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black theology and 
the black woman

Jacquelyn Grant

LIBERATION THEOLOGIES HAVE ARISEN out of the contexts of the liberation struggles of
Black Americans, Latin Americans, American women, Black South Africans, and Asians.
These theologies represent a departure from traditional Christian theology. As a collective
critique, liberation theologies raise serious questions about the normative use of Scripture,
tradition, and experience in Christian theology. Liberation theologians assert that the
reigning theologies of the West have been used to legitimate the established order. Those to
whom the church has entrusted the task of interpreting the meaning of God’s activity in
the world have been too content to represent the ruling classes. For this reason, say the lib-
eration theologians, theology has generally not spoken to those who are oppressed by the
political establishment.

Ironically, the criticism that liberation theology makes against classical theology has
been turned against liberation theology itself. Just as most European and American theolo-
gians have acquiesced with the oppression of the West, for which they have been taken to
task by liberation theologians, some liberation theologians have acquiesced in one or more
oppressive aspects of the liberation struggle itself. Where racism is rejected, sexism has
been embraced. Where classicism is called into question, racism and sexism have been tol-
erated. And where sexism is repudiated, racism and classicism are often ignored.

Although there is a certain validity to the argument that any one analysis—race, class,
or sex—is not sufficiently universal to embrace the needs of all oppressed peoples, these
particular analyses, nonetheless, have all been well presented and are crucial for a compre-
hensive and authentic liberation theology. In order for liberation theology to be faithful to
itself, it must hear the critique coming to it from the perspective of the Black woman—
perhaps the most oppressed of all the oppressed.

I am concerned in this chapter with how the experience of the Black woman calls into
question certain assumptions in liberation theology in general and Black theology in par-
ticular. In the Latin American context this has already been done by women such as Beatriz
Melano Couch and Consuelo Urquiza. A few Latin American theologians have begun to
respond. Beatriz Couch, for example, accepts the starting point of Latin American theolo-
gians, but criticizes them for their exclusivism with respect to race and sex. She says:
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we in Latin America stress the importance of the starting point, the praxis, and the use of so-

cial science to analyze our political, historical situation. In this I am in full agreement with my

male colleagues . . . with one qualitative difference. I stress the need to give importance to the

different cultural forms that express oppression; to the ideology that divides people not only

according to class, but to race and sex. Racism and sexism are oppressive ideologies which de-

serve a specific treatment in the theology of liberation.1

More recently, Consuelo Urquiza called for the unification of Hispanic-American women
in struggling against their oppression in the church and society. In commenting on the con-
tradiction in the Pauline Epistles, which undergird the oppression of the Hispanic-American
woman, Urquiza said: “At the present time all Christians will agree with Paul in the first part
of [Galatians 3:28] about freedom and slavery that there should not be slaves. However, the
next part of this verse . . . has been ignored and the equality between man and woman is not
accepted. They would rather skip that line and go to the epistle to Timothy [2:9–15].”2

Women theologians of Latin background are beginning to do theology and to sensitize other
women to the necessity of participating in decisions that affect their lives and the life of their
communities. Latin American theology will gain from these inputs that women are making
to the theological process.

Third World and Black women3 in the United States will soon collaborate in an attack on
another aspect of liberation theology—feminist theology. Black and Third World women
have begun to articulate their differences and similarities with the feminist movement,
which is dominated by white American women who until now have been the chief authors
of feminist theology. It is my contention that the theological perspectives of Black and Third
World women should reflect these differences and similarities with feminist theology. It is
my purpose, however, to look critically at Black theology as a Black woman in an effort to
determine how adequate is its conception of liberation for the total Black community. Pauli
Murray and Theressa Hoover have in their own ways challenged Black theology.

I want to begin with the question: “Where are Black women in Black theology?” They
are, in fact, invisible in Black theology and we need to know why this is the case. Because
the Black church experience and Black experience in general are important sources for
doing Black theology, we need to look at Bhe Black woman in relation to both in order to
understand the way Black theology has applied its conception of liberation. Finally, in view
of the status of the Black woman vis-à-vis Black theology, the Black church and the Black
experience, a challenge needs to be presented to Black theology. This is how I propose to
discuss this important question.

