CHAPTER 4

God in Black Theology

The reality of God is presupposed in black theology. Black theol-
ogy is an attempt to analyze the nature of that reality, asking what
we can say about the nature of God in view of God’s self-disclosure
in biblical history and the oppressed condition of black Americans,

If we take the question seriously, it becomes evident that there
is no simple answer to it. To speak of God and God’s participation
in the liberation of the oppressed of the land is a risky venture in
any society. But if the society is racist and also uses God-language
as an instrument to further the cause of human humiliation, then
the task of authentic theological speech is even more dangerous
and difficult.

It is dangerous because the true prophet of the gospel of God must
become both “anti-Christian™ and “unpatriotic.” It is impossible to
confront a racist society, with the meaning of human existence
grounded in commitment to the divine, without at the same time chal-
lenging the very existence of the national structure and all its institu-
tions, especially the established churches. All national institutions
represent the interests of society as a whole. We live in a nation which
is committed to the perpetuation of white supremacy, and it will try
to exterminate all who fail to support this ideal. The genocide of the
Amerindian is evidence of that fact. Black theology represents that
community of blacks who refuse to cooperate in the exaltation of
whiteness and the degradation of blackness. It proclaims the reality of
the biblical God who is actively destroying everything that is against
the manifestation of black human dignity.

38

God in Black Theology 59

Because whiteness by its very nature is against blackness, the
black prophet is a prophet of national doom. He proclaims the end
of the “American Way,” for God has stirred the soul of the black
community, and now that community will stop at nothing to claim
the freedom that is three hundred and fifty years overdue. The
black prophet is a rebel with a cause, the cause of over twenty-five
million American blacks and all oppressed persons everywhere. It is
God’s cause because God has chosen the blacks as God’s own peo-

le. And God has chosen them not for redemptive suffering but for
freedom. Blacks are not elected to be Yahweh’s suffering people.
Rather we are elected because we are oppressed against our will
and God’s, and God has decided to make our liberation God’s own
pndertaking. We are elected to be free.now td do the work for
which we were called into being—namely, the breaking of chains.
Black theologians must assume the dangerous responsibility of
articulating the revolutionary moéd of the black community. This
means that their speech about God, in the authentic prophetic tra-
dition, will always move on the brink of treason ahd heresy in an
oppressive society. :

The task of authentic theologlcal speech is difficult because all
religionists in society claim to be for God and thus for humankind.
Even executioners are for God. They carry out punitive acts against
certain segments of society because “decent” citizens néed protec-
tion against undesirables. That is why blacks were enslaved and
Amerindians exterminated—in the name of God and freedom. That
is why today blacks are forced into ghettos and shot down like dogs
if they raise a hand in protest.

When George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Lyndon Johnson,
Richard Nixon, and other “great” Americans can invoke the name
of God at the same time that they are shaping society for whites
only, then black theology knows it cannot approach the God-question
too casually. It must ask, “How can we speak of God without being
associated with oppressors?” White racism is so pervasive that oppres-
sors can destroy the revolutionary mood among the oppressed by
introducing a complacent white God into the black community,
thereby quelling the spirit of freedom.
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Therefore if blacks want to break their chains, they must rec.
ognize the need for going all the way if liberation is to be a reality,
The white God will point to heavenly bliss as a means of detouring
blacks away from earthly rage. Freedom comes when we realize
that it is against our interests, as a self-determining black commy.
nity, to point out the “good” elements in an oppressive Structure,
There are no assets to slavery! Every segment of society participates
in black oppression. To accept the white God, to see good in evil,
is to lose sight of the goal of the revolution—the destruction of
everything “masterly” in society. “All or nothing” is the only Ppos-
sible attitude for the black community.

Must We Discard God-Language?

Realizing that it is very easy to be co-opted by the enemy ang
the enemy’s God-language, it is tempting to discard all references
to God and seek to describe a way of living in the world that could
not possibly be associated with “Christian” murderers. Some exis-
tentialist writers—Camus and Sartre—have taken this course, and
many black revolutionaries find this procedure appealing. React-
ing to the ungodly behavior of white churches and the timid, Uncle
Tom approach of black churches, many black militants have no
time for God and the deadly prattle about loving your enemies and
turning the other cheek. Christianity, they argue, participates in
the enslavement of black Americans. Therefore an emancipation
from white oppression means also liberation from the ungodly
influences of white religion.,

This approach is certainly understandable, and the merits of the
argument warrant a serious investigation. As black theologians
seeking to analyze the meaning of black liberation, we cannot ignore
this approach. Indeed, it is quite intellectually tempting. Neverthe-
less two observations are in order at this juncture.

(1} Black theology affirms that there is nothing special about the
English word “God” in itself. What is important is the dimension of
reality to which it points. The word “God” is a symbol that opens
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! depths of reality in the world. If the symbol loses its power to
p'nr to the meaning of black liberation, then we must destroy it.
B;);Ck theology asks whether the word “God” has lost its liberating
ower. Must we say that as a meaningful symbol the word “God”
is hopelessty dead and cannot be resurrected? .

Certainly black theology realizes that, when a society performs
angodly acts against the poor in the name of God, there may come
; rime when the oppressed might have to renounce all.claulns to
that kind of “faith” in God in order to affirm authentic fa1th in
God. Sometimes because of the very nature of opprc.assed existence,
the oppressed must define their being by negating everything
oppressors affirm, including belief in the God' (?f OBREESTEE. The
Oppressed must demonstrate that all communications are cut off.

In Camus’s words:

There is, in fact, nothing in common between a master and a
slave; it is impossible to speak and communicate wkth a person

who has been reduced to servitude.!
\

Oppressed and oppressors cannot ﬁossibly mean the same thing
when they speak of God. The God of the oppressed is a God of rev-
olution who breaks the chains of slavery. The oppr'essors} God is a
God of slavery and must be destroyed along with the oppressors.
The question then, as black theology sees it, is not whether blacks
believe in God, but whose God?

{2) In response to those inclined to discard God-language, black
theology also believes that the destiny of blacks is inseparable from
the religious dimensions inherent in the black community. Theo-
logically, one way of describing this reality is to call it general rev-
elation. This means that all human beings have a sense of the
presence of God, a feeling of awe, and it is precisely this experience
that makes them creatures who always rebel against domestication.
The black community is thus a religious community, a community
that views its liberation as the work of the divine.
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It is important to note that every significant black liberaig,
movement has had its religious dimensions. Black liberation as
movement began with the pre-Civil War black churches which Tec.
ognized that Christian freedom grounded in Jesus Christ was insep.
arable from civil freedom. That is why black preachers were the
leaders in the struggle for the abolition of slavery, and why southery,
slave owners refused to allow the establishment of independep,
black churches in the south. It is true, however, that the post-Civil
War black church lost its emphasis on civil freedom and began ¢,
identify Christianity with moral purity. But this does not mean that
religion is irrelevant altogether; it only means that religion unrelateq
to black liberation is irrelevant.

