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If not first pregrancy:
Having reached weeks, this fetus would have been my

{nurnber) child. I grieve its passing out of the protection of my body.

“You know when the wild goats of the rock give birth, You mark
when the hinds calve” (on Job 39:1).

You created the miracle of birth and the wonder of the body that
cares for mother and child.

Dayyan Ha-Emet, Righteous Judge, You care for Your creatures
even when such care tastes bitter.

Who are we to understand Your ways, to know what future would
have lain ahead for myself and my child had it come to term?

“But her flesh upon her shall have pain and her soul within her
shall mourn” (adapted from Job 14:22).

Ha-Rahaman, O Merciful One, heal my body and my soul; heal my
womb so that I may carry to term 2 healthy soul, that I may come to
sing Your praises as a happy mother surrounded by her children in the
courtyards of a Jerusalern at peace.

Recite Birkat ha-gomel:

Blessed are You, Almighty God, Sovereign of the Universe, Who
bestows kindness on the undeserving, and has shown me every kindness.

Congregation tesponds:

May the One who has shown vou every kindness, ever show kind-

ness to you, sela. Amen.

CHAPTER FOUR

Black Women
From Slavery to Womanist Liberation

Emilie M. Townes
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l N 1619, when Africans first arrived on the shores that would become
the United States, they came with a religious world far different from
that of their white masters and mistresses. ! Until the next century, how-
ever, Africans brought to the New World had little or no contact with
Christianity. A few Blacks did convert to Christianity, but their conver-
sions had little positive effect on white attitudes toward Africans. Like
Black men, Black women were excluded from worship by their white
masters and mistresses. Virginia’s laws made a distinction between ser-
vants from Europe whao were cailed Christians and servants from Africa
who were Negro servants. Colonists did not seek to convert Negro ser-
vants, and sometimes legislation forbade attending church and discour-
aged conversions. However, in his memoirs, john Winthrop noted that a
Black woman was baptized and communed into the Puritan congre-
gation in 1641%. This, he notes, was only after she proved her faithful
commitment to God over many years. In 1662 the Virginia legislature
decreed that children inherited their mother’s social status, not her reli-
gious station. The witchcraft hysteria that swept through the colonies
from 1647 to 1692 touched the lives of Blacks. A Black woman servant,
Marja, was among the first to fall victim to the frenzy of the colonists.

In 1701 the Society for the Propagation of the Gospet in the Foreign
Parts began to Christianize slaves. Even so, slaves did not convert to
Christianity in any significant or recorded numbers until the 1740s, dur-
ing the First Great Awakening. However, slaves in the South and free
Blacks in the North were not without a religious life. The constant influx
of Black Africans through the slave trade meant a continual renewal and
revitalization of the traditions and religions of Africa in the Americas.?
Slaves maintained links with their African heritage through oral history,
drumming at funerais and dances, preserving the art of wood carving,
and making reed baskets and mats.

The cosmology of the slaves during the 1600s and 1700s was a uni-
verse crafted from a blend of West African refigions with Christianity.
White missionaries and ministers prohibited refigious dancing and shout-
ing, but the slaves did so in their religious life heyond the watchful eye of
white religious authorities.®> When left alone, stave worship contained
the West African notion of the forces of the universe, both evil and good.
Both were at hand and available for consultation and for protection.®
Also present was the Christian God who would send a man to set the
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slaves free as Moses had confronted Pharaoh to set the Hebr.ew slaves
free. This was a God who was not wholly transcendent but immanent
- Wlef'this period, Black women converted to Christianity in greater
numbers than Black men. One of the first free Black women o present
her child for baptism in 1683, Ginney Bess, was among the _number of
women who joined churches. Their hope, in part, was.to pro-vxd.e al"i asy-
lum from the harshness of slavery in the South and white prejudice in t!‘.xe
North. However, the evangelical fervor many of these women f_o‘und l!';
the First Great Awakening should not be overlooked. The wntfngs 0
Phillis Wheatiey near the close of the eighteenth century reflect this dee'p
religious enthusiasm (document 1). Writing from a Northern con;ext in
Boston, Wheatley did not guestion her servitude. Rather, shle sougl t Per;
conal moral rectitude and salvation. Her concern for “true felicity
thers as well.
eXtegC!id te(\)f:a)ngelical religion of the Second Awakening in the ea:y
decades of the nineteenth century provided a re_fuge_ for peopie_w c;
relied on their subjective knowledge of God (experiential and emotlonak )
rather than on objective knowledge (reason and logic). '!'he Second Avffa (;
ening was more secular and more optimistic than the first. it po;?;slantz_en
religion while at the same time being larger than merely e_z ma.n: es.ta :})—le
of religion. This new evangelical fervor came at a Fruual time 1.nd f
social life of the country. The United States was eme_rg.mg frorTl a period 0
anticlericalism and into one of sacial and cultural d15|ntegrat|9n. » ;
Religion, evangelical and indigenous, helpec? 1o ll’l.Stl az_
strengthen a sense of identity among marginal groups in Amiencadnizothe
ety. Among Blacks, the folk beliefs and fetishes that h?ld develope e
African American religious worldview blended with the evgnge |cah
enthusiasm that the revivalist movement brought to the e_eariy nlnﬁ‘feenta s
century. Evangelical religion was felt personally and bodily, ar;‘d t xsmv;er
particularly true for African Americans.® Although by 1790 the nu |
of slaves raised within a fully developed African culture made UE on yrz
small percentage of the total slave population, Blz.ack slavesdw]; od w; ¢
religious had a legacy of an African cosmolc_)gy, which ;tresse 0 javes
spirit, that ordered their religious and social worlds.® Yet m?re e
were employing Jewish and Christian symbols to formulate their concep
tigns of their origin and destiny.”
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The burst of revivalism in the early nineteenth century helped
African Americans and whites alike to gain reference points in a society
that was undergoing drastic changes through immigration, the closing of
the stave trade, and growing technology. On some levels, Black churches
embraced a theology of liberation, self-determination, and African Amer-
ican autonomy.® Slaves who gathered to worship could not reflect a con-
crete millennial impulse openly.? With whites keeping a watchful eye on
slave religious gatherings, staves were forced to be careful in their escha-
tological impetus. The untrained or ignorant eve and ear could not catch
the this-worldly implications of spirituals drawn from the Bible, Protes-
tant hymns, sermons, and African styles of singing and dancing, 10

African American evangelicalism was a communal celebration, not
an “isolating experience of awakening to a deep sense of guilt and sinful-
ness.” This was contrary to white evangelicalism, which stressed a Do~
larization between individualism and communitarianism. Also, white
evangelicalism had a need to create powerful symbols of sinful worldlj-
ness. Whites felt a need to find signs of redemption in abstinence, bodily
inhibition, and withdrawal from the world. Such needs were not shared
by slaves, who lived in a world of sacred meaning and collective
redemption.!! ‘

Salvation was the central focus for Black evangelicalism. Human
repentance and faith were not sufficient to guarantee salvation (docu-
ment 2). Slaves prayed to be released from sin in the midst of a physical
bondage that could be objectified and cast outside their souls in a way
that was unavailable to their white masters.’2 The historian Donald
Mathews notes that “the emotional toll of slavery was much more effec-
tive than the doctrine of original sin in creating self-contempt.” 3

From evangelicalism, Blacks inherited a belief system that valued a
disciplined person who lived within a disciplined community, African
Americans believed that by submitting to such discipline they could
demand that whites deal with them according to standards that tran-
scended the master-slave relationship. 4

Protest and accommodation were the two poles open to slaves in
their religious as well as secular lives. Evangelical Christianity supported
both, at times enabling siaves to choose protest and at other times calling
slaves to accept their fate.’5 The protest tradition of the Black Church

faded as the nineteenth century wore on. The militancy represented by
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African Americans such as David Walker and Henry Highland Garnet
diminished as the independent Black evangelical ch-urch.es began lto
institutionalize and take on many characteristics of their white evangeli-
16
« C‘I?:Sts:ﬁz; responses of the late-nineteenth-century African /f’\merz—f
can woman to her struggle with the narrow space and dark enclosuref::
racial and economic subordination were expressed through her commli;
menis to religious and social organizations. African Amerlca.n wome;n of
this era espoused a profound spirituality forged frcn_*n_ the_twm hear.t s 0t
African cosmology and evangelical piety. This spmt.uahty was dls‘gnch
from white evangelical Christianity in form and practice. Howevet, ot
Biack and white spiritualities provided the fram_ework for women's par-
ticipation in social and moral reform in the pu'bl_[c realm. ' e
African American and white women's religious expressrorT an "
spirituality were intensely personal matters. Yef they't_ook thetr]c.oncte;
for their moral development, expanded it to their families, at"nd.u t|r[na e K
presented their concerns to the larger society through assocaatlhena dwor
and moral reform societies as weli as preaching and exhorting {docu-
mentBll)e]l.ck women who were active in the church had a deep, Persona:
relationship with God and jesus. This was not unlike the expem-:-r;cenod
Black men who were active in the church. Jesus' was not only Lo‘r ah.
Savior; he was brother and friend. Through th.lS personal relatlonsthl;;
with Jesus, Black women could transcend the.lnhuman structures
surrounded them in the slave South and repressive N?th. y ;
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, religious worshlvp .::m
spirituality were expressed in groups, as peo.ple gatherelc.i tcl; vzc:rsgs ;iz ;: t;\
blending of African survivalisms and white etvange ICE-l y Com;
One's spiritual life was shared through conversx'on, baptism, an cor
raunion. increasingly, the joy and release of the ring shout, t:e spon e
ity of spirituals, and the appeal to the interrelatedness of un—;a.nsume
nature were lost. African American Christians began a personal journey
: th(/e-\l;rfi:: -American women, however, took anﬁ iptrigui.ng avzr?;e tr;
expressing their spirituality. Black women in rellgs?us cwcles_;ragni?e
depict themselves as the larger society portrayed-whlte }:vom::w net
and impressionable with little capacity for rational thought.
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women viewed themselves as having a Capacily to influence men and
consistently described their power of persuasion over men as histori-
cally positive. African American women’s hiblical hermeneutics reveal

women in dual image, just as men were portrayed, and they affirmed
their likeness to men and their onenes

s with men in a joint quest for
satvation 18

Biack women took pride in the mothers of the Bible, who became
their role models for motherhood. The mothers of Isaac, Moses, Samson,
and others gave Black women a view of women as more than bodiiy
receptacles through which great men were born. They saw these mothers
as responsible for raising sons who would deliver Israel from itg oppres-
sors.'? They drew the obvious parallels for their lives and the lives of
Btack peopie in the nineteenth century.

African American women did not break from the orthodoxy of the
Black Church but restated that orthodoxy in what historian Evelyn Brooks
Higginbotham characterizes as a “progressive and liberating language for
women.”20 Black women took the roles of wife, sister, daughter, and
mother; combined them with a personal spirituzl experience of God in
Christ; and understood themssalves to be ministers in their homes. With
that step, Black women moved on from their image of domestic com-
forter to a greater call. This was possible through their intense evangeli-

cal spiritual drive to live 3 higher and better life and their concern to
shape families and a society that reflected Christian morals and precepts.
Black women took the biblical images of Phoehe, Priscilla, and Mary as
co-workers with Paul and translated them into their own work. Their
stress was an ultimate allegiance to God and not to men.2' This drive
toward Christian moral perfection by Black women did not readily trans-
late into ordination. jarena Lee traveled well over two thousand miles

and delivered 178 sermons to spread the gospel, vet she was never
ordained (see dacument 10 of chapter 7}.22

Black women's religious experience in the nineteenth century com-
bined the idealization of the home and motherhood with the attack of
the secular woman’s movement against sexually exclusive spheres.
Brooks notes that the dual image of Christ as “feminine and masculine,
passive and aggressive, meek and conquering,” emerged to inform “their
self-perceptions and self-motivations.” Brooks observes that these
women shifted back and forth from feminine to masculine imagery as
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they described their role in the evangelical crusade of the period: they
described themselves both as homemakers and as soldiers.?

