


[The church] in the United States, primarily a white 
racist institution, has addressed itself primarily to white 
society and is definitely a part of that society. On the 
contrary, we feel that her primary, though not exclusive, 
work should be in the area of institutional, attitudinal 
and societal change. 

Within the ghetto, the role of the church is no longer that 
of spokesman and leader. Apart from a more direct 
spiritual role, the church’s part must now be that of 
supporter and learner. 
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Theology is the activity of 
mediating between religion and 

culture.
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Black liberation theology articulates the claims 
of the received Christian tradition from within a 

struggle for justice in the context of the Civil Rights 
and Black Power movements.
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Civil Rights Movement

•Pro-integration

•Nonviolent protest

•Political power

•Predominantly 
Christian

•MLK



Black Power Movement

•Separationist
•Open to self-defense 
and strategic violent 
reprisal
•Religious context 
includes 
Christianity, pan-
Africanism, & Islam
•Malcolm X



Global Liberation as Backdrop

• WW2 was a war to liberate
those oppressed by fascism, 
especially racialized fascism

• WW2 exposed vets to contexts 
without racial domination

• Decolonializing efforts abroad, 
socialist and otherwise, inspired 
efforts in the US

• Marshall Plan and rising 
expectations about standards of 
living



National Committee of Black Churchmen

•Originates with 
Black church 
leaders
•Black power 
criticisms of 
church
•Marginalized in 
predominantly 
white churches



Black Liberation Theology
Three Stages of Development 

1. Black clergy respond to calls 
for Black power and engage in 
debate with white 
counterparts (late 1960s)

2. Black theologians move into 
academia and loses its radical 
prophetic edge (early 1970s)

3. Black theologians turn to 
global liberation movements 
and back to the black church 
and black culture (late 1970s)

Interlocuters: White clergy; Black 
challenges to Black churches

Interlocuters: Other academics

Interlocuters: Global activists (e.g. 
South Africa); black church leaders; 
global political theologies; other 
liberation movements (feminism; 
womanism)



James Cone (1938-2018)



Statement of Black Catholic Clergy 
Causus, April 1968
The Catholic Church in the United States, primarily a white 
racist institution, has addressed itself primarily to white 
society and is definitely a part of that society. On the 
contrary, we feel that her primary, though not exclusive, 
work should be in the area of institutional, attitudinal and 
societal change. 

Within the ghetto, the role of the church is no longer that of 
spokesman and leader. Apart from a more direct spiritual 
role, the church’s part must now be that of supporter and 
learner. This is a role that white priests in the black 
community have not been accustomed to playing and are not 
psychologically prepared to play



What is Black Liberation
Theology?



“a rational study of the being of God 
in the world in light of the existential 
situation of an oppressed community, 
relating the forces of liberation to the 
essence of the Gospel, which is Jesus 
Christ.” 
-James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation 
(2010)



Black liberation theology articulates the claims 
of the received Christian tradition from within a 

struggle for justice in the context of the Civil Rights 
and Black Power movements.



Black liberation theology 
engages prophetically with 
Christian institutions that are 
mired in white supremacist 
assumptions and practices. 



Black liberation theology articulates a 
understanding of the biblical God as being in 
solidarity with the oppressed; to follow this 
God is to enter the struggle for liberation. 



Next Week:
Black Liberation Theology 

and the Bible


