
A Theological Challenge to the 

American Catholic Church 

I AM NEITHER CATHOLIC NOR OF EUROPEAN DESCENT. MOREOVER, I 

cannot speak for blacks or other minorities in the Catholic 
Church, because I am a Protestant, though my Protestantism is 
defined more by the faith of African slaves of nineteenth-century 
America than by the theology of the sixteenth-century Protestant 
Reformation. Therefore my perspective on the Catholic Church 
may sound strange to persons whose idea of justice is defined 
primarily by the dominant theological traditions of Europe and 
America. What I have to say may appear unnecessarily harsh and 
insensitive to persons unfamiliar with the struggle for justice in 
African-American history and culture. 

I will not try to be "objective" and "fair" in my analysis, because 
these terms are of ten used by the powerful in order to control the 
words and actions of their victims in the struggle for justice. If I 
overstate my argument or fail to give appropriate recognition to 
many deserving Catholics, I ask in advance that my oversight be 
attributed to the limitation of time for preparation, the lack of 
first-hand knowledge of Catholic ecclesiastical structures, and 
particularly to the depth of my concern for the establishment of 
racial justice in American society and its churches. I do not claim 
to speak the last word regarding the Catholic Church,justice, and 
black people. I merely hope that what I say today arises from the 
truth of the gospel to which we are all accountable. 

When a black liberation theologian looks at the Catholic 
Church, there are many ambivalent reactions. On the one hand, 
the Catholic Church is the largest single denomination in the 
United States, and has been one of the most progressive churches 
regarding the nuclear freeze and in its support of the struggles of 
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the poor for justice in Latin America. On the other hand, the 
Catholic Church is unprogressive and often reactionary regard
ing the problem of racism in the church and the society. It is clear 
that justice for African-Americans has not been and is not today a 
major priority for most white Catholics, even among liberation
oriented persons. For example, why are liberation-oriented 
Catholics so silent about racism in American society and its 
churches and so supportive of the struggles of the poor for justice 
in Latin America? What does this contradiction tell us about the 
Catholic idea of justice? 

I am currently [summer 1983] teaching at the Institute of Jus
tice and Peace at Maryknoll School of Theology, and I have been 
shocked by the paucity of information available on black history 
and culture in contrast to the vast amount of library materials on 
Latin America. When I reflected upon my experiences at other 
Catholic institutions, discussing the issue of racial justice with 
l;>lack Catholics, it became clear to me that Maryknoll is not 
unique in terms of its failure to incorporate courses on black 
history and culture into its curriculum. Indeed, Maryknoll is 
quite progressive in this regard when compared with most Catho
lic institutions. 

Why are most Catholics, many of whom say that they are con
cerned about justice, so uninformed about the struggle for justice 
in black history and culture? What does this ignorance mean 
when there are more than one million blacks in the Catholic 
Church and nearly thirty million in the United States? Do white 
Catholics think that they can have a genuine concern for justice 
independent of a concern for the elimination of racism in the 
churches and the world? Do they think that they can develop a 
method for the elimination of injustice without a keen knowledge 
of the history and culture of blacks in the United States? Must not 
the victims of racial injustice have some input into the Catholic 
definition of justice and also in developing an adequate method 
for establishing it? 

Even more serious than white Catholics' ignorance about the 
history of the black struggle for justice is the absence of any 
concern about it among most liberals and radicals, many of whom 
are working in the black community, teaching our children and 
influencing their parents. Unfortunately, many whites honestly 
believe that their choice to work in the black community, with all 
the disadvantages associated with urban ghettos, is itself proof 
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that they are not racists and thus do not need to study black 
history and culture in order to be e.ffective liberators in the ghet
to. When whites connect their vocational choice with divine reve
lation, as is often the case with Catholics, they become dogmatic, 
not only in their opinions about the gospel but also regarding 
God's will for black people. 

One example in this regard is something that happened to me 
recently. A white Catholic radical talked to me about a Catholic 
high school in a large city where ninety percent of the students 
were black and nearly all the teachers were white. During our 
conversation, his major concern was the middle-class values of 
the black students, the fear that, in effect, he was "blacker" than 
they or any of their parents. I always get a little upset when whites 
tell me that they are "more black" in their values than some blacks 
whom they know, as if the meaning of blackness is easily assessa
ble by the descendants of slavemasters after a little reading and a 
brief tenure in the ghetto. 

