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h feminist theolog , _
.}:7”““:”7@ sexist limitations of the dominant theologies
critique d North America, it is not without serious
the light of Black
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of ww_:cﬂ.“. Qﬁmnwm:% when evaluated in
ha What are these limitations and how

en's ex rience.
M.NHE nqmﬁm:,mu} especially as they are related to
Christology? In this chapter, I will discuss these limitations
he way towards a

luding remarks, point t

and, in my conc
ded in Black women's expericncces.

theology that is groun
A. Limitations of Fermnist Theology

Feminist theology is inadequate for two reasons: it 1s

White and racist.
1. Feminist Theology as White Theology

Feminist theologians are white in terms of their race and
in terms of the mature of the sources they use for the

ir theological perspectives. Although

development of the
ng fermnist theologans, as

there are sharp ditferences amo
we have seen, they are all of the same race and the influence

of their race has led them to similar sources for the
definition of their perspectives on the faith. Of course, chief
among the sources is womens expernence. However, what is
often unmentioned is that feminist theologians’ sources for
women's experience refer almost exclusively to White
women's experience. White women's expernence and _m_»nr
women's experience are not the same. Indeed all expericnces
are unique to some degree. But in this case the difference 1$ SO
radical that it may be said that White women and Black
women are in completely different realms. Slavery and
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i The

o sdministered not only by masters and

aetality W2 by mistresses, reflecting the fact that White
o much participants in this system of

...;1...1&.3 bt t as
s .
n were U For every Angelina and Sarah

wome White men.
davery 44 H-Hi numerous of those like their mother who
(,rimke Eﬂaaa:...& slavery but thought that abolitionists like
not _..._,_Ms nu:a_ Garah were agitators, if not in fact heretics.
Angell .

b Black Women 's Experience Compared to White Women's
E rperience After Slavery

The abolition of slavery left intact the basic
relationship between Black women and White women in
particular and Black people and White people in general.
For many Black people, emancipation meant slavery without

chains.
The end of slavery as a formal, legal nstitution brought

neither change in the image of, nor sigmificant change in the
condition of Black peopie in the Umted States. The image
that Blacks were infernior and that they were intended to
service white America remained intact. Consequently, when
freed Blacks, sought work they were refegated in the labor
market to the same service jobs and menal work which had
been forced upon them during slavery. For Black men this
meant plantation/ farm work, ractory work, other meniai j0bs
and often unemployment.” For many Black women this meant
doing the same work as Black men as weil as empioyment as
domestic servants. Black women made up a significant
percentage of domestic service workers.?

In David Katzman's descripaion, domestic service in the
South was a caste system, and domestic labor a part of the

larger racial-caste structure which reproduced the social
ts and Whites were

relations of slavery. Blacks were servan
atwons of slavery < o hanged. The

masters and never were the two to
; i use
domination/subordination relationship within the ho

hold murrored the White/Black relationship in general and

espevially in the South.”
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_.Taquﬂn and Bl1ac¢ k women have
W
) peminist Theology @s Racist
would be inaccurate to assert that because feminist
__.o " is White, it is also racist. To be White does not
__.x.a._am:; mean to be racist, though the behavior of Whites
_._-qunu the distinction difficult. Nevertheless, my claim that
feminist theology is racist is best supported by a definition of
racism. )
to Joel Kovel . . . 18 the tendency of a

Racism, according
society to degrade and do violence to people on the basis of

race, and by whatever mediations may exist for this
v:aﬁOmm.a_o These mediations are manifested in different
forms, and are carried on through various media: the
psychology, sociology, history, economics and symbolism of
the dominant (White) group. Racism is the domination of a
people which is justified by the dominant group on the basis
of racial distinctions. It is not only individual acts but a
collective, institutionalized activity. As C. Enc Lincoln

observed,

[flor racism to flourish with the vigor it enjoys in

America, there must be an extensive n:Bﬁ:mom
mbers of

acceptance and partictpation by large nu
people who constitute its power base. It is the
consensus of private persons that gives racism its
derivative power. .. . The power of racism is the
power conceded by those respectable citizens who
by their actions or inaction communicate the
consensus which directs and empowers the overt

bigot to act on their behalf.!!

