
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Toward a Creole Christ 
A Theology of Language and Christian Hybridity 
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Following the Civil Rights and Black Power movements of the 1960’s and 70’s, a 

new tradition of theology was inaugurated, known today as Black Liberation Theology. 

This tradition attempted to offer an account of Christianity that could challenge white 

racism and the theological structures that support white racism. Their theological vision, 

as articulated by James Cone, culminated Christologically in a “Black Christ.”  

In the 1980’s and 90’s, many black religious scholars and cultural critics began to 

raise questions about the conception of black identity at the heart of Black Liberation 

Theology. Central to these questions was a worry about essentialist renderings of identity. 

In the 2000’s and 2010’s, two black theologians, J. Kameron Carter and Brian Bantum, 

attempted to resolve these questions by revising Cone’s vision of the “Black Christ” through 

an appeal to a “Mulatto Christ.” 

In this dissertation, I evaluate the success of this appeal. I begin by framing the 

conversation through a review of Black Liberation Theology. I next give an account of the 

two primary sources utilized by Carter and Bantum in their revision of Cone: Critical Race 

Theory and Radical Orthodoxy. I conclude that these two sources lead to a problematic 



  
 

understanding of transcendence. The result is that Carter and Bantum’s appeal to mulatto 

merely delays the issues encountered in Cone, and continues to render identity in an 

essentialist fashion. 

Therefore, I also move toward making an alternative proposal, replacing both the 

“Black Christ” and the “Mulatto Christ” through an articulation of a “Creole Christ.”  I 

do this by trying to re-source Carter and Bantum through an appeal to (what I call) the 

ordinary reading of the later Wittgenstein. In particular, I consider Naoko Saito’s work on 

translation and cross-cultural understanding, in order to imagine new ways of navigating 

individual and collective identities, and especially, the identity of Christ. I argue that 

translation and translation’s communal maintenance of difference and similarity can help 

us envision Christ as “Word made flesh”––as the Divine Word spoken as a human word, 

advancing mutual attunement in language as a model for our lives together. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

Back to the Rough Ground… 

I write these first words of this dissertation from a coffee shop in East Dallas, Texas. 

About thirty miles from here is a place called McKinney, Texas. For the past week and a 

half, McKinney has been the focus of news coverage throughout the country, as “video of 

a police officer pointing a gun at teenagers in bathing suits and shoving a young black girl’s 

face into the ground has become the latest flash point in relations between the police and 

minorities.”1 This story has drawn attention for several reasons. The jarring nature of the 

images produced by the video is the most immediate. The setting, as seen in these images, 

is suburban and middle-class. The child being detained by the officer is black, female, and 

fifteen years old. Having been thrown to the concrete, she calls out first for her “momma,” 

then to her God––O God, she says. The officer shoves her face to the ground again––not 

once, but two more times. Then, he chases off some of her friends by waving his firearm at 

them, his finger on the trigger. 

A second reason this story has received so much attention has to do with McKinney 

itself, as a place. McKinney is a rapidly growing suburb of Dallas, whose emergence as an 

attractive site for new residents is not without its own checkered history. For example, 

according to an article in The Atlantic, McKinney recently “settled a lawsuit in which it was 

accused of hindering the construction of affordable housing in the western part of the city, 

1 Carol Cole-Frowe and Richard Fausset. “A Party at a Pool, a Jarring Image of Police Force.” The 
New York Times. June 9, 2015: A11. Print. 
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which is more white and more affluent.”2 Facts such as these have led observers, perhaps 

naturally, to draw connections between city development in McKinney and more subtle, 

systemic forms of racial bias––such that racial division is being inscribed within the 

planning of the city itself. And this has, in turn, opened up onto deeper assessments about 

the way racial technologies continue to be programmed into our society at large. Along 

these lines, it is bears mentioning that this pool party took place in that “western part” of 

McKinney that refused the construction of affordable housing. 

But the third reason this story has received so much attention may be the most 

significant of the three, as well as the most relevant to the beginning of this dissertation. 

Specifically, this incident in McKinney has appeared as apiece of a much larger escalation 

in racial tensions over the last few years, stemming from increased frustrations within the 

black community over the radical inequality by which justice in this nation is being 

distributed along racial lines.3 

The list of fatal victims of police brutality whose names have entered the public 

consciousness over the past few years now reads like a litany for the dead. Sean Bell. Abner 

Louima. Amadou Diallo. Oscar Grant. Aiyana Jones. Kendrec McDade. Ramarley 

Graham. Rekia Boyd. Trayvon Martin. Ariston Waiters. Jonathan Ferrell. Michael Brown. 

John Crawford III. Ezell Ford. Eric Garner. Freddie Gray. Walter Scott. And with the 

“public-ness” of these deaths, we have not just seen an escalation in racial tensions, but an 

acceleration of racial conflict. As of this week, both conversation and protest remain 

 
2 Carol Cole-Frowe and Richard Fausset. “A Party at a Pool, a Jarring Image of Police Force.” The 

New York Times. June 9, 2015: A11. Print. 
 
3 Though the criminal justice system is not the focus of my interests, I would be remiss if I neglected 

at this point to mention favorably Michelle Alexander’s work on this in her modern classic, The New Jim Crow: 
Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: New Press, 2011). 
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ongoing in Ferguson, while litigation continues a thousand miles away Baltimore. These 

are among the reasons why we should not have been (at least, altogether) surprised when, 

this past Wednesday night, conversations about McKinney were stopped––stopped, that 

is, by twenty-one year old Dylann Roof, who walked into the historically black Emmanuel 

A.M.E. Church in Charleston, South Carolina, and gunned down nine of its members at 

prayer. According to Roof, his brutal attack was aimed at nothing less than inciting a race 

war that would rid this nation of its black minority.4 Or, in his own words to his victims: “I 

have to do it. You rape our women and you’re taking over our country. And you have to 

go.”5 

I begin by “locating” (so to speak) this dissertation in this manner for another set of 

interrelated reasons. The first (and again, most immediate) is that my decision to write this 

dissertation arises in large part from just this history. In a statement at an MIA mass 

meeting on January 30th, 1956, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said that “there comes 

a time when time itself is ready for change.”6 Broadly speaking, what King meant was that 

social change––in his case, the desegregation of buses in Montgomery7––often comes about 

 
4 Poly Mosendz, “Dylann Roof Confesses: Says He Wanted to Start a ‘Race War,’” Newsweek (June 

19, 2015): http://www.newsweek.com/dylann-roof-confesses-church-shooting-says-he-wanted-start-race-
war-344797. 

 
5 Erik Ortiz and F. Brinley Bruton, “Charleston Church Shooting: Suspect Dylan Roof Captured 

in North Carolina,” NBCNews (June 18, 2015): http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/charleston-church-
shooting/charleston-church-shooting-suspect-dylann-roof-captured-north-carolina-n377546. 

 
6 Qtd. in Clayborne Carson, ed., The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Grand Central 

Publishing, 1998), 78. For King, this claim bore a set of metaphysical––he might have said, eschatological––
presumptions, driven by a (quasi-)Hegelian idea of human history. By quoting King in this way, I am not 
suggesting a shared commitment to this idea of history, but a shared sense, as a said above, that the present 
is a time “ready for change.” 

 
7 King likely had in mind Ghandi’s famous “salt march,” which took place in India during the Spring 

of 1930. As is well known, King was deeply influenced by Ghandi, and in more ways than one. But here 
specifically, King saw the success of Ghandi’s movement as being largely due to a certain readiness to hear 
his message, such that his making visible the plight of his people could evoke a sympathy within the general 
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less because of the dynamism of charismatic leaders, and more because a web of 

interconnected events has brought about a moment where the masses are no longer able to 

make peace with the status quo. I take the present to be such a moment.8 And, while I am 

no Martin King, I do hope to offer this dissertation as a timely word to this timeful moment. 

In particular, this dissertation (and especially, its next four chapters) hopes to 

examine this moment by making use of what Michel Foucault called an “archaeology of 

knowledge.”9 That is to say, this dissertation operates under the conviction that the various 

discursive10 realities apparent in this heightened moment of racial tension and conflict have 

been produced by a myriad of subterranean truth regimes, operating according to 

historically produced enunciative modalities––which need to be excavated. For, as Giorgio 

Agamben (expositing this key theme in Foucault) has written, the 

key to the modern is hidden in the immemorial and the prehistoric….it is in this 
sense that one can say that the entry point to the present necessarily takes the form 
of an archaeology; an archaeology, that does not, however, regress into a historical 
past, but returns to that part of the present that we are absolutely incapable of living. 
The present is nothing other than this unlived element in everything that is lived. 
That which impedes access to the present is precisely the mass of what for some 
reason (its traumatic character, its excessive nearness) we have not managed to 
live.11 

populace. Patently, King operated under a belief that (what we now call) “The Civil Rights Era” also 
possessed such a readiness. 

8 Roof’s view that his attack was necessitated by recent events in our country seems to indicate that 
he, and others like him, agree. To quote Martin King again: “Now it might be true that old man segregation 
is on its deathbed. But history has proven that social systems have a great last-minute breathing power. And 
the guardians of the status quo are always on hand with their oxygen tents to keep the older order alive.” Cf. 
Clayborne Carson, The Autobiography of Martin Luther King Jr., 89. 

9 Cf. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972). 

10 By “discursive,” here, I have in mind Michel Foucault’s understanding of a “discourse” as a 
complex interplay between words and things, such that their relation both disciplines and normalizes subjects. 

11 Giorgio Agamben, What Is An Apparatus? And Other Essays (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2009), 51.  
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In other words, Agamben is saying that, without conducting such an exploration into our 

past, we cannot fully access the present. We cannot, more poignantly, manage to live. In 

view of this, and if I can dare to put it this directly, the goal of this dissertation is to help us 

to live. To live in places like McKinney, Texas. To live in places like Charleston, South 

Carolina. To live through moments like this, and somehow, come out the other side. That 

is the first reason I begin by locating this dissertation in this manner. 

The second reason I have begun in this way ties into the first, but deals more 

specifically with the concept of “personal biography.” In her work on “intersectionality,” 

Patricia Hill Collins discusses “personal biography” as part of a “matrix of domination” 

that operates on the levels of both “oppression” and “resistance.”12 According to Collins, 

just because personal biography has been a crucial site13 through which oppressive systems 

have enacted their narratives of power, biography also is a space through which those 

modes of power can be contested, and so re-narrated––a space where the “intersection” (to 

use her word) of various narratives that always already is can be made visible. 

I begin this dissertation in this manner, therefore, in an attempt to make visible the 

sort of narratives that are running through, and intersecting within, my own subject 

position, and so are at work in many of the positions I will come to take in the pages that 

follow. I am, for instance, the son of an interracial and interfaith marriage––my father 

being Korean, with deep reservations about Christianity, and my mother being a white, 

evangelical Christian. When my parents were first to be married, it was opposed by both 

 
12 Cf. Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment 

(London: HarperCollinsAcademic, 1990), 225-227. 
 
13 For Hill, one of three crucial sites, along with “community” and “social institutions.” Cf. Collins, 

Black Feminist Thought, 225-227. 
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of their families, who both also supported their opposition with explicitly racialized logic. 

Their marriage was further opposed by my mother’s conservative Christian church, who 

opposed interracial marriage, and who supported this opposition with (ostensibly) Christian 

logic. Though my parents were thus forced to turn elsewhere in order to be wed, my mother 

nevertheless returned to this church after their marriage. So it was that I grew up in a world 

where my close friends outside of church tended to be black and Asian, while my close 

friends inside of church were almost exclusively white.14 

 This created a variety of tensions within my upbringing, most of which first resolved 

themselves in favor white Christianity. Following high school, for example, I went to 

Wheaton College––a prominently evangelical liberal arts school in the Midwest–where I 

played defensive end on the football team. People often find it hard to believe me when I 

say this, but only three of the roughly two-hundred men I played football with in college 

were black––all three of whom left the team in less than a year, citing reasons of “fit.” After 

college, I pursued ordination in the Episcopal Church. Though life had by this time 

brought about some changes in the way I thought about and practiced my Christian faith, 

I was at this point no less oriented toward white Christianity. The irony of the Episcopal 

Church is that, while touting itself as one of the most progressive denominations in 

America, it remains among the most predominantly white. In roughly six years of being 

ordained in the Episcopal Church, serving four different Episcopal congregations, I can 

count the number of black parishioners I have served on one finger. 

 
14 I have told this story in more detail in an article entitled “Why I Don’t Want Racial 

Reconciliation” in Out of the Ordinary, July 26, 2013: http://www.epicenter.org/article/lee-why-i-dont-want-
racial-reconciliation/. 
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 But as I entered into post-graduate school, two things began to disentangle white 

Christianity’s hold. The first was coming to learn about the black theological tradition from 

two of my teachers at Duke University: J. Kameron Carter and Willie J. Jennings. Looking 

back, I often refer to my time with Drs. Carter and Jennings using “conversion” language, 

as these teachers helped to deconstruct the ways in which my Christian formation had 

heretofore also been a form of racial discipleship––how I had, to put more of a point on it, 

been subject to processes of racial “assimilation”15; and how these processes, given my own 

racial identity, had been concomitant with a rejection and loss of self. With the help of Drs. 

Carter and Jennings, I began to explore this loss––began to understand how this rejection, 

rather than being a form of Christian fidelity, was actually a form of Christian heresy16; 

began to understand that this rejection had produced within me (what Freud called) a sort 

of “melancholia”17; and so, began to see that Jesus’ identification with and reversal of that 

grief is the first word of God’s liberative good news. Indeed, in one sense, it is for this reason 

that the black theological tradition is the subject of chapters two and three of this 

 
15 To make a Freudian allusion, which I came to appreciate through reading (with Drs. Carter and 

Jennings) Anne Anlin Cheng’s stunning analysis of race and American culture, The Melancholy of Race: 
Psychoanalysis, Assimilation, and Hidden Grief (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). Cheng’s book was the first 
in a series of books I read with Drs. Carter and Jennings alongside other Asian-American classmates at Duke 
Divinity School, as apiece of an informal graduate seminar entitled: “African-American and Asian Identities 
in Theological Dialogue.” 

  
16 The term heresy comes from the Greek word αἵρεσις, which literally means “choice” or “thing 

chosen.” It also came to have the specialized meaning of referring to a person’s “party” or “school” of choice. 
Cf. F.L. Cross; E.A. Livngstone, eds. “Heresy.” The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1974). In Christianity, it was popularized in the second century by Irenaeus in his Contra 
Haereses (i.e. Against Heresies). In Contra Haereses, Irenaeus describes normative Christian belief as “orthodox” 
(from ὀρθός, orthos “straight” + δόξα, doxa “belief”) and “heresy” as a belief or a custom at variance with 
normative Christian belief. Dr. Carters and Jennings follow James Cone and others in calling racial 
discipleship a form of Christian heresy. The implications of this will be teased out in the pages that follow. 
My use of the term here is more historical and biographical––this is how I came to understand the processes 
of racial assimilation to which I had become subject. 

 
17 Freud’s seminal position on “melancholia” was articulated in his Trauer Und Melancholie =: Mourning 

and Melancholia: 1917 (Merck, Sharp & Dohme, 1972), which distinguished “melancholia” from “mourning” 
as a pathology, which has taken place largely in the unconscious mind. 
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dissertation, and the work of Dr. Carter (along with one of his students, Brian Bantum) 

becomes the focal point of what follows in chapters four and five. This dissertation proceeds 

from the very personal conviction that the work produced by these authors is not only 

among the most exciting and innovative in contemporary theology, but also the most 

important. 