Since he taught U.S. history and other related subjects at that 
high school, I asked him whether he included materials about 
African-Americans in his courses and whether there were any 
courses in the curriculum that specifically focused on their histo
ry and culture? His answer to both concerns was negative. I then 
asked how he could teach the truth about U.S. history without 
dealing with the history of slavery and segregation and black 
people's struggle to achieve justice in the land of their birth? How 
could he teach black students, with human sensitivity and a Chris
tian commitment to justice, and not develop courses that focus 
primarily on their history and culture? Does not the absence of 
materials about and by blacks mean that they are regarded as 
insignificant participants in human history? I told him that he, 
like so many well-intended white radicals, was teaching racism. 
Indeed, it is sad to say that most educational institutions (both 
religious and secular, white and some black ones tool) teach rac
ism through what they exclude from the content of their curricu
lum, the racial identity of the majority of their teachers and 
students, and the social and religious values that they advocate. 

No student should be able to graduate from any high school, 
college, university, or seminary without being required to study 
under, with, and about blacks. To allow blacks to remain invisible 
in the study of humanity merely encourages self-hate among 
blacks and reinforces racism among whites. Justice in the churches 
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and the society must include cultural and historical recognition 
for all races and ethnic groups. Without the basic recognition of a 
people's humanity, genuine dialogue and mutual respect and 
support of each other in the struggle for justice cannot be 
achieved. 

Education should help persons of different races and cultures 
to get along with each other so they can work together toward the 
building of a more humane and just society. But how can institu
tions educate people to respect the humanity of blacks if they 
teach that only white people's history is worthy of serious schol
arly reflection? For white Catholics to claim that the invisibility of 
blacks in their theology and history is an innocent oversight only 
demonstrates how deeply racism is embedded in their church 
and the society. But whether intentional or not, such distinctions 
do not make the consequences of injustice any less painful to the 
victims. 

Can anyone imagine an educational institution in which the 
students are ninety percent white and the teachers are virtually all 
black with a curriculum focusing exclusively on black history and 
culture? Absolutely not! When I finished telling that white Catho
lic teacher about the nature of his own racism and his contribu
tion to what he called the middle-class values in black students, he 
became conspiciously silent and unresponsive to my concerns, 
thereby confirming that he was unprepared to reflect seriously 
upon his racism with the intention of correcting it. 

His unwillingness to ponder my sharp criticisms was not sur
prising. In fact, most liberal and radical whites are only con
cerned about justice from the perspective of their own history 
and tradition and not from the vantage point of the history and 
culture of the victims, especially those of African descent. 
Whether liberal, conservative, or radical, there is one thing that 
most whites have in common: they act as if whites know every
thing, and they are therefore seldom open to learning anything 
from black history and culture. The token presence of blacks may 
be useful in providing a little variety for those who happen to be 
interested in cultural pluralism. For example, blacks are es
pecially useful as singers, dancers, and preachers at the Mass and 
in other liturg}�I settings. 

But when Catholics think about theology and ethical concepts 
of justice, they assume that blacks are incapable of making any 
significant contribution. That is why most white Catholics do not 
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know or care to know anything about black theology. Theology is 
for people capable of metaphysical reflections about God,Jesus, 
the Holy Spirit, and the church. For serious theological reflec
tions, past or present, Catholics turn to Thomas Aquinas, Karl 
Rahner, Johann Baptist Metz, Edward Schillebeeckz, Hans 
Kiing, and others like them. If they should happen to have a 
strong interest in justice, they may turn to Latin American libera
tion theologians-but not to black Catholic theologians in the 
United States. 