minists are not racists, the
and therefore takes on a

Even if some individual fe
pressor assumes the

so structured,

movement has been
haracter. In a racist society, the op

racist ¢
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To say that many Black women are SusSPICIOUS of the
feminist movement, then, is to speak mildly about their
responses to it. Put succinctly, women of the dominant culture
are _uo_.na.?na as the enemy. Like thewr social, sexual and
political White male partners, they have as thetr primary
if not oppression of the Black _.mnm wﬂn

15

culture. Because O

goal the suppression,
the advancement of the dominant . _
perception, many pelieve that Black feminism 13 El

contradiction in terms.
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ard a Black Feminist
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en. In the same year

4 perspective similar to Shange's,
prom & B of the Black Liberation
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ique inclusive of the 188
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.4 1 A Woman’ Black Women and Feminism?>
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nd the Black liberation movement
tri-dimensional

ues of racism, sexism
s24

simultaneous
movement for its racism a
for its sexism. The following year, this
analysis was extended in All the Women are Whte, and all

the Blacks are Men, But Some of Us are Brave,:® a volume
edited by Gloria Hull, Patnicta Scott and Barbara Smith.
These essays seek to advance Black womens studies, by
clarifying how analyses of racism, sexasm and classism may
genuinely illumine Black women s reality. More recently

Alice Walker's novel, The Color v:_ﬁ_.m.u‘ which recetved
the Pulitzer Prize, portrays the woubles of a Black girl/
woman entangled in an oppressive web created by the racism
of White Amenca, but in doing 50 she focused clearly upon
the brutal sexism of Black men. In her subsequent collecnons
of prose, In Search of Qur Mother s Garden, Wwalker proposes
the term womanist, in contradistinction 0 feminist, to denote
ferminusts of color.®®

The publications
In 1984 a signiticant historical volume © o
appeared by Paula Giddings, entitled When Ei_ w u.:., .
Enter.29 This work 15 an historical accoun the __Bmmr. .,u.
Black women on race and sex in America. She n.sab_n_? these
strugples through the nineteenth and twentieth tenturies.

of Black feminists continues to escalate.
on Black women
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aborates some of the forms
ck Church. s to challenge

eologians to advance Black
hurch and society James Evans
Black Theology and Black

ack T .o in the ¢
od Black theologians t0

atio
e ntitled
he challeng

es helped to fill the historical vacuum of

alack women's contribution to Black religion nma:nim:w. in
ﬂa.;anomg traditions. Pearl Williams-jones in "Pentecostal
women: A Minority Report,” identifies Black women leaders
of the 19th and 20th centuries who have held positions and
d the spheres usual for women. ¥ James S. Tinney

alism"#! has

~The Feminist Impulse in Black Pentecost
"historical theological overview of women in

lism.” Cheryl Cilkes' "Together and in
Tradition in the Sanctified Church,”
ties and strengths of women in Black
tifies how ther contributions are

irreplaceable, especially in light of how patniarchy and

racism impinge upon their vﬁaﬁnm:o?h

A number of graduate theses have also appeared to
contribute to the development of Black womens theologcal
wm_.mﬁanzcm, Delores Williams' The Black Woman Portrayed
in Selected Black Imaginative Literature and somé Questions
for Black Theology,*3 explores Black women's image (as
mother) through the antebellum slave narrative literature
and post-bellum literary material such as blues and
spirituals. Williams suggests that given the ﬁmnc:m_. reality
of Black Women, perhaps the dominant Jewish and
Christian biblical story of woman which focuses on Sarah,

wife of Abraham, 1 an inadequate model for Black women.
slave woman, as the corrclative of

She proposes Hagar, the .
Black women's experience. She challenges Black .rrd“om_m_:u
to re-examune the piblical sources of Chnshan traditions tor
a Black liberation Theology that could be inclusive of the

liberation ot Black women.

in
uqoia& an
Black Pentecosta
Harness: Women's
specifies the activi
holiness traditions and iden
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in theology which
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int for Womanist Theology

stinguish Black and White
it is also important to note these
| and Christological reflection. To

accent the difference between Black and White women's
perspective in theology, 1 maintain that Black women

scholars should follow Alice Walker by describing our
womanist theology.” The term

theological activity as
~womanist" refers to Black women's experiences. It accents, as
Walker says, our being responsible, in charge, outrageous,
courageous and audacious enough to demand the nght to
think theologically and to do it independently of both
White and Black men and White women.

