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Preface


Two primary institutions have nurtured blacks in the United States. These are the church and the family. It has been my intention for several years to write a theological treatise relating these two institutions. Other duties have made delay unavoidable. But the urgency of the task has prevailed upon me. The present work is the result of this deeply felt concern.

Because the author is a theologian, all his instincts are guided by that fact. The discussion will move freely in several disciplines, but disciplines other than theology will serve the ends of theological reflection. We will be interested in the family as a symbol of a deeper understanding of the church. At the same time, considerable attention will be given to the role of family and church as “visible” institutions and to their humanizing functions in the lives of black people.

The church will be considered both as an organ of the spirit and as an organization. We will look at the history of the whole church of God and view the black church in the context of this stream of development. The African roots of the black church will be explored. The black church as “invisible” and “visible” will be discussed. We will, therefore, desire to examine the nature and the mission of the black church, giving due consideration to its distinctive heritage and its liberating and healing ministry.

The black family will be understood in an “extended” rather than a “nuclear” sense. The family will express for us the meaning of community. This concept of communalism will be traced through the African/Afro-American heritage of social and religious experience. We will draw out the pedagogical, psychological, and social significance of the family for the sanity, health, and wholeness of black people.

Then there will be an attempt to use theological discourse to express the deep significance of family and church in the experience and survival of black people. The Biblical background will have a large place in our discussion, as will the history of doctrine. But there will be a conscious affinity with the theologies of liberation and all Third World theological developments.

While the main purpose of the treatise is to open up important ecclesiological considerations for black theology, it will represent much of the writer’s growing vision since he penned A Black Political Theology. It is hoped that it will draw an increasing number of gifted young black scholars, men and women, into a vital theological dialogue for the sake of the family and the church.

Roots of a Black Future: Black Family and Church


Chapter I
An Introduction

THE PROBLEM

The black family and the black church have been studied by several black scholars of eminence. W.E.B. DuBois,1 E. Franklin Frazier,2 and Andrew Billingsley3 have written on these two primary institutions.

Other scholars have majored in the study of one of these two institutions. Robert Staples, for example, has studied well the black family.4 Carter G. Woodson’s study of the black church has not been surpassed.5 C. Eric Lincoln has written on The Black Church Since Frazier.6 Hart. M. Nelsen and others, The Black Church in America , is mainly a sociological study of black churches.7

There is a need to continue to discuss family and church in the black experience in relation to each other. This should be done in regard to both their “symbolic” and “actual” relationship. On the one hand we need to explore the deeper meaning of church as family and family as church. On the other hand we need to explore the institutional importance of family and church in the black experience, considered separately and together. It is instructive that persons like DuBois, Frazier, and Billingsley have seen the importance of each of these primary institutions, while black ministers and theologians have not thus far been as perceptive. The challenge now rests with our religious leadership to provide a theological underpinning for the contributions made by colleagues in other disciplines. This treatise is a modest attempt to meet this need.

The black family and the black church exist in a pluralistic society in which the family is in serious trouble.8 The White House Conference on Families in 1980 attests to the seriousness of the problem. Because of the importance of the family to any society, when the family is in trouble the nation is in trouble.

In spite of the rash of evangelical piety, the churches in this country do not enjoy the best of health. Preoccupied with glory, with triumphalism, the church and its programs are out of touch with the realities we must face in this period of our history. The idols of science, technology, individualism, and affluence have failed their devotees. It is becoming increasingly clear that the disciples of Jesus Christ must now be prepared to take up a cross if they would be faithful to the Lord of the church. In a world rampant with hunger, strife, and many oppressions of the weak, there is a need to rediscover the cross and the practice of servanthood if the church is not to lapse into a permanent state of apostasy.

Black families and churches are to be understood in the context of American society. We are set in a situation of pluralism. In spite of our peculiar history, blacks are affected by the values that influence all other groups. It would be unrealistic to ignore these facts. We shall be mindful of the interaction and interdependence of blacks in the larger society, but our main focus will be upon the nature, destiny, and mission of black families and churches in this country.