THE INVISIBILITY OF BLACK WOMEN IN BLACK THEOLOGY
In examining Black theology it is necessary to make one of two assumptions: (1) either
Black women have no place in the enterprise, or (2) Black men are capable of speaking for
us. Both of these assumptions are false and need to be discarded. They arise out of a male-
dominated culture that restricts women to certain areas of the society. In such a culture,
men are given the warrant to speak for women on all matters of significance. It is no acci-
dent that all of the recognized Black theologians are men. This is what might be expected
given the status and power accorded the discipline of theology. Professional theology is
done by those who are highly trained. It requires, moreover, mastery of that power most
accepted in the definition of manhood, the power or ability to “reason.” This is supposedly
what opens the door to participation in logical, philosophical debates and discussions pre-
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supposing rigorous intellectual training, for most of history, outside the “women’s sphere.”
Whereas the nature of men has been defined in terms of reason and the intellect, that of
women has to do with intuition and emotionalism. Women were limited to matters related
to the home while men carried out the more important work, involving use of the rational
faculties.4 These distinctions were not as clear in the slave community.5 Slaves and women
were thought to share the characteristics of emotionality and irrationality. As we move fur-
ther away from the slave culture, however, a dualism between Black men and women in-
creasingly emerges. This means that Black males have gradually increased their power and
participation in the male-dominated society, while Black females have continued to en-
dure the stereotypes and oppressions of an earlier period.

When sexual dualism has finally run its course in the Black community (and I believe that
it has), it will not be difficult to see why Black women are invisible in Black theology. Just as
white women formerly had no place in white theology, except as the receptors of white men’s
theological interpretations, Black women have had no place in the development of Black the-
ology. By self-appointment, or by the sinecure of a male-dominated society, Black men have
deemed it proper to speak for the entire Black community, male and female.

In a sense, Black men’s acceptance of the patriarchal model is logical and to be expected.
Black male slaves were unable to reap the benefits of patriarchy. Before emancipation they
were not given the opportunity to serve as protector and provider for Black women and
children, as white men were able to do for their women and children. Much of what was
considered “manhood” had to do with how well one could perform these functions. It
seems only natural that the postemancipation Black men would view as of primary impor-
tance the reclaiming of their property—their women and their children. Moreover, it is nat-
ural that Black men would claim their “natural” right to the “man’s world.” But it should be
emphasized that this is logical and natural only if one has accepted without question the
terms and values of patriarchy: the concept of male control and supremacy.

Black men must ask themselves a difficult question. How can a white society characterized
by Black enslavement, colonialism, and imperialism provide the normative conception of
women for Black society? How can the sphere of the woman, as defined by white men, be free
from the evils and oppressions that are found in the white society? The important point is
that in matters relative to the relationship between the sexes, Black men have accepted with-
out question the patriarchal structures of the white society as normative for the Black
community. How can a Black minister preach in a way that advocates St. Paul’s dictum con-
cerning women while ignoring or repudiating his dictum concerning slaves? Many Black
women are enraged as they listen to “liberated” Black men speak about the “place of women”
in words and phrases similar to those of the very white oppressors they condemn.

Black women have been invisible in theology because theological scholarship has not
been a part of the woman’s sphere. The first of the above two assumptions results, therefore,
from the historical orientation of the dominant culture. The second follows from the first. If
women have no place in theology, it becomes the natural prerogative of men to monopolize
theological concerns, including those relating specifically to women. Inasmuch as Black
men have accepted the sexual dualisms of the dominant culture they presume to speak for
Black women.

Before final dismissal of the two assumptions, a pertinent question should be raised.
Does the absence of Black women in the circles producing Black theology necessarily mean
that the resultant theology cannot be in the best interest of Black women? The answer is
obvious. Feminist theologians during the past few years have shown how theology done by
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men in male-dominated cultures has served to undergird patriarchal structures in society.6

If Black men have accepted those structures, is there any reason to believe that the theology
written by Black men would be any more liberating of Black women than white theology
was for white women? It would seem that in view of the oppression that Black people have
suffered, Black men would be particularly sensitive to the oppression of others.7