 This conviction is also born from the second thing that has served to disentangle 

white Christianity’s hold––namely, reading this tradition and these authors alongside (and 

against) the aforementioned escalation in racial tension and conflict. It would be no 

exaggeration to say, more specifically, that the George Zimmerman verdict was a turning 

point for me in this regard. Prior to that verdict, my developing sympathies for discourses 

of black liberation had largely been expressed through efforts to promote a sense of mutual 

understanding between those members of the black community who bore wounds from 

(what Robynne Neugebauer has called) the “criminal injustice”18 system, and those 

members of the white community who felt wrongly implicated by those wounds––the sort 

of work one might call “racial reconciliation.” However, this verdict––as a proverbial 

“straw that broke the camel’s back”––finally made it clear to me that the present moment 

is one that requires more than the mutual abatement of hostilities between two estranged 

parties. The present moment is one that requires a holistic reordering of our social 

imagination. For the escalation in racial tension over the past few years is more than just a 

conflict between two enemies who encounter each other on common ground. This 

escalation in tension is precisely the result of widespread unrest among the masses over the 

 
18 Robynne Neugebauer, ed., Criminal Injustice: Racism in the Criminal Justice System (Canadian Scholars 

Press, 2000). 
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way racism continues to operate on systemic levels, erecting totalizing social structures, and 

organizing comprehensive social performances. 

 That being said––and this is the last biographical point I will make––I still take up 

the role of “archaeologist” as something of an outsider to the history that I will be 

excavating. Here, I mean two things. First, as alluded to above, I am a Christian theologian, 

whose entrée into this study has come through conversations with other Christian 

theologians. As such, the focus of my work will be upon the role theology has had, and can 

have, in forming the world in which we live. This limitation––what some might refer to as 

a kind of “Christian exceptionalism”––is a limitation that I must acknowledge here at the 

outset. However, I will quickly add that this limitation may not be as limiting as one might 

assume. In fact, as I will intimate in chapter three, and discuss further in chapter five, part 

of the genius I see in the work of Carter et al lies precisely in their insight into how pervasive 

theology’s role was in the formation of the racial world. If they are correct, then a 

theological excavation of this moment, limited though it may be, is the most urgent and 

decisive archaeological need for the present. 

The second thing I mean by calling myself “an outsider” to this conversation is 

simply this: I am neither “black,” nor “white,” but a second-generation biracial Korean-

American. This is not to say that my story does not (to use the term again) intersect the 

knowledge regimes that require this excavation, but merely to emphasize that it does so 

from a different subject position. I take this to be both the limitation and the hope of what 

follows. Here I have in mind Kimberlé Crenshaw’s critique of the way that identity theory 

too often vacillates between an anti-racist discourse that is normatively black and male, and 

a feminist discourse that is normatively white and female, which therefore lets those 

marginalized persons that do not fit neatly into those two categories slip through the 
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cracks.19 I think Crenshaw is clearly right to have shown how this led to the erasure of black 

women’s experiences from the public sphere, and further, how this has been to the 

detriment of both anti-racist and feminist theory. However, the point needs to be extended. 

It is my contention that, just as anti-racist discourse has been helpfully supplemented by 

the work of womanists such as Crenshaw, so will it be benefitted by a similar supplement 

from the perspective other racialized identities, not least multiracial identities. More than 

this, it is my contention that the current escalation in racial tension and conflict is a moment 

calling out for just this sort of supplement. I will begin to introduce this problem more in 

chapter five, and then offer signposts toward its solution in chapter six. 

Before we get there, however, the ground that will be excavated needs first to be 

surveyed. The next chapter of this dissertation, to which we now turn, will offer an account 

of the origins of what is often called “Black Liberation Theology.” More specifically, it will 

attempt to give a faithful rendering of Black Liberation Theology’s own retelling of that 

story––how Black Theology has come to narrate its own life––in order to set the table for 

why its chief architect, James Cone, anchored his theological project on the image of “The 

Black Christ.”

19 Cf. Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence 
Against Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (July 1991): 1241-99. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Story of Black (Liberation) Theology 

Black Theology is a theology of black liberation. It seeks to plumb the black condition in light of 
God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, so that the black community can see that the gospel is 
commensurate with the achievement of black humanity. Black Theology is a theology of 
“blackness.”…The message of liberation is the revelation of God as revealed in the incarnation 
of Jesus Christ. Freedom IS the gospel. Jesus is the Liberator! 

––National Committee of Black Churchman, “Black Power Statement”1

Where did Black (Liberation) Theology come from? And how did it become what 

it is today? As noted in the introduction, the goal of this first section––and especially, this 

first full chapter––is to survey the ground that will be “excavated” in section two. Thus, in 

what follows here, I will offer a general account of Black Theology’s origin story, 

articulating it in terms I take to be faithful to the way scholars in that tradition narrate it 

for themselves. The goal, in providing this narrative, is to give context for why James Cone, 

the chief architect of (what will be called) Black “Liberation” Theology, anchored his 

theological project on the image of “The Black Christ.”  

In one sense, the emergence of Black Theology is uniquely easy to pinpoint. In part, 

this is because its formal history is so recent. In part, this is because its invention was so 

intentional (and, for that matter, so public). By the standard account, Black Liberation 

Theology as a discipline was inaugurated on July 31st, 1966, when an ad hoc group of black 

church ministers came together––under the moniker “The National Committee of Negro 

Churchmen” (NCNC)2––in order to publish a “Black Power Statement” in the New York 

1 Qtd. in James H. Cone and Gayraud S. Wilmore, eds., Black Theology: A Documentary History, Vol. 1, 
1966-1979, 2nd ed. (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1993). 38. 

2 The NCNC has since taken the name “National Conference of Black Christians” (NCBC). 
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Times. The statement, originally drafted by the Reverend Benjamin Payton, was 

subsequently edited by members of the committee into a full-page ad in the newspaper.3 

The Emergence of Black Theology: The NCNC Black Power Statement 

There were two main sources, occupying polar positions, which framed the context 

for this statement. On one pole was the work of Joseph R. Washington, Dean of Chapel 

and Associate Professor of Religion at Albion College.4 In 1963, Washington wrote an 

article whose title proposed this audacious question: “Are American Negro Churches 

Christian?”5 In short, Washington’s answer was: “no.” According to Washington, black 

Christianity had become overly influenced by a tradition of protest “external to the 

Christian faith, if not in contradiction with the faith,” and thus “developed a pattern of life 

totally irrelevant to the Christian faith.”6  

3 Payton was, in many respects, the obvious choice as the document’s author. Payton’s impressive 
academic resume––which includes degrees from Harvard University (B.D.), Columbia University (M.A.), and 
Yale University (Ph.D.), where he studied with H. Richard Niebuhr––had already won him notable positions, 
such as: Executive Director of the Commission on Religion and Race and the Department of Social Justice 
of the National Council of Churches in the USA and director of the Office of Church and Race of the 
Protestant Council of the City of New York. More recently, Payton has served as the President of Tuskegee 
University since 1981. 

4 As James Cone writes: “Indeed, black theology, in part, was created in order to refute Washington’s 
book. The black clergy wanted to correct two flagrant misconceptions: (1) that black religion is not Christian 
and thus has no Christian theology, and (2) that the Christian gospel has nothing to do with the struggle for 
justice in society. The black clergy contended that Washington had everything backward. It was black religion 
that was truly Christian, and it was Christian precisely because it had identified the gospel with the struggle 
for justice in society. White churches were hypocritical: they said one thing but did another; they preached 
love but ignored justice, and then developed a theology that justified it.” Cf. James Cone, For My People: Black 
Theology and the Black Church, Bishop Henry McNeal Turner Studies in North American Black Religion 1 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1984), 9. In this text, Cone explicitly names Washington’s book as one of 
three contexts for the genesis of Black Liberation Theology, the other two being (1) The Civil Rights 
Movement and (2) The Black Power movement. I have dropped (1) from a similar place in my analysis, not 
to out of any disagreement with Cone, but because I am focusing this initial piece of my analysis on the 
NCNC and its manifesto for the development of a discipline of Black Liberation Theology. A short discussion 
of the enduring value of the Civil Rights movement will emerge differently later in this chapter. 

5 Joseph R. Washington, “Are American Negro Churches Christian?,” Theology Today 20 (April 
1963): 76-86. 

6 Joseph Washington, “Are American Negro Churches Christian?,” 76, 81. 
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A year later, Washington extended this argument in a book entitled, Black Religion: 

The Negro and Christianity in the United States.7 This book made two major claims. The first, 

which nuanced the argument he made in the article, was that, while black churches still 

spoke in language that resembled the Christian traditions from which they had split, this 

language masked deficiencies in the most essential elements of these traditions: “a sense of 

the historic church, authentic roots in the Christian tradition, a meaningful theological 

frame of reference, a search for renewal, an ecumenical spirit, and a commitment to an 

inclusive church.”8 In other words, Washington felt that, though black churches still bore 

the vestiges of former associations with Christianity, they lacked the true marks of a 

Christian church. The second claim that Washington made in this book took his argument 

to an even deeper level. Not only were black churches disconnected from the Christian 

tradition, he argued. They were, further, without a dynamic and self-critical theological 

principle altogether, and so were incapable of supplying either meaning or correction to 

the faith they practiced. As a result of this, Washington reasoned, black churches could 

neither maintain a genuine connection to the historic forms of the Christian faith, nor guard 

against further corruptions of it.9 Rather, they were “forced to depend upon civil rights, 

religious feeling, sentiment, and color as substitutes for faith.”10 

 
7 Joseph R. Washington, Black Religion: The Negro and Christianity in the United States (Boston: Beacon, 

1964). 
 
8 Joseph Washington, Black Religion, vii. 
 
9 For Washington, a crucial example of this could be found in the way the Christological affirmation 

that “Jesus Christ is Lord” was often a marginalized part of confessional life for black Christianity. According 
to Washington, the diminution of this affirmation is scandalous, for it is precisely in this affirmation that 
Christian faith begins. Cf. Joseph R. Washington, “Are American Negro Churches Christian?,” 85. 

 
10 Joseph Washington, “Are American Negro Churches Christian?,” 85-86. Cf. Joseph Washington, 

Black Religion, 22. 
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Were these two claims not already enough to elicit a response from black church 

leaders, Washington’s proposed resolution to these criticisms certainly would have put them 

over the edge. Specifically, Washington concluded his book by calling upon white 

Protestantism to “create conditions wherein the Negro will realize assimilation is in his best 

interest and that of the Church,” and calling upon “all Negro congregations which exist 

essentially because of racial ties to go out of business.”11 It goes without saying why black 

church leaders might have wanted to respond to both these criticisms and these 

conclusions.12 The difficulty was in determining how to respond. This difficulty was 

compounded by the fact that, while strongly averse to Washington’s conclusions, black 

church leaders did not feel that Washington’s analysis was wholly without insight. 

Two aspects of Washington’s analysis found consonance with contemporary 

theological developments that were common among both clergy and religious intellectuals 

in the black community. First, it was felt that “Washington saw clearly, as no one else had, 

the profound theological difference between the gospel of liberation preached by King and 

ensconced as a distinctive strand within the fabric of black church history and the 

presuppositions of white Christianity.”13 More plainly, black pastors and scholars felt that 

Washington was right to note that black churches had diverged sharply from the white 

Christian traditions from which they had separated. Where they disagreed with 

 
11 Joseph Washington, Black Religion, 276, 281. 
 
12 However, for a more in depth discussion on the impact of Washington’s book on the rise of Black 

Liberation Theology, see Gayraud Wilmore, “Black Theology: Its Significance for Christian Mission Today,” 
International Review of Mission 63, no. 250 (April 1974): 211-231. 

 
13 Raphael G. Warnock, The Divided Mind of the Black Church: Theology, Piety, and Public Witness (New 

York: N.Y.U. Press, 2014), 55. Warnock is the Pastor of Ebeneezer Baptist Church in Atlanta––which, 
notably, is the pulpit from which both Martin Luther King, Jr. and his father once preached. Warnock 
remarks that this was a significant insight, and one that many black church leaders saw as a corrective to the 
universalism of Martin King and the Civil Rights movement. 
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Washington, however, was in how to interpret this divergence.14 More specifically, black 

church leaders argued that black churches, rather than departing from the authentic 

Christian faith, had uncovered a central dimension of the faith that white Christianity had 

all but forgotten––perhaps even, had suffocated––namely, its social dimension, and its 

social ethics. Having lost sight of Jesus’ kingdom ethic of social transformation––which 

brought good news to the poor, proclaimed release to the captives, and let the oppressed 

go free (Lk. 4.18)––white Christianity had constructed a faith oriented totally toward 

individual salvation and personal piety.15 

The second point at which there was some consonance between Washington’s 

analysis and contemporary theological developments in the black church brings us also to 

the second polarity that sets the context for the NCNC’s “Black Power Statement”––

namely, “Black Power” itself. As has just been discussed, one of Washington’s major claims 

was that black Christianity had become overly influenced by traditions of protest external 

(and contrary) to the Christian faith. There were, in essence, two parts to this claim. The 

first is that black Christianity had been influenced by traditions of protest external to 

established Christian tradition. The second is that it should not have been. The first part of 

this claim, it should be said, is in one sense uncontroversial. No Christian church has ever 

existed without some kind of reference to the cultural and intellectual environment in which 

it inhabited. Moreover, the ways in which the black church of the 1960’s had attempted to 

14 Washington actually laid the blame for this divergence at the feet of white Christianity. However, 
he did so in a way that, rather than truly implicating white Christianity for its various forms of oppression, 
actually reinforced the master/slave narrative. Specifically, he said that white Christians had failed to expose 
black Christians to the true theological insights of the faith, offering instead only the “simple story.” Cf. Joseph 
Washington, “Are American Negro Churches Christian?,” 79. 

15 Washington also names this as being, in his view, the fundamental way of understanding the 
Christian faith. Cf. Joseph Washington, Black Religion, 22. 
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do this have also been well documented. The Civil Rights movement, for example, would 

not have existed in the same way without the influence of Mahatma Gandhi’s principle of 

nonviolence upon Martin King. No one would have disputed this. The gravity of this claim, 

rather, was not in its first part, but in its second part. The issue was not so much a matter 

of external influence per se, but whether the specific influences that were influencing black 

churches were the wrong influences. 

Which brings us back to the NCNC “Black Power Statement.” At the time that it 

was composed, black churches were grappling with another new philosophy that had arisen 

in the midst of the Civil Rights movement––specifically, and as the name of the document 

itself suggests, the philosophy of “Black Power.” Because the Black Power slogan had been 

popularized by Stokely Carmichael and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

(SNCC)––which was becoming increasingly militant under his leadership––Black Power as 

a philosophy was assumed by many to be essentially secular and nationalist. In fact, since 

many had been turned toward Black Power because of their dissatisfaction with the 

ostensibly Christian belief that “suffering love” was (in some metaphysical sense) 

“redemptive,” it seemed to many that Black Power was demonstrably anti-Christian.16 As 

such, many Christians felt an immediate distrust toward the Black Power movement––not 

least, white liberal Christians, who had once been allies of the Civil Rights movement, but 

now felt betrayed by it. This skepticism was further fueled when prominent leaders of the 

black community––not only Martin King, but also John Lewis, who had been the chairman 

 
16 One irony of this, and there are many, is that the term “Black Power” was actually first coined by 

Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., in his commencement speech to Howard University. In addition to being a 
congressman and leading voice in the Harlem Renaissance movement, Powell had been the pastor of 
Abyssian Baptist Church in Harlem. John Lewis reflects on this commencement address in Walking with the 
Wind: A Memoir of the Movement (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1998), 371. Cf. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., 
Marching Blacks (New York: Dial, 1973), v. Also, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., “Black Power in the Church,” 
Black Scholar 2, no. 4 (December 1970): 32-34. 
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of SNCC prior to Stokely––first challenged and then rejected the slogan. 17 Nevertheless, 

because of its attractiveness to younger demographics (especially, students) the momentum 

behind the slogan continued to grow. 