| Black women must do theology out of their tri-
dimensional experience of ractsm/ sexism/ classism. To ignore
any aspect of this experience is to deny the holistic and
integrated reality of Black womanhood. When Black women,
say that God is on the side of the oppressed, we mean that

God is in solidarity with the struggles of those on the under

Because it i3 important to di
women's mxﬁnzm:nma,
differences in theologica

side of humanity.
In a chapter entitled "Black Women: Shaping Feminist
Theory," Hooks elaborates the interrelationship of the
ve reality of Black women and shows some
Challenging the

threetold oppresst
of the weaknesses
racist and classist assump

minist theory.

f White feminism, Hooks

of White fe
tion 0

writes:
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of the pikle in

eid Lje?

ation into the experiences of
Is that Black women considered
for religious validation in their

‘g relationship with God

T eded their introduction to ._.._a Bible, this Bible gave
F ¢ to their God-consciousnes 30 The source for
laqa ﬁﬂ-ﬁ—.@j 5 "

alack women's understanding of God has been twofold: first,
God's revelation directly to them, and secondly, God’s
revelation as witnessed in the Bible and as read and heard in
the context of their experience. The understanding of God as
sustainer, comforter, and liberator took on life as
they agonized over their pain, and celebrated the hope that
as God delivered the [sraelites, thev would be delivered as
well. The God of the Old and New Testament became real in
the CONSCIOUSNESS of oppressed Black women. Though they
were politically impotent, they were able to approprniate
certain themes of the Bible which spoke to therr reality. For
example, Jarena Lee, a nineteenth century Black woman
preacher in the African Methodist mu_wnoom_ Church
constantly maﬁrmu_ua the theme “Lite and Liperty” in her
sermons which were always mbiically based. This interplay
of scripture and experience was exercised by many other
Black women. An ex-slave woman revealed that when her
experience negated certain oppressive interpretanons of the

she, through engagin

Bible given by White preachers, 3 the
biblical message for herselt refected them. Consequently, she

also dismissed White preachers who distorted the Message
in order to maintain slavery. Her grandson, Howard

Thurman, speaks of her us¢ of the BiDie in this way:

mndﬂazn
Amen revea
ant snurce

Though Black women

she said, "the

i slavery,’
asionally hold

‘Durng the days ©

master s miniter would oO«c
services for the slaves. Always the white
his text something irom Paul.

b wr used as
Slaves be obedient w t r maslers

..., @3 untw Christ. then

hetn that are you

he would go on to show
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men's 2ffirmation of Jesus as God meant that

plack 2..._n were not God. One old slave woman clearly
e peOF ia 28 she ﬁ_.nu)&_“

3.-1»21& th

‘Dear Massa Jesus, we all uns beg Oo.sma _wnc_
come make us a call dis yere day. We _m.nw::.:w
put poor Etiopian women and people ain't tink
much ‘bout we. We ain't trust any of dem great
high people for come to W€ church, but do’ you is
de one great Massa, great too much dan Massa
Linkum, you ain't shame to care for we African

people.”
ave woman did not

n with those of Jesus.
know that Jesus would respond !

hesitate to identify her
In fact, the common

This sl
o her beck

struggles and pai
struggle made her
and call.

De sun, he hot 100

"Come to we, dear Massa [esus.

much, de road am dat long and boggy (sandy) and

we ain't got no buggy for send and fetch Ooner.
lked dat

per how vou wa
and ain't weary but tink
about we all dat way. We know you amn't weary
for to come to we. We pick out de torns, de

prickles, de bner, de backslidin’ and de quarrel
and de sin out of you path so dey shan't hurt

Ooner plerce feet no more. e

But Massa, you 'mem
hard walk up Calvary

pottom of humanity,
us even though she

As she is truly among the people at the
no food—but she can

she can make thungs comiortable for Jes
may have nothing to gtve him-no water,
glve tears and love. She continues:

we all uns ain't

dear Massa Jesus.
you when you

*Come 0 We,

got no good cool water tor give
thirsty. You know, Massa, de drought s© long, and
ain't nutting but mud to drink.

