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    Foreword


    Amisho Baraka


    

      “There are years that ask questions and there are years that answer.” The keen anthropologist and author Zora Neale Hurston made this observation. Maturity is a process that cannot be manipulated. As a young man I thought I had answers when I should have asked more questions. Some of my answers were harmful because of timidity. Some of my answers could have used more humility where certainty was applied. Some of my answers were thin when depth was necessary. Praise God I’ve learned from my ignorant mistakes when I spoke authoritatively. I had to learn that having information did not mean I had comprehension.


      The Jedi and sage Carl Ellis Jr. is a man who has asked many questions, which bears much fruit. As we examine his collection of work we hear a poised exhortation that is often drowned out by the rushing swings of a pendulum. The prudence of a man or woman isn’t measured by their ability to consolidate with every wave in popular thought, but how they rise above the wave in defense of a truth that transcends time. I must say, as I write this, I fear that many Christians are more concerned with cultural relevance than the reverence of Christ. However, on the other end of the spectrum there are some who ignore the reality that God uses culture as a means to communicate his truth. Praise God that Carl Ellis carries the arrows of biblical literacy and cultural awareness in his quiver.


      As I observe the Christian landscape, I recognize that in many circles spiritual maturity isn’t measured by the application of what we believe but how well we argue it. We engage as children who ride a hobbyhorse of issues ready to trample over our opposition. We abandon one bandwagon to board another while hardly walking alongside the droves. We praise theological carpetbaggers traveling miles to teach the “ill-informed.” We are a culture that has an abundance of information but a scarcity of wisdom. Are we wasting our years with not asking the right questions?


      Do we have ears to hear? How can we hear about him unless someone is sent? Praise God for the wisdom of Carl Ellis Jr. He has been a steady voice crying out from the halls of academia and the church.


      I could only imagine a young Sho Baraka getting his hands on Free At Last? I would have discovered many answers in my years of search. I would not only have saved time consuming a thin theology but I would have been directed to an application that was most beneficial for my context.


      There are well-natured Black practitioners who were baptized into a one-sided orientation of White evangelicalism that was void of a biblical view in social justice. However, some Black practitioners who were educated in liberal institutions have a high regard for addressing systemic injustice but a low regard for biblical authority. Praise God for Carl Ellis Jr. and the courage to speak grace and truth no matter the subject.


      This book lifts up a gospel that not only renews hearts but also renews institutions. This book taught me to have a fidelity to the Scriptures while having a compassion for social justice. The Right wants you to believe that a concern for justice equates to licentiousness. The Left wants you to believe that a preservation of historical biblical ethics equates to oppression. Praise God for Carl Ellis that he presented a book that tears down the dividing wall of confusion.


      Carl has lived a life that refuses to be prostituted as a political pawn. He does not stand in a hopeless middle that hides behind indecision. He stands confident on the truth of God that refuses to auction off its allegiance. He may be too radical for some and not radical enough for others. He may be in the middle because we live in a society that settles on ideologies that have often lacked nuance. As a Joshua people we know there is a time to kill and a time to heal. There is a time to search and a time to quit searching. Praise God Carl cares about the unborn child and the precarious predicaments that put women in a position to consider abortion.


      The truth in these pages, written over thirty years ago, reads as if Mr. Ellis scrolled through his Twitter feed to address the polarizing ideologies of 2020. Praise God that truth is timeless. Praise God that Carl was brave. Praise God that this book answers many of my questions. Praise God Almighty I am free at last!


    


  








Preface to the Signature Edition



In 1965, a year after my first steps as a Christ follower, I was a freshman at Hampton Institute (now Hampton University), a leading Historically Black College or University (HBCU). The intense discipleship I received during these months helped me thrive and grow in biblical knowledge. By the end of my first year at Hampton, I was well on my way to figuring out the complexities of the world with a handful of Bible verses—so I thought. Being outspoken about my faith earned me the nickname “Preacher.”


My journey to Jesus had been an odyssey of seeming improbabilities. Though I previously had a longing to know God, I was not religiously inclined. Everything that claimed to represent God was abhorrent to me. I despised religion, especially Christianity. I hated going to church and was turned off by church music and the archaic language of the King James Bible, to name a few. In essence, I was unchurchable.


The Christianity I knew never answered my questions or addressed issues I was concerned about. However, because of the emerging civil rights movement led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., I grudgingly acknowledged that Christianity might have something to contribute. Several years earlier, Dr. King visited my city and grabbed my attention when I heard him speak. After the rally, my father bought me Dr. King’s newly published first book, Stride Toward Freedom, which the rising civil rights leader graciously autographed. It is in my library to this day.


The first “religious” person who ignited my imagination, however, was Malcolm X. Hearing him live in 1962 was life changing. Unlike my perception of Christianity as a “Black male unfriendly” institution, what Malcolm said was empowering. He made me want to stand up, affirm my identity, and be a man! Nevertheless, his devotion to Elijah Muhammad at the time was a stumbling block for me because of my antireligious sentiments. Yet it was Malcolm X who set me up to hear the voice of the True Shepherd in the biblical gospel.


