for Liberia, Blyden presented one of the 
earliest of his many defenses of the colonization movement and its 
efforts in Liberia: "I know that the object of the Colonization Society 
is to evangelize the dark parts of Africa, through the instrumentality 
of her own sable sons, and in order to do this, it is endeavoring to 
gather her dispersed, but civilized and enlightened sons, and plant them 
on its shores." He concluded with the theological query: "How can 
any fail to perceive disinterested benevolence in such a scheme?" 18 
Thus with deliberation and a sense of Providential Design, Blyden 
linked his future and that of Liberia to the American Colonization 
Society and the Presbyterian mission in Liberia. He would become 
the most articulate spokesman of the dream that the fledging nation 
would become the nucleus of a modem West African state that would 
serve as the outpost of Christianity in Africa and proof of the capabili
ties of the "Negro race."19 

Blyden 's immediate goal of furthering his education in Liberia 
was delayed by the belated reopening of Alexander High School. The 
school, named in honor of Alexander Archibald, was subsidized by 
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the Old School Board of Missions and viewed as a vital part of the 
Presbyterian mission in Liberia. 20 In 1851 Rev. David Agnew Wil
son, a white graduate of Princeton Theological Seminary, arrived in 
Liberia to expedite its reopening. 21 Meanwhile, Wilson began private 
instruction of Blyden. In letters to Walter Lowrie and the Presbyte
rian Board of Foreign Missions, Wilson described Blyden as "a prom
ising youth. . . modest, respectful, of a kindly disposition, of good 
natural talents, and attainments." He added: "I have high expectations 
of his usefulness .... If I am not greatly mistaken, he will make an able 
minister. . . and if not an able teacher, at least, one competent to fill 
my place, should it be vacated by sickness or death. 22 

Upon the opening of the school in 1852, Blyden and his class
mates engaged in studies "directed strictly under Presbyterian Prin
ciples" by Wilson who thoroughly shared the theological, missiological, 
and pedagogical tenets of the Old School Presbyterian Church. These 
he strove to impart to Blyden and his other young charges.23 Wilson's 
influence upon Blyden's theological orientation was heightened after 
Blyden's "determined yet anguished decision" in 1857 to enter the 
Presbyterian ministry. 24 In preparation for his ordination examina
tion, Blyden began part-time theological studies under Wilson's tute
lage while serving as a lay preacher and tutor at Alexander High School. 

Although Wilson was impressed with Blyden's theological 
studies and continued to report enthusiastically to the Board on 
Blyden's progress, Blyden revived his dream of a formal theological 
education. One month before his scheduled ordination examination, 
he wrote to the Board requesting assistance for two years of study at 
one of the Church's theological seminaries in the United States. 25 His 
letter of petition to the Board reflected his conviction that an "enlight
ened ministry was an indispensable agency" in Liberia's development. 26 

It also reflected his belief that Presbyterianism was especially suited 
to this task: 

I am now a candidate for licensure, in order to which 
I shall be examined next month before Presbytery ... 
But I do not feel competent for the new duties that 
will thereby devolve upon me; ... I feel that to start 
out just as I am upon the duties of life, particularly 
duties of so high a character, would be to invite fail
ure. I beg, therefore, for the sake of the cause of Christ, 
for the interest of Presbyterianism in this land, that 
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assistance be afforded me by the Board to attend for 
two years one of the Theological Seminaries of our 
church in the United States .... 27 

Although Blyden's request was consistent with the Church's 
increasing emphasis on seminary based theological education for its 
ministers, the Board rejected his petition. 28 Racial paternalism may 
have been a factor in its decision. Blyden's expression of self-confi
dence, pride, and intelligence offended members of the Board preju
diced in their expectations of black intelligence and capabilities. 29 Such 
sentiments were clearly reflected in the extensive correspondence be
tween Blyden and the Board during the tenure of John L. Wilson as 
corresponding secretary. Wilson, a white Southerner who had served 
as a pioneer Presbyterian missionary in West Africa, often criticized 
Blyden for his "pompous display of learning" and "the pretension to 
literature which pervades and characterizes your letters."30 Wilson's 
perception of Blyden's abuse of his educational attainments may have 
been decisive in the Board's decision not to subsidize Blyden's semi
nary education. Ironically, this decision may have inadvertently helped 
to nurture the theological and missiological independence which 
Blyden would exhibit as he gradually distanced himself from the theo
logical and missiological orthodoxy of Old School Calvinism. 

Despite lacking a seminary education, Blyden gave satisfac
tory evidence of his knowledge of and subscription to the tenets and 
doctrines of Old School Presbyterianism during a thorough ordination 
examination. 31 Upon ordination in 1858 he became a member of the 
Presbytery of West Africa.32 He thereby joined the slowly growing 
roster of Presbyterian clerics of African decent whose ranks and loy
alties, like those of their white counterparts, had been divided by the 
schism of 1837 and its aftermath.33 Black ministers affiliated with 
either the Old School or New School found their vocational opportu
nities circumscribed by racism within their respective Churches. Those 
affiliated with the Old School, however, had even fewer opportunities 
for realization of their ministerial talents in the United States than 
their New School counterparts.34 Consequently, Liberia became the 
focus of the talents and skills of many black Old School clergy some 
of whom were educated at Ashmun Institute specifically for mission
ary service in West Africa. A significant proportion of the member
ship of the Presbytery of West Africa was made up of men who fit this 
profile. 35 
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Despite the less progressive posture of the Old School Church 
regarding slavery and matters of race, it nevertheless had some appeal 
to Blyden and other blacks who chose its affiliation. This appeal ap
parently included its distinctive theological, doctrinal, and ecclesias
tical tenets as well as the limited missiological and educational oppor
tunities that it afforded.36 Blyden's initial allegiance to Old School 
Presbyterianism was rooted in all of these factors. 

III 

In the decade following his ordination, Blyden actively sought 
the advance of Old School Presbyterianism through press, pulpit, and 
leadership in the Presbytery of West Africa.37 He had additional op
portunity to express his allegiance to the theological and pedagogical 
tenets of Old School Presbyterianism when he succeeded Wilson as 
principal of Alexander High School in1858. Under his direction the 
curriculum of the school continued to reflect a decisively Presbyte
rian orientation. 38 In an 1860 report to the Board of Missions, Blyden 
confessed to having "great faith in Presbyterian principles and policy 
for the elevation of the Liberian Church and State." He added, "when
ever and wherever these principles are likely to have precedence ev
ery effort should be used to forward them. We should watch with 
Jesuitical vigilance every opening, and avail ourselves of every proper 
expedient to bring the people under the influence of Presbyterianism."39 

A year later Blyden abruptly resigned his position at Alexander 
High School and accepted appointment to the faculty of the newly 
established College of Liberia as Professor of Greek and Latin Lan
guages and Literature. In announcing his appointment, Rev. Joseph 
Tracy, Secretary of the Trustees of Donations for Education in Liberia, 
reported that Blyden was an "ordained minister and missionary of the 
Old School Presbyterian Church ... with ... claims to scrupulousness 
in respect to scholarship." 40 Nevertheless, controversy erupted al
most immediately over Blyden's acceptance of the College's "Fulton 
Professorship" allegedly without "proper evidence that he had sub
scribed to the Presbyterian Confession of Faith." 41 Subscription to 
the doctrines of Presbyterianism had long been of special concern to 
Old School conservatives preoccupied with doctrinal and theological 
laxity. An issue in the schism of 1837, it reemerged as a source of 
contention with the further divisions of American Presbyterianism 
occasioned by the Civil War.42 Its emergence in Liberia illustrates 
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that the West African mission arena was not immune to the theologi
cal and doctrinal conflict which afflicted the wider American Presby
terian community. It also suggests that Blyden's theological orienta
tion had already become suspect in some Presbyterian circles. 43 

Blyden was not oblivious to the theological, racial, and re
gional issues racking the American Presbyterian community. Thus in 
1861, upon being commissioned by the West African Presbytery to 
attend the Old School General Assembly, he sought advice from Rev. 
John L. Wilson of the Board concerning the prudence of his atten
dance "in the present agitated state of affairs in the U. S."44 His con
cern proved to be warranted. Meeting in Philadelphia amid height
ened sectional tension, the Assembly, upon passage of the Spring Reso
lutions by Northern commissioners, divided along sectional lines. 
Subsequently, the southern wing of the Church withdrew and formed 
the Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of America. 45 

However, a prudent Blyden "found so much to do in Britain 
that his crossing to the United States was delayed" until the close of 
the turbulent Assembly. Any disappointment that he might have ex
perienced over failure of "enjoying the privilege of being the first black 
representative from Africa in that distinguished body" was probably 
mitigated by the reception which he was accorded at the Synod of the 
United Presbyterian Church meeting in session at Edinburgh. He was 
elated by the Synod's acceptance of his credentials from the Presbytery 
of West Africa and the invitation to address its delegates with a speech 
that rehearsed the history of the Presbyterian mission in Liberia and 
solicited funds for extension of its educational offerings to females. 46 

Over the next decade Blyden would actively cultivate relationships 
with Presbyterians throughout Europe and even the Middle East.47 

N 

The increasing respect shown Blyden in West Africa and 
abroad was a reflection of his reputation as a scholar as well as Pres
byterian minister and missionary. 48 In works such as A Vindication of 
the Negro Race and "The Negro in Ancient History," he employed 
historical as well as biblical scholarship in defense and celebration of 
the accomplishments of the black race.49 By the mid-1870's publica
tion of these and other works in some of the outstanding literary and 
scholarly journals of the era had established him as a scholar of inter
national stature. 
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Although the Board of missions and the Presbytery of West 
Africa took pride in Blyden's accomplishments and often basked in 
the honors bestowed upon him, there were increasing tensions between 
Blyden and their membership. The causal factors, personal and pub
lic, often overlapped and became inseparable. For example, Blyden's 
expansive concept of his ministerial vocation often led to his involve
ment and subsequently the involvement of the Presbytery and Presby
terian mission in the often volatile arena of Liberian politics. so Blyden's 
concept of race and his increasing antipathy against mulattoes (blacks 
of mixed racial heritage) were also disruptive of the Presbyterian mis
sion in Liberia. 51 Blyden, who was proud of being a "pure Negro," 
argued that mulattoes were "immoral" and ''weak people" whose "con
fused race instincts" hampered the advancement of both 
Presbyterianism and the race. Such views, privately and publicly ex
pressed by Blyden, became a source of tension and conflict within the 
Presbyterian community in Liberia and the United States, both of which 
included significant numbers of blacks of mixed racial heritage.52 

Blyden's relationship with the Presbyterian community in 
Liberia and in the United States was further strained when he was 
accused in 1871 of having an affair with the wife of Liberia's Presi
dent, Edward J. Roye. Rescued from a "mulatto" mob previously 
incised by his depiction of them as "mongrels," Blyden fled to Sierra 
Leone.53 The response of the Presbytery to the scandal was precipi
tous and reflected some of its members personal animosity against 
Blyden. Forgoing an investigation of the charges or trial, the Presbytery 
met without quorum and summarily suspended Blyden from his min
isterial privileges and functions. Blyden, however, received influen
tial support from Pinney who questioned the motives of the Presbytery 
and predicted that its members would soon have to the "reverse their 
action."54 Pinney's comments proved prophetic. On Decemberll, 
1872, the Presbytery "Resolved that the Rev. E. W. Blyden be and is 
hereby restored to all the functions of the gospel Ministry." ss 

V. 

In 1873 an embittered Blyden returned to Liberia from exile 
in Sierra Leone.56 Although his privileges were restored by the 
Presbytery, he was increasingly critical of it and the general state of 
Presbyterianism in Liberia. He was especially concerned about the 
Presbytery's "habit of licensing young men to enter upon missionary 
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work, with hardly any preparation." Alluding to similar concerns about 
the dilution of Presbyterian standards that were being expressed in the 
American Presbyterian community, he warned that this practice was 
"continually lowering the character of Presbytery and opening the door 
wider and wider for incompetence. "57 

While Blyden's concerns appear justified, there is evidence 
to warrant the suspicion that some of his harsher assessments of the 
Presbytery and Presbyterianism in Liberia had personal motivation. 
In what proved to be a self-serving letter to John C. Lowrie of the 
Presbyterian Board, Blyden emphasized the Presbyterian commitment 
to a learned ministry and argued that the lack of proper education and 
educational facilities was undermining the quality of Presbyterian 
clergy and the special mission of Presbyterianism in Liberia. The 
long term solution, he suggested, was the establishment of a Presbyte
rian college in Liberia where candidates for ordination would have 
"good training ... under competent instructors." As a result, he pre
dicted, "in a few years, we shall have in Liberia the interesting and 
effective spectacle witnessed everywhere else, of Presbyterian clergy
men as Christian, gentlemen, and scholars."58 

In closing, however, Blyden disclosed his more immediate 
agenda which was the reopening of Alexander High School under his 
direction. Evoking the image of Princeton and the legacy of Presbyte
rian divines who had contributed to its development, Blyden linked 
his personal agenda and that of the Presbyterian mission in Liberia: 

It is an undoubted that a great many of the important 
enterprises religious, moral and political in the United 
States, can be traced to Princeton College and what 
Princeton College has been to the United States the 
Alexander High School in a much humbler degree, 
will be to Liberia .... 

We shall not have, of course, the lofty gifts of 
a Jonathan Dickinson or the almost inspired intellect 
of a Jonathan Edwards or the seraphic eloquence of a 
Samuel Davies or the Executive power of [John] 
Witherspoon but if you accept of my services to inau
gurate such a work, I promise you the labours of one 
who would endeavor to devote his whole head and 
life to the glorious enterprise. 
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It cannot be expected that the present generation will 
witness the organization of the great Presbyterian 
College--which must exist in this country if the Re
public is to succeed in its political and missionary 
work--but I trust I may aspire, without presumption, 
to assist in the preliminary task of breaking the ground 
and clearing the fo~dations of the Future .... 59 

Having eloquently convinced the Board of the necessity of im
proving educational opportunities in Liberia, Blyden was reappointed 
Principal of Alexander High School. 60 

Blyden's political astuteness, scholarship, and long cultivated 
friendships allowed him to exercise considerable influence on the Board 
of Foreign Missions and the Presbytery. However, as the Board began 
a policy which transferred oversight and responsibility for the Liberian 
mission to the Presbytery, Blyden's influence and perogatives were 
increasingly challenged by younger and more conservative members 
of the Presbytery. Thus in 1876 Rev. Robert A. M. Deputie charged 
the Board with partiality in its treatment of Blyden. He complained to 
the Board's corresponding secretary that "there appears to be a de
gree of favoritism manifested towards ... Dr. Blyden, that such liberty 
be allowed him to go when and where, to travel and preach as he may 
deem proper, and to be allowed special and private letters which we 
are never permitted to see, but which he circulates among his friends 
to the detriment of the Church .... "61 

Blyden, in turn, expressed growing disillusionment and impa
tience with the Presbytery whose impertinent members often misun
derstood, resented, and frustrated his agenda. 62 Presumably, it was a 
combination of vocational and personal frustration that induced Blyden, 
heralded as the proponent and champion of indigenous African eccle
siastical leadership and the West African independent church move
ment, to inquire in private correspondence with John Lowrie: "Has 
not the Board the power under certain circumstances-especially such 
exceptional circumstances as characterize the work in Liberia--to re
sume the management of its operations once committed to a Presbytery 
on missionary ground?" He continued, "It would be better, rather 
than leave matters as they are, for the Board to resume direct control 
of its operations here."63 

An additional factor inducing Blyden's call for the resump
tion of direct Board oversight of the Liberian mission may have been 
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his concern over diminishing fmancial support for Alexander High 
School. His desperation to maintain support from the American Pres
byterian community is reflected in his request that the Board formally 
prefix the name Archibald to the school. Blyden reasoned: "As the 
school was named during his life-time and he [Archibald Alexander] 
did not object to the compliment, we can hardly suppose that if he 
were consulted he would interpose any objection to making the com
pliment more precise and defmite. "64 

VI. 

In 1877 Blyden's ministerial and pedagogical efforts were 
interrupted by his appointment as Liberia's Ambassador to the Court 
of St. James. 65 Three years later he resumed efforts to advance 
Presbyterianism in Liberia as the newly appointed President of the 
College of Liberia, moderator of the Presbytery of West Africa, and 
its commissioner-elect to the 1880 General Assembly.66 

Blyden was one of two representatives "of the continent of 
Africa" present at the Assembly which opened on May 20 in Madi
son, Wisconsin. The other representative, Dr. Robert Hamill Nassau, 
was a white missionary assigned to the Church's West African mis
sion at Corisco. 67 As moderator of the Presbytery of West Africa and 
newly elected President of the College of Liberia, Blyden's primary 
objective was to encourage the American Presbyterian Church not to" 
relax its educational efforts" in Liberia. 68 He was an extremely active 
commissioner and presented the "best speech" on missions at the 
evening session of the Foreign Missions Board on May 25. The cli
max of his attendance, however, was "a noble sermon" on "Africa's 
Service to the World" delivered before the "packed" Assembly the 
following Sunday. 69 

The report of the Assembly published in The Presbyterian 
noted the significance of Blyden's attendance and suggested that in 
his sermon before the Assembly, Blyden had ''unconsciously defin[ ed] 
his own position" in allegiance to doctrinal and theological orthodoxy. 70 

This superficial assessment ofBlyden's theological posture was a re
flection of increasing theological and doctrinal tensions within the 
American Presbyterian community. Although often couched in terms 
of allegiance to the Westminister Confession and Catechisms, the con
cern of Presbyterian traditionalists by 1880 was increasingly the im
pact of new forms of theological and doctrinal heterodoxy associated 
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with an emergent theological liberalism.71 
In correspondence to his long time friend William Coppinger 

of the American Colonization Society, a triumphant Blyden provided 
his own account of his activities at the Assembly: " The present Gen
eral Assembly is said to be the largest since the Reunion, and the church 
is exceedingly well represented ... I addressed them on Wednesday 
night last, and they seemed much interested." His report to Coppinger 
also included a poignant account of a reunion with John P. Knox, his 
early pastor and mentor, on the floor of the Assembly. 72 It was also to 
Coppinger that Blyden confessed that his triumph at the Assembly 
had been marred by conflict with "mulatto" delegates: 

At Madison there were three black delegates out of 
six colored from the South--and the three blacks were 
anxious to go to Africa and will go--the three mulat
toes said they would not go without plenty of money 
to pay their way back if they wished to return, and 
when I was to preach before the Assembly the three 
mulattoes contrived to find engagements somewhere 
else and did not come to hear the sermon. The three 
blacks were glad to come, and felt proud I was to be 
heard on Africa by the leading men of the' Assembly. 
The mulattoes were indifferent. Several other things 
occurred at the Assembly which showed a marked 
difference between the two classes--and I did not fail 
to point out the difference to the blacks. 73 

In the wake of his impressive showing at the Assembly, Blyden 
was so inundated with invitations to preach before Presbyterian audi
ences that he lamented "I cannot fill one half of the engagements I 
have before returning home."74 En route to the East coast for depar
ture, he preached at First Presbyterian Church in Chicago, in Philadel
phia at "Dr. Harper's Church," at Dr. Breed's West Spruce Street Pres
byterian Church, and before the black congregation of Dr. John Bunyan 
Reeve.75 He also addressed the Presbyterian Alliance and attended 
the commencement of the Collegiate Department of Lincoln Univer
sity, formerly Ashmun Institute, where he was awarded an honorary 
"Doctor of Divinity" degree. 76 

Despite his clash with mulatto clergy at the Assembly, 
Blyden's relationship with leading northern based black Presbyterian 
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clerics such as John Bunyan Reeve, John Anderson, and later Francis 
Jaines Grimke' remained cordial. 77 This was reflected in his success
ful recruitment of Rev. Hugh Browne of Shiloh Presbyterian Church 
and Rev. T. McCants Stewart of Bethel Methodist Episcopal Church 
to teach at the College of Liberia. Both were recent graduates of 
Princeton Seminary and Blyden hoped that they would not only lend 
academic strength to the college but also solidify its relationship with 
Princeton and the wider American Presbyterian community. In an
nouncing their appointment, Blyden noted: "The gentlemen being 
both Princeton men enjoy the confidence of Dr. McCosh and the Pro
fessors there and have a large acquaintance ainong Presbyterian cler
gymen."78 

Although Liberia College was ostensibly "a State institution . 
. . in no way connected with any sectarian or religious organization," 
Blyden' s efforts on behalf of the college clearly indicate that he viewed 
it as a means to advance both the black race and the Presbyterian mis
sion in Liberia. In his inaugural address, "The Aims and Methods of 
a Liberal Education for Africans," Blyden called for a progressive and 
race-conscious curriculum that incorporated the study of religion.79 

He also took special pride in noting that the college's curriculum had 
been approved by none other than President McCosh of Princeton. so 
In an additional overture clearly intended to further ties with the Ameri
can Presbyterian community, Blyden encouraged establishment of the 
"Charles Hodge Professorship of Intellectual and Moral Philosophy" 
and Hugh Browne's appointment to it.SI 

Despite such efforts, Blyden's tenure as President of Liberia 
College was mired in turmoil and proved unsuccessful. Among the 
contributing factors were Blyden's lack of tact and administrative skills, 
his continued prejudice and antipathy against mulattoes, and the 
school's financial dependency upon American trustees. In June 1884, 
after a protracted struggle which pitted him against the board of trust
ees and even his American recruited professors, Blyden resigned from 
the college.82 Characteristically, he viewed his difficulties at the col
lege as symptomatic of what he perceived as the intrinsic weakness of 
the Presbyterian mission in Liberia. The lainentable condition of 
church, mission, and college in Liberia, he argued, was the direct re
sult of the Board's misguided policy of appointing to Liberia "persons 
largely of mixed blood, who could least endure the climate and do 
efficient work in it."83 
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VII. 

As the decade proceeded, Blyden continued to lament the de
clining fortunes of Presbyterianism in Liberia and simultaneously ex
press his allegiance to it. There is evidence, however, that suggests 
that he had began to distance himself from many of the traditional 
theological and missiological tenets of Presbyterianism as early as the 
mid-1870's. No single factor seems to account for this transition which 
would eventually lead him to demit his Presbyterian ministry and be
come one of the most vocal critics of traditional missionary Christian
ity in Africa. Most assessments of Blyden's transition focus on his 
increasing appreciation of Islam and its positive influence on West 
African indigenous cultures and people in contrast to that of tradi
tional missionary Christianity. Generally overlooked as a related fac
tor in his transition is the impact which new scientific, academic, and 
intellectual currents such as Darwinism, biblical criticism, and com
parative religion were having upon the theological and missiological 
orientation of Western Christianity in general and Presbyterianism in 
particular during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 84 Blyden's 
intensive contact and correspondence with scholars and clergy in 
America and Europe insured that he was not isolated from these influ
ences as they were introduced and responded to first within the Euro
pean and later the American Presbyterian community. 85 

Among American Presbyterians, defenders of orthodoxy, led 
by Charles Hodge and Francis Patton, denounced Darwinism, biblical 
criticism, and the findings of corollary disciplines such as compara
tive religions as incompatible with the tenets and doctrines of 
Presbyterianism. 86 Meanwhile, more moderate and liberal Presbyte
rian clergy such as James McCosh, David Swing, and Charles Briggs 
attempted to reconcile and appropriate the new scientific, intellectual, 
and academic currents. The resultant controversy was chronicled in 
theological journals such as the Princeton Review, monographs such 
as Charles Hodge's What Is Darwinism?, and eventually a series of 
well-publicized heresy trials.87 

Blyden was not the only member of the Presbytery of West 
Africa abreast of these developments. Robert A. M. Deputie, a ''mu
latto" member of the Presbytery and long time opponent of Blyden, 
was convinced that the Presbytery was in danger of being infected 
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with the heresy of liberalism and that Blyden was the source of infec
tion. In 1876 Deputie wrote to Lowrie and associated Blyden with the 
heterodoxy of Rev. David Swing who had been charged with "defec
tion from Westminster Standards" by a conservative faction of the 
Chicago Presbytery led by Francis Patton, editor of the Interior: "Dr., 
the 'Interior,' a few years ago, expressed grave doubts as to soundness 
of Dr. Swing's preachings and I will assure you that they were no 
more serious than mine are, as to the orthodoxy of Dr. Blyden." 88 
Eager to emulate Patton's vigilance and defend Presbyterian ortho
doxy in the West African mission arena, Deputie expressed frustra
tion that "Dr. Blyden designs his articles for the literary world--the 
reading world, and we have not the means of securing them and con
sequently we cannot bring charges against him. But Sir, it is true as 
truth can be 'He that is not for us is against us.' " 89 

Deputie's assessment of Blyden's theological stance appears 
to have been more accurate than that of the 1880 Assembly report 
which eagerly associated Blyden with Presbyterian orthodoxy and 
conservatism. 90 A careful reading of most of Blyden's published writ
ings as well as private correspondence after approximately 1870 re
flect his increasing departure from the theological and missiological 
tents of Presbyterian orthodoxy and critical appropriation of many of 
the presuppositions, tenets, and methodologies associated with theo
logical liberalism. The missiological, theological, and ideological im
pact of this appropriation is vividly illuminated in Blyden's numerous 
post-1870 writings pertaining to Islam and the Christian missionary 
enterprise in West Africa.91 

vm. 

By the mid-nineteenth century Islam was a well established 
and increasingly influential presence among the indigenous inhabit
ants of interior West Africa.92 Blyden, like most members of the 
Presbytery of West Africa and the Liberia mission, however, had little 
initial interaction with Muslims and other residents of the interior. 
Reflective of the peculiar nature of the Presbyterian mission in Liberia, 
most of their attention was focused on the repatriate population along 
Liberia's coast. Despite occasional expressions of concern and calls 
for the Presbytery to expand its missionary efforts into the Liberian 
interior, little was effectively done. 

74 



Moses N. Moore, Jr. 7 5 

During the early 1860's various assignments took Blyden into 
the Liberian interior where he was deeply impressed by Muslim vil
lages and their Arabic speaking inhabitants. Ideological and 
missiological concerns converged as he became convinced that 
Liberia's development was dependent upon the successful conversion 
of its Muslim population and that the key to effective missionary out
reach to them was through study of their religion and the Arabic lan
guage.93 

Few of Blyden's colleagues jn the Presbytery shared his en
thusiasm for the study oflslam and Arabic. In keeping with prevalent 
theological and missiological tenets, most viewed Islam as "a perni
cious and perverted religion propagated by disciples of a false 
prophet." 94 However, Blyden's enthusiasm for work among Liberia's 
Muslim population and conviction that "The Arabic language must be 
the medium of communicating sound Christian knowledge" into the 
Liberian interior did elicit interest and support from the American 
Colonization Society and the Presbyterian Board of Missions. In corre
spondence to the latter, Blyden persuasively argued that the Presbyte
rian Church and its Liberian missionaries were particularly situated to 
successfully convert adherents of Islam: "From this church I am per
suaded will come the men who will cope most successfully with the 
Mohammedans of the interior; and I am persuaded that teachers from 
among us will bring aspiring Mohammedan youth as willing leaders 
to their feet. The quietness and dignity of the well educated Presbyte
rian contrasts in his favor to the Mohammedan, with the excitable and 
emotional religion of the Methodists and others. His self reliance and 
intelligent acquaintance with the Scriptures are elements of character 
that impress the Mohammedans .... "95 

Further impetus for Blyden's study of Arabic came with the 
opening of Liberia College and his appointment to the faculty. With 
the intent of adding Arabic to the college's curriculum, he departed 
Liberia in May 1866 for intensive study at the recently opened Syrian 
Protestant College in Beirut.96 Enroute he wrote to Rev. Daniel Bliss, 
the Presbyterian president of the College, explaining that owing to the 
rapid extension of Islam in West Africa knowledge of Arabic had be
come a necessity "for those who were to educate the youth and train 
the future missionaries in that part of the world." 97 After completing 
his studies, Blyden, who possessed a rare talent for mastery of lan
guages, returned to Liberia and in 1867 introduced the study of Arabic 
to his pupils at the college. 98 A year later his success among Muslims 
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convinced even the Presbytery of West Africa to belatedly endorse his 
work: 

This Presbytery, having heard the report of Rev. E. 
W. Blyden, in relation to his labors among the 
Mohammedans, and the gratifying opening that seems 
to be presented among that people, do Resolve, That 
we most heartily express our sympathy in this work, 
and do recommend Mr. Blyden and his labors to the 
patronage and Christian benevolence of the members 
of the Presbyterian Church in the United State and in 
Liberia, and to all benevolent associations having for 
their object the spread of the Gospel of our blessed 
Lord and Savior.99 

Although the initial impetus for Blyden's study of Islam and 
Arabic had been the conversion of Muslims to Christianity, subse
quent research and contact with European Islamic scholars and West 
African Muslims heightened his appreciation of Islam and its impact 
in West Africa. lOO In a number of articles published during the 1870's, 
Blyden began to publicly advance the controversial thesis that Islam's 
influence upon the indigenous culture and inhabitants of West Africa 
had been salutary while that of traditional missionary Christianity had 
been destructive. 101 Consequently, he insisted that Christian mission
aries had much to learn from Islam. "Mohammedanism in Africa," he 
argued, "instead of being treated in the off-hand and contemptuous 
manner adopted by some, who seem to have gathered all their knowl
edge of the religion from the Arabian Nights, ought to be approached 
with earnestness and respect; for there is much in it which Christians 
may profitably study, and from which they might glean important les
sons." 102 

His sympathetic portrayal of Islam and increasing contacts 
with its adherents elicited re~ed resistance from members of the 
Presbytery of West Africa. 103 Thus in 1876 Reverend John M. Deputie, 
brother of Blyden's nemesis, Robert Deputie, wrote to the Board com
plaining of Blyden's priorities: 

It was a source of deep regret that Dr. Blyden was not 
present with us [ at a meeting of the Presbytery]. From 
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our point of view it appears that he is more interested 
in the success of Mohammedanism than that of the 
Presbyterian Church. This may not be the case, but 
it does appear so. There have been no gatherings of 
the followers of Islam in our midst from which he has 
absented himself. This is passing strange! 104 

In 1887 a number of Blyden's previously published studies of 
Islam and the Christian missionary enterprise formed the core of his 
"magnum opus," Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race. 106 Despite 
its provocative and controversial views, the book was favorably re
viewed in many religious and scholarly journals on both sides of the 
Atlantic. One reviewer noted, "I am not sure but that Dr. Blyden's 
book, Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race, may not yet prove the 
greatest contribution of the age on the gigantic subject of Christian 
Missions." Among those who commented favorably upon the work 
were Rev. Cannon Isaac Taylor, the Anglican missiologist and Islamic 
scholar; Dr. Benjamin Tanner, editor of the A. M. E. Chu-rch Review ; 
Professor Hartmann, Professor of Arabic and Oriental languages in 
the University of Berlin; and Rev. David Swing. 107 

Critics of Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race minimized 
its missiological contributions and viewed it as proof that Blyden had 
"left Christianity and joined himself to the Mohammedans."108 In 
refutation of this persistent charge Rev. J. R. Frederick of the Method
ist Church in Sierra Leone and a disciple of Blyden explained: 

Dr. Blyden has not left Christianity, the Christianity 
that you and I believe in, that Christianity which 
teaches that God is no respector of persons. . . Dr. 
Blyden has not joined himself to the Mohemmedans, 
but he is doing a unique work among them. He is striv
ing to make them understand Christianity as it is taught 
in the New Testament, and not as it is exemplified in 
the lives of its representatives from Europe. His knowl
edge of the records of their religion in the original 
language and his peculiar method of dealing with them 
give them confidence in him. Old and young Moham
medans listen to his teachings .... He has not "joined 
himself with theMohammedans, nor has he left the 
religion of Christ." 109 
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IX. 

Confusion about Blyden's religious orientation was com
pounded by his decision to demit his Presbyterian ordination in order 
to become a "Minister of Truth." This decision, made just months 
before publication of Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race, shocked 
the Presbyterian community in Liberia while puzzling and dismaying 
his Presbyterian friends in America. Speculation concerning the rea
sons for his action were rampant on both sides of the Atlantic and 
usually alluded to his suspected conversion to Islam. However, the 
factors influencing his decision were much more complicated and re
flect the convergence of personal, theological, missiological, ideologi
cal, and racial factors. 