James Cone has stated that the task of Black theology “is to analyze the nature of the
gospel of Jesus Christ in the light of oppressed black people so they will see the gospel as
inseparable from their humiliated condition, bestowing on them the necessary power to
break the chains of oppression. This means that it is a theology of and for the black com-
munity, seeking to interpret the religious dimensions of the forces of liberation in that
community.”8 What are the forces of liberation in the Black community and the Black
church? Are they to be exclusively defined by the struggle against racism? My answer to
that question is No. There are oppressive realities in the Black community that are related
to, but independent of, the fact of racism. Sexism is one such reality. Black men seek to lib-
erate themselves from racial stereotypes and the conditions of oppression without giving
due attention to the stereotypes and oppressions against women that parallel those against
Blacks. Blacks fight to be free of the stereotype that all Blacks are dirty and ugly, or that
Black represents evil and darkness.9 The slogan “Black Is Beautiful” was a counterattack on
these stereotypes. The parallel for women is the history of women as “unclean,” especially
during menstruation and after childbirth. Because the model of beauty in the white male-
dominated society is the “long-haired blonde,” with all that goes along with that mystique,
Black women have an additional problem with the Western idea of “ugliness,” particularly
as they encounter Black men who have adopted this white model of beauty. Similarly, the
Christian teaching that woman is responsible for the fall of mankind and is, therefore, the
source of evil has had a detrimental effect on the experience of Black women.

Like that of all oppressed peoples the self-image of Blacks has suffered damage. In addi-
tion they have not been in control of their own destiny. It is the goal of the Black liberation
struggle to change radically the socioeconomic and political conditions of Black people by
inculcating self-love, self-control, self-reliance, and political power. The concepts of self-
love, self-control, self-reliance, and political participation certainly have broad significance
for Black women, even though they were taught that, by virtue of their sex, they had to be
completely dependent on man; yet while their historical situation reflected the need for de-
pendence, the powerlessness of Black men made it necessary for them to seek those values
for themselves.

Racism and sexism are interrelated just as all forms of oppression are interrelated. Sex-
ism, however, has a reality and significance of its own because it represents that peculiar
form of oppression suffered by Black women at the hands of Black men. It is important to
examine this reality of sexism as it operated in both the Black community and the Black
church. We will consider first the Black church and second the Black community to deter-
mine to what extent Black theology has measured up to its defined task with respect to the
liberation of Black women.10

THE BLACK CHURCH AND THE BLACK WOMAN
I can agree with Karl Barth as he describes the peculiar function of theology as the church’s
“subjecting herself to a self-test.”“She [the church] faces herself with the question of truth,
i.e., she measures her action, her language about God, against her existence as a Church.”11
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On the one hand, Black theology must continue to criticize classical theology and the
white church. But on the other hand, Black theology must subject the Black church to a
“self-test.” The task of the church, according to James Cone, is threefold: (1) “It proclaims
the reality of divine liberation. . . . It is not possible to receive the good news of freedom
and also keep it to ourselves; it must be told to the whole world . . .”; (2) “It actively shares
in the liberation struggle”; (3) It “is a visible manifestation that the gospel is a reality. . . . If
it [the church] lives according to the old order (as it actually has), then no one will believe
its message.”12 It is clear that Black theology must ask whether or not the Black church is
faithful to this task. Moreover, the language of the Black church about God must be consis-
tent with its action.13 These requirements of the church’s faithfulness in the struggle for
liberation have not been met as far as the issue of women is concerned.

If the liberation of women is not proclaimed, the church’s proclamation cannot be about
divine liberation. If the church does not share in the liberation struggle of Black women, its
liberation struggle is not authentic. If women are oppressed, the church cannot possibly be
“a visible manifestation that the gospel is a reality”—for the gospel cannot be real in that
context. One can see the contradictions between the church’s language or proclamation of
liberation and its action by looking both at the status of Black women in the church as laity
and Black women in the ordained ministry of the church.