African American women, like white women, could not remain
within their homes and see themselves as fully answering God's call to
repentance and salvation. Women's associational activities were in direct
response to the Great Awakening, in which Protestanis tried 1o counter-
act the influence of Catholicism and the retigious indifference and ratio-
nalism of the day to create an enduring and moral social order.24

Black and white women developed a spirituality that took them out-
side their daily prayer and reflection time and into the world. Their pub-
lic work was deeply wedded to their inner and intense reflection. The
goal was salvation on earth. Because of their unique role in shaping the
moral fiber of society through the family, women took up the chailenge
to spread the promise of salvation. Religion provided a way to order
one's life and priorities. it also enabled women to rely on an authority
heyond the world of men (document 5).25 )

African American and white women formed maternal societies in
response to the cultural and religious elevation of the role of mother-
hood. Their members gathered to prepare themselves to guide children
properly and to raise a generation of Christians. Moral reform societies
were begun to eliminate the sin of licentiousness that appeared in the
lust of men and the prostitution of women. These societies sought to
reform and resurrect failen women and to publicize and ostracize men
who visited prostitutes. The focus of moral reform societies was on the
family as an arena for solving larger social problems. The women of
these societies often portrayed females as sacrificial victims to male lust,
and they decried prostitution in language evoking women’s power to
avenge.?5

African American wormnen began with an intense personal experi-
ence of the divine in their lives and took that call to salvation into the
public realm to reform a corrupt moral order. Their spirituality, which at
first viewing resembles a self-centered piety with little relation to the
larger context, exemplifies the linking of personal and social transforma-
tion to effect salvation. These women sought perfection and advocated
social reform in the framework of a spirituality that valued life and took
seriousty the responsibility to help create and maintain a just and moral
social order. These women of the nineteenth century lived their spiritual-
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ity (document 4), They accepted the traditionat roles handed to them
began to shape and bend them through their understandings of the; y?t
mate relationship to God. ot
Umtgdh;:tr:sta;];izgtz El; il:; bC;f:; laws tf;a.t legalized segregation in the
" i .
but equal decree of 1896 ushered i: I:/vAha”tC\E;\r;. /;m;”?:;;:’ . Slleparate
problem of the twentieth century—the color line. Bla;:k men ancda e
fou_nd the indignities of slavery replaced with the perniciou Womer:’
ractsrn. For Black Christians, 95 percent of whom lived in th:nsss P(:
Iegal ized segregation and unchecked racism became the fodder f O:t i
withess against injustice. Most of these Black Christians were oo
w.ho understood that their Christian duty called them to oppose Ji  Crom
with every moral fiber of their being. Proseim Crow
In the secular arena, Black churchwomen turned to the club
ment to alfeviate Black suffering and agitate for social equali nl;(l)velg
c.lub women, like their white sisters, placed a great emphasis on ttl'ie .
tity ?f .the home and the woman’s place in it. There was ljttle directsanc_
tra_dlctron of the churchs doctrine that females were essentially do CO?'
be_mgs. Both within and outside the ciub movement mi)th ”;‘:-‘St‘;
enjoyed the greatest sanctity. Black women saw Mary :[he m :k: Oof
Jesus, as the personification of the highest expression offwomani ec; ?7
Although motherhood was dominant, these women also referred t(c))oth‘ i
roles as wives, sisters, and daughters. Men's conversions and the mi ‘_3”'
ter_’s moral rectitude were attributed to “a mother’s influence, a sr'nim?-
gusdar.me, or to the tender persuasion of a devoted wife or da,u htlsre’!’zz
Like white women active in the club movement, Black wo?n o
enfarged the concept of domesticity to include are’a interests o?n ltog
wormen.?? They held mothers’ meetings involving discussions on Ch[;d
.culture” and “social purity.” They believed that a “worman’ N 'I
is to make peoples’ lives better.” " e celing
The combined efforts of Black and white women were essential #
the -[:)r.ogrjess of Blacks and peaceful race relations, Waomen believed th0:
Christianizing the home and education were key to solving the 3
prob‘lem.30 Black women identified with Esther, who acted ai an 'r?ce
mediary for her race. Through thern, as through Esther, the race woullr(; Z:

Vi Ci d ft d g at o~ ; F H = l' H
g ’ | eric.
sa ev a ed to eater ] s, A iC, AMEricans wou eceve
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A clear, strong, voice within the Black Church carried tI_'le ::ld
rhetoric of Black women to its furthest extension. l-:o.r women hlke rts.
G. D. Oldham of Tennessee, women were to be ministers, not s :fwestio
their homes.?! Lucy Wilmot Smith, speaking in 1886 tg a predor;ma:h;
male audience in a church, stated, “It is one of the ewis.of theh ayl{he
from babyhood girls are taught to look forward to the t|,mE when”32 y
will be supported by a father, a brother, or some?ody else’s brot ehr. i

The image of woman as loyal and comiorting spouse from L je: .
of true womanhood was transcended as Black women embrace ets . .
The stress was on an ultimate allegiance to G-od,'not to men. In e;stru; 31
biblical appeal, women yoked their faith, with its requirement for s Oprt
port and kindness, with women's domestic image as comfigter to supp
a public responsibility to prophesy and spread the gospel. | condod

Most club members were active church wc-)‘rife-rs orat easta. ]eA *
church. Churches were the major benevolent, spiritual, and so:a nr;se:d
tutions of the African American community.>* The Bléck Ch.urc Iope o
#s doors for the women of the club movement. The fH‘St‘ nationa org:on
zation for club women, the 1896 convention of the Natlon?] A(s;ocnahl "
of Colored Women, was held at Nineteenth S_treet Baptl‘st buLcNeen
Washington, D.C. Of the foiiowinghfiﬁe;:n national meetings be

eight were held in churches. _
me?%r;ds;(?j:?é orgganization affecting Black club women_ ona n_a’{nc::)ari
leve!l was the National Association of Colored Women. Th:s_orgami:’! o
focused on the uplift of the Black peasant woman and tbe |mpr[ovWas "
of Negro family life.¥ As Wilson Moses n(.)n‘es, one of its :_oa steor-
introduce the standards of Victorian domesticity 1nt_o the ca ln; o Ceer
gia and Alabama sharecroppers. There was a de.oded clasz 1as;;ming
organization, with the most infiue;ntial and dominant members
rging Black middle class. o

fromlt:;a;:?:egSt.gPierre Ruffin was a major force in this oga;xzat;c;r; a;ci
in the Black woman's club movement in general. Rtjffln boun ! e
Women's Era Club on the belief that the Biac'k wornen s clu m_ove o
should be involved in temperance, morality, higher educat;or;,r iy
hygienic and domestic questions.>® The club founded a n;u_/sp apm;ma,
Worman’s Fra. The paper reflected concerns o.f the club an ,;n ;k) man:
Ruffin's concerns. [ was uncompromising in its defense of Black wo
hood and in its condemnation of lynching.
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The club movement gave Black women an outlet 1o express their
sacial witness based on their Christian faith. Their passion for social change
and racial uplift revitalized the Black community. The organizations
women created addressed specific yet universal problems in the Black
community. The women did not allow denominational differences to pre-
vent their uniting to form the National Association of Colored Women's
Clubs. Indeed, the women were so effective in their work that W E. B.
DuBois called for Black men to support women'’s suffrage because of the
emerging rofe Black women were playing as “the intellectual leadership of
the race.”*” The work Black women took on was a frontal assault on Jim
Crow, blending secular and religious concerns into effective social action.

From this vital base, Black women in the churches have moved into
the late twentieth century refining, adopting, discovering, and acting on
strategies for effective social change and religious transformation. This, at
times, has been an uphil] struggle, given the deep structural sexism of the
Black Church. The distinction between speaking and teaching as fem-
nine activities angd preaching as a masculine one remains a stubborn

stumbling block to creating an effective Black Church witness. However,

many women and men refuse to allow such an inefficient and ineffective
sexual division of labor to cut short the variety of gifts women have to
offer. Educators such as Mary McLeod Bethune (document &), Anna Julia
Cooper (document 5), Ida B. Wells-Barnett {document 4}, and Nannie
Helen Burroughs (document 10) grounded their teaching in a deep faith
that demanded they share their gifts with other African Americans. Fven
in churches that refuse to ordain women, women serve in roles and
offices that afford them the same ministries as

men—the major distine-
tion being the title,

Black women offered an internal critique of their subordinate roles
in the church. Sara Duncan was forthright in her defense of women’s
missionary efforts (document 7). Her refusal to bow to male opinion
about the proper missionary work for Black women pointed the way to a
growing resistance by many religious Black women to confine their min-
istry to accepted roles and expectations. Dun

can’s defense came in the
midst of the late-

nineteenth- and ear!y-twentieth—century Holiness move-
ment in the South. The Holiness movement produced denominations
that ordained women to all of the functions of ministry. The Church of
God in Christ has its origins in this movement.
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When a disagreement concerning the doctrine of the Pe'ntec?st split
the Church of God in Christ, the pro-Pentecost faction remained in con-
trol of the original church charter and the legal right to use the nam‘e
Church of God in Christ. The first legally organized Pentecostal denomi-
nation arose from this split. Among Blacks, Holiness and Pentecostal
churches are called “the Sanctified Church.” ,

Women in the Church of God in Christ developed strong women's
departments that functioned with near autonomy, since the women were
subordinate to and cooperative with their bishops. Although genera_t]l'y
regarded as otherwordly theologically, Sanctified Church w_omen Partla-
pated in the movernent for racial uplift (document 8) alongside their Bap-

i hodist sisters.

- ag?a:ce;;:an Catholic women were faced with many of the .same
obstacles to practicing the fullness of their call as their Protestant sisters.
The National Black Sisters’ Conference (document 9) has played an
important role for Black Catholic women. BIa_ck sisters a_md nuns ‘arz
active participants in the ministry of the Catholic Church in the ‘Umte
States. The National Black Sisters’ Conference has worked with the
National Office of Black Catholics to help shape a mqre relevant and
responsive Catholic Church to the needs of Black Catholics. '

As Black women move into the twenty-first century, th‘e expen}er?uces
of Black women, men, and children are the grist for thelmlH of r-e!lgxous:c
and theological reflection. A key source for this is found in the writings o

" Black woren authors. Novels written by Black women often have a
deep spiritual and moral undergirding. Zora Neale Hurs_ton s character
the Reverend John Buddy Pearson in jonah’s Gourd Vine preache'? a
powerful sermon entitled “The Wounds of jesus,” based on.Ze(?harlah_
13:6 and lsaiah 53 (document 11). The sermon in the Clearing in Toni
Morrison’s novel Beloved is on the nature of grace (document 12). The
writings of Black women novelists echo the work BIack_ women do |:
their faith communities and in society. The African Amertcan.woman o]
this era, like her foremothers, refuses to bend to the yo.ke of sEIe.nce. The
work of God is too important in a land in which there is no hiding place

from injustice. . . '
The late twentieth century has also seen the rise of African Ameri-

can women as scholars in theological academic discourse. Bia;k
women scholars are active in shaping the direction and content of al} the
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major theological disciplines. The same activism found in the life of the
church is also at the heart of the emerging body of womanist theological
refection,

The womanist witness arises out of Alice Walker’s four-part defini-
tion, in which she describes the origins of the term womanis® from the
Black folk expression “You're acting womanish!” This signals, first, a
young Black girl’s proclivity for inquiring about the nature and fairness of
life. Second, Black women exercise concern and responsibility for the
survival of the African American community—male, female, young, old,
gay, lesbian, straight, rich, poor. The third part of the definition celebrates
and affirms the beauty of the Black woman as an individual and her love
of the Spirit—regardless. The final part of the definition—*“Womanist is to i
feminist as purple is to lavender’——is a critique of the incomplete analy-
sis of traditional white feminism, which neglects a rigorous race, gender,
and class analysis.