To try to separate black liberation from black religion is a mjs.
take, because black religion is authentic only when it is identified
with the struggle for black freedom. The influence of Marcus Gar.
vey, Elijah Muhammed, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King, Jr.,
demonstrates the role of religion in the black community.

It is not the task of black theology to remove the influence of
the divine in the black community. Its task is to interpret the divine
element in the forces and achievements of black liberation. Black
theology must retain God-language despite its perils, because the
black community perceives its identity in terms of divine presence,
Black theology cannot create new symbols independent of the black
community and expect blacks to respond. It must stay in the black
community and get down to the real issues at hand (“cutting
throats,” to use LeRoi Jones’s phrase) and not waste too much time
discussing the legitimacy of religious language.

The legitimacy of any language, religious or otherwise, is deter-
mined by its usefulness in the struggle for liberation. That the God-
language of white religion has been used to create a docile spirit
among blacks so that whites could aggressively attack them is beyond
question. But that does not mean that we cannot kill the white God,
so that the presence of the black God can become known in the
black-white encounter. The white God is an idol created by racists,
and we blacks must perform the iconoclastic task of smashing false
images.
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Hermeneutical Principle for the Doctrine of God

Every doctrine of God is based on a pa‘rticula.r theological met_hod—
logy- For instance, Karl Barth’s theological point of departure is t%le
vord of God as revealed in the man Jesus. W? k.now who God is,
R ording to Barth, because we know who Christ is. To look for the
;cow]edge of God elsewhere than in Christ is to look in the wrong
place, and thus end up constructing image§ which reflect human.pnde
cather than divine revelation. “The knowledge of God occurs in the
qlfillment of the revelation of His Word by the Holy Spirit.”*

paul Tillich, on the other hand, does not s}}a{e Barth’s keryg-
matic emphasis. Tis theological methodology is'a “method of cor-
celation,” in which he seeks to relate the changeles_s go_sp_el to
changing cultural situations. Cthm;(;, according to Tillich, is indis-
pensable for God-talk. . .

Relying heavily on existential philosophy and its analysis of the
human condition (a condition best described by the word “estrange-
ment”), Tillich describes God as being-itself, which provides the
only answer to human estrangement from self and neighbor.
Because being-itself is free from the threat of nonbeing or nothing-
ness, it is the source of human courage—the ability to af\firm being
in spite of the presence of nonbeing. Therefore “God” is a sym-
bolic word pointing to the dimension of reality which is the answer
to the human condition.

Inasmuch as the perspective of black theology differs from those
of both Barth and Tillich, there is also a difference in its approach to
the doctrine of God. The point of departure of black theology is
the biblical God as related to the black liberation struggle. It asks,
“How do we dare speak of God in a suffering world, a world in
which blacks are humiliated because they are black?” This question,
which occupies the central place in our theological perspective,
forces us to say nothing about God that does not participate in the
emancipation of black humanity. God-talk is not Christian-talk
unless it is directly related to the liberation of the oppressed. Any
other talk is at best an intellectual hobby, and at worst blasphemy.
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There are, then, two hermeneutical principles which are Opery
tive in the black theology analysis of the doctrine of God.

(1) The Christian understanding of God arises from the biblicy
view of revelation, a revelation of God that takes place in the liber.
ation of oppressed Israel and is completed in the incarnation, iy
Jesus Christ. This means that whatever is said about the nargge of
God and God’s being-in-the-world must be based on the biblicy|
account of God’s revelatory activity. We are not free to say anything
we please about God. Although scripture is not the only source that
helps us to recognize divine activity in the world, it cannot be
ignored if we intend to speak of the Holy One of Israel.

(2) The doctrine of God in black theology must be of the God
who is participating in the liberation of the oppressed of the lang
'This hermeneutical principle arises out of the first. Because God
has been revealed in the history of oppressed Israel and decisively
in the Oppressed One, Jesus Christ, it is impossible to say any-
thing about God without seeing God as being involved in the cor.
temporary liberation of all oppressed peoples. The God in black
theology is the God of and for the oppressed, the God who comes

into view in their liberation. Any other approach is a denial of bib-
lical revelation,

New Wine in New Wineskins

Because black theology is the theology of black liberation, it must
break with traditional theological speech when that speech softens
the drive for black self-determination. It cannot run the risk of put-
ting “new wine into old wineskins® (Mark 2:22). When Jesus used
the phrase, he was referring to the kingdom of God and its rela-
tionship to the conventional Judaism of his time.

When black theologians analyze the doctrine of God, seeking to
relate it to the emerging black revolution in America, they must be
especially careful not to put this new wine (the revelation of God
as expressed in black power) into old wineskins {white folk-religion).
The black theology view of God must be sharply distinguished from
white distortions of God. This does not mean that black theology
rejects white theology entirely. Unfortunately, this cannot be done,
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ression always means that the communication skills of an
essed community are determined to a large degree by the
-.ppfessors. That is precisely the meaning of oppression! Because
: prk theologians are trained in white seminaries, and white
I‘I?Ckers make decisions about the structure and scope of theology,
Iil r not p()ssible for black religi(-)nists to separate themselves imme-
iiatelY and completely from white thought. S

When Jesus spoke of the gospel as new wine, it did not mean a
cotal rejection of Judaism. What he meant was that the revolution-

i sssibilities available in
ary MEssage could not be restricted to the poss

far OPP

the old structure. o
similarly, because our knowledge of Christianity came from

white oppressors, the black theology view of God is m part depc?nd-
ent on white theologians, but this does not mean white theologians
cet the criteria for black theology. _Liberatlon, means that the
gppressed must define the structure and scope of reality for .them—
selves; they do not take their cues from oppressors. If there is one
brutal fact that the centuries of white oppression have taught blacks,
it is that whites are incapable of making anyrvalid judgment ;elbout
human existence. The goal of black theology is the d,es.tructlon of
everything white, so that blacks can be liberated from a.hen gods.

The God of black liberation will not be confused with a b\lood-
thirsty white idol. Black theology must show that the black God ha's
nothing to do with the God worshiped in white churches whose pri-
mary purpose is to sanctify the racism of whites and to daub the
wounds of blacks. Putting new wine in new wineskins means that
the black theology view of God has nothing in common with those
who prayed for an American victory in Vietnam or who pray for a
“cool” summer in the ghetto.