It is often said that women are the “backbone” of the church. On the surface this may
appear to be a compliment, especially when one considers the function to the backbone in
the human anatomy. Theressa Hoover prefers to use the term “glue” to describe the func-
tion of women in the Black church. In any case, the telling portion of the word backbone is
the word “back.” It has become apparent to me that most of the ministers who use this
term have reference to location rather than function. What they really mean is that women
are in the “background” and should be kept there. They are merely support workers. This is
borne out by my observation that in many churches women are consistently given respon-
sibilities in the kitchen, while men are elected or appointed to the important boards and
leadership positions. While decisions and policies may be discussed in the kitchen they are
certainly not made there. Recently I conducted a study in one conference of the African
Methodist Episcopal Church that indicated that women are accorded greater participation
on the decision-making boards of smaller rather than larger churches.14 This political ma-
neuver helps to keep women “in their place” in the denomination as well as in the local
congregations. The conspiracy to keep women relegated to the background is also aided by
the continuous psychological and political strategizing that keeps women from realizing
their own potential power in the church. Not only are they rewarded for performance in
“backbone” or supportive positions, but they are penalized for trying to move from the
backbone to the head position—the leadership of the church. It is by considering the dis-
tinction between prescribed support positions and the policy-making, leadership posi-
tions that the oppression of Black women in the Black church can be seen more clearly.

For the most part, men have monopolized the ministry as a profession. The ministry
of women as fully ordained clergypersons has always been controversial. The Black church
fathers were unable to see the injustices of their own practices, even when they paralleled
the injustices in the white church against which they rebelled.

In the early nineteenth century, the Reverend Richard Allen perceived that it was unjust
for Blacks, free and slaves, to be relegated to the balcony and restricted to a special time to
pray and kneel at the communion table; for this he should be praised. Yet because of his
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acceptance of the patriarchal system Allen was unable to see the injustice in relegating
women to one area of the church—the pews—by withholding ordination from women as
he did in the case of Mrs. Jarena Lee.15 Lee recorded Allen’s response when she informed
him of her call to “go preach the Gospel”:

He replied by asking in what sphere I wished to move in? I said, among the Methodists. He

then replied, that a Mrs. Cook, a Methodist lady, had also some time before requested the

same privilege; who it was believed, had done much good in the way of exhortation, and hold-

ing prayer meetings; and who had been permitted to do so by the verbal license of the

preacher in charge at the time. But as to women preaching, he said that our Discipline knew

nothing at all about it—that it did not call for women preachers.16

Because of this response, Jarena Lee’s preaching ministry was delayed for eight years.
She was not unaware of the sexist injustice in Allen’s response.

Oh how careful ought we be, lest through our by-laws of church government and discipline,

we bring into disrepute even the word of life. For as unseemly as it may appear nowadays for a

woman to preach, it should be remembered that nothing is impossible with God. And why

should it be thought impossible, heterodox, or improper for a woman to preach, seeing the

Saviour died for the woman as well as the man?17

Another “colored minister of the gospel,” Elizabeth, was greatly troubled over her call to
preach, or more accurately, over the response of men to her call to preach. She said:

I often felt that I was unfit to assemble with the congregation with whom I had gathered, I felt

that I was despised on account of this gracious calling, and was looked upon as a speckled bird

by the ministers to whom I looked for instruction, some [of the ministers] would cry out, “you

are an enthusiast,” and others said,“the Discipline did not allow of any such division of work.”18

Sometime later, when questioned about her authority to preach against slavery and her
ordination status, she responded that she preached “not by the commission of men’s
hands: if the Lord had ordained me, I needed nothing better.”19 With this commitment to
God rather than to a male-dominated church structure she led a fruitful ministry.

Mrs. Amanda Berry Smith, like Mrs. Jarena Lee, had to conduct her ministry outside the
structure of the A.M.E. Church. Smith described herself as a “plain Christian woman” with
“no money” and “no prominence.”20 But she was intrigued with the idea of attending the
General Conference of 1872 in Nashville, Tennessee. Her inquiry into the cost of going to
Nashville brought the following comments from some of the A.M.E. brethren:

“I tell you, Sister, it will cost money to go down there; and if you ain’t got plenty of it, it’s no

use to go”; another said:

“What does she want to go for?”

“Woman preacher; they want to be ordained,” was they reply.

“I mean to fight that thing,” said the other.