So, on July 31st, 1966, the NCNC published their “Black Power Statement” 

standing between two poles––with Joseph Washington’s critique on one side of them, and 

a burgeoning Black Power movement on the other. Within this context, the pressing 

question was: Is Black Power a tradition of protest external to the Christian faith, which 

would convert black churches to (in the words of Washington) “a pattern of life totally 

irrelevant to the Christian faith”?18 More specifically, the NCNC asked: was the idea of 

Black Power somehow antithetical to the ideals of Christian love––was the turn to power a 

turn away from love? This was their response: 

As black men who were long ago forced out of the white church to create and wield 
“Black Power,” we fail to understand the emotional quality of the outcry of some 
clergy against the use of the term today. It is not enough to answer that 
“integration” is the solution. For it is precisely the nature of the operation of power 
under some forms of integration that is being challenged. The Negro Church was 
created as a result of the refusal to submit to the indignities of a false kind of 
“integration” in which all power was in the hands of white people. A more equal 
sharing of power is precisely what is required as the precondition for authentic 
human interaction….We regard as sheer hypocrisy or as a blind and dangerous 
illusion the view that opposes love to power. Love should be a controlling element 
in power, not power itself. So long as white churchmen continue to moralize and 
misinterpret love, so long will justice to be subverted in this land.19 

 
Two things should be noted about this statement. First, it sided unequivocally with Black 

Power. Reflecting on the significance of the statement, one prominent member of the group 

put it like this: “This group of ecclesiastical renegades, denominational radicals and mad 

 
17 Lewis’ personal reflections on these events can be found in his memoir, which was written along 

with Michael D’Orso, and entitled Walking with the Wind: A Memoir of the Movement, 26-374. 
 
18 Joseph Washington, “Are American Negro Churches Christian?,” 76, 81. 
 
19 National Committee of Negro Churchmen, Black Theology, 21. 
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preachers, pushed by the wave of growing Black militancy and the unresponsiveness of the 

white denominations to the Black condition, continued to meet….Standing between us and 

the Black community was ‘white Christianity,’ which we allegedly represented. That 

impression needed to be corrected posthaste.”20 In other words, this “Black Power 

Statement” became more than just a statement. It became a manifesto for the formation of 

a new discipline of Christian theology. 

 However, and secondly, this statement also grounded their manifesto in the claim 

that this new thing was not, in fact, “new”––not, at least, in its essence. To the contrary, 

the NCNC claimed that Black Power was merely what the black church had always already 

been doing. “The Negro Church,” as they put it, had been formed out of a “refusal to submit 

to the indignities of a false kind of ‘integration’ in which all power was in the hands of white 

people.” Put differently, the NCNC was saying that Black Power was a part of the black 

church’s origin story. Thus, in this sense, “black” theology was not something that had 

begun on July 31st, 1966. Rather, it had roots that went much deeper.  

 
The Origins of Black Theology: Ontological Blackness & the Invisible Institution 

In fact, much of the work done by black intellectuals and theologians in the fifty 

years since this “Black Power Statement” has been to clarify just what sort of roots these 

are. That is to say, the discipline of Black Theology has itself been largely archaeological–

–has itself been largely taken up in the task of excavating the various discursive realities that 

have produced (and have been produced by) black Christianity. In a remarkable book 

 
20 Leon Watts, “The National Committee of Black Churchmen,” Christianity and Crisis 30.18 (1970): 

239. 
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entitled Afro-Eccentricity: Beyond the Standard Narrative of Black Religion,21 William David Hart 

has distilled the various attempts to identify these roots into (what he calls) the ‘three 

narratives of black religion.’22 The black church’s attempt to narrate its own history is the 

‘second’ of the three narratives Hart names. According to Hart, the black church’s self-

narration warrants its own independent genus in his taxonomy since there is no “place 

other than the church where more black people gather on a regular basis for nontrivial 

purposes.”23 The black church, in this respect, holds an unrivaled institutional place at the 

cultural center of black religious life.24 

 
Narrating Black Religion: Three Rival Versions of Essentialist Identity 
 

Hart outlines the black church’s self-narration by reviewing ten texts by black 

church authors that attempted a historical-sociological analysis of the black church. What 

emerges from his analysis is a further typology of “social scientific scholarship on the black 

church,” following four categories first elaborated by C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. 

Mamiya.25 The first three of these types––the “Assimilation Model,” the “Isolation Model,” 

and the “Compensatory Model”––are (in one way or another) largely negative 

 
21 William David Hart, Afro-Eccentricity: Beyond the Standard Narrative of Black Religion (New York: 

Palgrave MacMillan, 2011). Though this dissertation has rather different constructive aims than does Hart, 
it shares deep resonances with his analysis of the current status of black intellectual and religious life. 

 
22 William David Hart, Afro-Eccentricity, 15-34. 
 
23 William David Hart, Afro-Eccentricity, 20. 
 
24 However, Hart is also quick to point out that the black church, despite this central place, no longer 

has the monopoly on black religious life that it once did. He makes this point with reference to Ida Rousseau 
Mukenge’s The Black Church in Urban America: A Case Study in Political Economy (Lanham, MD: University Press 
of America, 1983). Following Mukenge, Hart claims that the emergence of secular philanthropic 
organizations, and competition for interest from secular political organizations, were key factors in the 
unsettling of that monopoly. 

 
25 Cf. C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the African-American Experience 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 1990), 10-11. 
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interpretations of the black church as a ghettoizing barrier to assimilation into the 

American mainstream, and thus, as the animating force behind an ostensibly inferior black 

subculture––which is, in turn, something like a perverse simulacrum of mainstream 

American culture. Patently, these ways of narrating black church existence resemble the 

portrayal of black religion offered by Joseph Washington.  

Against these models, a fourth––the “ethnic community-prophetic model”––sees 

the black church more positively as standing in the role of “prophet to a white Christian 

nation,” precisely through its attempts at “building a sense of ethnic identity and a 

community of interest among its members.”26 Thus, rather than seeing traditions of protest 

(like the Civil Rights and Black Power movements) as external to or as a substitute for the 

authentic Christian faith, this model views these traditions as resources for resisting the 

ways in which Christianity has already become subject to corrupting, external influences–

–specifically, colonialism and its attendant doctrines of white supremacy. Patently, this way 

of narrating black church existence resembles the portrayal of black Christianity offered in 

the NCNC’s “Black Power Statement.” 

For the purposes of this project, what is most helpful about Hart’s taxonomy is the 

way in which it illumines how Black Theology came to narrate its understanding of the 

black church largely in terms of this “ethnic community-prophetic” model––often, as 

suggested above, over and against what the black church was saying about itself––and what 

was at stake in its doing so. As alluded to above, in addition to the black church’s various 

attempts at self-narration, Hart names two other standard narratives of what black religion 

is. The first he traces through the work of W.E.B. DuBois, and chiefly through his 

 
26 Lincoln and Mamiya, The Black Church in the African-American Experience, 11. 
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monumental text, The Souls of Black Folk.27 In especially chapter ten of that book (entitled, 

“Of the Faith of Our Fathers”) DuBois crafted what was and “is still the dominant narrative 

of Black Religion.”28 In sum, DuBois, despite taking both a historical and sociological 

approach to black religion as a field of study, nevertheless defined black religion both 

existentially and at least quasi-metaphysically as “the essence, genius, or soul of black folk”29 

(emphasis mine). Hart gathers the final narrative of black religion under the heading of “black 

religion as ancestor piety,” which refers to more phenomenological attempts at accounting 

for the African cultural traits that have both disappeared and survived in black Americans. 

The key figure he chooses to engage in this section is Molefi Kete Asante, especially his 

conception of “Afrocentricity.” In brief, Asante’s Afrocentricity is a call to all people of 

African descent to place “African ideals at the center of any analysis that involves African 

culture and behavior.”30  

What ties together the narratives traced through both DuBois’ Souls and Asante’s 

ancestor piety (at many points, despite their own stated intentions) is an essentialist 

rendering of black identity and religion––what Victor Anderson has called an “ontological” 

conception of “blackness.”31 Kwame Anthony Appiah has made this point with respect to 

27 W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Blue Heron, 1953). 

28 William David Hart, Afro-Eccentricity, 18. In fact, Hart goes so far as to say that the entire “history 
of black religious studies, to a great extent, is a series of footnotes to ‘Of the Faith of the Fathers.’” 

29 William David Hart, Afro-Eccentricity, 16. 

30 Molefi Kete Asante, The Afrocentric Idea (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987). Hart’s 
assessment of Asante is largely negative, and a major goal of his book is to rewrite the “black religion as 
ancestor piety” narrative in such a way that Asante’s Afrocentrism no longer plays such a central role. 

31 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness: An Essay on African American Religious and Cultural 
Criticism (New York: Continuum, 1995). Anderson’s work will become increasingly important to this 
dissertation in its fourth and fifth chapters. In one sense, in fact, Anderson raises the crucial problem that this 
dissertation tries to answer: how do we press “beyond ontological blackness”? This is because of the way that 
J. Kameron Carter’s work, and especially his Christology (along with the Christology of Brian Bantum),
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DuBois, claiming that Dubois’ notion of black religion is fundamentally Herderian––that 

is, that Dubois sees black religion as a volksgeist in a hereditary and essentialist sense.32 

According to Appiah, the “soul” of “black folk” thus becomes a sort of platonic ideal of 

their “inner ethical life” (to use DuBois’ own language) that gets transmitted and 

retransmitted into various historical realities of black existence.  

Asante and his conception of Afrocentricity have an explicitly different conception 

of black religion and identity. Nevertheless, as Clarence Walker has shown, a similar 

essentialist conception implicitly subsidizes his ancestor piety. As Walker argues, 

Afrocentrism creates an idealized and sentimentalized portrait of precolonial Africa as a 

culturally homogenous and static phenomena, which transcends time, and to which all 

African descendants must therefore show fidelity––must, that is, identify with in order to 

authentically participate in black life. Therefore, despite its conscious attention to the 

persistence of certain cultural phenomenon, what ultimately funds the overall project of 

Afrocentricity is a subconscious conception of Africa that is essentialist in a biogenetic, 

biospiritual, and even, biometaphysical sense.33 

 
centers upon a theological version of Anderson’s critique. Thus, one of the central questions that this 
dissertation will press is the adequacy of this critique––both in terms of whether it rightly identifies an 
ontologizing of black identity in earlier forms of black theology, and whether it sufficiently resolves the issues 
it raises concerning ontological blackness. 

 
32 Kwame Anthony Appiah, In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1992), 31, 50.  
 
33 In a recently revised version of Afrocentricity, Asante attempts to answer this critique. Rather than 

denying the claim, Asante chooses instead to defend essentialism itself. He writes: “Literary critics who attack 
Afrocentricity as essentialism have given essentialism a bad connotation. I have never defended an argument 
for any type of superiority based on biology. I detest such biological arguments and argue fundamentally that 
African culture is basically indestructible based on history, education, and experiences. Indeed, I have a 
definite view on the history and culture of African people. On this I shall always stand.” Cf. Asante, 
Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change (Chicago: African American Images, 2003), 4. 
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Given this, as Black Theology came to narrate its understanding of the black church 

in terms of (what we have been calling) an “ethnic community-prophetic” model, it tended 

to conceptualize (at least in these implicit ways) its “ethnic” and “communal” interests in a 

similarly essentialist fashion. Or, to use Victor Anderson’s language again, it set forth an 

ontological conception of blackness. So, as was quoted in the first epigraph above, the 

NCNC “Black Power Statement” defined “Black Theology” as “a theology of ‘blackness,’” 

such that its major aim is to “plumb the black condition in light of God’s revelation in Jesus 

Christ, so that the black community can see the gospel is commensurate with the 

achievement of a black humanity” (emphasis mine).34 As straightforward as these claims may 

seem, on closer examination, they raise some natural questions: What do we mean by 

“blackness”? In what sense is blackness a “condition”? Who counts as members of the black 

“community”? How is black “humanity” an achievement that must be realized? These are 

the crucial questions I will return to in the next chapter, and open up more fully in chapters 

four and five. 

 
Narrating Slave Religion: The Invisible Institution 

Before we get there, however, it bears worth laying out, at least in broad outline, 

the specific ways in which Black Theology’s self-narration articulated this ontological 

conception of blackness. According to James Cone, Black Theology “did not arise in the 

seminary or in the university,” but “came into being in the context of the struggle of black 

persons for racial justice, which was initiated by racial injustice.”35 If this is the case, then 

the story of Black Theology must begin by offering an account of the context within which 

 
34 Qtd. Cone and Wilmore, Black Theology: A Documentary History, Vol. 1, 1966-1979, 38. 
 
35 James Cone, For My People, 6. 
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black persons found themselves struggling for racial justice. The standard narrative centers 

around the question of how African slaves experienced the Christianity of their European 

masters, and offers an account of what grew out of this experience. The standard starting 

point for addressing this question was laid out by Albert J. Raboteau, especially in his 

identification of “slave religion” as an “invisible institution.”36 By speaking of an “invisible 

institution,” Raboteau marks two things, held together in a sort of creative and 

unsystematic tension. The first is that black Christianity grew up inside of American 

Christianity (hence, its invisibility). The second is that it did so as a countervailing religious 

tradition (and thus, was an institution in its invisibility). 

Raboteau’s argument with regard to the first point is somewhat straightforward. To 

say that black Christianity grew up inside of American Christianity is simply to say that the 

conversion of American slaves to Christianity did not initially create an independent 

ecclesial tradition, distinct and separate from the Christianity of their masters. To the 

contrary, American slaves formed a black faith from the very same ethos that formed the 

American colonies (and subsequently, America itself), and of which they were a part. 

Indeed, even as black Christianity became a countervailing religious tradition, it did so first 

of all, not by appropriating sources external to American Christianity, but by drawing upon 

resources at the heart of American identity.37 

 
36 Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1978). 
 
37 This is not to say that slaves formed black faith as an imitation of American Christianity, or that 

black faith is a subsidiary of American Christianity. What is not being suggested, in other words, is a 
relationship of dependence, such that black faith owes its existence, its genius, or its identity to American 
Christianity (and not the other way around). To the contrary, it is to say (and this is the whole point being 
made here) that it is impossible to tell the story of American Christianity without telling the story of black 
faith––that there is no American Christianity but the American Christianity within which black faith grew. 
The only American Christianity there is is the American Christianity in which black faith lives as a critical 
animating principle. I offer a crucial example of this in the footnote appended to the following paragraph. 
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Two aspects of slave Christianity specially evidenced the extent to which its ethos 

was formed within American Christianity. The first was its piety, which found its nascent 

expression in the piety of the Great American Revivals.38 These great “awakenings” (as 

they are also called) were evangelical movements, ignited by itinerate preachers, who made 

passionate calls for individuals to experience a personal conversion to a personal salvation. 

The piety of these movements, therefore, was largely geared toward eliciting an ecstatic 

experience from worshippers. The aim of this, as revivalists saw it, was to press the 

boundaries of Christian practice beyond the detached and high-minded intellectualism of 

precolonial Christianity, and into all aspects of daily life and experience. This piety became 

a deeply embedded aspect of slave Christianity for a number of reasons, not least that the 

itinerant and popular nature of these movements gave Christianity increased exposure 

amongst slaves (many slaves finding their first contact with Christianity through them). In 

fact, it would not be an exaggeration to say that the American Christianity within which 

black Christianity was formed was revival Christianity.39 

Politics is a second aspect of slave Christianity that evidences the depth to which its 

origins are to be found within American Christianity itself. More specifically, especially as 

the American colonies became an independent nation, slaves on the American continent 

encountered (with revolutionary force) the high egalitarianism and humanitarianism that 

girded its democratic principles. Over time, this led them to ask questions about the 

38 In addition to Slave Religion, this dynamic is developed by Raboteau is his A Fire in the Bones: 
Reflections on African-American Religious History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995). For an independent account, see 
also Diana L. Hayes, And Still We Rise: An Introduction to Black Liberation Theology (New York: Paulist Press, 1996), 
especially chapter two. 

39 One could go so far as to say––as DuBois does in “Faith of Our Fathers”––that black faith is 
revival Christianity, and that American Christianity bears this revival impulse precisely because of the debt 
it owes to black faith. Cf. W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk, 193-200. 
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relationship between its “inalienable rights” and their own existence––such that a political 

arrangement in which black Americans fought the British for freedom from tyranny, on 

behalf of a country who would subject them to chattel slavery, became a glaring hypocrisy. 