Ethicist Katie Geneva Cannon provides an important link between
Walker’s titerary work and formal theo-ethical reflection. Cannon is an
early voice in womanist religious thought. Her essay “Moral Wisdom in
the Black Women’s Literary Tradition” (document 13) explores how
Black women's fiterature can help explain and interpret Black sociocul-
tural patterns. From this, ethical values will emerge. The work of theolo-
gians Delores Williams (document 14) and Jacquelyn Grant (document
15) are foundational voices as well. Each situates womanist theological
reflection in the context of Black women’s struggles for the survival of the

community. Williams offers a_helpful critique and reinterpretation of
feminism in the “Black woman’s tongue.” Grant provides a rigorous
argument for Black women’s experience as the crucible for womanist
theclogy. The work of sociologist Cheryl Townsend Giikes is an excel lent
representative of the interdisciplinary nature of wormanist religious
thought. Her essay “"Mother to the Motherless, Father to the Fatherless’:
Power,” Gender, and Community in an Afrocentric Biblical Tradition”
(docurnent 16) is a theological and sociocultural study of the way African
Americans use the Bible as an interpretive tool for religious reflection
and survival under oppression.
These early voices have been joined by womanist scholars in vari-
ous theological disciplines. In biblical interpretation, Clarice Martin and
Renita Weems explore womanist imptications in the New Testament and




Elizabeth Freeman (Mumbet), 2 slave
in Massachusetts, won her suit for
freedom under the United States
Constitution, which says that all men
are created free and equal.

Phillis Wheatley {1753-1784), poet.
This portrait appeared as the _ _
frontispiece of her poems published in
1773.
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Abolitionst, reformer, and women'’s
rights advocate Sojourner Truth
(1797-1883) was one of the niost
famous Black women of the
nineteenth century. Her social
commitments were based on a deep

religious faith.

Mary McLeod Bethune (1875-1955),  Bishop Ida Robinson, founder of M.

a leading Black educator, founded - Sinai Holy Churches of America, Inc.
Daytona Normal and Industrial School

for Negro Girls, which became
Bethune-Cookman College. Active in
the Black women’s club movement,
she founded the National Council of
Negro Women.

Nannie Helen Burroughs
(1883-1961), educator and Baptist
leader, founded the Women’s Day in
Baptist churches, which spread to
other denominations. The Women's
Auxiliary of the National Baptist
Convention and the Progressive
National Baptist Convention are
inheritors of her legacy.
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Hebrew Bible, respectively. Ethicists such as Toinette Eugene, Marcia
Riggs, and Cheryl Saunders offer new ways to understand the interstruc-
tured nature of oppression. Theologians Karen Baker-Fletcher, M. Shawn
Copeland, Kelly Brown Douglass, and Diana Hayes expand the woman-
ist theological canon. Each womanist scholar builds on the Black Church
tradition and critiques it. They are engaged in work our souls rmust have
to survive in times such as these and beyond. They are inheritors of a

centuries-old dynamic witness for the personal and Corporate liberation
of a whole people.

Documents

Black preacher Amanda Berry Smich THE COLONIAI ERA

{1837-1915) was one of the most Ida B. WeHsTBarneFt (1862"1931);]

tful evangelists and effective a crusading journalist, lecturer, an Document 1. Phillis Wheatley:
 sionas £ the nineteenth century.  club woman, campaigned for rights . . e
}:;nnisc:;}r'?}izjuin Methodist Episcopal of Black people, particularl'yl Bla}?{ Colonial Evangelical Piety

> nst Cillfl

bishop, testified that he had learned “;:jn;z:mls ?:gf;;g:éf::;mad ¢ ' Phiilis Wheatley (1753-1784) was the property of the wealthy
more of acwoal e to him fror;lmr :he first Black women’s suffrage Boston merchant john Wheatley. Because the young Phillis was bright,
Amanda Smith than from any o organization, and was active in the John Wheatley educated her and treated her as more a daughter than a
person.

settlement house movement. slave. Her intellectual prowess and her race won her the Jabel of

prodigy in her youth. The Countess of Huntingdon in England was so
impressed with Phitlis after being entertained by her that she arranged
for the publication of her verses. Phillis died in poverty after the
Wheatley househald dispersed due to marriage and death. In the letter
written: to her friend Arbour Tanner, the nineteen-year-old Wheatley
reveals her evangelical Christianity.39

Boston, May 19th, 1772

Dear Sister,—I rec'd your favour of February 6th for which [ give

you my sincere thanks. [ greatly rejoice with you in that realizing view,
and I hope experience, of the saving change which you so emphatically ;
describe. Happy were it for us if we could arrive to thar evangelical
Repentance, and the true holiness of heart which you mention. Inex-
pressibly happy should we be could we have a due sense of the beauties

168




170 IN OUR OWN VOICES

and excellence of the crucified Saviour. In his Cracifixion may be seen
marvellous displays of Grace and Love, sufficient to draw and invite us
to the rich and endless treasures of his mercy; let us rejoice in and adore
the wonders of God’s infinite Love in bringing us from a land semblant
of darkness itself, and where the divine Iight of revelation (being
obscur'd) is as darkness. Here the knowledge of the true God and eter-
nal life are made manifest; but there, profound ignorance overshadows
the land. Your observation is trite, namely, that there was nothing in us
to recommend us to God. Many of our fellow creatures are pass'd by,
when the bowels of divine love expanded towards us. May this goodness
& long suffering of God lead us to unfeign’d repentance.

It gives me very great pleasure to hear of so many of my nation,
seeking with eagerness the way of true felicity. O may we all meet at
length in that happy mansion. I hope the correspondence between us
will continue, {my being much indispos'd this winter past, was the rea-
son of my not answering yours before now) which correspondence [
hope may have the happy effect of improving our mutual friendship.
Tili we meet in the regions of consurmnate biessedness, let us endeavor
by the assistance of divine grace, to live the life, and we shall die the
death of the Righteous. May this be our happy case, and of those who
are travelling to the region of Felicity, is the earnest request of your
affectionate

Friend & humble servant. Phillis Wheatley

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Document 2. Amanda Berry Smith:
Conversion Through Wrestling with the Devil

Amanda Berry Smith (1837-1915) received sanctification in 1868
and dedicated herself to a life of evangelical piety. Her vivid conversion
came after a life that featured two unhappy marriages and work as a
washerwoman. Her conversion led her to a ministry of preaching at
Holiness camp meetings in the United States and Britain. She also led
evangelical crusades to Africa and India. This she did although never
ordained. In this excerpt from her autobiography, Smith describes her
own conversion through a struggle with the devil and God.4°
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RS On Tuesday, the 17tk day of March, 1856, T was
kitchen by my ironing table, thinking it all over. T’hC D
say to me (I know now it was he), “You have

I said, “Yes”
“You have been sincere.”
*Yes.”

You have been in earnest”
“Yes.”

You b-a-“e ICBd your Blblev and 5.01.1 ha‘c faSth: alld }Ou Zeau)‘

sitting in the
evil seemed to
prayed to be converted.”

“Yes, Lord. Thou knowest it:
\ . t; Thou k
want to be converted” oy e L xelly
Would’l“l;en Satan s.aid, “Well, if God were going to convert you He
 have done it long ago; He does His work quick, and with all
your sincerity God has not converted you.”
“Yes, that is so.
“You might as well give i " sai it i
give it up, then” said he, « ;
hest o o3 he, “it is no use, He won’t
o hWell, I guess T will just give it up. I suppose I will be damned and
1rm? tas weﬂ submit to my fate” Just then a voice whispered to me
clearly, and said, “Pray once more” And in an instant I said, “I will”

Iileﬂ allothel' voice Seeﬂled 113{6 a pe SOn § eaklng to me led 1t Sald
i
P ? ?
DOIlt you dO 1t

“Yes, I will”
o And’ ’when i saic.i, “Yes, I will,” it scemned to me the emphasis was on
e v:ﬂl, and [ felt it from the crown of my head clear through me, “1
IILL’- and I got on my feet apd said, “I will pray once more anc; if
ere 15 any such thing as salvation, I am determi i che
e any 5 etermined to have it this after-
; 1 got up, put the kéttle on, set the table and went into the cellar
ac? got on my knees to pray and die, for | thought I had made a vow to
od and that He would certainly kill me, and I didn’t care, I was so mis-
erable, and I was just at the verge of desperation. I had put everything
on tl:le table but the bread and butter, and | said, “If any one calls me I
won't get up, and if the bread and butter s all that is to g0 on the table
Miss Sue fthe daughter] can finish the supper, and that will save thern’

calling for me, and when th i i
e for me ey come down cellar afier it they will find
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I praved the third time, using these same words. Then somehow 1
seemed to get to the end of everything. I did not kno:w what els.e to say
or do. Then in my desperation I looked up and said, Q, Lord, if Thou
wilt help me [ will believe Thee,” and in the act of telling God 1 ch}.llldci
[ did. O, the peace and joy that Hooded my soul! The burden rolle
away; I felt it when it left me, and a flood of light and IZOY swept through
my ‘soul such as I had never known b_efore. I said, “Why, Lord, Ihdo
believe this is just what [ have been asking for,” and down came ‘anvot hc'r
flood of light and peace. And 1 said again, “Why, Lord, I do believe this
is what I have asked Thee for” Then I sprang to my feet, all around *\Jvasf
light, T was new. I locked at my hands, they looked new’.,l took hc{)ild Q
myself and said, “Why, | am new, I am new all over.” [ clapp§ liny
hands; 1 ran up out of the cellar, I walked up and d(?wn the kitc crf
floor. Praise the Lord! There seemed to be 2 halo of light a}l over r?;ei
the change was so real and so thorough that 1 have‘ often said tha? i u
had been as black as ink or as green as grass or as white as snow, I wou
not have been frightened. I went into the dining room; we had a large
mirror that went from the fioor to the ceiling, and I went and looked i
it to se¢ if anything had transpired in my color, becau'se there was sodme-
thing wonderful had taken place inside of me, and 1t‘ really s‘e‘ema}el 1to
me it was outside too, and as | looked in the glass | cr{le{d mit, Haile zllc—l
jeh, 1 have got religion; glory to God. [ have got re]l.gion! I was wi
with delight and joy; it scemed to me as if I would split! I \fffen_z out 11;t0
the kitchen and I thought what will I do, I have got to wait till Sun z.ly
before I can tell anybody. This was on Tuesday; Sunday was my c}ay 1.n
town, so [ began to count the days, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursiay,l Fri-
day, Saturday, Sunday. O, it seemed to me the days were wee sdongI.
My! can [ possibly stand 1t till Sunday? 1 rfnu.st tell somebody% i*‘nhtasal ;
passed by the ironing table it seemed as if 1t ha%d aAhalo 0 1gd p
around it, and I ran up to the table and smote it with my hand an

shouted, “Glory to Ged, I have got religion!”

Document 3. Sojourner Truth:
The Conversion of a Female Slave

Sojourner Truth (1797-1883) was born a slave in New York State.
Until 1843 she was known as Isabella, but she changed her narz-'te o .
reflect her changed heart and mission. She gained her freedom in 182
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and wandered the country in response to mystical voices and preached
that God was loving and kind. Truth is the most famous Black female
religious figure in the antebellum period. Her narrative, penned by
Ofive Gilbert in 1850, is one of the fow accounts of Black wormen's
religious experience in the nineteenth century. The following excerpt

refates her conversion, which took place when she was in her
twenties. 41

She talked to God as familiarly as if he had been a creature like her-
self; and a thousand times more 50, than if she had been in the presence
of some earthly potentate. She demanded, with httde expenditure of
reverence or fear, a supply of all her more pressing wants, and at times
her demands approached VETY near to commands. She felt as if God was
under obligation to her, much more than she was to him. He seemed to
her benighted vision in some manner bound to do her bidding. . . .