In his letter of resignation, dated December 8, 1886 and ad
dressed to "Dear Brethren in the Presbytery of West Africa," Blyden 
stated: "In view of circumstances entirely beyond my control, I have 
come to the conclusion, after much thought and earnest prayer, that I 
can no longer be useful or happy in the exercise of my ministry and 
am comp~lled to ask the Presbytery to release me from the sacred 
office and allow me to return to the condition of a private member of 
the church." 110 The stunned members of the Presbytery reluctantly 
complied with his request and resolved: "that this Presbytery take ad
vantage of the present occasion to express their high appreciation of 
the services of Dr. Blyden as rendered to both church and state for the 
past 28 years and in releasing him from his sacred office they com
mend him most earnestly to the Father of Mercies to keep him safe 
from the wiles of the evil one until his life's end." 111 

News of Blyden's action was carried to the wider American Pres-
byterian community in The Presbyterian which reported: 

Dr. E. W. Blyden has given up the sacred ministry 
and has taken a seat in our church as a private mem
ber. It is sad that such a step was taken by so learned 
a divine as the Doctor. The cause of such action no 
one can divine. The Presbytery was amazed but 
granted his request .... Liberia is in a sad condition.112 

Long time friends, such as Coppinger, were especially dis
turbed by the news of his resignation and the rumors which accompa-
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nied it. Coppinger, writing in "profound astonishment and grief," in
quired of Blyden: "Is it true that your have demitted the Gospel Min
istry, and if so what are the causes of so serious a step?" And in 
response to rumors that alleged Blyden's conversion to Islam, 
Coppinger confessed: "I cannot believe that you prefer 
Mohammedanism to Christianity .... "113 "The Christian world," he 
warned, "has neither respect nor patience with any one raised and 
educated in the Christian faith who turns to Mohammedan or who 
becomes the friend and apologist of Islamism." 114 

In an extensive reply to Coppinger, marked "private," Blyden 
noted that he demitted his Presbyterian ordination "from my deep love 
of Africa and for the truth and for freedom." He also reassured 
Coppinger that he would continue in a broader ministry: "Because I 
have severed my connection with the Presbyterian ministry I shall none 
the less be a minister of truth. The spirit of god is not confined to 
place or office."115 And in refutation of allegations attributing the 
remittance of his ordination to an Islamic conversion, Blyden explained, 
"I do not 'prefer Mohammedanism to Christianity.' But I prefer what 
is good for my people in the method of its propagators to what is evil 
in the methods of Christian teachers." 116 

In later correspondence with Princeton minister John Miller, 
Blyden explicitly linked his estrangement from the Presbytery and 
demittance of his ordination to missiological concerns: 

My studies, my prayers, my travels, my reading, my 
conversations with intelligent pagans and Mohammed
ans in the interior of this county have convinced me 
that the method and teachings of Missionary Societ
ies will never make any impression upon this conti
nent. Feeling the force of this truth and tired of "play
ing at missions" while so pressing a work demands 
earnestness and intelligent energy, I severed my con
nection with the Presbytery.117 

In explaining his actions, Blyden also referred to the new theo
logical and missiological perspectives that dared to envision Chris
tianity and Presbyterianism as other than the last and highest revela
tions of God to man.118 Quoting Charles Briggs, the controversial 
Presbyterian liberal and Biblical scholar, who would soon be charged 
with heresy, demit his ordination, and also leave the Presbyterian 
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Church, Blyden confessed: 

I had been long of the opinion expressed by Dr. Briggs 
at the close of the preface to his History of American 
Presbyterianism [American Presbyterianism: Its Ori
gin and Early History], that while "Presbyterianism 
is in advance of all other Christian denominations in 
the realization of the ideal of Christianity, it is not a 
finality. It is the stepping stone to something higher 
and grander yet to come, when the Spirit of God shall 
be poured out in richer measure and in more abound
ing gifts and graces upon the Christian world, in or
der to a revival of religion [sic], which will transcend 
the Protestant Reformation by its omnipotent energy 
and world-wide sweep." 119 

He concluded, "This being the view of leading Presbyterian 
divines, I do not see why they should dread my indications among 
Presbyterian thinkers of a desire to reach that 'something higher and 
grander yet to come,' and why they should attempt to limit the mani
festations of the Spirit which like the wind 'bloweth where it 
listeth.' " 120 

Blyden, noting additional developments in the American Pres
byterian community, expressed hope that the recent appointment of 
Francis Patton to the presidency of Princeton would have a meliora
tive effect on Presbyterian theological and missiological conflict: 

If Princeton follows the program implied in President 
Patton's epigrammatic declaration in his inaugural 
address viz.--We shall neither be ashamed to close 
our eyes in the presence of God nor be afraid to open 
them in the presence of Nature," the Church will be 
delivered from the strait jacket of theological conven
tionalities, and the missionary idea and missionary 
practice will be freed from rags and trammels of me
diaeval supetstition. 

The breadth and depth of Blyden's theological and 
missiological posture was hinted at as he proceeded to contrast the 
perspectives and subsequent fortunes of David Swing, the Presbyte-
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rian liberal, and Patton, his conservative neQ1esis. Both, he explained, 
were earnest "seekers after truth" but limited in their view of "its many
sided aspects."121 Comparing his plight to that of Swing who had 
been harried out of the Presbyterian ministry, Blyden noted the conse
quences of his own commitment to "truth": "I have been forced, ow
ing to my views and aspirations, to sever my connection with all Mis
sionary Societies and therefore from the assistance to meet my tempo
ral wants which such connection brings. For more than four years 
now I have had no salary or support."122 

In correspondence with Miller a week later, a less temperate and 
more despondent, Blyden alluded to the flaring controversy among 
Presbyterians regarding liberalism and revision of the Westminster 
Confession of Faith.123 In a tone of resignation and finality, he de
clared, "I do not propose to resume my connection with the Presbyte
rian Church. The bigotry of ignorance prevails in that body. They 
know that the Confession of Truth, in every word of it, is true. Men in 
that state of mind are dangerous to deal with. Argument with them is 
out of the question."124 

Despite his disillusionment with Presbyterianism and the Pres
byterian Church, Blyden maintained cordial relationships with Pres
byterians in Africa and abroad. During a 1889 lecture tour sponsored 
by the American Colonization Society, he interacted extensively with 
the American Presbyterian community. 125 He preached in Chicago at 
Dr. Stryker's Fourth Presbyterian Church and Dr. Withrow's Third 
Presbyterian Church, in Washington at Grimke's 15th Street Presbyte
rian Church, and in Philadelphia at Matthew Anderson's Berean 
Church.126 In attendance at the Chicago "Minister's Meeting," he 
was invited to comment upon a "most able and discriminating" re
view of Dr. Charles A. Briggs' new book Whither? A Theological 
Question for the Times presented by Rev. Thomas C. Hall.127 Unfor
tunately, Blyden's comments pertaining to this scholarly but polemi
cal work have not been located. In it Briggs portrayed liberals as the 
real champions of Westminster standards and defended the call for 
revision of the Westminster Confession of Faith in light of the find
ings of modem scholarship and science, arguing: "All the profound 
discoveries of modem science in geology, astronomy, chemistry, biol
ogy, and archaeology, have opened up new problems for the doctrine 
of creation that were not in the minds of the Westminster divines." 12s 
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During his stay in Chicago, Blyden also lectured students and 
professors at McCormick Theological Seminary on his most recent 
work ''The Koran in Africa." He later presented this lecture, which 
discussed the theology and practical teachings of the Quran "in their 
effect upon the Negro race" and "how effectively, if Christians under
stood the system, it might be utilized in the Christianization of Af
rica," before a "large gathering" of white and black ministers at the 
Presbyterian Ministerial Association.129 

Although described by The Presbyterian as "able, scholarly 
and interesting," Blyden's lectures on Islam and the Quran in Africa 
were not received without criticism. 130 A number of his critics were 
members of the African-American community who charged that his 
views were threatening to both Christianity and the race. Writing from 
Chicago to Francis Grimke, a perturbed Blyden responded to the 
charges of his black critics: 

I regret to learn of the impression which had been 
received from my lecture, ''The Koran in Africa." .. 
. I read the same lecture last Saturday to the students 
of McCormick Theological Seminary, 158 in num
ber, and their Professors ... I think it will be found that 
on a closer examination of my views, neither the in
terests of Christianity nor of the race are threatened -
-- but there is a difference between comprehension 
and non-comprehension. From the Seminary several 
persons have been sent to get me to speak in schools 
etc.-showing that there at least they don't think me 
heterodox .... 131 

Such criticism and Blyden's response reveal the increasing 
opposition that his scholarship as well as religious and racial convic
tions were evoking among conservative and more traditional black 
Christians in Africa and the Diaspora. Blyden and his views, how
ever, were not without support. His religious and racial convictions 
generated adherents and defenders among a growing number of pro
gressive black Christians on both sides of the Atlantic.132 
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VIII 

With Blyden's demittance of his ordination, the Presbyterian 
mission in Liberia lost its most famous and farsighted member. In the 
following decade, mission reports, and personal correspondence be
tween members of the Presbytery and the Board chronicle an unabated 
decline in funding and membership.1 33 They also narrate an increas
ing lack of patience, trust, and understanding between the Board and 
the members of the Presbytery. 

In its 1890 annual report the Board noted that "The growth of 
our missionary work in Liberia has not fulfilled the expectation of the 
Home Church in its earlier years ... both churches and schools have 
not become strong and self-supporting after over fifty years since the 
first missionaries were sent to that country." The report also specu
lated that "this slow progress was owing in part to the change of 
policy, in sending or supporting in this field only persons of color." 134 

The 1891 report continued this litany as did the 1892 report which 
alluded to the "special and peculiar" situation presented by the Liberian 
mission and the Board's change in attitude toward it: 

The work in Liberia presents one of the most per
plexing problems in the missionary field. It lacks the 
large importance of the general question of mission
ary work in Africa, and is differentiated from the gen
eral question by special and peculiar conditions which 
mark the population of Liberia. The elements which 
enter into the problem are indefinite, and the way in 
which they can best be handled is undetermined. The 
whole problem is an interesting one because of the 
light which it throws on the future of the colored race; 
But the results which have thus far been attained in 
attempting to solve it have been unsatisfactory.135 

Having confessed a loss of confidence in its policy of staffing 
the mission with only blacks, the Board concluded its 1892 report 
with an announcement that it would now send "a few qualified white 
ministers" to Liberia.136 Reverend Adolphus C. Good, a white mem
ber of the Gabon and Corisco Mission, was sent to assess the mission 
in Liberia and "make recommendations with regard to the further con-
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duct of the work." Although his report emphasized the importance of 
Liberia as a base for operations in the interior and recommended the 
development of a school to train ministers and missionaries, the Board 
refused to heed his recommendations. Noting the existence of seven 
American Boards maintaining Missionaries in Liberia and that the 
work of the Presbyterian Church was "one of the smallest numeri
cally," the Board concluded that it "is scarcely deemed expedient at 
present to undertake an expansion of its Liberia mission .... " 137 

A year later the Board began the rigorous implementation of 
a policy that would terminate the Presbyterian mission in Liberia. 
While noting that "every effort for enlargement of work in Africa 
[was] being called for in the Gabon and Corisco Mission," it announced 
plans to diminish its appropriations to the Liberia mission from year 
to year while "encouraging the West Africa Presbytery to look for
ward to assuming as soon as possible the complete support of and 
control of its work." l38 The Board's 1895 report reiterated and de
fended this policy which entailed reduction of salaries and even the 
discontinuance of some of its missionaries, teachers, and schools. 139 

Although the Board recorded that its change of policy "has, 
on the whole, been well received and productive of good results," 
reports and private correspondence indicate that this new policy did 
not elicit enthusiastic support from members of the Presbytery. In 
1895 the Presbytery felt it necessary to remind the Board that the 
Liberian mission was a cooperative enterprise: " a work belonging to 
us and the Board as soldiers belonging to the grand army of the living 
God and our Christ." 140 They also attempted to make the Board 
aware of the hardships imposed upon them and their families by its 
change of policy. Their poignant protests and even threats to take 
their complaints to the General Assembly, however, had little effect. 141 

In 1899 the Board reported that "The financial help given the 
Board to the Presbyterian churches in Liberia has been diminished 
from year to year, until now only two workers are receiving such as
sistance."142 It also announced that a decision to further concentrate 
its support of missionary work in Africa in the West African Mission 
(specifically Crisco and Gabon) had been "reviewed and reaffirmed 
with the approval of the Assembly." Consequently, by the turn of the 
century, the Presbyterian Board of Foreign missions, with the approval 
of the Assembly, had terminated almost 70 years of Presbyterian for
eign mission efforts in Liberia,143 
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A cursory analysis of Board policies that resulted in the ter
mination of the Liberian mission illuminates not only factors unique 
to the Liberian situation but also changes in the theory and practice of 
Protestant missions during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 144 

Significant among these changes was the development and implemen
tation of a foreign mission strategy that emphasized the cultivation of 
self-supporting, self-governing, and self-propagating missions. Touted 
in mission circles earlier in the century by mission stalwarts such as 
Congregationalist Rufus Anderson of the American Board of Com
missioners of Foreign Missions and Henry Venn of the Church Mis
sionary Society, it was enthusiastically adopted by the Presbyterian 
Board's new generation of leaders which included mission activists 
and theorists such as Robert Elliot Speer and Arthur Judson Brown. 145 

It was also a policy which Blyden consistently encouraged and cham
pioned after he departed Liberia for residence in Sierra Leone and 
Lagos. However, he, like Henry Venn, shunned the paternalism that 
often accompanied the application of this policy. 146 

The hardening of racial attitudes in the American Presbyte
rian Church in the post war era also influenced the policies of the 
Board of Foreign Missions.147 The Church's accommodation to in
creasing racism was reflected not only in its efforts at reunion but also 
in the Board's increasing reservations about and restrictions on black 
appointments to its foreign mission posts. 148 Despite Board denials 
that it was "drawing the colour line" in missionary appointments, an 
apparent policy of racial exclusion drew complaints from African
American Presbyterians. Arthur Judson Brown, who served on the 
Board from 1895 to 1929, observed: 

As Negro Presbyterian churches in the United States 
increased in numbers and were led by more highly 
educated men, they became more and more restive 
under what they supposed to be the disposition of the 
Board to draw the colour line in missionary appoint
ments. Protests were made from time to time and over
tures were sent to the General Assembly. The Board 
invariable replied that it made no discrimination what
ever; that the applications of Negro candidates were 
considered on precisely the same basis as the applica
tions of other candidates; and that decisions were 
based on the same considerations as to health, educa-
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tional and spiritual qualifications, available funds, and 
the need of the mission to which the applicant desired 
to go.149 

Additional insight into the attitudes influencing the Board's 
policy regarding the appointment of African-American missionaries 
is provided by Robert E. Speer. In 1901, Speer, Secretary of the Board 
and "the most prominent Presbyterian missionary spokesperson of the 
day," explained: 

The Negroes from America have nether proved im
mune from disease and fever, nor shown those quali
ties on enterprise, stability and solidity of work with
out which a mission cannot be counted as satisfac
tory. Therefore, while there have been not a few zeal
ous and capable Christian men among them. ... the 
hope that the American Negro would evangelize the 
continent of his fathers has been abandoned, at least 
until he shall have been brought by education and long 
discipline to a tenacity and directness of character he 
does not yet possess. 150 

Arthur Judson Brown concurred, arguing: "Hard as it was 
for American Negroes to withstand the debilitating effects of the Afri
can climate, it was even harder for them to bear up under the spiritual 
strain of life on the West Coast. .. without a weakening of moral fi
ber. "151 

Such assessments by American Presbyterianism's foremost 
mission experts contributed to an unofficial but effective policy that 
denied black candidates appointment to foreign mission posts from 
1896 to 1928. More than thirty years of black exclusion from foreign 
missions posts was ended when the Board appointed Reverend Irwin 
Underhill to its West African mission in 1928. It was twenty years 
later, however, before an African America was appointed by the Board 
to a non-African country_152 

IX 
Although Blyden commented on the overall problem of the 

missionary enterprise in Liberia in a number of post-189O addresses 
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and works, his perception of and response to the policies of the Board 
and the fate of the Presbyterian mission in Liberia is unclear. 153 

Unclear also is the response of the Board and the wider Presbyterian 
community both in Liberia and America to Blyden's increasingly radi
cal and iconoclastic missiology. 154 His continued study and interac
tion with West Africa's Islamic and indigenous cultures had pushed 
him far beyond the missiological stance that he had taken in the 70's 
and 80's. Blyden was aware of this transition and its implications. 
Writing to the African-American journalist John E. Bruce in 1910, he 
compared the potential impact of his mature missiological writings to 
that had by higher criticism: "Of course if what I have written is cor
rect, 'it will cut the nerve of missions' as Prof. Park of Andover once 
said of the 'Higher Criticism.' The so-called Christian public are not 
yet prepared for such a catastrophe to their enterprise, which never
theless, so far as Africa is concerned, is hopeless .... " 155 

From 1895 to his death in 1912, Blyden lived in Sierra Leone 
and Lagos, in self-imposed exile from Liberia. A final opportunity for 
him to actualize his theological, pedagogical, and missiological con
victions in Liberia came in January 1900 when he was appointed Pro
fessor of Arabic at Liberia College. However, his continued advocacy 
of Islam and defense of West African indigenous institutions such as 
polygamy induced controversy and conflict which led to his resigna
tion after only three months.156 With this final rebuff, Blyden de
parted Liberia and returned to Sierra Leone. 

Although muted in Liberia, Blyden's strident critique of tra
ditional mission practices and indiscriminate Europeanization, coupled 
with his assertion of African pride and identity, struck a responsive 

-chord elsewhere in West Africa. His racial, pedagogical, and 
missiological theories stoked the embers of racial and ecclesiastical 
self-consciousness and helped induce the independent church move
ment in wider West Africa.157 

Blyden also served as a general advocate of Muslim educa
tion and Muslim causes throughout West Africa. 158 His published 
works during this era include "Islam in the Western Soudan," "The 
Koran in Africa," and African Life and Customs. Like most of his 
post-1890's writings, they were devoted to explaining Islam and tradi
tional African customs and institutions to an American and European 
audience, and in insisting that there was much in both that was worthy 
of retention and imitation.159 
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It is significant that one of Blyden's last major works was 
The Arabic Bible in the Soudan: a Plea for Transliteration. Published 
in 1910, it reflected his continued interest in Christianity's missionary 
encounter with Islam in WestA:frica.160 A reviewer noted thatBlyden's 
"main contention is that the Arabic version of the Scriptures prepared 
and published by the American Missionaries at Beirut (Syria) ... is 
calculated to cause needless perplexity and offense to Muslims by 
transliteration ( ot) the various Hebrew names applied to the Divine 
Being." The reviewer concluded, "Into the points of scholarship raised 
we can hardly follow him, and some of his positions must perhaps be 
controverted by theologians; but like all that Dr. Blyden writes, this 
little paper bears the marks of wide reading and original thought." 161 

In 1912 Blyden, who had been the foremost advocate and 
champion of the Presbyterian mission in Liberia, died and was buried 
in Sierra Leone.162 Controversy accompanied him to the grave as his 
death and burial revived widespread speculation concerning his reli
gious beliefs and affiliation.163 Although contemporary assessments 
refute the persistent belief that Blyden spent his final days as a con
vert to Islam, most also concede that he had far transcended the theo
logical and missiological boundaries of Christian orthodoxy.164 

XL 

In 1925, thirteen years after Blyden's death, the Presbytery of 
West Africa unsuccessfully overturned the General Assembly to re
sume missionary work in Liberia. The Assembly's explanation of its 
response is illuminating: 

That inasmuch as the Board of Foreign Missions many 
years ago, with the approval of the General Assem
bly, decided for good reasons to concentrate its sup
port of missionary work in Africa in the West African 
Mission, which is now one of the most fruitful mis
sions in the world and in as much as the policy was 
subsequently reviewed and reaffirmed by the Board 
with the approval of the Assembly in 1899; and inas
much as there are four other denominations at work 
in the small population of Liberia and no other Prot
estant denomination at work in our large field in 
Cameroon--it is recommended that the Assembly an-
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swer in the negative the request from the Presbytery 
in Liberia in Overture 31 for the reestablishment of 
our foreign work in Liberia.165 

Three years later, the Synod of Pennsylvania formally sev
ered its nominal relationship with the Presbytery of West Africa and 
in 1931 the General Assembly ordered the Synod to dissolve the 
Presbytery. 166 Despite these actions, subsequent reports of the de
mise of Presbyterianism in Liberia proved incorrect.167 

Although thrown back on its own resources and devices by 
the change in attitude and policies of the Presbyterian Church and its 
Board of Foreign Missions, the Presbyterian community in Liberia 
managed in the following decades to survive, if not thrive, as an inde
pendent and autonomous Church. Some sense of its tenacity is re
flected in an address delivered in 1978 by Elder E. Reginald Townsend, 
moderator of the Presbytery of Liberia in West Africa.168 Reporting 
to the Presbytery from historic First Presbyterian Church in Monrovia, 
he linked contemporary Presbyterianism in Liberia to its nineteenth 
century roots and recited its achievements: 

Fellow Presbyters, for well-nigh 90 years we have 
been able by Divine Providence to maintain our cher
ished Presbyterian heritage bequeathed to us by our 
sainted fathers and mothers, and it has been a miracle 
as to how we have sustained our identity. We are by 
no means a wealthy church; but with unfeigned faith 
in Almighty God and confidence in ourselves, we have 
continued to exist and make some progress. We have 
not only maintained our old church edifices, but we 
have built some modem edifices and increased our 
membership .... Thanks be to God, the Spirit of Mis
sions has not been dampened within us. Motivated 
by that spirit, 32 years age we revived our determina
tion and founded the Presbyterian Todee Mission, 
some 37 miles from Monrovia, to take the light of 
Christian education to our brothers and sisters in the 
Todee District and far beyond. And we rejoice in the 
fact that our efforts, feeble as they were, have not been 
in vain .... Ours has been a remarkable accomplish-
ment. ... 169 Their "remarkable accomplishment" has 
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Race Blyden employed his developing linguistic, theological, and bibli
cal skills to engaged in an extensive analysis and exegesis of sections of 
the Book of Genesis commonly cited to prove that Africans and their 
descendants were inferior and under a divine curse. Lynch, Blyden, 13, 
19. 'Toe Negro in Ancient History'' was reportedly "the first article by a 
Negro published in a scholarly journal." See Edward W. Blyden, A 
\!indication of the Negro Race, (Monrovia, 1857) and Edward W. Blyden, 
'The Negro in Ancient History," Methodist Quarterly Review, U Janu
ary, 1869, 71-93. 

50. Successive appointments as Secretary of State from 1864 to 1866, Llberia's 
Ambassador to Great Britain in 1877, Minister of Education and Secre
tary of the Interior between 1880-1882, and even an unsuccessful cam
paign for the Presidency ofLlberia in 1885, punctuated and disrupted his 
activities on behalf of the Presbyterian mission in Llberia. Lynch, Black 
Spokesman, xvi-xviii. 

51. Although rooted in pseudo-scientific racial theories common to the nine
teenth century, Blyden's distrust and dislike of mulattos was buttressed by 
personal observations and experiences in Llberia and the Diaspora. See 
Edward W. Blyden to Professor Herny of the Smithsonian Institution ''On 
Mixed Races in Llberia," October 6, 1869, Holden, Blyden of liheria, 
212-215. Blyden to William Coppinger, October 19, 1874 , Lynch, Let
ters, 173-178. 
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52 These sentiments were reflected in his advice to both the Colonization 
SocietyandthePresbyterianBoardofMissionregardingpolicyinLiberia 
Lynch, Black Spokesman, xiv,xxix. Blyden's racial theories would have 
increasing influence on his theologicalandmissiological thought He would 
argue that "it is impossible to ignore, even in religious matters, the funda
mental distinctions of race." Edward W. Blyden, "SierraLeoneandLiberia: 
Their Origin, Wenk and Destiny'' in Edward W. Blyden, Christianity, 
Islmn and the Negro Race (2nd ed. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1967. Originally published London: W. B. Whittingham & Co., 
1887 ), 231-232. 

53. Lynch, Blyden, 52-53. 
54. Pinney to Coppinger, January 25, 1872, Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 211. 
55. Mr. D. B. Warner to Coppinger, January 1, 1873, Holden, Blyden of 

liberia, 211. In correspondence from Sierra Leone announcing the 
Presbyter's restoration of his privileges, Blyden implicated mulattoes in 
the action taken against him and in the subsequent death of President 
Roye. Blyden to Coppinger, January 7, 1873, Holden, Blyden of liberia, 
212. 

56. While exiled in Sierra Leone Blyden was hired by Herny Venn of the 
Church Missionary Society (CMS), to work with Muslims and provide 
Arabic instruction. Although word of the scandal resulted in the CMS 
retracting its offer of employment, Venn continued to personally support 
Blyden with whom he shared an awareness of the need for significant 
changes in traditional missiological goals and practices. Lynch, Letters, 
82. 

57. As a corrective he suggested that ''No applicant under thirty years of age 
should be examined by Presbytery with a view to licensure who does not 
produce a certificate of his having pursued a course of liberal studies 
corresponding to that laid down in our Form of Cqurch Government" 
Blyden to John C. Lowrie, December 20, 1873; May 28, 1874, Lynch , 
Letters, 157; 169. 

58. Lynch, Letters, 149-151. John C. Lowrie was the son ofWalter Lowrie. In 
1838, after serving as a missionary to India, he joined his father as a 
corresponding secretary of the Board of Foreign Missions. Heuser, Guide, 
85. 

59. All the figures mentioned were clergymen elected to the presidency of 
Princeton University or the College of New Jersey as it was earlier known. 
Blyden to Lowrie, December 20. 1873, Lynch, Letters, 149-153. 

ro. Lynch, Letters, 152. 
61. On the Boards gradual adoption of a "policy of superintending missions 
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in [Liberia] ... on the Home Board method, in connection with the action 
of the Presbytety." See 54thAnnual Report of the Mission Boord (1891 ), 
23 and 39thAnnua,l Report of the Mission Board_(1876), 26. Robert A 
M. Deputie to Lowrie, August 28, 1876, Holden, Blyden af liberia,, 348-
349. 
See Blyden to Rev. John C. Lowrie, December 20, 1873 , Lynch, Letters, 
153-154 and Holden, Blyden of liberia,, 343, 955. 

63. On Blyden's role as a proponent of African theological and ecclesiastical 
independence see Lynch, Blyden, 220-227 and Edward Blyden, Return 
of the Exiles and the West African Church, London: W. B. Whittingham 
& Co., 1891. Blyden apparently felt that such a change would strengthen 
his influence in the Presbytety and mission. This was also reflected in his 
suggestion that the Board "send out an experienced and discreet white 
man-say Rev. A D. Wilson-to visit the work here and report fully on 
its present condition and prospects." "Rev. A D. Wilson" was probably 
Blyden's former instructor and theological mentor David Agnew Wilson. 
SeeBlydentoRev.JohnC.Lowrie, December20, 1873,Lynch, Letters, 
153-160. 

64. Brown, One Hundred Years, 87. See also 39th and 40th (1876, 1877) 
Annual Reports af the Presbyterian Boord af Mission. 
Blyden to John Lowrie, June 3, 1875, Lynch, Letters, 190-191. 

65. Lynch, Black Spokesman, xvii. 
66. Holden, Blyden of liberia,, 445. 
67. The Presbyterian, June 5, 1880. Holden, Blyden of liberia,, 454. Nassau 

served in the Presbyterian Church's West Africa mission from 1861 to 
1906. Brown, One Hundred Years, 246. Four years earlier, in an article 
entitled ''Christian Missions in West Africa," Blyden had publically criti
cized Nassau for descriptions of African character that were "gross exag
gerations ... pernicious in their influences." See Edward W. Blyden, ''Onis
tian Missions in West Africa," Fraser's Magazine, October, 1876 and 
Blyden, Christianity, Islmn and the Negro Race, 46-70. 

68. Prior to his departure Blyden wrote to Dr. Lowrie from Monrovia 
remindinghim and the Board of Missions of ''the influence which 
Presbyterianism has exerted and is still exerting in Liberia" After pre
senting a roster showing that "All the leading men of the country now are 
either Presbyterians or have been educated by Presbyterians," Blyden noted, 
''You will see that Presbyterians are now to a great extent guiding the 
destines of the Republic and her public policy has never been more truly 
progressive. There is no Protestant denomination which had done or which 
it seems to me can do so much for the Negro as the Presbyterian. It is of 
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the utmost importance to Africa that our church in America should not 
relax its educational efforts in this country .... " Blyden to Lowrie, Febru
ary 7, 1880, Holden,Blydenofliberia, 11,442,447. 

69. Holden, Blyden of liberia, 453. Edward W. Blyden, "Africa's Service to 
the World" A Discourse delivered at Madison, Wisconsin, during theses
sion of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United 
States, May, 1880, and also in the cities of Washington, Chicago, Phila
delphiaandNew York. ThesennonwasbasedonPsalm68:31:''Ethiopia 
shall soon stretch out her hands unto God." On the significance of this text 
see Albert J. Raboteau, "'Ethiopia Shall Soon Stretch Forth Her Hands:' 
Black Destiny In Nineteenth-Centmy America'' The University Lecture 
in Religion at Arizona State University, January 27, 1983. 

70. The reporter's assessment of Blyden theological posture was based upon 
his interpretation of Blyden's reference to the Shorter Cathechism during 
his sennon. Blyden reportedly stated that ''while some claim to have 
outgrown the Shorter Catechism he deemed it one of the most potent 
powers for the world's evangeliz.at:ion." The Presbyterian, June 5, 1880; 
Holden, Blyden of liberia, 454. The version of this sennon later pub
lished in Christianty, Islam and the Negro Race contains no reference to 
the Shorter Cathecism However, observed Christopher Fyfe, Blyden of
ten "tempered" his words "to the audience he was addressing." Christo
pher Fyfe, ''Introduction" to the 1967 version of Blyden, Christianity, 
Islam and the Negro Race, xi. 

71. Emerging theological and doctrinal conflict would early focus on the call 
by liberals for revision of the Westminister Confession. See Balmer and 
Fitzmier, Presbyterians, 86. 

72. BlydentoCoppinger,May29, 1880,Holden,Blydenofliberia,453-454. 
73. BlydentoCoppinger,June 10, 1880,Holden,Blydenofliberia, 456-457. 
74. Blyden to Coppinger, May 29, 1880, Holden, Blyden of liberia, 454. 
75. Thomas S. Malcolm to Coppinger June 20, 1880, Holden, Blyden of 

liberia, 459; Blyden to Coppinger June 5, 1880, Philadelphia, Pa, Holden, 
Blyden of liberia, 454. Blyden described Reeve as a "pure Negro" and 
tried unsuccessfully to induce him to accept a professorship at Liberia 
College. Blyden to Coppinger, October 19, 1874, Lynch, Letters 173; 
Holden, Blydenofliberia,615, 178. OnReevewhowasthefirstblackto 
attend Union Theological Seminary and later served as professor and dean 
of Howard University see Handy, A History of Union Theological Semi
nary, 41. 

16. The Presbyterian, June 5, 1880; Holden, Blyden of liberia, 454. 
77. OnJohnAnderson.seeBeecher,Indexof PresbyterianMinisters, 18. Jroni-
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cally Blyden and the mulatto Francis James Grimke would become espe
cially close friends. SeelettersofBlydentoGrimkein CarterG. Woodson, 
ed. WJoo of Francis James Grimke Vol IV Letters, (Washington, D. C.: 
TheAssociatedPublishers,Inc., 1942) OnGrimke' whograduatedfrom 
Lincoln University and Princeton Seminmy and became one of the lead
ers of the northern black Presbyterian community see Herny Justin 
Feny, ''Francis James Grimke': Portrait Of A Black Puritan," (Ph.D. 
diss., Yale University, 1970) and Clifton E. Olmstead, ''Francis James 
Grimke' ," in Sons of the Prophets: Leaders in Protestantism from 
Princeton Seminary, ed. Hugh T. Kerr (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1963), 161-175. 

78. BlydentoJames C.Braman,October27, 1882,Lynch,Letters,308-30'J; 
Holden, Blyden of liberia, 506. Dr. James McCosh who came to the 
United States from Scotland to assume the presidency of Princeton in the 
1860s was one of the first prominent ministers and educators to support 
the theory of evolution. On McCosh see Balmer and Fitzmier, The Pres
byterians, 187-188. 

79. Blyden noted that although ''the College being a State Institution, is in no 
way connected with any sectarian or religious organi7.ation; yet the design 
of its founders was to incorporate the teachings of the Bible with its ap
propriate course of studies, and to conduct all its operations according to 
the teachings of Christianity .... " Edward W. Blyden, ''The Aims and 
Methods of a Liberal Education for Africans," JnauguralAddress as Presi
dent of Liberia College, delivered at Monrovia, Janumy 5, 1881 in Ed
ward W. Blyden, Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race, 71-93. 

80. This took place in 1883 at a meeting for ''the promotion of Christian 
Education in Liberia, West Africa," held in the Fourth Avenue Presbyte
rian Church. Blyden to Coppinger, November, 21, 1882, Holden, Blyden 
of liberia, SITT. 

81. Holden, Blyden of liberia, 506. 
82. Lynch, Black Spokesman, xvi; Livingstone, Education and Race, 113-

138. 
83. Blyden to Lowrie, August 27, 1881, Holden,Blyden of liberia, 484487. 

SeeFerencMortonSzasz, TheDividedMindof ProtestantAmerica, 1880-
1930, (University of AlabamaPress, 1982); WtlliamR Hutchison, Er
rand to the WJrld: American Protestant Thought and Foreign Mission, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987); William R Hutchison, 
TheModemistlmpulseinAmericanProtestantism,(Cambridge:Harvard 
University Press, 1976; WtlliamR Hutchison, ed. American Protestant 
Thought in the liberal Era, (Lanham: University Press of America, 1968); 
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William R Hutchison, ''Modernism and Missions: The Liberal Search 
for an Exportable Christianity, 1875-1935" in The Misswnary Enter
prise in China andAmerica, ed. John K Fairbank, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1974), 110-31; FrancisP. Weisenbwger, Onieal of Faith: 
The Crisis of Church-Going America, 1865-1900, (New York: Philo
sophical Library, 1959); Owen Chadwick. The \.ictorian Church, vols. I 
and II, 2nd ed. (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1972); and James R 
Moore, The Post -Darwinum Controversies: A study of the Protestant 
struggle to come to terms with Darwin in Great Britain and America 
1870-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). 

85. Within the British Presbyterian collllllllDity early controversy centered 
around the writings of William Robertson Smith. See Warner M. Bailey, 
''William Robertson Smith and American Biblical Studies," Journal of 
Presbyterian History, 1973: 285-308. For a recent analysis of the impact 
of these developments on the American Presbyterian collllllllDity see Bra
dley J. Longfield, The Presbyterian Controversy: Fundamentalists, Mod
ernists, and Moderates (New Yorlc, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1991).Blyden'sinitialrejectionofthenewscientific,academicandintel
lectual currents is reflected in his 1866 comment to William Gladstone 
regarding the ''vagaries of Dr. Colenso." See Blyden to Gladstone, Febru
my 3, 1866, Lynch, Letters, 69. In lat.er wmks, Blyden, exhibiting a de
cided theological and missiological shift, would mention or quote with 
apprecition such figures as John 1yndall, Charles Daiwin, T. H. Huxley, 
JosephEmestRenan, andFrederickMaxMuller. See Blyden, Christian
ity, Islam, and the Negro Race, 4, 120, 241 242, 279. 