I know that many liberal and radical white Catholics would 
vehemently deny that they hold such beliefs. But their actions say 
otherwise. Why are there so few black Catholic theologians teach
ing in major Catholic colleges, universities, and seminaries? For 
example, I was told that a major Catholic university did not have 
one full-time black teacher on its faculty, not to mention teachers 
of theology. When asked about this serious educational flaw, the 
responsible authorities said that they could not find any 
"qualified" blacks. That officials of Catholic schools are still mak
ing such statements in the 1980s only reveals the pervasiveness of 
the racism that continues to define the behavior of the churches 
and their institutions. Not even secular universities and colleges 
can get away with such blatant racist remarks. Unfortunately, the 
university in question is not unique; it represents the values of the 
American Catholic Church itself. 

The only place where blacks' presence seems to dominate in 
white schools is on the basketball court and the football field. 
When it comes to faculty and students with exceptional academic 
promise, blacks are seldom found in any significant numbers. 
Why is it that white college and university officials know how to 
recruit talented black basketball and football players but claim 
that they do not know how to find gifted black students and 
faculty? Why are white Catholic liberals and radicals silent about 
it? What is at stake in this silence? What is it about the Catholic 
definition ·of justice that makes many persons of that faith pro
gressive in their attitude toward the poor in Central America but 
reactionary in their views toward the poor in black America? 
Unless the conference participants face these questions honestly, 
I am afraid that the Catholic idea of justice will continue to sound 
like strange music to the ears of black people. 

From the perspective of a black liberation theologian, the 
Catholic Church is a racist church, and even its most progressive 
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people are seldom bothered by it. It is the failure of the Catholic 
Church to deal effectively with the problem of racism that causes 
me to question the quality of its commitment to justice in other 
areas. I do not wish to minimize the importance of Catholic con
tributions to poor people's struggles for justice, but I must point 
out the ambiguity of the Catholic stand on justice when racism is 
not addressed forthrightly. The racism about which I speak is 
easy for whites to ignore, because they are not its victims and 
because its dehumanizing consequences are less visible than the 
racist acts in Mississippi and Alabama during the 1960s or in 
present-day South Africa. Racism among white Catholics is sim
ilar to the racism among white Protestants: it is sophisticated in 
that it can best be defined by black invisibility in Catholic theology 
and history. There are very few white Catholic theologians, 
priests, and sisters who think that knowledge of black history and 
culture is indispensable for an adequate understanding of justice 
in this society and the world. 

What I have said about the Catholic Church can be said also 
about white Protestant denominations-but with one significant 
exception. The Catholic hierarchy in the United States is ex
clusively controlled by whites. Many black Catholics, therefore, 
find it difficult to challenge structures of authority in the church 
without enormous limitations being placed on their ministry. 
This may be one of the chief reasons why I was invited to make 
this presentation today. As a Protestant in an independent black 
denomination that was founded as the African Methodist Episco
pal Church in 1816, I am free to tell you what I think with no fear 
of reprisals from a white ecclesiastical structure. 

Black Catholics, whose identity is strongly influenced by their 
own history and culture, know existentially the contradiction of 
being both black and Catholic. These two realities are not easily 
held together in one person, because the Catholic side is very 
inflexible and thus refuses to be significantly informed by the 
black experience. Many blacks cannot reconcile both realities and 
opt for only one of them. Some choose blackness and leave the 
Catholic Church. Others choose the Catholic side and sever their 
relationship with the black community. It is difficult to dis
tinguish the values and behavior of such persons from their white 
counterparts. As C. Eric Lincoln put it, "Blacks who found care in 
the white man's church, or who accepted spiritual care and over
sight under the aegis of the white man's religion, soon found 
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themselves inevitably more sympathic to the white man's plans 
for non-whites." 