DEFINITIONS

We use the term “family” in a broad sense. While we are aware that there is diversity within black families, it is the common elements of the situation which we are prepared to discuss. We are concerned about the nature and function of the black family in our past, our present, and our future. Furthermore, what we discover in common is the basis for our togetherness, our peoplehood, which has been a persistent concern of ours. It should be added that we have an axiological interest in our consideration of the family. It is expected that we will through ethicotheological reflection point to what the black family ought to be and do.

We have in mind the family in its “extended” form. In the black community the family is not always limited by blood relationships. There is an informal adoption of children, and economic factors often bring people together who assume a symbolic kinship that may be rooted in deep affection. Families still exist that boast of intergenerational ties based upon blood relationships. These are more abundant in the rural South than in major urban centers. It is remarkable, however, how some individual families, which appear to be “nuclear,” nourish and sustain these extended family ties. This is done through exchange visits over long distances on a regualr basis. These families believe that the effort and the expense is justified, especially in benefits to their children. These extended family ties receive a real support from occasions like funerals, anniversaries, and family reunions, which bring large numbers of people in the same family tree together. We believe that this type of consciousness and deep sense of kinship should be encouraged and cultivated. The experience of belongingness of a people who are oppressed by racism leads to health, sanity, and wholeness. It is thus that we discover who we are, and thus that we are able to walk tall in spite of all we must endure.

There are two senses in which the word “church” is used here. We have in mind the Christian community associated with the revelation of God in Christ. We have in mind the life of the group that was formed about Jesus. The revelation of God in Christ is remembered in the church and is present wherever there is genuine Christian fellowship.9 In the first instance, we view the church as a fellowship of believers in Christ, who take upon themselves the life-style and mission of the crucified and resurrected Lord. The church is the organ of the Spirit and the extension of the incarnation. It is through repentance and faith that we are admitted to a relationship of grace within the body of Christ.

But the church is also an institution, an organization. As such it is the instrument of the believing community. It is as an institution that the church becomes a healing, socializing, and humanizing agent. It is as an institution that the church can become leaven, light, and salt. There is no necessary conflict between the church’s roles as organ of the spirit and agent of liberation. In its priestly and prophetic work, the church as organization becomes the agent that concretizes on earth the will of the Lord of the church as a spirit-filled fellowship. The church as organ has most to do with its nature. The church as agent has most to do with mission. In fact the two are inseparable. Only if we understand the nature of the church are we able to participate fully in its mission in the world.

What we have said about church and family has been thus far descriptive and exploratory. It should suffice, however, to provide some sense of how we perceive the nature and importance of the subject matter under investigation.

THE POINT OF VIEW

It has become increasingly clear that every writer should clarify the point of view from which he writes. We believe there is no one definitive theology of the black experience. It is unfortunate that most observers of black theology consider James H. Cone’s thought as the norm for all black theology. We have met this attitude among the most sympathetic white theologians in this country, in West Germany, in Mexico, and, somewhat unexpectedly, even among several African theologians.

There is diversity within the unity of the black experience. It is important to allow this diversity to inform our theological reflection. It is only thus that the creativity of the several exponents of black theology can come to full expression. While Cone is to be honored as a pioneer theologian of the black experience, his program is not the norm or the last word. The subject matter of black religious experience, complicated by its African roots, is too vast for any one person to master. All of us have spent so much time with Western studies that we will not be able to complete our education in black sources in our lifetime. As practicing theologians, we must continue to keep abreast of general theological developments while we do our own creative work. This is why a team effort is needed in black theology. It may be that definitive studies will have to await the next generation of black scholars. What we wrote in 1973 about black theology as a theology “in the making” remains true.10