As Frederick Douglass put it in a speech to the Ladies Anti-Slavery Society of Rochester 

on the anniversary of Independence Day: 

What to the American slave, is the 4th of July?...You boast of your love of liberty, 
your superior civilization and your pure Christianity, while the whole political 
power of the nation…is solemnly pledged to support and perpetuate the 
enslavement of three million of your countrymen….The existence of slavery in this 
country brands your republicanism as a sham, your humanity as a base pretense, 
and your Christianity as a lie.40 

 
Famous because of its poignancy and severity, Douglass’ words here represent the 

blossoming of a political consciousness that had been growing for over a century, and had 

already given rise to abolitionists like Paul Jennings, David Walker, Henry Highland 

Garnet, Sojourner Truth, Solomon Northrup, Lewis Hayden, Mary Ann Shad, William 

Still, David Ruggles, Harriet Tubman, Sarah Parker Remond, Charles Lenox Remond, 

and Leonard Grimes.41 

 In fact, it seems that during the slave era itself, far from fearing that slaves would 

turn to traditions of protest external to Christianity––in order to develop “a pattern of life 

totally irrelevant to the Christian faith”42––masters feared exposing slaves to precisely these 

elements internal to their faith, and so consciously presented slaves with an (at best) 

 
40 Cf. Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave is the 4th of July,” in American Antislavery Writings: Colonial 

Beginnings to Emancipation (New York: Library of America, 2012), 596-602. 
 
41 Given this lineage, DuBois argues in “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” that there “are to-day no truer 

exponents of the pure human spirit of the Declaration of Independence than the American negroes.” Cf. 
W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk, 13. 

 
42 Joseph Washington, “Are American Negro Churches Christian?,” 76, 81. 
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truncated version of it.43 This strategy was carried out on diverse fronts, operating on both 

the level of piety and politics. On the level of piety, for example, a profound theological 

translation was enacted, so that the story of Israel “as a light to the nations” could be retold 

in terms of the expansion of European Christendom. Within this narrative, the identities of 

“Jew” and “Gentile” were first racialized, and then transcended, allowing English Christian 

settlers to play the role of God’s chosen and covenant people. The effect of this was not 

only the theological abstraction of Israel’s particular identity,44 but also, the moral and 

spiritual suppression of slaves, by placing them in a relationship of debt obligation to their 

masters––their Christian conversions engrafting them as heathen branches into a European 

root.45 This relationship was further reinforced by the highly selective catechizing of slaves 

into the Christian faith, aimed at discipl(in)ing a docile and submissive slave population. 

Catechisms written for these purposes not only disproportionately emphasized character 

qualities such as humility, loyalty, obedience, and service, but also, created an insoluble link 

between the obligation of showing these things to God and to their masters.46 

 
43 Albert Raboteau, Slave Religion, 98. 
 
44 A move that has proven to be central to discussions about race and the theological imagination, 

which will be dealt with variously in several of the chapters that follow. 
 
45 This history has been laid out in greater detail by Willie J. Jennings in The Christian Imagination: 

Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2012), especially chapters three and 
five. 

 
46 For example, in a catechism written by the Rev. Charles Colcock Jones, a famous slave instructor, 

slaves were required to assent to this set of questions and answers: 
 

Q. 37 When Negroes become religious, how must they behave to their masters? 
A. The Scriptures in many places command them, to be honest, diligent and faithful in all things, 

and not to give saucy answers; and even when they are whipped for doing well, to take it patiently and 
look to God for their reward… 

Q. 39 Which do you think is the happiest person, the master or the slave? 
A. When I rise on a cold morning and make a fire, and my master in bed; or when I labour in 

the sun, on a hot day, and my master in the shade; then I think him happier than I am. 
Q. 40 Do you think you are happier than he? 
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On the level of politics, this formation was secured by laws which severely limited 

slaves’ ability to access any information that might complete or enlarge this understanding 

of the Christian faith. Chief among these were “literacy laws,” which not only prohibited 

free persons from teaching slaves how to read, but in some cases, prohibited the act of 

reading by slaves altogether.47 If slaves learned to read, it was reasoned, they might 

encounter on their own ideas that could disrupt the order around which the slave state was 

organized48––not least, the idea of their own independent status and worth within the 

divine economy.49 Indeed, it was in view of this that Whitemarsh Seabrook, South Carolina 

 
A. Yes: When I come in from my work; eat my hearty supper, worship my maker; lie down 

without care on my mind; sleep sound; get up in the morning strong and fresh; and hear that my master 
could not sleep, for thinking on his debts and taxes; and how he shall provide victuals and clothes for his 
family, or what he shall do for them when they are sick––then I bless God that he has placed me in my 
humble station; I pity my master, and feel myself happier than he is. 

Q. 41 Then it seems everybody is best, just where God has placed them? 
A. Yes the Scriptures say, if I am called being a slave, I am not to care for it; for every true 

Christian is Christ’s free man, whether he be bound or free in this world. 
Q. 42 How can you be free and bound both? 
A. If Jesus Christ has broke the chain of sin, and freed me from the curse of the law, and the 

slavery of the devil, I am free indeed, although my body and services may be at the command of another 
[emphasis mine; Cited in Riggins R. Earl Jr., Dark Symbols, Obscure Signs: God, Self and Community in the Slave 
Mind (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1993), 41. Cf. Forrest G. Wood, The Arrogance of Faith: Christianity and Race 
in America from the Colonia Era to the Twentieth Century (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1990), 39-83.] 

 
47 For example, a law written in 1831 in North Carolina stated: “1. Be it enacted…That any free 

person, who shall hereafter teach or attempt to teach, any slave within this State to read or write…or shall 
give or sell to such slave or slaves any books or pamphlets, shall be liable to indictment….2. Be it further enacted, 
That if any slave who shall hereafter teach, or attempt to teach, any other slave to read or write…shall be 
sentenced to receive thirty-nine lashes on his or her bare back.” Cited in Heather Andrea Williams, Self-
Taught: African American Education in Slavery and Freedom (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 
206.  

 
48 Notably, this was the explicit justification given for restricting slave literacy within the legal codes 

themselves. For example, the aforementioned law in North Carolina begins: “Whereas the teaching of slaves 
to read and write, has a tendency to excite dissatisfaction in their minds, and to produce insurrection and 
rebellion, to the manifest injury of the citizens of the State: Therefore….” Similarly, an antecedent “literacy 
law” from 1740 in South Carolina began: “Whereas the having of slaves taught to write, or suffering them to 
be employed in writing, may be attended with great inconveniences….” Cf. Andrea Williams, Self-Taught, 
206-7. 

49 Albert Raboteau, Slave Religion, 98. 
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State Senator and antiliteracy advocate, claimed that “anyone who wanted to acquaint the 

slave with the whole Bible was fit for ‘a room in the Lunatic Asylum.’”50 

Nevertheless, slaves did find ways to become acquainted with the whole Bible, and 

so developed an identity that would help them carve out their own, independent path 

toward freedom. Thus, the second thing marked by Raboteau’s language of an “invisible 

institution” is the fact that what grew out of the African slave’s experience of European 

Christianity was a countervailing religious tradition (and in this sense, an institution in its 

invisibility).51 As Raboteau argued, because their independent examination of the Christian 

faith exposed slaves to the distortions in (and thus the inadequacy of) the Christianity they 

were taught, slaves “did not simply become Christians; they fashioned Christianity to fit 

their own peculiar experience of enslavement in America.”52 That is to say, when slaves 

realized that the story Israel could only be told as the story of the expansion of European 

Christendom through a perverse retelling of that story, they sought to tell the story 

differently––sought to correct the story they had been told by restoring its fullness, and 

drawing attention to those parts of the story that had been edited out in service to the 

institution of slavery. 

50 Janet Duitsman Cornelius, When I Can Read My Title Clear: Literacy, Slavery, and Religion in the 
Antebellum South (South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 1991), 40-1. 

51 Because of this, there is also a deep irony marked by this language of “invisible institution.” As 
Raboteau notes in the ‘Preface’ to the book, despite their illegality, these independent religious meetings not 
only became common amongst slaves, but eventually, came to be the organizing center of their social life. 
Thus, the fact that this “institution” remained “invisible” even after developing its countervailing tradition 
indicates that white masters––and eventually, white historians––found the silencing of this tradition an even 
more effective form of discipline than corporal punishment. To put this a little differently, it was, you could 
say, the concealment of this tradition (in all its aforementioned authenticity) from history that made Joseph 
Washington possible. 

52 Albert J. Raboteau, “African-Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel,” in African-American 
Christianity: Essays in History, ed. Paul E. Johns, 1-17 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994). 
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More specifically, upon realizing that their white masters had effected this re-

narration of Israel’s story by forcing it through the interpretive lens of colonial expansion, 

slaves attempted to reverse the colonialist interpretation by reading that story back through 

their own position in the colonial narrative. God and God’s people, they reasoned––

reasoned, that is, through the performance of subversive acts of poetry, prayer, and spiritual 

singing––could not be recast through the performance of white actors playing the roles of 

conqueror, master, and slave driver. Rather, as slaves encountered the Christian scriptures 

on their own, they encountered a God whose climactic self-revelation had been announced 

through God’s own son, Jesus Christ. And in Christ, they found a God who was one of 

them––a God who took on the nature of a slave, and suffered the injustices of oppression, 

false accusation and punishment, and an ignoble death (Phil. 2.6-8). In Christ, they found 

a God who did all of these things in order to form a new people out of the “least of these” 

(Mt 25.40). 

  
The Eclipse of Black Theology: Neoslavery & the Postbellum Black Church 

Thus far, I have begun to survey the ground that the rest of this dissertation will 

excavate by contextualizing the emergence of Black Liberation Theology in the late 1960’s 

as a response to both Joseph Washington’s Black Religion and a burgeoning Black Power 

movement. Claiming that Black Theology, in this nascent stage, sided unequivocally with 

Black Power, I showed that it did so by ascribing a primordial notion of Black Power to the 

black church’s “origin story.” I then moved to show how Black Theology came to make 

this ascription, in order to discuss what was at stake in its doing so.  

The first step I took toward making this demonstration was to analyze Black 

Theology’s attempts at clarifying the foundations of the black church alongside other 
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standard narratives of black religion. More specifically, I showed how an essentialist 

rendering of black identity and religion has substantiated the various standard narratives 

of black religion, so as to start shedding light on how a similarly ideological infrastructure 

grounds Black Theology’s own self-narration. I also noted that my central aim in this 

chapter is to uncover the ontological conception of blackness underneath the surface of this 

narrative, thereby setting the table for the chapters that follow.  

In order to shed more light on this ideological infrastructure, I next turned toward 

laying out the specific ways it was articulated in Black Theology’s narrative of black church 

history. Starting at the very beginning, I offered an account of African slaves’ first 

experience with European Christianity, focusing on what grew out of that experience. In 

sum, I said that these slaves developed a countervailing religious tradition inside of colonial 

American Christianity, drawing upon both its piety and politics, in order to reverse the 

distortions that led to their marginalization. As such, this countervailing tradition 

developed, not as an external or irrelevant contradiction to the Christian faith, but as a 

profoundly relevant correction internal to the Christian faith. Howard Thurman put it this 

way: “By some amazing but vastly creative spiritual insight slaves undertook the 

redemption of a religion that the master had profaned in his midst.”53 

Foreshadowing what I will contend in the next chapter, I concluded the previous 

section by noting that the primary theological move made by these slaves was to claim 

Christ as being not only sympathetic to their plight, but as himself one of them. Two things 

are worth noting about this claim. First, one can see in this claim a sort of embryonic 

attempt to (in the words of the NCNC “Black Power Statement”) “plumb the black 

 
53 Howard Thurman, Deep River (Mills College, Calif.: Eucalyptus, 1945), 34.  
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condition in light of God’s revelation in Jesus Christ” so as to “see the gospel as 

commensurate with the achievement of a black humanity.”54 However, and secondly, what 

is not yet evident here is how this claim could be rendered in any formal sense as “a theology 

of ‘blackness.’”55 The question this naturally raises is: How did it become so? I will return 

to this question in the succeeding section of this chapter. However, before that question can 

be addressed well, there is still more ground that needs to be surveyed.56 

 
19th Century Neoslavery: Slave Leasing & Convict Leasing 
 

At this point, the trajectory of the narrative takes a surprising turn. If Black 

Theology’s black church narrative centers around the way in which African slaves 

improvised upon the Christian faith from inside of colonial American Christianity, the plot 

twists when these slaves stopped being slaves. It goes without saying that the Civil War and 

the Emancipation Proclamation brought about a decisive change in the legal status of slaves 

in this country. What bears worth fleshing out in more detail is the social-psychological 

impact its aftermath had upon the organization of black communities, and particularly the 

black church. According to James Cone, the antebellum black church was largely 

 
54 That being said, a crucial question raised by the subject of this dissertation, and pressed into by 

the arguments I will make, is whether an ontological conception of blackness is the only (or even, the most 
faithful) way to “plumb the black condition in light of God’s revelation in Jesus Christ” so as to “see the gospel 
is commensurate with the achievement of a black humanity.” More to come. 

 
55 Qtd. in Cone and Wilmore, Black Theology: A Documentary History, Vol. 1, 1966-1979, 38. 
 
56 The historical survey that follows in this section is in part demanded by the archaeological 

approach of this chapter. It is, in other words, the claim of this chapter that Black Theology grows out of this 
history, such that Black Theology can be best understood by understanding how it emerges from that history. 
In addition to the methodological approach I have taken here, there is a second reason why the detail that 
follows is so important. As will be dealt with more fully below, Cone argues that “black experience” and 
“black history” are the proper sources of Black Theology. Thus, Black Theology grows out of this history, not 
only on a subterranean level, but in a way that is explicitly self-conscious. Cf. James Cone, A Black Theology of 
Liberation, Fortieth Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2010), 24ff. 
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“revolutionary,” 57 while the postbellum black church, with few exceptions, has been largely 

counterrevolutionary.58 This raises a natural question: Why?59 Why would the black 

church after the Civil War have been less revolutionary than the black church before the 

Civil War?60 

I said above that slaves had in an albeit creative and unsystematic way held together 

both the piety and the politics of the Christian faith. In essence, Cone’s argument is that 

the period following the Civil War saw the slow erosion of the political impulse in the 

balance of this arrangement, which led to a parallel degradation in black church piety. 

 
57 Here, a double meaning is intended, with respect to the “politics” within which the “invisible 

institution” was formed––again, that distinctly American politics, whose origin story is revolution for the sake 
of freedom. 

 
58 This is a crucial part of his argument in chapter four of James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power 

(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1989). 
 
59 Of course, at least one other question could be asked here: Is Cone right? In defense of Cone’s 

somewhat sweeping historical generation, we could also point to C. Eric Lincoln’s thesis regarding “the death 
of the Negro Church,” and Gayraud Wilmore’s thesis regarding “the deradicalization of the black church.” 
Wilmore’s account of this comes in chapter six of his book Black Religion and Black Radicalism: An Interpretation of 
the Religious History of African Americans (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2012). Similarly, J. Deotis Roberts, offers 
an account of the historical development of the black church in which it “should have become a revolutionary 
power for liberation, but with few exceptions it has become a dispenser of spiritual aspirins” Cf. “Black 
Ecclesiology of Involvement,” Journal of Religious Thought 32 (Spring–June 1975) reprinted in Black Religion, 
Black Theology: The Collected Essays of J. Deotis Roberts, ed. David Emmanuel Goatley, African American 
Religious Thought and Life (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2003), 73.    

 
60 In addition to what I will say below, it should be mentioned that Cone (among others) challenges 

the notion that liberating the black slave was really a significant priority of the North in the Civil War. For 
example, he quotes Abraham Lincoln as having said: “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the 
Union, and is not either to save or destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slave, I would 
do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also do that.” Cone, in fact, goes 
even so far as to suggest that Lincoln was himself a white supremacist. He cites Lincoln further: “I will say 
then that I am not, nor ever have been in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality 
of the  black and white races––that I am not nor ever have been in favor of making voters or jurors of Negroes, 
nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with white people; and I will say in addition to this 
that there is a physical difference between the white and black races which I believe will forbid the two races 
living together on terms of social and political equality. And inasmuch as they cannot so live, while they do 
remain together, there must be the position of superior and inferior, and I as much as any other man am in 
favor of having the superior position assigned to the white race.” Qtd. in James Cone, Black Theology and Black 
Power, 10. 
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More specifically, Cone argued that through the rise and fall of “Reconstruction,”61 the 

“black church lost its zeal for freedom in the midst of the new structures of white power. 