" - . She says that God revealed himself to her, with al! the sudden.
ness of a flash of lightning, showing her, “in the twinkling of an eye,
that he was all over”~—that he pervaded the universe—*and that there
was no place where God was not” She became instantly conscious of
her great sin in forgetting her almighty Friend and “ever-present help in
time of trouble” All her unfulfilled promises arose before her, like 2
vexed sea whose waves run mountains high; and her sou?, which seemed
but one mass of Hes, shrunk back aghast from the “awfil look” of Him
whom she had formerly talked to, as if he had been a being like herself:
and she would now fain have hid herself in the bowels of the earth, to
have escaped his dread presence. But she plainly saw there was no place,
not even in hell, where he was not: and where could she flee? Another
such “a look,” as she expressed it, and she felt that she must be extin-
guished forever, even as one, with the breath of his mouth, “blows out a
Jamp,” so that no spark remains.
<+ - [She said,] “Oh, God, I did not know you were so big,” walked
into the house, and made an effort to resume her work. But the work-
ings of the inward man were too absorbing to admit of much attention
to her avocations. She desired to talk to God, but her vileness utterly
forbade it, and she was not able to prefer a petition. “What!” said she,
“shall T lie again to God? I have told him nothing but lies; and shall I
speak again, and tell another ke to God?” She could not; and now she

began to wish for someone to speak to God for her. Then a space
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seemed opening between her and God, and she felt that if some one,
who was worthy in the sight of heaven, would but plead for her in their
own name, and not let God know it came from her, who was so unwor-
thy, God might grant it. At length a friend appeared to stand berween
herself and an insulted Deity; and she felt as sensibly refreshed as when,
on a hot day, an umbrelia had been interposed berween her scorching
head and a burning sun. But who was this friend? became the next
inquiry. Was it Deencia, who had so often befriended her? She looked
at her with her new power of sight—and, lo! she, too, seemed all
“bruises and putrefying sores,” like herself. No, it was some one very
different from Deencia.

“Who are you?” she exclaimed, as the vision brightened into a
form distinct, beaming with the beauty of holiness, and radiant with
love. She then said, audibly addressing the mysterious visitant—"T know
you, and I don’t know you.” Meaning, “You seem perfectly famibiar; I
feel that you not only love me, but that you always have loved me—yet |
know you not—I cannot call you by name.” When she said, “I know
you,” the subject of the vision remained distinct and quiet. When she
said, “I don’t know you,” it moved restlessly about, like agitated waters.
So while she repeated without intermission, I know you, I know you,”
that the vision might remain—"*Who are you?” was the cry of her heart,
and her whole soul was in one deep prayer that this heavenly personage
might be revealed to her, and remain with her. At length, after bending
both soul and body with the intensity of this desire, till breath and
strength seemed failing, 2nd she could maintain her position no longer,
an answer came to her, saying distinctly, “It s Jesus”” “Yes,” she re-
sponded, “it is Jesus.”

Previous to these exercises of mind, she heard Jesus mentioned in
reading or speaking, but had received from what she heard no impres-
sion that he was any other than an eminent man, like a2 Washington or a
Lafayeste. Niow he appeared to her delighted mental vision as so mild, so

good, and so every way lovely, and he loved her so much! And, how
strange that he had always loved her, and she had never known it! And
how great a blessing he conferred, in that he should stand between her
and God! And God was no longer a terror and 2 dread to her.
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Document 4. Ida B, Wells-Barnett:
Living in the New Jerusalem

] “ A
o n-c'i: BS.hW;alzs iamett (1862-1931) was a turn-of-the-century social
r. >he fed the antilynching crusade in thi
, e in this country, agitated #
women’s sufirage, was active in the club movement, and ed i o
set?iemenf house movement in Chicago. Her pen as a jou
swiit and incisive. In the following excerpt, Wells-Barnett

twetve Black men unfairly jajled i i
: v jailed in Elaine, A
inciting a riot, 42 . Arkansas, on t

worked in the
rnalist was
is visiting

he charge of

. When we came into the building in whick these twel
mcarcerated, we were readily admitted. Mrs. Moore, the leading spirit
: _ S
: ;Eior"x% the wives, who was well known because of her frequent viits
» DOys, come and shake hands with my i ’
_ : : _ ¥ cousin who has come from
i:flt I;lo;ls ;o S;e me.” The iron bars were wide enough apart to énable
0 shake hands. The one guard on du
. ty sat about fifty feet away read-
%ng_ th‘c Sunday paper. When he looked up, he saw only a gr;)u aof
insignificant looking colored women who had been there ma :
before so he went on reading his paper. v
v then we got up close to the bars, Mrs. Moore whispered, “This is
5. Barnett from Chicago®” An ex i j ,
. presszon of jo d i
; ‘ Jov spread over their
aa;es_, but I’put my finger to my lips and cautioned them not 1o let on
: zk zcr]‘mn.edlately 2 mask seemed to drop over the features of each one I,
ed with them about their experiences, asking them to write dovx:'n

everything they could ioti
Sy f:_ - v recollect about the rioting, and what befell each

Then Mrs. Moore said,
cousin?” Whereupon they
many others. .

VC men were

“Boys, don’ i
S, dont you want to sing for my
- sang a song of their own composition and
.. Ilistened to those men s i
sing an i
A, el g and pray and give testi-
overourdened hearts, and sometimes th

would take up the refrain, They shed tears and they got
burden of their talk and their prayers was of the h;:reaft

€ women
“happy,” and the
er.

Finally I got up and walked close to the bars and said to them in a

low tone, “I have been Listening to you for neatly two hours. You have
talked and sung and prayed about dying,
and of feeling sure that you are going

and forgiving your enemies,
to be received in the New
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Jerusalem because your God knows that you are innoce;nt of the oﬂ‘elljise
for which you expect to be electrocuted. But why don’t you pray to _1ve
and ask to be freed? The God you serve is the God of. Paul and.Sllas
who opened their prison gates, and if you have all th_e faith you say you
have, you ought to believe that he will open your prison doors too. .
“If you do believe that, let all of your songs and prayers hen_:ez er
be songs of faith and hope that God will set you free; that the judges
“who have to pass on your cases will be given the w1sdorn‘ and c.ouraie to
decide in your behalf. That is all I've got to say. QU.]t ta}kmg al ffi;
dying; if you believe your God is ali powerful, bchleve‘he is 1povm;:1 -
enough to open these prison doors, and say so. Dying is the ais't t mi
you ought to even think about, much less talk about. Pray to live an
i u are going to get out.” ‘
bdle‘;eéznt awagy angd spint nearly all night writing down the exi—)erni—
ences of the women who were also put in prison in Helena, and mth;ln
two days 1 had written statements of each of those tvEre]vel men ‘:and t Z
facts | had requested. It is a terrible indictment. oij white civilization and
Christianity. It shows that the white people did _]ust. what they .accusl
the Negroes of doing: murdered them and stole their cTops, ic1r stolc .
and their household goods. And even then they were mvokmg cheh aw
to put the seal of approval on their deeds by iégaﬂy ’(?) (*.,xecnt_m% those
twelve men who were found guilty after six minutes’ deliberation!

Document 5. Anna Julia Cooper: Women
and the Regeneration and Progress of the Race

Anna Julia Cooper (1858-1964) was one of the.most highly l

educated and inteliectual Black women of the late nineteenth and e.ar y
twentieth centuries. She served as principal for thc? M Street School in
Washingtor, D.C., from 1901 to 1906. There she mtroduced. cocljlf;ge
preparatory subjects to the curriculum. In 1925 Cooper ret:elve er
Ph.D. from the Sorbonne in France. She returned to Washington ;o serve
as principal of Dunbar High School. In her retirement, she ser\lfe az .
president of Frelinghuysen University, a school for Black workmg‘ adu
in Washingten, D.C. The following excerpt, from her book, A Voice
from the South, was read at a convocation of the Black clergy of the
Protestant Episcopal Church in 1886.%
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By laying down for woman the same code of morality, the same
standard of purity, as for man; by refusing to countenance the shame-
less and equally guilty monsters who were gloating over her fall,—
graciously stooping in all the majesty of his own spotlessness to wipe
away the filth and grime of her guilty past and bid her go in peace and
sin no more; . . . throughout his life and in his death he has given to
men a rule and guide for the estimation of woman as an equal, as a
helper, as a friend, and as a sacred charge to be sheltered and cared for
with a brother’s love and sympathy, lessons which nineteen centuries’
gigantic sirides in knowledge, arts, and sciences, in social and ethical
principles have not been able to probe to their depth or to exhaust in
practice,

-+ - Only the BLACK WOMAN can say “when and where I enter, in
the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without violence and
without suing or special patronage, ther and there the whole Negro race
enters with me.” Is it not evident then that as individual workers for this
race we must address ourselves with no half-hearted zeal to this feature
of our mission. The need is felt and must be recogmzed by afl. There is
a call for workers, for missionaries, for men and women with the double
comsecration of a fundamental love of humarity and 2 desire for its
melioration through the Gospel; but saperadded to this we demand an
intelligent and sympathetic comprehension of the interests and spectal
needs of the Negro. . . .

- .- It is a mistake to suppose that the Negro is prejudiced against a
white ministry. Naturally there is not a more kindly and implicit fol-
lower of a white man’s guidance than the average colored peasant. What
would to others be an ordinary act of friendly or pastoral interest he
would be more inclined to regard gratefully as 3 condescension. And he
never forgets such kindness. Could the Negro be brought near to his
white priest or bishop, he is not suspicious. He is not only willing bug
often longs to unburden his soul to this intelligent guide. There are no
reservations when he is convinced that you are his friend. It is 2 sadden-
ing satire on American history and manners that it takes something to
convince him.

That our people are not “drawn’” to a church whose chief digni-
taries they see only in the chancel, and whom they reverence as they
would a painting or an angel, whose life never comes down to and
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couches theirs with the inspiration of an objective reality, may be
“perplexing” truly (American caste and American Christianity both
being facts) but it need not be surprising. There must be something of
human natare in it, the same as that which brought about that “the
Word was made flesh and dwelt among us” that He might “draw” us
towards God.

Men are not “drawn’ by abstractions. Only sympathy and love can
draw, and until our Church in America realizes this and provides a
clergy that can come in touch with our life and have a fellow feeling for
our woes, without being imbedded and frozen up in their “Gothic
antipathies.” the good bishops are likely to continue “perplexed *by the
sparsity of colored Episcopalians. .. -

. The institution of the Church in the South to which she
rainly looks for the training of her colored clergy and for the help of
the “Black Woman™ and “Colored Gird” of the South, has graduated
since the year 1868, when the school was founded, five young wormen; **
and while yeazly numerous young men have been kept and trained for
the ministry by the charities of the Church, the number of indigent
fermales who have here been supported, sheltered and trained, is phe-
nomenally small. Indeed, to my mind, the atttude of the Church
coward this feature of her work is as if the solution of the problem of
Negro missions depended solely on sending a quota of deacons and

priests into the field, girls being a sort of tertium quid whose develop-
ment may be promoted if they can pay their way and fall in with the
plans mapped out for the training of the other sex. Now I would ask in
Al earnestness, does not this force potential deserve by education and
stimulus to be made dyramic? Is it not a solemn duty incumbent on all
colored churchmen to make it so? Will not the aid of the Church be

given to prepare our girls in head, heart, and hand for the duties and

responsibilities that await the intelligent wife, the Christian mother, the
both the lever and the ful-

earnest, virtuous, helpful woman, at once
crum for uplifting the race?

BLACK WOMEN
THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

Document 6. Mary McLeod Bethune:
Leaving a Legacy

‘ Mary Mcleod Bethune {1875-1955} was one of the most powerful
national Black leaders. She embodied service to the community throu ub
a deep sense of Christian duty and calling. in her early years she held :
several teaching positions in the United States and Africa. She founded
the Daytona Normal and Industrial School for Negro Girl-s in Dayton
Beach, Florida (1904), which later became Bethune-Cookman Colle ae
She was active in the club movement and founded the National Cougnc-i!
of Negro Women (NCNW) in 1935, which served as an umbrelia
organization for most of the Black women's clubs of the era. Bethune
was e?umenical and interfaith as she was educated by the Preshyterians
an active and committed Methodist, a member of the Executive Board Jf
the: Council of Church Women, and an honorary member of Hadals;sauhO
This excerpt is a “Last Will and Testament” for her people.45 -

Sc?memmes T ask myself if I have any legacy to leave. My world!
possessions are few. Yet, my experiences have been rich, From them}lr
have distilled principles and policies in which [ firmly believe. Perha
in them there is something of value. So as my kife draws to a cI;)se I \:;SB
pass them on to Negroes everywhere in the hope that this phﬂc;so hy
may give them inspiration. Here, then, is my legacy: o
I LEAVE YOU LOVE. Injuries quickly forgotten quickly pass awa
Personally and racially, our enemies must be forgiven. QOur aim niust bi
to create a world of fellowship and justice where no man’s color or reli-
gion is held against him. “Love thy neighbor’ is 2 precept which could
transform the world if it were universally practiced. It connotes brother-
hood and to me, brotherhood of man is the noblest concept of all
%mman relationships. Loving your neighbor means being interracial
interreligious and international, ,
~ [IEAVEYOU HOPE. Yesterday, our ancestors endured the degrada-
tion .of slavery, yet they retained their dignity. Today, we direct our eco-
nomic and political strength toward winning a more abundant and
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secure life. Tomorrow, a new Negro, unhindered by race taboos and
shackles, will benefit from this striving and struggling.