86. The development of the discipline of comparative religion by European 
scholars such as Max Muller was directly related to the new biblical and 
historical scholarship associated with the emeigence of theological and 
missiological liberalismlts growing influence in America wasmmked by 
inclusion in thecmriculumof institutions such Boston University by 1873 
and the founding in 1890 of the American Society of Comparative Reli
gion under the leadership ofFrankE. Ellinwood of New York University. 
See Sydney Ahlstrom, The American Protestant Encounter with World 
Religwns (Beloit, 1962). Of its impact within American Presbyterianism, 
Longfield has noted: '°The advent of the study of comparative religions .. 
. provided another area of contention. Rather than demonstrating the su
periority of Christianity to other faiths, the study of comparative religion 
seemed to place Christianity on a par with all religions .... In opening the 
question of the relativity of Christian truth, the study of comparative reli
gions finther agitated the already-troubled waters of Protestant America." 
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Longfield, Presbyterian Controversy, 14. 
87. In What ls Darwinism? Charles Hodge mguerl that Darwin's theory was 

an unproved hypothesis that could not be reconciled with Scripture or 
Onistianity. Charles Hodge, What ls Darwinism (New York: Scribner, 
Annstrong, 1874). In contrast, McCoshnoted that Darwin's theory might 
contain a "lmge body of important truth." See James McCosh, Christian
ity and Positivism (New Yolk. 1871) and Longfield, Presbyterian Con
troversy, 13-14. For more comprehensive studies of the refonned re
sponse to Darwinism see Dennis R Davis, ''Presbyterian Attitudes to
ward Science and the Coming of Darwinism inAmerica, 1859to 1929" 
(Ph.D. diss., UniversityofIDinois at Urbana-Champaign.1980) and Gary 
S. Smith, ''Calvinists and Evolution , 1870-1920," Journal, of Presbyte
rian History 61 (Fall, 1983): 335-52. On the broader controversy see 
Lefferts A. Loetscher, The Broadening Church: A Study of Theological 
Issues in the Presbyterian Church Since 1869 (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1954). 

88. In 1874 Patton accusedSwingofheresy. Tried by the Chicago Presbytery, 
Swing was acquitted but continued persecution by Patton and other "de
fenders of Presbyterian orthodoxy'' resulted in his resignation from the 
Presbyterian ministry. Balmer and Fitzmier, The Presbyterians, 226-227. 
See also WtlliamR Hutchison, ''Disapproval of Chicago: The Symbolic 
Trial of David Swing," Journal, of American History 59(1972), 30-47. 
Hutchinson calls the trial "the first great controversy of the new theol
ogy," Hutchinson, Modernist lmpu/,se, 15. 

89. Deputie to Lowrie, Aug. 28, 1876, Holden, Blyden of Iibe~ 348-349. 
90. Itis impossible to definitively categom.e the eclectic Blyden's theological 

posture.Itisclear,however,thathehadbrokenwithRefonnedorthodoxy 
and shared the perspective and many of the tenets of an evolving evan
gelical liberalism. Gayraud Wilmore identifies Blyden with the older tra
dition of nineteenth century American liberalism. He notes that Blyden 
"did not consider himself orthodox in the narrow sense of most American 
evangelicals. He felt a greater theological affinity to the nonconformist 
luminaries of New England Protestantism-theChannings, Parlcers, and 
Emersons, all of whom, he believed were more reliable as friends and 
allies than the camp-meeting evangelists and sanctimonious clerics of the 
mainline denominations." Gayraud Wllmore, Black Religion and Black 
Radicalism: An_Interpretation of the Religious History of Afro-American 
People, 2nd ed., rev. and enl. (Maryknoll: Orbis Books,1983), 117. 

91. Liberalism's tenets, coupled with the findings of the emerging disciplines 
such as sociology, philosophy of religion, and especially comparative re-
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ligion, radically challenged many of the traditional premises, rationales 
and policies of the Protestant mission enterprise. The accumulated im
pact of these changes on Blyden and other liberal proponents of missions 
was the fostering of a more positive view of the religions of non-Christian 
peoples and an increased awareness of the historical and cultural relativ
ity of their own Christian tradition. The discipline of comparative religion 
which provided the most cogent support for liberalism's more positive 
perspective and attitude toward non-Christian religions and cultures would 
play a key role in shaping Blyden's progressive missiology. Max Muller 
and other founders of the discipline early noted its potential contribution 
to the development of a "new scientific treatment of Christian missions." 
Inhis 1876srudyof''IslamandRaceDistinctions"BlydenquotesMuller's 
"LectureonMissions" delivered in Westminster Abbey December3, 1873. 
In 1890 Blyden became an ''honorary" member of the American Society 
ofComparativeReligionandin1893wasinvitedtoreadapaperon''Com
parative Religion" at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago. Moreover, 
Frank F. Ellinwood, founder of The American Society of Comparative 
Religion, quotes sections of Blyden's Christianity, Islam, and the Negro 
Race in his Oriental Religions and Christianity. See Frank:F. Ellinwood, 
Oriental Religions and Christianity, (New York: Scribners, 1892); Holden, 
Blyden of liberia, 646; Lynch, Blyden, 82; Blyden, Christianity, Islam 
and the Negro Race, 241; andOlavG.Myklebust, TheStudyofMissions 
in Theological Education: An Historical Enquiry into the Place of World 
EvangeliZPtion in ~stem Protestant Ministerial Training with Particu
lar Reference to Alexander Duff's Chair of Evangelistic Theology, Vol. I, 
(Oslo, 1955), 307,351. 

92. From the middle of the 11th century Islam had been making a steady 
advance in West Africa. On the spread of Islam in West Africa see J. 
SpencerTrimingham,A History of Islam in ~st Africa, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1962) and Peter B. Clmke, ~st Africa and Islam: A 
Study of Religious Development From the 8th to the 20th Century, (Lon
don: Edward Arnold Ltd., 1982). 

93. Livingston, Education and Race, 74-76. 
94. Adherence to the theological, pedagogical, and missiological tenets of 

traditional nineteenth century Old School Calvinism provided little in
centive for members of the Presbytery to look beyond the trappings of 
Western Christianity and culture to examine or appreciate either Islam or 
indigenous West African religions. Consequently, Blyden's srudy of Is
lam and Arabic often illicited opposition, criticism, and ridicule from 
members of the Presbytery. One of his colleagues, discounting the influ-
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ence of Arabic among West African Muslims, ''infonned the Board that 
there was but one place in West Africa where Arabic was known, and 
there but imperfectly: the brain of Edward Blyden and there it would 
likely remain." Llvingstone, Education and Race, 74, 102. 

95. BlydentoLowrieAugust27, 1881,Holden,Blydenofliberia, 487,173; 
Llvingstone, &lucation and Race, 75; Blyden to Lowrie, January 23, 
1877, Lynch, Letters, 234-235. 

96. The college was sponsored by American Protestant mission agencies. 
Llvingstone, Education and Race, 75-77. Enroute to Syria, Blyden vis
ited Egypt and marveled at "evidence of Africa in Egypt" He also visited 
and traveled extensively in Palestine. An account of his trip was pub
lished in 1873. See Edward W. Blyden, From ~st Africa To Palestine. 
(Freetown: T. J. Sawyerr, 1873), Lynch,Blyden, 47. 

'J'l. Blyden lived in the home of Dr. Bliss for three months while studying at 
the college. Llvingstone, Education and Race, 78-79. Holden, Blyden of 
liberia, 142. Bliss had earlier "sent to Llberia College several Arabic 
books printed in Syriafordistribution among Arabic reading people acces 
sible to Llberia." Blyden to Mr. H. M. Schieffelin, December 7, 1870. 
See also Alan Austin, African Muslims In Antebellum America: A 
Sourcebook (New York & London, 1984), 433-434, 486487. 

98. Blyden also proposed sending Llberian students to Beirut to master the 
language so that they could successfully proselytize Muslims in the inte
rior. Llvingstone, Education and Race, 78. 

99. African Repository vol. xiv 1869, 127. 
100.Blyden's research took him deep into the interior of both Llberia and 

Sierra Leone where he met with indigenous Islamic scholars. He also 
studied Arabic manuscripts at Cambridge and the British Museum and 
established fruitful contacts with European Islamic scholars such as Dr. 
C. Rieu, Professor of Arabic at Cambridge; Professor Leisher of Leipzig; 
and Robert Bosworth Smith. Smith, an influential literary figure and mas
ter at Harrow, published a study entitled "Mohammed and 
Mohammedanism" that Blyden favorably reviewed in Fraser's Maga
zi,ne. Seelivingston, Education and Race, 54; Holden, Blyden ofliberia, 
665; and Lynch, Blyden ,174. 

101.Blyden's first article on Islam, "Mohammedanism in West Africa," was 
published in the Methodist Quarterly Review and attempted to provide a 
corrective to the traditional western missionary influenced perception of 
Islam in West Africa. Edward W. Blyden, "Mohammedanism in West 
Africa'',Methodist Quarterly Review, LDI. Jan. 1871, Lynch, Blyden, 68-
69. See also Edward Blyden, Mohammedanism and the Negro Race," 
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Fraser's Magazi,ne, November 1875. 
102.Edward Wtlmot Blyden, ''Christian Mission in West Africa'', Fraser's 

Magazi,ne, October 1876 and Blyden, Christianity, Islam and the Negro 
Race,56 

103.Contemporaiy scholars have also noted and critiqued what is described as 
Blyden's "romanticiz.ed" and ''uncritical" portrayal of Islam in West Af
rica. See Livingston, F.ducation and Race, 233. 

104.John M.Deputietol.owrie,August 211876. Holden,BlydenofLJberia, 
348. 

105. The fifteen articles comprising this anthology were: ''Mohammedanism 
and the Negro Race" (1875); ''Christianity and the Negro Race"(1876); 
"Christian Missions in West Africa" (1876); 'Toe Aims and Methods of 
a liberal Education for Africans" (1881); 'The Origin and Purpose of 
African Colonization" (1883); "Ethiopia stretching out her hands unto 
God; or, Africa's Service to the World" (1880); ''Echoes From Africa"; 
''Philip and the Eunuch" (1882); ''Mohammedanism in Western Africa" 
(1871); "Sierra Leone and Liberia: Their Origin, Work, and Destiny''; 
''Islam and Race Distinction"; "Africa and the Africans" (1878); 'Toe 
life ofl.ordLawrenceandits Lessons"; 'ToeMohammedansofNigritia''; 
and "African Colonization." They were written over a period of two 
decades and reflect the theological, missiological, peda-gogical and ideo
logical concerns and insights that mark Blyden's transition. 

106.After resigning from the Presbyterian ministry, Swing established an in
dependent church in Chicago and enjoyed additional success as an editor. 
Swing reported that the book ''merits a wide popularity among both the 
races" and described Blyden as " a pure first -class scholar and thinker ... 
educated, learned and an acute and broad reasoner." See Holden, Blyden 
ofLJberia, 597-599; Lynch, Blyden, 76-77; Lynch, Letters, 397; and Afri 
can Repository, Vol. LXVI, 1890, 23-24; Balmer and Fitzmier, The Pres
byterians, 226-227. 

107. This assertion was made in The Christian Recorder, November 3, 1887. 
See Holden, Blyden of Iiberia, 600. For a valuable contemporary and 
critical assessment of this work and Blyden's perception of the role and 
function of Christianity and Islam see Edward Hulmes, ''Edward Wtlmot 
Blyden'sUnderstandingofChristianityandlslamaslnstrumentsofBlack 
Emancipation in WestAfrica,Islamand Christian-MuslimRelations Vol. 
1,No. 1, 1990:44-65. 

108.The Christian Recorder, January 12, 1888. For one of Blyden's earliest 
responses to this charge see African Repository ,Vol. LXIV; 1888, 134-
135, and Holden, Blyden af LJberia , 600-603. 
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109.Blyden to the Presbytery of West Africa, December 8, 1886, Holden, 
Blyden of Liberia, 573. 

110.Resolution passed by the Presbytery of West Africa, December 10 1886, 
Africa Letters file, Presbyterian Historical Society, 7. Additional insight 
into Blyden's actions and the response of the Presbytery is reflected in 
correspondence of Rev. Thomas H. Roberts with Rev. E. Webb of 
Lincoln University. Roberts, pastor of the Presbyterian church at 
Brewerville, Liberia, reported to Webb, his fonner professor, that ''We 
pled with the Dr. not to have his name taken from the roll of the ministry, 
but could not prevail. His reasons in his petition were that he could not be 
any longer 'useful and happy' in that office and therefore he asked of us 
to remove him from the roll of the ministty. There were other reasons and 
causes which he thought best not to reveal as they might discourage us 
rather then encourage .... " Rev. Thomas Roberts to Rev. E. Webb, 
December 21, 1886, Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 574. 

111.The Presbyterian, Janumy 291887, 8, Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 574-
575. 

112 Coppinger to Blyden, February 7, 1887, Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 575. 
113.Coppinger to Blyden, June 10, 1887, Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 581-

582. 
114.Personal factors which included tribulations occasioned by an unhappy 

domestic life as well as tensions within the Presbytery were also alluded 
to by Blyden as having contributed to his decision. In reference to the 
latter, Blyden wrote ''What I have done is to leave a connection in which 
through prejudices and blindness of those with whom I was obliged to 
associate and worlc I might some day have been seriously injured. I felt 
that some day I should fall by the hand of Saul .... " Blyden to Coppinger, 
April 13, 1887; June 6, 1887, Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 580-581. 

115.Blyden to Coppinger, March 16, 1887, Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 575-
579. In a later article published in the African Repositoiy under the head
ing ''Not a Mohammedan," Blyden contended that ''No one who knows 
my habits, tastes and studies, or who had carefully read any of my writ
ings, would conclude that I had turned Mohammedan." African Reposi
tory ,Vol. LXIY, 1888, 134-135 and Holden, Blyden of Liberia, (j(X)..(fil_ 

116.Blyden to Rev. John Miller, November 29, 1888, Lynch, Letters, 395-
396. Miller was attempting to revive the New Jersey Coloniz.ati.on Soci
ety and wasinterest.edindevelopingeducational work among Muslims in 
the Liberian interior. Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 612. 

117 .See John W. Buckham,"Christianity Among the Religions," The Hibbert 
Journal, 7 (October 1908-July 1909) 513-21. 
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118.Blyden was apparently among those Presbyterians who admired the con
troversial Briggs as a "champion of liberty and unfettered scholarship 
against stubborn traditionalism." See Charles Briggs , American 
Presbyterianism: Its Origin and Early History togetherwith anAppendix 
of Letters and Documents (New York, 1885). RobertT. Handy notes that 
in this work Briggs, Davenport Professor of Hebrew and Cognate Lan
guages in Union Theological Seminary, "challenged Old School 
assumptions"concemingtheorthodoxyof colonialPresbyterianism. Upon 
his appointment in 1890 to the Edward Robinson professorship of bibli
cal theology Briggs delivered an inaugural lecture on ''The Authority of 
Holy Scripture" which reflected his appropation of the perspective and 
methodology of ''Higher Criticism." In 1892 he was tried for heresy by 
the Presbytery of New York and eventually suspended from his ministry 
by the General Assembly. He subsequently demitted his Presbyterian 
ordination and in 1898 was ordained as an Episcopal minister. See Handy, 
History of Union Theological, Seminary, 41-93 and Max Gray Rogers, 
''Charles Augustus Briggs, Heresy at Union" inAmericanReligious Her
etics, ed. George H. Shriver (Nashville: Abingdon, 1%6), 89-147. 

119.Blyden to Rev John Miller, November 29, 1888, Lynch, Letters, 395-
396. 

120.lbid PattonsuceededMcCoshaspresidentofPrincetonin 1888. Blyden's 
hope would not be realiz.ed. From his post at Princeton University and 
later Princeton Seminary, Patton would lead the conservative attack on 
Charles Briggs and other theological and missiological liberals within the 
Presbyterian Church. See Balmer and Fitzmier, Presbyterians, 202-203 
and Handy, History of Union Theological, Seminary, 76-77. 

121.Blyden to Rev. J<;>hn Miller, November 29, 1888, Lynch, Letters , 395-
396. 

122.See Longfield, The Presbyterian Controversy, 22-23 and Handy, History 
of Union Theological, Seminary, 66-67. 

123.Blyden to Rev. John Miller, December 6, 1888, Lynch, Letters, 399-401. 
124.Holden, Blyden of liberia, 612-613 and Wcxxlson, The Worb of Francis 

J. Grimke', Vol. lY, 11-24. 
125.Holden, Blyden ofliberia, 616-615. Blyden to Grimke', March 5, 1890, 

Lynch,Letter.s,400. MatthewAndersonpastoredBereanChurchinPhila
delphia for nearly a decade and was a leader of the African American 
Presbyterian community. He attended Oberlin College and was a gradu
ate of Princeton Theological Seminary. See his study of the dilennnafaced 
by Black Presbyterians in Matthew Anderson, Presbyterianisrrr-Its Re
"/ation to the Negro, (Philadelphia: J. McGill, White & Co., 1897) and 
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Mmray, Presbyterians, 181-184. 
126. Thomas C. Hall was the son of the Presbyterian conservative Dr. John 

Hall who pastored theFtfthAvenueChurch ofNew York. The senior Hall 
was also a director of Princeton seminary and a defender of Presbyterian 
orthodoxy against Darwinism, higher criticism, revision of the Westminster 
Confession and other liberal cmrents. However, his conservative views 
were not shared by his son who graduated from Princeton and Union 
Theological Seminary and also studied in Berlin and Gottingen. The 
younger Hall would serve pastorates in Omaha and Chicago before join
ing Briggs on the faculty ofUnion Theological Seminary in 1899. Handy, 
History of Union Theological, Seminary, 106-100, 140; Longfield, The 
Presbyterian Controversy, 82. 

121.ThePresbyterian, Vol.LIX, 1889, 12-13;Holden,Blydenofliberia,616. 
Hutchinson, Modernist Impulse, 94.See Charles A Briggs, Whither? A 
Theological, Question for the Tunes (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1889) and Rogers, ''Charles Augustus Briggs," 94-97. 

128.Holden, Blyden of Liberia , 616-618; African Repository, Vol. LXVI, 
1890, 101-100; Blyden to Miller, December 6, 1888, Lynch, Letters , 
399;410. 

129.The ChurchatHomeandAbroad,"May, 1890,409413 andHolden,Blyden 
of Liberia,, 624. 

130.Dwingthis tour Blyden also lectured extensively on the Koran and Islam 
in West Africa before black church and school audiences in both the North 
and the South. Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 616, 61~20. Blyden to 
Grimke', November 4, 1889, Lynch, Letters, 406. 

131.Holden, Blyden of Liberia, 61~25. Note Blyden's influence on progres
sive cbgy such as Majola Agbebi, James Johnson, John R Frederick, 
and Orishatukeh Faduma. See Lynch, Blyden, 98, 219, 238-240, 242, 
245-246 and Leo Spitzer, The Creoles of Sierra Leon: Responses to Colo
nialism 1870-1945 (WJ.SCOOsin: The UniversityofWlSCOllsinPress, 1974), 
108-122.73-74, 111-123. On the emergence of a ''progressive element'' 
among African-American Christians see Carter G. Woodson, History of 
the Negro Churr:h (Washington, D. C. : Associated Publishers, 1972), 
224-303. 

132Annual Reports of the Board of Foreign Misswns of the Presbyterian 
Churr:hln The United States of America, 1887-1900. 

133.52ndAnnua/,ReportoftheBoardofMissions, 1890, 11, 13. 
134.54th Annua/,ReportoftheBoardofMissions, 1892, 25-28. 
135.lbid. 
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:ai 56th Annual Report of Board of Missions, 1893, 27; Brown, One Hun
dred Years, 208. 

137. 57thAnnuolReportofBoardofMissions, 1894,33. 
m @th Annual Report of Board of Missions, 1897, 33. One of the major 

fonnulators and implementers of the Board's policies was Robert E. 
Speerwho served as its secret.my from 1891 to 1937. Balmer andFJ.tzmier, 
Presbyterians, 93, 214-215. 

1Jl 58thAnnuo1ReportofBoardofMissions, 1895, 29-30. 
14l Minutes and correspondence of the Board of Mission reveal the personal 

impactof theBoard'schangeinpolicy. Inresponsetoaletter from D. W. 
Frazier of the Liberian mission protesting that his cut in salmy from $(iOO 

to $500 was "a breach of contract," Speer referred him to the ''manual" 
which noted that salaries were" subject to change after sufficient notice" 
and announced that the Board was holding to its policy of "No Increase 
but decreases." Speer alsorefereddisgruntledmembers of the Presbytery 
"to the China Inland Mission for encouragement'' and mguecl that it was 
'not an unkindness but a kindness for the Board to ask the churches to 
support themselves." See Letter from D. W. Frazier of the Liberia 
Presbytery, December6, 1894. Speer to RAM. Deputie on September 
26, 1895; December 5, 1895; Speer to the Presbytery of West Africa, 
May 17, 1894, Africa Letters, liberia Mission 1884-J')()J, Vol. 51, 2. 

141 62 Annual Report of Board of Mission, 1899, 32. 
142. MinutesoftheGeneralAssembly, 1925, Vol.1,213. Anint:erpretationof 

Board policy and its impact as chronicled in the often cryptic reports of 
the Board is provided by Brown. He notes that ''In 1894 the Board with
drew and officially ended more than a half century of mission wOik in 
Liberia by deciding to gradually phase out its Liberian mission by dimin
ishing from year to year the amount of its appropriations .... Brown, One 
Hundred Years, 203,205, 200. Foreign Mission reports by the Boanl for 
1900, 1901, and 1902 make no reference to the Liberian mission. See 

1.43. Henry Warner Bowden, "An Overview of Cultural Factors in the Ameri
can Protestant Missionary Enterprise" and Charles W. Fonnan, "A 
History of Foreign Mission Theory" in American Missions in Bicenten
nial Perspective, ed. R Pieire Beaver (South Pasadena: Wtlliam Carey 
library, 1977), 40-62, 69-140. 

1.44: Charles Forman notes that ''It was Anderson along with Herny Venn of 
England, who fonnulated the goal of missions which came to be gener
ally accepted, i. e. , the reaction of self-governing, self supporting and self
propagating churches." Foreman,''Mission Theocy," 77-79. On Venn see 
Wilbert R Shenk, Henry Venn-Missionary Statesman (Mmyknoll: Orbis 
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Books, 1983). For the influence of modernism and liberalism on Speer 
and the Presbyterian Board of Missions see Longfield , Presbyte-rian 
Controversy, 181-230. Fonnannotes that Arthur Judson Brown mirrored 
Speer in "emphases and viewpoints." Fonnan, ''Mission Theory'', 93-94. 
On the Boards gradual adoption and implementation of this policy see 
Brown, One Hwzdred Years, 87. 

145.Lynch, Blyden, 85-88; Blyden, Return of the &;,/es and the ~st African 
Church, andJ.F.A. Ajayi, ''Henry Venn and the policy of development" in 
The History of Christianity in West Africa, ed. by 0. U. Kalu, (London 
and New York: Longman, 1980), 63-75. 

146. The Church's capitulation to the prevailing mood of America racism was 
affirmed in 1906 when the General Assembly agreed to the fonnation of 
racially segregated presbyteries and synods (judicatories) in exchange for 
union with the Cumberland Presbyterian Church. See DavidM. Reimers, 
"The Race Problem and Presbyterian Union," Church History, XXXI, 
No. 2 (June 1972), 203-215. On the protests presented by Grimke' and 
AndersonseeMurry,PresbyteriansandtheNegro, 196-200andWoodson, 
Grimke, 115-116, 165-169; and especially Henry Justin Feny, ''Racism 
and Reunion: A Black Protest by Francis James Grimke"', Journal of 
Presbyterian History, vol. 50, Number 2 (Summer, 1972), 77-88. For 
Blyden's comments on increasing racism in the American Presbyterian 
Church and community see Blyden, ''Christianity and the Negro Race" 
in Blyden, Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race, 35-36. 

147.A policy of black exclusion by the Board was illuminated in 1896 when 
eight students at Lincoln University volunteered for foreign missionary 
service and were rejected. Murry, Presbyterians, 195. The Presbyterian 
BoardofMissions was only one of anumberof ProtestantMissionBoards 
which began to restrict the use of black missionaries during this era. For 
explicit charges of racism within the Presbyterian mission field see the 
protests ofTaka Truman of the Crisco and Gabon mission over discrepan
cies in support provided black and white missionaries by the Board. See 
Taka Truman to the Board, October, 10, 11, 1881,Africal.etters, 6. 

148.Brown, One Hwzdred Years, 210. 
149.BalmerandFitzmier,ThePresbyterians,93. Brown,OneHwzdredYears, 

210 and Speer, Presbyterian Foreign Missions, 23. Speer would serve as 
Secretary of the Board for 46 years and was one of the prirnmy architects 
of its new policies. The issue and problem of race was more comprehen
sively addressed by Speer in his Of One Blood: A Short Study of the Race 
Problem (New York: Council of Women for Home Missions & Mission
ary F.ducation Movement of the United States and Canada, 1924) and 
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Race and Race Relatwns: A Christian Wew of Human Contacts (New 
York: Fleming H Revell,1924). For an uncritical assessment of Speer's 
racial attitudes see also Longfield, Presbyterian Controversy, 196-197. 

150.Brown, One Hundred Years, 210-211. 
151.Mmray, Presbyterians, 195. 
152. These include "Liberia as a Field for a Missionmy Enterprise." Origi

nally delivered as a lecture in the late 1890's, it has not been located. 
Holden, Blyden of liberia, 619. The last and pedlaps most significant of 
his commentaries on mission worlc in Liberia was a lecture,''The Prob
lems before Liberia," deliveredin 190'JinMonrovia See Edward WIimot 
Blyden, The Problems before liberia: A lecture delivered in the Senate 
Chamber at Monrovia, January 18, J')()9(C. M Phillips,London, 190')) 
and Holden, Blyden of liberia, 848-850. 

153.0ccasionalreferencestoBlyden'sactivitieswerepublishedin_ThePres
byterian. See The Presbyterian June 28, 1899 and Holden, Blyden of 
liberia, 691. 

154.BlydentoJohnE.Bruce,July 15, 1910,Lynch,Letters,503-504. Holden, 
Blydenofliberia, 772. For an example of the early controversy provoked 
in missiological circles by biblical criticism see Chadwick, Victorian 
Chun:h, II. 58, 90-97. 

155.Livingstone, Education and Race, 150-155. 
156.Hollis Lynch, '"The Native Pastorate Controversy and CulturalEthnocen

trismin Sierral.eone, 1871-1874," Journa/,ofAfricanHistory, V,31964, 
395-413. Lynch, Blyden, 84-104. His call for a non-sectarian West Afri
can Church inspired the founding of the United Native African Church in 
Lagos in 1891. Lynch,BlackSpokesman,xxiv. See also Blyden, ''Return 
of the Exiles and the West African Church." 

157.In1896hewasappointedbythecolonialadministrationinLagosasAgent 
of Native Affairs with the primacy responsibility of advancing educa
tional opportunities for Muslims in Lagos. From 1901 to 1906 he served 
as "Director Of Mohammedan Education'' in Sierra Leone. Blyden's 
efforts on behalf of Islam.and the Islamic community earned him nwner
ous tributes. Upon retirement as Director of Mohammedan Education in 
Sierra Leone he was presented with a valuable pen bearing the inscrip
tion: ''Presented to Dr. Blyden by the Muslims of Sierra Leone, the pen is 
mightier than the sword." In 1905 he was awarded a medal (''the Decora
tion of the Order of the Medjidieh'') from representatives of the Sultan of 
Turkey ''for the labor expended in pointing out to the better consideration 
of the world the virtue or true import of their religion [Islam].''Holden, 
Blyden of liberia, 808-800, 839. Blyden has been described as the "the 
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morning starof theMuslimrenaissance" in Siena Leone. SeeM. Saif'ud 
Deen Ak1harazim '"The Origin and Progress of Islam in Siena Leone," 
Sierra Leone Studies, Janumy 1939, 24-25. For a more critical perspec
tive see Mohammed Bassiru Sillab, ''Edward Blyden and Islam in Siena 
Leone: a study of African Intellectual Response to British Colonialism," 
HamdardlskJmicus, 14, 1991: 23-42. 

158.See Edward Wtlmot Blyden, ''Islam in the Western Soudan," Joumol of 
the African Society, October 1902, 11-37 and Edward WIimot Blyden, 
'TheKoraninAfrica,"JoumoloftheAfricanSociety,Janumy 1905, 157-
171. African life and Customs was the first important attempt at a socio
logical analysis of African society as a whole. Jnit Blyden who had been 
increasingly impres&xl ''by the antiquity and the sophistication of indig
enous African culture" aigUed that many of the institutions condemned 
by Europeans such as polygamy and secret societies were important and 
integral parts of the African social system. See Edward Wtlmot Blyden, 
African life and Customs, (London, C. M Phillips, 1908); Lynch,Blyden, 
fh.67, 81; and Hume, ''Blyden's Understanding of Onistianity and Is
lam," 50, 55, 57. 

159.Edward Blyden, The Arabic Bible in the Soudan: a Plea for Translitera-
tion (C. M. Phillips, Printer, 14 Portugal Street , London, 1910). 

160.Holden, Blyden of liberia, 848. 
161./bid., 1008. 
162. One of the most poignant and meaningful tributes paid Blyden in death 

came from members of Siena Leone's Muslim community. After a fu 
neral service conducted at the mortuary by Reverend J. R Fredericks of 
theWesleyanMethodistChurch,theyouthofthe''Mohammedanschools" 
headed a ~on to his graveside which included "all the Alfas and 
Almamis ofForuahBay andFoulah Town, with the Chiefs and Headmen 
of theMandingoes,Foulahs, Seracolis,Mendes, etc.'' Sierraleone ~ekly 
News, Feburacy 10, 1912; Holden, Blyden of liberia ,863, 841-864. 

163. Hume concludes his assessment of Blyden noting: '"There remains a para
dox. TheerstwhilePresbyterianministerwho became afonnidable apolo
gist for Islam, and such a persistent critic of Onistian mission, finally 
abandoned his affiliation to all fonns of institutional religion. ... In his 
later years he was attracted by the cultivated agnosticism of European 
luminaries like Matthew Arnold, Herbert Spencer, and Thomas Huxley.'' 
HumealsosuggeststhatBlyden's"comparati.veassessmentsoflslamand 
Onistianity'' made an important contribution to the development of lib
eration theology: ''By several decades he anticipated the wmk of the 
liberation theologians who seek to interpret the social, political, and eco-



nomic implications of Christian belief and discipleship." Hume, ''Blyden's 
UnderstandingofChristianityandlslamaslnstrumentsofBlackEmanci
pation." 45-46, 63- 64. See also Wtlmore, Black Religion and Black 
Radicalism, 116-120; andLynch,,Blyden, 246. 

164.Minutes of the General Assembly, 1925, Vol. l 213, Brown, One Hun
dred Years, 208. 

165.Brown, One HW1dred Years, 200. 
166./bid. See for example Thomas S. Donohugh, "The Christian Mission In 

Liberia," ThelnternationalReviewofMissions, Vol. 34: 1945, 136-143. 
167.E. Reginal Townsend, ''Message Of The Moderator of the Presbytery of 

Liberia To the Call Presbytery Convened With The Fust Presbyterian 
ChurchMonrovia,Janumy 15, 1978 (unpublished paper); andE. Reginald 
Towsend, ''Remmks of the Ruling Elder E. Reginald Townsend On The 
Occasion OfHis lnductionlntoOfficeAsModeratorof the Presbytery Of 
Liberian In Western Africa, At The First Presbyterian Church, Monrovia, 
Sunday, November 13, 1977," (unpublished paper). 

168. The Todee mission was described as "the pride of Liberian 
Presbyterianism."Townsend, ''MessageoftheModerator," 4, 10-12. For 
an analysis of Liberian developments within the context of the evolving 
missiology and theology of twentieth century Presbyterianism see John 
Conventry Smith, From Colonialism To World Community (Philadel
phia: The Geneva Press, 1982), 165-170 and Heuser, Guide, xxiv-xxv. 

169.PatrickJohnston, Operation World, ( GrandRapids: 2.ondervanPublish
ing House, 1993), 155. 
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The Ec~menical Thought of 
Reinhold Neibuhr 

Robert Ayers 

In his book The Secularization of Christianity E.L. Mascal sug
gests that the Christian theologian should combine a developed sense 
of and loyalty to the Christian tradition with the exercise of "all the 
critical and interpretative gifts which God has given him."1 It is surely 
the case that the modem theologian Reinhold Niebuhr was unusually 
adept at this task. While he claimed that he was not a theologian, not 
competent in the "nice points of pure theology,"2 one should under
stand this disclaimer as a result in part of his personal modesty and in 
part of the contrast between his style of theologizing and that of those, 
like Paul Tillich, who build closed theological systems. Niebuhr's 
theology was open-ended and dynamic. To use Patrick Granfield's 
expression he was a "prophet-theologian."3 Yet he sought to show 
that the truths of faith are credible and to relate the suprarational frame 
of reference (revelation as a given) to the realities of human existence 
and the issues of the day in a way that was adequate to experience, 
coherent, and comprehensive. The distinguished Jewish theologian 
Abraham Heschel claimed that "in boldness of penetration, depth of 
insight, fullness of vision and comprehensiveness, Reinhold Niebuhr's 
system excels anything which the whole of American theology has 
hitherto produced." 4 

Niebuhr's achievement was due not only to his developed sense 
of the Christian tradition and his native gifts but also to his use, whether 
always deliberate or not, of a dialectical methodology, an epistemol
ogy similar to the empirical pragmatism of William James, and a pro
cess ontology similar to that of A.N. Whitehead.5 These three en
abled him to deal adequately and comprehensively with the contrast-
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ing polarities of human existence and of reality with the empirical 
realities of science and of human experience, and with the organic, 
progressive and relational aspects of reality in general. 