“Yes, indeed, so will I” said another.21
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The oppression of women in the ministry took many forms. In addition to not being
granted ordination, the authenticity of “the call” of women was frequently put to the test.
Lee, Elizabeth, and Smith spoke of the many souls they had brought to Christ through their
preaching and singing in local black congregations, as well as in white and mixed congrega-
tions. It was not until Bishop Richard Allen heard Jarena Lee preach that he was convinced
that she was of the Spirit. He, however, still refused to ordain her. The “brethren,” including
some bishops of the 1872 General Conference of the A.M.E. Church, were convinced that
Amanda Berry Smith was blessed with the Spirit of God after hearing her sing at a session
held at Fisk University. Smith tells us that “the Spirit of the Lord seemed to fall on all the
people. The preachers got happy.” This experience brought invitations for her to preach at
several churches, but it did not bring an appointment to a local congregation as pastor or
the right of ordination. She summed up the experience in this way: “after that many of
my brethren believed in me especially as the question of ordination of women never was
mooted in the Conference.”22

Several black denominations have since begun to ordain women.23 But this matter of
women preachers having the extra burden of proving their call to an extent not required of
men still prevails in the Black church today. A study in which I participated at Union Theo-
logical Seminary in New York City bears this out. Interviews with Black ministers of differ-
ent denominations revealed that their prejudices against women, and especially women in
the ministry, resulted in unfair expectations and unjust treatment of women ministers
whom they encountered.24

It is the unfair expectations placed upon women and blatant discrimination that keeps
them “in the pew” and “out of the pulpit.” This matter of keeping women in the pew has been
carried to ridiculous extremes. At the 1971 Annual Convocation of the National Conference
of Black Churchmen,25 held at the Liberty Baptist Church in Chicago, I was slightly amused
when, as I approached the pulpit to place my cassette tape recorder near the speaker, Walter
Fauntroy, as several brothers had already done, I was stopped by a man who informed me
that I could not enter the pulpit area. When I asked why not, he directed me to the pastor who
told me that women were not permitted in the pulpit, but that he would have a man place the
recorder there for me. Although I could not believe that explanation a serious one, I agreed to
have a man place it on the pulpit for me and returned to my seat in the sanctuary for the con-
tinuation of the convocation. The seriousness of the pastor’s statement became clear to me
later at that meeting when Mary Jane Patterson, a Presbyterian Church executive, was refused
the right to speak from the pulpit.26 This was clearly a case of sex discrimination in a Black
church—keeping women “in the pew” and “out of the pulpit.”

As far as the issue of women is concerned, it is obvious that the Black church described
by C. Eric Lincoln has not fared much better than the Negro church of E. Franklin Fra-
zier.27 The failure of the Black church and Black theology to proclaim explicitly the libera-
tion of Black women indicates that they cannot claim to be agents of divine liberation. If
the theology, like the church, has no word for Black women, its conception of liberation is
inauthentic.

THE BLACK EXPERIENCE AND THE BLACK WOMAN
For the most part, Black churchmen have not dealt with the oppression of Black women in ei-
ther the Black church or the Black community. Frederick Douglass was one notable exception
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in the nineteenth century. His active advocacy for women’s rights was a demonstration against
the contradiction between preaching “justice for all” and practicing the continued oppression
of women. He, therefore,“dared not claim a right [for himself] which he would not concede to
women.”28 These words describe the convictions of a man who was active both in the church
and in the larger Black community. This is significant because there is usually a direct relation-
ship between what goes on in the Black church and the Black secular community.

The status of Black women in the community parallels that of Black women in the
church. Black theology considers the Black experience to be the context out of which its
questions about God and human existence are formulated. This is assumed to be the con-
text in which God’s revelation is received and interpreted. Only from the perspective of the
poor and the oppressed can theology be adequately done. Arising out of the Black power
movement of the 1960s, Black theology purports to take seriously the experience of the
larger community’s struggle for liberation. But if this is, indeed, the case, Black theology
must function in the secular community in the same way as it should function in the church
community. It must serve as a “self-test” to see whether the rhetoric or proclamation of the
Black community’s struggle for liberation is consistent with its practices. How does the
“self-test” principle operate among the poor and the oppressed? Certainly Black theology
has spoken to some of the forms of oppression that exist within the community of the op-
pressed. Many of the injustices it has attacked are the same as those that gave rise to the
prophets of the Old Testament. But the fact that Black theology does not include sexism
specifically as one of those injustices is all too evident. It suggests that the theologians do
not understand sexism to be one of the oppressive realities of the Black community. Silence
on this specific issue can only mean conformity with the status quo. The most prominent
Black theologian, James Cone, has recently broken this silence.