the well s0 low,
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But we gwine to take de 'munion ¢y,

wid de tear of repentance, and love _” and fiy) 4,

we heart. Dat all we hab to .vng: oug

Massa."’ BB you, 8 s
00d

For Black women, the rol
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s and struggles of her life from th aulios

wi i
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The Challenge of t

ance of Jesu
Black theologians have captured the
Jesus in the lives of Black people
n extent includes Black women. They all hold that
¢ history is important for understanding who he
ce for us today. By and large they have
d that this Jesus is the Christ, that is, God incarnate.
have uamcma that in the light of our experience, Jesus
?Q. treedom.6? They have maintained that Jesus means
HMMMQB from the sociopsychological, psychocultural,
economic and political oppression of Black people. In other
s a political messiah.83 "To free (humans) from

words, Jesus i ssiaf | (h .. .
bondage was Jesus’ own definition of his ministry.”® This
meant that as Jesus identified with the lowly of his day, he

now identifies with the lowly of this day, who in the
American context are Black people. The identification is sO
real that Jesus Christ in fact becomes Black. It is important to
note that Jesus' blackness is not a result of ideological
distortion of a few Black thinkers, but a resuit of careful
Christological investigation. Cone examines the sources of
Christology and concludes that Jesus 1S Black because "Jesus

was a Jew." He explains:

. ¢ in the Womanist Tradition
2 .n..,.nn_.?ﬁ

p than anyone,
f the gmnimnanam of

Jesus O P
d his significan

It is on the basis of the soteriological meaning of
the particularity of his Jewishness that theology
must affirm the christological significance of
Jesus' present blackness. He is black because .rm
was a Jew. The atfirmation of :ﬁ.m_mnr Q.:.wn
can be understood when the significance of his
past Jewishness 18 related dialectically to the
significance of his present blackness. Oﬁ the one
hand, the Jewishness of Jesus located .::: in the
context of the Exodus, thereby nc-_:&,“::w ﬂ_.._w ap-
pearance in Palestine with God's liberation of
ct_u?.uumﬁ [sraelites from Egypt. Unless Jesus
were truly from Jewish ancestry, it io:E.:ﬁrm
little .:ac_cm__nn_ sense to say that he is the
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... God wanted to identi i
mankind which had w::m.“ﬁim____“. ey
”E:ni:.n. ... |1 am constrained to Mﬂ_”
in our times has updated His form M”‘o ot Gog
to western society. It is my feelin _735_»:::
now manifesting Himself, and has Woﬁ”. a1y
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tainer and preserver of life, the mmo_.. i
Servant 4.,179 is despised and _..omonad v::ozzw
ﬂﬂamﬂﬂ of ...oa.os who is nna:m_.:waao:.. %
w&i.& lack Woman has borne our mio.ﬂi::
carmie our sorrows. She has been S.o::m:a
qmswnmwﬂ of >_ﬂa«_~.nm: white sociect oa
sansgre " :oﬂ”m and bruised by white _._.EE.:omw_u
5:1 : at she may be the instrumentali ,
ough whom God will make us whole.68 ality

and je atin

m

thought 1s that h
e was abie to concei
a _ nee: Divi
s other than a Black male Em.mwﬁin_mmmam the Divine reality

6. Cr /
hallenges for Womanist Christology
Although 1 have ar

analysis of theolo
salvific mESQ wi

gued th ; ..
gy and nr:.mpcm__w the White feminist
that it i th respect to Bj gy is inadequate for
t it is not totally i ack women, I d
believe that Black y irrelevant to Black won o contend
analysis, but th ﬂwnﬁs should take serio _._nnz s :mon._m” I
on behalf of nm should not allow themse] usly the feminist
argued, they are ofte ot e PO it
- €n racist uni ; , for as | h
The first unintentio . ave
Feminists r”én_.ﬂm__mamm therefore N.__w or by intention.
language and s Mﬁ_v:.& some problems Black women.
Christology. They have pec 1€ ehiitar, octed walh
Y have been able to w:Cﬁt _”ﬂc—cmv‘s and
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4 imagery are contributing factors

ine 12081 .on of women. ,
derd ™ . the v_.m._.m:. day, womanists must
¥ addressin® io between the oppression of
i Even though Black
have been able to transcend some of the oppressive