My search for answers to life’s questions changed when I became intrigued by a conversation with two fellow high school acquaintances. They had a reputation for being weird because of things they articulated over the years. This time they were talking about what the Bible teaches. However, because they were “unchurchable” like me, what they had to say made sense. They answered my questions and addressed my issues using biblical wisdom in nonreligious language that I could understand. In a matter of a few weeks, I also became a follower of Christ. They discipled me so well that I was able to stand up to ridicule that came my way from the many skeptics I encountered.


As late as the spring of 1967 there was a general consensus at Hampton that we were “Negroes” and that nominal Christianity was the norm. Of course, my aggressive articulation of my faith was out of sync with the campus consensus. However, the autumn of ’67 brought nothing short of a cultural revolution—yielding a new consensus that saw us as “Afro-Americans” and later as “Black.” The norm of nominal Christianity was replaced by an anti-Christian hostility. “Christianity is the White man’s religion” echoed across the campus and throughout the community in general.


The world I had figured out with a handful of Bible verses had vanished. The questions I was answering were no longer being asked. The questions being asked I had no answers for. The theology I absorbed from reading Christian books was not adequate in this new context of anti-Christian hostility. The Christian bookstores were void of any books that could have equipped me with wisdom to understand this new reality or to speak into it.


As I poured through books by Black Consciousness thinkers in a quest for understanding, I faced an obvious choice: either acknowledge this new cultural challenge and dispense with my faith, or cling to my faith and disregard the new cultural challenge. Being a transcendent nonconformist, I rejected both options. Instead, I started reading a modern translation of the Bible beginning with Genesis 1:1—a portion of the Bible my theology said did not apply to today.


Letting the Bible speak for itself quickly bulldozed my inadequate theology and eclipsed it. God’s sovereignty over history and over his covenant people came into sharp focus. In the prophets, I saw God’s deep concern for justice and the plight of the oppressed—the very issues Black militants were debating in the streets. These discoveries moved me to seek God’s wisdom about the contemporary cultural upheaval. As I grew in understanding of a biblical worldview, I was more than able to hold my own as I engaged militants in street debates. But what I fervently prayed for was a way to debunk the notion that Christianity was the “White man’s religion” while clearly communicating biblical wisdom—preferably in the form of a book.


May of 1969 proved to be pivotal, as a seed thought disrupted my sleep at 3:30 a.m. It quickly exploded into a brainstorm regarding the developing Black Consciousness Movement—ideas I never would have imagined. For the rest of the morning I wrote down these insights as they erupted and organized them into a rough outline. By sunrise I could see that this was the outline for a book—this book.


It took almost twelve years to unpack and articulate many of the concepts in the outline and transform them into a manuscript. Though it made its publication debut as Beyond Liberation in 1983, I lamented that it wasn’t published ten years earlier—that it had missed its ideal time. But when my sister-in-law read it she marveled at how “ahead of its time” it was. Though this book was revised and republished in 1996 as Free at Last?, it has seen a new wave of excitement among recent generations. My sister-in-law was right.


I am encouraged and humbled by this book’s contribution to the discussions of today. Furthermore, to have it republished as a part of the IVP Signature Collection is an unspeakable honor.
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  Toward a Promised Land


  

    For four hundred years they had been oppressed. Their sense of history and destiny was all but wiped out. Their consciousness was blurred and distorted, their culture polluted with false values. Their knowledge of the one true God had become tangled up with a proliferation of man-made gods. Their sense of dignity had been overwhelmed by feelings of inferiority, feelings that came from the dehumanization inflicted by a racist society. The people felt forsaken by God.


    Yet God remained faithful. He did not forsake them. In fact, he was already implementing his eternal plan of liberation. In ten demonstrations of judgment, God broke the back of a king who had used his technology to maintain a brutal system of slavery. God thus brought his people out of Egypt so that they might become his light to the nations.


    This goal, however, could not be reached overnight. The people had to be prepared through gradual de-Egyptianization as they journeyed in the wilderness. God began to restore their culture, raising it to new heights through Moses and the law.


    

      Parallels in History


      A survey of African-American history reveals that like the children of Israel, we have had a four-hundred-year collective trauma from which we have yet to fully recover. And like the children of Israel we have sojourned in a philosophical wilderness as our thinking has developed. The big question we face is, Has God been guiding us toward a promised land?


      Martin Luther King Jr., in his Memphis speech* the night before he died, prophetically answered that question:


      

        We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it really doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the mountain top. I won’t mind.


        Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will.


        And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over, and I’ve seen the promised land.


        I may not get there with you, but I want you to know tonight that we as a people will get to the promised land.


        So I’m happy tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.1


      


      But questions still remain. What is this “promised land” like? Who is going to lead us there? How can we get there from here?