However, it is important to point out that there are some black 
Catholics who refuse to deny their blackness; they refuse to ac
cept European values as the exclusive definition of the Catholic 
Church. Like many blacks in white Protestant churches, these 
black Catholics openly acknowledge the pervasive presence of 
racism in the church. But they are determined to extend the 
definition of "catholic" to its true meaning-a universality defined 
by the theological reflections and cultures of all people. They 
appreciate the Catholic Church's public declarations against rac
ism as found in its "Discrimination and Christian Conscience" 
(1958), "National Race Crisis" (1968), and "Brothers and Sisters 
to Us: Bishops' Pastoral Letter on Racism in Our Day" (1979). But 
black Catholics know that such statements mean very little unless 
they are backed up with radical actions commensurate with the 
depth of the problem. What does it mean for Catholic bishops to 
say that "racism is an evil which endures in our society and in our 
Church" and then to do almost nothing to eliminate it? It may be 
difficult for the bishops to eliminate racism in society, especially 
in light of the principle of the separation of church and state, but 
they should be able to reduce racism considerably in their own 
church. Why are there so few black bishops, and why are most of 
them without any significant power? The last count I heard was 
seven black bishops, only one of whom is an ordinary! There are 
fewer than four hundred black priests and a few more than six 
hundred sisters for more than one million black Catholics! What 
does this information say to blacks about the Catholic definition 
of justice? The answer is obvious, and no amount of clever words 
can explain away the racism that is so clearly evident in the ab
sence of black power in the Catholic Church. 

Why is there no clearly identifiable black theological tradition 
in the Catholic Church? Why are there no prominent black Cath
olic theologians or other scholars in religion similar to Howard 
Thurman, Benjamin Mays, George Kelsey, Martin Luther King, 
Jr., C. Eric Lincoln, and Gayraud S. Wilmore? Why are there no 
prominent blacks among the Latin American theologians of lib
eration, especially since there are more than forty million blacks 
in Brazil alone and nearly seventy million in all of South America? 
What are the factors that retard black theological development in 
the Catholic Church? 
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Of course, I do not know the answers to all these questions and 
do not wish to give a quick, simplistic response to them. But they 
are worth serious reflection and should be critically engaged by 
Catholic theologians and others in the Church who are con
cerned about its mission today. I wish only to give brief comment 
on some of the issues that are raised by these questions. 

Unfortunately, the Catholic Church is not what it claims to be: 
it is not a truly universal church, seeking to be accountable to the 
whole of humanity. It is a white European church, almost ex
clusively defined by issues and problems arising from that history 
and culture. In order for persons of African and other non
European descent to be serious Catholics, they are virtually re
quired to cut their relationship with their community. While this 
is also true of blacks in white Protestant denominations, the prob
lem is much more serious for blacks in the Catholic Church. 
Being black in the Catholic Church is, at best, secondary in defin
ing the faith or, at worst, a contradiction. Although the Catholic 
Church tolerates black people, and sometimes encourages their 
liturgical participation, the black experience is not and has never 
been regarded as essential to the life and work of the church. 
Black is not universal! Only white is-at least by implication. 
Black Catholics, therefore, are too much accountable to and de
pendent upon white, European values that are defined as Catho
lic dogma. European history and culture define the meaning of 
Scripture, tradition, and theology, and the Catholic hierarchy 
expects and demands that everyone, regardless of their racial 
identity, accept the official teachings of the church. 

The white power structure in the Catholic Church is so restrict
ing on what non-Europeans can do or say that it is almost impossi
ble for them to do creative theology. Creative theological 
thinking is born out of conflict, the recognition that what is is not 

true, even though untruth has established itself as truth. The
ology has a critical, prophetic task. It should interpret the truth of 
the gospel for the times in which we live so that it has continuity 
with the past but also challenges and exposes the present contra
dictions, thereby empowering the oppressed to make a new fu
ture for themselves. It was Karl Barth's concern for interpreting 
the truth of the gospel for the crisis situation of Europe that 
convinced him that one should do theology with the Bible in one 
hand and the newspaper in the other. 

A more important example of the relationship between histor-
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ical events and doing theology is found among liberation the
ologians in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Without colonialism, 
imperialism, and the great gap between the poor masses and the 
rich elite, liberation theology, with its current emphasis on God's 
solidarity with the struggles of the poor for freedom, would not 
exist. All theologies are created in response to a conflict between 
what is in the church and the society and what ought to be. They are 
either seeking to conserve the status quo from supposed heretical 
challenges or seeking to expose and overthrow what purports to 
be the truth but in fact is untruth. 