. male (and Black male) articulated

§ White
careful study reveals that some traditional

(mbols are inadequate for us today. The Christ understood
, the strangeT the outcast, the s.::mQ. the weak, Em poor,
_u..ﬁra the traditional male Christ (Black and White) less
significant. Even our sisters, the io_ﬂm:_m, of the past though
they nuﬂ.:ﬁ::na no problems with the symbols ﬁsm__.smm?mm.
they had some sus ‘cions about the effects of 2 male image of
the divine, for they did challenge the oppressive and
distorted use of it in the church's theology. In so doing, they
were able to move from a traditional oppressive Chnistology,
with respect to women, to an egalitanan Chnstology. This
kind of equalitarian Christology was operative in Jarena
Lee's argument for the right of women t0 preach. She argued
» .. the Saviour died for the woman as well as for the
man."®® The crucifixion was for universal salvation, not just
for male salvation or, as W€ mayv extend the argument to
include, not just for White salvaton. Because of this Chnist
came and died, no less for the woman as for the man, nO less

for Blacks as for Whites.

If the man may preach, pecause the Saviour died
for him, why not the woman? Seeing he died for
her also. Is he not a w hole Saviour, instcad of
g:o:«.ﬂ.s:?ﬁm who hold 1t wrong tor udio_su:

to preach, would seem 10 make it appear.’

Lee correctly perceives that there is an osncﬁo%nm:mmﬁm _w.nm
stake. If Jesus Chnst were a Savior of _:e._“_ﬂ?..: it _m:nn:w | ~s
1 :m s of Christ would be paramount. But it Chnst 18 ;
S . x "
Jtn mm::ﬁ:: 1s the humanity-the i:o.?:ﬁ.umo
msﬁc:qc . e

Christ which 13 signuticant Sojourner was aWArE
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~cond challenge for Black women is that we must
The ¢ e deeply the question of what Christ means in a
”, which class distinctions are increasing. If Christ is
wcietY I e least” then who are they? Because our

ntially poor by virtue of their race,

hﬂJﬁ_jN
foreparents were €99
no real need for them to address classism as a

there was o :
separate reality. Today, In light of the emerging Black
uddle class we must 2sk what is the impact of class upon our
lives and the lives of other poor Black and Third World

women and men.
Another way of addressing the class issue in the church 1s
1o recognize the fact that although our race/sex analyses
may force us to realize that Blacks and women should share
e church, the style of leadership and

in the leadership of th
basic structures of the church virtually insure the

continuation of a privileged class.

Contemporary Black women in taking seriously the
Christ mandate to be among the least must insist that we
address all three aspects of Black women's reality in our
analyscs. The challenge here for contemporary Black women
is to begin to construct a senous analysis which addresses the
structural nature of poverty. Black women must recogmze

that racism, sexism and classism each have lives of therr
is eliminated with

oi:.msn5230:&83&%93!0:
the destruction of any other. Though they are interrelated,

they must all be addressed.
women is to do

The third and final challenge for Black
Chnistology must be 2

constructive Christology. This
liberating one, for both the Black women's community and
the larger Black community: A Christology which negates
Black male humanity 15 still destructive to the Black
community. We must, therefore, take seriously only the
usable aspects of the past. .

To Uw sure, as Black women receive these challenges,
their very embodiment represents a challenge to S;,:E
women. This embuodiment (of racism, sexism and n_nuu_vaw
. , S minima
.,_Emu.ci::n women that a wholistic analysis 1s a
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The C hallenge of the

frrnia’ wadworth publishing Company, Inc., 1971),

¢ Califo 1 )

fr'! i - . ,

p.1e F1OT .smsz_ nor in Spanish America did slavery

¢ such precise and irrevocable categories of
L ita" d “for all

al servitude, durante vita an
i the United States. The

nanazzana‘; as in )