      During the 1960s African-Americans had a real sense of direction. But by the time the eighties arrived our sense of direction had all but evaporated. More recently we’ve seen the emergence of a new militancy. Yet it seems we are still confused, like the children of Israel after they refused to possess the land God had given them (Numbers 13—14).


      God had sent ten plagues to break the back of Pharaoh and discredit his pagan gods. He had dealt the mighty Egyptian army, with its superior technology, a major military setback at the Red Sea. He had fed the people from the sky. He had provided fresh water from a pool of poison. The Israelites reached the Promised Land one year after leaving Egypt. Yet they failed to believe that the same God who had done all this could defeat some fifth-rate Canaanite tribes.


      What was so bizarre was that having decided not to take God and his word seriously, they wanted to return to Egypt—to slavery and oppression! They wanted to readopt the false values that had obliterated their culture and sense of worth.


    


    

    

      Where Have All the Leaders Gone?


      Today the African-American community is in a similar situation. We are aware of the moral and legal victories of the sixties. But racism is still with us. In fact, it has even become “politically correct.” Now we are in a state of theological and cultural disarray. We have a crisis of leadership, of identity. We are in a morass of me-ism. Where did this crisis begin?


      Much of the generation of leadership that carried us through the sixties has died naturally, been assassinated or gone off into relative obscurity. Dr. King is gone. So is Malcolm X. Huey P. Newton* was blown away. Others have been co-opted by the establishment. Still others have lost touch with our people. We will not come into our own until a new generation inherits the mantle of leadership. But where will this new leadership come from? How will it build on the previous contributions?


    


    

    

      Where This Book’s Discussion Will Take Us


      These are among the questions we will examine in this book. In part I we will look briefly at a variety of concepts and issues that will be discussed more fully in the rest of the book. I want to lay some groundwork for a fresh analysis of some of the great issues in the African-American experience. Part II will touch on the major phases of African-American cultural history and point out some lessons we have learned.


      In part III we will look at the root of culture* as the human response to God’s revelation. We will also look at the crippling effects of humanity’s negative response to God, on consciousness in general and on the African-American consciousness in particular. In addition, I will discuss the nature of theology, along with some new ways it can empower our people to reach our cultural potential. Finally, part IV ties together what we have learned, suggesting how we can apply this knowledge toward developing a new agenda.


      Though written from an African-American perspective, this work is not intended only for an African-American audience. Using the African-American cultural experience as the point of contact, I have attempted to forge a fresh understanding of how God by his grace* is active in culture.


      At the back of this revised edition is a glossary of people, events and terms. This is an alphabetical listing of (1) terms that either are used in a specialized sense or cannot be found in a standard dictionary, (2) historical information on events and organizations alluded to and (3) significant leaders (listed by last name), with biographical information. Names, events and terms included in the glossary are italicized and marked with an asterisk (*) the first time they appear in the text.


      May you be encouraged to know God in new and deeper ways as you gain a fresh understanding of African-American history* and culture. Whatever your background may be, I pray that this study will give you new insights to analyze the culture in which you live. Finally, it is my prayer that the principles contained in this book will play a role in building bridges of understanding and facilitating reconciliation where there has been alienation.


    


    










  


  

  Part I


  A Primer
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  Picking Up the Pieces


  

    It used to be said that Western historians had sold us a bill of goods, that what was portrayed as “objective” history was in reality White* history. Black* history was almost completely glossed over as if we did not exist. The same could have been said about the other people-oriented disciplines, such as sociology, psychology and anthropology. This White bias was unseen by White society until the militant brothers of the sixties pointed it out.


    These Black thinkers showed us that when people grow up in a particular cultural context, they fail to see the cultural biases they have inherited. They think of their own value system as neutral, the standard for all people. But the Black leaders of the sixties showed us the folly in this. They pointed out that the White American system of values proclaimed that Black was not beautiful, that the system perpetuated the daily degradation of African-Americans. The system was not neutral when it came to us.


    


      The Great Rejection


      The Black militants rejected American culture and its bias toward everything White. Along with White American culture they rejected Christianity.* To them, Christianity was the “White man’s religion” and the biblical worldview was a White worldview. The militants of the 1960s looked at the past and found a well-documented case against “Christianity”* in its poor treatment of our people. Even historic Black theology as expressed through the oral tradition of the African-American church did not escape being tagged as an expression of the White man’s religion.