I LEAVE YOU A THIRST FOR EDUCATION. More and more,
Negroes are taking full advantage of hard-won opportunities for learn-
ing, and the educational level of the Negro population is at its highest
point in history. We are making greater use of the privileges inherent in
living in 2 democracy, Now that the barriers are crumbling everywhere,
the Negro in America must be ever vigilant lest his forces be marshalled
behind wrong causes and undemocratic movements. . . . He must not
lend his support to any group that seeks to subvert democracy.

I LEAVEYOU FAITH. Faith is the first factor in a life devoted to sez-
vice. Without faith, nothing is possible. With it, nothing is impossible.
Faith in God is the greatest power, but great faith too Is faith in oneself,
The faith of the American Negro in himself has grown immensely, and
is still increasing. The measure of our progress as a race is in precise rela-
tion. to the depth of the faith in our people held by our leaders.

I LEAVE YOU RACIAL DIGNITY. | want Negroes to maintain their
human dignity at &Il costs. We, as Negroes, must recognize that we are
the custodians as weli as the heirs of a great civilization. As a race we
have given something to the world, and for this we are proud and fully

conscious of our place in the total picture of mankind’s development.

I LEAVE YOU A DESIRE TO LIVE HARMONIQUSLY WITH YOUR,
FELLOW MEN. The problem of color is world wide, on every continent.
1 appeal to all to recognize their common problems, and unite to solve
them. So often our difficulties have made us supersensitive and trucu-
lent. T want to see my people conduct themselves in all relationships,
fully conscious of their responsibilities and deeply aware of their her-
itage. We are a minority of fifteen million living side by side with a
white majority of 177 million. We must learn to deal with people posi-

tively and on an individual basis.

I LEAVEYOU FINALLY A RESPONSIBILITY TO QUR YOUNG PEC-
PLE. Qur children must never lose their zeal for building a better world.
They must not be discouraged from aspiring toward greatness, for they
ate to be leaders of tomorrow. We have z powerful potential in our
youth, and we must have the courage to change old ideas and practices
so that we may direct their power toward good ends.
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; If I_ have 2 legacy to leave my people, it is my phifosophy of living
and serving. As [ face tomorrow, I am content. [ pray now that my phi-

iosophy may be hel 4
Peace. Y elpful to those whao share my vision of a word of

Document 7. Sarg Duncan: Vital Questions

:;;nsssopa'ry endeavor, Sara Duncan rose to the occasion and challenged
e op.rmon that the older Women's Parent Mite Missionary Society was
the suitable place for all AME women’s work 46

1st. In berusing the different church Papers accumulated during my

two months’ i i
nths’ absence, engaged in the mussionary field, I find in the issue

Vital QuestéonshOur Missionary Department” And I wish to say a
word to the good brother whe seems not to have kept up with the cor-

vears to keep alive the department of Home and Foreign Missions, 1
should keep quiet, but for their dear sakes “can not hold my peace” "
As one of the leaders in the missionary work in this section -sjnce
11897, thave traveled to some extent in the South and Southwest with a
cnance now and then to look in upon the workers in the No;-th and
East. We have made a carefil study of the same, perhaps more Targel
than our brother, having done but Little else during these seven yfarsy




182 iIN OUR OWN VOICES

Some of the points made by our brother are well taken and others are
not; we feel them an injustice.

in the second clause of his argument, “Parents’ Mite Missicnaries,”
he expresses himself, regretting that the General Conference was unable
to so adjust matters as to bring them under one head, viz: Women’s
Mite Missionary Society. And the organization that was doing real work
is the W. M. Missionary Society, even though it exists only in the first,
second, third, fourth and fifth districts, and the other section which is
by far the stronger—yea, five times as strong-—being the domain of the
southern Womans Home and Foreign Missionary Society. If the
W, M. M. Societv was allowed to ‘enter the strongholds of the South
and take such well organized shape as it has in the Northern and West-
ern sections of our church, where our memberships are not so large by
virtue of the sections of the country, then we would behold an income
of $15,000. in the womens department alone, which would make it
such an important factor in the missionary work of our church that our
department could meet every obligation with which it might be
encumbered and plan for broadening its scope of activity, thus carrying
the church in undeveloped regions at home and abroad.

We first ask a question, where peace reigns, why will some persist
in stirring up strife?

Nothing good can come out of confusion.

Since the General Conference has and &id arrange in 1896, to have
two missionary societies, why can not we work more, strive harder,
leaving the rest with God?

And since there are so many things of vital interest to the church to
be brought before the General Conference, why not let the women
alone, and let them be in harmony, doing the will of the Master as best
they can.

. 1st. Our brother is quite mistaken when he says all but the district’s
is operated by the W. H. & F M. [Women’s Home and Foreign Mis-
sionary] Society. He must search the records closely.

2nd. We emphatically deny “that it is the W. M. M. Society that is
doing the real work,” as our report to the coming General Conference
will show; we are proud to be able to agree with our brother and say the

W. M. M. Society is a grand and noble organization, and we would and’

will always be an helper rather than a hindrance; yet, at the same tin
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fook out for that placed in our hands

served e g by the church that it may be pre-

]][ 9(] Wwe Stalted out Wﬂ:h hardly a constitut; y

10N to W()Ik b al]d not
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Document g, Church of God in Christ:
1941 Annual Convocation Minutes

Although subordinate
, the women of th .
tonvocation of the Church of Go © 1941 national

the proceedings. The minutes hi
women’s department and the N
connection dispels the stereoty,

d in Christ were not marginal to
ghhght the connection between the
ational Council of Negre Women. This

pical nation that th ifi
. ‘ e Sanctified Ch
(Black Holiness and Pentecostal churches) shuns social change a:(;Ch

raf:ial uplift. Along with showing their efficiency i
minutes also show the role of the district missi };]
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other Black churches i !
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i their responsibilities
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We had greetings from State Mother Hale, Southern: California
who came forth singing, “All Things in Jesus Supplied” for God wills
his saints to live righteously in this world. She told of God’s help as a
physician in child-bearing when all other help had failed. Her message
was both spiritual discernment and a help o expectant mothers. . . .

From our Assistant General Mother L. Coffey we received greet-

ings and she thanked God for God’s blessing on the Senior leaders, Eld.
C. H. Mason and Mother Lizzie Roberson. “Many officials of this
church have been stricken, yet their lives are tied up in their work. And
all their energy is given to the uplift of the work, Promotion does not
take one out of service. We should serve for there is plenty of service to
render. | am a servant of the most high God. God gave me this appoint-
ment and no man can take it from me.” Mother Coffey was blessed to
have a consideration opened for her through Pres. [of Saints Academy]
Arenia Mallory, to attend the National Federation of Negro Women’s
Clubs, as z representative of the Church of God in Christ; not as an
invited guest but as a leader and a guest of the President’s honored wife,
Mrs. E. Roosevelt; together with Mrs. Bethune, as president of this
organization and the many other women of naticnal repute. We know
of no one more eligible for such a position, and to embrace such an
oceasion, o express herself on “Religious Morale” Also, among the
noble women present we were happy to hear of the presence in this
meeting of Miss Arenia Mallory, Pres., Saints Industrial School, Lex-
ington, Mississippi and Mrs. Alice Mason Amos, daughter of Bishop
Mason. Each had a voice in this meeting. God has given them wisdom
to come before rulers and magisirates.

Much praise was accorded the Sisters for attending the call of Gen.
Mother Roberson. Over $17,000 was sent in to our Gen. Mother and it
made the heart of the Senior Bishop glad in receiving. Financial support
was promised by all.

God’s favor was to us in that he touched the body of our General
Mother and brought her as it were fom the dead, and let her be at her
post of duty. As she appeared in our midst, accompanied by her beauti-
ful and loyal daughter, Sister Ida Baker, our hearts overflowed with joy.
Just to see her, comforted hearts that had been in sorrow. Her appear-

ance was made possible by the love extended to her by her executive
board of women. Assistant General Mother L. Coffey asked for absolute
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quietness to reign,
henor of her prese
God. Tears of joy
dead. She is the N
by Senior Bishop
We listened to the

her untiring care o

and ‘the Saints of God to arise at her coming
nce i the room. Great was the demonstration, in
were shed. She wanted ali to know that she was not
., .
I\l:/z;on:;.l Mother exercising all the power invested in her
asom, in the organizing of the Women’s work
ft_ouchmg testimony of her daughter, Sis. Baker as to
o atiring J'Motl-.ler. Questions were asked Mother concerning
& P ;rhmvested n District Missionaries and those excluded from
TVIng. 1hose not serving are Minister's wives |
mister’s wives in the istrict wi
s g same district with
th .b;.md. "%"hey are privileged to work in any other district. All dis-
.tnct: TTUSSIONAr:es are subject to the State Mothe
les are “ 15015.”
I Fo bcf ;alleg Supervisors” Her appointments are under the
TVISIon of her State Mother: b ing i
; : voth working in coo i
; . peration. Man
Instructions were given to State Mothers and Workers ’
We waited in hi Sery.
o alted in high expectancy for Mothers Day Service. A beaut
1o i ‘ .
i P E;gram J\\/zivasharranged by our Assistant General Mother L. Coffey,
ne wnom Mother styles as her « . ,
' eyes, feet, hands, and S
ore whom ‘ , , ears”; and lef
& ; with all her daughters: “Do what she tells you to do because
e spe s i
Peaxs my words.” At the appointed hour (Tues., Dec. 9) seated on

the platform were 34 State Su i

' pervisors. We beheld our G
walking down the aisle in all the dignity of h o o o
prayers were realized, |

in

. No district Missionar-

o er office. Our hopes and
- - Viother gave her daughters more instruce
. : ' ors.
(S)p::kmg, shz sa;]d, that it was the part of the State Mother to defend the
Tseer, and should the wife be servin i Im i

vert ne ‘ g with him in the capacity of
111)1s}t)1'1z:t Mlsszor_lary {in case of misunderstanding} it would bicoxze a
Pus ;imd and wife issue; for wife or husband will defend one another
feop e c.lo not want all the church to be consolidated in one house Gc;
rom this meeting and make the changes, then come .

- b
appointment. . . ek o & new

Document 9. National Black Sisters® Conference:
Statement of Purpose

in 19{58_ Biack women from the several congregations of Black
womep re.flglous organized the National Black Sisters’ Conference. The
following is from their statement of purpose. 49 -
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The members of the National Black Sisters’ Conference plelc_lgfa 2
work unceasingly for the liberation of blac.k people. B,laclk religio
wornen see themselves as gifted with the choicest of God’s b ;s;mgs;nce

The gift of our blackness gives us our mandate f.'or ti;e e v;r e
of a special people, our own black people. Aijld the gxft oh‘o;r rei dges =
vocation makes accessible to us that union with Chrnlst whic ﬁ“gu
to the task, strengthens our determination, and sustains our efiorts. o

Black sisters are fully aware of that gr_eat WEA-LTH OF F;R- i
which is the rich heritage of black people in America. zi;el katel: -
Black Sisters” Conference appreciates most de?ply lthar.. total blac ; ';; g
rience, that indefinable yet identifiable “soul” which is our proud p
SCSSIO'IJ;-he communal concern of black folk s our greateslt asset. [tis 1;1}112
cornerstone of our endeavor to deliver a people who vsfﬂl_carrg OIZ the

great work to which Christ has called us, the work of building the King
o ;ieeG ;fa‘tional Black Sisters” Conference is initiati_ng profgrax;:stt:zz
will enable the people to question the reality and vah‘duy 0 wr :mem
been presented to them by the Church, formai edu‘can;n,'govzo{ ey
and by big business: thereby having a greater Qart ins ap1tr111ge not ony
our environment but also our future and, most ?mp-ortant., e e
our children and we will share this new determination Wit

interested. N .
Within this context, we believe it is necessary to €Xpress ©

as black religious women.