Some interpretations of Niebuhr's thought fail because his meth
odological, epistemological, and ontological presuppositions and pref
erences are either misunderstood, minimized or ignored. This is espe
cially true with respect to his dialectical methodology. This dialectic 
is one of polar opposites, not of contradictions in which there is the 
assertion and denial of the same property to the same thing at the same 
time and in the same respect. It is not a Hegelian dialectic of thesis, 
antithesis and unifying synthesis. Rather it is a dialectic of contrary 
propositions each one of which is incomplete and inadequate in some 
way but when taken together provide a greater understanding of the 
issue in question. For example, experience shows that human beings 
possess indeterminate possibilities for good but also indeterminate 
possibilities for evil,6 that human existence and all of nature possess 
both regularity and creativity.1 Both must be held together in any 
adequate view of what is the case. But as Robert McAfee Brown has 
put it many critics "have listened to Niebuhr with only one ear."s In 
the attempt to provide an accurate descriptive account of Niebuhr's 
thought we should seek to listen with both ears. 

In recent years there has been some renewal of interest in and 
writing about Niebuhr's life and thought and yet little has been writ
ten about his ecumenical views and activities. For example, in the 
recent Harries and Newhaus collections of essays9 and in both edi
tions of the Charles W. Kegley collection10 there are no essays dealing 
explicitly with this subject. In the second edition of the Kegley col
lection Ronald Stone acknowledges that Niebuhr "labored hard in the 
ecumenical movement,"11 and Kegley in the Preface claims that in 
this area "his contributions have been immense," but admits that "it 
was impossible to obtain an explicit study of the ecumenical aspect of 
his work."12 

One might be led to infer from the lack of studies concerning 
Niebuhr's ecumenical thought that he had little to say about it but this 
would be a wrong inference. He had a great deal to say about the 
ecumenical movement. If we add to this certain theological positions 
which provide a context for his ecumenical views, then there is such a 
wealth of material that the problem becomes one of how to deal with 
it in a brief and structured way so as not to misrepresent his position. 
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The approach here will be an attempt to show how Niebuhr's dia
lectic works out in terms of the following closely related issues: (1) 
Human nature and existence; (2) Christology and salvation; (3) The 
Church and the relations between churches or denominations as well 
as the relations between different religions. Then an attempt will be 
made to show that Niebuhr's position in each of these issues is carried 
through consistently in his discussions of the achievements and prob
lems of the ecumenical movement, understanding this term in the larger 
sense as inclusive of thought and action concerning relations not only 
among Christian bodies but also among different religions. 

I. Human Nature and Existence 

Niebuhr's dialectical method and empiricist epistemology enabled 
him to deal realistically with the polar aspects of human nature and 
existence. One of the polemical theses in his famous Gifford lectures 
was that the alternative positions of idealism and naturalism or ratio
nalism and romanticism were inadequate because each tends to exag
gerate facts of experience which support its own doctrine and ignore 
those which support the alternative doctrine.n The biblical under
standing is superior to any one of these alternative doctrines precisely 
because it is aware of the dialectical character of the human condition 
and thus is truer to the facts of human experience. Human beings are 
those creatures who stand at the juncture of nature and spirit. Like 
other creatures they are subject to the laws and limitations of nature, 
but unlike other creatures they have the capacity to transcend nature, 
history and self. It is this capacity for transcendence which is the 
basis for the uniqueness of the human self and distinguishes the hu
man being from other creatures.14 It is a causally necessary condition 
for human misery and glory, for the indeterminate possibilities for 
good and the indeterminate possibilities for evil, for the presence of 
sin and the acceptance of God's grace.is 

Sin is primarily a matter of the will and its most insidious form is 
pride--pride of power, of knowledge, and of virtue. It is at the higher 
levels of human life that the pretension of self, the sin of pride, is the 
most dangerous because it is a mixture of self-sufficiency and insecu
rity.16 The human being seeks to make oneself God because one is 
betrayed by both one's greatness and one's weakness. While sin is 
universal it is not an ontological necessity, a defect of essential human 
nature. It is a corruption of the human essence, not its destruction. 
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Human beings as such possess an uneasy conscience and a vague sense 
of the divine which provide a basis for the humble and repentant ac
ceptance of the unmerited grace of God made known in Jesus Christ.11 

The human capacity for transcendence is the precondition not only 
for the dialectic of human misery and glory but also for the polar op
posites of individualization and participation, to use Paul Tillich's 
expression. Since human beings transcend the limitations of nature 
and history, they have the capacity for individualization but no indi
vidual can be a true self in isolation. The individual is not discrete for 
"the highest reaches of his individuality are dependent upon the social 
substance out of which they arise and they must find their end and 
fulfillment in the community." Yet "there is a point in human freedom 
where the individual transcends both his own community and the total 
historical process."1s Communist collectivism obscures the individual's 
capacity for transcendence while bourgeois individualism obscures 
the social substance of human existence.19 There is, of course, a con
stant tension between dynamics and form, between freedom and tradi
tion, between individualization and participation, and between indi
vidual conscience and the ambiguities of communities. This tension 
cannot be abolished but rightly directed can be "a constant source for 
purifying and broadening the justice and brotherhood of the commu
nity. "20 

II. Christology and Soteriology 

Given Niebuhr's dialectical methodology, his dialectical under
standing of human nature and existence, it is not surprising that his 
understanding of christology and soteriology was dialectical. 
Christology and soteriology were inseparably connected and of fun
damental importance in his thought. He became convinced that: 

it is possible to look at the human situation without 
illusion and without despair only from the standpoint 
of the Christ-revelation ... , the 'mighty acts of God' 
as points of illumination in which the purposes of God 
are revealed within the flux of history.21 
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While he sometimes used traditional language in his christological 
discourse, Niebuhr's christology was not that of traditional orthodoxy. 
The christology expressed in orthodox terms is contradictory. He ex
plicitly charged that the formula of Chalcedon (truly God and truly 
man) understood in Greek metaphysical terms was contradictory. As 
Niebuhr himself expressed it: 

All definitions of Christ which affirm both his divin
ity and humanity in the sense that they ascribe both 
finite and historically conditioned and eternal and 
unconditioned qualities to his nature must verge on 
logical nonsense. It is possible for a character, event 
or fact of history to point symbolically beyond his
tory and to become a source of disclosure of an eter
nal meaning, purpose and power which bears history. 
But is not possible to be historical and unconditioned 
at the same time.22 

That is, Jesus was not some demigod but a real man in whose life 
and death was disclosed the loving nature of God and the ultimate 
meaning of life. The fact that Niebuhr presented a mythical or sym
bolic analysis of christological doctrine did not mean that he found no 
truth in the doctrine or failed to take it seriously. Not all myths are to 
be classified as ridiculous and unreal fantasies. While some myths 
are prescientific and contain elements known to be inconsistent with 
the ordered course of events in the world, there are permanent myths 
or symbols which deal with some meaning or reality not subject to 
exact analysis but which are "verifiable" in experience. The myth 
"God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself' is verifiable in 
the experience of anyone open to the mercy and new life which flow 
from the encounter with God.23 The Jesus of history is a perfect sym
bol of the absolute in history because of the perfect love [the divine 
Agape] realized in the drama of his life and cross. A man became the 
symbol of God.24 Here is a functional christology, but one which re
tains dialectical polarities. 

We have seen that in his dialectical analysis of human nature Nie
buhr affirmed that human beings are subject to nature's regularities 
and limitations but also because of freedom are capable of transcend
ing nature and self. Jesus Christ displays the dialectic of human pos
sibilities and limits, but also the larger dialectic of human possibilities 
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and limits on the one hand and on the other hand of possibilities which 
transcend the human. In Jesus there is a remarkable coincidence and 
conformity with the Agape or self-giving love of God. In his freedom 
he accepts God's purpose for himself, a life in conformity with Agape. 
Here is the dialectical relations of "a divine Agape which stoops to 
conquer, and the human Agape which rises above history in a sacrifi
cial act."25 The Cross is the supreme symbol of the truth of love, the 
transcendent source of the meaning of life. Such love can have a 
counterpart in history only in a life which ends tragically because it 
refuses to participate in the power rivalries of history. Thus the Cross 
symbolizes the perfection of Agape which transcends all particular 
norms of justice and mutuality in history. It is the final norm of a 
human nature which has no final norm in history. In Christ the vague 
sense of the divine which human life never loses is crystallized into a 
revelation of divine mercy and judgment and the acceptance of this 
revelation induces repentance and hope and a new life under the norm 
of Agape.26 

In this context Niebuhr in a footnote briefly discussed what he 
called the "hidden Christ." Since this is of such relevance and impor
tance for our theme, it merits quoting in full: 

While Christians rightly believe that all truth neces
sary for such a spiritual experience [ of divine mercy 
and judgment] is mediated only through the revela
tion in Christ, they must guard against the assump
tion that only those who know Christ 'after the flesh,' 
that is, in the actual historical revelation, are capable 
of such a conversion. A 'hidden Christ' operates in 
history. And there is always the possibility that those 
who do not know the historical revelation may achieve 
a more genuine repentance and humility than those 
who do. If this is not kept in mind, the Christian faith 
easily becomes a new vehicle of pride.21 

The talk of a "hidden Christ" certainly suggests that there is a 
kind of universalism to be found in Niebuhr's christology. Such is 
also the case with respect to his soteriology. While good and evil 
remain in history to its end and while even those who accept God's 
mercy in repentance are forgiven sinners and not sinless saints, Nie
buhr-does express the conviction that beyond nature-history there will 
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be the ultimate triumph of God's grace and purposes in an ultimate 
fellowship in which there is perfect freedom and faithfulness. So he 
says that the symbol of the second coming of Christ expresses "faith 
in the final supremacy of love over all forms of self-love."2s And the 
doctrine of the resurrection expresses the faith that "the ultimate con
summation is not an absorption into the divine but a loving fellowship 
with God,"29 a fellowship which ultimately will become all inclusive.30 
Obviously, these basic themes in Niebuhr's theology provided a sound 
basis for his ecumenical thought and practice. 

Ill. The Church And the Relations Between Churches or Denomina
tions And the Relations Between Religions. 

A. The Church 

An early criticism of Niebuhr was that the question of the church 
received scant attention in his theology.31 However, D.B. Robertson 
in his collection of Niebuhr's articles entitled Essays In Applied Chris
tianity32 demonstrated that this criticism was not warranted. These 
articles provided evidence that Niebuhr gave much attention to the 
church. Further, in several of Niebuhr's books there are passages deal
ing with the church.33 In view of his personal history which includes 
his family heritage, his years as pastor of Bethel Church in Detroit 
(1915-1928) and his years of teaching seminary students at Union 
Theological Seminary in New York, it is not surprising that the ques
tion of the church in both its theological and practical dimensions would 
be one of his important concerns. Undoubtedly, his caustic criticisms 
of the actual church concerning its pretensions and failings were mo
tivated by his deep love for the church and his appreciation for its 
possibilities.34 

While Niebuhr's theology of the church was influenced to some 
degree by his Reformed-Lutheran heritage, of equal and perhaps greater 
influence was his study at the interdenominational Yale Divinity 
School, his more than thirty years of teaching in the interdenomina
tional Union Theological Seminary, and his ecumenical commitments 
relative to the National and World Council of Churches.3s This back
ground helps to account for the fact that there were some Protestant 
motifs in his view of the church but that it was not partisan or denomi
national. While forms, "orders", rites and polities are important, "the 
skeleton of the common life of the church,"36 they are of secondary 
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importance because they "belong clearly to the realm of the histori
cally contingent."37 There is the dialectical reality of polar opposites 
in the historically contingent. "Human genius creates and human sin 
corrupts all the historical and relative forms of the church."3s The 
forms are not a part of the givenness of the church. 

When we look at what Niebuhr had to say of the church as a given, 
we find that he referred to it in various ways. The church is "the 
community offaith gathered by the revelation of 'God in Christ' ."39 It 
is "a community of grace which, despite historic corruptions, has the 
'oracles of God,' as St. Paul said about lsrael."40 It is "that place in 
human society where men are disturbed by the word of the eternal 
God ... the place in human society where the kingdom of God im
pinges upon all human enterprises through the divine word, and where 
the grace of God is made available to those who have accepted his 
judgment." 41 It is "the place where the word of mercy, reconciliation 
and consolation is heard .... Here human incompleteness is transcended 
though not abolished."42 

So the church is "a community of contrite believers," of forgiven 
sinners rather than sinless saints, but also it is "a community of hope
ful believers" who know that if the divine judgment is contritely ac
cepted "it reveals in and beyond itself the mercy which restores life on 
a new and healthier basis."43 Such a community of grace, faith and 
hope "must be sacramental. It must have sacraments to symbolize the 
having and not having of the final virtue and truth. It must have sacra
ments to express its participation in the Agape of Christ and yet not 
pretend that it has achieved that love."44 Even these historical means 
of grace, the sacraments, may in fact become corrupted, and become 
the instruments of pretension or degenerate into magic. They are as 
perilous as they are necessary.45 

It is rather obvious that Niebuhr's view of the church incorporates 
and is dependent upon his understanding of the dialectical relation
ship of the divine and the human, of grace and faith, of the individual 
and the community and of the absolute Agape and the contingent forms 
of symbolizing Agape in history. 

B. Non-Catholic Churches and the Ecumenical Movement 

This dialectical view of the Church formed one basis for Niebuhr's 
dialectical polemic concerning the actual church and the ecumenical 
movement. He claimed that the ecumenical debate in the United States 
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had been hindered by the failure to take into account the realities of 
the sect/church types of Christian bodies as defined by Ernest Troeltsch 
in his Social Teaching of the Christian Churches.46 The sect type of 
church tends to separate itself from the world, to be informal, non
theological, suspicious of tradition and ecclesiastical authority and 
non-sacramental while the church type of church tends to be just the 
opposite, namely, inclusive, formal, theological, sacramental and ac
cepting of traditions and ecclesiastical authority. In Niebuhr's view 
the ecumenical debate has not given sufficient attention to the prob
lem of resolving "what is true and false in both the church and the sect 
idea of Christianity."47 On the one hand, the sect rightly insists upon 
some tension with the world and rightly protests against such things 
as empty forms, grace by magic, empty theology and liturgy and abuse 
of ecclesiastical authority. On the other hand, the church rightly in
sists that theology is essential for the church, and that the full sub
stance of the church is preserved by such things as sacramental and 
liturgical observances, by the continual renewal of the faith through 
the scriptures, and by an ecclesiastical order which preserves the fel
lowship of the church in the widest possible terms. It rightly main
tains a historic continuity and prevents the dissipation of the power of 
the sacraments through the vagaries of such things as personal prefer
ences or the mood of an age. Yet, it is too often true that in the churchly 
type of Christianity sacramental observances are vitiated, scriptural 
interpretation becomes a source of divisiveness, theology is made arid 
and irrelevant, and ecclesiastical authority serves as a source of un
christian pride. On the other hand, sectarian Christianity has no grounds 
for boasting for it is one of the paradoxical aspects of this type of 
Christianity that it ultimately makes more shallow and trivial what it 
had intended to deepen.48 

It can be readily discerned that Niebuhr's dialectical view of the 
church is consistent with his view of the dialectical tension inherent in 
human life and communities generally. Human existence itself it made 
up of the polar opposites of dynamics and form, freedom and tradi
tion. So it is also with respect to the community, the church. If the 
church overemphasizes form and tradition, it absolutizes the relative, 
claiming a transcendent perfection for itself in history and thus living 
too much by the pretensions of its righteousness and too little by faith 
and hope. If it overemphasizes dynamics and freedom (as the sect 
tends to do), it cuts itself off from the theology, liturgy and forms of 
the past and falls into all sorts of aberrations and crude immediacies 
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not checked by the insights of the Christian ages.49 The task, then, is 
to eliminate what is false in both sect and church and to preserve what 
is true. The dialectical tension between them should not be abolished 
but rightly directed so that it becomes a source for developing a theol
ogy, liturgy, and polity "creative enough to embody both the value of 
the church's institutions of grace and the .. .insistence of sectarian 
Christianity ... that the grace of God is bound to no institution."so The 
inclusive church of Christ needs the peculiar treasure of each, church 
and sect. Niebuhr insisted, however, that humility is a necessary con
dition for the development of a common denominator between these 
two, a humility in which churches of whatever type are moved to re
pentance and faith in the Gospel of Christ and thus renewed. Such 
renewal would mitigate the scandal of disunion and lead to a wider 
unity because it would separate 'the traditions of men' from the truth 
of the gospel.st 

The theme that the renewal of the churches in repentance and faith 
is a sine qua non condition for the ecumenical movement runs through
out Niebuhr's writings on the reunion of the churches. In Protestant
ism such renewal must transcend the typical individualistic faith of 
most Protestant churches and include an awareness of communal real
ity so that there is the attempt to deal with the issue of justice in the 
social sphere. Despite their universalistic principles, Protestant 
churches in the area of race relations, for example, in contrast to Catho
lics have been among the most segregated communities in the nation. 
So there is the need for repentance and renewal which will spur cre
ative action for the sake of transcending the gulf of race. However, 
the Black churches and their interdenominational agencies such as 
those led by the late Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. should be preserved 
and should receive white support. 

In Niebuhr's view King was the most creative Protestant of the 
times, white or black. Largely because of him the Black Church had 
moved away from pietistic irrelevance into the struggle for justice. At 
the height of the civil rights movement Niebuhr was in poor health. 
Yet he enthusiastically supported King's struggle and was jubilant over 
his victories. Also he called for the churches of the white majority to 
establish open membership, integrate denominational and interdenomi
national boards, agencies and meetings, and support various programs, 
civil and religious, to combat racism.s2 

In his address to the First General Assembly of the World Council 
of Churches in Amsterdam in 1948, the theme of which was Man '.s-
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Disorder and God's Design, Niebuhr insisted that the Christian 
churches should first of all experience repentance. They need to re
pent of their tendency to lobby in the courts of the almighty for special 
advantages for their causes, and for their involvement in the social 
sins of the day. In humility they need to acknowledge that the final 
victory over human disorder is God's and not theirs, without at the 
same time abandoning responsibility for proximate victories.s3 In the 
address entitled "Our Dependence is On God" written for the 1954 
Evanston Assembly of the World Council of Churches, Niebuhr makes 
this point crystal clear in a passage which merits quoting in full: 

The most thrilling part of the ecumenical enterprise 
has been not so much the increasing unity which we 
have experienced, but the increasing purity of the 
gospel message by the elimination not only of nation
alistic and other parochial heresies, but of all those 
forms of worldly wisdom which colored and obscured 
the plain truth of the gospel, with its exaltation of the 
righteousness of God against all human righteousness. 
The ecumenical movement does not try to establish 
one unified church with the power to convict this or 
that church of heresy. Rather it establishes a place of 
encounter in which we can instruct each other by 
bringing our cherished treasures of grace and where, 
by allowing the criticism of our fellow Christians to 
aid us in separating the 'precious from the vile,' we 
may all draw closer together by all coming closer to 
the truth in Christ. Thus it is God's judgment and 
grace and not any virtue of our own which works 
mightily among us to heal the broken body of Christ 
and make us one.s4 

C. Intra-Christian Relations and Endeavors. 

As the discussion above has indicated most of Niebuhr's work in 
the ecumenical movement took place in the con~xt of an ecumenical 
Protestant life-situation. He played an important role in the National 
and World Council of Churches and wrote extensively in support of 
familial dialogue and closer cooperation between non-Roman Catho
lic Churches. Yet at the same time he did have a good deal to say 
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about Catholic Christianity and its relations with non-Catholic 
Churches and with the world. Much of what he said was critical but 
then he was just as critical, if not more so, of Protestant churches. In 
the Introduction to his 1965 book, Man~ Nature and His Communi
ties, he claimed that he "was never a polemical Protestant Christian, 
trying to score off the Jewish and Catholic faith."ss Yet, later he ad
mitted to the Catholic theologian Patrick Granfield that as an impa
tient young man he had held a needless polemical attitude toward 
Catholicism. While he now rejected the attitude certain nonnego
tiable differences in positions remain.s6 

As might be expected, Niebuhr's positions with respect to Ca
tholicism are stated in a dialectical fashion precisely because of the 
dialectical realities he finds in this institution and its relations. Simi
lar to his analysis of sect and church he finds that which is true and 
that which is false in Catholicism. 

In his analysis of human nature and existence Niebuhr had em
phasized not only human sin and goodness, but also the dialectic of 
the social substance of human existence and the individual's capacity 
for transcendence or freedom.s1 One of the chief virtues of Catholi
cism, he believed, had been its firm hold on the social substance of 
human existence.ss While this had its source in the organic collectiv
ism of an agrarian and feudal culture, once the church was freed from 
this culture by the forces of modem history, it was able to deal in a 
relevant and relatively effective way with the moral and social prob
lems involved in the communal reality of the modem technical, indus
trial and collectivist world. "Catholic theory," Niebuhr proclaimed, 
"is superior to all forms of individualism, which betray no awareness 
of communal reality. "59 By way of contrast, the most grievous of the 
many weaknesses of Protestantism is its indifference to the social sub
stance of human existence. Having created an individualistic culture 
it is not able to exercise a critical function over its own handiwork. It 
is persistently individualistic in a collectivist age. It is both too indi
vidualistic in the faith proclaimed and too sentimental to come to terms 
with social evils or give much guidance with respect to justice in the 
industrial, political, social and racial spheres.6() 

Then too "the Catholic Church has been truer to the principles of 
Christian universalism than has Protestantism."61 Although tainted to 
a degree by European parochialism, the transnational character of 
Catholicism is an embodiment of Christian universalism which serves 
as a guard against national, ethnic, and racial parochialism. The Catho-
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lie Church is not just a collection of middle-class white Christians. It 
preserves a universalism and a unity because it insists on the whole 
church. In turn the universalism and the unity are guarded by the 
doctrine of the church as an extension of the Incarnation, the King
dom of God on earth or a sacred reality, and by papal absolutism.62 

Another factor which accounts for the relatively greater effective
ness of Catholicism than Protestantism with respect to the social is
sues in our modem technical and collectivist society was its tradition 
of natural law which made the standards of justice normative for cor
porate relations. Niebuhr was impressed by the insistence of Pope 
John XXIII that justice is the basic norm of collective morality and 
love is the driving force.63 A weakness of the Protestant Reformation 
was that it relaxed the criticism of political institutions upon the basis 
of their conformity to natural law, and attempted to substitute capri
cious biblical norms which gave free reign to rulers.64 In addition 
there are the modem relativists who "in their obsession with the chang
ing aspects in the human situation" fail to discern the permanent struc
ture of human existence.65 This also contributes to the moral confu
sion of the age. 

While there are many values in the Catholic sense of the social 
substance of human existence, its unity and universalism, and its natu
ral law, it should not surprise us that Niebuhr also refers to the con
trasting poles of authoritarianism as exemplified by papal absolutism, 
the church as an extension of the incarnation and thus a sacred reality 
possessed of transhistorical wisdom and so the guardian of ultimate 
truth, and natural law as absolute which results in inflexible positions 
on such contingent issues as overpopulation, birth control and divorce. 
Inflexible norms are inadequate to guide the conscience in new situa
tions especially those of genuine historical novelty. The adaptability 
of the Catholic Church in mastering the moral problems of an indus
trial collectivist society stops short with the Church's dated norms 
equated with God's moral law. The notion of the Church as a continu
ing sacred reality guaranteed by the special character of its teaching 
authority, the Pope, obscures a proper awareness of the contingency 
and relativity of the historical, the finiteness of all human knowledge, 
and the dialectical reality of sin and righteousness in all human exist
ence including the communal. This along with the absoluteness of 
natural law norms too often results in an authoritarianism which does 
not acknowledge the indeterminate character of human freedom and 
the variety and unique character of historic occasions. It seeks to stifle 
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the freedom of individuals and groups and to prohibit dissent, the life 
blood of the church. Without a prophetic voice directed against itself 
the church, any church, is subject to the pride of knowledge and virtue 
(truth cannot associate with error), and dialogue with other commun
ions and religions made virtually impossible.66 

In the conclusion of a 1960 article analyzing the Pope's encycli
cal, Mater et Magistra, Niebuhr succinctly summarized his dialectical 
view of Catholicism when he said: 

It [Catholic Church] is really a very impressive sur
vival from medievalism, which has managed to apply 
its ancient wisdom to the comfort of a harassed gen
eration in a nuclear and technical age. Occasionally 
the wisdom does not quite fit. Always it is presented 
with a note of pretension. That note is inevitable when 
a human and historical institution claims eternal, 
transhistorical and divine reality.61 

Although Niebuhr's dialectical analysis of the Catholic Church 
included criticism as well as praise, in several articles written prior to 
the Second Vatican Council he deplored the unwarranted stereotypi
cal misconceptions of each by both Protestants and Catholics, and 
called for more genuine dialogue between these two branches of 
Christendom. Such dialogue frankly acknowledging nonnegotiable 
differences but pursued in charity and faithfulness to a common Lord 
could lead to the transcendence of those differences in common en
deavors for the benefit of humankind.6s 

Niebuhr was favorably impressed by the Second Vatican Council 
and the changes it had brought about in the Roman Church, including 
greater openness to other Christian bodies and to other religions. The 
new ecumenical spirit in Catholicism which made possible increased 
ecumenical contacts and dialogue deserved an ecumenical response 
from Protestants. While he did not expect there to be an organic unity 
between Catholicism and Protestantism in the foreseeable future, Nie
buhr was pleased that serious dialogue between Catholics and Protes
tants was taking place.69 These dialogues can be more creative and 
proceed more hopefully if it is "realized that these two versions [ of 
the Christian faith] are imbedded on either side of a watershed of his
tory,"10 and that nonnegotiable differences remain, namely, contrast
ing beliefs about the nature of the church and the authority and su-
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premacy of the Pope as the instrument of its unity, order and disci
pline. As Niebuhr put it, "Protestants after all these years cannot yield 
obedience to the Pope. But Catholics cannot afford to discard a voice 
and instrument of authority which guarantees their survival as a uni
versal religious community.?'71 

However, Niebuhr entitled one of this last major articles "Toward 
New Intra-Christian Endeavors."n In it he declared that his own re
sponse to Catholic ecumenical developments had been stirred particu
larly by the surprising developments in the Jesuit order. The Jesuits 
who historically had been the paladins of papal monarchy were show
ing themselves to be among the most thoughtful critics of the Pope's 
position on issues such as birth control, and obviously were in the 
process of recovering liberty. Their leadership in such areas as sci
ence, philosophy, social problems and theology is outstanding. Of 
course the nonnegotiable differences between Protestants and Catho
lics have not been abolished, but given the new ecumenical spirit they 
are being mitigated in intensity. Protestants and Catholics do share a 
common inheritance and each emphasizes important virtues. On the 
one hand, there is the pluralism, liberty, and individual's transcen
dence of community in Protestantism and on the other hand the unity, 
order, and social substance of human existence in Catholicism. These 
are contrasting but supplementary values. Recent developments such 
as the Jesuits becoming the proponents of liberty and the Protestants 
seeking a spirit of unity in the organization of the World Council of 
Churches have shown that the contrasting sets of virtues are not the 
exclusive possession of either side. A perfect balance between these 
sets of virtues is not possible in history but there is now a greater 
degree of balance than previously. Even though an organic unity of 
Catholicism and Protestantism is unlikely, sufficient ecumenical 
progress has been made to justify describing "the two proponents as 
two branches of the same Christian community."13 

D. Jewish-Christian Relations 

In the discussion above concerning Niebuhr's attitude toward 
Catholicism it was indicated that in his mature years he rejected the 
polemical attitude he had held as a young man. With respect to Juda
ism Niebuhr, due undoubtedly to his appreciation of the Jewish capac
ity for civic virtue and social justice, never held a polemical attitude 
and for the most part was deliberately uncritical. In the semi-autobio-
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graphical introduction to Mans Nature and His Communities he de
clared that during his pastorate in Detroit (1915-1928) there were two 
outstanding persons who influenced him greatly. One was the liberal 
Episcopal Bishop Charles Williams whom Niebuhr quoted as having 
said: "In the weightier matters of social justice there are only two 
Christians in Detroit, and they are both Jews."14 The other was the 
Jewish lawyer Fred Butzel who was associated with Niebuhr in the 
work of the first interracial commission in Detroit and concerning whom 
Niebuhr said: "Fred Butzel's capacity for magnanimity and social 
shrewdness was so impressive that it began my long love affair with 
the Jewish people."1s It is rather singular that at the beginning of his 
career one of his closest friends was Jewish and, as his wife Ursula 
tells us, that his closest friend during the last twelve years or so of his 
life was the noted scholar of Jewish ethics and mysticism Abraham 
Heschel.16 

Although a Christian pastor and theologian, Niebuhr while still at 
Bethel church in Detroit had come to the conviction that Judaism was 
not simply a prelude to Christianity but was an authentically autono
mous religion. Along with his brother H. Richard, he advocated re
moving Jews from the scope of Christian missionary activity and chided 
Protestant ecumenical councils (NCC and WCC) for failure to ques
tion the legitimacy of such endeavors.11 This does not exclude indi
vidual conversions from one faith to another whether from marriage 
or other personal reasons. For Niebuhr, however, Christian mission
ary activity among Jews is wrong for two reasons. For one thing it is 
futile and secondly "the two faiths despite differences are sufficiently 
alike for the Jew to find God more easily in terms of his own religious 
heritage than by subjecting himself to the hazards of guilt feeling in
volved in a conversion to a faith, which whatever its excellencies, must 
appear to him as a symbol of an oppressive majority culture."1s Any 
conversion prompted by Christological debates obscures the common 
spiritual and moral factors in both religions which generally are a Chris
tian inheritance from the older parent religion, Judaism. 19 Among the 
things the two faiths share are a common text (The Hebrew Bible), a 
common approach to the ultimate, and a common attitude toward his
tory. Both hold to an ethical monotheism and believe that this God is 
an active dynamic creator of nature and history. For both, God is re
vealed primarily in history, especially in a covenant community the 
faithfulness of which, as emphasized by the prophets, is to be demon
strated in terms of justice and mercy in social, economic and political 
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as well as individual relationships. There is in both faiths, then, a 
common sense of historical responsibilities and of God as related to 
the community in terms of both judgment and mercy.so Given all this, 
there is both some irony and much "pathos in the fact that the gap 
between the polemical attitudes of Christianity and Judaism, is, in fact, 
more pronounced than between entirely unrelated faiths."s1 Chris
tians because they have been the majority group and the subject of so 
much anti-semitism, bear a greater burden of debt and guilt.s2 

The Christian churches have a responsibility to attack all forms of 
anti-semitism, but especially when it is clothed in religious terms. 
Among other things they should make known to as many lay persons 
as possible that it was the contingent historical situation of the contest 
between the early church and the synagogue which produced echoes 
of anti-semitism in the New Testament. In this connection, Niebuhr 
approved the document of the Second Vatican Council on the relation 
of Christians and Jews. Even though he thought the statement deny
ing the guilt of the Jews in the crucifixion of Christ was rather late 
coming in the history of the church, and that the declaration was re
miss in failing to acknowledge the church's guilt of involvement through 
the ages in the persecution of the Jews, he did commend the Council 
for implicitly recognizing the authentic autonomy of the Jewish faith 
and for its explicit condemnation of anti-semitism and its plea for uni
versal respect for all persons. He also approved of the work of a com
mission of Catholic, Protestant and Jewish scholars the task of which 
was to remove religious bigotry from the texts used by the churches in 
religious education.SJ 

Just as in his analysis of the relation between Catholics and Prot
estants so also in his analysis of the relation of Jews and Christians, 
Niebuhr held that mutual respect depends on the recognition of nonne
gotiable differences in the symbols and instruments of the two faiths. 
"We cannot," Niebuhr declared, "climb over our presuppositions but 
we need not be their prisoners. If we were absolutely prisoners there 
would be no solution for the problem of fanaticism."84 

While the uninformed might find a number of radical contrasts 
between Judaism and Christianity, these are generally differences of 
emphasis. There is only one genuinely nonnegotiable difference and 
that has to do with Christology. For Niebuhr ''the Christological cen
ter of the Christian faith lies in the assertion that God has been finally 
and definitely revealed in the Christ drama, and that the burden of that 
revelation is the divine mercy and forgiveness,"ss a mercy which is 
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paradoxically related to the divine judgment. In this connection Nie
buhr quotes Martin Buber's famous statement: "To the Christians, the 
Jew is a stubborn fellow who in an unredeemed world is still waiting 
for the Messiah. To the Jew, the Christian is a heedless fellow who in 
an unredeemed world affirms that redemption has somehow or other 
taken place."s6 For Niebuhr the vague "somehow or other'' might be 
taken by the Christian to designate the contradiction between histori
cal achievements and divine perfection and the transcendence of the 
divine mercy over divine judgment.s1 

Whatever the historical problems associated with the biblical nar
ratives of the Christ drama and whatever metaphysical accretions may 
have come to be associated with Christology such that the religious 
difference between Christians and Jews was needlessly intensified, it 
is the case for Niebuhr that devotion to Christ is a nonnegotiable dif
ference. However understood, Christians find a depth of meaning in 
the symbolic significance of the entire Christ drama, his life, teaching, 
death and resurrection. Two major themes which Christians find in 
this drama, namely, the sacrifice of self as the pinnacle of human vir
tue and the paradoxical relation of divine mercy to divine judgment 
are themes which Judaism had earlier projected especially in the proph
ets and also continued in Rabbinical Judaism. The belief that Chris
tianity is a religion of grace while Judaism is a religion of law is sim
ply mistaken. Both contain mixtures of grace and law even if in dif
fering degrees. The fundamental difference between the two has to do 
with the different symbols used to express the two themes and on that 
it is probably impossible for the two faiths to agree.ss Yet, if Chris
tians would recognize Judaism as an authentic religion containing the 
themes of sacrifice, judgment and redemption and if Jews would rec
ognize that for Christians the universality and persistence of a Christ
centered faith is not due merely to the influences of legends and meta
physical dogma, then there would be a sound basis for creative ecu
menical dialogue between the two and greater cooperation in attack
ing the great social problems of the times.s9 

According to Niebuhr, an important issue for Jews, one which 
sometimes causes friction between Jews and others, is centered in the 
problem of particularity and universality. In Judaism there is the dia
lectical contrast of a universal ethical monotheistic faith s~ding on 
the base of a particular nation. Christians claim to have solved the 
problem of particularity and universality in the universal significance 
of a particular individual, Jesus Christ. While this solution may be 
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true in principle, it is certainly not true in practice for history is full of 
examples where Christians have sought to use appeals to Christ in 
order to sanction their own parochial national, ethnic and racial inter
ests. There is no basis for Christians to be self-righteous. The prob
lem Niebuhr affirms is a universal one. Still it is a problem which 
remains unsolved in Judaism. In fact it is unsolvable and no one should 
demand that it be solved.90 

With the emergence of Hitler in the 1930s Niebuhr was active in 
attempts to help Jews and others escape from Germany and to per
suade the U.S. government to admit more Jewish immigrants. From 
this time on he was a firm though sometimes qualified supporter of the 
Zionist cause. In the article "Jews After the War" published in The 
Nation, February 1942, Niebuhr argued that Jews not only had indi
vidual rights but also collective rights. The collective rights included 
the right not be assimilated, the right to exist as a people in their own 
homeland, and the right to cultivate their own unique identity.91 Yet, 
while the establishment of the State of Israel is a glorious achieve
ment, Niebuhr also declared that ''the Jewish ethic and faith, so im
pressively universal in the diaspora, so fruitful in leavening Western 
Civilization, is not morally safe when it becomes embodied in a nation 
like all other nations."92 It is a spiritually dangerous enterprise to re
late a vigorous monotheistic faith to the ambitions of a single nation, 
for out of such fanaticism often results. Far safer is it to have a purely 
secular state in which there is a religious pluralism. 