The refusal of black theology to put new wine in old wineskins
also means that it will show that the God of the black community
cannot be confused with the God of white seminaries. With their
intellectual expertise, it is inevitable that white scholars fall into
the racist error of believing that they have the right to define what is
and what is not orthodox religious talk. Because they have read so
many of their own books and heard themselves talk so often, it is
not surprising that they actually believe most of the garbage they
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spout out about God. They therefore think that all authenti, .
talk must meet their approval before it can be called theo,logy }_q
black theology rejects their standards, for we know they Spea]; :
oppressors, and thus will inevitably analyze the nature of God in].lr
interests of white society as a whole. ':
Black theology mast also be suspicious of so-called white re,.

lutionary theologians. What is most disturbing about thej; Se].l
proclaimed identification with black power is their inability to Jg; ;
speak for ourselves. They still insist on defining what black Pow..--
is, and not only in private conversations but also in print. And,
make it worse, they invariably miss the whole point of black powﬁ
They should know by now that, in view of white brutality agajp,
blacks and church participation in it, no white person why ,
halfway sensitive to black self-determination should have the andy,.
ity to speak for blacks. That is the problem! Too many whites thiy}
they know how we feel about them. If whites were really seripp,
about their radicalism in regard to the black revolution and its the.
ological implications in America, they would keep silent and take
instructions from blacks. Only blacks can speak about God in rela-
tionship to their liberation. And those who wish to join us in this
divine work must be willing to lose their white identity—indeed, tq
destroy it.

Black theology also rejects any identification with the © death of
God” theology. The death-of-God question is a white issue which
arises out of the white experience. Questions like “How do we find
meaning and purpose in a world in which God is absent?” are ques-
tions of an affluent society. Whites may wonder how to find pur-
pose in their lives, but our purpose is forced upon us. We do not
want to know how we can get along without God, but how we can
survive in a world permeated with white racism.

God Is Black
Because blacks have come to know themselves as black, and

because that blackness is the cause of their own love of themselves
and hatred of whiteness, the blackness of God is the key to their
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God. The blackness of God, and everything implied by
y, is the heart of the black theology doctrine of
|, There is 10 place in black theology for a colorless (%od ina
" where human beings suffer precisely because of thv_:lr co'lor.
et K theologian must reject any conception of God which stifles
e bla:::lf—determinaticm by picturing God as a God of all people§.
& i;k sGod is identified with the oppressed to the point that' their
P becomes God’s experience, ot God is a God of racism.

., perience .. ——
) ~Px5 Camus has pointed out, authentic identification

kp -.V]Cdge Of A
na racist societ
o

[Is not] 2 question of psychological ide_,ntificati(')n-—a mere
subterfuge by which the individual ima‘gmes_ t_!ha‘t itis he hm}-
self who is being offended. . .. [It is] 1dent.1f1ca§10n of one’s
destiny with that of others and a choice of sides.

gecause God has made the goal of blacks G(‘)d’s own goal, black
heology believes that it is not only gppropnate but necessary to
begin the doctrine of God with an insistence on God™ blackness.

The blackness of God means that God has made the oppfes.sed
condition God’s own condition. This is the essence of the biblical
revelation. By electing Israelite slaves as the .people of God and b-y
hecoming the Oppressed One in Jesus Christ, thg humim race is
made to understand that God is known where human beings expe-
sience humiliation and suffering. It is not that God feels sorty and
takes pity on them {the condescending attitude of thoF;e racists who
need their guilt assuaged for getting fat on the starvation of otherf,);
quite the contrary, God’s election of Israel and incarnatlor_l in Christ
reveal that the liberation of the oppressed is a part of the innermost
nature of God. Liberation is not an afterthought, but the essence
of divine activity.,

The biackness of God means that the essence of the nature of
God is to be found in the concept of liberation. Taking seriously
the Trinitarian view of the Godhead, black theology says t}-lat as
Creator, God identified with oppressed Israel, participating in the
bringing into being of this people; as Redeemer, God becafne the
Oppressed One in order that all may be free from oppression; as
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Holy Spirit, God continues the work of liberation. The Holy Spini
is the Spirit of the Creator and the Redeemer at work in the force.
of human liberation in our society today. In America, the Hol,
Spirit is black persons making decisions about their togetherneg,
which means making preparation for an encounter with whites,

It is the black theology emphasis on the blackness of God thar
distinguishes it sharply from contemporary white views of God,
White religionists are not capable of perceiving the blacknesg of
God, because their satanic whiteness is a denial of the very essenge
of divinity. That is why whites are finding and will continue to fing
the black experience a disturbing reality.

White theologians would prefer to do theology without reference
to color, but this only reveals how deeply racism is embedded in
the thought forms of their culture. To be sure, they would frrobg.
bly concede that the concept of liberation is essential to the biblicy]
view of God. But it is still impossible for them to translate the bib-
lical emphasis on liberation to the black-white struggle today,
Invariably they quibble on this issue, moving from side to side,
always pointing out the dangers of extremism on both sides. (In
the black community, we call this “shuffling.”) They really cannot
make a decision, because it has already been made for them.

How scholars would analyze God and blacks was decided when
black slaves were brought to this land, while churchmen sang
“Jesus, Lover of My Soul.” Their attitude today is no different from
that of the bishop of London who assured slaveholders that

Christianity, and the embracing of the Gospel, does not make
the least Alteration in Civil property, or in any Duties which
belong to Civil Relations; but in all these Respects, it contin-
ues Persons just in the same State as it found them. The Free-
dom which Christianity gives, is a Freedom from the Bondage
of Sin and Satan, and from the dominion of Man’s Lust and
Passions and inordinate Desires; but as to their outward Con-
dition, whatever that was before, whether bond or free, their

being baptized and becoming Christians, makes no matter of
change in it.*
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sc white theologians today have a “better” way of putting it,
difference does that make? It means the same thing to

(i cour
what " i
' l"lt ks. “Sure,” as the so-called radicals would say, “God is con-
acks-

bout blacks.” And then they would go on to talk about God
Jarization or some other white problem unrelated to the
f blacks. This style is a contemporary white way of
g that «Christianity . . . does not make the least alteration in

ot ned 2
.nd secu
.mancipation ©
‘ayin ;
L. .

;lvihpsgrl:;azt to this racist view of God, black theology proclaims
God’s blackness. Those who want to kiiow who God is and what
God is doing must know who black persons are and what they are
Joing. This does not mean lending a helping hat_jr-ld to the poor and
snfortunate blacks of society. It does not mean joining tbe war on
poverty! Such acts are sin offerings that represent a white way of
assuring themselves that they are basically good” persons..Kn0W~
ing God means being on the side of the oppre_ssed, l?ecomlng one
with them, and participating in the goal of liberation. We must
become black with God! \ .