Document 10. Nannie Helen Burroughs:
“The Slabtown District Convention

Nannie Helen Burroughs (1883-1961) casts a huge and fa,tthful
shadow on the work of Black Baptist women. Both the Womeirl Z
Auxiliary of the National Baptist Convention and the Pro%res::ou .
National Baptist Convention are inheritors of her .legacy. hur ’ gt t%;en
educator who founded the Women's Day in Bapi:nst churches ah o
spread 10 other denominations, wrote the following play to teac pectpof
behavior to women in the church. The play_ pokes fun at ev_ery;ha;p "

a typical convention, although she did not include prayers in play.
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This omission was due to her piety. These excerpts are from the address
of welcome, response, president's address, and an “appea! for the
redemption of Slabtown ”50

... “Members of the Local Missionary Society, citizens and
friends: On behalf of the delegates in attendance upon the Tenth
Annual Session of the Slabtown Women’s District Convention, I accept
your welcome, such 2s it is. We shall hurry up and get through with our
business and go home where we can get something to eat. We are sorry
you are having such hard times here. Anybody who lived through the
drought and the depression certainly can feed and sleep this handful of
folks a few days. Of course, you all invited us. . . . But we shall do the
best we can and leave as soon as we can. We thank you for your hard-
time welcome™ . .. “It is now time for our President’ address. . .

... “Fellow officers, delegates, ladies and gentlemen. . . . I have
traveled all over Stabtown visiting missionary societies and waking up
sleepy leaders. . .. I have gone to a number of misstonary societies
where there is about as much spiritual life as you would find in a grave-
yard. . .. Some of vou missionary sisters are raising money for missions
and paying church debts and making presents to yourselves and your
pastors. The Bible asks, “Will 2 man rob God?' | answer, yes. A man will
not only rob God, but he will get the women to help him. Sisters, it is
not right for you to raise money for missions and use it to make presents
and pay church debts. . . » :

... “And now, to these brethren who come to these conventions
to tell the sisters what to do and how to vote, | want to say to you that
you are welcome to our meetings, and if you will appreciate the cour-
tesy extended to you by this association, you will go down from this
place without any mark of displeasure upon you. But if vou come here
to use some of these sisters as tools to carry points that will work to

your advantage in the distribution of funds and other, we want you to
look 1o the Lord and be dismissed right now. .. »

-+ "It affords me great pleasure to present Mrs. Betsy Lizzard, to
make ‘An Appeal for the Redemption of Slabtown’”, | .

<+ - “Sister and Friends: . . . I come in behalf of the schools in our
district. I ain’t no educated woman, but I got plenty of mother wit and
common sense, and I got plenty of old-fashioned pride. I know the
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value of education in building up people and in building up communi-
tes. We can't get very far in these days without it and I certainly don’t
want to live in these woods with this raft of children growing up in
ignorance. It is dangerous; and, furthermore, it is expensive. . . . It don't
mean nothing but disgrace and workhouses and jails to let children grow
up uneducated. We've been talkin’ about making decent citizens, and I
want to know how in the name of common sense we are going to make
them when these people don’t give our children but a few months of
schooling and pay such no "count salaries that they can’t get teachers
with sense enough to teach. Sisters, we just got to get the right kind of
moral teachers who is properly educated, for the schools. We done had
enough of that kind that thinks they are better than anybody else
because they got a little education. That’s all they have got. They ain’t
got no common sense and they ain't got influence enough to change a
run-down community. Anybody can put on airs. We want teachers who
can lift up a community. . ..

... “We want people who'll sociate with us, show us how to live;
how to organize our community work; baild up our Sunday schools
and missionary societies. Some of them comes to church late, dressed
like a lot of peacocks, and sits back and look in pity or scorn on us poor,
unlearned critters, and laugh and nudge each other when we make mis-
takes. . . . There are just a few real ones. There’s dear Miss Georgia. . . -
She ain’t got half the "plomas that some ... got, but she’s got more
character and more sense. . . . She’s what 1 call educated. These other
folks are just schooled. She’s a model. . .. Look how she speaks to us
when she meets us. ... Look how the boys and girls who go to her
school talk her up, and lock how many she’s put ambition into to go to
higher schools and get more education. ... We want teachers with
souls, heads and hands dedicated to the redemption of Slabtown. They
are in the world and we must find um.”

Document 11. Zora Neale Hurston:
“The Wounds of Jesus”

Zora Neale Hurston (19012-1960} was a remarkable novelist,
journalist, folklorist, anthropologist, and critic.”” From 1920 to 1950
she was the most prolific Black woman writer in the United States. Her
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ability to report with clarity and accuracy the positive aspect of life for
poor and marginalized Blacks is a wellspring for exploring the values
and morals for our contemporary context. She was a meticulous
collector of folklore, legends, superstitions, music, and dance of poor
Blacks in the South. Her work helped bring to the fore the rich [ife of
Biac?.cs in the South. The foltowing excerpt is a crucifixion sermoen from
her first novel, fonah’s Gourd Vine (1934), which was published before
but written after, her first folklore collection, Mules and Men (1 935).52 I

.. I_ can see Him step out upon the rim bones of nothing
Crying I am de way
De truth and de light

I can see Him as He mounted Calvary and hung upon de cross
for our sins.

I can see-ece-ce
De mountains f2ll to their 'rocky knees when He cried
My God, my God! Why hast Thou forsaken me?”

The mountains &I to their rocky knees and trembled like a
beast

From the stroke of the master’s axe
One angel took the fiinches of Gods eternal power
And bled the veins of the earth
One angel that stood at the gate with a flaming sword
Was so well pleased with his power
Until he pierced the moon with his sword
And she ran down in blood
And de sun
Batted her fiery eyes and put on her judgment robe
And kid down in de cradle of eternity
And rocked herself into sleep and slumber
He died until the great belt in the whee! of time
And de geological strata fel] alonse
And a thousand angels rushed to de canopy of heben
With flamin’ swords in their hands
And placed their feet upon blue ether’s bosom, and fooked
back at de dazzlin’ throne
And de arc angels had veiled their faces
And de throne was draped in mourain’
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And de orchestra had struck silence for the space of half an
hour -
Angels had lifted their harps to de weepin .wﬂ ows
And God had looked off to-wards immensity
And blazin” worlds fell off His teeth
And about that time Jesus groaned on de cross, and o
Dropped His head in the locks of His shoulder and said, “It
is finished, it is finished.”
And then de chambers of hell exploded
And de damnable spirits .
Come up from de Sodomistic world and rushed into de smoky
camps of eternal night,
And cried, “Woe! Woe! Woel”
Ang then de Centurion cried out,
“Surely this is the Son of God”

I heard de whistle of de damnation train - -
Dat pulled out from Garden of Eden loaded wid cargo goin

to hell
Ran at break-neck speed all de way thru de law
All de way thru de prophetic age '
All de way thru de reign of kings and judges—

; r way thru de Jurdan .
i]:c\;:)i :Zr wa);z to Ca!v;fry, when she blew for de sw1tch_
Jesus stood out on her track like 2 rough-backed n}ountam
And she threw her cow-cascher in His side and His blood

ditched de train
He died for our sins.
Wounded in the house of His friends. ‘
That’s where I got off de damnation train
And dat’s where you must get off, ha!

MOVING INTO
THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Document 12. Toni Morrison: Loving the Heart

Toni Morrison (b. 1931), the 1993 recipient of the Nobel PnzT.forS
i n
Literature, is a writer of richly textured characters and lyrical story line
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that explore the horrors of racism and oppression on the individual

and the community. Her novels include Sula (1973), Tar Baby (1981),
Song of Solomon {1977), The Bluest Eye (1970), and Jazz {1992). The
selection below is from her fifth novel, Beloved (1987),53 which won
the 1988 Pulitzer Prize. The novel tells of the ravages of slavery through
the story of Sethe, Beloved has been characterized as both a holocaust
novel and an apocalyptic novel.

It was in front of tHhar 124 that Sethe climbed off a wagon, her
newborn tied to her chest, and felt for the first time the wide arms of
her mother-in-law, who had made it to Cincinnat, Who decided that,
because slave life had “busted her legs, back, head, eyes, hands, kidneys,
womb and tongue,” she had nothing left to make 4 living with but her
heart—which she put to work ar once, Accepting no ttle of honor
before her name, but allowing a small caress after it, she became an
unchurched preacher, one who visited pulpits and opened her great
heart to those who could use it. In winter and fall she carried it to
AME’s and Baptists, Holinesses and Sanctifieds, the Church of the
Redeemer and the Redeemed. Uncalled, unrobed, unanointed, she let
her great heart beat in their presence. When warm weather came, Baby
Suggs, holy, followed by every black man, woman and child who could
make it through, took her great heart to the Clearing—a wide-open
place cut deep in the woods nobody knew for what at the end of a path
known only to deer and whoever cleared the land in the first place, In
the heat of every Saturday afterncon, she sat in the clearing while the
people waited among the trees.

After situating herself on a huge flat-sided rock, Baby Suggs
bowed her head and prayed silently. The company watched her fom
the trees. They knew she was ready when she put her stick down. Then
she shouted, “Let the children come!” and they ran from the trees
toward her. -

“Let your mothers hear you laugh,” she told them, and the woods
rang. The adults looked on and could not help smiling.

Then “Let the grown men come,” she shouted. They stepped out
one by one fom among the ringing trees.

“Let your wives and your children see you dance,” she told them,
and groundlife shuddered under their feet.
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Finally she called the women to her_. “Cry,” she tf:)ld tl'}ller;. eS:Sr t;:
living and the dead. Just cry”” And without covering their ey
{ loose. . —
“Omftn sizted that way: laughing children, danc'mg mzné:ry;r;g ::Z?:;
and then it got mixed up. Women stopped crying anhﬂd n:lz Cr,ied -
down and cried: children danced, women laughed, c €;:e:m .
exhausted and riven, all and each lay about the Clearing hal poger ;d "
ing for breath. In the silence that followed, Baby Suggs, holy,
Ry h(zirdgr:f ::]? }:1:::1- to clean up their lives or to go an-d :?;in no
more.S}Sl;e didnnot tell them they were the blessed of the earth, its inher-
iti i ure.
e ;ze}:o?; i:t}sleg;?gif il?: Snly grace they could have was th; gracte
they could imagine. That if they 1vcl:ould In)t see ;t, é::g \;ngdtr}ll:: ;:Z ;S’
“Here,” she said, “in this here place, wi = . :
laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet in grass. L?ve 1\21..1 Lm;) :th;;ie "\;zrlllr
der they do not love your flesh. They despise it. Theyl on' love your
eves; they'd just as soon pick em out. No more dot eydo e
our back. Yonder they flay it. And O my people they do e your
31 nds. Those they only use, de, bind, chop oﬁ’. and leave emph,. Lo
. ilands! Love them. Raise them up and kiss them. To’uc o e
Y{')'ltl; themn, pat them together, stroke them on your face _ca,us.e lcvz
:;;n’t love ;hat either. You got to love it, you-! And‘n: tiey :;ildt blfeak :
ith vour mouth. Yonder, out there, they will see it broken .
e Y'Wh t vou say out of it they will not heed. What you scream -
iatg :llir;:y do :10‘}: hear.l What you put into 1t to nourishhyou; bo,il‘y'1 ;I;:y ;;ur
ive vou leavins instead. No, they don :
Snatc}ll'x agoiyg:{joglgfe 3{01;;1: is flesh I'm talking about here. Flesh tha;
nmec:;(; t.o be loved. Feet that need to rest and to flancsl'ij back{s} lzhj; rz:eo
support; shoulders that need arms, strong arm; I'm ';eu rz;ge zzk u.nnoosed
my people, out yonder, hear me, they do not ove neck oo
d straight. So love your neck; put a hand on it, grace It, o
;ﬂ 1d it up. And all your inside parts that they'd Just as soon s}opd 0; N f:;
; t t(; love the;n. The dark, dark liver-—love it, love it, and the -
Yoz ic::atin heart, love that too. More than eyes or feet. More t -
i?nos that iive yet to draw free air. More than your llfe—h}cl)ijirtlgl:\lotr;
andbvour life-giving private parts, hear me now, love Zlm;:nced .With -
is th:e prize” Saying no more, she stood up then an !
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twisted hip the rest of what her heart kad to say while the others
opened their mouths and gave her the music, Long notes held until the
four-part harmony was perfect enough for their deeply loved flesh.