We welcome, therefore, the creative installments of all writers within our ranks. Where some are weak, others are strong; but we are brothers and sisters in a common cause. When only one black theologian is the recognized pacesetter, we are all vulnerable. If weaknesses are found in that one program, the entire effort can be dismissed. There are weaknesses in all of us, for we are all human, and humans are finite. The vital work we are doing requires many contributors to supplement, strengthen, and correct one another. My message has been persistent: read all the black theologians. Here I can only repeat what I said earlier:

We need unity without conformity to enable each black scholar to do what he can do best. We need serious and creative scholarship. Some will be interested in a Biblical theology; others will major in the historical or philosophical approaches. Some will major in methodology, others in content…The problem of black suffering will challenge some. The nature and mission of the church will urge others on, while still others will pursure the Black Messiah. Black theology is a theology in the making and only the Lord of the Church knows at this moment the ultimate direction it will take.11

African theology is not determined by John Mbiti; feminine theology is not identical with the writings of Rosemary Ruether; neither is Latin-American liberation theology the sole product of Gustavo Guitièrrez. No one of them would make such a claim, and it is unfair to the serious efforts of these persons to identify the movements they represent with their contributions. The point applies pertinently to the undue burden placed upon James H. Cone. I am encouraged by recent collections of essays in French, Italian, and Dutch which have recognized most of the major writers in the field. Allan A. Boesak, a black South African theologian, in his Farewell to Innocence, has pointed in a significant direction. While devoting much of his attention to James Cone’s writings, he has done justice to the major literature in the field.12 Several black theologians have been impartial and fair, including Cecil Cone, James Cone’s brother. James Cone himself has entered into discussion with other black theologians in God of the Oppressed.13 Still, many white theologians, who express deep concern for issues raised in black theology, respond primarily to Cone. Many vigorously attack some aspect of Cone’s program with which they have dealt with black theology. Examples would be the “liberation-oppression” formula and the advocacy of violence. One wonders if these writers are under the control of a preconscious form of racism. In evaluating other theological movements they do not usually operate in this matter.

In this book, we will not move in the shadow of any other black theologian. Our effort will be to think out of our own encounter with life, out of our own spiritual and intellectual pilgrimage, and as a member of a family and a church within the black experience. We will not be limited by the black experience, but will move within and without where necessary. Our anchor, however, will be within this ethnic setting. Black sources will be used and we will interact critically with several black writers, past and present. We will take our African roots seriously. Euro-American and Third World materials will be used freely but not uncritically. All materials and ideas will be used descriptively and we refuse to place a greater value on Western sources than on any others. We categorically reject the colonization of the mind as well as the political domination of the West in reference to the rest of humankind. We shall strive to be human in our concern for the rights of women and will attempt to avoid male-dominated language where this is possible. We are mindful of a network of oppression based upon race, sex, and class, and we endorse the right of all humans to be free and equal. At the same time our special focus is upon race as a form of oppression. Our particular context is the spiritual and cultural heritage of Afro-Americans.

METHODOLOGY

Nathan Hare, founding editor of The Black Scholar, has said that America is like a giant octopus with a body and many tentacles. The Afro-American, Hare notes, lives inside the body; Third World societies encounter only the tentacles. Black Americans, then, are able to deliver the most decisive blows to make the system more humane. This is a good analogy with which to start our discussion on methodology in black theology.

Black theology is duty bound to take Africa seriously. This consideration must not be restricted to “Christian church” Africa, but must include traditional Africa as well. A theological hermeneutic adequate for the task of interpreting the black religious experience must include more than any christological proposal thus far formulated in Western theology.

In the spirit of Hare’s analogy, black theologians have a major responsibility in providing a bridge between Western and Third World theologies. Our roots are in Africa and yet we are Americans. This may not have been our choice, but it is our destiny. The Afro-American is African and American at the same time. In contradistinction to Africans who visit here, we are not in but of this country. Therefore we are in a unique position to provide two-way conversation between Third World theologians and Euro-American theologians. We will not be able to facilitate this dialogue, however, unless we are open to thought structures and religious traditions that differ from those of the West. Levi A. Nwachuku writes that Africa is “the last open frontier of big power politics.”14 The same may be said for theology. It is the responsibility of black theologians to open up this frontier. To this end we need a proper hermeneutic.