      Frederick Douglass,* the abolitionist, had also rejected “Christianity,” but with one important difference:


      

        Between the Christianity of this land, and the Christianity of Christ, I recognize the widest possible difference—so wide, that to receive the one as good, pure, and holy, is of necessity to reject the other as bad, corrupt, and wicked. To be the friend of the one, is of necessity to be the enemy of the other. I love the pure, peaceable, and impartial Christianity of Christ: I therefore hate the corrupt, slaveholding, women-whipping, cradle-plundering, partial and hypocritical Christianity of this land. Indeed, I can see no reason, but the most deceitful one, for calling the religion of this land Christianity. I look upon it as the climax of all misnomers, the boldest of all frauds, and the grossest of all libels.1


      


      Unfortunately, the Black militants did not do the homework that one of their patron saints had done. They were thus unable to distinguish between the “Christianity of Christ” and the “Christianity of this land.” The latter I call White Christianity-ism.*


      When Christianity was rejected, secularism and humanism filled the void. Secularism is the belief that human life is independent of God and his revelation and that the sociological struggles of a people transcend all forms of religion. Humanism is the belief that humans are the final judge of all truth.2 Ironically, both of these are worldviews, with their own belief system and demands for faith. Since this is the essence of religion,* secularism and humanism do not transcend religion. They are religions themselves.


      Not realizing this, the secular militants ended up merely switching from a God-centered faith to a human-centered religion. They were justified in rejecting White Christianity-ism and asserting that we should replace White definitions of us with definitions of our own. But the militants did not stop there: for them, Black people replaced God himself as the ultimate judges of truth.


    


    

    

      A Limited Perspective


      Leaving God out had significant results. Not least was that the Black thinkers of the sixties lacked an accurate picture of the world because they denied the reality of God.


      In 1884 Edwin Abbott published the fable of “Flatland.” Flatland is an imaginary country where everyone lives in only two dimensions. The people are circles, triangles and squares, and they live in pentagons. A line to them is like a wall to us. They do not know up or down, only north, south, east and west.


      One day a sphere came to visit Flatland. At first the Flatlanders could not see him, because the sphere remained outside their plane. They were confused by a voice that was not associated with a line, and they did not understand when he told them that he was “above” them (figure 1). So the sphere entered Flatland. Of course to the Flatlanders he appeared to be a circle. But he talked to them about a three-dimensional world that was beyond their experience (figure 2).


      One Flatlander reported that he had been transported temporarily out of Flatland and had experienced three dimensions. Let’s call him Squarey. But the people mocked him because they couldn’t understand what he was talking about. So Squarey stopped talking. To the Flatlanders, whatever is inconceivable in their two-dimensional world must be impossible.3


      If the Flatlanders had acknowledged that their limited reality was an analogous part of a fuller reality, they could have had a meaningful discussion with the sphere and with Squarey about the third dimension. However, because they insisted that Flatland was the ultimate reality, they ended up with a distorted view of reality.


      

        [image: Figure 1. Flatland. Taken from The Andromedans & Other Parables of Science and Faith by Denis Osborne, © 1977 by Denis Osborne. Used by permission of InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, Illinois.]
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          Figure 2. Flatland invaded. Taken from The Andromedans & Other Parables of Science and Faith by Denis Osborne, © 1977 by Denis Osborne. Used by permission of InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, Illinois.


        


      


      A secular worldview is like the Flatlanders’ view. White historians had sold us a bill of goods by leaving Black folks out; Black secularists sold us a bill of goods by leaving God out. Some Black militants insisted that their reality was the ultimate reality. They did not see their reality as analogous to God’s reality. God was not even a part of the world as they pictured it. They should have rejected Christianity-ism, but they had no reason for rejecting the one true God. Their perspective was limited, yet they presented this limited perspective as the whole truth. By so doing they distorted truth.


      To a certain extent this limited viewpoint was propagated in the interest of religious neutrality. The secular humanists thought that people could talk about history, math, science, civil rights and so on while ignoring the reality of God. Decisions about morality were left up to the individual.


      This is what tripped up Eve in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:1-6). She and Adam both knew what good and evil were on the basis of God’s word (Genesis 2:16-17). But Satan tempted Eve to take a “neutral” stance toward God’s word. Satan appealed to Eve as if she were independent of God: “Yo, God says one thing; I say another. Eve, you make the final determination of what is right and wrong.”


      Eve was not being neutral. She rejected God’s word as her basis of judgment. She attempted to replace God as the ultimate judge. Eve became, in essence, the first secular humanist.


    


    

    

      History, Destiny and Consciousness


      One of the major reasons God turned Israel back from the Promised Land and told them that they would have to wander in the wilderness for forty years was their lack of faith in God. They had balked at the border through lack of faith. According to their distorted perspective, the Canaanites were so big they made the Israelites look like grass-hoppers.


      The Israelites needed a reconstruction of their culture. They needed to see things from God’s point of view. But only Joshua and Caleb seem to have shown insight (Numbers 14:6-9), and they became the new generation of leadership. During the forty years of wilderness wandering, God restructured Israelite culture on the basis of the law and the covenant. He gave them a true way of looking at their history, their present situation and their destiny.*


      We can learn something from what God taught the Israelites. First, through Moses God restored to Israel a correct view of their history (Genesis 12—50; Exodus 1—18). Many of God’s dealings with the family of Abraham had likely been forgotten or distorted in the four-hundred-year ordeal of Egyptian slavery.


      African-Americans, too, need to get back in touch with their history. But how? What is the meaning of African-American history?