The Black church, like all other churches, is a male-dominated church. The difficulty that

Black male ministers have in supporting the equality of women in the church and society

stems partly from the lack of a clear liberation-criterion rooted in the gospel and in the pres-

ent struggles of oppressed peoples. . . . It is truly amazing that many black male ministers,

young and old, can hear the message of liberation in the gospel when related to racism but re-

main deaf to a similar message in the context of sexism.29

It is difficult to understand how Black men manage to exclude the liberation of Black
women from their interpretation of the liberating gospel. Any correct analysis of the poor
and oppressed would reveal some interesting and inescapable facts about the situation of
women within oppressed groups. Without succumbing to the long and fruitless debate of
“who is more oppressed than whom?” I want to make some pointed suggestions to Black
male theologians.

It would not be very difficult to argue that since Black women are the poorest of the poor,
the most oppressed of the oppressed, their experience provides a more fruitful context for
doing Black theology. The research of Jacquelyne Jackson attests to the extreme deprivation
of Black women. Jackson supports her claim with statistical data that “in comparison with
black males and white males and females black women yet constitute the most disadvantaged
group in the United States, as evidenced especially by their largely unenviable educational
occupational, employment and income levels, and availability of marital partners.”30 In other
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words, in spite of the “quite insignificant” educational advantage that Black women have over
Black men, they have “had the greatest access to the worst jobs at the lowest earnings.”31 It is
important to emphasize this fact in order to elevate to its rightful level of concern the condi-
tion of Black women, not only in the world at large, but in the Black community and the
Black church. It is my contention that if Black theology speaks of the Black community as if
the special problems of Black women do not exist, it is no different from the white theology it
claims to reject precisely because of its inability to take account of the existence of Black peo-
ple in its theological formulations.

It is instructive to note that the experience of Black women working in the Black
power movement further accented the problem of the oppression of women in the Black
community. Because of their invisibility in the leadership of the movement, they, like
women of the church, provided the “support” segment of the movement. They filled the
streets when numbers were needed for demonstrations. They stuffed the envelopes in the
offices and performed other menial tasks. Kathleen Cleaver, in a Black Scholar interview,
revealed some of the problems in the movement that caused her to become involved
in women’s liberation issues. While underscoring the crucial role played by women as
Black power activists, Kathleen Cleaver, nonetheless, acknowledged the presence of sex
discrimination.

I viewed myself as assisting everything that was done. . . . The form of assistance that women give

in political movements to men is just as crucial as the leadership that men give to those move-

ments. And this is something that is never recognized and never dealt with. Because women are

always relegated to assistance and this is where I became interested in the liberation of women.

Conflicts, constant conflicts came up, conflicts that would rise as a result of the fact that I was

married to a member of the Central Committee and was also an officer in the Party. Things that I

would have suggested myself would be implemented. But if I suggested them the suggestion

might be rejected. If they were suggested by a man the suggestion would be implemented.

It seemed throughout the history of my working with the Party, I always had to struggle

with this. The suggestion itself was never viewed objectively. The fact that the suggestion came

from a woman gave it some lesser value. And it seemed that it had something to do with the

egos of the men involved. I know that the first demonstration that we had at the courthouse

for Huey Newton I was very instrumental in organizing; the first time we went out on the

soundtracks, I was on the soundtracks; the first leaflet we put out, I wrote; the first demonstra-

tion, I made up the pamphlets. And the members of that demonstration for the most part

were women. I’ve noticed that throughout my dealings in the black movement in the United

States, that the most anxious, the most eager, the most active, the most quick to understand

the problem and quick to move are women.32

Cleaver exposed the fact that even when leadership was given to women, sexism lurked
in the wings. As executive secretary of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC), Ruby Doris Robinson was described as the “heart beat of SNCC.” Yet there were
the constant conflicts, the constant struggles that she was subjected to because she was a
woman.33