Ludwig Feuerbach was �ight: "Suffering precedes thinking." 
As every student of theology knows, the early christological for
mulations were created in the midst of conflicting claims about 
Jesus Christ. The same is true for every dogma that churches 
regard as essential for the definition of the Christian faith. 
Whether one speaks of the Protestant Reformation or of black 
church separatism, creative theological insight inevitably arises 
from the refusal of persons to accept what they regard as a con
tradiction of the faith. People who experience no conflict do not 
think theologically. They simply repeat what others have said. 
For perceptive theologians, what appears is not always real. Per
ceptions of reality must be tested by critically evaluating them in 
the light of human experience. 

The evaluation of what purports to be real in the light of hu
man experience is important for theology, because it is people who 
do theology and not God. As long as theology is made by human 
beings, it will be influenced by their history, culture, and interests. 
This may sound like an elementary point, but when blacks read 
the textbooks on Catholic theology, we find that they are written 
as if the white experience is universal. The experiences of blacks 
and other people of color are made invisible in Catholic theology. 
When questioned about this conspicious omission, white Catholic 
intellectuals, like many Protestants, often say that theology has to 
do with God and not with the history and culture of ethnic minor
ities. They steadfastly refuse to acknowledge that their theology is 
a product of the white ethnic values of Europe and America. 

The acknowledgment of the social character of theological 
reflection is important not only because theologians are human 
beings but also because of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. 
By becoming human in Jesus, God took humanity seriously. We 
are all created in God's image-black, red, brown, and white 
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people, even though whites often act as if their history and 
culture exhaust the content of humanity's meaning. 

Because Europeans are extremely rigid in their definition of 
theology, all Third World peoples have been theologically stifled 
by an inordinate dependence upon others to do their thinking 
about God for them. How is it possible for Third World Chris
tians to develop a creative theology if they are dependent upon 
the approval of those who are responsible for their oppression? 
How is it possible for Third World peoples to develop a liberating 
theology if their history and culture are regarded as inappropri
ate sources for doing theology? 

It was because of the extreme exploitation of the black commu
nity, especially in the urban ghettos, that a few radical black 
preachers and activists were forced to develop a black theology 
during the 1960s. Although white theologians, Catholic and Prot
estant, ignored and sometimes condemned the rise of the black 
struggle for justice, black preachers' commitment to that struggle 
necessitated their rereading of the Bible so that they could retain 
their Christian identity and also their commitment to freedom. 
This was the theological contradiction that gave birth to black 
theology. 

A similar theological contradiction encouraged the develop
ment of feminist and other liberation theologies among the vic
tims of North America. There are also Third World liberation 
theologies in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Although each 
form of liberation theology has its own unique focus and concern, 
they agree that the struggle for justice is the paramount issue for 
today's church. They also formed an organization called the Ec
umenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT) 
for the purpose of developing ways in which they can mutually 
support each other in the struggle for justice. A similar the
ological coalition occurred among U.S. minorities in an organiza
tion called the Theology in the Americas (TIA), giving birth to 
dialogues in their respective communities. Third World Chris
tians have begun to realize the need for solidarity and support for 
each other in their struggles for liberation. 

Like my Third World sisters and brothers, I believe that the 
time has come for the victims of injustice to do their own thinking 
in theology. As Gustavo Gutierrez says, "Even the poor have the 
right to think. The right to think is a corollary of the right to be, 
and to assert the right to think is only to assert the right to exist." 
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By ignoring the theological and political reflections of blacks and 
other minorities in their churches and other contexts, white Cath
olics are saying that black and other poor people cannot think. 
That is why most whites ignore black theology. 

We blacks will consider what white Catholics say about the
ology and justice as seriously as they consider what we say about 
those subjects. If whites ignore us, we will not ignore them. But we 
blacks cannot accept what they say about justice when they have 
not even consulted the black experience in the development of 
their definition. Indeed, we must remain suspicious of any the
ological talk that does not enhance the chances for life of poor 
people in their fight for justice. Let us hope that blacks, whites, 
Hispanics, Native Americans, Asians, women, and the poor of all 
groups throughout the world can begin to develop ideas of justice 
and of God that are accountable to the experience of liberation in 
our histories and cultures. Only then can we become the beloved 
community about which Martin Luther King, Jr., spoke so elo
quently and for which Jesus Christ gave his life. 