      History is never an account of all the events of the past. It is instead an account of events that have been sifted and evaluated to determine their significance. History might be called a collection of significant events. But what makes an event significant? To some extent an event is significant if it changed the course of history!


      How can we understand what is and what is not significant in our past? It will certainly help if we have a God-centered view of the world. If we leave out God, we will have a distorted view, like the folks in Flatland. We need to “reflect back”4 on the Word of God if we want to have an adequate understanding of our own past.


      Second, God through Moses restored to Israel a correct view of destiny. After four hundred years in slavery and a few months wandering in the wilderness, the people had forgotten where they were going. God had to remind his people of his specially chosen direction for their lives.


      What is the destiny of African-American people? Where are we going? I believe we will never know until we return to our roots, to the authentic aspects of African-American culture, which include the church. Our destiny will be found there as we “reflect back” on the Word of God. God is the Lord of destiny. If we leave God out, we lose our sense of direction.


      History and destiny for us are like the third dimension for the Flatlanders. God is not limited by the flow of history, just as the sphere was not limited by the Flatlanders’ plane of existence. If Flatland were warped or curved, the Flatlanders would be unconscious of it. They are limited by being within their world. The only way to know the contours of Flatland is from the sphere’s perspective (figure 3).


      

        [image: Figure 3. Warped reality]
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      Because of our limitations we have no way of knowing the contours of history. We are incapable of knowing what our destiny points to. Since God has the ultimate perspective and knows all things, he alone is able to guide us through the flow of history toward our true destiny. The Word of God must be our guide to history and destiny. The Word corrects our understanding of reality and completes our picture of the world.


      Finally, God, through Moses, restored to Israel what they needed for a renewed collective consciousness.* What is a collective consciousness? It consists of the standards adopted by a people. An essential aspect in the life of a people, it determines what people do and how they do it in every area of life. The collective consciousness is the grid a people uses to understand the world. It gives rise to their sociology, psychology, anthropology and so on. It is also the key to a people’s sense of history and destiny.


      How can African-American consciousness be defined? What should we as a people recognize as our standards, our values? Only by seeing ourselves as God sees us will we be able to avoid false, self-destructive values. Our values must come from the Word of the one true God.


      Culture embodies the cumulative effect of history, destiny and consciousness in the life of a people. Although some have defined culture as “the patterned way in which people do things,”5 these visible actions are more the manifestation of culture than culture itself (figure 4). Culture itself is made up of commitments, values and beliefs about the world and people. If our underlying basic commitment is that we are not involved in God’s world, then our entire culture will end up with a distorted view of reality. Godlessness will affect every area of life, and this godlessness will be a kind of cultural death.


      

        [image: Figure 4. The relation between cultural activity and a people’s values]
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      By Grace


      It is unfortunate that the militant Black thinkers attempted to reconstruct our culture on a commitment to a so-called religiously neutral, secular worldview. Because of this, the militant movement that developed in the sixties fell apart. Much Black consciousness degenerated into do-your-own-thing-ism. Much of our history was forgotten. By the dawn of the eighties many of our young people knew little of what Martin Luther King and Malcolm X had stood for.


      Today we must ask ourselves, What is the new militancy based on? Will it too fall apart because of an inadequate foundation?


      Earlier Black militants rejected the scriptural worldview without really examining it. They failed to see that Scripture did not come to us from a European or White American context. Today’s militants seem to be repeating this same mistake.


      Though the leaders of the sixties left God out, by God’s grace they were able to make some valuable contributions to us. However, because of the onslaught of do-your-own-thing-ism, we lost the cultural framework to tie these contributions together.


      In order to pick up the pieces and reconstruct African-American culture, we will have to “reflect back” on what God has revealed about himself and about us. This must be the task of a new generation of leadership. Such a noble task will require the wisdom and understanding available only from God. “The fear [reverence] of the Lord—that is wisdom, and to shun evil is understanding” (Job 28:28).
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  “Oh, Freedom!”


  

    When people lack a basic commitment to God, unrighteousness follows. Scripture describes at least two types of unrighteousness: ungodliness and oppression. Ungodliness happens when people rebel against God and his revelation. Disregarding their responsibility toward God and others, they themselves suffer the consequences of their wrongdoing. Oppression occurs when people impose their ungodliness on others, causing them to suffer the consequences. For example, if a person has a racist attitude, he or she is guilty of ungodliness. If, however, that person imposes his racism on others, forcing them to live in substandard conditions, then he is guilty of oppression.


    Unrighteousness is seldom exclusively one or the other; it is usually a combination of both. Oppressors are people whose unrighteousness is primarily, but not exclusively, oppression. The unrighteousness of oppressed people is primarily, but not exclusively, ungodliness.


    


      Grace as a Base


      Unrighteousness is toxic. It destroys humanity. It is only by the grace of God that our humanity has not been totally destroyed—that we can still resist unrighteousness at all. If we had lost that ability, the oppressed would be unable to resist oppression.