In the late 1960s Niebuhr expressed some optimism with respect 
to the life situation and status of Jews, especially in the United States. 
He declared that it was possible to "take some satisfaction that the 
beneficent impulses of an open society, plus the distinction of Jews in 
all our cultural, business and political life, have refuted the most odi
ous racial libels against them .... The anachronistic pockets of anti
semitism that remain ... are too absurd to have a long life in our plural
istic democracy. "93 However, the achievements must be supported 
and extended by an informed ecumenical spirit and dialogue which 
banishes all religious and racial bigotry. 

E. The Judeo-Christian Tradition and Oriental Religions 

Given the fact that Niebuhr inherited Western culture, was a Chris
tian theologian concerned with the relevance of the Christian faith to a 
critical analysis of the political, economic and human rights issues in 
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Western culture, and gave a great deal of attention to the issues associ
ated with the ecumenical relations of churches and of the three major 
faiths in the West, it is not surprising that he did not write extensively 
about other world religions. However, he did say some things, and in 
what he did say there appear to be three major themes. 

First, there is an emphasis on the contrast between the Eastern and 
Western religions with the former predominantly pantheistic, mystic, 
and passive with respect to nature and history and the latter predomi
nantly monotheistic and active with respect to history, nature and the 
human community.94 In Niebuhr's view the religions of the East are 
basically religions of self-abnegation seeking for the annulment of the 
ego.9s There is no spiritual basis in either the philosophy of self-abne
gation of pantheism or in the family oriented view of humanistic Con
fucianism for both individual dignity and sense of responsibility to 
the larger community.96 Both require the dialectical understanding of 
human beings as saints and sinners, and as social beings who never
theless possess the capacity for transcendence or freedom. 

A second theme is that every faith involves an existential commit
ment to what is regarded as the truth.97 As we have seen, this entails 
the existence of some nonnegotiable differences between religions.9s 
For the Christian, the belief that the vague sense of the divine com
mon to all human beings was made vivid in the historical revelation of 
the divine judgment and mercy in Jesus Christ and that the forgiving 
divine Agape is mediated through Christ is nonnegotiable.99 Along 
with this are the Judeo-Christian convictions concerning human free
dom, responsibility and sin, divine creation, judgment and redemp
tion, and the fulfillment of individual egos rather than annulment in 
the ultimate universal agapistic fellowship in the kingdom of God. 
These are basic presuppositions which Christians cannot climb over, 
but they need not be their prisoners. 

The third theme involves the dialectic of genuine commitment to 
a particular religion on the one hand and genuine tolerance for all 
religions on the other. The existential commitment should not be so 
restrictive as to prohibit persons "from recognizing truth and grace in 
other lives with other commitments."100 As we have seen, Niebuhr 
suggested that there is a "hidden Christ" operating in history. While 
for Christians the historical revelation in Christ is nonnegotiable, at 
the same time they should be aware that it does not give them an ex
clusive possession of the truth. The love of God and neighbor may be 
recognized and practiced more adequately in specific instances by those 
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who do not know the historical revelation than by those who do.101 
This does not provide justification for the invidious comparison 

sometimes made to the effect that the religions of the East generate a 
spirit of charity far superior to any moral quality in the West. Recent 
brutal religious wars in the East as well as elsewhere provide ample 
evidence to falsify such a claim.102 Human beings are both'saints and 
sinners, whether as individuals or groups, though the latter are less 
moral than the former. 103 In practice all organized religions are sub
ject to the pride of virtue, to absolutizing relative, contingent and non
essential beliefs and practices such that they become the touchstone 
of orthodoxy and serve to intensify differences with other religions. 
Often this results in sanctioning, if not outright fomenting, violent 
conflict with communities and nations the citizens of which are of 
different religions.104 In order for religions to contribute to peace rather 
than hostility in the world, adherents of religion need both to be freed 
from enslavement to their nonnegotiable presuppositions and to ig
nore, abolish or greatly minimize the relative, contingent and nones
sential differences. To this end open encounters and dialogue could 
lead to the knowledge necessary for understanding the reasons for the 
differences and such understanding could contribute to a greater ap
preciation for the unique values which may be learned from other re
ligions. For examples, the religions of the East and West could learn 
a great deal from each other. From the Orient, the West could learn 
much in the art of living, especially individuals living with serenity. 
From the West the East could learn much about historical dynamism 
and the responsibility of individuals to the larger community.10s 

While an exchange of values between religions is possible in prin
ciple, recent events in history show that the prospects for much actual 
exchange do not appear to be very bright.106 The human situation is 
always ambiguous, a mixture of good and evil. There are indetermi
nate possibilities for good and indeterminate possibilities of evil. There 
are social and technical advances but also the increase in fury and 
violent conflict between peoples. Utopianism is untenable but so also 
is fatalism. While a world in which the various national, ethnic and 
religious groups live together in total peace and harmony, a kingdom 
of God on earth, is not obtainable in history, changes for the better are 
possible. So persons of good will, of whatever religion or of no reli
gion, can and will act in whatever ways are available to them to maxi 
mize the good and to minimize the evil so that life on this planet im
proves.101 
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N. Conclusion 

In this essay an attempt has been made to explicate Reinhold 
Niebuhr's positions with respect to theological method, certain key 
issues in Christian theology, and ecumenism in non-Catholic Chris
tianity, in Catholic-non-Catholic relations, in Jewish-Christian rela
tions and in Judeo-Christian relations with other religions. An obvi
ous conclusion to be drawn on the basis of even this brief descriptive 
analysis is that Niebuhr was truly an ecumenical theologian. To be 
sure, he was deeply committed to a particular religion, the Christian 
faith, which, he believed, illumined the truth about humanity and God, 
about humanity's freedom, responsibility and sin, and about the grace 
which makes freedom tolerable and which overcomes the sin.10s As 
we have seen, Niebuhr held that Jesus Christ plays an essential role in 
illumining the truth about humanity and God. The Jesus of history is 
a perfect symbol of the absolute in history because the divine Agape, 
self-giving love, is vividly realized in the drama of his life and cross.109 
God's nature is Agape. It is the one absolute. It is the source of both 
the divine forgiveness and the divine norm of new life for those who 
accept God's acceptance. Even though only approximations to this 
norm are possible in history, Agape remains relevant as both the norm 
in light of which the relative configurations of justice in history are 
judged and as the driving force for ever greater approximations. It is 
precisely at this point that Niebuhr's commitment to a particular reli
gion takes on a universal scope. The norm of Agape prohibits anyone 
from making his faith into a vehicle of pride, separatism, and oppres
sion. It requires that all persons be treated with respect and justice 
whatever their creed or race. So while Niebuhr held that Christians 
should seek to remain true to and act upon their best convictions, he 
also insisted Christians should understand that in light of the Agape 
norm truth must always remain subject to the paradox of grace. The 
various versions of Christianity must be evaluated in light of Agape 
and in practice this means the application of the test of tolerance. 110 

In light of this, it is certainly clear that those who view Niebuhr as 
a patron saint of the so-called new conservatism seriously misrepre
sent his positions, almost to the point of a caricature.111 Most often 
they ignore or do not take seriously his dialectical analysis. Listening 
with only one ear they conclude that he was a supporter of conserva
tive causes both social and religious. But no one was less of an ideo-
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logue in theology, social theory and practice, and ecumenism than was 
Reinhold Niebuhr. 

Perhaps no better conclusion to this essay on Niebuhr's ecumeni
cal perspective can be found than his own personal testimony in the 
1965 book, Man~ Nature and This Communities, in which he said: 

I must close this introduction with an obviously auto
biographical conclusion about my increasing devo
tion to the principles of religious pluralism in an open 
society which allows the various religious faiths and 
traditions to contribute their treasures to our common 
fund. This pluralism must necessarily include the right 
of nonbelievers to convict the believers when faith is 
not fruitful of justice. It also includes the right and 
duty of the empirical and historical disciplines to sub
ject religious symbols to scrutiny and criticism. With
out this latter development, religious traditions may, 
and frequently do, degenerate from an obscurantist 
degradation of faith as 'basic trust' into faith as be
lief, belief in propositions which may be historically 
dubious, though the symbols are bearers of the mys
tery of human existence .... Only a great multitude of 
diverse, and sometimes contradictory, traditions can 
serve to illumine the meaning and mystery of human 
existence.112 
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Christian Love:Transcending the 
Values of Capitalistic White 

Liberal Guilt 

Craig Livermore 1 

Black Americans have been patient people. . . but 
everywhere, "time is winding up," in the words of one 
of our spirituals. . . . In spite of years of national 
progress, the plight of the poor is worsening. Jobs are 
on the decline as a result of technological change, 
schools North and South are proving themselves more 
and more inadequate to the task of providing adequate 
education and thereby entrance into the mainstream 
of society. Medical care is virtually out of reach of 
millions of black and white poor. They are aware of 
the great advances of medical science--heart trans
plants, miracle drugs--but their children still die of 
preventable diseases, and even suffer brain damage 
due to protein deficiency. 2 

The most disheartening aspect of these words of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. is that their assessment and critique of the status quo remain 
appropriate twenty-seven years after he wrote them. This nation has 
shown no progress regarding the unjust situation of the underclass, 
specifically the black underclass, and has in fact seen the plight of 
these people worsen. What are the all-elusive answers to the many 
questions raised by the extremely difficult lives of these people? What, 
moreover, is the content of Christian responsibility to the black 
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underclass? Do Christians of relative privilege bear an obligation to 
these people, and, if so, to what degree does that obligation extend? 

William Julius Wilson, in his book The Truly Disadvantaged, 
chronicles the increasingly desperate situation faced by the black ur
ban underclass. 3 He sets out to refute the conservative claim that what 
he calls "pathological" social trends in this class are caused by a "cul
ture of poverty," or values among the underclass which fail to prop
erly motivate them to partake in the economic benefits of society. He 
further attempts to discredit the related argument that liberal social 
welfare policies are behind the detrimental trends in out-of-wedlock 
births, female-headed households, and welfare dependency. Wilson 
largely accomplishes these two tasks. He cites numerous studies and 
creates convincing arguments to support his thesis that the primary 
cause of the social disorganization of the black underclass is unem
ployment, specifically among young black males. He then attempts to 
offer suggestions for public policy to address these issues by stressing 
the interrelatedness and dependence of the underclass on the economic 
organization of the larger American society. This is a crucial recogni
tion and Wilson exhibits even more promise in his policy appraisal by 
referring often to the need for reorganization in the American economy. 
I feel, however, that the ultimate practicality of his policy proposal 
must be questioned. Although many of the specific programs he sug
gests are important, I am not convinced that his "Hidden Agenda" is 
workable. Wilson accepts the predominate ethic of group self-interest 
in our society and attempts to effectively work around it. This ap
proach, I hope to show, is problematic. 4 I further wish to enter the 
Christian love ethic into the discussion in an attempt to challenge and 
develop the values which must be the basis of governmental and non
governmental solutions to the problem. Only when we develop a more 
absolute ethic of moral obligation for all people in our society, I shall 
argue, can the problems of the black underclass be significantly ad
dressed. 

Wilson describes two predominant approaches utilized by lib
eral policy makers and social scientists in the attempt to protect mi
nority rights. The first system relies on antidiscrimination legislation 
in an attempt to guarantee minorities equality of individual economic 
opportunity by eliminating unfair barriers, particularly in the theater 
of employment. 5 This principle, however, continues Wilson, does not 
adequately deal with the effects of pervasive racism and racial subju
gation, which remain after these overt barriers are removed. He thus 
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outlines the development of a second policy approach which stresses 
the equitable distribution of group rights. This theory advocates affir
mative action programs which are designed to assure the equal repre
sentation of minority groups in those areas in which they have been 
traditionally under-represented. 6 Although Wilson does not deny the 
importance of these two methods, he claims that they ultimately ben
efit the most disadvantaged members of the African-American com
munity very little. The more advantaged members of minority groups, 
he explains, have been in the position to "reap disproportionate ben
efits" from the above outlined programs, and thus the black commu
nity has been increasingly economically polarized. 7 The black middle 
and upper classes have been gaining economic status while the black 
underclass has been increasingly mired in communities of poverty. 
Wilson asserts that a new approach is needed if the problems of the 
underclass are to be addressed. 

He thus advocates the principle of equality of life chances 
which is directed not at specific problems of race, but at issues dealing 
with economic class-background. This principle is based on the 
premise that individuals of lower economic class are not given the 
proper chance to develop their potential in society. Wilson proclaims 
that this approach will better the plight of the white poor, and will also 
most effectively deal with the situation of the black underclass. He 
states: "Only programs based on the principle of equality of life chances 
are capable of substantially helping the truly disadvantaged. "8 Wil
son thus begins to introduce his policy proposals based upon univer
sal programs. His proposals would address issues concerning the 
American economic organization as a whole, and thus shy away from 
the stress on race-specific policy. This is what Wilson terms his "Hid
den Agenda." The agenda is hidden in that although these programs 
would be introduced as universally beneficial, the underlying concern 
in their implementation by policy makers would be to alleviate the 
problems of the black urban underclass. As Wilson describes it, "The 
hidden agenda for liberal policymakers is to improve the life chances 
of truly disadvantaged groups such as the ghetto underclass by em
phasizing programs to which the more advantaged groups of all races 
and class backgrounds can positively relate. "9 I believe, however, 
that the applicability of this hidden agenda must be questioned. 

In one sense the hidden agenda appears to be extremely prac
tical. It is founded upon Wilson's correct recognition and analysis of 
the public v~ues predominant in American society today. Wilson's 
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program de-emphasizes race-specific programs because he realizes 
the difficulty in gaining a consensus of support for such policy. He 
explains that "the more the public programs are perceived by mem
bers of the wider society as benefiting only certain groups, the less 
support those programs receive." 10 In other words, if individuals in 
society do not see the benefit of programs, for which they will ulti
mately have to pay, to groups they identify with, and thus to them
selves, they are likely to oppose the implementation of such programs. 
Wilson assumes this behavior as a constant and attempts to work around 
it. He believes that programs can be created which produce economic 
benefits for all groups of society, and which will thus gain public sup
port, but which will disproportionately benefit the black underclass. 
This analysis is based on Wilson's assumption, which he adequately 
proves, that the black underclass has been especially damaged by eco
nomic downturns and the dynamic structure of the economy which 
has involved a dramatic decrease in goods-producing jobs in the cen
tral city areas, where most poor blacks are located. The question is, 
however, does it necessarily follow that the black underclass will sig
nificantly benefit from economic expansion as Wilson believes it will? 

This is one of the questions which makes the ultimate practi
cality of Wilson's program doubtful. I am afraid that if his proposal of 
a hidden agenda is followed, then either the agenda will not be achieved, 
or it will not remain hidden. In other words, there are two possible 
outcomes of an attempted hidden agenda. The first is that the ultimate 
goal of significantly addressing the problems of the black underclass 
will remain unattainable. If the agenda is to convince privileged groups 
that they also will benefit, I believe it will inevitably be too broad to 
possess adequate power in relation to the black underclass. For ex
ample, much of Wilson's scheme involves the concern for general eco
nomic growth. Some important concepts include a tight labor market, 
rising wages, increasing the competitiveness of American goods in 
the international market, and decreasing the deficit. 11 These concerns, 
which are admittedly important if Wilson is to gain public support 
given his conception of public values, seem to me to be a traditional 
approach to poverty. Such a system of economic growth, however, 
makes the false assumption that the privileged sectors of our society 
can achieve higher levels of privilege while the poor are pulled out of 
the underclass. In other words, it does not consider the limited re
sources available regardless of the state of the economy. I question 
Wilson's assumption that general economic growth will disproportion-
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ately benefit the black underclass. In fact, I propose that such growth, 
without further systems of redistribution, would benefit the privileged 
members of society the most. 

Wtlson, however, includes what I consider to be essential pro
grams in his hidden agenda that are not merely concerned with gen
eral economic growth and would more sufficiently address the issues 
concerning the black underclass. These may be part of his secondary, 
or hidden level of policy, but if they are included they will introduce 
the second possible outcome of Wilson's package of reform. They 
will simply not remain hidden, and thus his goals again will not be 
achieved. He suggests job training and apprenticeships to elevate the 
skills of the truly disadvantaged, reform and expansion of child-care 
programs and Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), as 
well as national labor-market strategies which will allow for better 
adaptability by the underclass to available employment opportuni
ties.12 Although Wtlson seeks the availability of these programs for 
lower class people of all races, they will inevitably be identified with 
the black lower class for two reasons. Firstly because, as Wilson 
demonstrates, the underclass disproportionately consists of African 
Americans and secondly, and related to the first reason, is our society's 
well-developed talent of stereotyping. 13 

Thus, according to Wtlson's reliance upon the prevailing public 
ethic, they will not gain a consensus of support. This point is further 
revealed when we consider the manner in which Wilson begs the all
important questions of costs, except for a brief section on the last 
page of chapter seven. The cost of Wilson's package, including his 
proposals which will be disclosed as directed toward the black 
underclass, will be enormous. These costs will, to a great extent, 
quite simply have to come out of the pockets of the privileged in soci
ety, and not just those at the very top rung of the economic ladder. 
This ties in with the first problem of the hidden agenda which was 
described above. The economic status of the relatively well-off sim
ply cannot increase if programs for the underclass are to be adequately 
implemented. There must be a re-funneling of resources from the top 
to the bottom. According to Wilson's acceptance of public values of 
self-interest, this will never happen. 

In spite of my critique of Wilson's approach, I do find his 
analysis convincing and feel that many of his policy proposals are a 
positive, even if ultimately insufficient, step in the right direction. 
My claim, however, is that we need a different approach if the neces-
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sary proposals are to be realized. Instead of assuming public values of 
self-interest and then trying to work around them, we must challenge 
these very values themselves. It is at this point that I feel the Christian 
concept oflove can greatly enhance our cause. Christian love, if worked 
out and adhered to in the Christian community, can have a tremendous 
impact by itself. I also believe, however, that although this love will 
be grounded in ultimate reality for Christians, it can, at least in a theo
retical sense, challenge atomistic individualism in the larger society 
in the form of a philosophical concept. We must, however, be willing 
to ardently challenge currently predominant public values. 

The Christian love ethic is founded in the Gospel as revealed 
in the life and teachings of Jesus. It is perhaps most profoundly summed 
up in the golden rule: Love thy neighbor as thyself. And of course we 
know that Jesus' parable of the Good Samaritan, as well as many other 
teachings, reveal that love is to be indiscriminate and not just con
fined to those with whom we most closely identify.14 What, however, 
are the possible implications of this love for a public ethic? To begin 
with it overturns the capitalist-liberal conception that one has a right 
to all the wealth one earns [the fruits of one's labor] because one has 
"worked hard for it." To love one's neighbor, which includes all mem
bers of society, as oneself must imply that we possess a concern for 
the well-being, including economic well-being, of our neighbor which 
is equal to, or greater than, our concern for our own well-being. 

Thus, the love ethic, understood in its radical essence, annihi
lates the market hegemony over our public ethics. A hegemonic order 
is one in which normative understandings are determined by the con
tingent viewpoint of the current power structure. Hegemonic systems 
influence everyone, and thus become so pervasive that they are un
thinkingly accepted as natural and inevitable, without full realization 
of the persuasive power they exert on us as we formulate our prefer
ences and motivations. 15 Out of a self-rationalizing process, those 
who have benefited from capitalistic liberalism have created a 
hegemonic public morality based upon self-contained autonomous 
spheres which we have all accepted as "common sense." Ignoring 
descriptively the interdependence and interconnectedness of all po
litical, cultural, and economic systems, we have acquiesced in an ethic 
which legitimates behavior as long as that behavior remains within 
one's particular sphere. One can justifiably segregate oneself (geo
graphically, spiritually, economically, etc.) as long as one does not 
affirmatively "reach" outside of one's sphere to "actively" harm an-
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other. Grossly unequal accumulations and concentrations of wealth 
are thus legitimated. This pervasive market-value hegemony has re
moved the Gospel from our public lives. Indeed, market hegemony 
has become an impure ooze, seeking to penetrate into the interstices 
of our very being. 

The ethic oflove, however, revealed and lived by Jesus Christ, 
instructs us that we have an absolute moral obligation for our neigh
bors who are struggling. Not only do the privileged not have a right to 
their wealth and resources, but their very ownership of such wealth is 
morally corrupt as long as there exists a group of people with very 
limited resources. I am not just speaking of the mansion-dwelling 
upper tier of society. There are many of us in this consumer culture 
who possess much more than we need and are thereby dodging our 
obligation of love to the black underclass. In the spirit of love, how
ever, it is especially important, given the historical circumstances of 
the United States, that we not allow this obligation to appear patroniz
ing. By giving up our privilege we will not be committing an act of 
charity, but we will be attempting to rectify an unjust system from 
which we have benefited and from which the black underclass has 
suffered. 

In fact, the concepts of Christian charity and capitalistic phi
lanthropy are two of the most dangerous, legitimizing ideas within the 
prevailing politico-ethical paradigms. We must extend beyond the 
vision that out of "niceness" we are giving to poor, unfortunate, help
less souls. It is this type of systematic ideology which has created 
such a disempowering welfare state. We hand out checks backed up 
by our "hard-earned" money to those pathetic creatures who, for what
ever reason, cannot work as hard as us so as to earn money in a "legiti
mate" manner. This worldview creates comprehensive stigmatization 
and forces welfare recipients to perceive themselves as hopelessly 
outside the bubble of integrated societal participation. The solution, 
however, is not to absolve ourselves of all public responsibility by 
relying on some mythical Father Flanagan. What is needed is for 
Christians to begin to return to the radical teachings of Christ on love 
as a basis for decision in all aspects of life. Only when we begin to 
develop such a sense of moral responsibility will Wilson's proposals, 
and the necessary radical reconstruction extending beyond Wilson's 
proposals, gain public support. 
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Thus, I am primarily directing my moral analysis toward those 
of the privileged (from the middle class up) white sector of society.16 

Yet, to create a lasting solution to the problem of the black underclass, 
there will have to be more than just society-wide structural changes as 
Wilson suggests. He is correct in his critique of conservativism's ex
clusive emphasis on the behavioral impediments of the black 
underclass, but there are detrimental values which have undoubtedly 
developed among the poorer sectors of the African-American com
munity. The important thing to realize, which conservatives never do, 
is that such values have developed as a response to the racist classism 
of the larger society. Comel West elucidates this fact: 

We must acknowledge that structures and behavior 
are inseparable, that institutions and values go hand 
in hand. How people act and live are shaped--though 
in no way dictated or determined--by the larger cir
cumstances in which they find themselves. 17 

Thus, West asserts, the structural developments of the larger society, 
and within the black community, are inextricably related to "the monu
mental eclipse of hope, the unprecedented collapse of meaning, the 
incredible disregard for human ( especially black) life and property in 
black America." This is what West terms the "nihilistic threat" to the 
existence of the black underclass. 18 

When I first began contemplating the value of Christian love 
in attempting to minister to the social injustices reaped upon the black 
underclass, I focused on the inherent radical equality in Jesus' com
mand to love thy neighbor as thyself. I envisioned an egalitarian line 
above which exists the economically privileged of white society and 
below which are situated the black underclass. Thus, in order to reach 
the egalitarian line it would be necessary for the privileged to realize 
that they love themselves too much and begin to relinquish their un
warranted privilege in the name of love for the underclass. I further 
perceived the reciprocal situation in which the black underclass would 
need to assert an empowering love for themselves in the face of his
torical, economic and racial negation in a white society. I have since 
come to the recognition that although this scenario holds some truth, 
it needs a further, more subtle, development. 
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Comel West reveals the insight that not only self-love, but 
also the love of others, is empowering, and in fact the existence of 
both of these types of love cannot exist independently. As he ex
plains, "self-love and love of others are both modes toward increasing 
self-valuation and encouraging political resistance in one's commu
nity."19 One cannot only love oneself. It is the love of others which 
fuels the love of oneself and empowers both oneself as well as those 
whom one loves. This love can affirm the worth of one's existence as 
well as the existence of others in the face of all-encompassing nega
tion. West explains that it is the development of such non-market 
values--love, care and service--which can do battle with the nihilistic 
hopelessness in the black underclass. Love can create networks of 
nurturing which grant support, hope, and spiritual well-being.20 

An interesting example of this empowering aspect of love is 
described by Dr. Ronald David as he relates his experiences as an 
African- American neonatologist in a city that at one time had one of 
the highest rates of black infant mortality in the country--Pittsburgh. 
He explains the apparent paradox that while Mexican American women 
are of an even lower economic status than African-American women, 
and have less access to medical care than black women, their infant 
mortality rate is equal to or lower than privileged European American 
women.21 Dr. David offers the following insightful explanation of 
this phenomenon which differs drastically from the current medical 
paradigm of more health care, greater technology, and more money 
spent equals better health. 

You must look at the different ways in which the com
munity mobilizes around pregnant women in Mexi
can-American culture as opposed to African-Ameri
can culture. Typically, other Mexican-American 
women who have had childbearing experience gather 
round, embrace, and support the pregnant female. The 
African-American mother, in contrast, is often iso
lated from nourishing social relationships. 22 

It must be emphasized, before conservative analysts begin to twist 
such ideas, that this cultural difference is most likely the product of 
very the different social histories of African-American and Mexican
American people in the United States. The important aspect of Dr. 
David's insight, however, is his stress on "nourishing social relation-
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ships." This is the love, care and service which Comel West describes. 
It is the recognition that nurturing love is spiritually empowering. It 
can allow the human body and soul to defend against the life-threaten
ing and life-shortening diseases and malefic health effects from which 
African Americans disproportionately suffer in this country. It can 
grant hope and worth in a seemingly hopeless world. It can develop 
caring networks to help members of the black underclass struggle 
against the nihilistic threat. 

I have also, however, been rethinking my initial formulations 
concerning the "love one's neighbor as oneself' ethic in relation to the 
privileged members of the white community. I initially claimed that 
such people need to love themselves less and love others, such as the 
black underclass, more. Upon further reflection, however, I have come 
to the conclusion that overabundant self-interest is not the same as 
self-love. Such self-interest, in fact, may precisely be the absence of 
self-love. Was not the development of the slavocracy, and the per
petuation of racism in the United States since the slavocracy, a mani
festation of extreme insecurity (which is a result of the absence of 
self-love)?: an insecurity which needs to define an "other" as subhu
man in order to affirm the full humanity of oneself? which is reliant 
upon the continual disadvantaged economic plight of the other so that 
one can feel economically secure? which today says that we require 
all of our techno-appliances and entertainment devices to feel con
tent? which declares that a luxury sedan and a $300,000 house in the 
suburbs is the true measure of success? according to which most of us 
see the maximizing of our income as the primary goal in career choices? 
Such values appear to betray an extreme lack of self-love. The value 
of love is necessary among the privileged not only to foster a stronger 
moral obligation to the underclass, but also to simultaneously develop 
a deeper sense of self-love that extends well beyond mere self-inter
est. As previously stated, true self-love and indiscriminate love for 
one's universal neighbor are inextricably connected and dependent upon 
one another. This assertion possesses a Christological basis. Jesus 
Christ not only taught the ethic of love, but also lived it. Christ is the 
archetype of self-love and the universal love of others. Only by pos
sessing an extreme self-love based on his faith-relationship with God 
was he able to exhibit the great strength necessary to sacrifice himself 
out of universal love for all mankind. 

So what shape would the development of such a Christian 
understanding oflove take among the white middle and upper classes? 
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As has been explained before, it would necessitate the relinquishment 
of the claim to an absolute right to all monetary remuneration one 
receives. Christian love implies a radical equality, an absolute moral 
obligation to one's neighbors in the black underclass. It requires the 
realization that one did not "get where you are" because one has worked 
harder than the black underclass, but because one has most likely en
joyed opportunities to work hard, and has been free from the many 
restraints with which the black underclass must live. Love demands 
that one cannot feel satisfied, cannot claim success, until the injus
tices of racist classism are eradicated and until one person does not 
prosper at the expense of another who suffers. This is the absolute 
moral obligation of love. A program of Christian love in this context 
would possess two aspects: voluntary [not legally posited] action and 
public policy based upon values of absolute moral obligation. 23 The 
analysis shall proceed by exploring the possibilities of the first point. 

When I speak of voluntary action according to the proposed 
ethic of love, I am utilizing the word voluntary to mean not legally 
required. Such action, however, would be, and is, morally mandated. 
As previously mentioned, the present analysis extends beyond the tra
ditional concept of Christian charity in which one helps those who are 
less fortunate by the giving of something which is rightfully one's own
-time, energy, money, etc. As we have already seen, if one possesses a 
disproportionate amount of resources in comparison to another hu
man being, those extra resources are not rightfully his/her possession 
according to the stipulation that one must love one's neighbor as one
self. It is thus a moral duty, not a moral option, to redistribute those 
resources, in the form of money, time and energy, to those who lack 
such empowerment. Love states that it is ethically required for the 
relatively privileged of society to dedicate themselves to the better
ment of the black underclass. 

The greatest barrier to such "voluntary" action lies in the geo
graphical, economic, social, political, and spiritual segregation that 
plagues our society. The most obvious example of this segregation is 
what in many cases are brown inner-cities and "inner-suburbs" and 
white outer-suburbs. This, however, is merely an explicit example of 
a much deeper dilemma facing our nation. Whites stay away from 
black neighborhoods in the city for many reasons. One major impetus 
is a deep-seated fear of these areas and the people who inhabit them. 
Images of gun-toting, drug-dealing, angry black teenagers ready to 
gun down anyone who crosses their path create a palpitation in the 
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hearts of many sedan-driving white Americans. 24 Such fears, unfor
tunately, are not completely unfounded. Yet, because of complete sepa
ration we white Americans fail to understand black victimization--we 
are only concerned about our fears. We fail to discern that the major
ity of black violence is directed toward black victims. We do not 
perceive those many blacks in such communities working, studying, 
struggling to resist the nihilistic tendencies. We cannot understand 
"their" culture: the young anger revealed in rap, the need to prove 
one's own worth through violence, the espousal of so-called "terrible 
reverse racism." We do not investigate their history, examine the socio
historical circumstances that have created the black underclass, or 
explore the creative and dynamic responses of this people throughout 
American history to all-encompassing negation. In short, we do not 
listen. We thus shrug off the nihilistic threat as a tragedy and escape 
to the burbs. 

