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Learning from James Cone 

ROBERT MCAFEE BROWN 

When vastly different viewpoints are under consideration, 
one seeks any point of contact in order to facilitate understand
ing and exchange. With whatever differences may separate 
James Cone as a black theologian and myself as a white theo
logian, I was pleased to learn from the foreword to the 1986 
edition of his book that we do have at least one area of shared 
territory: we have both been accused by Fr. Andrew Greeley of 
having "Nazi mentalities." I do not know how many other the
ologians can lay claim to this distinction -their number may be 
legion - but since in my corner of the theological arena it is a 
badge of honor to be attacked by Fr. Greeley, I offer this evi
dence of shared opprobrium as a sign that James Cone and I 
might share other characteristics as well. A reason for hope. 

When A Black Theology of Liberation first appeared in 1970, 
I assigned it as a required text in my course, "Contemporary 
Theological Trends," at nearly all-white Stanford University, 
inserting it among such predictable staples of that era as Barth, 
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Bultmann, Tillich, and Niebuhr. A student approached me early 
in the week for which Professor Cone's book was due, and said, 
"This book makes me very angry." 

Splendid. 
The book was written out of anger and should appropriately 

have elicited anger in return. 
What so upset the student was that the author seemed to be 

dumping mercilessly on whites-not just on white theologians, 
but on white people, of whom she, of course, was one. So he was 
dumping on her, and she didn't like that. 

It was probably, I venture, the first time her carefully cush
ioned white world had been invaded by words other than laud
atory and self-fortifying, and the first time she had encountered 
words by a black. 

I will be the first to acknowledge that Professor Cone cuts a 
wide swath with a keenly tempered rapier, and I have personally 
been on the receiving end more than once, since we served for 
a number of years as colleagues on a theological faculty, an 
existential situation that generates an almost infinite number of 
issues on which to disagree. 

A generalized query, "Why the anger?," has to be particu
larized -for example, "What are the specific reasons for the 
anger?" And since the specific reasons for the anger are finally 
clustered around the destructive indignities that whites have vis
ited on blacks, it may be that the only way to get whites to start 
listening is by speech that to untrained white ears will sound 
raucous and ungenteel -fair enough when the events being 
referred to are ugly and vicious. One is not permitted to employ 
the criterion of gentility to describe abysmal evil. 

But while a book such as A Black Theology of Liberation may 
evoke a corresponding anger from a white reader, it can also 
evoke conversion from a black reader. I had another student, 
years later, whose exposure to A Black Theology of Liberation 
and (because of what he found there) to the whole Cone corpus, 
did indeed turn his life around. He came into the course mili
tantly closed to any and all attempts to relate theology to issues 
of social change, firmly entrenched in a form of _black funda
mentalist orthodoxy since his earliest years. With regard to 
things scriptural, he was an "infallibilist" but not an "inerran-
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tist" -or maybe it was the other way around. But as Jim Cone's 
writings began to guide him; particularly into the realm of 
scripture and the patent centrality therein of concern for the 
oppressed (for which a phrase like "a preferential option for 
the poor" was not too strong), the student confessed to the class 
that a central part of the faith had been denied to him by his 
upbringing, and that he was now, thanks to Professor Cone, able 
for the first time to claim it as his own. 

It is disarming, when one is invited to critique a work twenty 
years old, and has a tidy agenda of criticisms accumulated from 
the vantage point of two decades of reflection denied to the 
author, to discover that the author has beaten the critic to the 
draw, and preempted much that the critic would like to have 
said. And this is what Jim Cone has done in his preface to the 
1986 edition. 

The first thing one must do, therefore, is salute his forthright
ness in being willing to critique his own work and say about the 
text that bears his name, "I was wrong about x, y, and z." The 
apparent ease with which he does this should not be deceptive. 
Few are the theologians who, having committed themselves in 
print, are about to concede that what they originally thought 
was carved in stone was merely printed on paper. The natural 
tendency is to defend oneself, through a lifetime if necessary, 
or invent specious ways to claim that the whole corpus is a single 
and consistent whole. But Cone's self-critique cites four short
comings: (1) a failure to take issues of sexism seriously enough, 
(2) a failure to incorporate a global analysis of oppression, (3)
the absence of a class analysis of oppression, and ( 4) too great
a tendency to rely on the neoorthodoxy of Karl Barth.

As I will note later, these are not sins of omission that can 
be charged only to Jim Cone, or to black theologians generally, 
but represent almost universal shortcomings of all theologians 
of the 1950s and 1960s. (The case of Karl Barth is of a different 
order, for I believe that if one chose to do so, one could incor
porate the three other points to which Cone calls attention 
within a "Barthian" framework. But that is a topic for another 
occasion.) 