      How does resistance relate to righteousness,* oppression and our need for God’s salvation and grace? Let’s look at this next.


      1. Resistance and the righteousness of God. Theologian James Cone has affirmed that God is on the side of the oppressed.1 What does this mean? It means that the oppressed, when they resist oppression, are resisting unrighteousness. It does not mean that the oppressed are more righteous than the oppressors. It does mean, however, that they have the opportunity to demonstrate more righteousness. Why? Because resisting oppression is more righteous than giving in to it or inflicting it on others, especially if the oppressed resist righteously. (This will be discussed in chapter fourteen.) God is the God of righteousness, and in resisting oppression the oppressed align themselves with God. They advance God’s justice.


      2. Resistance and the ungodliness of the oppressed. If ungodliness is imposed on people whose own ungodliness has already diminished their humanity, then the imposed ungodliness is in harmony with their own ungodliness. Consider the prostitute. If she “turns a trick” she cannot charge her “john” with rape. Though her sexuality has been abused, it was her willful intention to execute the transaction. Her intentions complemented the intentions of her john. Nevertheless, the fact that her intentions matched those of her oppressor does not mean that she has simply gotten “what she asked for” or that the oppressor ought not to be judged for his oppression. She became a prostitute in the first place partly because her sense of humanity had been brutalized by oppression and mistreatment.


      There is never perfect harmony between oppression and the ungodliness of the oppressed. God set a limit to this unrighteous harmony after the Fall, when he put hostility between Satan, the ultimate oppressor, and humans (Genesis 3:15). By so doing God ensured that for every oppression there will be a corresponding resistance.


      3. Resistance and the oppressed’s need for salvation. If the oppressed focus on their humanity (which oppression is trying to destroy) and try to defend that humanity, they will be acting righteously. Their own ungodliness will be driven beneath the surface. When liberation comes, however, their ungodliness will resurface with all its negative effects. The oppressed must fight to break the back of oppression so they can seek God’s solution to their own unrighteousness.


      Israel learned this lesson under the judges. They disobeyed God in the first place by not driving out the Canaanites (Deuteronomy 7:1-6; Judges 1:27—2:2). The Canaanites regrouped, regained their strength and came back to oppress the Israelites. Israel resisted. They cried out to God for help, sought God’s ways and were delivered from oppression. But each time they were liberated, their ungodliness resurfaced, and they betrayed their call to be a light to the nations. They had to face their own need for salvation.


      4. Resistance and the grace of God. It is God who has preserved our humanity from total destruction by unrighteousness. He has not let ungodliness and oppression whittle down to nothing his image in people. God cares about justice and has compassionate love for suffering people (Isaiah 58:3-12; Amos 5:10-15, 21-24). God’s compassion is rooted in his grace. It is because of God’s grace that oppression will ultimately cave in to the resistance of the oppressed.


      Thus it is God’s grace alone that provides the basis for resisting oppression. It is his grace that provides the power to resist oppression. It is God’s grace that provides the will to resist oppression. If we leave God out, we leave out the very possibility of freedom.


    


    

    

      An African-American Quest


      A central theme in the flow of African-American history has been the quest for freedom and dignity. There is only one basis for human dignity: the scriptural teaching that man and woman were created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27). God’s personal dignity is the original personal dignity. Our dignity is derived from the dignity of God. In other words, if God is somebody, which he is, then I am somebody because I in some ways resemble God.


      But what is the nature of freedom? Some would say that freedom equals independence. Independence from the oppression of other people is a valid goal, but to attempt independence from God is utterly futile. Think of how an airplane flies. Does a wing produce lift because it becomes independent of gravity? Of course not. The wing produces lift precisely because of gravity. A wing’s lift is an expression of the law of gravity.2 Trying to be independent of gravity would be as foolish as stepping off the top of a building and trying to walk on air. For a few fleeting seconds you might think you had succeeded, but your illusion would end abruptly when you reached the pavement below.


      God’s rule over us is like gravity: our attempts to resist it are utterly foolish. God laughs at the nations’ plots to rid themselves of his sovereignty, because God knows that they simply cannot escape his lordship (Psalm 2). “In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28).


      Perhaps we can best learn what his lordship means by determining what it does not mean. We are not robots. God’s sovereignty does not mean manipulation. Manipulation is our human way of controlling things. For example, as I type this on my computer, I control what it does with the keyboard and the mouse. I can make the computer do exactly what I want—that is, I can manipulate the computer. Because we tend to see God as having our limitations, we may imagine that God’s sovereignty means that he manipulates us the same way I manipulate my computer. But this is not the case.


      There are aspects of the creation which God controls through manipulation. I’m thinking here of the physical and biological laws that determine the behavior of the inanimate world, plants and lower animals. But that is not the way God chooses to control us. He exercises lordship over us through freedom. Human freedom is derived from God’s lordship and not independent of it, for by definition nothing can be outside God’s sovereignty. As Jesus says, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:36).


