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INTRODUCTION 
 
Not long ago, Kirstie, Charlie, Claire and I stood on the grounds 
of the McCloed Plantation in Charleston, South Carolina. A 
plantation that began in 1858. 

It is a majestic ground in a beautiful city; trees bending 
upon the waves of the wind across the anvil of time. Epic church 
structures of meticulous colonial architecture. It is a city that 
boasts of history both inglorious and majestic.  

There we stood on that plantation, some 400 years after 
the first Dutch Slave ship arrived in Jamestown, Virginia, trying 
to reconcile the beauty of the Charleston churches and the horror 
of Charleston’s slavery.  

As you may recall, through the port of Charleston came 
more Africans stolen in the act of slavery, than any other port in 
the colonies. It was that inhumane enterprise that Denmark 
Vesey called, “America’s Original Sin.”  

There we stood on that plantation, after having visited 4 
churches built by Christian settlers who owned slaves. What a 
thought! Slave-holding Christians. Charleston was the kind of 
city of which Frederick Douglass said that the church bell rung 
in concert with the slave auctioneer’s bell. Standing there, 
showing Charlie and Claire the quarters, the shanties, and the 
shacks in which entire families lived—like the cotton they picked 
in the sacks they filled—stilted each of us. I won’t soon forget the 
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tears my son cried at dinner that night trying to wrap his 8-year 
old mind around how little boys his age were snatched from 
parents like his mother and me.  

There we stood on that plantation. Being a student of 
history, I was overcome by some strange overlaps of the 
American Evangelical timeline. The Great Awakening – that 
series of revivals, which started in Northampton with Jonathan 
Edwards and trailed south to take the Eastern seaboard by 
storm—gave birth to what we now know as Evangelicalism in a 
modern sense.  

Evangelicalism! What a name. Euan-gelion-ism. Gospel 
people. Good news people. People marked by personal 
conversion and a deep personal commitment to Christ. It was an 
emphasis on personal, vertical Christianity. Edwards and 
Whitefield, and both Wesley’s preached this message to crowds 
too large to number. Outdoor crusades, orphanages, and 
churches were erected in lighting speed. It was period marked by 
open air revival meetings to which horses instinctively raced 
their own masters to hear to the gospel message. You know it’s a 
revival when the horses run to the meeting! 

Some of the most popular of American sermons ever 
preached were delivered in that era. Who can forget sermons 
like, “Natural Men in a Dreadful Condition,” “Marks of a True 
Conversion,” “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” or “God’s 
Sovereignty in the Salvation of Men.” Edwards himself was 
caught up in a litmus tests of genuine religious affection. He 
would write and preach about the defining signs a legitimate of 
conversion and passion for God. Dismissing fluency and fervor, 
gyrations of the body and zeal in duty were no signs at all, 
Edwards said. Moral excellence, change of nature, conviction of 
certainty – these were the distinguishing signs of a truly gracious 
and holy affection.  

Some of the brightest theology emerged from that era. It 
was an era of soaring intellect in Christian Doctrine. It was 
distinctive and contributive to the narrative of what became 
American Evangelicalism.  
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Reading some of the theology of that era one gets the 
feeling that its birth was a reaction against a religion of the state. 
These were people of reformation. They believed that God 
revealed Himself through the scriptures and that to know God 
was to know Him through His self-disclosure within the 
Scriptures.  

Edwardsianism was the first indigenous theological 
movement in America.1  Puritanism, when understood as heirs of 
the protestant reformation, likewise emphasized personal 
salvation almost to the exclusion the corporate implications of 
salvation.  

The question that haunted my mind as we stood on that 
plantation was, “How do we reconcile the original sin of America 
with some of the bright theology that emerged from that era?” 
How could slavery and orthodox theology coexist? This was a 
church that not only survived the sin of slavery, but it also 
undergirded the very institution of chattel slavery itself. 

Lest anyone accuse me of being the angry black preacher, 
unable to relinquish the debts of the past, let me say straightaway 
that Biblical theology has always urged the Christian to reckon 
both with the slavery of sin and the sin of slavery. We, who are 
preachers of the book; we who have a high view of scripture and 
a high Christology must wrestle with the cultural contexts out of 
which our Evangelical theology emerges. But not only that, we 
need to check the biases which may linger in present day.  
 
THESIS 
 
The preacher as theologian has the responsibility not only to 
rightly divide the truth, but also to rightly apply the character of 
God to the people they serve. 