Notwithstanding all the evidence to the contrary, some might want to argue that the
central problem of Black women is related to their race and not their sex. Such an argument
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then presumes that the problem cannot be resolved apart from the Black struggle. I con-
tend that as long as the Black struggle refuses to recognize and deal with its sexism, the idea
that women will receive justice from that struggle alone will never work. It will not work
because Black women will no longer allow Black men to ignore their unique problems and
needs in the name of some distorted view of the “liberation of the total community.” I
would bring to the minds of the proponents of this argument the words of President Sekou
Touré as he wrote about the role of African women in the revolution. He said, “if African
women cannot possibly conduct their struggle in isolation from the struggle that our peo-
ple wage for African liberation, African freedom, conversely, is not effective unless it brings
about the liberation of African women.”34 Black men who have an investment in the patri-
archal structure of white America and who intend to do Christian theology have yet to real-
ize that if Jesus is liberator of the oppressed, all of the oppressed must be liberated. Perhaps
the proponents of the argument that the case of Black women must be subsumed under a
larger cause should look to the South African theologians Sabelo Ntwasa and Basil Moore.
They affirm that “Black theology as it struggles to formulate a theology of liberation rele-
vant to South Africa, cannot afford to perpetuate any form of domination, not even male
domination. If its liberation is not human enough to include the liberation of women, it
will not be liberation.”35

A CHALLENGE TO BLACK THEOLOGY
My central argument is this: Black theology cannot continue to treat Black women as if
they were invisible creatures who are on the outside looking into the Black experience, the
Black church, and the Black theological enterprise. It will have to deal with the community
of believers in all aspects as integral parts of the whole community. Black theology, there-
fore, must speak to the bishops who hide behind the statement “Women don’t want
women pastors.” It must speak to the pastors who say, “My church isn’t ready for women
preachers yet.” It must teach the seminarians who feel that “women have no place in the
seminary.” It must address the women in the church and community who are content and
complacent with their oppression. It must challenge the educators who would reeducate
the people on every issue except the issue of the dignity and equality of women.

Black women represent more than 50 percent of the Black community and more than
70 percent of the Black church. How then can an authentic theology of liberation arise out
of these communities without specifically addressing the liberation of the women in both
places? Does the fact that certain questions are raised by Black women make them any less
Black concerns? If, as I contend, the liberation of Black men and women is inseparable,
then a radical split cannot be made between racism and sexism. Black women are op-
pressed by racism and sexism. It is therefore necessary that Black men and women be ac-
tively involved in combating both evils.

Only as Black women in greater numbers make their way from the background to the
forefront will the true strength of the Black community be fully realized. There is already a
heritage of strong Black women and men upon which a stronger nation can be built. There
is a tradition that declares that God is at work in the experience of the Black woman. This
tradition, in the context of the total Black experience, can provide data for the develop-
ment of a holistic Black theology. Such a theology will repudiate the God of classical theol-
ogy who is presented as an absolute patriarch, a deserting father who created Black men
and women and then “walked out” in the face of responsibility. Such a theology will look at
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the meaning of the total Jesus Christ Event; it will consider not only how God through
Jesus Christ is related to the oppressed men, but to women as well. Such a theology will
“allow” God through the Holy Spirit to work through persons without regard to race, sex,
or class. This theology will exercise its prophetic function and serve as a “self-test” in a
church characterized by the sins of racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression. Until
Black women theologians are fully participating in the theological enterprise, it is impor-
tant to keep Black male theologians and Black leaders cognizant of their dereliction. They
must be made aware of the fact that Black women are needed not only as Christian educa-
tors but as theologians and church leaders. It is only when Black women and men share
jointly the leadership in theology and in the church and community that the Black nation
will become strong and liberated. Only then will there be the possibility that Black theol-
ogy can become a theology of divine liberation.

One final word for those who argue that the issues of racism and sexism are too compli-
cated and should not be confused. I agree that the issues should not be “confused.” But the
elimination of both racism and sexism is so crucial for the liberation of Black persons that
we cannot shrink from facing them together. Sojourner Truth tells us why this is so. In
1867 she spoke out on the issue of suffrage and what she said at that time is still relevant to
us as we deal with the liberation of Black women today.

I feel that if I have to answer for the deeds done in my body just as much as a man, I have a

right to have just as much as a man. There is a great stir about colored men getting their rights,

but not a word about the colored women; and if colored men get their rights, and not colored

women theirs, you see the colored men will be masters over the women, and it will be just as

bad as it was before. So I am for keeping the thing going while things are stirring; because if we

wait till it is still it will take a great while to get it going again.36

Black women have to keep the issue of sexism “going” in the Black community, in the
Black church, and in Black theology until it has been eliminated. To do otherwise means
that they will be pushed aside until eternity. Therefore, with Sojourner Truth, I’m for
“keeping things going while things are stirring.”
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