The necessity of love for overcoming this segregation is elu
cidated by one of Comel West's categories for modem prophetic 
thought--connection. Love demands connection that is manifested in 
the value of empathy. Dr. West explains: 

Empathy is something that is, unfortunately, waning 
in our time. Empathy is the capacity to get in contact 
with the anxieties and frustrations of others. To at
tempt to put yourself in their shoes. An attempt to get 
inside their skin ... The moment of human connection 
means never losing sight of the humanity of others. 
Always attempting to remain in contact with the hu
manity of others. 25 

Of course, no white person can ever fully understand what it means to 
be black and living in the United States. This fact, however, does not 
abdicate our responsibility to listen, study, and interact in an attempt 
to gain as much comprehension as possible. Love implies connection, 
spiritual as well as physical. Once this process is begun it will multi
ply itself. If love motivates one to gain closer connection, the connec
tion will foster improved understanding and empathy, which will then 
develop even greater care and love. As this empathy and connection 
thus expand, the values and the willingness to support public policy 
that redirects resources will also grow. We will eventually examine 
policy based on such values but presently we shall continue to explore 
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"voluntary" action that is motivated by empathy. 
Thus, in lieu of our present analysis, not only the develop

ment of nurturing networks within the black community is essential, 
but interracial nurturing based on love is also necessary. There are 
many programs now existing in urban areas that are designed to pro
vide tutorship, recreation, and positive re~orcement for African
American children and teenagers--all as an alternative to the life on 
the street. The purpose of these programs, which are sponsored by 
churches, schools, community centers, etc., is to combat hopelessness 
by instilling the children with a sense of purpose and self-worth. Such 
programs are extremely important. In order to have a very significant 
long-term impact, however, they must be greatly expanded by increased 
voluntary participation and greater access to public funding (we shall 
explore the issue of public funding later). Whites must realize, as 
some have, that they can, and must, help this purpose a great deal 
through participation in such projects. Many of the black children 
who are served by such programs go to overcrowded, under-funded 
schools. Their teachers are too overburdened, underpaid, frustrated, 
and scared to offer individual attention to the pupils. These children 
are told by society that they will never amount to much; will never be 
able to go to college or hold a job. One of the most depressing expe
rience is to see two of these black youth call each other "stupid" back 
and forth. These children are expressing outwardly what they have 
internalized from the entirety of their surrounding environment. 

The opportunity that the programs described above offer to 
those children fortunate enough to participate in them is very impor
tant. Staff members in such programs are trained to give the children 
much more individual attention, whether in tutorship, recreation, or 
other events. Staff members are also trained to always stress positive 
reinforcement. Whether the child is correct or incorrect in an answer 
to a problem, they are applauded or told they are doing very well in 
their attempt. When a child expresses an interest in eventually be
coming a doctor, lawyer, policeman, or carpenter they are supported 
in their aspirations. This is love in action as nurturing. This is a direct 
assault on nihilism. The important thing to realize is that whites can, 
and must, provide such nurturing. Black role models are very impor
tant for these children, but on a very personal level, especially when 
they are younger, these children are often reaching out for any human 
affirmation of their worth--black, white, yellow, or brown. Whites 
can take an active and important nurturing role in programs such as 



Christian Love: Transcending the Values 

these, as well as a wide variety of other programs involving interac
tion with members of the black underclass. 

One specific possibility for Christians is the development of 
sister churches. White churches in the suburbs, or in other areas of 
town, can seek to develop a relationship with a black church which 
serves an underclass area. The development of this relationship can 
proceed along two related paths. First, by exchanging preachers and 
choirs, and having cross-church congregational visitations, these 
churches can begin to develop important cultural understandings and 
the empathy necessary for connection. Secondly, the white church 
can work with the African-American church to develop programs like 
the ones described above for the children of the area it serves. The 
members of the white church can make commitments to give volun
tary time to such programs as well as substantial monetary support. 
One would think that the most logical avenue through which to de
velop empathetic bonds of Christian love would be through associa
tions of Christian churches. Yet, although some attempts at such con
nections are sometimes made, the black church and the white church 
remain to a large part segregated and unconnected. 

These suggestions outlined above serve only as examples of 
the type of activities that can be entered into by privileged white Chris
tians dedicated to the love of their neighbors. It is the values of love, 
empathy, and connection that are the most important aspect of this 
analysis. Such values must lead those of privilege to seek involve
ment in, and contribute monetarily to, such projects, and to creatively 
and energetically invent many other programs. Such values based on 
love, however, must also be developed as the foundation and impetus 
for public policy proposals. As Come! West explains, however, such 
values are non- and even anti-market values and thus their develop
ment will require a great deal of energy and creativity in our society. 
It is this creativity in which many devoted to a more just society are 
now engaged in their attempt to forge alternatives to hegemonic capi
talism. It is indeed a very difficult task to propose a system that resists 
market-driven consumerist capitalism but still remains democratic as 
it eschews a completely state-controlled politico-economic system 
(with its proclivity to corruption and tyranny). It often seems impos
sible to de-inculcate ourselves in order to seek a worldview that pro
claims the pre-political sacredness of all life as the basis for human 
rights, but recognizes the "rights" to unlimited wealth claimed by the 
privileged to be based on post-political market constructs. I firmly 
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believe, however, that values influenced by the idea of love espoused 
in this paper are an important starting point in the development of 
such a system. 

It is probable that the road to public policy based on values 
such as love and empathy will involve a great deal of government 
regulation, public redefinition of so-called "private" economic sys
tems, and government mandated redistribution of resources made avail
able for use by private associations and programs such as the ones 
mentioned above. There will, however, be a need for government 
programs, at least until such a system is fully reached (which we all 
know is an extremely long way oft). One may recall that the discus
sion above of some of William J. Wilson's proposals exhibited a great 
deal of support but questioned whether such policy proposals could 
be attained without first developing ideas of absolute moral obligation 
for all members of our society. Some positive programs included job 
training and apprenticeships to elevate the skills of the disadvantaged, 
AFDC and child care proposals, and national labor-market strategies 
that will allow for better adaptability by the underclass to available 
employment opportunities. As we have already stated, however, such 
important programs will never be extensive enough to make a signifi
cant impact if those with money in our society are not willing to pay 
for them--one form of such payment being a more extensive form of a 
progressive tax system. This will in turn never happen, as we have 
already stated, until the values upon which policy decisions are made 
are dramatically changed. 

However, many of the Wilsonian proposals, and any tax-based 
redistributive system implemented to fund such proposals, remain 
within the welfarist paradigm and must eventually be transcended. 
The long term vision must look to the attainment of racial and gender 
egalitarian economic democracy, without which true political democ
racy cannot be realized. One means by which this vision may be ap
proached involves the necessary radical reform of labor law and work
place relations. 26 Labor law reform offers the possibility of much 
greater participation by working people in economic and political de
cisions, more egalitarian distribution of revenues, and less absolute 
dominance by the managerial class (and their hired guns, the profes
sional class) in the formation of our political/economic/cultural pub
lic values. 27 

In conjunction with labor law and other reforms, government 
involvement in determining the contours of "private" economic rela-
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tions must develop. I am suggesting a legislated, nationwide plan in 
which the highest paid employee of any company can earn no more 
than a set rate above the amount that the lowest paid employee earns. 28 

There are many reasons why such a requirement would be just, but the 
one most pertinent for our discussion here is the most obvious. The 
earnings of the companies would be much more evenly distributed 
and the remuneration of those at the bottom end of the scale would be 
raised. The fact often overlooked by those who seek to have those on 
entitlement programs enter the work force is that the low paying jobs, 
which such people attain, often pay about the same or less than gov
ernment entitlement programs. This certainly does not offer much 
incentive to seek employment. The fact is that given the amount of 
resources available in this country, and the inordinately high salaries 
of those in the upper ranges of the wage scale, the amount of money 
available for the lowest paid working people is far too low. Thus, in 
order to make Wilsonian proposals effective, they must be supple
mented by labor law reform, and reworked, regulated wage scales. Of 
course, none of these suggestions will be possible without the willing
ness of the privileged members of our society to give up their unwar
ranted benefits. This, in turn, will never be realized until an absolute 
moral obligation based on love of one's neighbor is developed. 

We shall finally turn to an important example of significant 
government-directed funds being made available for private organiza
tions seeking to develop areas containing large numbers of the black 
underclass. Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFls) 
are private organizations which lend to low-income citizens, includ
ing members of the black underclass, and provide technical assistance 
to such people in order to foster the growth of businesses in underde
veloped areas which commercial banks have abandoned. CDFis stress 
the inefficient bureaucracy of public agencies and emphasize the pri
vate initiative and self-sufficiency they encourage among those to 
whom they lend. 29 These organizations, however, also emphasize the 
overwhelming unmet demand for affordable capital in distressed ur
ban areas in the United States. They thus state that, although they 
receive very significant private donations, much of which comes from 
church organizations, there exists a tremendous need for extensive 
federal grants if they are to meet their goals of community develop
ment. They also claim the necessity of government regulation directed 
toward the commitment of funds to community lending by commer
cial financial institutions. Thus, CDFls remain private organizations 
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completely devoted to encouraging private development of underclass 
areas, while proclaiming the need for federally directed funds to sup
port such community development. Greatly expanded public funding 
could also do a great deal to aid the development of the nurturing 
programs mentioned previously as well as many more private projects. 
We must once again, however, emphasize that such proposals rely on 
the proper development of values of love and obligation upon which 
they must be based. Government regulation regarding the redistribu
tion of resources will always imply less unwarranted privilege for some, 
and more opportunities for others. 

The proposals made in this paper with regard to public policy 
and voluntary programs are not proposed to constitute an extensive 
plan, and are offered by one who is neither an economist or political 
scientist (my only claim is to be a Christian). They are meant to be 
examples and ideas pointing toward the direction in which to proceed. 
The central thesis of this examination is the necessity of an ethic of 
love which proclaims the absolute moral obligation for the black 
underclass, and all members of society. It may seem impractical to 
espouse Christian love as a public value in our pluralistic society. 
However, the primary purpose of this analysis is to challenge Chris
tians to love their neighbors as themselves. It is to proclaim the Chris
tian necessity to attack segregation, and develop values of empathy, 
connection, and nurturing in relation to the black underclass. It is, 
moreover, to challenge Christians to carry the value of Christian love 
into the public sphere. Love, empathy, and absolute moral obligation 
may be theologically mandatory for Christian ethics, but they can also 
be developed outside the Christian community. Once again, these are 
anti-market values and thus will be vehemently resisted. They, how
ever, must exist as distant goals which should always motivate Chris
tians to action and involvement in the search for a just society. These 
values are imperative upon the Christian community for the indisc~
nate love of our neighbors, and thus the absolute moral obligation to 
these neighbors, is revealed as a Divine command in the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ. 

Postscript on Idealism and Naivete 

Based upon experience, it would seem a safe wager to bet that 
many of the ideas in this essay will be termed hopelessly idealist, na
ive, and even sophomoric. I thus feel it appropriate to give a brief 
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anticipating response. 
The first response is based on the analysis in the essay itself. 

If an idea is idealistic and naive then, I suppose, it does not pragmati
cally adhere to the prevailing "common sense" of the day. Common 
sense is another Gramscian concept, referring to that which is 
uncritically accepted as inevitable, without recognition that it's origin 
lies within a historically contingent hegemonic order. The obvious 
point is that Christ's love is a concept which was dreadfully naive in 
first century Palestine, and remains dreadfully naive today. What a 
ridiculous concept for one to believe that He could save the world by 
ministering to the poor and outcast and, in conformity with Divine 
will, by accepting the pain and suffering of sacrifice on the cross. 
What a laughable idea, moreover, to believe that this love remains a 
divine mandate and that we must attempt to overcome our public and 
private self-interest in an attempt to achieve justice through love. Sim
ply put, the distance of the ought from the is does not reduce the power 
of the ought as a normative vision, or the quintessential nature of the 
ought as existing within the will of the Almighty. 

Finally, Christians must be willing to live a life of love re
gardless of the societal result. Although we must have a vision of 
God's utopian kingdom constantly before us, we must struggle to fol
low Christ's example even if that vision is never realized. We must 
speak the truth that Christians are infinitely separated from the Gos
pel, and thus from God, even if we doubt the capacity of most humans, 
Christian or otherwise, to traverse the gulf of separation. We must 
have the fire of love in our bones, and accept whatever consequences 
result from that fire. 

A good friend and colleague of mine once described her ex
periences as a union organizer. "You have to be ready to go in there, 
look behind you, see no one there, and keep going!" (expletives de
leted) Laura did not know she was waxing theological, but, it seems 
to me, this statements describes exactly what the life of a follower of 
Jesus Christ must be like. 
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Americans constitute a disproportionate number of the underclass, 
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ing in an exercise of Nietzschean masterhood, imposing my post
modern radical egalitarian values upon the text of the Gospel. I 
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ditional philosophical liberalism. This, however, is not the case. 
The creation and sustenance of values in the legal, cultural, and 
economic arenas involves a complicated, interconnected, and dia
lectic [or "trialectic"] process. Nothing in this essay is meant to 
suggest other wise. 
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of blackness subtly implanted in our brains by virtue of existence 
in a racist society. We are constantly bombarded with images of 
angry, violent black males, lazy welfare mothers producing prog
eny for profit, and spicy, exotic, and promiscuous black women. 
As whites living within such a society, we cannot help but be rac
ist. Yet Christian love mandates that we pray, sweat and cry in 
an attempt to break free from the chains of racist hegemony. The 
first step, of course, is to come to terms with and openly admit the 
evil racism that exists within us. We must then ask God for the 
strength to undergo an internal apocalyptic transformation, in a 
constant struggle to reformulate our psychological being in a less 
invidious manner. 

25. Comel West, Beyond Eurocentrism and Multiculturalism, Vol. I: 
Prophetic Thought in Postmodern Times (Monroe, Maine: Com
mon Courage Press, 1993) 5. 

26. For a critical and persuasive argument for the need for radical and 
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27. It is, of course, this upper-class and corporate dominance of pref
erence formation which has created the beliefs and attitudes that 
the lower-underclasses are the economic enemies of the working 
class, and that black working folk are the enemies of white work 
ing folk. Only when we begin to destroy this asymmetry of prefer
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in which costs ( of governmental programs, for example) are also 
more equally shared among the working and managerial classes. 

'29. It is not necessary to deconstruct all differences between public 
and private action, only to possess a more critical and accurate 
descriptive understanding of the pervasiveness of public decision
making in what is often called private action. 
When we act as "private" economic actors we are indeed relying 
upon systems constructed legislatively by governmental actors, 
or, in the case of common law economic systems, democratically 
acquiescing in constructed, not natural and inevitable, formula
tions. In this sense private economic action may be considered 
public, because it relies upon the state for its authority and exist
ence. Yet this kind of public action, in the form of government 
definition and redefinition of economic systems, must be consid
ered only semi-public. Government definition may be contrasted 
to government bureaucratic control. There may be instances, as 
the CDFls believe, when government reconstitution may be nec
essary but where optimal solutions mandate that government own
ership and control be limited. 



~ Review Essay 

A Troubling In My Soul: Womanist Perspectives On Evil & Suffering, 
by Emilie M. Townes, ed., New York: Orbis Books, 1993. 257 pages 

A Troubling In My Soul: Womanist Perspectives On Evil and 
Suffering is a collection of fourteen essays artfully woven together 
with the helpful introduction of Emilie M. Townes, editor. The read
ers of this review are strongly encouraged, at least, to browse through 
the Table of Contents; the topics one encounters there constitute a 
veritable "clenched fist" in the face of suffering, and ''uplifted hands 
of support" for sisterhood and community. The text is divided into 
four parts which, Townes tells us, "are based on the definitions of 
womanist found in Alice Walker's In Search of Our Mothers' Gar
dens" (p.1 ). The chapter headings are quite arresting; there are homi
letic gems to be derived from their contents. Additionally, the essays 
offer engaging prose and analytic insights into the problems of evil 
and suffering. What is readily noticeable is that the articles are search
ing, candid, and insightful; they provide an introductory, and often in 
depth, analysis of the struggles, failures, successes, pain and pride of 
African-American women's experiences. 

Thus, as I read the collection of essays in this ground-break
ing volume I had a deep reflective pause followed by a strong rhap
sodic urge. My reflections led me to the door of the labyrinthine cata
combs of the 'progressive' abuse, marginalization, exclusion and aban
donment of my sisters. 1 I paused there long enough to hear the demur
ring echoes of a history of enduring courage reverberating in my con
sciousness. I must confess that my first response thereafter was not to 
review the standard arguments associated with the paradox of the co
existence of evil and an omnibenevolent/omnipotent God,2 but to rhap
sodize through the words of Jeremiah thus: 

Hark, the cry of the daughter[s] of my people from 
the length and breadth of the land: Is the Lord not in 
Zion? Is her [Sovereign Power] not in her? ... For the 
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wound of the daughter[ s] of my people is my heart 
wounded, I mourn, and dismay has taken hold on me. 
Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? 
Why then has the health of the daughter[s] of my 
people not been restored? 3 

Yes, the cries of the daughters of my people have been hushed, scaled 
down to a sigh, or muffled, but every now and then the troubling in 
their souls, like "a fire shut up within" (Psalm 39:3; Jeremiah 20:9), 
makes them shout, thereby gaining relief through their own expres
sions. It is here that we see the cathartic value of the Black Church 
tradition, as well as the rhythmic release through the spirituals and 
blues (seep. 2 and pp. 150 ff.). Let it be known, however, that the 
expressions relayed by this text are neither maudlin, somber nor shrill; 
they are accounts of audible and intelligible expressions of the intrac
table dimensions of womanist life. The trenchant analyses of the con
tributors are evocative, provocative, celebrative and resolutely active. 
They serve as a verbal prod to jolt us out of historical amnesia; as a 
challenge to the passive acceptance of the limits of the permissible; 
and as a replacement of permissions with the celebration of the pos
sible, concretized in womanist convictions and actions (see chapters 
2,4,6, & 11). 

According to this text, what is troubling in the souls of Afri
can-American women is neither a theological hiccup nor the paroxys
mal results of socioeconomic pressure; rather, it is a socio-political 
hegemonic structure which has been allowed to run rampant, without 
any sustained organized challenge, thereby stifling personal and com
munal growth as it sires dysfunctional patterns of relationship. Like 
an undetected virulent pathogen it has found refuge in God-talk, even 
within the Black Church! As a result, the Church is strangely infected 
with a family of virus; namely, race, gender and class, inter alia. Sadly, 
it is African-American women, while exercising roles as principal care
givers, who have been/are most at risk. It is fitting therefore to review 
the issue of evil and suffering from their perspective (as part of the 
phenomenology of evil) ... a veritable expression of pathos and well 
earned pride. 

First, the text attempts to build bridges between theory and 
practice, thought and action, and expression and reflection. The ar
ticles succeed in bringing the cracks and faults to thematic awareness 
by addressing the dualities, dichotomies, and duplicities which face 
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African Americans. However, Jacquelyn Grant rightly points out that 
while there is a double nature to Black consciousness, there is a ''triple 
nature [to] Black women's consciousness" (p.212). She therefrom 
reasons that "Womanist theology is committed to bringing wholism to 
Black women." This means that the servant-hood of Black women 
translates into service to the redeemer to struggle against all forms of 
oppression. Additionally, she states that even "if the source is white 
women ... then Black women must continue to challenge the oppres
sive notions" (p.213). But the problem is not simply interracial, it is 
also intra-racial; that is, as patriarchalism and classism. Frances E. 
Wood announces the issue of church patriarchy thus: 

Within the African-American church community the 
silence about the realities of women's experience and 
how it differs from men's experience has taken the 
proportions of a version of the ''big lie," and is a deadly 
yoke. This yoke consists of silencing, ignoring, de
grading, and dismissing women's experience, espe
cially those experiences that reveal the nature and 
extent of opposition perpetuated against them within 
the community (p.39; see also pp.44-46). 

It can be seen that the wholism advocated by Grant and Wood 
not only identifies the faults to be corrected and the bridges to be 
constructed, but exemplifies the nascent dialectical force of womanist 
will to overcome. This is uniformly expressed by all the contributors. 
What emerges is a new framework for socio-political and theological 
discourse and praxis. According to Grant, "For liberation to happen 
the psychological, political, and social conditions must be created to 
nurture the processes. Servant language does not do this." She rec
ommends parity, expressed as empowered and empowering disciple
ship. "Women must be invited into the power houses of the church 
and society to participate at all levels," she avers (p.214). 

While I agree with the general tenor of Grant's analysis and 
proposal I find the notion that "women must be invited," the impera
tive mood notwithstanding, to be an unfortunate lapse into a stereo
typical female passive mode of speech and behavior, much like 'men 
need to open doors' for women. If this is what Grant means by the 
creation of conditions to nurture the processes of liberation (mentioned 
above) then her social psychology is recidivistic, though forgivable; 
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her socioeconomic and political aspirations compromised; and her 
theology of liberation disempowered. While it is highly unlikely that 
Grant intends any of this, it is nevertheless important to point out that 
women do not need men to open doors to the houses of power or from 
the houses (homes?) of detention. Women can achieve their libera
tion in spite of men. Of course, cooperative community ventures serve 
the cause of wholism through parity, but these ventures should not 
obviate women's initiative and organizational power. The overall fo
cus of Grant's article underscores this point; her emphasis on empow
erment through discipleship is a clear expression of the gospel. 
In the editor's "Introduction" to the text Emilie M. Townes is unequivo
cal about the intention and actions of womanist hermeneutics: 

Womanist thought is intentionally and 
unapologetically biased. Its bias is for a diverse and 
faithful community of witnesses. These witnesses are 
an active force for love and justice in the midst of 
oppression and fallenness. With such a bias, all forms 
of theological discourse are open for reconsideration 
and critique. This includes womanist discourse as 
well (p.2). 

What is immediately noticed is that whereas the declared bias 
is for gynofocal attenuation, the objective is for extensional convic
tion. This position is in no way gynocentric .. .it is not focused on itself 
for itself, but moves from a base of bias (for a wholesome/diverse 
community) to an elevation of the practice of love and justice towards 
all. If this sounds like double-talk, it isn't simply an expression of the 
double-consciousness previously mentioned, or even the skillful exer
cise of dialectical reasoning. Rather, it may very well be that these 
women are anointed with a locutionary force which is "sharper than 
any two edged sword" (Hebrews 4: 12). The extent to which womanists 
are prepared to be self-critical, as acknowledged, becomes the crite-
rion for testability of this claim. r 

Healthy self-critical reflections tend to mend the broken, ex
tend horizons, acknowledge weaknesses, and recover and reempha
size the neglected or forgotten. In this regard, Clarice J. Martin uses 
Maria Stewart's autobiography as a medium through which to review 
the issues of suffering and evil. Martin, adroitly and sensitively, am
plifies Stewart's voice of protest and acts of courage (in the midst of 
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suffering) as an exemplary tour de force. By means of the autobio
graphical, the traditional theodicy issues are given fresh and concrete 
expression, while maintaining logical cogency. What Martin and Karen 
Baker-Fletcher (chapter 10) do by means of the autobiographical, 
Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan does by means of the spirituals. The former 
seek to identify and expose evil through narrative while the latter shows 
how evil has been/can be confronted and exorcised through song. Kirk
Duggan maintains that the spirituals are not merely musical they are 
also lyrical narratives which function as a sustaining source of mean
ing. "The study of the narrative-dialectic midst the music reveals how 
stories are formulas for garnering meaning from chaos," she contends 
(p.155). 

Additionally, Delores S. Williams writes about the value of 
the community (and its resources) in African-American sociocultural 
and intellectual development. Here the genres mentioned above are 
elegantly restated in a wider context which affords analysis of Black 
women's defilement, consciousness of sin, and hopes for a salutary 
social balance. Williams' presentation seeks to balance the multi
sided plank of injustice on the fulcrum of a liberation grounded in 
justice. The documented reports of slaves, ex-slaves, and successive 
generations of women in bondage to a false consciousness of sin and 
devalued self worth is most instructive. Having named "the demons" 
which conduce to a false consciousness of sin, Williams has laid the 
groundwork for a prolegomenon to a diversely focussed soteriology, 
bereft of the Euro-cultural baggage which often parades as morality 
and genuine Christianity. However, Williams notes that in spite of the 
religious and cultural endorsement of their defilement several nine
teenth century Black women had their consciousness of ( alleged) un
worthiness healed by their encounter with Jesus. ''Thus, Black women 
could survive and achieve well-being in spite of the devaluation of 
Black womanhood, which America incorporated in its social ideology 
of white supremacy" (p.143). This chapter is worth reading and 
rereading by pastors, therapists, social workers, ethicists and church 
study groups. . 

Correspondingly, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes further "incarnates" 
the notion of Black women's defilement by focusing on the conflicts 
of bodily form: 
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If we are dark and full-featured we are often made to 
feel unloved and unlovable, and if we are light and 
fine-featured we find ourselves asking, like Alice 
Walker's Squeak/Mary Alice, "do you really love me, 
or just my color?" If we are dark and full-featured, 
particularly if we are large, members of our commu
nity presume that we are ready to take charge of our 
church organizations and our little brothers and sis
ters before our childhoods are over. If we are women 
clergy who are dark and large, we are attacked for 
embodying a mammy stereotype; however, if we are 
light and thin we are told that we are "too pretty to 
preach" (p. 235). 

What the reader is likely to glean from the analyses of these 
genres is how theology functions in African-American communities. 
For example, God is a given in every article. God is the terminus a 
quo and terminus ad quem. What follow from this strongly rooted 
theism are the following: First, critical reflections on the racist, sex
ist, classist and cultural distortions of the divine. We find an expres
sion of these reflections in Patricia L. Hunter's "Women's Power
Women's Passion." Here Hunter introduces a major discussion on the 
nature of divine/human goodness, particularly as it relates to the na
ture of women. She reasons thus: "If all God created was very good 
including humankind, then all women, regardless of ethnicity, class, 
varying abilities, or sexual orientation, are a part of God's very good 
creation .. .it is my belief that all aspects of our being as women are 
good, including our emotions, or spiritual, physical, and sexual be
ing" (pp.189-190). 

It is questionable whether the goodness attributed to the cre
ated order by God, in the Genesis account, is ontological; it might 
very well be aesthetic (good to behold) or quite pleasing to the Cre
ator. However, even if we assume that it is ontological it does not 
follow, as Hunter's article and Townes' summary of it on page 6 im
ply: (a) that because Xis good at t1 necessitates X's goodness at ti-tn; 
(b) that because X is good everything which issues from X has to be 
good; and ( c) that the goodness of the whole implies the goodness of 
each of its parts. What is collectively true of a class is not necessarily 
true (distributively) of each member of the class. There is no doubt 
that Hunter is definitely onto something quite powerful (psycho-so-
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dally, politically and even theologically) namely, the underlying good
ness of the created order--male, female, familiar and unfamiliar. Nev
ertheless, it is a quantum logical leap from the "very good" assertion 
of God in regards to creation to the claim that everything in creation is 
good. This is a 'classroom' example of the fallacy of division. For 
example, one may claim that since the forest gives shade, and tree 'A' 
is a part of the forest, then tree 'A' gives shade. Yet, it maybe the case 
that tree 'N has no branches or leaves. 4 Thus while the spirit of 
Hunter's argument is inviting and instructive the logic is not compel
ling. However, Townes has perceptively magnified the fallacy as this 
summary shows: . . . 'it would seem that if believing that all God 
created is good, that women are created by God and in the image of 
God, and a significant aspect of womanliness is passion-power, then it 
would stand to reason that a woman's passion-power is also good" 
(p.6). 

Secondly, a further implication of the strong theism mentioned 
earlier leads to a reaffirmation of God as personal though not the ex
clusive friend of any one person. God is therefore incarnated in Jesus 
who cares for individuals enough to place them in communities, and 
for communities enough to seek out the lost, outcasts, et. al, in order 
to enlarge and deepen community spirit. Thirdly, that theology func
tions most effectively as conversation with God; people speak to God 
and God ostensibly answers by inspiration, revelations and sometimes 
through proxies. In any case, African-American God-talk is not so 
much talk about God (pun intended)--except as testimonies--as it is 
conversation with God. 5 Fourthly and finally, the theodicy issue for 
African-American women does not fit neatly into any contrived cat
egory. The most general linkage is that evil and suffering are mostly 
due to immoral acts. In fact, the devastations occasioned by floods, 
tornadoes, and earthquakes, or the heartbreak caused by cancer and 
AIDS, on the surface, may not seem to be more problematic for Afri
can Americans than for any other group. However, when one consid
ers the socioeconomic and political structures which force people to 
live in areas where they become vulnerable to these natural disasters, 
or when we think of the additives and carcinogens which are placed in 
poor people's food and dumped in their communities, respectively, it 
can be seen that evil and suffering are not as accidental or benign as 
some would have us believe. Thus womanist theologians are rightly 
vigilant in their attacks on the evil structures which reenergize and 
finance the tridimensional injustices of racism, sexism and classism. 
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The bottom line is that if natural disasters were all that African Ameri
cans in general, and African-American women in particular, had to 
deal with they would quite likely take a realist view and move on. It is 
the evil structures against which they remonstrate, and quite rightly 
so. Jamie T. Phelps and Marcia Y. Riggs (chapters 3 & 4 respectively) 
call for a personal and communal confrontation with social sin and 
socially sinful structures. Phelps recounts the strides (and hurdles) 
towards liberation within the Catholic Church, but laments the fact 
that Black Catholics continue to suffer segregation. She claims that 
"Even today, African-American Catholics are generally segregated 
within all Black parishes or marginalized in predominantly white par
ishes." This is true for both Northern and Southern states. Thus, 
Phelps concludes that [Catholic] "Church institutions still manifest 
patterns of racism, sexism, classism, which are destructive to African
American Catholics and others" (p.57). Marcia Y. Riggs sketches the 
development of the Black Women's Club Movement as a positive re
sponse to sex, race, and class discrimination. It is refreshing to note, 
as Riggs reminds us, that: 

Black club women knew that Black people had to 
analyze the context in which Blacks found themselves. 
Yet, they also insisted that black people not allow that 
context to define their response, that Black people be 
self-critical and self-assured, rejecting racist, sexist, 
and classist norms for Black life and promoting com
munity as functional unity for the common good in
stead of individualism (p.73). 

One can understand then why the philosophico-theological 
theodicy responses, taxonomized as (a) Augustinian (b) Irenaean 
and ( c) Process,6 while very useful and engaging, may scratch the 
intellectual itch of Black people but are unlikely to soothe and heal 
their existential sorrows and wounds. The resolution to begin the 
process of doing the latter is a compelling part of why A Troubling 
in My Soul should be required reading in seminaries and universi
ties. The other compelling part is evident in the subheading: 
"Womanist Perspectives On Evil & Suffering."7 What makes the 
whole text so compelling is that it is not just another bibliographic 
entry in the theodicy index; it is a testament of undaunted courage 
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and unapologetic resolve. The stories relayed and the analyses 
proffered by these African-American scholars are neither an exer
cise in nostalgia nor a mere exhibition of erudition. Rather, these 
women have served notice--a habeas corpus ad subjiciendum writ, 
as it were--that they will not tolerate being servant-tenants in the 
households of the family, community, nation and church any longer. 8 

In plain language, they have named the demons to be exorcised. 
Frances E. Wood states that "Before we can take on the yoke of 
Jesus we must name the burdens and claim the memories under 
which we struggle and labor" (p.43). Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan does 
so by declaring that "At its core, racism is American's original sin 
against the Holy Spirit" (p.151). Thus she seeks to champion "a 
womanist hermeneutic concerned about liberating the tridimensional 
victimization of African-American reality via race-sex-class." (ibid) 
The necessary steps in removing these demons have been clearly 
articulated, instead of ritualized. This is why Rosita de Ann 
Mathews encourages a firm resistance to evil without using the 
means and methods of evil. However, she cautions that "Allowing 
oneself to be abused by a person or a system does not change the 
person or the system. Rather it gives the offender permission to 
continue such onslaughts" (p.92). I believe that this statement 
serves as a challenge (and open defiance) to all forms of suffering 
and evil, and that the theologies of passivity which encourage the 
endurance of indignity are themselves suspect of siring evil. M. 
Shawn Copeland gets to the heart of the matter when she writes that: 

It is ironic, perhaps, that a theology of suffering is 
formed from resources of resistance. It is not 
womanist perspective that makes it so, but the 
Christianity of the plantation. In its teaching, 
theologizing, preaching, and practice, this Christian
ity sought to bind the slaves to their condition by 
inculcating caricatures of the cardinal virtues of 
patience, long-suffering, forbearance, love, faith, 
and hope. Thus, to distance itself from any form of 
masochism, even Christian masochism, a theology 
of suffering in womanist perspective must reevalu
ate those virtues in light of Black women's experi
ences. Such reevaluation engages a hermeneutic of 
suspicion and a hermeneutic of resistance; but that 
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reevaluation and reinterpretation must be rooted in a 
critical realism that rejects both naive realism and 
idealism as adequate foundations for a theology of 
suffering (p.122). 

It is on this note of challenge and open defiance that this text takes 
its stand against all forms of injustice, particularly race, gender and 
class. 

This is a book worth reading, owning and sharing. When it is 
reprinted, as I hope it will, the editor may want to encourage the 
contributors to use "African-American" or "African American." 
However, irrespective of what form the locution takes, it should not 
only be uniformly used in the book but, most definitely, throughout 
each chapter. As it stands, most of the authors move back and forth 
in their usage without any apparent nuance, declared emphasis or 
justifiable semantic warrant. Nevertheless, this text has set a high 
standard for any further discourse on theodicy. Those who omit this 
text from the ongoing debate on evil and suffering may lose an 
opportunity for fresh air in the dungeons of logical conundrums. 
And as Katie Geneva Cannon states: "The substantial omission of 
African-American sacred rhetoric from the theological discourse on 
the nature, explanation and remedy of evil flows quite naturally 
from scholars using analytical frameworks that take the European
American religious experience as the norm" (p.220). This is further 
supported by Patricia L. Hunter who declares that: "If we start from 
a new premise that God is no longer male and God is not made in 
the image of the dominate culture, women of color can begin to 
reimage ourselves. Women of color can believe that we are also 
created in the image of God. If we, as women of color, are willing 
to reimage and redefine ourselves not as other but as Godlike, then 
innumerable ways of lifting self-esteem and claiming the right to 
live whole, healthy lives can emerge" (p.191). Here is a formidable 
challenge (collectively delivered) to the community of scholars to 
begin to develop a hermeneutic of evil and suffering that is diverse 
in scope and sharply focused in analysis. 