Document 13. Katie Geneva Cannon:
Black Women’s Stories and Moral Wisdom

Womanist ethicist Katie Geneva Cannon broke new ground in her
critique of traditional ethical theor

Yy in her book Black Womanist Ethics
(1988). In the following excerpt from an earlier essay,54 Cannon begins
10 articulate the different worldview of traditionaf ethical theory, which

she terms “dominant ethics,” and the reality of African American fife in
the United States. She turns 1o the work of Black women writers to
ilfuminate this reality. This use of African American women novelists as

a methodological tool for ethical reflection maves contemporary ethics
in challenging new directions.

I first began pondering the relationship between faith and ethics as

a schoolgir] while fistening to my grandmother teach the central affir-
mations of Christianity within the context of a raci

ety. My community of faith taught me the princ
parenthood that engendered a social
embracing the equal humanity of
nation declared it a punishable offe
Blacks and whites “to travel, eat, d
play, relax and even speak together,
master and servant interaction 55
My religious quest tried to relate the Christian doctrines preached
iz Black Church to the suffering, oppression, and exploitation of Black
people in society. How could Christians who were white flatly and
openly refuse to treat as fellow human beings Christians who had
African ancestry? Was not the essence of the Gospel mandate a call to
eradicate affliction, despair, and systems of injustice? Inasmuch as the
Black Church expressed the Inner ethical life of the people, was there
ay way to reconcile the inherent contradictions in Christianity as prac-
ticed by whites with the radical Indictments of and challenges for social
amelioration and economic development in the Black religious her-
itage? How long would the white charch continue to be the ominous

iples of God’s universal
, intellectual, and cultyral ethos
all people. Yet my city, state, and
nse against the laws and mores for
efecate, wait, be buried, make love,
except in the stereotyped context of
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symbol of white dominance, sanctioning and assimilating the propaga-
tion of racism in the mundane interests of the ruling group?

In the 1960s my quest for the integration of faith and ethics was
influenced by scholars in varicus fields who surfaced the historical con-
tributions of Afto-Americans that had been distorted and denied.
Avidly T read the analysis exposing the assumptions and dogmas that
made Blacks 2 negligible factor in the thought of the world. For more
than three and a half centuries, a “conspiracy of silence” rendered in-
visible the outstanding contributions of Blacks to the culture of
humankind. From cradle to grave the people in the United States were
taught the alleged inferiority of Blacks.

When I turned specifically to theological ethics, T discovered the

dominant ethical systems implied that the doing of Christian ethics in
the Black community was either immoral or amoral. The cherished eth-
ical ideas predicated upon the existence of freedom and a wide range of
choices proved null and void in sicuations of oppression. The real-lived
texture of Black life requires moral agency that may run contrary to the
ethical boundaries of mainline Protestantism. Blacks may use action
guides that have never been considered within the scope of traditional
codes of faithfil living. Racism, gender discrimination, and economic
exploitation, as inherited, age-long complexes, require the Black com-
munity to create and cultivate values and virtues in their own terms so
that they prevail against the odds with moral integrity.

For example, dominant ethics makes a virtue of gualities that lead
to economic success—self-refiance, frugality, and Industry. These quali-
ties are based on an assumption that success is possible for anyone who
tries. Developing confidence in one’s own abilities, resources, and judg-
ments amidst a careful use of money and goods—in order to exhibit
assiduity in the pursuit of upward mobility—have proven to be positive
values for many whites. But the oligarchic economic powers, and the
consequent political power they generate, own and control capital and
distribute credit in a manner detrimental to Blacks. As part of a legiti-
mating system to justify the supposed inherent inferiority of Blacks, the
values so central to white economic mobility prove to be ineffectual.
Racism does not allow all Black women and Black men to work and

save in order to develop a standard of living that is congruent with the

American ideal.
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systemns, and the institutions in this society continue to perpetuate bru-

tality and criminality against Blacks. . . .

Document 14. Delores S. Williams:
Speaking Black Women’s Tongue?

Delares 5. Wiltiams provides a provocative critique of white
femninist theology in the following selection.”® Her use of the term
demonarchy as contrasted with patriarchy helps to illuminate the.
theological and sociopolitical differences between white and fi\fn.can
American women'’s oppression. Her aim is exploring the implications
of being a Black feminist mindful of dangers of co-optatio§ and _
irrelevancy. She understands that a key task of the womanist the?]oglan
is to be accountabie to the realities of Black Christian women’s lives
and the life of the Black community in general. Her most recent work,
Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (1993),
explores the image and metaphor of the wilderness as a way to push
current feminist and Black theology into deeper reflection on the nature

of social oppression.

For feminist thinking, an important idea is that patj:iarchy is the
major source of all women’s oppression. However, tl‘f1s idea becomes
limited and problematic when one attempts to use it t-o urhlderstand
the Afro-American woman’s fotal experience of oppression in North
America. .

In feminist literature, patriarchy is the power relation between men
and women and between women and society’s institutions.ccntrolled by
men. White-American feminist Adrienne Rich describes it as:

... the power of the fathers: a familial-social, ideological, polviticai
system in: which men-—by force, direct pressure, or thr.ough rztua‘l,v ‘
tradition, law and language, customs, etiquette, education, and d].VlS]OH
of labor, determine what part women shall or shall not pia}:, and in
which the female is everywhere subsumed under the male ¥’

While Mary Daly, in Beyond God the Father, reveals how th!e patriarc‘hal
religions (e.g., Judaism and Christianity) reinforce wormen’s oppression
and validate male supremacy, her understanding of patriarchy apparently
concurs with Rich’s definition. It is not reductionist, I chink, to suggest
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that most feminist writing on the subject does support Rich’s under-
standing of the meaning of patriarchy.?8

However, a simple interpolation of Rich% definition reveals its
limitation as far as black women are concerned. To be congruent with
the Afro-American woman’s experience of oppression in this country,
patriarchy would have to be defined as:

... the power of . .. [whits men and white wornen]: a familial-social,
ideological, political system in which [white men and white womenj—
by force, direct pressure, or through ritual, tradition, law and language,
customs, etiquette, education, and division of labor, determine what
part [black women] shall or shall rot play, and in which the [black

female] is everywhere subsumed under the [white female] and white
male,5?

Thus defined, patriarchy loses its wdentity. It is no longer just the power
of fathers, or men, to oppress women. It is also the power of a certain
group of females to oppress other groups of females. This inclusion of a
group of women as oppressors—an assessment that speaks the truth of
the Afro-American woman’s history in North America—renders the
feminist patriarchal critique of society less valid as a tool for assessing
black women’ oppression resulting from their relation to white-controlled
American institutions. Therefore, one cannot claim that patriarchy, as it is
understood by feminists, is the major source of all women’s oppression.

Another limitation of the feminist understanding of patriarchy is
that it fails to place emphasis upon what appears to be a positive side of
patriarchy with regard to the development of white-American women,
It is also the operation of this positive side that indicates 2 clear distine—
tion between white women’s and black women’s oppression.

White American patriarchy, in its institutional manifestations,
affords many white female children and white female adults (as groups)
the care, protection, and resources necessary for intellectual develop-
ment and physical well-being ¢ White American patriarchy has thus
provided white women with the education, skills, and support (and
often financial resources) they need to get first chance at the jobs and
opportunities for women resalting from the pressures exerted by the
civil rights movements in America. White American patriarchy, n its
private and institutional manifestations, also intends to support the life,




198 IN OUR OWN VOICES

physical growth, intellectizal development, and economic well-being of
thc: female and male frait of the white woman’s womb—When That
Fruit Issues From Her Sexual Union With White Males. From a blac.k fe-
male perspective, then, it is possible to speak of the pmfiumve patrzard.ml
intent of white patriarchy for the female and mal(—_: fruiz of the white
woman’s womb. And this productive patriarchal intent permeates the
relation between white women (as a group) and the white-controlled
institutions of American society.

However, the same insttutions have no such productive intent fo.r
black women or for the fruit of black women's wombs (even if that fru(lz:
derived from sexual union between a black female and a white male).t
Rather, these institutions intend the retardadon of the intellectual,
emotional, spiritual, economic, and physical growth of black women
and the fruit of their wombs, male and female. This is partly' demon-
strated in the current operation of the white-controlled pu?hc sch_ool
systemn in America. The black struggle for equality through. integration
i;ltD that system has exposed black children to a host of Whlte.male and
white female teachers who daily undermine (often through 1gnora—n<-:e
of their own racism) the confidence, the intellectual sta1‘11ina, the spirit,
and the leadership development of black children. Convmcec} that black
people are intellectually inferior to whites, many of tl’{ese white teach-ers
and school administrators “do not encourage black children to excel ll.ke
they do white children,” a black female student in my freshma'n English
clas; once told me. "If you keep quiet, act nicely, and do 2 little work
they will pass you,” she said. “It doesn’t matter that nobody taught you

write a theme.” . . .

N rﬂ%d. .O'rl“h; }fEailure of white feminists to emphasize the substaniial differ-
ence between their patriarchally-derived-privileged-oppression and black
women’s demonically-derived-annihilistic-oppression  renders bla(fk
women invisible in feminist thought and action. It is no wonder that in
most fermmst Jiverature written by white-American women, tbe words
“woman” and “women” signify only the white woman’s expencrif:e. By
failing to insert the word “white” before “woman” and “women, .sorTze
ferninists imperialistically take over the identity of those rt?nfiert_zd invis-
ible. Therefore, one can encounter instances in white feminist hterat‘ure
when feminists make appropriations from Afro-American culture \.m—th—
out identifying the source of the appropriation and without admitting
that American feminism has roots deep in black culture. . . .
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- - - The implication of all the preceding discussion is that black
women, in their relation fo white-controlled American institutions, do not
experience patriarchy.62 [t i necessary, then, for black women—when
describing their own oppressed relation to white-controlied American
Institutions——to use new words, new language, and new ideas that Gt
their experience. These new words, language, and ideas will help black
women develop an appropriate theoretical foundation for the ideology
and political action needed to obtain the liberation of biack women and
the black family. 63

Therefore, as a beginning, I suggest that there are at least two ways

of institutional white-rule effecting the oppression of many American
wornen. Certainly one of these is patriarchy as described by Adrienne
Rich eatlier in this paper. There is also the demonic way of institutional
white-rule which controls black women'’ lives. This way can be named
demonarchy, & Patriarchy, i its white institutional form, car also be under-
stood as the systemic governance of white women’s lives by white
women’s fathers, brothers, and sons using care, protection, and privilege
as instruments of social control. Demonarchy can be understood as the
demonic governance of black women’s lives by white male and white
female ruled systems using racism, violence, violation, tetardation, and
death as instruments of social control. Distinguished from individual
violent acts stemming fromn psychological abnormalities on the part of
the perpetrator, demonarchy is a traditional and collective expression of
white government in relation to black womnen. It belongs to the realm
of normaley. It is informed by a state of consciousness that believes
white women are superior to and more valuable than any woman of
color and that white men are the most valuabie and superior forms
of life on earth. While sexism is a kind of women’s oppression issuing
from patriarchy, racist-gender oppression of black women issues from
demonarchy. Black women cannot disjoin race and gender as they
describe their oppression resulting from their relation to white
controlled American institutions. . . .