Leeumptions in these countries, should the status of a
wa_oi_ person be N doubt, was that he was free rather
than a slave,” quoted from William Lau Mathieson,
British Slavery and its Abolition (London: Longmans
Green, 1926), pPP- 37.38. A slave could be free by a
number of ways: (1) he could buy ms own freedom. (2)
In Cuba and Mexico, the Negro could demand a price
declaration which he/she could pay by instaliments.
(3) In Brazil the parent of 10 children mignt demand
his/her freedom. (Johnston, Negro m the New World,
p. 89) (4) The medieval Spanish code provided for
termination of the slave's service if he denounced
cases of treason, murder, countertetting, or the rape of
a virgin or if other merntonous acts are pertormed (p.

15).
3 Several biographies of Black wom

Among them are: John Colhns, The Slave-Mother (Philadelpnia: #31

North Fifth Street, 1853). This is a brief account Of a runaway slave
eedom for

mother who strategically gave up her infant to gain fr
them both. Victoria Earle, Aunt Lindy: A Story Founded on Real Life
(New York: J. J. Little and Co., 1393). This is the story (tichonalized) of
an ex-slave Black woman (and Black man) who discovered that a
burn victim placed in her care was her ex-master. After a religious
meeting she decided to nurse him rather than let mm die,
consequently in appreciation he heiped them to locate their son
whom he had sold years earlier. Sarah R. Levening, Memoirs of
Margaret Jane Black of Baltimore Md., (Philadelphia: Innes and
Son, 18/9). Levering gives Aer a brief account of the hife of Blake.
lavery to treedom for herselt and

Blake's mother is sdid to prefer s .
rling s paternalistic/ maternalistic and
impossible to see that perhaps

g freedom, but the un-bearabie
daughter would have to
the war. Jim Bearden and
tary Shaad Cary

carrV with i

en slaves have appeared.

her daugheer, Margaret. Leve
racist perspective made 1t
Margaret's mother was not rejectin

dithculties her weakling and sickly
experience as 4 freed person right atter
Linda Jean Butler, The Life and Times of ¥
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University Press, 1983). For

t Wesleyan
Elizabeth Ross Haynes, Negroes in
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Eaten, "Special Report
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of Domestic Gervants conducted by [sabel
Negro Domestic Service Seventh Ward" (Millwood, New
" 1973). Literary studies
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york: ‘Kraus-Thomas Organization Ltd.,
include Alice Childress, Like One of the Famly . . . Conversations
From 4 Domestic Life (Brooklyn, New York: Independence
publishers, 1956) and Trudier Harris, From Mammy to Mulitant:
Domestics in Black American Literature (Pmladelphia: Temple

University Press, 1982).
White females (especially immigrants) used domestic service as
more deccnt women s occupations-office

a stepping stone to other

clerks, stenographers, typists, book keepers, casmers, accountants,

store clerks and saleswomen, and telephone operators. For Black

women, domestic service was permanent. In 1890 and 1920 while
antly, Black women 1n this

White female servants declined sigmic

field increased to 40%. In 1920 thev were 73% o all laundresses. In

1910 and 1920 Black women were 0.3% and 1.4% in non-agnicultural
ere 32.1 and 37.11n

occupations while (native born) White women w
7% native born and 2% immigrant

such occupations. By 1920 only /
women were servants. Katzman, Seven Days A Week, pp. 72-73.
Two reasons can be deduced, from the studies, for the high
percentage of Blacks in domestic service. (1) Recognizing that race
relations and domestic service were \ntertwined, Katzman quotes
Orra Langhorne's report in 1350 that ‘among the white peopie of the
South, ditticulties about servants are generaily spoken of as ‘trouble
with Negroes, -INegroes and servants being u.c_.acan.c:u terms N
the average White Southerners vocapulary.’ (Katzman, Seven
Days A Week, pP- 185). See also Orra Langhorne, m_o:;nn:
Workman® (October 18%0) in Charles B. Wynes (ed) Southern
Sketches frum Virginid 184 1-1901 rr_zn:c:&c:_h. Virginia, “.«_c.:. ﬂ_
. () Sutherland suggests as another reason ,”o“ ”.M.Hﬁu
t_n:..a_:uuu of Black duinestic servants that negatlv
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