It is to be expected that whites will have some difficulty with 'Fhe
idea of “becoming black with God.” The experience is not ogly ahep
1o their existence as they know it to be, it appears to be an impossi-
bility. “How can whites become black?” they ask. Thlg question
always amuses me because they do not really want 'to lose their pre-
clous white identity, as if it were worth saving. They know, as every-
one in this country knows, blacks are those who say they are black,
regardless of skin color. In the literal sense a black person is anyone
who has “even one drop of black blood in his or her veins.”

But “becoming black with God” means more than just saying “I
am black,” if it involves that at all. The question “How can white
persons become black?” is analogous to the Philippian jailer’s ques-
tion to Paul and Silas, “What must I do to be saved?” The implica-
tion is that if we work hard enough at it, we can reach the goal. But
the misunderstanding here is the failure to see that blackness or sal-
vation (the two are synonymous) is the work of God, not a human
work. It is not something we accomplish; it is a gift. That is why Paul
and Silas said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved.”
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To believe is to receive the gift and utterly to reorient one’
tence on the basis of the gift. The gift is so unlike what |
expect that when it is offered and accepted, we become complege]
new creatures. This is what the Wholly Otherness of God Mean,
God comes to us in God’s blackness, which is wholly uniike white.
ness. To receive God’s revelation is to become black with Gog B
joining God in the work of liberation. i

Even some blacks will find this view of God hard to handle, Hay.
ing been enslaved by the God of white racism so long, they will hay,
difficulty believing that God is identified with their struggle for free.
dom. Becoming one of God’s disciples means rejecting whiteneg,
and accepting themselves as they are in all their physical blackneg,
This is what the Christian view of God means for blacks.

§ exjy
Umap,

The Love and Righteousness of God

The theological statement “God is love” is the most widel
accepted assertion regarding the nature of God. All theologians
would agree that it is impossible to speak of the Christian under-
standing of God without affirming the idea of love as essential
to the divine nature. Anders Nygren’s Agape and Eros’ is the
classic treatment of the subject, and he shows, perhaps concly-
sively, that agape is inseparable from the authentic Christian view
of God. When religionists deviated from the agape motif, the
result was always a distortion of the authentic Christian concep-
tion of God.

Though religionists have agreed that love is indispensable to
the Christian view of God’s nature, there has been much disagree-
ment on how the idea of the wrath of God is reconciled with the
love of God.

Marcion was one of the first to face this problem head-on.
According to him, it is impossible to reconcile the Old Testament
idea of the righteous God with the New Testament idea of the God
of love.® The concept of law (nomos) is a complete denial of love
{agape). Marcion’s solution was to insist that the gospel of Christ
is completely new and thus has nothing to do with the concept of
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ousness (including wrath) as presented in the Old Testament.
d him to posit two Gods, the Creator Qod of the Old Testa-
ho stressed obedience to the law of righteousness, and the
d of the New Testament who is the “good” God, the

- ghte
[ his le
ent w

. edeemer GO \ tament od”
: ie d of love. Interpreting Marcion’s view, Nygren writes:
Lo

The message of Christ is marked by the spontaneous loxf'e and
mercy of the Highest God, shown to strangers, unmotlvatf;:l
and uncalculated. In the Old Testament, on the othe-r ha.n ;
man’s relation to God is dominated by the idea of retribution,

of reward and punishment.”

It was to be expected that the churc_h would'reject Ma}rcior}’s
view: the early Christian community did not undtestand its e()lns;
rence as being completely new in‘tll?e sense oflnegatmg the God o
the Old Testament. The early Christians behevec'l that t'hey were
the autbentic continuation of the old Israel, not 1ts'den1_al. Jesus,
therefore, did not destroy the Old Testament; he lfulfllied it.

Although the church rejected Marcjon’s sharp dichotomy between
the Old Testament view of God’s righi_:eousness 9..1\1d t-he New Tes-
tament view of God’s love in Jesus Christ, there is stlll‘cmuch cog;
fusion about the precise relationship between the two symbqls
when applied to God’s nature. The most common pr‘(.)ce-:dulre is to
emphasize God’s love as the dominant motlf-of Chrm-tlamty an‘d
then interpret God’s righteousness in the light ,of i, But this
approach fails to take seriously the concept of C-iod 3 rlghteous:nf:ss
and tends to make God’s love mere sentimentality. By emphasm.ng
the love of God to the exclusion of a meaningful enco?.mter_wrch
God’s righteousness, we could argue that the approach is basma-llly
Marcionite, except that Marcion was more honest. Marcion
claimed that the idea of righteousness is basic to the Old Testament
view of God, and he was right in this. He further suggested that
the idea of love as revealed in Christ is a negation of the Old Tes-
tament view of righteousness, and he was wrong in this. .

Most religionists, although rejecting the Marcio‘n d1chotou‘1y,
proceed to analyze the concept of the love of God without relating
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it to God’s righteousness. Marcion’s position presents us With g,
alternatives. Either we agree with him and his view of the tw Gag,
Righteousness and Love, or we affirm the basic oneness of Gog
righteousness and love, and that means that God’s love is ip,
cable without equal emphasis on God’s righteousness ang vie,
versa. Contemporary theology seems to want to have its cake ap,
eat it too—that is, reject the Marcionite view and also accept a vigy,
of love that ignores righteousness, and that is not possible,

Gordon Kaufmann’s work, Systematic Theology: A Historicjy;
Perspective, seems to be open to this criticism. Particularly concerpgy
about protecting the idea of love in God’s nature, Kaufmann says
that it is improper to speak of the “wrath” of God as an expressiap
of the being of God. Love is essential, but the idea of wrath i ap
expression of human disobedience and can be understood only by
looking at human nature, not God’s nature:

exply

The wrath of God is a symbol more appropriate to discussion
of the nature (and plight) of man than God. . . . The man
hanging on the cross . . . reveals God’s nature as long-suffering
love, not vengeance or wrath in any sense. . . . Hence, in our
direct exposition of the doctrine of God such symbols as
“wrath” would only be misleading and should be avoided:
God reveals himself as love and faithfulness, and this it is that
we must seek to grasp here.?