Document 15._]acque1yn Grant:
The Bible and Jesus in Womanist Tradition

Jacquelyn Grant explores the nature of the Bible and Jesus in the
wamanist tradition.®5 Her work takes great care to place Black women's
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experience at the core of womanist theology. HE{.corjcern is tohuncover
the ways in which African American women of faith interpret t de ;
liberating message of the gospel to make sense Ol:lt of race, gen er,’an
class oppression. Her book, White Women's Cj_hnst, B{aFk WoTrrer]; (3
Jesus (1990), includes a thorough survey of white feminist Chnst? ogy.
She then offers a critique and expansion based on Black women's
understanding of Jesus.

Theological investigation into the experiences c->f Christian Bla_ck
women reveals that Black women considered the Bible to be 2 ,ma_]lor
source of religious validation in: their lives. T.hough Biack_wom;:;l S Brf:bal:
tionship with God preceded their éntmductloné’;o the Bible, tf 1§ Bll ’
gave some content to their God-consciousness. The sourc’e or1 ;'a
women’s understanding of God has been twofold: ﬁ‘rst, God‘s reve ;t};n
directly to them, and secondly, God’s revelation as mt?lessed in the ; e
and as read and heard in the context of their experience. The unk er;1
standing of God as creator, sustainer, comforter, and lxber:;:or to; toas
life as they agonized over their pain, and cele_brated the opeht 2 y
God delivered the Israelites, they would be deh_vereci as well_. The Go .
of the Old and New Testament became real in Fhe conscpus}r;ess -Zr
oppressed Black women. Of the use of the Bible, Fanmie Barri

Williams quite aptly said:

Though the Bible was not an open book to the Negro be;o;e
emancipation, thousands of the enslaved men and women o d: ef -
Negro race learned more than was taught to themi Thousanh of e
realized the deeper meanings, the sweeter cons.olanons and t he .Splir o
awakenings that are part of the religious experiences of all Christians.

In other words, though Black people in general and Black v;omen 31:
particular were politically impotent, reiigiou_sly con_trolled, kt ey :;Z ©
able to appropriate certain themes of the Bible which splo ; 'tomm
reality. For example, Jarena Lee, a ninetejsnth century Blac ome

preacher in the African Methodist Ep1_scopal Church, ;ox;s er:
emphasized the theme “Life and Liberty” in her sermons W‘IC ewwas
always biblically based. This interplay of scripture and experienc e
exercised even more expressly by many other Black women. An ex-s 2

woman revealed that when her experience negated certain oppressive
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interpretations of the Bible given by white preachers, she, through
engaging the biblical messa

ge for herself, rejected them. Consequendy,
she also dismissed white preachers who distorted the

message in order to
maintain slavery. . . .

The truth which the Bible brought was undeniable, though per-
ception of it was often distorted in order to support the monstrous sys-
tem of oppression. Sarcastically responding to this tendency, Fannie
Barrier Williams admonished, “do not open the Bible too wide.” Bibii-
cal interpretation, realized Williams, a non-theologically trained p

erson,
had at its basis the prior agenda of white America. She therefore

argued:

Religion, like every other force in America, was first used as an
instrument and servant of slavery. All attempts to Christianize the negro
were limited by the important fact that he was property of valuable and
peculiar sort, and that the property value nwst not be disturbed, even if
his soul were lost, If Christianity could make the negro docile, domestic

and less an independent and fighting savage, let it be preached to that
extent and no further %8

Such false, pernicious, demoralizing gospel could only be preached
if the Bible was not opened wide enough, lest one sees the liberating
message of Jesus as summarized in Luke 4:18, The Bible must be read
and interpreted in the light of Black Women’s own oppression and
God’s revelation within that context. Womanists must, like Sojourner,
“compare the teachings of the Bible with the witness” in them.5°

To do Womanist theology, then, we must read and hear the Bible
and engage it within the context of our own experience. This is the

only way that it can make sense to people who are oppressed. Black
women of the past did not hesitat

e in doing this and we must do no
less. . ..

-+ - Having opened the Bible wider than many White people,
Black people, in general, and Black women in particulaz, found a Jesus
who they could claim, and whose claim for them was one of affirma-
tion of dignity and self-respect.,

In the experience of Black people, Jesus was “all things”"7® Chief
among these however was the belisf in Jesus as the divine co-sufferer,
who empowers them in situations of oppression. For Christian Black
women in the past, Jesus was their central frame of reference. They
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identified with Jesus because they believed that Jesus identified with
them. As Jesus was persecuted and made to sgﬁ’e'r undeser\-zedly, sc-)fw-ere
they. His suffering culminated in the cruc1ﬁx'1on. Their cruci ﬁcxo_n
included rapes, and husbands being castrated (literally and metap 0;:
cally), babies being soid, and other cruel an_d often murde}:ous tre:for
ments. But Jesus’ suffering was not the suffering of a mere uman,d :
Jesus was understood to be God incarnate. As Harold Carter obse}x;ve ;)

Black prayers in general, there was no diﬁ’erence. n'mde between the pe )
sons of the trinity, Jesus, God, or the Holy Spirit. All of these prohpe

names for God were used interchangeably in Rrayer language. Thus,
Jesus was the one who speaks the world into creation. He was the powel;
behind the Church.”! Black women’s affirmation of Jesus as God mean

that White people were not God. . ..

Document 16. Cheryl Townsend Gilkes:
Afrocentric Appropriation of the Bible

The work of sociologist Cheryl Townsend Gilkes represents the
hest of the interdisciplinary enterprise of womanist thought. An expert
on the Sanctified Church (Black Holiness and Per.mtecostal c-hurcheisz,
Gitkes explores how the Bible was an impaortant |_nt‘erpretat_1\fe to;; | o;he
Africans as they developed a distinctive Afro-Chrlstfan tradxtronf. n e
following excerpt, Gilkes looks at the King James Bible as an A ;ocetr;
matrix as she develops the theme “mother to the motherless, father
the fatherless.”

4

... An Afrocentric reading of the Bible is a feading that incorp;w
rates the events that are central to the black experience and ?ﬂ;rms ;a f
dignity of the African personality in th_e face of the forctics o eg;;on
tion; such a reading rejects the use of Bible as an a?ology ofrr oppr oo
and it is quick to point out the categorical inclusion of A 1c:n;,u -
inclusion becomes the basis upon which the text can be expande uﬁzﬂ
and augmented to include the range of experiences th_at are pec ; th'::
African and African-American and yet afficm the umv_ersahg o
good news. Through 2 variety of folktexts, the Afrocen'mc reading ;;p—
tures the multivalent dimensions of the oppression. I.)'ltm_lately an :,
centric reading of the Bible is an important contribution to an ev
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expanding hermeneutic of suspicion growing out of many theologies of
liberation and to a hermeneutic of affirmation and of creative actualiza-
tion that have roots in the preaching traditions of black churches.

The problems of powerlessness and inj
the Bible. The category “fatherless”

“father to the fatherless™ is reinforced in the Anglican prayer ‘tradition,
something the Africans and their descendants borrowed in spite of their
rejection of the worship tradition. The genius of this Afrocentric read-
ing of the Bible is its recognition of the central issues of powerlessness,
Justice, and theodicy in a context where the dominant “canon within
the canon” did not. Hanks”? described his response when he noted this
omission in the dominant exegetical tradition. He reflected “Imagine
my shock when I consulted work after work of First World biblical ery-
dition .. . and found almost nothing! My initial reaction was one of
perplexity, frustration, and indignation.”
cerned what Hanks™ discovered:
category of biblical theology.”

Biblical definitions of oppression embraced the slaves’ experience,
The Bible identified multiple “forms and methods of oppression.”

Tamez, 7> surnmarizing this biblical perspective, writes:

ustice are central themes in
is extremely large and God as

The Afrocentric reading dis-
that “oppression [is] @ basic structural

The oppressors are thieves and murderers, but their ultimate purpose
is not to kill or impoverish the oppressed. Their primary objective is to
increase their wealth at whatever cost. The impoverishment and death
of the oppressed are a secondary consequence. There are two levels of
oppression: the international and the national. Black people experienced
both and they observed this in their close relationship with Natve
Peoples in the South. At the international leve] that oppression described
in the Bible consists of “the enslavement and exploitation of . . .
workers, . . . genocide, [ideologies and] myths of idleness, . . . deceitful

concessions, [crushing violent force], . . . plunder and slaughter, . . . the
imposition of tribute, . . . and exile 7

Slaves knew they were exploited workers. They experienced the geno-
cidal dimensions through the murders and tortures of slavery and the
Middle Passage. They were victimized by the myths of idleness embed-
ded in such stereotypes as Sambo.”? Story after story of slaves cheated
out of their opportunity to buy their own or their family members’
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freedom spoke to the problem of deceitful concessions. The excessively
brutal responses to slave revolts and the decades of post-bellum terror
reinforced biblical images of plunder and slaughter. Even the problem of
exile—the legal and custornary inability to live as free persons in slave
areas—was prominent in slave consciousness. Manumission could mean
the foss of family and community. Women’s low rates of escape reflect
these constraints of family and community.

Even the “national” dimensions of biblical oppression, “exploita-
don of workers, . . . fraud, and . .. [violeace], murder.” were evident in
the black experience. The Bible also counseled against lending systems
or “usury” that perpetuated an oppressed state and southern sharecrop-
pers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had no trouble
recognizing the biblical opposition to their plight. The Bible also cited
“sexcual violanon of women” as one of the central “methods” of oppres-
sion. The disparity of strength was so great that rape was sometimes
imaged as a form of murder.”®

In their reading of Psalm 68 and by extension the other psalms that
speak directly of the “poor,” the “fatherless.” the “widow;” “the weak,”
and the “captive,” slaves understood that they were poor and in need of
liberation. In recognizing their “fatherlessness” black people grappled
with their “natal alienation” or “social death”’7® Their humanity was
legally stripped from them and their only realistic challenge was moral
and religious 1n 2 society where ideologies of freedom and citizenship
abounded. Psalm 68 as part of their Afrocentric reading became a
promise of ultimate empowerment. As the biblical “fatherless” and
therefore God's people, they were endowed with rights and privileges.
Their emphasis on “Jubilee” as an aspect of liberadon and freedom per-
ceived that even in biblical slavery, 2 challenge existed to the injustice
they experienced. The Bible offered a vision of economic equity and

citizenship. Redemption or salvation incorporated economic and polit-
ical empowerment and a restoration to civil status.

Slaves’ view of themselves as motherless addressed the powerless-
ness of their family and community systems. That view recognized the
devastating assauit on women within the system of racial Oppression.
Black men wrote most of the slave narratives that account for the suffer-
ing of women, usually cheir mothers or other refatives. They lamented
the neglect that stemmed from siave women’s exploitation as purses and
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car i i

Sexit:lk:;il ;f i\:?ﬁte ;:}uldren. They described the pervasive violence and
e Souse i es ave_system. .The physical and ideological assaults on
T ofere major mamf.‘estations of cultural humiliadon. The

women to withstand sexual wvictimizat
emblem of group oppression. R s e
- ;?Z;i ;zr;n;::ziejzt:;ﬂessn;ss and fatherlessness, the Aﬁo~Chris—
1t « L2 compre ensive portrait of powerlessness.

illec:s\qlli,n iizn‘z?t;c, political, and cultural probiern cfmbined. Fastsl'xjil::f
o dked Wi Tx}r:otl;erlessn.ess apprehended the particularities of the
b ack sinmac m.o rahe_t e;ologn:ai ?erspective mn the Afrocentric reading
esses the ) ty o oppression, partticularly the morality of the
ppressors themselves. Intuitively, this Afrocentric approach recognized

what Tam, i i
ez c_lescnbes as a basic characteristic of oppressors: “The
pressors are rich and influential people . e

.. ; their basic concern is t
accurnulate wealth, They . .. are idolaters who follow false gods r.h::

can len iq i
o i a}r: aura of legitimacy to their actions. . . 70 Since Psalm 68
oke i
u}; e ?rs t ; necessity for zll to turn to God, oppressors were brought
; .
Judgment. In opposition to the oppressors” attempts to ideolo-

gize the Bible, this reading upheld ot e .
power and oppression. g upheld the Bible’s original judgment of