The rise of segregation and discrimination in the post-Civil War period softened its drive 

for equality….Black churches adopted, for the most part, the theology of white missionaries 

and taught blacks to forget the present and look for the future.”62 To put this a little 

differently, there was a sort of dual-operation that took place. On the one hand, the “new 

structures of white power” slowly suffocated the political will of much of the black church, 

and particularly the aspiration for freedom among the majority of black congregations. 

Imagine, Cone suggested, a “society which pronounces a man free but makes him behave 

as a slave…all of the strength and will power is sapped from the would-be rebel.”63 On the 

other hand, precisely because emancipation provided limited political protection for newly 

freed slaves, adherents of slaveholding religion made increased efforts to secure a form of 

piety that would indemnify its doctrines of white supremacy––not only in white churches, 

but in black churches as well. 

In the Pulitzer Prize winning Slavery by Another Name,64 Douglas A. Blackmon offers 

a stunning account of how, for at least forty-five years after the Emancipation 

Proclamation, hundreds of thousands of black men and women remained “slaves in all but 

 
61 The term “Reconstruction” officially refers to a time period from the end of the Civil War to “The 

Compromise of 1877,” where the South purportedly conceded the Presidential election to Rutherford B. 
Hayes in exchange for the withdrawal of federal troops. The concomitant effect of this withdrawal was the 
collapse of Republican state governments in places like South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana, and the loss 
of any serious political will to establish equal rights and protection for freed blacks. Cf. David Blight, Race and 
Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 87. 

 
62 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 105. 
 
63 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 104. 
 
64 Douglas A. Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name: The Re-Enslavement of Black People in America from the 

Civil War to World War II (New York: Doubleday, 2008). 
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name.”65 Crucial to his account is his exploration of the “effects of cycle upon cycle of 

malevolent defeat, of the injury of seeing one generation rise above the cusp of poverty only 

to be indignantly crushed, of the impact of repeating tsunamis of violence and obliterated 

opportunities on each new generation of an ever-changing population outnumbered in 

persons and resources.”66 What results is a tragic picture in which millions of blacks were 

forced back into the shadows, as objects of a system of terror that constantly threated their 

seizure and sale. 

This story of neoslavery actually begins in the last years before the Civil War, with 

the emergence of “industrial slavery,” as the South’s efforts to compete with Northern 

dominance in industry led to the development of highly evolved systems of leasing, 

wholesaling, and retailing slaves from one farm or factory to the next. By the late 1850s, 

the practice of “slave leasing” had become a regular feature in southern life, finding its use 

as a way of offsetting the irregularity and volatility of farm production, which tended to ebb 

and flow with the cycle of the seasons. Intense periods of work in the planting season were 

generally followed by several months of idleness during the summer months, and then 

another great surge of activity during harvest season, followed by more months of 

hibernation in the winter. Adroit slave owners soon realized that opportunities for 

contracting their slaves, increasingly provided for by new labor and industrialization, 

allowed them to maximize the financial return on their most valuable assets. Indeed, in 

contrast to the paternalistic model of agrarian slavery––in which, even the harshest slave 

masters were concerned with their slaves’ wellbeing at least to the extent that slaves’ health 

65 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 2. 

66 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 6. 
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and survival were crucial to their bottom line––this kind of industrial slavery created a 

context where slaves became resources which could be drained exhaustively, no differently 

than livestock or equipment. 

A generation of antebellum slave leasing had two significant effects on what followed. 

In the first place, slave leasing provided a way for slavery to evolve into something more 

dynamic, flexible, and nimble than previously imagined. As such, when owning slaves 

became against the rule of law altogether, a prototype was ready at hand for adaptation to 

the new situation. Secondly, while emancipation (at least, temporarily) interrupted the 

supply chain for this system, the demand created by two decades of this practice did not 

disappear once slaves were set free. Because of this, when it came time for a nation to 

rebuild itself following the devastation of the Civil War, a system of labor that could step 

into the void needed to be devised. 

It was in this manner that the practice of slave leasing in the 1850s and 1860s 

regenerated itself around the practice of “convict leasing” in the 1870s and 1880s. The shift 

was as swift as it was totalizing. The years immediately following the Civil War saw arrests 

and convictions for petty crimes increase exponentially.67 Arbitration for these cases was 

decided upon by local representatives in lower courts––generally, a coalition of law 

enforcement, county magistrates, notaries public, and “Justices of the Peace”68––as state 

circuit courts were reserved for serious felony crimes. The sentence in these cases was 

 
67 The most popular of these was “vagrancy.” As the practice of convict leasing became increasingly 

normalized, it was often the case that the accused was even accused of nameless crimes, or would come under 
contract prior to receiving conviction, having been convinced to “confess judgment” on the promise of 
receiving a lesser penalty. Cf. Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 67. 

 
68 The title given to a local man appointed by the governor to represent law and government in 

smaller jurisdictions. I draw attention to the fact that local authorities arbitrated these cases in order to 
highlight how little oversight there was for these cases. Cf. Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 61. 
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almost always forced labor. Over ninety percent of those sentenced with forced labor were 

black. In many cases, corporations then paid a “surety”69 to the court to settle the convict’s 

debt to the state. In exchange, they were given a contract which entitled them to the rights 

of the convict until what was paid had been worked off. In theory, the convict would be 

released once that debt was fulfilled. In reality, once a convict was captured by one of these 

contracts, they could be held almost indefinitely.70 

By 1877, every Confederate state except Virginia had embraced the practice of 

leasing prisoners sentenced with forced labor into commercial hands. As ever larger blocs 

of black people were turned over to private companies, an organized market for prisoners–

–involving not only the sale and trade of prisoners, but the production of prisoners, 

generated through the work of bounty hunters and fraudulent conviction––evolved. The 

system eventually lost even the pretense of law enforcement and public protection, 

becoming instead little more than a way of creating wealth. In less than a decade, it seems, 

whites “realized that the combination of trumped-up legal charges and forced labor as 

punishment was…a desirable business proposition.”71 Companies to whom convicts were 

 
69 Traditionally, this practice involved family members or close friends of a convicted felon coming 

into court to pay the fines due for their crime as a pledge and guarantee of the convict’s future good conduct. 
However, it had also become common for the victim of the crime to pay this surety, agreeing to forgive the 
accused in exchange for a contract with the accused, who would then work until any damages had been 
repaid. It was this latter practice that made possible the new practice of convict leasing. Cf. Douglas 
Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 62. 

 
70 The most common way of adding time to a man’s contract was to accuse him of some trumped 

up charge purportedly committed after the contract was signed, thus deepening his indebtedness. Fees and 
fines were also regularly applied to prisoner’s balance, ostensibly to offset the costs of maintain their living 
expenses. Attempts to escape could also bring about lengthy additions to sentences, as prisoners were charged 
for the labor costs involved in their recovery. Cf. Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 144. 

 
71 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 55. The logic here is somewhat straightforward, though 

not for that reason any less horrible. Slaves during the previous era were at least minimally insulated by the 
intrinsic value of their long term health and survival. Those who leased convicts were less concerned with the 
long term health and survival of those under their control precisely to the extent that they had no long term 
value to them. Convicts in the new system were only of value while their strengths or sentences lasted. As 
such, there was an intrinsic incentive to exploit convicts for their greatest value while they served their 



 38 
 

leased were given absolute control over their prisoners. Prisoner vulnerability to profit 

margins led to their regular brutalization and starvation. In the years immediately after 

Alabama began leasing prisoners, for example, nearly half its convicts were literally worked 

to death.72 

Again, the impact this had on black communities went far beyond its death toll. In 

the era of Reconstruction, optimism and “an expansive sense of opportunity pervaded 

black life…African Americans still felt strongly that they were on the cusp of authentic 

integration into mainstream American life.”73 Sure, there were challenges in freedom’s 

aftermath. But these seemed surmountable. As the thirteenth amendment was swiftly 

followed by the fourteenth and fifteenth, along with the Civil Rights Act of 1875, it 

appeared as if the United States might emerge from this period as a truly modern nation, 

committed to comprehensive social uplift. Meanwhile, black land ownership was surging. 

New communities were being established. Additional schools were being opened. So, 

Blackmon argues, most “African Americans…[would have] found it incomprehensible that 

they and their descendants might be relegated again to a permanent, inferior social and 

legal position.”74 

Convict leasing demoralized this optimistic spirit. The spectre of reenslavement 

proved an effective tool for intimidating the masses of black people into submission. Or, 

where some form of resistance could be imagined, it became an effective tool for doing 

 
sentence. The result was that convicts were routinely pushed up to their physiological limits, and often, pushed 
passed them.  

 
72 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 57. 
 
73 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 85. 
 
74 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 86. 
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away with the most promising leaders in black communities. During this period, a sense of 

absolute defenselessness came to define black life, as blacks anywhere could be swept into 

the legal system on the most superficial pretense, and the ability of blacks to challenge this 

system became ever more circumscribed. The effect of this was something like a “bait and 

switch.” Blackmon’s image for this is poignant: “That the parent had once sacrificed 

enormously to rescue the less favored child only made its abandonment more deeply 

bitter.”75 

20th Century Neoslavery: Jim Crow & Mob Violence 

Time rolled on. The 20th century brought with it many changes, but the flexibility 

of neoslavery proved adequate to its vicissitudes. In some places, convict leasing was banned 

during the two world wars, only to be revived once the wars were over. In others, the 

practice continued unabated. More often, changing economic and technological 

circumstances led to adaptation rather than abolition. For example, the development of 

“chain gangs”––the practice of chaining prisoners together as they performed demeaning 

or physically demanding work––offered an “improved” method of forced labor and 

intimidation. The more things progressed, however, the less such methods became 

necessary. To put this a little differently, these methods proved so successful that they 

became inscribed in the very fabric of black existence. Over time, blacks were ground into 

such political and economic penury that the difference in costs between convict labor and 

free labor became increasingly negligible.76 

75 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 87. Blackmon’s language is reminiscent of W.E.B. 
DuBois’ claim in “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” that “the shadow of deep disappointment rests upon the Negro 
people––a disappointment all the more bitter because the unattained ideal was unbounded save by the simple 
ignorance of a lowly people.” Cf. W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk, 8. 

76 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 352. 
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During this age of neoslavery, other legal innovations also appeared alongside 

convict leasing in order to suppress black political will. When the U.S. Supreme Court’s 

1883 ruling on the Civil Rights Act of 1875 severely limited the reach of federal law into 

issues of civil rights, the result was a proliferation of new segregation laws––often referred 

to as “Jim Crow”77 laws––aimed at systematically eliminating the rights of former slaves 

and their descendants. The first target was voting rights, and the excising of black 

participation in political life. The second was public education, and suppressing the 

development of an educated, black upper class.78 The culmination of all these legal efforts 

took place in 1896, when the U.S. Supreme Court delivered its ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson. 

Homer Plessy, a thirty-year old white shoemaker with a trace of African blood, had been 

tried and convicted for violating one of Louisiana’s racial segregation laws. Plessy had 

appealed his case through Louisiana state courts all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. In 

 
77 The term “Jim Crow” originally refers to a character created by white entertainer Thomas 

Dartmouth (“Daddy”) Rice (1808-1860). Rice would darken his face, act as a buffoon, and performs song 
and dance in an exaggerated and distorted parody of black vernacular. By the mid-19th century, the term 
“Jim Crow” had become a collective racial epithet. Cf. Jerrold M. Packard, American Nightmare: The History of 
Jim Crow (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2002), 151-71. 

 
78 White leaders saw real economic advantage to the majority of free blacks remaining available as 

a cheap labor supply, and acted intentionally to ensure that they did so. Cf. Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by 
Another Name, 105. So, fifty years after the Civil War ended, nearly sixty percent of adult black men worked 
on farms. Many of these men were sharecroppers or rent farmers. The conditions of these workers were only 
marginally better than that of the prisoners captured in the convict leasing system. Otto B. Willis, a white 
farmer living in the deep Black Belt of Alabama, describes this in poignant detail in a letter to the Department 
of Justice in 1933:  

 
“The Negro is worse than broke…His family goes ragged and without medical attention and the 
women are attended by ignorant colored midwives at childbirth and many die from blood 
poison….The negro is half starved and half clothed, yet he sees no hope of ever being out of debt, 
cause many landowners tell them if they move off his land he will have them put in jail or threatened 
with bodily harm. Colored people have little standing in court here. So he is afraid to move. So they 
are forced to remain on and start another crop for the landlord….These are the facts…Is it right?” 
Cf. O.B. Willis to Department of Justice, Nov. 20, 1933; Joseph B. Keenan to O.B. Willis, Dec. 8, 
1933, 50-1-0, Peonage Files, RG60, NA. 

 
According to a federal census taken in 1910, nearly 700,000 men, along with at least 2.5 million 

members of their family, lived in a form of de facto involuntary servitude. Cf. Bureau of the Census, Bulletin 
129, Negroes in the United States (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1915), pp. 7, 36-39.  



 41 
 

its decision to uphold the verdict against Plessy, the Supreme Court conceived of a new 

and flagrantly duplicitous concept: “separate but equal.” It was a signal moment in 

American history. From this point forward, any “charade of equal treatment for African 

Americans was not just acceptable and practical…but morally and legally legitimate in the 

highest venue of white society.”79 For black and white alike, the ruling seemed to implicitly 

affirm widespread national regret over emancipation, and informally establish a pattern for 

the next twenty years whereby almost any justification could be used to rationalize the 

unimaginable abuse of black people.80  

Here again, the impact was felt far beyond its legal ramifications. Alongside the 

development of Jim Crow laws was an ever-tightening web of Jim Crow practices, a web 

that “eventually spread like a shroud across the former Confederacy and its neighboring 

states.”81 What resulted was a bitterly repressive social code, whose psychological power 

continued to sap “the strength and will power…from the would-be rebel.”82 This social 

code reached into every aspect of shared life between blacks and whites. Hiring practices, 

for example, greatly limited the economic potential of black workers. A tacit agreement 

 
79 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 110. 
 
80 One of the most shocking examples of this took place in 1903, when the federal government 

attempted to indict key figures in Alabama convict leasing rings under peonage statutes. The defense 
constructed by lawyers on behalf of the defendants made the argument that, despite the constitutional 
amendments prohibiting slavery, no statute made an act of enslavement explicitly illegal. Given the growing 
national weariness with race matters, the argument effectively won the day. Of the forty-three indictments 
issued, all ended in acquittals, dismissals, suspended sentences, or presidential pardon. The sum total of fines 
levied against the defendants was three hundred dollars. Forty years after the Emancipation Proclamation, it 
was ruled––in spirit, if not in letter––that slavery was not a crime. Cf. Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another 
Name, 227, 355. 

 
81 Jerrold Packard, American Nightmare, 56. 
 
82 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 104. The words of a black convict working on the slave 

farm of Edward McRee in Macon, Georgia are representative: “We had sold ourselves into slavery––and 
what could we do about it?…The white folks had all the courts, all the guns, all the hounds, all the railroads, 
all the telegraph wires, all the newspapers, all the money, and nearly all the land.” Cf. Blackmon, Slavery by 
Another Name, 251. 
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existed amongst white employers that black workers could not change jobs without the 

direct approval of former employers. Even then, only the most servile jobs could be offered 

to black employees. The violation of these practices could lead to consequences not only 

for the blacks who were hired, but for the whites who hired them. While these conventions 

destabilized black life in the world of work, other conventions were deployed on the home. 