Black theology agrees that the idea of love is indispensable to
the Christian view of God. The exodus, the call of Israel into being
as the people of the covenant, the gift of the promised land, the rise
of prophecy, the second exodus, and above all the incarnation
reveal God’s self-giving love to oppressed hamanity,

We do not read far in the biblical tradition without recognizing
that the divine-human fellowship is to be understood exclusively in
terms of what God does for humankind and not what humankind
does for itself or for God. That is why Nygren is correct in describ-
ing God’s agape as the “initiation of the fellowship with God,¥
and why it is appropriate for Barth to emphasize the complete free-
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f God in the divine-human encounter. If the incarnation
e’ aything in Christian theology, it must mean that “God so
5 ﬁe ivorld that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in
A VEdlfould not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16).
hm’i”;e Jove of God is the heart of the Christian gospel. As the writer
j 1 John puts it, “God is love” (4:8, 16). Commem.:mg on the the-
logical implications of this phrase, C. H. Dodd writes:

To say “God is love” implies that all H_is activity is loving
activity. If He creates, He creates in love; if He rules, He .rules
in love; if He judges, He judges in love. All that He does is the
expression of His nature which is—to fove.!!

Black theology, then, asks not whether love is an essential ele-
ment of the Christian interpretation of God, but Whet'her the love of
God itself can be properly understood without fgcusmg equally on
the biblical view of God’s righteousness. Is it posmble'to u'nderstand
what God’s love means for the oppressed without makllng wrath
an essential ingredient of that love? What could love possibly me.an
in a racist society except the righteous condemnation of everything
racist? Most theological treatments of God’s love faill to place the
proper emphasis on God’s wrath, suggesting that love is completely
self-giving without any demand for obedience. Bonhoeﬂ‘er called
this “cheap grace™:

Cheap grace means grace as a doctrine, a principle, a system.

It means forgiveness of sins proclaimed as a general truth, the
i . 12

love of God taught as the Christian “conception” of God.

The difficulty with Kaufmann’s view and others like his is not
so much his explicit statements but their false implications. .By
removing wrath as a symbol of the nature of God, his interpretation
weakens the central biblical truth about God’s liberation of the
oppressed from oppressors. A God without wrath does not plan to
do too much liberating, for the two concepts belong together. A
God minus wrath seems to be a God who is basically not against
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anything. All we have to do is behave nicely, and everything v
work out all right. '

Such a view of God leaves us in doubt about God’s role i th,
black-white struggle. Blacks want to know whose side God jg a3
and what kind of decision God is making about the black revoly
tion. We will not accept a God who is on everybody’s side—whigy
means that God loves everybody in spite of who they are, and i
working (through the acceptable channels of society, of course) g,
reconcile all persons to the Godhead.

Black theology cannot accept a view of God which does not Tep.
resent God as being for oppressed blacks and thus against white
oppressors. Living in a world of white oppressors, blacks have p,
time for a neutral God. The brutalities are too great and the Pain
too severe, and this means we must know where God is and whg
God is doing in the revolution. There is no use for a God who loves
white oppressors the same as oppressed blacks, We have had toq
much of white love, the love that tells blacks to turn the other cheek
and go the second mile. What we need is the divine love as expressed
in black power, which is the power of blacks to destroy their oppres-
sors, here and now, by any means at their disposal. Unless God is
participating in this holy activity, we must reject God’s love.

The interpretation of God’s love without righteousness also sug-
gests that white “success” is a sign of God’s favor, of God’s love,
Kaufmann’s view is open to the ungodly assumption that all is well
with the way whites live in the world, because God loves them, and
their material success is the evidence. But according to black theol-
0gy, it is blasphemy to say that God loves white oppressors unless
that love is interpreted as God’s wrathful activity against them and
everything that whiteness stands for in American society. If the
wrath of God is God’s almighty no to the yes of human beings, then
blacks want to know where the no of God is today in white Amer-
ica. We believe that the black community’s no as expressed in the
black revolution is God’s no, showing God’s rejection of oppressors
and acceptance of the oppressed.

Kaufmann’s view also suggests that there is knowledge of God
as God is in se. Theologically this seems impossible. We can know
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d only in relationship to the human race, or more part.icularly
IIUG &s liberating activity in behalf of oppressed humanity. The
3 ; ¢ to analyze God independently of God’s liberating work
k al;ogous to the theological attempt to understand human
.;taurie before the fall. The fall itself renders such knowle.d_ge impos-
ble: there is no way to get behind the human condition as we
oW it to be. . '

The limitation of human knowledge is equally true in rega_rd_ to
God as God is in se. We are not permitted to transcend our f‘u'f]te-
qess and rise to a vision of God unrelated to the human cond'mon.
If this is true, what merit is there in saying that God’s wrath is not
a part of the divine nature? If God is a God of thq_ oppn?ssed (.)f t.he
land, as the revelation of Christ discloses, then WIfath is an 1,ndlls—
pensable element for describing the scope and meaning of God’s 11P-
eration of the oppressed. The wrath of God is the love of God in
regard to the forces opposed to liberation of the oppressed. o

Love without righteousness is unacceptable to blacks: this view
of God is a product of the minds of enslavers. By emphasizing the
complete self-giving of God in Christ, without seeing also the con-
tent of righteousness, oppressors coyld then demand that the
oppressed do likewise. If God freely enters into self-donation, thffn
in order to be godlike we must give ourselves to our oppressors in
tike manner. If God has loved us in spite of our revolt against God,
then to be like God we too must love those who revolt against or
enslave us. For blacks this would mean letting whites crowd us into
ghettos where rats and filth eat away at our being, and not raising
a hand against them.

This view of love places no obligation on white oppressors. The
existing laws of society protect them, and their white skins are
badges of acceptance. In fact, they are permitted to do whatever
they will against blacks, assured that God loves them as well as the
ones they oppress. Love means that God will accept white oppres-
sors, and blacks will not seek reprisal.

Black theology rejects this view, saying that those who oppress
others are in no position to define what love is. How could white
scholars know that love means turning the other cheek? They have
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never had to do so. Only those who live in an oppressed condity,,,
can know what their love-response ought to be to their Oppressoy
Their oppressors certainly cannot answer that question for them

This means that all white intellectual disputation about blagj,
and God is a religious lie. If oppressors themselves, who claim
be followers of the love-ethic, would actually practice what the:
preach, then the oppressed condition would no longer exist. Ther,
is something demonic about whites who have the protection of the
state but advise blacks to go the second mile for them. They hay,
not moved even an inch for blacks: how can they claim to be speak.
g from a common perspective called Christianity?

It takes a special kind of reasoning to conclude that God’s loye
means that God is no respecter of persons in a society filled wig,
hate, where some think they have the right to define the course of
human history for all. Ungodly in their very relationship to blacks,
they want to tell us what God’s love means. There is only one expla.
nation for this attirude. They are white and can think only in white
thought-patterns, even in reference to God. How else do we explain
that the white theological view of God’s love invariably comple-
ments or shores up outrageous socio-political structures that want
blacks to be complacent and obedient to white enemies? Can they
really expect blacks to take them seriously?