A. A Comprehensive View of Revelation

Karl Barth was a pacesetter in Euro-American theology for a half century. My recent visit to West German theological schools has confirmed that his thought is still alive and well in West German theological circles. Many outstanding contemporary theologians take their departure from Barth. As one youthful theologian put it, “One must know Barth well, even if it is to get rid of him.” After discussions with several students and admirers of Barth, inculding Eberhard Jiingel of Tubingen, it is my judgment that Karl Barth is greatly responsible for the decline in the study of non-Western religions. It is essential that we allow Barth to speak for himself. Barth writes:

Revelation does not link up with a human religion which is already present and practiced. It contradicts it, just as religion previously contradicted revelation. It displaces it, just as religion previously displaced revelation.15

This exclusive view of revelation is buttressed by his christocentrism, which is also exclusive. Without Jesus Christ there would be no Christian religion. Like other religions, it would be merely human religion-a form of idolatry and self-righteousness. Barth writes:

The name of Jesus Christ alone has created the Christian religion… Because it was and is and shall be through the name of Jesus Christ, it was and is and shall be the true religion.16

The revelation of God is limited to Christianity, according to Barth. The locus of revelation is Jesus Christ. Barth’s discussion of Amida-Buddha and grace in the Japanese Buddhism of Shinran and in Indian Bhakti religion does not improve the impression that he has his mind made up and that he introduces these religions mainly to prove his point.17

According to Cone, Jesus Christ is the one whom black people have met in the historical struggle of freedom.18 He now observes that black people have a tradition that goes back to Africa and its traditional religions.19 Africans brought with them their stories and combined them with the Christian story.20 Christ is the “otherness” in the black experience that makes possible the affirmation of black humanity in an inhuman situation.21 When Cone asserts that Jesus is black because he was a Jew, he is concerned about Jesus’ identification with the poor for their liberation. Blackness, however, limited to the “social existence” of Afro-Americans, does not scratch the surface of poverty among humans. Does he wish to expand blackness to include all the poor? Is his formula of oppression/liberation adequate to open up a meaningful discussion with traditional African religions? Cone rightly observes that “blackness as a christological title may not be appropriate in the distant future or even in every human context in our present.”22 He explains:

The validity of any christological title in any period of history is not decided by its universality but by this: whether in the particularity of its time it points to God’s universal will to liberate particular oppressed people from inhumanity.23

Cone wants to affirm that Christ is literally and symbolically black in America.24 But I shudder when he adds, “Indeed, if Christ is not truly black, then the historical Jesus lied.”25 I share his concern that the gospel be made concrete with reference to a particular people. He broadens his perspective as he adds:

The transcendent…God has not ever, no not ever, left the oppressed alone in struggle. He was with them in Pharaoh’s Egypt, He is with them in America, Africa, Latin America, and He will come in the end time to consummate fully their freedom.26

In a recent essay Cone has expressed an openness to the thought of Martin Luther King, to Marxism, and to other theologies of liberation. He urges us “to move beyond a mere reaction to white racism in America and begin to extend our vision…to the whole inhabited earth.”27 But the new range of vision seems still to be political only. This is just not sufficient. How will he deal with cultural and historical aspects of the African/Afro-American connection? How will he expand his christological proposal, in which his entire program is centered, to encounter the Africanization of theology? While the political focus of Cone’s theology makes direct contact with racist oppression in South Africa, it does not move easily into dialogue with postcolonial African peoples who face more cultural and psychological types of crises. An adequate theological method must be sought which will create fruitful dialogue between all peoples of African descent.

Charles Long, a black historian of religion, approaches the problem of the relation of black religious experience to black theology and also the relation of African traditional religion to African Christian theology. Long views the thought structures of theology as too limited to resolve this problem. Long is reacting, I believe, to the limits imposed by Cone and similar theologians. The discussion between Long and Cone has thus far been a “misplaced debate” simply because theology and history of religions are opposed to each other.28 The way forward for both black scholars and Africans is to allow these two disciplines to supplement each other.