A uniquely American-style apartheid was produced throughout the nation,83 first by formal 

“segregated-neighborhood ordinances,” and then, when these were ruled 

unconstitutional,84 through the informal spread of “restrictive deed covenants.”85 Under 

these restrictions, blacks were herded into substandard ghetto housing, boxed in on every 

side by whites refusing them expansion. Finally, if work and home were not enough, these 

codes even went so far as to extend their grasp over black identity. Black public behavior 

was tightly policed. Blacks were expected to play into the Jim Crow caricature of the 

“bumbling Negro,” and if they ever failed to do so––if they ever, for example, showed too 

 
83 I should be transparent at this point that I have (at least, when possible) intentionally avoided 

pointing out regional differences with respect to any of these practices. Of course, it goes without saying that 
the South has a unique relationship to slavery, Jim Crow, and so forth. However, I have avoided highlighting 
the South’s unique guilt in these cases as that is not the focus of the story I am telling. The reality is, despite 
any differences, the entire nation is implicated in the horrors committed against its black population. 
Moreover, and more pertinent to our purposes here, there was no escape for black people from these systems 
of terror in either the North or the South. Residential segregation is a good example of this, as it was a practice 
that originated and found greater use outside the South. Cf. Jerrold Packard, American Nightmare, 100-1. 

 
84 In 1916, the U.S. Supreme Court decided against the constitutionality of a Louisville segregation 

ordinance, setting a precedent throughout the nation. However, it should be noted that the Supreme Court 
did not strike down these ordinances because of their patent discrimination against unwanted blacks. Instead, 
the Court decided that these laws presented a property rights issue, in that they restricted property owners 
from selling or otherwise disposing of their property as they saw fit. Cf. Jerrold Packard, American Nightmare, 
103-4. 

 
85 Restrictive deed covenants were private contracts between property owners that restricted how 

owners could legally dispose of their property. According to Jerrold Packard, this uniquely American form of 
apartheid actually did more damage to the black freedom of action in the long term than its South African 
variety, in large part because the informal apartheid could not be put away as efficiently through formal 
means. Cf. Jerrold Packard, American Nightmare, 105. 
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much temerity or familiarity86––they could be subject to ostracism, or worse. By the early 

20th century, these implicit systems of social monitoring were so totalizing––reaffirmed with 

devastating consequences for millions of blacks––that written codes and statutes became 

almost redundant.87  

Indeed, in all these cases, the possibility of mob violence hung over the black 

population as an ever-present threat against any transgression of the social order. While 

mob violence was at first sporadic and infrequent, its effectiveness relied not on the principle 

of probability, but of possibility. Moreover, as the era of Jim Crow progressed, violence 

against blacks became both more common and more programmatic. Crucial to its 

expansion was the rebirth of the Klu Klux Klan. Founded in 1867 in order to keep former 

slaves under white control, the KKK had largely died out during Reconstruction, as 

Congress and the courts passed laws restricting its activities. However, in the mid-1910s, a 

new KKK was born. A decade later, it claimed roughly four million members.88 

Concomitant with its rebirth was an escalation in the most deplorable phenomenon 

of the Jim Crow era––namely, “lynching.”89 From 1889 to 1941, there were 3811 recorded 

86 Especially in instances of black men showing too much attention to white women. As Jerrold 
Packard puts it: “The South’s fixation with the mixing of races had to do, at least superficially, with the 
‘protection’ of white women’s ‘purity.’” Cf. Jerrold Packard, American Nightmare, 100. 

87 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 356. 

88 Estimates sometimes place this number as low as two million, sometimes as high as nine million. 
At least five U.S. senators could be counted among this number. This Klan resurgence was largely fueled by 
a new propaganda machine, which valorized the work of the KKK. The most famous instance of this type of 
propaganda is D.W. Griffiths The Birth of a Nation (1915), a silent, race-baiting film adapted from Thomas 
Dixons’s novel and play, The Clansman (1905), as well as Dixon’s novel, The Leopard’s Spots (1902). Three hours 
in length, and utilizing expansive new techniques and new technologies of filmography, The Birth of a Nation 
is often considered integral not only to the birth of the new KKK, but to the birth of modern filmaking. Cf. 
Jerrold Packard, American Nightmare, 126-8. 

89 The colloquial term used to refer to execution outside the due process of the law. Part of what 
makes this escalation in lynching so disturbing is that it took place at a time when it was becoming increasingly 
clear that there was no danger of an accused black criminal being exonerated of any crime. Cf. Jerrold 
Packard, American Nightmare, 137. 
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lynchings of black men in America. At its peak, this would even take form in a kind of 

undifferentiated urban lynching, commonly referred to as “race riots.” Through these race 

riots, the true aim of lynching was exposed. Beyond simply taking justice into its own hands, 

lynching was a kind of spectacle, a circus, that at the same time fulfilled the bloodlust of the 

white population, while also serving as a warning to the black population not to overstep 

its bounds.90 As each new act of terror “spread new layers of tragedy atop the deep residue 

of trauma left by thousands of prior horrors….each new outrage moved osmotically, 

absorbed often without explicit note into the shared experience of black society in which 

nearly all realistic hope of authentic independence had been shattered.”91 

 
The Postbellum Black Church: The Invisible Institution Re-Colonized 

I began this section by asking how the postbellum black church could have become 

less revolutionary than the antebellum black church, as has been suggested by James Cone 

and others. Thus far, I have sketched, in broad outline, how the structures of white power 

that arose following the Civil War and emancipation slowly suffocated the political will of 

the vast majority of black people. What remains to be seen is the direct impact the rise of 

these structures had upon black churches themselves.  

A few significant shifts in the identity and structure of the black church took place 

during the postbellum era. The most immediate effect of emancipation upon the churches 

was the making visible of the once “invisible institution,” as hundreds of new independent 

 
90 Cf. Jerrold Packard, American Nightmare, 142. 
 
91 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 331.  
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churches and denominations were founded in its wake.92 That is to say, in the postbellum 

era, the black church was no longer primarily a countervailing religious tradition inside of 

colonial American Christianity. Now, it existed through its own independent bodies and 

organizations. At times, these churches were formed when blacks were expelled from their 

former affiliation with white churches. At others, they were founded as a way for blacks to 

express their newfound freedom. In both cases, what was being recognized on both sides 

was precisely the extent to which white churches were adjuncts of slavery. On the whole, 

without the impetus of discipl(in)ing a docile and submissive slave population, white 

churches no longer saw the advantage of maintaining a black presence in their midst. 

Conversely, without the compulsion to submit to white authority and teaching in worship, 

black Christians were more than happy to be freed from these associations as well. 

It is a testament to the humanity of black people that they recognized the ways in 

which white Christianity had exploited their adherence, and so, labored to free themselves 

from its controlling influences. However, as the processes of reenslavement and 

resubjugation worked against the black population as a whole, black churches had to 

grapple with the unintended consequences of their independence. In the first place, black 

churches increasingly came to be seen “as a place of retreat from the dehumanizing forces 

of white power.”93 They were––or at least, were perceived––as the one place where black 

people could go to feel safe. However, and in part because of this perception, the identity 

of the black church slowly began to shift. Rather than being a catalyst for revolution against 

92 According to Benjamin Mays and Joseph Nicholson, as many as three-hundred and thirty-three 
churches trace their origins to this period. Cf. Benjamin E. Mays and Joseph W. Nicholson, The Negro's Church 
(Salem, NH: Ayer Company, 1988), 30. 

93 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 104. 
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white power structures, it saw itself more and more as a vehicle for escape from white power 

structures. Secondly, black churches as independent institutions became given to what 

concerns all independent institutions––namely, institutional maintenance. Thus, as the 

pressures of Jim Crow mounted, black churches began cooperating with the system in order 

to protect their interests. Of course, to the extent that these interests included their lives 

and the livelihood of their communities, cooperation was understandable (if not admirable). 

But eventually, in the face of ever more insurmountable obstacles, cooperation opened up 

into larger areas of compromise.94  

Chief among the areas of compromise was its piety. In this sense, Joseph 

Washington was right to say that black churches “succumbed to the cajolery and bribery 

of the white power structure and became its foil.”95 In fact, another way to say what has 

just been said is that Washington’s critique of black religion lands insofar as the postbellum 

church is in view. Indeed, for Cone and others, the deepest level of subversion that took 

place in the postbellum church was precisely the loss of the dynamic and self-critical 

theological principle embedded within the poetry, prayer, and spiritual songs of the 

antebellum church. More specifically, the postbellum church had forgotten its belief in a God 

who had become one with them––the God who, in Christ, had taken on the nature of a 

slave––in order to form a new people out of the “least of these” (Mt 25.40). In its place, and 

in order to justify its concessions to the present order, the postbellum church increasingly 

adopted the kind of “otherworldly” theology that had long secured white supremacy. No 

longer were they animated by the hope that God would identify with them in the midst 

 
94 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 104. 
 
95 Joseph Washington, Black Religion, 35. 
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their oppression, false accusation and punishment. Now, they resigned themselves to a 

purely future hope, acquiescing to the present order. As Cone put it, black churches “even 

convinced themselves that they were doing the right thing by advocating obedience to white 

oppression as a means of entering at death the future age of heavenly bliss.”96 

The importance of this exchange cannot be missed, especially in terms of our 

driving inquiry into the question of ontological blackness. What becomes evident from this 

long survey is the fact that the formal discipline of Black Theology emerges after a profound 

and comprehensive translation. Through the years of neoslavery and the postbellum church, 

the invisible institution had not just been disrupted and dismantled. More, it had been 

converted. The black church’s once creative and unsystematic interplay of piety and politics 

had now been restrained and reified into a simulacrum of colonial American Christianity. 

The once improvisational faith of African slaves had been hardened into a secondhand 

replica of the very thing it had been formed to extemporize. It had, to put it a little 

differently, been recolonized by white Christianity. And in this way, the “theology of white 

missionaries”97 reached unprecedented heights of normativity. Before there was a Black 

Theology, a “white” theology had secured itself as the standard, the universal, the backdrop 

against which all other theologies would be measured––not only in white churches, but in 

black churches as well.98 

96 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 107. 

97 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 105. 

98 I am not suggesting here that what I have just called “white” theology secures this role for the first 
time in postbellum America. Cone’s reference to the “theology of white missionaries” implies that this “white” 
theology was operating in just these ways throughout colonial expansion long before it secured this place in 
the American church. Rather, as the narrative I am sketching lays out the particular history of Black 
Theology, I am focusing on how this theology reached the level of controlling influence it did in that story. 
For a more exhaustive history of how this kind of white theology secured this same place on a global scale, 
see Willie Jennings, The Christian Imagination, especially chapters three and five. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Black Christ 

The existence of the church is grounded exclusively in Christ. And in twentieth-century America, 
Christ means Black Power!  

––James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power1

In the previous chapter, I offered a general account of Black Theology’s origin story, 

articulating it in terms I take to be faithful to the way scholars in that tradition narrate it 

for themselves. Citing the 1966 NCNC “Black Power Statement” as the formal 

inauguration of Black Theology as a discipline, I also highlighted what was implied by that 

statement––namely, that Black Power had been with the black church from the beginning. 

Starting with African slaves’ first experiences with European Christianity, I described how 

these slaves developed a countervailing religious tradition inside of the Christianity they 

were given, and thus, provided an internal correction to the distortions of Christianity that 

had led to their enslavement. Central to this countervailing tradition was a theological 

vision of Christ as himself a slave, and so, one with (even, one of) them.  

Having established this, I then moved to describe a social-psychological shift that 

took place in the aftermath of emancipation, such that (as James Cone has argued) the 

largely revolutionary character of the antebellum black church was replaced by a postbellum 

black church that has been largely counterrevolutionary.2 In essence, Cone’s argument is 

that the structures of white power that arose in reaction to Reconstruction slowly suffocated 

the political will of the vast majority of black people, and that this led the black church to 

1 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 112. 

2 This is a crucial part of his argument in chapter four of Black Theology and Black Power. 
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increasingly and ironically adopt the kind of “otherworldly” theology that had long been 

used in the service of white supremacy. In this way, the once improvisational faith of 

African slaves was recolonized by white Christianity, and a white theology secured itself as 

the universal standard––even in black churches. 

It was upon this story that the NCNC staked its claim that, rather than departing 

from the authentic Christian faith, it had recovered a central dimension of the faith that 

had been suffocated by white Christianity––namely, its social dimension and ethics. In the 

story of recovery, it is generally Martin King who gets credit for rediscovering the social 

implications of the Gospel for the black church. While not alone in recognizing these 

implications, it was through King’s voice that the black church refocused its theology on 

the theme of liberation, and through King’s movement that the black church remembered 

the radical side of its praxis.3 Or, to put it in the language utilized in the previous chapter, 

it was King who reattuned the black church to its creative and unsystematic interplay 

between piety and politics, so restoring its improvisational potential. 

King, in this sense, is responsible for reclaiming the black church’s antebellum 

revolutionary spirit. As noted previously, it is beyond the scope of this survey to offer a full 

account of how he did so.4 I draw attention to him here to highlight why the authors of the 

NCNC nevertheless believed that King insufficiently redressed the work of translation that 

 
3 Cf. James Cone, For My People, 6-11. See also Ralph Warnock, The Divided Mind of the Black Church, 

32. 
 
4 For capable histories of King’s role in the Civil Rights movement, see Taylor Branch, Parting the 

Waters: America in the King Years, 1954-63 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1988); Taylor Branch, Pillar of Fire: 
America in the King Years, 1963-65 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1998); Steward Burn, To the Mountaintop: 
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Sacred Mission to Save America, 1955-1968 (New York: HarperCollins, 2004); Marshall 
Frady, Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Penguin, 2002); David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, 
Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (New York: Morrow, 1986); Peter J. Ling, Martin Luther King, Jr. 
(New York: Routledge, 2002); Fredrik Sunnemark, Ring Out Freedom! The Voice of Martin Luther King, Jr. and the 
Making of the Civil Rights Movement (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004). 
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had been enacted upon the postbellum black church. For them, two issues remained at stake. 

First, and most immediately, it was felt that King had failed to disentangle white theology 

from the Christian faith in general. That is to say, King had at least implicitly assumed that 

black Christian faith and white Christian faith were one and the same, and so “critiqued 

white Christians in light of their own theology. Never did he reject white theology itself.”5 

Secondly, and more substantively, there was a sense that a new type of resistance needed 

to be imagined in light of white theology’s own mutation. In other words, black theologians 

came to believe that they not only needed to recover the antebellum spiritual insight slaves 

once used to redeem the faith that slaveholders had profaned. Now, what was needed was 

a theological principle that could squarely address the new normativity white theology had 

achieved during the postbellum era––a normativity that has come to be called “whiteness.” 

It was this search, finally, that grounded the appeal to Black Power. The most 

important and articulate exponent of Black Power as a theological principle was James 

Cone. And it is with Cone’s attempts to “plumb the black condition in light of God’s 

revelation in Jesus Christ” that we will see how all of this crystalizes into a formal “theology 

of ‘blackness.’”6 

 
Re-Positioning Black Theology: Between Martin and Malcolm 

James Cone received his seminary and graduate school theological education in the late-

1950s and early-1960s, during the height of the Civil Rights movement. Like many other 

black ministers at that time, he was “a devout follower of Martin King.”7 However, with 

 
5 Ralph Warnock, The Divided Mind of the Black Church, 47. 
 
6 Qtd. Cone and Wilmore, eds., Black Theology: A Documentary History, Vol. 1, 1966-1979, 38.  
 
7 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, viii. 
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the rise of urban unrest in the cities, Cone became sympathetic with the critique of 

Christianity offered by Malcolm X and others. When passionate proponents of Black 

Power gave new visibility to the slogan during the James Meredith March in 1966, Cone 

found himself unable to ignore the sense that the Civil Rights movement was in need of 

this supplement.8 So, he set out to determine how to “reconcile Christianity and Black 

Power, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s idea of nonviolence and Malcolm X’s ‘by any means 

necessary’ philosophy.”9 

In the eyes of many, it was an ambitious undertaking. After all, it was generally 

assumed at the time that Martin King and Malcolm X occupied irreconcilable positions. 