      Our difficulty in understanding freedom as a function of God’s sovereignty is like the difficulty the Flatlanders had in understanding the third dimension. That it is hard for us to understand “freedom control” does not mean that it is not true. To rebel against God’s lordship is to rebel against our own human freedom. If we leave the freedom function of God’s lordship, we find ourselves under the manipulation function. To be under manipulation is to be under the slavery of sin (Romans 6:16; Galatians 5:1). These are our only two options.


      When Adam sinned, for example, he was not exercising free choice; he was rebelling against freedom of choice. “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden” (Genesis 2:16) : this was the range of freedom. “But you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge [determination] of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die” (Genesis 2:17) : Adam and Eve were not free to choose to eat the fruit of the forbidden tree so long as they lived under the freedom function of God’s sovereignty. Death in this context was not the result of a free choice. On the contrary, it required a willful rejection of freedom in order to partake of this fruit and die.


      If our cultural quest for freedom has been a quest for God’s lordship, then Martin Luther King’s parting words to us will be fulfilled. We will cross the River Jordan into God’s rest—a rest with worldwide implications. But if our cultural quest for freedom has been a quest for independence from God, we will end up on the junk heap of the nations—a junk heap of slavery far worse than what we have ever experienced.


      

        A’nt Jane


        

          Oh, Freedom,


          Oh, Freedom,


          Oh, Freedom over me!


          And before I’ll be a slave


          I’ll be buried in my grave


          And go home to my Lord and be free.


        


      


      This old freedom song is a clear indication that historically our struggle has not been a quest for independence from God. On the contrary, it shows that our quest has been rooted in a desire for God’s lordship. Here freedom is not seen as something to be “over,” as in recent humanistic thinking, but as something to be “over me.” Freedom is being under the right authority; it is being home with my Lord and under the freedom function of God’s lordship.


      The strength and resilience of the African-American church are another indication that our historic struggle has been a quest for God’s freedom. Let’s not be hasty to jettison the biblical perspectives of our heritage, as the secular militants did. Maybe we should have listened to A’nt Jane* a little more closely.


      It is time for a new generation of Joshuas to learn from what has gone before us and, while “reflecting back” on the Word of God, to build the basis of a renewed African-American culture—a renewed culture that will give us a new vision. For “where there is no vision, the people perish” (Proverbs 29:18 KJV).
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Soul Dynamic



When the people of Judah were captured and taken from Canaan to Babylon, they were confused, to say the least. They had in their possession the Scriptures stating God’s promise that the land of Canaan would be theirs forever. Yet here they were, having lost Canaan, captive minorities in the land of a foreign superpower.


Big questions preyed on the minds of the captive people: If God promised the land to us forever, how did we end up in this Babylonian predicament? What happened to God’s covenant promises? How could God let us down?


Someone was inspired by God to deal with these questions. He plunged into this awesome task by getting hold of three books: The Annals of Solomon, The Annals of the Kings of Israel and The Annals of the Kings of Judah. He proceeded to select material out of these scrolls, analyze it and arrange it into a theological framework. As he did this he “reflected back” on God, who is absolutely faithful and trustworthy to keep all his promises. In his work he demonstrated that it was not God who failed the covenant, but the people. His work became the books of 1 and 2 Kings.1


African-Americans have essentially the same question: What are we doing here? It cannot be demonstrated that our arrival in chains was a direct result of our failure. On the contrary, it was the slave traders who were more unfaithful to God. However, the example of how 1 and 2 Kings were written can give a clue to help us reconstruct African-American history.


As we study our history, we need to select material out of the body of knowledge, analyze it and arrange it into a theological framework. At the same time we must “reflect back” on the God who has revealed himself in the Scriptures as the true and living God, absolutely faithful, just and trustworthy. We need to evaluate the contributions made by outstanding people in our history and see what we can learn from the history of our quest for freedom and dignity.


We need to do this work by building on the insights of individuals like Martin Luther King Jr., who told us that in God’s economy undeserved suffering can be redemptive (in a narrow sense). With this kind of insight we may discover some new things about freedom and dignity, some new dimensions of truth in Scripture. A dynamic theology will emerge with the understanding of the meaning of African-American history as we both study it and “reflect back” on the Scriptures. With this theology we will be able to weep with righteous anger as we see how our people have suffered, knowing all the time that the suffering has not been in vain.


It is a disgrace that we have not learned to preach “the full counsel of God” through our history, the way Stephen and later Paul were able to preach through Jewish history (Acts 7:2-53; 13:16-41). We talk today about getting back to our roots. But have we shown our roots to be in God? It is a disgrace that we have not taken African-American history seriously. It is also a disgrace that we have not learned to disciple the African-American community through other cultural phenomena besides history.


We must begin somewhere to accomplish this neglected task. Why not here? To begin, let’s take a look at a few aspects of church history from an African perspective.



The Gospel in Africa


Africa was no stranger to the gospel* in the early days of the church. Nor was the African a stranger to the biblical writers.