Adrian Anthony McFarlane 
Hartwick College 
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Notes 

1. "Sisters" denotes the entire family of African women past and 
present, but particularly those dispersed in the Americas. 

2. See Jane Mary Trau's The Co-existence of God and Evil (New 
York: Peter Lang, 1991) in which she argues that evil may have 
positive value. See, in particular, the concluding pages 102-103. 

3. Jeremiah 8:19, 21-22 records the prophet's lamentation over 
Judah. My response is more of a renunciation of those structures 
which continue to oppress my people--a theme forcefully articu
lated by the authors in the text being reviewed. 

4. I am indebted to my friend and colleague Guy Stroh, from Rider 
University Department of Philosophy, for this "Tree/Forest" ex
ample. 

5. See James M. Washington's Conversations with God (New York: 
Harper/Collins, 1994) as a possible source for pursuing this claim. 
This text came to my attention too late for any informed com
ment, suffice it to say that it contains prayer selections of African 
Americans from the 18th century to the present--prayers from 
people like Maria Stewart, for example, are contained therein. 

6. See John Hick, Philosophy of Religion, 4th edition (Englewood 
Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1990), pp. 39-55. Also, his Evil 
and the God of Love, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillian, and New York: 
Harper & Row, 1977). 

7. Although this is a minor point, it is ironic that the force/power of 
the text is a sub-heading and not a co-heading. That this is stan
dard form is true, but that women's perspectives shape the focus 
of the book and stand disproportionately small beneath "Trou
bling" is symbolically instructive. I believe that it rightly evinces 
the role, voice, and place of women in a world of troubles, the 
most severe of which is meted out to African-American women, 
among others. 

8. See my unpublished paper, "Women Under Church Arrest," in 
which I argue that even though an increasing number of women 
have been "released" or have "escaped" from house arrest, they 
are still being subjected to "hard labor." The majority still experi 
ence the arrest of their gifts for ecclesiastical leadership while 
being expected to continue in the untenable position of ecclesial 
servitude. 
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Fundamentalism & Gender, by John Stratton Hawley, ed., New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1994. 220 pages. 

Nearing the end of the American century, it has become com
monplace to apply the term 'fundamentalism', which on strict account 
designates elements in American Protestantism, to various religious 
movements throughout the world. The suppressed premise in this ( what 
some might call) terminological imperialism runs something like this: 
Resemblances between the attitudes, beliefs and behavior of Ameri
can fundamentalists and other recent religious revival movements 
warrants a broader extension for the term. Political militancy and a 
commitment to scriptural inerrancy are often taken implicitly as hall
marks of the new category. This premise is by no means uncontroversial 
however. One can object, for instance, that these resemblances do not 
sufficiently justify the application of a broad category term because 
contextual differences preclude any legitimate subsumption of the di
verse phenomena under a category. 

Fundamentalism and Gender, a volume of essays edited by John 
Stratton Hawley and growing out of a faculty seminar at Columbia 
University, has the notable virtues that it both carefully weighs this 
question and highlights another, generally overlooked, resemblance 
between American fundamentalism and some foreign candidates for 
inclusion under this rubric. A couple of years ago Harold Bloom ob
served that, "'Inerrancy' ... is an unconscious metaphor for the repres
sion of all individuality." 1 Most of the scholars contributing to Fun
damentalism and Gender likewise see a cross-cultural pattern of "so
cial inerrancy" (p. 4) characterizing fundamentalism, in particular an 
anxious concern with the comportment of women. In the American 
arena, opposition to abortion and the E.R.A. vividly illustrate this fea
ture of fundamentalism. 

Fundamentalism and Gender comprises an introductory essay, four 
case studies and two more theoretical pieces. The introduction by John 
Hawley and Wayne Proudfoot lucidly describes the history of funda
mentalism in America, poses the issues which recur throughout the 
volume, and frames the comparative use of 'fundamentalism.' 'Fun-
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damentalism' as here defined denotes militant religion in self-con
scious political opposition to certain aspects of modernity. It chafes at 
the modem separation of church and state and promotes an often fac
titious image of traditional society. A sense of besetment or persecu
tion by the forces of modernity also characterizes fundamentalism. 
Ironically, this posture often leads fundamentalists of one stripe or 
another to feel sympathy or solidarity with fundamentalist groups from 
another religious tradition. It insists, furthermore, on the inerrancy of 
scripture. Finally, and serving as the focus of this collection, funda
mentalism exhibits "an ideology of gender control." Several of the 
authors contend that the construction of gender roles in fundamental
ism illuminates the larger fundamentalist phenomenon. 

The four case studies explore gender and contemporary politics in 
four religious settings. In the first, Randall Balmer traces the rise of 
the feminine ideal espoused by fundamentalists in America. He points 
out that the mode of domestic life exalted in fundamentalist circles 
only appeared with the industrial revolution. For the fundamentalists, 
Balmer argues, the foetus functions as a potent symbol of themselves. 
The innocent foetus at the mercy of modem immorality comes to rep
resent the morally pure fundamentalists overwhelmed by an evil world. 
Peter Awn analyzes, in the second case study, a notorious supreme 
court case in India, the Shah Bano case. Here, a divorced woman's 
suit for financial support pitted conservative defenders of the shari 'ah 
against more secular, progressive Indians. The third case study, writ
ten by John Hawley, concerns the sati of Roop Kanwar. In this thor
ough essay Hawley demonstrates how the conservative reaction to the 
sati exemplifies several of the features labeled fundamentalist in this 
volume. The defenders of sati see themselves as an embattled politi
cal minority fighting modem secularism. Hawley notes both the con
spicuously constructed character of the "tradition" to which they look 
and the centrality of women's roles to their ideology. The final case 
study, by Helen Hardacre, assesses the role of gender in the Japanese 
New Religions. Although the New Religions have no analogue to tex
tual inerrancy, they do, she insists, share a number of other features 
with fundamentalism: selective opposition to modernity and political 
conservatism, for instance. The New Religions, moreover, strive to 
reinstitute the traditional ie household which limited the roles of women 
to wife and mother. Each of these case studies addresses the issue of 
female gender in relation to a contemporary religious movement ex
hibiting some of the distinguishing elements of fundamentalism. 
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Predictably, the final theoretical essays form the most provoca
tive portion of Fundamentalism And Gender. These two articles read 
as point and counterpoint and in one sense only really succeed in rela
tion to one another. Jay Harris, the author of the first, labors to draw at 
least two conclusions. First, he wishes to argue that the term 'funda
mentalism' does not serve to elucidate, but rather works to level im
portant differences between religious groups. Truly careful study pro
duces particularities rather than similarities. What's more, the term 
'fundamentalism,' he claims, functions as part of the "politics of no
menclature" ( one variety of terminological imperialism, I suppose) 
whereby scholars pejoratively label phenomena they don't like so to 
render their viewpoint the norm. This move enables them to either 
dismiss the phenomena or find a condescending explanation of them. 
The political judgment embedded in the use of the term 'fundamental
ism' contributes, therefore, to the tendency to obscure difference. As 
an antidote, Harris suggests scholars limit the use of 'fundamental
ism' to communities with that self-ascription unless it "provides us 
with an accurate picture of a common feature of religious life" (p. 
142). His second conclusion aims to vacate this proviso. Careful at
tention to Jewish "fundamentalism" and its contexts, he argues, re
veals no close similarities with American Protestant fundamentalism. 
Clearly, Harris implies that similarly careful attention to the contexts 
informing other groups would dissolve any claims to have produced 
"an accurate picture of a common feature of religious life" called 'fun
damentalism.' 

The estimable worth of Harris's contribution lies in its value as a 
reminder. He makes, to borrow the words of Steven Katz, "a plea for 
the recognition of differences." 2 A too quick assimilation of diverse 
phenomena, while in many ways satisfying, distorts. To really under
stand any cultural phenomenon one must attend to the historical and 
social complexities that produce it. Essentially, Harris reminds schol
ars to do their homework, their thick description. He also reminds 
scholars always to inquire suspiciously into the agendas which their 
terminology and method harbor. Harris, unfortunately, converts a salu
tary reminder into a manic prescription. To illustrate my complaint, 
consider the terms 'religion' or 'mysticism.' The history of both these 
modem Western labels reflects theological and political agendas. Nei
ther term, furthermore, identifies a "common feature of religious life" 
in the strong sense. They point to a series of family resemblances rather 
than any essence. The scholar should always keep these facts in mind 
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and also note whether the subjects of study themselves employ the 
terms in question, but no one (save perhaps W. C. Smith) would sug
gest that the scholar abjure their use. A more practicable solution in
verts Nietzsche's famous apothegm that one can define only those 
concepts with no history. The scholar should abide by the precept: 
"Terms with a history must be stipulatively defined." But why use 
them? Because (aside from the obvious utility of general terms) they 
do elucidate "a common feature of religious life," but not in the strong 
sense. Good comparative work which attends to difference and par
ticularity can suggest new avenues of inquiry by which to reconsider 
familiar territory. Good comparative work also helps us understand 
human beings in all their complexity. The many valuable and sugges
tive insights gathered in Fundamentalism and Gender alone should 
vindicate the careful use of the term 'fundamentalism.' 

At first regard, Harris's tone seems inexplicably angry. Indeed, 
the article reads like a veritable philippic. Only as a response to the 
final essay does Harris's allergy to theory or any comparative use of 
'fundamentalism' make sense. Karen McCarthy Brown breathlessly 
explains the antiabortion movement in two pages, uncritically describes 
object-relations theory in two pages, confidently defines the function 
of religion in three pages, discusses neurophysiology in two pages, 
considers each case study in about a half page each, and finally con
demns the Enlightenment without so much as an argument. (In this 
last judgment she shares something with Harris. Both seem to resent 
the Enlightenment.) Throughout this litany her essay reflects the style 
and outlook of a New Age self-help bestseller. Witness this passage 
from her conclusion, "We need help in accepting ourselves as organic 
creatures enmeshed in our world rather than continuing to posture as 
cerebral masters granted dominion over it. This requires that we learn 
to trust the wisdom of our mute flesh and accept the limitations inher
ent in our humanity." (P. 197) No wonder Harris so polemically insists 
on careful respectful attention to detail and nuance. 

One can find, however, some ore amid the slag. Brown provides 
the arguably most valuable nugget one can mine from Fundamental
ism and Gender. She makes the astute observation that one can view 
all the major concerns of fundamentalists as matters of strict bound
ary-maintenance. (p. 177) Further, she links the fundamentalist preoc
cupation with controlling women, the "other within," to the funda
mentalists' uneven fortunes with regard to the larger society, the "other 
without." Her reliance on object-relations theory to explain this char-
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acteristic of fundamentalism, however, can only reinforce the long
standing methodological principle associated with Durkheim and 
Evans-Pritchard not to explain social facts through individual psy
chology. Sociology and anthropology might have lent more convinc
ing theoretical material. Brown's observations naturally bring to mind 
the work of Mary Douglas whose theories on the power invested in 
anomalies could profitably be extended here. Douglas has argued that 
social groups with threatened external boundaries tend to have rigid 
internal categories and abominate anomalies as dangerous. Anoma
lies such as homosexuals and women who usurp male prerogative 
might, therefore, serve as the focus of considerable social regulation. 
Sherry Ortner's famous essay analyzing culture and the perceived prox
imity of women to nature might also help explain women's 
anomalousness and contribute to an explanation of why fundamental
ists so strongly feel the need to control them. 3 In any case Brown 
leaves a profound insight undeveloped. 

Fundamentalism and Gender recounts an informative and stimu
lating discussion of a neglected aspect of contemporary religious re
vivals. The vastly divergent stances taken in the final theoretical ar
ticles only augment its value as a reasonably wide-ranging look at the 
topic. To its credit, furthermore, it uniformly avoids one danger that 
accompanies the discussion of gender in contemporary academe. Fun
damentalism and Gender never succumbs to obfuscating jargon. 

Matthew Bagger 
Columbia University 

Notes 

1. Harold Bloom, The American Religion (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1992). 

2. Steven Katz, "Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism" in Mys
ticism and Philosophical Analysis (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1978) 25. 

3. Sherry Ortner, "Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?" in 
Michele Rosaldo and Louise Lampere, eds., Women, Culture, and 
Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974) 67-88. 
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Textural Criticism and the Hebrew Bible by Emanuel Tov. Minneapo
lis: Fortress Press; Assen/Maastricht: Van Gorcum, 1992. 456 pp. 

While the subject matter of this impressive study may seem most 
interesting and comprehensible principally to specialists in the He
brew scriptures, few who encounter either the Hebrew text, (whether 
in the original or in translation), or commentaries on or scholarly stud
ies of it, can gainsay the value of being able to grapple intelligently 
with text-critical problems, or perhaps even more frequently, of being 
able to understand what is at stake in the results of the experts who do. 
We now have the perfect resource for this in Emanuel Tov's monu
mental work, which though approached, is not matched by any previ
ous treatment of this kind, and which surely is destined to become the 
standard manual on Hebrew Bible textual criticism for many years to 
come. 

Tov is one of very few scholars well qualified to produce this type 
of work. Not only is he in the midst of a distinguished career as J.L. 
Magnes Professor of Bible at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, but 
he also is one of the editors of the Hebrew University Bible project, 
and since 1990, the Editor-in-Chief of the Dead Sea Scrolls publica
tion enterprise. In fact, it is precisely the discovery of the Scrolls 
which makes a reassessment of the aims, procedures, and presupposi
tions of Hebrew Bible text criticism a pressing necessity, for it is from 
the study of the more than 190 (mostly fragmentary) biblical manu
scripts from Qumran and its vicinity that a fresh approach to this dis
cipline becomes a serious desideratum. Himself both a Qumran tex
tual and Septuagint scholar, Tov is closely familiar with the whole 
array of issues and implications this manuscript discovery raises for 
the study of the textual witnesses to the Hebrew Bible, and he presents 
them both brilliantly and thoroughly in this monograph, distinguish
ing it from most previous works of this nature, which were either pub
lished prior to the Qumran discoveries, or took advantage of them in 
only a limited and inadequate fashion. 

Before describing the major--and sometimes controversial--con
tributions of this book, a few preliminary comments are in order. First, 
this is not a volume one curls up with on a listless summer evening in 
anticipation of an exciting 'read.' One best approaches it as a refer
ence work than as an artful literary composition. This means the reader 
can dip into it at almost any point, and because of the repetitious ap-
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proach employed, linked with extensive cross-referencing, can find a 
relatively comprehensive discussion of whatever topic interests him 
or her, without having to traverse a good deal of what precedes or 
follows. 

Secondly, Tov gives detailed coverage of most of the matters one 
expects in a work focusing on textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 
from a thorough description of the various textual witnesses to the 
biblical text (including the Qumran evidence and the ancient transla
tions), their dates, origins, and special characteristics, to a close ac
count of the copying and transmission of the biblical text with all the 
particular phenomenology involved (materials used, writing practices, 
script, orthography, etc.). Easy accessibility to all of this is enhanced 
in two ways: by a highly detailed table of contents at the beginning 
and a very comprehensive subject index at the end. Moreover, Tov 
has increased the user-friendliness of his book by providing through
out frequent illustrations of the textual phenomena he discusses, fur
ther illumined by the 30 plates at the back of the book which give the 
reader a more vivid sense of the different types of manuscripts in
volved. 

But what makes this work of unusual importance is the contri
butions Tov makes to the often contentious discussion of the method
ology and assumptions underlying the text critical task for the Hebrew 
Bible which now must be looked at in new ways in light of the unprec
edented manuscript discoveries at Qumran. Because of the necessary 
brevity of this review, only a few of these can be mentioned here. 

First, the issue of what the aim of the Hebrew Bible text critic 
should be. Most would agree that it is to establish a form of the bibli
cal text that is as free from error as one can get it. But what form of the 
text should that be? Many older as well as present day critics think 
that it must be the original autographs ( Urtext) of the biblical writers. 
Tov argues (I think persuasively) that this is impossible, even given 
the vast amount of earlier evidence provided us from Qumran. With 
the possible exception of the books of Daniel and Qoheleth, there is 
still too much distance between the manuscript evidence we have (vir
tually nothing antedating the 3rd century B.C.E.) and the initial com
position stage of the biblical books. While it is legitimate to speculate 
about the original form of these books, it must be recognized that the 
conclusions drawn are hypothetical, and not susceptible to evidentiary 
demonstration. 



Union Seminary Quarterly Review 

For Tov, then, the Hebrew text that it is the critic's aim to re
construct is that of the finished composition, that is, when any biblical 
writing was acknowledged and accepted as a completed integral whole 
and henceforth copied in this form without any major changes. We 
may call this the transmission form of the text, and it is this rather than 
the literary stages which preceded it which constitute the primary fo
cus of text criticism ( the former is the province principally of literary 
criticism, in Tov's view). But establishing the transmission form is 
also not without its problems, since the vast majority of Hebrew Bible 
books were finished and in transmission well before the 3rd century 
B.C.E. Perhaps more secure would be the goal of establishing the 
masoretic ( or proto-rabbinic) form of the text, which had been largely 
adopted by Judaism as the preferred text by the end of the 1st century 
C.E., and which would become the basis of subsequent editions of the 
Hebrew Bible. 

A second issue has to do with the history of the development of 
the biblical text. Tov is doubtless correct that the phrase 'the biblical 
text' is an abstraction, since what our evidence bears witness to are 
biblical texts, not a singular biblical one. At the same time, Tov thinks 
it valid to posit the existence of an original biblical text, even though 
its detailed character is hard to reconstruct, and the date of its prov
enance not easy to ascertain. Nonetheless, there is no doubt that the 
Qumran biblical evidence confronts us with a great multiplicity of 
biblical texts, and the question is can one discern among them certain 
discrete families, text-types, or recensions of a more or less pristine 
biblical text? 

Frank Cross of Harvard has argued that this is indeed possible, 
and he has defined basically three text types or families which he char
acterizes as 'local texts' because they are associated with the three 
geographical areas where historical circumstances forced the Jews to 
dwell in some numbers: Palestine, Babylon and Egypt. Tov strongly 
opposes this characterization of the textual situation, averring that 
except for the Samaritan tradition ( = Palestinian), neither the Hebrew 
Vorlage of the Septuagint (=Egyptian) nor the proto-rabbinic/masoretic 
texts (=Babylonian) manifest sufficiently distinct typological features 
to warrant their categorization as text-types, much less recensions, 
which by definition refer to textual revisions with a specific intention 
in mind (as e.g., the recensions of the LXX, which revised the Old 
Greek translation to bring it into greater coherence with the proto
rabbinic Hebrew form of the text). Tov's study of the Qumran data 
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moves him to posit five textual groups, to which he also attaches the 
label 'vulgar' (i.e. popular and somewhat less precise) or 'nonvulgar' 
(more conservative and meticulously preserved): 1) those written with 
a particular orthographic and morphologic scribal practice peculiar to 
Qumran (20% of the texts, all 'vulgar'); 2) those containing the 
masoretic consonantal framework (60%, 'nonvulgar'); 3) those re
flecting most of the characteristic features of the Samaritan tradition 
(fewer than 5%, 'vulgar'); 4) those closely identifiable with the pre
sumed Hebrew Vorlage of the LXX (fewer than 5%, 'nonvulgar'); 
and 5) those not really close to any of the above, sometimes agreeing, 
sometimes disagreeing with them, what Tov labels 'nonaligned' texts 
(15%, 'nonvulgar'). While all of these textual forms presumably origi
nated in Palestine, and one (no. 4) became associated with the Jewish 
community in Egypt, another (no. 2) with that in Babylon (though 
actual evidence for this is meager), their association with a particular 
geographical context is not very obviously evident in any of them. At 
the moment it would appear that Tov has the better argument in de
scribing the development of the biblical text on the basis of the Qumran 
evidence, but we need to remind ourselves that we are still only at the 
beginning of the assessment of the biblical data from Qumran (not all 
of which is published yet), and it will probably take decades of further 
study before we can judge whether Tov or Cross or someone else has 
presented the most plausible analysis. 

A third issue of importance has to do with the evaluation of 
variant readings to determine which, if any, are the more preferable or 
better readings (which may differ in some cases from what one de
cides may have been the original reading!). Assuming that difference 
between or among readings is not due to a transmission error, there 
are certain rules and guidelines that have been traditionally held up as 
the proper procedures to follow in arriving at a preferred reading. Tov 
describes and evaluates all of these, and concludes that while each has 
its value, none is decisive (including the dicta lectio difficilior 
praeferenda and lectio brevior potior), and each has its problematics. 
Perhaps the best guideline is simply to exercise common sense when 
one looks for the reading that is textually most appropriate, given also 
the strictures of lexicography, grammar, and syntax. 

But what if there are two or more readings which in the final 
analysis seem equally appropriate? Though Tov concedes that more 
than one authentic reading may reflect more than one pristine text, he 
thinks this is rather unlikely, and that between or among such readings 
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there is only one that was original. But it may be impossible to decide 
with any assurance which one that is, at least on the basis of the tools 
of text criticism. If the critic is required to make a translation, perhaps 
a sensitive exegetical analysis will tip the balance, or if one of the 
readings is represented in the MT, it may be advisable to go with that 
:reading, since :il::r.ep:resents the textus receptus. 

There is much more that could be said about this magnificent 
work, but perhaps I have said enough to pique the reader's interest to 
investigate it further. Certainly no Hebrew Bible scholar can ignore 
what Tov has done, and even the non-scholar who has not only some 
training in Hebrew Bible but also makes regular use of it in teaching 
and preaching should become acquainted with how this valuable re
source can help deal constructively with text critical headaches. 

George Landes 
Union Theological Seminary 

The Death of the Messiah. From Gethsemane to the Grave. A Com
mentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels, by Raymond 
E. Brown, SES. New York: Doubleday, 1994. "Anchor Bible Refer
ence Library." 2 vols. 1608 pp. 

The popular press has touted this magisterial (a word I have 
never before used in a review!) work by the renowned Emeritus Pro
fessor at Union Theological Seminary as 'radical'. To the scholar, on 
the other hand, it reads as middle-road, or even 'conservative'. How 
are such different readings possible? The answer becomes apparent 
already in the long (89 pp . ) introduction to the commentary itself. 

In this introduction Brown lays out his approach and inten
tions. As a commentary the focus must be on the text as it stands. And 
for the author this means primarily the intentionality of the authors. 
On the one hand this focus necessitates a subordination of questions 
of historicity ( that is, about Jesus as a historical figure) and of pretext 
traditions. Brown is as aware as any scholar that such matter& are real 
and important. In fact, it seems to be the case that the author violates 
his asserted limitation, turning a number of times to historical issues, 
much to the advantage of his readers. The reader, however, who ex-
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pects Brown to affirm the literal historicity of the Gospels, is doomed 
to frustration. 

On the other hand, Brown also dismisses from his vision re
cent scholarly interest in structuralism or narratology. He acknowl
edges that the text may "convey" meanings the author did not "in
tend" (pp. 6-9), but such matters "are not a primary focus of this com
mentary. My concern is above all with the meaning that emerges from 
positing a general correspondence between what the author intended 
and what he conveyed" (p. 8). 

It is this scepticism about the 'before' and the 'after' which 
earns him both 'radical' and 'conservative' titles. The press (which 
rarely seems to be aware of what actually goes on in scholarship) sees 
any work on the Gospels not centered on the 'historical Jesus' as radi
cal and threatening. Current scholarship, which can be faddish and 
today is quite taken with complex theories of narratology, is likely to 
read Brown's treatment as a throwback to an earlier era. 

One check upon excessive scholarly imagination Brown in
sists upon is his appeal to the likely sensibilities of the original audi
ence of the texts. This introduces one of the strong assets of Brown's 
interpretations -- a common-sense appreciation of what a popular au
dience would or would not have 'heard' when the texts were read. 
Key in this approach is the author's view that a believer is not hearing 
or reading the story for the first time. "They would interpret what they 
hear through what they already know" (p. 10). This approach may 
"supply a control on the tendency of scholarly commentators" to read 
into the texts elaborate and overly subtle interpretations (p. 11). A 
critic might object that such reading reduces the possible profundity 
of an author to the lowest common denominator of the popular audi
ence. In my judgment, however, such a control is needed and Brown's 
continued reference to this principle is one of the strongest weapons 
in his scholarly arsenal. As he would, I think, admit, the danger is 
always that such a reading may in fact eliminate profound intentions 
of the gospel author. This danger is perhaps borne out in his summary 
of the theologies of the various gospels. They tend to be straightfor
ward readings of the narrative flow. Many contemporary interpreters 
of the gospel narratives will feel themselves locked out of legitimate 
appreciation. 

The contents of the "Introduction" pertain largely to traditional 
issues of the interrelationships among the gospels. Who is literarily 
dependent upon whom? What sources are involved in the creation of 
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the present texts? While Brown is focused, of course, on the passion 
narratives, the material is a masterful survey of contemporary assess
ments and could serve as a helpful introduction to the general issue of 
gospel interrelationships. His general conclusions, based on the prior
ity of Mark, are that Matthew and Luke are dependent upon Mark and 
Q but on no other specific narrative, and that John is likely indepen
dent of all of the synoptics. 

The commentary proper, approached as a drama, is divided 
into four acts and appropriate scenes within each act. Each scene is 
often further divided into sections. All told, he isolates 32 sections in 
the entire narrative. For each section he provides a "literal" transla
tion of the relevant portions of all four Gospels, and a "Comment" 
verse by verse. An "Analysis" of the material seen as a whole usually 
follows after several small sections. 

The publisher has given the author the luxury of unlimited 
space. This means that Brown has the opportunity to deal with prob
lems in the detail he feels is helpful. This reviewer, however, does not 
have unlimited space to describe Brown's judgments about the mate
rial. Suffice it to say that about most issues of interest to students of 
the material the author will inform completely and clearly what the 
issues are and why he comes to the conclusions he does. Comparisons 
among the Gospels are fulsome and the differences in the accounts are 
carefully noted and explained. 

Despite his disclaimers, he continually turns to the issue of 
historicity. Did it happen as the narration says? Mostly not, since he 
assigns the narrations to tradition and composition. The theology of 
the gospel writer is present everywhere. Yet there is pre-gospel tradi
tion and some historical memory is embedded in traditions. Thus Brown 
refuses to consign the historical question to the oblivion that much 
contemporary scholarship does. 

In fact, Brown gives detailed treatments of many historical 
questions. For instance 70 pages are devoted to the unraveling of the 
knotty question of Jewish legal authority with regard to the trial of 
Jesus and to the related issue of anti-Judaism in the Gospels. He de
votes attention to matters related to crucifixion -- e.g. how Jesus was 
attached to the cross and the physiological cause of his death. In an 
appendix, Brown wrestles with the vexing problem of the dating of 
Jesus' death. These historical investigations are models of clarity and 
present the full complexity of the problems without losing sight of the 
larger issue. They show at first hand a seasoned, historical mind which 
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refuses both to ignore difficulties or to indulge in flights of fancy. 
When this learned author thinks the evidence insufficient to reach prob
able conclusions, he says so. 

No commentary can do everything. About matters of textual 
interrelationships, text and traditions, historical backgrounds, and au
thorial involvement in the stories, Brown's work is masterful. His wry 
humor pervades his discussions and makes the reading delightful. 

What some will feel is missing is a more sustained and coher
ent view of a distinctive theology of each Gospel. In part this is due to 
the arrangement of the commentary; Brown has decided to place par
allel passages side by side, rather than presenting each Gospel in or
der. This makes sense, of course, but it does make it more difficult for 
the reader to get a picture of each Gospel on its own. In part also, the 
missing dimension is due to Brown's skepticism about what he thinks 
are overly-subtle descriptions about authorial intention in much re
cent scholarship. 

Raymond Brown remains an historian from beginning to end. 
Deeply wedded to a common-sense approach to traditions and their 
life and function in the nascent Christian communities he will not budge 
from his instance that one must interpret the Gospels from that his
tory. If this stance earns him both 'radical' and 'conservative' labels, I 
suspect the author is proud of both! In any case, for anyone who takes 
seriously the narratives of the death of Jesus, whether viewed as 
salvatory and/or tragic, this commentary will be an appropriate dis
cussion partner for a long time to come. 

Robin Scroggs 
Union Theological Seminary 
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Shattered Dream: America~ Search for Its Soul by Walter T. Davis, 
Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1994. 193 pp. 

All books about human suffering are at least once removed 
from their subject. A review of such a book is twice removed. It is 
almost an insult to the suffering recorded in this book to say more 
about it than: "For America's sake, fellow Americans, read it!" 

The dream shattered is America's, the place it shattered was 
Vietnam, and the Americans who experienced the shattering as a de
scent into the "heart of darkness" were our soldiers: that is the thesis 
of the book. Its moral judgment is that most of the rest of America has 
yet to listen to the cries of pain that still rage inside those who sur
vived the war, "My country sent me to do evil and then hid from me 
because I reminded them of it." 

Davis has not hidden from these veterans. He bases his book 
on hundreds of interviews with them and dozens of the books and 
films that portray their suffering in ways that only art can. Davis (Union 
M.Div. '61) is one of those theologians whose past might tempt some 
to assume that he must belong to the ranks of those American "patri
ots" who pressured the Smithsonian Institution recently into cancel
ing its history lesson on the Hiroshima bomb. Raised in the southern 
Presbyterian Church and a longtime missionary of that church in Zaire, 
he knows the poignancy of the remark made to General Stonewall 
Jackson by a Confederate soldier struggling along at the rear of his 
column: "Ah hopes to God, General, that ah never loves another coun
try." The remark has echoes in the bitter experience of many Viet-nam 
veterans, the only other group of soldiers in our national history who 
lost a war. 

They want a country to love, however, and so does Davis, 
but the war experiences recorded here cry out for another kind of coun
try than the one that sent two and half million Americans to fight this, 
our longest war. The country that sent them was sure of its good mis
sion to the world. We were a national exception to the imperialist 
ambitions of the countries from which many of us emigrated. We 
were a "New World," founded on humane democratic principles, 
Lincoln's "last best hope" for a just and lasting peace. Such hope 
impelled Woodrow WIison to say of US. entry into World War I: "When 
men take lap arms to set other men free, there is something sacred and 
holy in the warfare. I will not cry 'peace' as long as there is sin and 
wrong in the world." In this context, the violence of our fronsoldiers 
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frontier-ethic got converted to the cause of good against evil world
wide. 

Vietnam veterans returned to a country likely to insist on the 
tenability of the same dream, but many of them could no longer enter
tain it. That dream died in the paddies and villages of Vietnam, as 
soldiers found themselves undertaking evil deeds that most wanted to 
forget but could not. Thousands, still living in our midst, have not re
covered from it personally and, says Davis, the nation has not recov
ered from it, either. One remembers the rush to righteousness in Presi
dent Bush's justifications of the Gulf War of 1991. "Putting Vietnam 
behind us" was the formula that brought joy to so many Americans in 
that crisis, as if by killing 100,000 Iraqis at small cost to the lives of 
Americans we could rectify the squandering of lives, wealth, and po
litical myths in Vietnam. 

Davis makes clear that the waste in it all occurred on many 
levels beginning with the internal sanity of a huge number of veterans. 
Three statistics alone from the book should bring pause to any reader 
tempted to brand these pages as unpatriotic leftism: At least 60,000 
veterans (more than those killed) have committed suicide in the past 
twenty-five years; one in three of the homeless on our city streets is a 
veteran; and, of the two and a half million men and women who served 
in Vietnam, 800,000 suffer from what military psychiatrists call "Post
traumatic Stress Disorder." 

To read this book is to understand the inner spiritual destruction 
that is the abiding legacy of the war for thousands of these survivors. 
Reinhold Niebuhr used to say that it may be possible for Christians to 
carry a gun, but they will carry it ''with a heavy heart." For these vet
erans, it would be more accurate to say that they carried their guns 
until their hearts broke. 

We are invited by the book to enter into their 
brokenheartedness, after the image of one said to "bear our sorrows 
and carry our diseases" in Isaiah 53. Ifwe dare to take seriously this 
startling theological proposal, we may find ourselves facing with 
these veterans some deeply unwelcome truths about the United States 
of America: "What was 'wasted' in Vietnam," concludes Davis, "was 
the continuity of the American story. To face the demise of the Ameri
can national identity was too painful then, and for most it is too pain
ful now." It was so painful in the 1960s and 1970s that, once veterans 
had served their year in Vietnam, they returned to an America divided 
between those who blamed the soldiers for losing the war and those 
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who blamed them for becoming soldiers at all. Hardly a neighbor was 
ready to listen to the pain that these men and women brought home 
with them. For years many bottled up their memories, only to have the 
memories explode into self-destruction, alienation from family, 
and alienation from themselves. But the deepest alienation, the one 
most unwelcome to neighbors, was from the "American dream" itself. 

My only major criticism of this important book is that, in the 
final chapter as Davis suggestively wrestles with his own hope for a 
new sort of American patriotism, he might have been wise to follow 
the method that rightly and powerfully dominates the rest of the book: 
letting veterans speak for themselves. True enough, many must speak 
more of pain at the decay of old visions than of any stirring of a new 
one. As Davis says in his last chapter, we all may now be living through 
a time of "exile," in between the country the veterans lost and the new 
one they wish they could return to. Perhaps the veterans are not up to 
telling us what a rebuilt American Jerusalem should look like. But to 
patient listeners, many are willing to say how the old dream betrayed 
them. Perhaps we will never find our way through the wilderness of a 
lost national identity until we learn to listen to this particular group of 
our neighbors. 