The oppressor’s view of God’s love is rejected by black theolo-
gians because they represent a people that shares Frantz Fanon’s
feelings about the world:

All the native has seen in his country is that they can freely
arrest him, beat him, starve him: and no professor of ethics, no
priest has ever come to be beaten in his place, nor to share
their bread with him. As far as the native is concerned, moral-
ity is very concrete; it is to silence the settler’s defiance, to
break his flaunting violence—in a word, to put him out of the
picture.?

Black theology will accept only a love of God which partici-
pates in the destruction of the white oppressor. With Fanon, black
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cakes literally Jesus’ statement, “the last will be first, and

|i;colongast‘” Black power “is the putting into practice of this

e first

nrence. . R . .
Wn;[:acks cannot adhere to a view of God that will weaken their drive

|iberation. This means that in a racist society, we must insist that
-?r l= jove and God’s righteousness are two ways of talking about the
- S1,-ealli’ry. Righteousness means that God is addressing the black
.'dmgition' love means that God is doing so in the interests of both
;,(k):cks anc,1 whites. The blackness of God points to the righteousness
of God, as well as to the love of Go.d. o )

paul Tillich, in another connection, ha?s placed a Slmll:ir erpp a-
sis. Though he refuses to say that wrath is a part of Gpd s being, it
is to his credit that he has insisted that divine love and justice should

not be separated:

Justice is that side of love which affirms the independent right to
object and subject within the love relation. [Because love is the
reunion of the estranged, it] does not destroy the freedbm of th.e
beloved and does not violate the structures of the beloved’s indi-
vidua! and social existence.””

This means that justice is the structure necessary for the human
expression of human freedom. To be God, God rr'lust- _protec't both
the freedom and the structure of human behavior. That is \rvhy
Tillich rejects sentimental misinterpretations of love as emotion,
which suggest that there is a conflict between divine love and its
relationship to power and justice. The three are inseparable, accord-

ing to Tillich:

It must be emphasized that it is not divine power as such
which is thought to be in conflict with the divine lox-fe. Th.e
divine power is the power of being-itself, and being-itself is
actual in the divine life whose nature is love. A conflict can
be imagined only in relation to the creature who violates
the structure of justice and so violates love itself. When
this happens . . . judgment and condemnation follow. . .
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Condemnation then is not the negation of love but the negy.
tion of the negation of love.!6

What, then, can we conclude about the meaning of God’s .
in a racist society? Using blackness as the point of departure, blagl
theology believes that God’s love of humankind is revealed in God,
willingness to become black. God’s love is incomprebensible apap
from blackness. This means that to love blacks God takes on blagk
oppressed existence, becoming one of us. God is black because God
loves us; and God loves us because we are black.

Righteousness is that side of God’s love which expresses itself
through black liberation. God makes black what humans have
made white. Righteousness is that aspect of God’s love which pre-
vents it from being equated with sentimentality. Love is a refugy)
to accept whiteness. To love is to make a decision against whit
racism. Because love means that God meets our needs, God’s loye
for white oppressors could only mean wrath—that is, 2 destruction
of their whiteness and a creation of blackness.

For black theology love cannot be discussed in the abstract. [t
must be concrete because black suffering is concrete. Black suffering
is whites making decisions about our place in the world, teiling us
what we can or cannot do in society. Love must be brought down to
this level, the reality of white inhumanity against the black com-
munity. As Fanon says, “no phraseology can be a substitute for real-
ity.”17 That is why black theology says that God’s love is God’s
liberation of blacks as expressed in black power.

Traditional Theological Language and the Black God

One of the major tasks of black theology is that of making sense
out of the traditional theological talk about God. It asks, in regard
to every theological assertion, “What are its implications for the
oppressed?” Or, more specifically, “Does it have any meaning in the
struggle for black liberation in America?” Believing that the biblical
God is made known through the liberation of the oppressed, the
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ack theology analysis of God begins with an emphasis on God’s
.-1ackn€SZ-W we must ask, How is the concept of the blackness of
Goiu;;;ted to such tradition'al divine symbols as creator, transcen-
jmmanence, and providence? _
Jcncc,GOd as Creator. The biblical view of God as creator is
1'ess.ed in the priestly assertion, “In the beginning God created
exp;l vens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1}. To speak of God as cre-
i eaeans that the world and everything that is is because of the
atortirile will of God. In traditional theological language, God as cre-
crei expresses aseity—that is, the total independence of God fro.m
:;(e)ation. God is self-existent, meaning that the source of God’s exis-
rence is found in God. .
In order to emphasize the absolute sovefeignty of Gocll over cre;
ation, traditional theology introd_uce.d the idea of creation out 01
nothing (ex nibilo). The purpose is to deny that.God used an eterna
substance (as in Plato) in the creation of the universe. The existence
of an eternal substance would compromise thfa compl.etﬁl los:'dsh1p of
God over creation. God is fully free, Beiﬁngrwnhout l.1m1tat10'ns.

Black theology is not interested in debating the philosophical and
theological merits of God’s aseity except as it can be Irelated to th’e
carthly emancipation of the oppressed. What has thf.: idea f(})_f Gc->d.s
self-existence to do with the existence of the oppressed? First it is
necessary to point out that the biblical view of God as.c1.reator is
not a paleontological statement about the nature and or:gm of- the
universe, but a theological assertion about God and God’s relation-
ship to the oppressed of the land. _ ‘

It is important to remember that the priestly narrative was put
together during the Babylonian exile as an attempt to make theo-
logical sense of the history of Israel as an oppressr.zd Peopl_e. Thefe—
fore, it is impossible to remain faithful to the biblical viewpoint
without seeing the doctrine of creation as a statement about QOd
and the oppressed of the land. God as creator means tl.lat humankm.cl
is a creature; the source of its meaning and purpose in the world is
not found in oppressors but in God. This view of God undoubtedly
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accounts for the exclusivism of Israel in a situation of politic,
oppression.

Though white theologians have emphasized that God as Creaty,
is a statement about the divine-human relationship, they haye 0y,
pointed out the political implications of this theological truth fo,
blacks. God as creator has not been related to the oppressed in S0c).
ety. If creation “involves a bringing into existence of something thy,
did not exist before,”'® then to say God is creator means that »,
being finds its source in God. I am black because God is black! Gog
as creator is the ground of my blackness (being}, the point of refe.
ence for meaning and purpose in the universe.