Africans were not unknown. . . to the writers of the Bible. Their peculiarities of complexion and hair were as well known to the ancient Greeks and Hebrews as they are to the American people today. And when they spoke of the Ethiopians, they meant the ancestors of the black-skinned and wooly-haired people who. . . have been known as laborers on the plantations of the South. It is to these people, and to their country, that the Psalmist refers, when he says, “Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God.”2





As Jesus was carrying his cross through the streets of Jerusalem, he stumbled under its weight. Simon, a Black man from Cyrene, Africa, was enlisted to carry the cross the rest of the way (Luke 23:26). On the day of Pentecost, people from every nation (including African nations) heard the gospel and were converted (Acts 2:5-12). An Ethiopian government official was converted on his way home (Acts 8:26-39). The church at Antioch had several African members, among them two prophets or teachers: Simeon, called the Black man, and Lucius the Cyrenian (Acts 13:1). What were those two Africans doing in Antioch? We find in Acts 11:19-21 that they had gone there when they learned that non-Jews were not hearing the good news from the Jewish missionaries; the young African church may have been sending missionaries like Simeon and Lucius to plant churches. It was out of that Antioch church that Paul and Barnabas were sent to evangelize Turkey, Greece and Italy. So the European church partly has the African church to thank for its missionary faithfulness.


Great early scholars like Augustine, Tertullian and Origen were Black men from Africa.3 Augustine was a major influence on John Calvin. So the Reformation theologians have the African church to thank for a great deal of their theology. At one time there were over five hundred bishops in the African church. In the third century the Coptic church was formed; however, by the sixth century it had become spiritually dead. The Muslim conquest finally wiped out much of the church in North Africa.


In those days the Sahara Desert was not as extensive as it is today. Given the well-traveled trade routes that crisscrossed Africa from east to west, the gospel could have penetrated deep into the interior of Africa. Even now an unbroken line of communication links the West Coast of Africa, through the Sudan and the so-called Great Desert, to Asia.



Africa is no vast island, separated by an immense ocean from other portions of the globe and cut off through the ages from the men who have made and influenced the destinies of mankind. Africa has been closely connected, both as source and nourisher, with some of the most potent influences which have affected for good the history of the world. The people of Asia and the people of Africa have been in constant intercourse. No violent social or political disruption has ever broken through this communication. No chasm caused by war has suspended intercourse.4





The foundational truths of the gospel could well have been part of the basis for the great Mali civilization that arose in West Africa in the thirteenth century. A Muslim historian described the people of Mali as



seldom unjust, and [having] a much greater horror of injustice than any other people. Their sultan shows no mercy to anyone who is guilty of the least act of it. There is complete security in their country. Neither traveller nor inhabitant in it has anything to fear from robbers or men of violence. It is a real state whose organization and civilization could be compared with those of the Musselman kingdoms, or indeed the Christian kingdoms of the same period.5





We have a rich African heritage of which we can be proud. We should learn about the great eastern civilizations such as Ethiopia, Makuria and Alwa, and about the great western civilizations such as Ghana, Mali and Songhay.6


Many of us who have studied our African roots with pride have unfortunately looked at our American experience with shame. Though slavery itself is nothing to rejoice about, the remarkable survival of our people through all the phases of our American experience should be a great encouragement. Our survival reflects God’s active grace. American slavery was the beginning of racism in our experience. But by grace we resisted these oppressions as we sought for freedom and dignity.






Progress of Consciousness


The historic African-American resistance to oppression in the quest for freedom and dignity can be divided into five major phases. Though they were initiated in historical sequence, each still exists today. These phases represent various ways of understanding ourselves and our situation. They are as follows: (1) Colored, (2) Neo-Colored, (3) Negro, (4) Neo-Negro and (5) Black. The Black phase included five subphases: (a) Black awareness, (b) Black power, (c) Black revolutionism, (d) Neo-Black revolutionism and (e) Neo-Pan-Africanism.* By the 1980s the quest stalled as we slipped into a post-Black lull. Today, however, the rise of the new militancy may indicate the dawning of a sixth phase—the African-American phase, with Afrocentrism as its initial subphase. The fulfillment of each or all of these quests will be what I call the Joshua phase.


I have chosen these names for convenience and simplicity, although other names could have served just as well. I do not intend my survey to be exhaustive but to point out some things that God taught us through our history.


Each of the pre-Joshua phases has brought us closer to the “River Jordan,” yet none has been able to take us across. Only those whose African-American consciousness is reconstructed around the Word of God will be able to implement the Joshua phase. They are the ones who can disciple our community through a similar reconstruction of African-American culture. At the end of any of the previous phases, the Joshua phase could have been implemented. But it didn’t happen. And if the discipler of the African-American culture does not address the legitimate concerns of today’s new militants with a Joshua-phase reconstruction, the present quest too will fall short. We will wander in philosophical circles.


Before we examine the actual phases of our history, let’s review the context out of which grew the early forms of African-American consciousness.
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