In fact, as Cone himself acknowledged, “Martin and Malcom”10 had two fundamentally 

divergent approaches to the reality of what W.E.B. DuBois referred to as black “double-

consciousness.”11 According to DuBois, the crucial dilemma created for blacks by slavery 

and segregation was the question of whether they could be both black and American. For 

Martin, the answer was “yes.” For Malcolm, the answer was “no.” In offering these 

contrary opinions, Martin and Malcolm were giving voice to “two great resistance 

traditions in African-American history––integrationism and nationalism.”12 In brief, 

integrationism attempts to show the contradiction between the professed values of whites 

8 I mentioned Stokely Carmichael and SNCC above as the leading voices in this emergence, 
especially as it relates to the March Against Fear. Cone also mentions Ron Karenga and the Black Panthers 
as other voices that were influential upon him at the time. Cf. James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, viii. 

9 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, viii. 

10 Cone’s appreciative, familiar nomenclature for Martin King and Malcolm X. For the sake of 
consistency with Cone, I will use the first names of the two men in this section as well. 

11 DuBois introduces this term is his essay, “Of Our Spiritual Strivings.” Cf. W.E.B. DuBois, The 
Souls of Black Folk, 8. 

12 James H. Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America: A Dream or a Nightmare (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
1991), 3. 



 52 
 

and their actual treatment of blacks, arguing that the internal logic of whites’ own political 

and religious documents should lead to freedom for black people and their full integration 

into mainstream American society. Nationalism, by contrast, operates on the belief that the 

full humanity of black people cannot and will not ever be recognized in white society. 

Nationalism therefore contends that blacks should secede from America altogether, so as 

to seek sociopolitical structures that will affirm their identity––whether in Africa or in a 

nation of their own making. It is from the black nationalist perspective that the use of the 

term “blackness”13 originated. 

 Despite these obvious differences, Cone made the case that Martin and Malcom 

were interdependent and complementary figures. By this, he meant two things. First, Cone 

felt that “both were needed if America was going to come to terms with the truth of black 

experience.”14 Martin, for instance, gave voice to the experience of those who wanted to 

take a practical approach, and work step-by-step for what was not only desirable, but 

reasonably achievable. Malcolm, by contrast, gave voice to those who were desperate for 

change, and would rather die than remain in bondage any longer. In a similar fashion, the 

differences in the background, location, and methodology of the two men allowed them to 

wage the war for black liberation and self-determination on two fronts, accomplishing 

 
13 At this point, I recognize that this term has still not yet been formally been defined. For those 

awaiting this more formal definition, something like this is given in the discussion that follows shortly below. 
However, a few comments here. First, and most importantly, it has been the aim of this dissertation to define 
“blackness” discursively, through the story of the emergence of its use, which is also the story that is referenced 
in its use. In this respect, it is precisely this story that defines blackness, and so this story should not be shortcut 
by a more formal definition. In fact, the later Cone might suggest that this desire for an abstract answer that 
shortcuts the story is itself endemic of “whiteness.” Cf. James Cone, God of the Oppressed (New York: The 
Seabury Press, 1975), 103ff. Secondly, part of what I will argue in the next chapter––and in this respect, part 
of what I have been gesturing toward in referring to an “ontological” conception of blackness––is that this 
term still bears some more thinking, such that the full implications of what was meant by it when it first 
emerged were not fully understood. Again, more on this in the chapter that follows. 

 
14 James Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America, 16.  
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concurrently what neither could have done alone. Martin’s “nonviolent, direct-action 

approach, strongly oriented to Christianity,” for example, “was ideal for challenging legal 

segregation in the South.”15 Southern blacks, after all, were predominantly Christian, and 

labored under economic and political forces that would have made any other kind of direct 

action––even self-defense––both deadly and vain. By contrast, Malcolm’s boldness and 

confidence was precisely what was needed for Northern blacks, whose greatest enemy was 

not the threat of formal retaliation, but the informal, social forces that had taught them to 

hate themselves. Malcolm’s uncompromising demand––“treat me like a man, or kill me” 

––empowered Northern blacks to confront this “self-hate” and take a stand in defense of

their humanity and dignity. 

Secondly, and even more importantly, Cone believed Martin and Malcolm were 

interdependent and complementary because of how each influenced the development of 

the other. Both men, it seems, admired and respected the other. Both were moving closer 

to one another before they met their untimely ends. It was in part because of Martin, for 

example, that Malcolm was beginning to see that “the achievement of African-American 

unity must lead us to reach out to people of other cultures, including white people.”16 

Martin taught Malcolm that no people could see their community as discrete, or an end in 

and of itself––that we are all bound to one another, and so needed to learn either to live 

together, or die alone. In Martin’s own language, we “are caught in an inescapable network 

of mutuality, tied to a single destiny. What affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”17 By 

15 James Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America, 247. 

16 James Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America, 297. 

17 Martin Luther King, Jr., “The American Dream,” Negro History Bulletin, 31 (May 1968), 12. 



 54 
 

the end, Malcom came to believe this too, and so spend his latter days advancing a vision 

which included human rights for all––a vision much in keeping with what Martin had 

called the “beloved community.” 

That being said, it may be that Malcolm’s influence on Martin was even more 

consequential, especially as it relates to the future trajectory of their work. This fleshes itself 

out at two crucial points, which bear directly on where black theologians felt King had 

insufficiently redressed the work of translation that had been enacted upon the postbellum 

black church. In the first place, it was Malcolm who was able to identify and reject, not 

only the hypocrisy of white churches (as Martin had done), but also the ways in which black 

churches had been compromised by white theology (as Martin had not be able to do). 

Because of this, Cone even went so far as to claim that no one “can be a real Christian in 

America today, or perhaps anywhere else, without incorporating Malcolm’s race critique 

into his or her practice of and thinking about the religion of Jesus.” It is Malcolm, Cone 

declared, who is the “best surgeon for cutting out the cancer of racism in Christian 

churches.”18 Secondly, it was also Malcolm who saw more clearly the crippling 

psychological impact of the new normativity white theology had achieved during the 

postbellum era. It was Malcolm, in other words, who was the more able diagnostician of 

whiteness in the mid-20th century. Thus, while Cone would ultimately position himself 

more nearly to Martin’s vision of beloved community, he saw Malcolm as the necessary 

and decisive course corrective to Martin on the way to beloved community. To put this a 

little differently, Cone determined that, in order to reconcile Martin to himself, Martin had 

 
18 James Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America, 296. 
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to be reconciled to Malcolm. For, as Cone writes: “No people can love others before they 

first love themselves.”19 

After a century of terror, which “spread new layers of tragedy atop the deep residue 

of trauma left by thousands of prior horrors,”20 Cone therefore saw repositioning Black 

Theology between Martin and Malcolm as the immediate need for the “less favored 

child.”21 The “first and most important step”22 in the work of liberation was for black 

people to learn from Malcolm how to love themselves again. And before this could take 

place––before black “self-love” could be rehabilitated––black people needed to regain a 

sense of who that “self” was and is. To put it in the terms that Malcolm used, they needed 

to reestablish “black self-consciousness.”23 Blacks needed “to think black and act black…to 

accept their blackness as the essential element in the definition of their humanity.”24 In fact, 

Cone would go so far as to say that blacks needed to see the fact that they are “Black” as 

their “ultimate reality,” and that no ultimate reality could have any meaning for black 

people unless it related “to the very essence of blackness.”25 

19 James Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America, 292.  

20 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 331. 

21 Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name, 87.  

22 James Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America, 292. 

23 For a helpful explication of this aspect in the thought of Malcolm X, see Magnus O. Bassey, 
Malcolm X and African American Self-Consciousness (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2005).  

24 James Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America, 291. 

25 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 33. 
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This, then, was the importance and meaning of Black Power for Cone.26 Prior to 

Cone, Christian use of the slogan had been largely ad hoc, and had been utilized to designate 

diverse understandings of resistance to white racism within a broad semantic range. Cone 

was the first to offer a constructive definition of Black Power, especially as it related to the 

emergence of Black Theology. And as he did, he would do so precisely in the space of black-

consciousness and “essential” blackness opened up by Malcolm. “Black Power,” Cone 

would write, is the “power of the black man to say Yes to his own ‘black being.’”27 

Borrowing language from Martin Buber and Paul Tillich,28 Cone would say that Black 

Power is the “black man’s attempt to affirm his being, his attempt to be recognized as 

‘Thou,’ in spite of the ‘other,’ the white power which dehumanizes him.”29 It is, in other 

words, the self-affirmation of black people over and against the forces of hate which had 

fostered black self-hatred. Its central aim, therefore, is to “affirm the very characteristic 

which the oppressor ridicules––blackness.”30 

The assertion of the “ultimate reality” of “blackness” in the face of a heretical 

“whiteness” that portended to a divinely sanctioned normativity––this was the heart of 

 
26 And, as noted above, the authors of the NCNC “Black Power statement.” This is the logic behind 

their claim that a “more equal sharing of power is precisely what is required as the precondition for authentic 
human interaction….We regard as sheer hypocrisy or as a blind and dangerous illusion the view that opposes 
love to power.” Cf. National Committee of Negro Churchmen, Black Theology, 21. 

 
27 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 8. 
 
28 Cf. Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1952), 3 
 
29 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 7. Cone has later acknowledged that the language of 

his early books is at times misogynistic, as it is here. In later editions of his book, he has made the conscious 
choice not to redact this language because, in his own words, he “did not want to forget that [he] was once 
silent about the oppression of women in the church and society. Silence gives support to the powers that be.” 
In a similar fashion, Cone also later acknowledges how limited his early work is “by the Western theological 
perspective [he] was fighting against.” Cf. Black Theology and Black Power, xi. While these developments in 
Cone’s thought will occasionally be relevant at subsequent points in this dissertation, a full treatment is 
beyond my purposes here, as my appeal to Cone is focused on Cone’s genealogical role in what comes next. 

 
30 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 18. 
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Cone’s Malcom inspired adjustment to Martin. In terms of establishing the discipline of 

Black Liberation Theology, this would involve Cone in making two major claims. The first 

is that “liberation” is the heart of the Christian Gospel. The second is that “blackness” is 

the primary mode of God’s presence in the 20th century. 

Re-Articulating Black Theology: Liberation as the Gospel 

What is the Christian Gospel? Positioning himself between Martin and Malcolm, 

Cone set out to remap the heavens. In his own words, Cone aimed at nothing less than a 

“black Copernican revolution.”31 His goal was a comprehensive re-articulation of the 

central message of the Christian faith, which would reformulate everything from its sources 

and its norms, to its content and its meaning, to its social and moral imagination. 

In beginning this work, Cone “[i]nstinctively went to the Scriptures as the primary 

source for this new approach.”32 After all, ever since he first encountered the biblical 

narrative at Macedonia African Methodist Episcopal Church in Beardan, Arkansas, 

Christian scripture had been a part of him, had been inside of him, internalized through 

decades of immersion in its stories through the life of the black church. Nevertheless, Cone 

was also burdened by the recognition of how much and how often Christian scripture had 

been compromised, conscripted, or censored by white theology toward the establishment 

of white religion. If nothing else, Cone felt that this use of scripture had greatly obscured 

“the problem of the particular and the universal in theological discourse.”33 That is to say, 

because white theology imagined white existence and white experience as universal, white 

31 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 128. 

32 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 6. 

33 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 7. 
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Christians and theologians did not “recognize the narrowness of their experience and the 

particularity of their theological expressions…that other people have also thought about 

God and have something significant to say about Jesus’ presence in the world.”34  

 
Contextual not Universal: Oppressed Existence as the Source of Theology 

 Against this, Cone argued that theology is not universal language, but contextual 

language. Theology does not speak objectively, as if it were speaking for all of humanity at 

all times and in all places, but subjectively, from a particular vantage point and situation. 

Cone’s basic reasoning here is simple. Theologians are not themselves God, but human 

beings, who do theology to express their thoughts about God. “Although God is the 

intended subject of theology,” Cone writes “God does not do theology. Human beings do 

theology.”35 Thus, while God does not change, and while there is a changeless and universal 

truth expressed in the Gospel, theologians must recognize that there “is no knowledge of 

God in se…We can know God only in relationship to the human race...We are not 

permitted to transcend our finiteness and rise to a vision of God unrelated to the human 

condition.”36 Cone, of course, was not the first to argue this. Nevertheless, Cone was 

resolute, exhaustive, and unyielding in his insistence that the theological task is to make 

“the gospel meaningful to the times in which men [sic] live.”37 

  Because of this, even though Cone instinctively went first to the Scriptures as his 

primary theological resource, he placed “existence” alongside of Christian scripture as a 

 
34 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 15. 
 
35 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, xxiv. 
 
36 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 75. 
 
37 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 31. 
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foundational resource, establishing an “anthropocentric point of departure”38 for Black 

Theology. He writes: 

The theologian is before all else an exegete, simultaneously, of Scripture and 
existence. To be an exegete of Scripture means that the theologian recognizes the 
Bible, the witness to God’s Word, as the primary source of theological discourse. 
To be an exegete of existence means that Scripture is not an abstract word, not 
merely a rational idea.…The task of the theologian is to prove the depths of 
Scripture exegetically for the purpose of relating that message to human existence.39 

Establishing this relationship between Scripture and existence required that Cone further 

explain what he called “the social context of theology.” Theology is anthropology, as 

Feurbach had insisted, but not only anthropology. It is also sociology, as Marx had said. 

Put differently, for theology truly to use existence as a point of departure––if it is truly to be 

anthropological––it must be sociological, for ideas “do not have an independent existence 

but are from beginning to end a social product.”40 Where there is an “I,” Cone would say, 

there is always a “we.” On this basis, Cone saw theology as being necessarily “interested.” 

It is not just a matter of the theoretical contemplations of an individual reflecting on the 

world, but the practical aspirations of a community attempting to make a world. The job 

of theology therefore is not simply to interpret the world, but to change it. Theology must 

be concerned not only with what is but what ought to be. 

In this way, Scripture and existence, together, formed the two primary foundational 

sources for Cone’s attempt to rearticulate the central message of the Christian faith. It is 

important to note that Cone did not see these two sources as alien to one another, or at all 

in tension. To the contrary, they called out to one another. They depended upon each 

38 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 19. 

39 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 8. 

40 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 41. 
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other. This was in large part because of what Cone saw as the content of Christian scripture. 

According to Cone, a faithful reading of the content of Christian scripture can only lead 

one to conclude that the Scriptures themselves are “inseparable from the social and political 

affairs of Israel….[and] the concrete affairs and relationships of people.”41 In fact, Cone 

believed that the God of the Bible was not just involved indiscriminately in these affairs and 

relationships. Cone believed that the God of the Bible was involved on the side of the weak 

and the helpless, joining them in their pain and humiliation.42 

Indeed, from the very outset of his career, Cone consistently argued that the central 

message of Scripture, in both its Old and New Testament witness, is that God is involved 

in history, siding with the poor in their oppression. “In almost every scene of the Old 

Testament drama of salvation,” he writes “the poor are defended against the rich, the weak 

against the strong.”43 In the Exodus, God revealed his concern for Israel in their weakness 

and oppression. In the Torah, Israel was required to do for the weak and oppressed as God 

had done for them. And when Israel forgot to do this, the prophets came to remind them. 

Moreover, all of this reached its full expression in the New Testament, in the person of 

Jesus, who made present the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. According to Cone, this 

Jesus came to inaugurate the social and political reality of the “Kingdom of God,” which 

is “bound up with his person as disclosed in his identification with the poor.”44 Indeed, this 

 
41 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 62. 
 
42 An interesting point of comparison with Cone on this point––namely, that an honest reading of 

Christian scripture offers the portrait of a God who is not “neutral,” but on the side of the oppressed––is 
Cameroonian theologian Jean-Marc Éla. Though it does not appear that Cone and Éla interacted, Éla is 
Cone’s contemporary (born in the same year), and seems to follow Cone’s point that the Christian scriptures 
clearly portray God siding with the suffering and rejected. Cf. Jean-Marc Éla, My Faith as an African (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2009), 105. 
 

43 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 70. 
 
44 James, God of the Oppressed, 74. 
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is why, in the letters of Paul, the “righteousness of God” becomes the central theme. 