I recently read of a seminary, one that trains preachers, 
that refuses to discuss the tenets of Black Liberation Theology. It 
is, as some have suggested, a too ethnically-focused theology. I 
can appreciate that assessment, but what is the rest of our 
Evangelical theology? So, although we do not have to agree—
and should not agree at some points—with James Cone, a voice 
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who’s echo still reverberates through the corridors of the 
academy—we should still ask the question, what made James 
Cone’s theology necessary in the first place? That’s a question 
worth asking and one to which I hope we can give some careful 
attention. We must appreciate the voice of a James Cone, even 
you reject his theology, because some pronounced failures within 
the practice of the orthodox pushed him and many like him to 
look outside of orthodoxy to find answers. The powerful 
evangelical churches and church leaders of his era—through 
their complicity with culture—permanently disenfranchised the 
very people it said are made in the image of God on the basis of 
their skin color.  

Why is that during the greatest recorded revival in 
America, 310,000 Africans were snatched from their native land 
and brought to the American colonies by 1750? How is it that the 
supremacy of God in both personal conversion and the erection 
of a national government as a theological tenet grew in 
prominence at the same time that the slave market grew? How is 
it that Reconstruction failed and Jim Crow flourished in the same 
corners of a nation whose leaders attended churches maned by 
some of our strongest pulpiteers? How is it now that there seems 
to be a strange convergence between nationalism and 
Christianity in America? 
 
I want to propose an answer. 
 
The preacher—within their personal and local context—must 
steward their gospel proclamation by permitting the canon to 
interpret culture, and not letting culture interpret the canon. We 
cannot develop a culturally absent hermeneutic, but we can in 
conversation with Christian thinkers outside of our own cultural 
norm, engage the Biblical text and history in a way that exposes 
our blind spots. We need to develop a hermeneutic of suspicion; 
not one that comes to the text questioning its authority or 
mythologizing its content or denying its truth, but a suspicion of 
our personal preference upon the interpretation we make and the 
application we take. 
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Bruce Fields, of whom I am fond of quoting—because he 
gave his career in the academy as a black man in white 
evangelical spaces—lectured to us something this: the 
formulation of doctrine, the relationship between doctrines, and 
the application of doctrine lead to very different emphasis 
depending on who is doing the theology.  

Hear the wisdom in these words: “[Many] think that 
social, cultural, and religious factors do not affect theological 
formulation. Many do not understand that the formulation of 
doctrine, the exploration of the relationships between doctrines, 
and the commitment to applying theology to life can lead to 
different emphases.”2 Who you are, where you live, what 
privileges you enjoy or don’t enjoy, what challenges you face or 
do not face, have a corresponding impact on the emphases which 
emerge from your theology. We all have this challenge.  

All forms of preaching are in some way affected by the 
color of theology we practice. The influence, impression and 
subtleties of the preacher’s theology can be felt in his preaching. 
That means that the application of the sermon, in theory or in 
practice, is likewise shaped by the preacher’s theology. For that 
reason, the work of our preaching is informed by how the 
preacher does theology. 

For instance, I practice theology from the black 
experience. This fact is inescapable. And in some circles, it creates 
a kind of scholarly discomfort. It should not. It should create a 
humility in our work of theology. I was once asked by my 
systematic theology professor if all people could do black 
theology. I understood what he was asking. Implicit in that 
question, however, was a kind of hidden assertion that all 
theology is somehow neutral or devoid of cultural influence. 
That is a privileged assumption. For all theology is affected by 
our cultural lenses, good and bad. 

Is it possible to get the text right and the application of 
God’s character wrong? Is it possible to read the text in its context 
and misread our context for application for the people to whom 
we preach? I think so. There are many examples we can use to 
draw this out, but I think Edwards and Whitefield within early 
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Evangelicalism help us to view this challenge of the preacher as 
theologian. How might we have the best of orthodoxy and the 
worst of corporate, social orthopraxis? It happens because we 
abandon the line of scripture for the advancement and protection 
of our dearly held, but flawed privileges.  

And I think this is where we might benefit from, among 
other things, a look at theology in the black church context. It 
may be helpful to quickly define black theology. The definition 
is my own. Black theology is a practice of biblical theology that 
arises from the black religious and cultural experience in 
America. It is not a theology that paints God black. Rather, it is a 
way of doing theology that interprets God’s word through the 
lens of a people systemically and intentionally marginalized by 
the political and racial structure of the United States of America.  