Long wants us to consider the elements of religious experience as phenomena. He would describe the “specifically religious elements in the religion of black Americans.”29 It is his view that the approach of the social sciences and theology cannot do this.30 He goes on to explain what he finds: (1) Africa as a historical reality and religious image, (2) the involuntary presence of the black community in America, and (3) the experience and symbol of God.31 Cone’s summary of Long’s intention appears accurate and I repeat it here:

He contended that Christianity generally and theology in particular are too limited for dealing with what he calls “opacity” of the religious symbol in the African and black communities. He used the opaque symbol in contrast to Paul Tillich’s understanding of the transparent symbol, or the Western European’s interpretation of that ideological age which justified colonialism and Western progressivism, the Enlightenment. Thus he contended that the fundamental question is whether there does exist a symbol of the opaque of the Black that is creative, beneficial, universal, and whether we as a people are called upon to give witness for its meaning for the sake of all humanity.32

I believe Long is on a significant trail. I do not desire to consider the Christian revelation as excess baggage. On the other hand, it will not be possible to join him in this quest if one draws the hermeneutical circle of revelation as small as Cone does. Somehow we must bring the descriptive-phenomenological approach of Long and the faith-revelation approach of Cone together. Black theology can be critical and confessional at the same time. This will be the burden of our effort. My own position has been discussed elsewhere.33 But in order to bring this section to a close I quote the following conclusions:

The black theologian stands in a circle of faith not merely as a believer, but also as an interpreter of faith for a believing community. He is seeking a way to enter into a climate of creative encounter and dialogue with religionists at home and abroad who share a common religious and cultural heritage without surrendering his own affirmation of faith…The God of such a theology of religions must be one who unveils His mind, will and purpose in all creation, in all history and among all peoples even though He may yet be known most completely through the Incarnation.34

B. Symbolic Thinking

Amos N. Wilder writes on theology and the religious imagination in his Theopoetic.35 He reminds us that religious communication must overcome “a long addiction to the discursive, the rationalistic, and the prosaic.”36 Wilder writes: Before the message there must be the vision, before the sermon the hymn, before the prose the poem…The structures of faith and confession have always rested on hierophanies and images.37

Wilder argues for the theopoetic. In any situation theology should relate to philosophical ideas, but it also should use symbolic life and creative impulses. Theology, according to Wilder, properly takes the form of clear thinking about God, the faith, and the world. At the same time it has a basic substratum of imaginative grasp on reality and experience. Wilder recalls:

The thought of Aquinas was indebted to the visionary structures that inspired Dante, as that of Augustine was to those that inspired Neo-Platonism. There is a correspondence between Milton’s De Doctrina Christiana and his Paradise Lost.38

Wilder’s avowed purpose is to make theology more cogent as it redefines itself in relation to the dominany myths, dreams, and images of the age. He does not intend that the gospel is to be conformed to the world and its ideologies. The theologian should be able to identify the sensibility of the day, even though he is sure of the convictions upon which he or she stand.39

The value of Wilder’s discussion for our purpose is that he reminds us of the possibility of supplementing the knowledge of faith we gain through discursive reasoning through the religious imagination. His discourse on “theopoetic” opens up the possibility of thinking theologically by means of symbols, myths, and metaphors.

My discovery of Pascal’s “reasons of the heart” years ago opened up a new possibility for thought. Pascal convinced me that on the deeper levels of experience there are truths more profound than those gained through logic. Pascal uses “reasons” in a double sense when he speaks of the “reasons of the heart which reason cannot comprehend.” When Pascal speaks of reason, la superbe raison, he means pure reason or discourse, the typical reasoning of the dogmatist. Such reason is instrumental. He does not discuss it but ascribes its necessary evidence or facts, while feeling is instant and always ready to act. Feeling and faith belong together. The heart feels God and not reason. That is the meaning of faith.
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