If God, not whiteness, is the ground of my being, then God i
the only source of reference regarding how I should behave in the
world. Complete obedience is owed only to God, and every alieg
loyalty must be rejected. Therefore, as a black person living in 5
white world that defines human existence according to white inhy.
manity, I cannot relax and pretend that all is well with black
humanity. Rather it is incumbent upon me by the freedom granted
by the creator to deny whiteness and affirm blackness as the essence
of God.

That is why it is necessary to speak of the black revolution rather
than reformation. The idea of reformation suggests that there is still
something “good” in the system itself, which needs only to be
cleaned up a bit. This is a false perception of reality. The system is
based on whiteness, and what is necessary is a replacement of white-
ness with blackness. God as creator means that oppressed humanity
is free to revolutionize society, assured that acts of liberation are the
work of God.

2. Immanence and Transcendence of God. The immanence of
God means that God always encounters us in a situation of histoti-
cal liberation. That is why Christianity is called a historical religion.
God is not a symbol referring to the interior religious experiences of
humankind. Nor is God to be thought of in the manner of the deist
philosophers, who pictured God as performing the initial act of
creation but refraining from any further involvement in the world.
According to biblical religion, God is involved in the concrete affairs
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human history, liberating the oppr‘essec!. Therefore to ask, “Who
God?” is to focus on what God is doing; and to look‘at what
;,od is doing is to 'center on human events as they pertain to the
peration of suffering humanity. o -

* God, then, is not that pious feelu:lg in our h_earts, nor is God a
Seing “out there” or “up. the_n?.” It is no't pos.51b1e to speak of the
eality of the divine in scientific categories. Like the symbol tran-
_cendence, immanence is not a causal term. It refc?rs to the depths
f liberation in human society, affirming that God is never less than
our experience of liberation. N o ‘

The immanence of God is the infinite expressing itself in the
finite. It is God becoming concrete in finite hur.nanjex‘lsten_ce. We are
sble to speak of the divine because the divine is revealed in the con-
creteness of this world. The immanence of God forces'us to !ook for
God in the world and to make decisiogs about the”Ultlma.ltm.e in terms
of present historical reality. We cannot postp_one our (ilec@on about
God or condition it in terms of a future reality. The finality of Go-d
is God’s involvement in human now-experiences. Fot blacks this
means that God has taken on blackness, has moved into the black
liberation struggle. . _‘ -

Though black theology stresses the immanence of God, it does
not deny the reality of God’s transcendence. The trgnsce-ndence of
God prevents us from deifying our own experiences, whmh re'sults
in pantheism. God is neither nature nor our highest aspirations.
God is always more than our experience of God. This means that
truth is not limited to human capabilities. It is this reality that frees
the rebel to give all for the liberation struggle without having to
worry about the Western concept of winning.

When blacks say that “all is in God’s hand,” this should not be
equated with the trite expression “We should do nothing.” It should
be taken to mean that blacks are now free to be for the black com-
munity, to make decisions about their existence in the world with-
out an undue preoccupation with white ideas about “odds” (we
have all the guns) or victory (you cannot win). Ultimately (and this is
what God’s transcendence means) black humanity is not dependent
on our power to win. Despite the empirical odds, our involvement
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in our liberation is not pointless; it is not absurd. It referg to
depth and meaning of our being-in-the-world. '

It is interesting that, although white “Christians” say they adp,
to the meaning of Jesus Christ’s existence in the world, they 4,
especially concerned about “winning.” The military budget of thi
country is evidence of this fact. When confronted with the uncop,
promising demands of the black community, they quickly reming,,
that they have all the guns, as if that fact itself is supposed to mal;
blacks “stay in their place.” Being “Christian,” they should knoy,
that Jesus was crucified because he did not “stay in his place,”

In fact, that is what authentic Christian existence is all about, g,
refusal to stay in one’s place. Of course, this may mean Physicy]
death, but death is beside the point when one knows that there isa
depth to existence that transcends death. The death and resurrection
of Christ were an expression of God’s transcendence—that is,
human beings do not have to live on the basis of mere physical eXis-
tence. They are free to transcend it, free to encounter the presence of
the infinite, which transcends physical reality. This is why blacks dq
not have to cling to physical life as if it were the ultimate.

Like immanence, transcendence is not a spatial concept. God i
not “above” or “beyond” the world. Rather transcendence refers tq
human purpose as defined by the infinite in the struggle for libera-
tion. For blacks this means that their humanity is not defined by soci-
ological reports and scientific studies. There is a transcendent valye
in blackness that makes us all human and to which blacks must
appeal as ultimate, Human dignity transcends human calculation.

Whites try to tell blacks what is “best” for them in scientific
terms—as if blackness were subject to white measurements. But to
the surprise of whites, blacks reject their definitions, because blacks
know that they are not “things” to be computerized and limited
according to white predeterminations. We are free, free to defy
the oppressor’s laws of human behavior, because we have encoun-
tered the concreteness of the divine in our liberation, which has

revealed to us the transcendence of our cause beyond all human
definitions.
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The tension between the transcendence and imrnanenc‘e of God is

: 4l Tillich calls the risk of faith. To speak of Gold isto speak,
hat 2 hand, of the presence of the infinite in the finite concrete
g e %16 the o’ther hand, the infinite can never be reduced to the
3 “.dd'ThI:,ugh the infinite is not equated with finite existence, yet
- human beings can encounter the infinite only in their finite-
§~.,-cauSEe must speak of thie finite as if it were the ultimate. Tillich

;1515’ ;ﬁsy“the infinite tension between the absoluteness of its claim
'_,lldsthe relativity of its life.”"” . ‘ .
~ Relating this to black humamt?, b.lack tllle(?l(')gy interprets it to
ean that our struggle for liberation is the infinite participating in
(he concrete reality of human existence. Bl_lt because God is aIW:'ElyS
.more than our experience of God, the reality of G(.)d cannot be llrnc-l
ted to a particular human experienf.:e'. H_f)wever, just because Go ;
s more than our encounter of the _dnflﬂf: in a pacticular moment o
liberation, this should not be intefpreted to mean that we must
qualify our assertions about God. Just 'Fhf: opposite. Because G_od
is not less than our experience of the d_mne., we Fmist sPeak with
an absoluteness that does not compromise with evil, despite the rel-
ativity of our claims. \ By _

3. Providence. It is difficult to talk about divine prov1-dence
when men and women are dying and children are tor-ture‘c\l. Richard
Rubenstein pointed out the dangers of this concept.in }}13- ex-cellent
book After Auschwitz.*® Whether or not we agree Wl‘th his con-
clusion about the death of God, we can appreciate his analys.u;,
based as it is on his identification with an ogpressed People. Like
black theology, Rubenstein refuses to affirm any view of God
which contributes to the oppression of the Jewish people. If Qod
is the Lord of history, directing the course of events towa_rd a final
goal, and if the Jews are God’s elected people, then th.er.e is no way
to avoid divine responsibility for the death of six million Jews in
Germany, according to Rubenstein. Therefore, rather than accept
a view of God that incorporates Jewish blood in the divine plan_, he
concludes that God is dead. The argument is cogent and certa.mly
advances the death-of-God theology beyond white Christian views
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as represented in the thinking of William Hamilton and Thq
Altizer.