Although Cone calls his blindness to issues of sexism his 
"most glaring limitation," I would be inclined to stress the lack 
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of any kind of economic analysis in his earlier writings as the 
most limiting factor in his theology as a whole. It is clear that 
this lacuna is evident not only in 1970, but at least until 1977, 
and that his own shift at the latter date gave him much wider 
perspectives on the theological task. At the Theology in the 
Americas Conference held in Detroit in 1975 ( the first occasion 
on which significant numbers of North American and Latin 
American theologians confronted one another), Jim and most 
other North American blacks stood firmly against the Latin 
American theologians who were insisting on a systemic and class 
analysis of corporate evil, and chastising the black theologians 
for their blindness to this issue. The latter's position, as I now 
try to reconstruct it, was that from their perspective racism was 
just as rampant in socialist countries as in capitalist countries, 
so that economic factors did not have to be taken into account 
in dealing with racism, the primal sin. 

But however adamant the protestations at Detroit, an impact 
was registered, and the encounter became a turning point, for 
two years later a statement came out of a black theologians' 
assembly in Atlanta that signaled a new understanding of the 
interrelationship of racism and economic structures. And as this 
was combined with an increasing global analysis (nurtured by 
Jim's involvement with EATWOT, the Ecumenical Association 
of Third World Theologians), a broader purview and scope for 
black theology emerged than had been present in 1970. An 
example of this is a statement included in the report of the New 
Delhi EA TWOT Conference in 1981, in which Cone writes: 

On the basis of Third World theologians' dialogue 
together, it is clear to us all that the future of each of our 
theologies is found in our struggles together. I am firmly 
convinced that black theology must not limit itself to the 
race struggle in the United States but must find ways to 
join in solidarity with the struggles of the poor in the Third 
World. The universal dimensions of the gospel message 
require that we struggle not only for ourselves but for all. 
For there can be no freedom for any one of us until all of 
us are free. Any theology that falls short of this universal 
vision is not Christian and thus cannot be identified with 
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the Jesus who died on the eross and was resurrected so 
that everyone might be liberated in God's emerging King
dom. [In Fabella and Torres, eds., The Irruption of the Third 
World, Orbis Books, 1983, p. 244.] 

In looking to the future, we must return to a point alluded 
to earlier. The various rechartings of the theological task to 
which Cone felt himself called in subsequent writings are direc
tions in which all theology has been forced to move. White the
ology has also been sexist, has lacked a global analysis of 
oppression, and has been guilty of ignoring class analysis, and I 
should like to believe that the rectification of these shortcomings 
might be a task on which white and black theologians could work 
together more fruitfully than has been possible in the past. 

But there is, of course, another sin of which white theology 
has been particularly and centrally guilty, and that has been the 
sin of racism. Professor Cone details this charge in his book with 
such angry eloquence that any complacency on our part is 
quickly and devastatingly annihilated. And he has, in other writ
ings and from many platforms, called attention to the ease with 
which white theologians avoid coming to grips with racism 
domestically by casting our theological investigations in the area 
of Latin America or Asia, and detecting sins six thousand miles 
away while ignoring the sins of racism on our own doorstep. 
There is of course some truth to this charge, though a slight 
mitigation may be claimed by the fact that when white theolo
gians did discuss the racial situation in the United States they 
were often accused by blacks of entering realms they had no 
right to enter, assuming that they could somehow "speak for 
blacks" on matters about which they could not possibly be com
petent, since they had (by the color of their skin) been exempted 
from being recipients of racial hatred and violence. 

Cone acknowledges that he pushed this theme very polemi
cally, and indicates that communication was sometimes slowed 
rather than spurred by the intensity of what in retrospect he 
calls his "intemperate behavior." And it is a symbol of new 
possibilities of black-white dialogue that in the present edition 
of his text he has eliminated certain passages that in the earlier 
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edition had cast doubt on the honorable intentions of whites 
trying to deal with the issue of race. 

This is, I believe, clear gain, and should make closer working 
relationships between blacks and whites possible in the future. 
The gain is more than just pleasanter human relationships; for 
when it comes to dealing with evil in the world, there is nothing 
the "principalities and powers" would like more than to keep 
all those who challenge the present order of things fighting 
among themselves. If "divide and conquer" was once their 
motto, today it is more likely to be, "keep them divided and thus 
remain in charge," which, even if it does not scan as well rhyth
mically, is still an efficacious vehicle for maintaining the status 
quo. 

Despite these and other comments that precede Professor 
Cone's own text in this volume, there are probably white readers 
who will still be put off by the (justifiable) anger of that text. 
To them, I propose the following: 

1. Reflect on the fact that anger, in the face of injustice, is
not a vice but a virtue. 

2. When encountering anger, try very hard to put yourself,
imaginatively, into the historical, economic, political, and racial 
position of the one who is angry, and see if the anger is not 
eminently justified. 

3. Remember that with the best will in the world you will
never get closer than the outermost precincts of the position 
proposed in (2) above. 

4. Remember that people are not locked forever into
unchanging positions, and that although A Black Theology of 
Liberation is a good place to begin, it would be a bad place to 
end, as will be clear from examining further books by Professor 
Cone such as The Spirituals and the Blues (1972), God of the 
Oppressed (1975), and For My People (1984). 

5. And finally, take an inventory of some of the things that
are wrong in the world, and let your own anger get to work on 
them. 