In Black theology, liberation is a dominant theme explored 
and searched out in Scripture. Any Christian, by the way, who 
seeks to diminish the bright light of liberation from the 
Scriptures, especially for selfish gain, undermines the efficacy of 
their own salvation. In like manner, liberation is not so 
emphasized that the theme of liberation causes the interpreter to 
rip Scripture from its appropriate context—which leads to 
misappropriating its application. One can easily perceive how 
such a theology of liberation is attractive to an oppressed people. 
Like water to a parched land, liberation becomes the sole desire 
of the oppressed. The compassion found in liberation theology is 
remarkable. It speaks of a God who cares about the powerless 
and helps them in their quest for freedom. It says that in Jesus 
God identifies with the meek, lowly, and dejected. It strongly 
promotes features of God’s nature often unmentioned to the poor 
and exploited. 

How might reading a minority theology benefit the 
preacher in a local church? Might it give us a deeper 
understanding of God’s work for and among people? I’ll tell you 
what I think it might do. It might give us a greater appreciation 
for the breadth of God’s character. I think it might challenge us 
to resist favoritism, privilege, and the sins of injustice. It might 
make us more willing to invite unheard voices into the confines 
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of our classrooms and congregations. With all of its glorious 
benefits to me, I still sure wish I had that as a student at TEDS.  

In no way, am I suggesting that we develop a kind of 
canonical-cultural homiletic, where culture and experience 
comes first. That was the case with both Jonathan Edwards and 
James Cone. But I am suggesting that we develop a canonical-
cultural homiletic that takes into serious consideration the 
intersection of Scripture with the sociological, racial, and 
systemic oppressions of our times as we study. We need to know 
both what the Bible says about soteriology and love of neighbor. 
We need to know scripture not just to answer the key 
Christological question, but also the key social questions. We 
need James 1:22-25, to keep us from what Kevin Vanhoozer calls 
spiritual amnesia.  

This will help us to discern the ways of God as we preach, 
and urge our congregations to know Him more fully through our 
preaching.  

Another gift of black theology is that in its declaration are 
tools for handling suffering.  

Human suffering is witnessed throughout the canon, 
especially in the liberation passages Cone cites in his writings. 
When men and women are being murdered, children are 
tortured and those inflicting the terror claim to use God-
language, claiming belief in Jesus Christ, it becomes very difficult 
for Cone to talk about divine providence.3 Cone rejects what 
appears to be the biblical view of providence. That is that God is 
in control and allows human suffering. He cannot imagine God 
allowing and therefore approving the infliction of oppression 
among black people. Cone does not understand Paul’s words in 
Rom. 8:28 to mean that suffering is in accordance with God’s 
divine plan. He could read culture well, but stumbled at the 
omniscience and omnipotence of God. Without a Biblical 
foundation, he failed. At the same time, if one has a Biblical 
foundation but only reads the scripture in a way that benefits 
their bottom line, they too have failed. The problem in our day is 
that its either/or. I suggest we need both/and. If the evangelical 
academy does not find a way to redeem its social conscious by 
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doing both: reading the scripture right and standing for justice 
on behalf of the oppressed, future generations will resort to other 
sources for comfort. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
This kind of theology, the kind that reads the text aright and 
examines real life issues impressed by culture and sustained by 
government, will make of our hearers a people ready for God-
ordained action in the world. It brings The Body of Christ into 
better body-shape. Kevin Vanhoozer has helped me to think 
through turning hearers into doers. He has urged us to get God’s 
people in shape.4 It makes me think of a friend who recently 
retired from the NFL.  He played 10 seasons and was arguably 
the best Chicago Bears’ running back since Walter Payton. His 
name is Matt Forte. He recently shared some of his fitness routine 
with me. The kind of conditioning required to play as an elite 
athlete in the NFL defies fatigue and mental limits. To reach his 
level of performance requires an unusual dedication to prepare 
the body for action. It’s a strain unlike much else. He had to be 
able to run, catch, block and take a hit. As he explained some of 
this to me, I began to think about my church. I wonder how many 
of those who sit under my preaching on a weekly basis are fit to 
take a hit, can run to win even when life squeezes them in, and 
can stay the course with endurance. I wonder how many of them, 
based upon my exposition of scripture and the God of Scripture, 
can identify wrong and are willing to stand against it? If after 
having heard me preach for several years, where should the body 
be? That’s what the pastor as theologian has to consider. We are 
called to equip the saints with a Biblical vision of God that makes 
them fit for the age in which we live.  
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