I ended my reading of this painful book, in fact, sure that pas
tors and other leaders of the Christian churches of the land have a 
pastoral/prophetic task that few of us have ever been trained to under
take: to minister to hurt spirits of individuals and the hurt spirit of a 
nation at one and the same time. A certain tender toughness will be 
required in this task. Who does not resist being told that a trusted 
friend is a spouse-abuser, or a trusted business partner an embezzler? 
A lot of neurotic hostility from unrepentant patriots in our congrega
tions can be expected in this ministry. Neither politicians nor voters 
among Americans find repentance a suitable medicine for ailing 
patriotism. But of what use is the Christian message to patriots if it 
does not equip them to face the unpleasant truths about their past? 
What is more a denial of love for our neighbors than a refusal to hear 
their account of the cost they paid for our collective folly? 

Collective repentance is a concept hard to justify in the ears 
of most Americans, but it is not too late for religious leaders and 
political leaders to ask each other if there is any other way to 
recover from a traumatic evil past. Among Davis's most striking 
suggestions for an overdue political therapy is "bipartisan 
governmental admission of error, public confession by top-ranking 
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government and military officials, and a request that the vets forgive 
the nation for sending them to fight" the wrong war, in the wrong 
place, for wrong reasons, with wrong tactics, followed by wrong 
refusal of care for them. Even if he waited twenty-five years to do 
it, Robert McNamara has now carried us another step down the way 
of such confession. Anyone willing to endure the pain of reading 
Shattered Dream will be putting a foot to the same path . 

Donald W Shriver, Jr., 
Union Theological Seminary. 

The Therapy of Desire: Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Ethics, 
Martha C. Nussbaum. Princeton University Press: 1994. 558 pages. 

In her new book, The Therapy of Desire, Martha Nussbaum reflects 
on several themes in Hellenistic ethics and finds there some pertinent 
correctives for contemporary philosophers. Although the preponder
ate part of her book is devoted to interpreting selected Epicurean, Skep
tic, and Stoic writings, her intent is not exhaustive story nor even sys
tematic outline. She promises that her book "will be a somewhat idio
syncratic account of certain central themes, guided by an obsessive 
pursuit of certain questions-taking as its central guiding motif the 
analogy between philosophy and medicine as arts oflife."(p. 6) That 
philosophy should reclaim a therapeutic function is the major correc
tive urged by the author; that Epicurean accounts of emotion and Stoic 
ideals of universal human dignity should contribute to this reclama
tion is her foremost historical claim. 

Nussbaum is University Professor and Professor of Philoso
phy, Classics, and Comparative Literature at Brown University. Her 
training in Classics is evident in her uncommonly broad and nuanced 
knowledge of Hellenistic literature and philosophy. Judgments re
garding the details of her textual interpretations are best left to schol
ars sharing her philological background. I shall assess her larger philo
sophical project which is the reassertion of the analogy between 
philosophy and medicine.Its classical expression is well exemplified 
by a quotation from Epicurus which introduces her book's first 
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chapter: "Empty is that philosopher's arguments by which no human 
suffering is therapeutically treated. For just as there is no use in a 
medical art that does not cast out the sicknesses of bodies, so too there 
is no use in philosophy, unless it casts out the suffering of the soul."(p. 
13) Reclaiming philosophy's therapeutic function obviously involves 
acknowledging and responding to human suffering. Given the im
mensity of suffering in the contemporary world, and the moral ur
gency of its redress, Nussbaum does a real intellectual service by re
minding philosophers of both their tradition and their vocation in this 
regard. 

The book's title signals its thesis that the therapeutic argu
ments of Hellenistic philosophers anticipate the procedures of Freud
ian psychoanalysis. Indeed, the author provocatively argues that Epi
cureans first attended to the human unconscious in the practice of heal
ing the soul--of alleviating the human unhappiness wrought by habitual 
behaviors and emotional excesses. Yet her text is delightfully free of 
psychoanalytic jargon, and even contains scant mention of Freud and 
his ilk. More importantly, Nussbaum avoids a banal reduction of Hel
lenistic ethics to psychotherapy by offering a precise philosophical 
description of therapeutic arguments. I summarize her account. Thera
peutic arguments have the practical goal of bettering the persons they 
address-of making them healthier, happier, and more virtuous. They 
acknowledge people's particular circumstances, shunning philosophy's 
frequent pursuit of abstract generality by appealing more to personal 
values than to eternal laws. Although such arguments may be deliv
ered to a numerous audience, they are directed at the health of individu
als. As the Epicureans especially demonstrated, arguments on the 
medical model are likely to posit large communities as agents of nox
ious beliefs and values. The author rightly warns that this sort of 
individualism can devolve into a posture of resignation and indiffer
ence. 

In therapeutic arguments the formal virtues of clarity, consis
tency, and simplicit are instrumentally apprised in the sense that their 
attainment, along with the whole rational procedure for achieving hu
man flourishing, is not counted as part of the flourishing itself. Also, 
alternative views are considered only to the extent necessary to allow 
for the full efficacy of correct views; there is no presumptive valuing 
of diversity in belief. On the contrary, the philosopher\ doctor is as
sumed to be more knowledgeable than the student\ patient, and so the 
teaching relationship is portrayed as quite asymmetrical. Illustrative 
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of this point is how Epicurus was regarded by some followers as a 
"savior." (p. 119) Nussbaum sees the Epicureans as the purer expo
nents of therapeutic argumentation, yet she lauds the Stoics for their 
rational ethos of human dignity that makes the exercise of philosophi
cal reason intrinsically valuable and reciprocally communal. 

The organization of The Therapy of Desire is effected by a 
dramatic device of introducing Hellenistic philosophical schools by 
the agency of Nikidion, an ancient Greek female in pursuit of philo
sophical therapy. Diogenes Laertius says that there was a female pu
pil of Epicurus by this name. Nussbaum gives a fictional account of 
"Nikidion's polymorphous search for the good life" (p. 145) in which 
she sequentially encounters the leaders of the Aristotelian, Epicurean, 
Skeptical, and Stoic schools. This device insures that issues of gender 
are considered in each phase of the discussion of the analogy of phi
losophy and medicine. Questions of class rather consistently arise, 
while sexual orientation and race are rarely mentioned. The device 
reveals Nussbaum's philosophical aspiration of crafting thoughtfully 
distinctive interpretations while shunning radical positions and po
lemics. Her moderate temperament is likewise revealed in her critical 
appraisal of Michel Foucault's treatment of Hellenistic philosophers 
in the third volume of his History of Sexuality. He fails, in her judg
ment, to appreciate the importance of the commitment to reason in 
Hellenistic philosophy because he regards knowledge and argument 
as tools of power not categorically different from other practices for 
cultivating a distinctive sort of self. Behaving rationally makes a posi
tive difference for Nussbaum. 

Readers who enjoyed the author's most recent full length study, 
The Fragility of Goodness, will find in the present volume related 
topics and common virtues. In her previous book, Nussbaum recom
mended a conception of the human life that risks loss and grief by 
allowing vulnerability to circumstances beyond one's control, e.g., to 
external relationships of friendship and citizenship and to internal 
dynamics of emotion and sexuality. The Therapy of Desire most thor
oughly assesses the risk and promise of anger and lust, inquiring 
whether Epicureans and Stoics were justified in saying that reason 
requires their avoidance and extirpation. Ultimately, Nussbaum re
frains from affirming these extreme options, but not after judiciously 
weighing their arguments and granting more credence to curbing these 
feelings than much current feminist and psychotherapeutic theory 
would allow. A thoughtful resistance to liberal academic truisms is 
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one of the author's most commendable traits. 
Having given this praise, I should qualify it in two instances 

where her resistance to academic convention, in my judgment, is not 
sufficiently forceful. Early in her exploration of the comparison of 
philosophy and medicine, Nussbaum writes about logos as the art of 
speech and writing: 

From Homer on we encounter, frequently and prominently, 
the idea that logos is to illnesses of the soul as medical treat
ment is to illnesses of the body. We also find the claim that 
logos is a powerful and perhaps even a sufficient remedy for 
these illnesses; frequently it is portrayed as the only available 
remedy. The diseases in question are frequently diseases of 
inappropriate or misinformed emotion. (p. 49) 

Nussbaum shows her sympathies for this point of view when she 
praises Hellenistic authors for their effective philosophical speech and 
writing. She especially appreciates their incorporation of poetic, rhe
torical, and narrative elements into their arguments. "Rigor and preci
sion, they feel, are, while necessary, not sufficient, if philosophy is to 
communicate to more than a narrow elite." The warning against elit
ism here is apt, yet it does not recognize that the ancient Greek esti
mate of the curative power of philosophical and literary language is 
itself parochial and privileged. Contemporary psychotherapists who 
exclusively recommend "talking cures" perpetuate this bias in a new 
setting. It is disappointing that Nussbaum does not even acknowledge 
the phenomenon of "logocentrism" that Jacques Derrida has detected 
in the Western tradition beginning with classical tragedy and philoso
phy. Equally disappointing is her failure to admit that diseases of 
"inappropriate and misinformed emotion" may take on an altered and 
intensified virulence in a culture shaped by technologically sophisti
cated means of mass communication in service to a consumerist ethos, 
and that this new cultural situation may require more varied and radi
cal therapies. 

A second weakness in Nussbaum's book is her superficial and 
dismissive treatment of Hellenistic religions, including Christianity. 
(It is not unrelated to the first because religious conceptions and feel
ings are characteristically conveyed by more varied means than speech 
and writing, e.g., ritual gesture, visual imagery, musical forms, and so 
forth.) For instance, she excludes Platonism and Augustinianism from 
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her consideration on the basis of their commitment to the "idea of the 
radical independence of true good from human need and desire." She 
continues: "For both Platonists and these Christians, digging more 
deeply into ourselves is not the right way to proceed in ethical inquiry. 
For the possibility must always be left open that everything we are 
and want and believe is totally in error." Regarding the Christians she 
mentions, Nussbaum seems to imply that the Augustinian doctrines of 
sin and election make self-knowledge irrelevant to the Christian pur
suit of a good life. Nussbaum's talent for nuanced interpretation clearly 
fails her at this point if she concludes that projects of self-knowledge 
are foreign to the author of the Confessions. 

Nussbaum detects in Epicureanism some vestiges of the reli
gious quest for transcendence. She finds these elements inconsistent 
with the Democritean atomism and the Socratic individualism that 
Epicureans profess to perpetuate. Specifically, she criticizes Epicurus 
and Lucretius when they associate human well being with a godlike 
stature. Surely present in the relevant sayings are traces of arrogance 
and authoritarianism; however, Nussbaum's lack of sympathy for things 
religious inhibits her from offering any more generous and productive 
interpretation. Lucretius associates godlike existence with the ability 
to "look on all with a mind at peace."(p. 216) Apprehensions of cos
mic wholeness and transformations toward individual tranquility, he 
says, are the Epicurean's consummate experiences. Rather than see 
this transcendent impulse as rankly inconsistent with Epicurean de
nunciations of traditional, institutional religion, one might see it as the 
exhilarating fruition of a paradoxical apprehension of the world as a 
bounded whole. The paradox emerges because the apprehending agent 
is at once part of the bounded whole, yet transgresses its boundaries in 
the very experience of its apprehension. Lucretius finds antidotes to 
the fear of death both in the thought that human beings are part of a 
whole which endures through the passing away of its living parts and, 
at the same time, in the Platonist idea that immunity to changing de
sires is equitable with divine immortality. This suggests inconsistency 
and incomplete liberation from Platonic sensibilities. 

This infelicitous duality is, however, also interpretable as an 
elaboration on the central paradox of apprehending the world as a 
bounded whole containing oneself. In this context its recrudescent 
Platonism is available for appreciative correction rather than the un
charitable dismissal that Nussbaum gives it. At one point, while dis
cussing Lucretius' condemnation of erotic love, Nussbaum remarks 
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that this part of the Epicurean program offends contemporary sensi
bilities that have almost accorded such love the status of a "secular 
religion." In fact, I think that Epicureanism's transcendent impulse, 
as combined with its materialist cosmology and its irreligious polem
ics, originates a secular spiritual tradition in the West that defies the 
categories of both liberal secularists and traditional religionists. It is a 
tradition that receives multiform expression in contemporary America 
where increasing numbers of persons pursue spiritual lives outside the 
orbit of religious institutions. In my view, Nussbaum's predilection 
for linguistic therapy and her allergy to religious vocations prevent 
her from identifying one of the most provocative ways in which 
Hellenistic thinkers have anticipated current developments. Even so, 
her thoughtful book explores the analogy of philosophy and medicine 
in a way that cogently shows how Hellenistic philosophy merits con
temporary attention. 

Peter H. Van Ness 
Union Theological Seminary 
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tianity. He is also a professor of Ethics at Emory University in At
lanta, GA. His most recent book is An Ethic for Enemies: Forgiveness 
in Politics (Oxford, 1995) 
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FROM OLD REVELATION 
TO NEW 

A Tradition-Historical and Redaction-Critical Study of 
Temporal Transitions in Prophetic Prediction 

Simon J. De Vries 

"A comprehensive, even monumental analysis and synthesis of 
the redaction history of the entire prophetic corpus in the Old 
Testament .... De Vries's book is a paradigm not only for the 
integrity of scholarly work but also for the ethical integrity in 
cross-historical, and for that matter cross-cultural, encounter. It 
represents the most detailed and comprehensive treatment of the 
subject to date, and will hold that place indefinitely." 

- Rolf P. Knierim 

"A major achievement. Simon De Vries has opened up a whole 
new vista on the way in which prophecy is itself every bit as intrigu
ing and interesting as law, once it became a written document." 

- Ronald E. Clements 

"I have learned much from De Vries's meticulous investigation, 
and so will the rest of the learned world, with regard to the 
eschatological sayings, traditions, and books of the Old 
Testament prophets." M S b 

- agne ae o 

ISBN 0-8028-0683-X • 407 pages• Paperback• $29.99 

At your bookstore, or call 800-253-7521 FAX 616-459-6540 
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HUMAN RIGHT AND RELIGIOUS VALUES 
An Uneasy Relatwnsh,p? 
Edited by Abdullahi A. An-Na'lm, Jerald D. Gort, 
Henry Jansen, and Hendrik M. Vroom 
0506-X, paper, $26. 99 

RESSOURCEMENT: Renieval and Renewal 
in Catholic Thought 
THE LETTER ON APOLOGETICS and HISTORY 
ANDDOGMA 
Maurice Blonde! 
0819-0, paper, $18.99 

THEOLOGICAL DICTIONARY OF THE OLD 
TESTAMENT 
VOLUMEVII k'-'lys 
Edited by G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringren, 
and Heinz-Josef Fabry 
2331-9, cloth, $39.99 

FROM CHRIST TO THE WORLD 
Introductory Readings in Chnst,an ftf11cs 
Edited by Wayne G. Boulton, Thomu D. Kennedy, 
and Allen Verhey 
0640-6, paper, $24.99(s) 

TREMBLING AT THE THRESHOLD 
OF A BIBLICAL TEXT 
James L Crenshaw 
on0-8, paper, $10.99 

FROM OLD REVELATION TO NEW 
A RedactJon-Cntical and TraditJon-H,starical Study 
of Temporal Transitions in Prophetu: Predicbon 
Simon J. DeVrles 
0683-X, paper, $29.99 

THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD IN CALVIN'S 
THEOLOGY 
Third Edibon 
Edward A. Dowey,Jr. 
0107-2, paper, $18.99 

CHRISTIAN LIBERTY 
A New Testament Perspecr,ve 
James D. G. Dunn 
0796-8, paper, $10.99 

THE JUSTICE OF GOD 
A Fresh Look at the Old Doctnne of Just,fication by Folll, 
James D. G. Dunn &Alan M. Suuate 
0797-6, paper, $9.99 

INTERSECTIONS 
Post-Critu:o/ Studies in Preaching 
Edited by Richard L, Eslinger 
0714-3, paper, $12.99 

THE FIRST THEOLOGIANS 
A Study in Early Chnsban Prophecy 
Thomas W. Gillespie 
3721-2, cloth, $24.99 

MODELS FOR SCRIPTURE 
John Goldlngay 
0146-3, paper, $19.99 

BEYOND POVERTY AND AFFLUENCE 
Toward an Eomomy of Care 
Bob Goudzwaard & Harry de Lange 
Translated and edited by Mark Vander Vennen 
0827-1, paper, $14.99 

ETHICS AFTER CHRISTENDOM 
Toward on Ea:les,ol Chmban Ethtt: 
Vigen Gurolan 
0128-5, paper, $12.99 

THE NEW INTERNATIONAL COMMENTARY 
ON THE OLD TESTAMENT 
THE BOOK OF GENESIS 
Chapters 18-50 
Victor P. Hamilton 
2309-2, cloth, $39.99 

JESUS AND ISRAEL 
One Covenant or Two? 
David E. Holwerda 
0685-6, paper, $12.99 

A HISTORY OF CHRISTIANITY IN AFRICA 
Elizabeth lslchei 
0843-3, paper, $19.99 

SEASONS OF GRACE 
Reflect,ons from the ChnstHm Year 
James F.Kay 
Foreword by Thomas G. Long 
0783-6, paper, $9.99 

A HANDBOOK TO BIBLICAL HEBREW: 
An Introductory Grammar 
Page H. Kelley, Terry L Burden, and 
Timothy G. Crawford 
0828-X. paper, $17.99 

THE SONG OF MOSES 
A Theological Quarry 
George A. F. Knight 
0599-X, paper, $12.99 

THE DECALOGUE AND A HUMAN FUTURE 
The Meaning of the Commandments for Malung and Keeping 
Human L.,fe Human 
Paul L Lehmann 
0835-2, paper, $17.99 

THE FEMINIST QUESTION 
FemBIISI Theology in the ught of ChristJon TradltJOn 
Francis Martin 
0794-1, paper, $29.99 

THE UNRELIEVED PARADOX 
Studies ,n the Theology of Franz &bfeldt 
Edited by Martin E. Marty and Jerald C. Brauer 
0745-3, paper, $14.99 



THE RESPONSIBILITY PEOPLE 
Eighteen Senior Leaders of ProteSUJnt Churches and 
NafJonal &:umenical Ag,,naes Reflect on Church Leadership 
Edited byWllliam McKinney 
07+4-5, paper, $24.99 

THE CHURCH'S PEACE WITNESS 
Edited by Marlin E. Miller and Barbara Nelson Gingerich 
0555-8, paper, $14.99 

CREDIBLE CHRISTIANITY 
The Gospel ,n Contempara,y Saaety 
Hugh Monteflore 
3768-9, cloth, $19.99 

THE NEW INTERNATIONAL COMMENTARY 
ON THE NEW TESTAMENT 
THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JOHN 
Rev,sed Edition 
Leon Morris 
2504-4, cloth, $39.99 

CONSULTING THE FAITHFUL 
What Chnst/an Intellectuals Con Leam from Popular Rehg,an 
Richard J. Mouw 
0738-0, paper, $6.99 

THE OPEN SECRET 
Revised Ed1bon 
Lesslie Newbigin 
0829-8, paper, $12. 99 

THE SCANDAL OF THE 
EVANGELICAL MIND 
MarkA.Noll 
3715-8, cloth, $19.99 

THE REFORMATION 
Roots and Ram1fica1Jons 
Helko A, Oberman 
0825-5, paper, $29. 99 

SCIENCE AND THEOLOGY 
Edited by Murray Rae, HIiary Regan, and John Stenhouse 
0816-6, paper, $29.99 

CHRISTIANITY AND ECONOMICS 
IN THE POST-COLD WAR ERA 
The Oxford Declarabon and Beyond 
Edited by Herbert Schlossberg, Vinay Samuel and 
Ronald J. Sider 
0798-4, paper, $10. 99 

PREACHING CHRIST TODAY 
The Gospel and Saenb~c Thmlang 
Thomas F. Torrance 
0799-2, paper, $5.99 

TEXT, CHURCH, AND WORLD 
&bl,cal lnte,pretabon m Theolagrcal Perspeebve 
Francis Watson 
3774-3, cloth, $34.99 

GOD IN THE WASTELAND 
The Reahty of Truth m a World of Fading Dreams 
David F.Wells 
3773-5, cloth, $19.99 

STUDYING WAR- NO MORE? 
From Just War to Just Peace 
Edited by Brian Wicker 
0823-9, paper, $15.99 

THE BOOK OF ACTS 
IN ITS FIRST-CENTURY SETTING 
Edited by Bruce W. Wlnter 
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VOLUME 3: THE BOOK OF ACTS AND PAUL 
IN ROMAN CUSTODY 
BrianRapske 
2435-X, cloth, $37.50 

VOLUME 4: THE BOOK OF ACTS IN ITS 
PALESTINIAN SETTING 
Edited by Richard Bauckham 
2436-6, cloth, $37.50 

FIRST-CENTURY CHRISTIANS 
IN THE GRAECO-ROMAN WORLD 
SEEK THE WELFARE OF THE CITY 
Christians as Benefactors and Cttrzens 
Bruce W. Winter 
4091-4, paper, $18.99 

THE TEXT OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 
An lntroduebOn to the &bha Hebraica 
Second English Edition 
Ernst Wiirthwein 
Translated by Erroll F. Rhodes 
0788-7, paper, $19.99 

Eerdmans ISBN Prefix: 0-8028-
Prices subject to change without notice. 
"s" after the price indicates a limited 
discount. 
For more information on these or other 
Eerdmans titles, or for details about our 
textbook examination policy, contact the 
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INTRODUCING A NEW VOLUME IN THE 
INTERPRETATION SERIES -

First and Second Peter, James, and Jude 
Pheme Perkins Cloth $20.00 March 
First and Second PeteJ; James, and Jude have existed on the "edges" of the canon 
throughout the centuries. In this much-anticipated volume in the Interpretation 
series, Pheme Perkins casts light on these often neglected writings. She ably 
demonstrates that these "catholic epistles" have, in fact, much to offer to today's 
readers. 

Now available: Psalms, by James L. Mays 

NEW IN THE OLD TESTAMENT LIBRARY 

Zechariah 9-14 and Malachi, A Commentary 
David L. Petersen Cloth $28.00 May 
The last few chapters of the Old Testament are arguably the most difficult texts for 
the interpreter of the Old Testament. In this commentary, David Petersen takes on 
the task of examining this prophetic literature of the Second Temple period as he 
explicates Zechariah 9-11, Zechariah 12-14, and Malachi. 

Now available: 
A History of Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period, 
Volumes I and II 
Rainer Albertz Cloth $32.00 each 

Jonah, A Commentary 
James Limburg Cloth $20.00 

I and II Chronicles, A Commentary 
Sara Japhet Cloth $48.00 

100001 WESTMINSTER 
mm 12~~ ~~~ !~~~free 1-8~72-1789 

100 Witherspoon Street, Louisville, KY 40202~1396 
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ABRAHAMSMITH 

Comfort 
One Another 
Reconstructing the Rhetor1c 
and Audience of 1 Thessalonlans 

----e 
KENNElH CRAJG 

Reading Esther 
A case for the 
l.lteraly Camlvalesque 

----e 

BIBLICAL STUDIES 

Two new wollmes in Ille Literary Currents in Biblical llllrpretalloa series -

Comfort One Another 
Reconstruding the Rhetoric and Audience of 1 Thessalonians 
Abraham Smith Paper $16.19 February 
This unique study considers the exegetical and hermeneutical possibilities of analyzing the 
entire letter of 1 Thessalonians as a letter of amsolation. Smith demonstrates the usefulness 
of Paul's rhetoric of comfort for modem society. 

Reading Esther 
A Case for the Literary Camivalesque 
Kenneth M. Craig, Jr. Paper $15.99 June 
In this original interpretation of the story of Esther, Kenneth Craig offers to interpreters a 
new way of reading the story of Esther: by identifying its true genre as literary carniva
lesque. Like a carnival itself, this genre is characterized by it's own peculiar kind of logic: a 
world of shifts, and "inside outs," and "turnabouts." Fascinating reading. 

ALSO AVAILABLE IN THE SERIES -

Abiding Astonishment: Psalms, Modernity, 
and the Making of History 
Walter Brueggeman Paper $8.99 
The Betrayal of God: Ideological 
Conffict in Job 
David Penchansky Paper $11.99 
Centering on God: Method and 
Message in Luke-Acts 
Robert L. Brawley Paper $16.99 
Compromising Redemption: Relating 
Characters in the Book of Ruth 
Danna Nolan Fewell and 
David Miller Gunn Paper $11.99 
Death and Desire: The Rhetoric 
of Gender in the Apocalypse of John 
Tina Pippin Paper $18.99 
Every Promise Fulfilled: 
Contesting Plots in Joshua 
L. Daniel Hawk Paper $14.99 
From Father to Son: Kinship, 
Conffict, and Continuity in Genesis 
Devora Steinmetz Paper $15.99 

Imitating Paul: A Discourse of Power 
Elizabeth A. Castelli Paper $15.99 
Isaiah's VISion and the Family of God 
Katheryn Pfisterer Darr Paper $21.99 
On Character Building: The Reader and 
Rhetoric of Characterization in Luke-Acts 
John A. Darr Paper $15.99 
The Passion of Interpretation 
W. Dow Edgerton Paper $19.99 
The Phallacy of Genesis: 
A Feminist-Psychoanalytic Approach 
Ilona N. Rashkow Paper $14.99 
Reading Between Texts: 
Intertextuality and the Hebrew Bible 
Danna Nolan Fewell, Paper $21.99 
editor 
Satire and the Hebrew Prophets 
Thomas Jemielity Paper $17.99 
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NEW FROM MOHR: Comparative 
Studies of the Rabbinic and 
Patristic Literature 

Burton L. Visotzky 
Fathers of the World 
Essays in Rabbinic and 
Patristic Literature 

Burton L. Visotzky studies in 
his essays the basic docu
ments of the early Church and 
Synagogue. Through compara
tive study of the literature of 
the Rabbis and the Fathers of 
the Church, Burton Visotzky 
sheds new light on the deve
lopment of both religions. 
Placing both against the 
Greco-Roman background of 
their time, these essays illumi
nate various texts, ideas and 
religious movements in 
Judaism and Christianity. This 
book contributes to exegesis 
of ancient texts as well as to 
the history of Rabbinic 
Judaism and Christianity. 
Careful attention to methodo
logies in the study of religious 
documents makes the essays 
in this volume particularly 
valuable. Scholars and stu
dents alike will benefit from 
the lucid prose exposition of 
ancient texts and ideologies. 
Topics as varied as sin, 
polemic, the Trinity, Mariology, 
Jewish-Christianity and Bibli
cal exegesis capture Burton 

Visotzky's attention here. An 
introductory essay offers an 
overview of the field, the 
background milieu of the lite
ratures and assesses recent 
contributions of American, 
Israeli and European scholars. 

1995. 230 pages (est.) (Wissen
schaftliche Untersuchungen 
zum Neuen Testament ). 
ISBN 3-16-146338-2 cloth 
$ 95.50 - January 

Mark Stephen Burrows 
Jean Gerson and 
"De Consolatione 
Theologiae" (1418) 

1991. XIII, 312 pages (Beitrage 
zur historischen Theologie 78). 
ISBN 3-16-145600-9 cloth 
$ 102.50 

In North America these books are 
available from Coronet Book Inc., 
311 Bainbridge Street, 
Philadelphia, PA 19147, U.S.A., 
Fax (215) 592-8868 

J.C.B. MOHR 
(PAUL SIEBECK) 
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FORTUNATETHE EYES THAT SEE NOT ASHAMED 
Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration OF THE GOSPEL 
of His Seventieth Birthday 
Edited by Astrid B. Beck, Andrew H. Bartelt, 
Paul R.Raabe,and Chris A.Franke 
ISBN 0-8028-3801-4 
640 pages • Hardcover • $44. 99 

GOD'S WRATHFUL CHILDREN 
Political Oppression and Christian Ethia 
Willa Boesak 
ISBN 0-8028-0621-X 
288 pages • Paperback • $18. 99 

EITHER/OR 
The Gospel or Neopaganism 
Edited by Carl E.Braaten and RobertW.Jenson 
ISBN 0-8028-0840-9 
128 pages• Paperback• $9.99 

CHURCH HISTORY 
An Introduction to Research,Reference~rl<S.and Methods 
James E. Bradley and Richard A. Muller 
ISBN 0-8028-0826-3 
248 pages• Paperback• $17.99 

FOUR GOSPELS, ONE JESUS? 
A Symbolic Reading 
Richard A. Burridge 
ISBN 0-8028-0876-X 
205 pages • Paperback • $12. 99 

MODELS FOR INTERPRETATION 
OF SCRIPTURE 
John Goldingay 
ISBN 0-8028-0145-5 
336 pages • Paperback• $19.99 

HEARING THE 
NEW TESTAMENT 
Strategies for Interpretation 
Joel B. Green 
ISBN 0-8028-0793-3 
448 pages• Paperback• $24.99 

PREACHING BIBLICAL TEXTS 
Expositions by Jewish and Christian Scholars 
Edited by Fredrick C. Holmgren and 
Herman E. Schaalman 
Forewords by Elie Wiesel and Joseph 
Cardinal Bernardin 
Introduction by David Tracy 
ISBN 0-8028-0814-X 
183 pages• Paperback• $13.99 

New Testament Interpretations of the Death of Christ 
Moma D. Hooker 
ISBN 0-8028-0887-5 
143 pages• Paperback• $10.99 

PROPER CONFIDENCE 
Faith, Doubt, and Certainty in Christian Discipleship 
Lesslie Newbigin 
ISBN 0-8028-0856-5 
112 pages• Paperback• $7.99 

NOT THE WAY IT'S 
SUPPOSED TO BE 
A Breviary of Sin 
Comelius Plantinga,Jr. 
ISBN 0-8028-3716-6 
216 pages• Hardcover• $19.99 

INHABITING UNITY 
Theological Perspectives on the Proposed Lutheran
Episcopal Concordat 
Edited by Ephraim Radner and R.R. Reno 
ISBN 0-8028-0815-8 
254 pages• Paperback• $14.99 

ON BEHALF OF GOD 
A Christian Ethic for Biology 
Bruce R. Reichenbach and V. Elving Anderson 
ISBN 0-8028-0n7-5 
368 pages• Paperback• $22.99 

A PATHWAY INTO THE 
HOLY SCRIPTURE 
Philip E.Satterthwaite and David F.Wright 
ISBN 0-8028-4078-7 
352 pages • Paperback• $24.99 

THE SPLENDOR OF ACCURACY 
An Examination of the Assertions Made 
by Veritatis Splendor 
Edited by Joseph A. Selling and Jan Jans 
ISBN 0-8028-6193-8 
184 pages• Paperback• $12.99 

THE LIBRARY OF QUMRAN 
On the Essenes, Qumran,John the Baptist, and Jesus 
Hartmut Stegemann 
Foreword by Emanuel Tov 
ISBN 0-8028-6167-9 
320 pages• Paperback• $22.99 



MEN WITH A MESSAGE 
An Introduction to the New Testament and Its Writers 
John Stott 
Revised by Stephen Motyer 
ISBN 0-8028-3720-4 
158 pages• Hardcover• $19.99 

WORD AND SPIRIT AT PLAY 
Towards a Charismatic Theology 
Jean-Jacques Suurmond 
ISBN 0-8028-4070-1 
256 pages• Paperback• $19.99 

MISSIOLOGY: AN ECUMENICAL 
INTRODUCTION 
Texts and Contexts of Global Christianity 
Edited by F.J.Verstraelen (general editor), 
A.Camps,L A.Hoedemaker, and M.R.Spindler 
ISBN 0-8028-0487-X 
470 pages • Paperback• $24.99 

GOD, PRAYER, AND HEALING 
Living with God in a World like Ours 
Arthur A.Vogel 
ISBN 0-8028-0786-0 
134 pages• Paperback• $10.99 

PAUL 
Follower of Jesus or Founder of Christianity? 
David Wenham 
ISBN 0-8028-0124-2 
472 pages• Paperback• $21.99 

INTRODUCTION TO 
THE PENTATEUCH 
R. Norman Whybray 
ISBN 0-8028-0837-9 
152 pages• Paperback• $12.99 

THE ROYAL PRIESTHOOD 
Essays Ecclesiological and Ecumenical 
John Howard Yoder 
Edited by Michael G.Cartwright 
Foreword by Richard J. Mouw 
ISBN 0-8028-0707-0 
400 pages • Paperback • $22. 99 

THE BIBLICAL FLOOD 
A Case Study of the Church's Response to 
Extrabiblica/ Evidence 
Davis A.Young 
ISBN 0-8028-0719-4 
340 pages• Paperback• $19.99 

SERIES 

THE BOOK OF ACTS 
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IN ITS FIRST CENTURY SETTING 
Bruce W. Winter, series editor 
Volume 5 
THE BOOK OF ACTS 
IN ITS DIASPORA SETTING 
Irina Levinskaya 
ISBN 0-8028-2437-4 
450 pages • Hardcover • $37.50 

THE NEW INTERNATIONAL 
COMMENTARY ON THE 
NEW TESTAMENT 
Gordon D.Fee,series editor 
PAUL'S LETTER TO THE PHILIPPIANS 
Gordon D. Fee 
ISBN 0-8028-251 1-7 
528 pages• Hardcover• $34.99 

STUDIES AND DOCUMENTS 
Eldon J.Epp,series editor 
Volume 46 
THE TEXT OF THE NEWTESTAMENT 
IN CONTEMPORARY RESEARCH 
Essays on the Status Quaestionis 
Bart D. Ehrman and Michael W. Holmes 
ISBN 0-8028-2440-4 
416 pages• Hardcover• $39.99 

Prices subject to change without notice. 
For more information on these or other 
Eerdmans titles, or for details about our text
book examination policy.contact the 
Eerdmans Textbook Department at 1-800-
253-7521 (FAX 616-459-6540) and ask for a 
copy of our most recent academic catalog. 
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