Rubenstein was not the first to recognize the difficulty of recop.
ciling humarn suffering and divine participation in history. Withoy,
focusing on the God of history, the writer of Job recognized this
problem. In more recent writing Albert Camus and the existentig).
ists have dealt with it also. In the thinking of Camus, if God is
omnipotent and permits human suffering, then God is a murdere;,
That is why he quotes Bakunin with approval: “If God did exist, we
would have to abolish Him,”

Traditional Christian theology somehow fails to take this prob.
lem seriously. Although agreeing that human suffering is a reality
which appears to conflict with God’s love, theologians still insist
on quoting Paul with approval: “We know that in everything Gog
works for good with those who love him, who are called according
to his purpose” {Romans 8:28).

Emil Brunner’s view of divine providence is perhaps representa-
tive. He begins by distinguishing between God as creator and God’s

providential care of the world. Avoiding both pantheism and deism,
he writes:

Mgy

There is an existence which is not that of God, but is a crea-
turely existence, one therefore which is distinguished from
the existence of God. Without a certain independent existence
the creature cannot stand over against God, and if it does not
do so, then it is not a creature as contrasted with the Creator.
Even if we do not speak of a creatio continua we imply that
even now God does not cease to create an existence distinct
from His own, a manner of existence which is different from
His. If this be so, then there is also an activity of God in and
on this existence which is distinct from himself, in and on the
world He has created, which is not the activity of the Creator,
but of the Preserver, the Ruler.2!

After distinguishing providence from God’s activity as creator,
Brunner proceeds to define the meaning of divine providence. Prov-
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. +.nce, he says, means that “all that is, and all that happens, talfes
“iege \:vithin the knowledge and the will of God.” There is nothing
phit happens that does not fit into God’s ultimate plan:

f

All that happens is connected with the divine Purpose; all is
ordered in accordance with, and in subordination to, the
divine plan and the final divine purpose.”

If providence means what Brunner says, it is difficul?, if'n(_)t
jmpossible, to avoid the conclusion Fhat zll human suffermgd is 11}:;
accordance with the divine plan. This wo.uld' mean that the deat
of six million Jews, the genocide of Amenqd;ﬁans, th_e enslavement
and lynching of blacks, and every other inhuinanity, happened
«yithin the knowledge and will of God.” Only oppressors can
make such a claim. . .

Of course, my opponents could reply that this view of providence
Joes not mean that God wills human suffering. It simply means that
God permits it in order to protect human freedoi. It means fur-
ther that, although there is oppressionl in this world, God does not
let humankind have the last word ab;o'ut human existence, but trans-
jates human evil into the divine purpose. Quoting Paul with agproval,
Brunner says, “I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are
not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealefl in
us” {Romans 8:18). The believer looks beyond suffer.ing to the final
goal which it must serve; compared with that promised glory, s-uf-
fering does not count. Suffering becomes the way to etern-al life.
No human suffering is overlooked by God, and thus providence
means that it is redeemable. Thus “the real solution to the problem
of theodicy is redemption.”? ‘

Despite the emphasis on future redemption in present s_uff.crmg,
black theology cannot accept any view of God that even indirectly
places divine approval on human suffering. The death and resur-
rection of Jesus does not mean that God promises us a futli.ll'e real-
ity in order that we might tolerate present evil. The suffermg that
Jesus accepted and which is promised to his disciples is not to be
equated with the easy acceptance of human injustice inflicted by
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white oppressors. God cannot be the God of blacks and will thejy
suffering. To be elected by God does not mean freely accepting g,
evils of oppressors. The suffering which is inseparable from the
gospel is that style of existence that arises from a decision to b, i
spite of nonbeing. It is that type of suffering that is inseparable from
freedom, the freedom that affirms black liberation despite the white
powers of evil. It is suffering in the struggle for liberation.

Providence, then, is not a statement about the future. It does no
mean that all things will work out for the best for those who love
God. Providence is a statement about present reality—the reality
of the liberation of the oppressed. For blacks it is a scatement abouyt
the reality of blackness and what it means in the liberation struggle
against whites. As Tillich says:

Faith in providence is faith “in spite of”—in spite of the . , .
meaninglessness of existence. . . . [Special providence] gives
the individual the certainty that under any circumstances,
under any set of conditions, the divine “factor” is active and
that therefore the road to his ultimate fulfillment is open.2*

Black theology interprets this to mean that in spite of whiteness
a way is open to blackness, and we do not have to accept white
definitions.

It is within this context that divine omnipotence should be inter-
preted. Omnipotence does not refer to God’s absolute power to
accomplish what God wants. As John Macquarrie says, omnipo-
tence is “the power to let something stand out from nothing and
to be.”?’ Translating this idea into the black experience, God’s
omnipotence is the power to let blacks stand out from whiteness
and to be. It is what happens when blacks make ready for the
black-white encounter with the full determination that they shall
have their freedom or else. In this situation, divine providence is
seeing divine reality in the present reality of black liberation—no
more, no less.

CHAPTER 5

The Human Being
in Black Theology

Although Christian theology is essentially God-talk, we must not
forget who it is that speaks of God. Human fin_itel\less means that we
cannot transcend human existence even when we speak of the tran-
scendent God. We know who God js, not because we can move
beyond our finiteness but because the transcendent Ggd l}as be‘?o.me
immanent in our history, transforming human events into divine
events of liberation. It is the divine involvement in historical events
of liberation that makes theology God-centered; but because God
participates in the historical liberation of humanity, we can speak of
God only in relationship to human history. In this sense, theology
is anthropology.

In order to clarify the black perspective on theological anthro-
pology, it will be useful to compare it with cerrain examples of
American theology and of existential philosophy.

American Theology, Existentialism, and Black Theology

The weakness of most “Christian” approaches to anthropology
stems from a preoccupation with (and distortion of) the God-
problem, leaving concrete, oppressed human beings unrecognized
and degraded. This is evident, for instance, in fundamentalist and
orthodox theologies when they view the infallibility of the Bible as
the sole ground of religious authority and fail to ask about the rel-
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