Summing up the biblical narrative, Paul offers a vision of God acting in history to establish 

God’s justice––making right what human beings have made wrong––by vindicating the 

poor and the oppressed. For Cone, then, the existence which must form the basis of 

theology is not just any existence, but oppressed existence. There “can be no Christian 

theology that is not identified unreservedly with those who are humiliated and abused,” 

writes Cone. Theology ceases to be theology “when it fails to arise out of the community of 

the oppressed.”45 

Liberation Today: Siding with Black Existence Against White Oppression 

According to Cone, the content of Scripture itself draws us ever more deeply into 

existence generally, and oppressed existence specifically. But if theology is not universal 

language, but contextual language, this raises the question: Where is oppressed existence 

in the contemporary context? Who are the oppressed today? Answering this question led 

Cone to one of his most important and innovative insights. Indeed, from the outset of his 

career, Cone was unequivocal on this point. Citing W.E.B. DuBois’ famous claim that the 

“problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the colorline,” Cone asserted that on 

“the American scene today, as yesterday, one problem stands out: the enslavement of black 

Americans.”46 Through the history of slavery, neoslavery, and Jim Crow, it is black 

Americans who had become and still remained the singular object of persecution, 

repression, and subjugation. Cone therefore argued further that “the exploitation of 

45 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 1. 

46 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 31. 
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persons of color was the theological problem of our time.”47 For no theology could arise 

out of the community of the oppressed without confronting the “black condition.” 

 On this basis, Cone called upon theology to “make sense of black experience”48 and 

“take the black experience as a source for its starting point.”49  “Theology must,” Cone 

writes, “emerge consciously from an investigation of the socioreligious experience of black 

people.”50  In fact, Cone would go so far as to say that theology must become black, must be 

black. His reasoning here is consistent with his social understanding of theology. Applied 

in this instance, theology must not simply take up black experience as an object of inquiry. 

It must take up the interests of the black community, affirming “blackness as God’s 

intention for humanity.”51  

There are really two levels to this affirmation. In the first, theology is to see that 

black “humiliation and suffering…must be the point of departure of all God-talk.”52 That 

is to say, black experience is not formed from a neutral space, not written on a tabula rosa, 

but subsists in a world circumscribed by white racism. The “black experience is existence 

in a system of white racism,”53 as Cone put it. And in this sense, Black Theology begins as 

a response to white racism. Secondly, and derivatively, the story of black experience must 

 
47 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, xvii. 
 
48 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 25. 
 
49 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 18. 
 
50 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 16. 
 
51 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 10.  
 
52 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 24.  
 
53 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 25. 
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primarily be read precisely through its struggle against white racism.54 That is, black 

experience is an experience formed through a history opposition. Black experience is not 

just what whites made of it. Black experience is also the act of “saying no to every act of 

white brutality.”55 And it is black experience which will enable blacks to continue to say 

“no” in the future. 

 The central message of a theology that arises from this experience must therefore 

speak the word of freedom. Liberation must be the gospel, and Black Theology must be a 

“Liberation Theology”––a “Black Theology of Liberation.” For Christianity is only good 

news if what it announces is that God has done something for black people in the midst of 

their struggle––if God has defeated white power and white racism, and is even now 

establishing this victory on earth by setting black people free from their oppressors. 

Importantly, then, what Cone had in mind by freedom “has nothing to do with the rugged 

individualism of laissez faire,”56 which is freedom as a kind of absence, freedom as lack, or 

freedom from any restraint. Instead, what Cone had in mind is what Martin had in mind 

when he talked about “somebodyness,” and what Malcolm had in mind when he evoked 

“black-consciousness”57––namely, Black Power. This is freedom as “self-affirmation,” 

 
54 Cone’s understanding of Scripture and existence as necessarily dependent sources is reinforced 

when specifically black experience is in view. For, as Cone saw it, “black experience requires that Scripture 
be a source of Black Theology. For it was Scripture that enabled slaves to affirm a view of God that differed 
radically from that of their slave masters…Scriptures established limits to white people’s use of Jesus Christ 
as a confirmation of black oppression.” Put it a little differently, throughout the history of black people, 
Scripture was a part of their experience, forming their experience, and specifically, forming its capacity for 
resistance. Cf. James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 31. 

 
55 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 27. 
 
56 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 41. 
 
57 Cone acknowledged that there is a kind of tension here if God is identified this closely with the 

oppressed community, particularly in the event of liberation. For, on “the one hand, oppression is the denial 
of freedom, and therefore the opposite of liberation. But on the other, in an unredeemed social existence, no 
one can be free who is not oppressed, that is, identified with the struggle of the unfree.” Cf. James Cone, God 
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freedom as “self-determination,” the freedom of “self-identity.”58 It is the freedom “to 

affirm who I am created to be.”59 More specifically, it is “the emancipation of black minds 

and black souls from white definitions of black humanity.”60 And it is emancipation “so 

that blacks may be capable of making an honest self-affirmation through Jesus Christ.”61 

 A final note before leaving this section. Though Cone argued that theology is 

contextual language, he did not want Black Liberation Theology to be thought of as a 

“contextual theology,” if what we mean by this is that it is one valid form of theology among 

many. For Cone, liberation was not a peripheral aspect of the gospel, or even, a subsidiary 

gospel. To the contrary, Cone believed that liberation is the gospel in a total, unreserved, 

and unqualified sense. Consistently, throughout his career, Cone would claim that 

liberation is the “sole purpose”62 of the gospel, and the “sole reason”63 for theology’s 

existence. “Liberation is not only consistent with the gospel,” Cone writes, “but is the gospel 

of Jesus Christ.”64 Liberation is “all,” or it is “nothing.”65  

Articulating liberation as the gospel in this totalizing fashion would have crucial 

implications for how Black Liberation Theology would take shape, especially as it relates 

 
of the Oppressed, 147. Cone calls this the “dialectic of freedom,” and says there is no way to avoid the paradox 
that while freedom is the opposite of the oppression, freedom is only available to those who are oppressed. 
This is a tension we will examine in greater detail in subsequent chapters. 

  
58 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 39. 
 
59 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 146. 
 
60 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 30. 
 
61 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 32. 
 
62 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 32. 
 
63 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 1. 
 
64 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 1. 
 
65 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 60. 
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to this dissertation’s overriding concern with ontological blackness. In the first place, Cone 

described Black Liberation Theology as a “ghetto theology.”66 If the whole gospel is the 

good news that God is liberating black people from white oppression, Cone argued, then it 

must also be the case that God is at work in the black community, and only the black 

community. More than this, it is only the black community, in its struggle for liberation, 

that can speak properly about God.67 “Oppressed and oppressors cannot possibly mean 

the same thing when they speak of God,”68 Cone writes, because the social a priori of 

oppressors “contradicts the story of divine liberation. Only the poor and the weak have the 

axiological grid necessary for the hearing and the doing of the divine will disclosed in their 

midst.”69 Therefore, and secondly, Cone would also define Black Liberation Theology as 

a “theology of revolution.”70 That is to say, if God is only at work in the black community, 

Black Liberation Theology cannot be neutral, cannot be both for the oppressed and the 

oppressors, and cannot, most of all, be “color-blind.”71 It cannot be on everybody’s side, 

but must take sides, making an “unqualified identification with blackness,”72 as “being for 

66 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 32. 

67 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 182. 

68 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 61. 

69 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 94. 

70 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 32. 

71 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 6. Later critical theorists will say further that whiteness 
is not only funded by these pretenses to neutrality, or that the presumption of neutrality leaves the particularity 
of whiteness uninterrogated, but that whiteness actually defines itself precisely in terms of this neutrality. 
Moreover, it is this portended neutrality that subsidizes its attempts at colonization, as it allows whiteness to 
imagine itself is infinitely adaptable and capable of taking on its same functions in any new context. Cf. Emilie 
Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 66ff. 

72 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 7. 
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oppressed blacks and thus against white oppressors.”73 It must do so, moreover, not merely 

by reflecting on the world, but with the intent to change the world, with the intent to make 

a new world. It must force “a radical revolutionary confrontation with the structures of 

white power”74 in the “willingness to do what is necessary to break the chains” of white 

supremacy,75 even if this means “destroying everything this country loves and adores.”76 

For in the end, what is necessary is not merely the reformation of the world created by 

whiteness. What is necessary, what Black Liberation Theology ultimately aims to achieve, 

is “the replacement of whiteness with blackness.”77 

 
Re-Locating Black Theology: Blackness as God’s Presence 

These claims––that God is only at work in the black community, that only the black 

community can speak properly of God, and that Black Liberation Theology ultimately aims 

to replace whiteness with blackness––bring us back to the two questions raised above that 

remain unanswered: What is meant by “blackness”? And: Who counts as members of the 

black “community”? One of the difficulties we face in answering these questions––a 

difficulty alluded to in the note to close the previous section––has to do with the 

 
73 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 74. 
 
74 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 16. 
 
75 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 156. 
 
76 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 21. Against those who would ask how such revolutionary 

violence could be consistent with the love of God, Cone, recalling the NCNC Black Power Statement, asserts 
that God’s condemnation of white people “is not the negation of love but the negation of the negation of 
love.” To ask blacks “to turn the other cheek and go the second mile” is a kind of Marcionite (and so, heretical) 
love, a love that separates love and righteousness, or love and justice. “Love without righteousness is 
unacceptable to blacks: this view of God is a product of the minds of enslavers,” Cone writes. Love in this 
case “means that God will accept white oppressors, and blacks will not seek reprisal…Black theology will only 
accept a love of God which participates in the destruction of the white oppressor.” What is needed, therefore, 
is “the divine love expressed in black power, which is the power of blacks to destroy their oppressors, here 
and now, by any means at their disposal.” Cf. James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 74-8. 

 
77 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 80. 
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aforementioned problem of the particular and the universal in theological discourse. 

Despite his claim that theology is contextual language, Cone has here made exclusive and 

unqualified claims about God and God’s presence in the world. How did Cone account for 

this apparent contradiction? 

Appealing to Dialectics: Resolving the Problem of the Particular & the Universal 

Cone attempted to resolve these tensions by appealing to a series of dialectics. Take 

blackness, for example. On the one hand, Cone initially described it as an “ontological 

symbol.” In this sense, blackness does not only refer to black people, but is a symbol of 

“oppression and liberation in any society.”78 It is a multidimensional term, capable of 

standing “for all victims of oppression who realize that the survival of their humanity is 

bound up with liberation from whiteness.”79 On the other hand, it is still precisely 

“blackness” which functions as this symbol, and so black people who are the visible sign of 

that invisible reality. This is why liberation aims, as we saw above, at affirming the very 

characteristics that the oppressor ridicules, naming these particular aspects of black identity 

“beautiful” (“Black is beautiful, baby”).80 Blackness, in this sense, refers to the concrete 

realities of black life––its movements, its poetry, its prayer, and its spiritual singing, from 

the gospels to the blues. 

And yet, turning the dialectic back again, even in these concrete realities, blackness 

is seen as divinely sanctioned, as “a special creation of God himself.”81 There is “a 

78 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, ix. 

79 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 8. 

80 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 18. 

81 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 52. 
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transcendent value in blackness,” according to Cone, “that makes us all human and to 

which blacks must appeal as ultimate.”82 Blackness is thus not only a particular reality, as 

if it were a kind of accident of history, but a divine reality. In fact, Cone would go so far as 

to say that blackness not only bears a divine seal of approval––is not only created and 

affirmed by God––but further, that “God has chosen to make the black condition God’s 

condition!”83 Blackness is in the very life of God, the very condition of God. God, in fact, 

is necessarily black, such that any talk about God must begin, from the outset, with “an 

insistence on God’s blackness.”84 

In a similar fashion, Cone described the black community as, in a general sense, the 

“oppressed community”85––the so-called “wretched of the earth,” as Franz Fanon put it–

–irrespective of whether the oppressed be Amerindian, or Mexican-American, or Jewish, 

or something else entirely. Thus, Cone could speak of the black community as if it were 

open, as if it were something that could be joined by those outside of it. Cone entreats us 

not simply to “side” with the oppressed, but to “become one with them.” We must “become 

black with God,”86 Cone wrote on several occasions.  

At the same time, Cone was adamant that the “black experience is only possible for 

black persons.” “[N]o matter how hard whitey tries,” Cone writes “there can be no real 

duplication of black soul.”87 To put it a little differently, Cone believed that black 

 
82 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 82. 
 
83 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 13. 
 
84 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 67. 
 
85 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 10. 
 
86 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 69-70. 
 
87 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation. 26. 
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experience is a nontranslatable88 reality. It cannot be learned, because it is born from 

centuries of black history, shaped by generations of black people carving out a common life 

in a situation of extreme oppression. And this, once again, was something Cone brought 

into the very life of God. He writes: “[D]ivine activity is inseparable from black history. 

There can be no comprehension of black theology without realizing that its existence comes 

from a community which looks on its unique past, visualizes the future, and then makes 

decisions about possibilities in the present.”89 

So, Cone appealed to dialectic to resolve the problem of the particular and the 

universal in theological discourse. However, on closer examination, this only pushed the 

question back. The questions this naturally raised was: What justifies this appeal to 

dialectic? On what theological grounds can this appeal to dialectic be made? Cone’s 

thinking on these questions was thoroughly formed by an indebtedness to theologian Karl 

Barth––and here, on at least two crucial points.90 The first and more foundational point at 

which Cone’s thinking was shaped by Barth was in Barth’s unequivocally Christocentric 

approach to doing theology. Following Barth, Cone claimed from the outset of his work 

88 The use of this term specifically is intentional and important, and I introduce it here to signal the 
crucial work I will return to in the final full chapter of this dissertation.  

89 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation. 28. 

90 In a footnote 29 above, I mentioned that Cone now looks back on his early works regretting how 
limited they are “by the Western theological perspective [he] was fighting against.” Cf. Black Theology and Black 
Power, xi. It is worth noting that after A Black Theology of Liberation Cone stops making any of these explicit 
references to Western theological figures (such as Barth, Moltmann, etc.). The turning point seems to come 
in The Spirituals and the Blues: An Interpretation (New York: Seabury Press, 1972), so that in God of the Oppressed 
(1980), references to spiritual songs take center stage. What is curious about this shift in resourcing is that it 
does not seem to change Cone’s major theses in any substantial way. This raises the question of whether the 
spirituals/blues are really performing in the way Cone wants them to, and so, whether he has really moved 
on from “the Western theological perspective [he] was fighting against.” In chapter five, I point out that J. 
Kameron Carter argues two things. First, Cone was never totally indebted to this Western perspective. 
Second, to the extent that he was indebted, he never fully escapes. 
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that “Christianity begins and ends with the man Jesus––his life, death, and resurrection.”91 

“Christian theology,” in this vein, likewise “begins and ends with Jesus Christ. He is the 

point of departure for everything to be said about God”92 and the “only legitimate starting 

point of theology.”93 This is because, according to Barth, Jesus is the one “Word” of God, 

the “plenary revelation of God” to us. It is Jesus, therefore, that must “be the decisive 

interpretive factor in everything we say about God.”94  

Secondly, and more specifically, Cone followed Barth in interpreting the 

incarnation of Jesus in terms of a dialectic between transcendence and immanence.95 

According to Barth, the traditional Christian claim that Jesus is both fully divine and fully 

human presents human reason with a “crisis,” an unsurmountable contradiction, that can 

only be held together by faith in dialectical tension. God cannot be both fully divine and 

fully human. Yet, in Jesus, God is. For Cone, then, this becomes the theological grounds 

for his appeal to dialectic. For if Jesus is the decisive interpretive factor in everything we say 

about God, then dialectic is the lens through which we must think about God and God’s 

action in this world. 

 
 
 
 

 
91 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 34. 
 
92 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation. 116. 
 
93 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation. 23 
. 
94 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation. 31. 
 
95 It is worth noting, at least in passing, that Barth’s use of dialectic is in some ways unique, and 

certainly different from (for example) its paradigmatic use in Hegel. The issue here, which will be taken up 
directly in the next chapter, and indirectly in that chapters that follow, is that Barth never seems to be able 
to escape the sense that the dialectic is held together outside of history, in a sui generis way, outside of human 
knowledge. More on this later on. 
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Jesus Christ Today: The Black Christ  

It is on the basis of this that Cone offered his most lasting insight, which is the central image 

toward which this chapter has been moving. If Cone’s first crucial insight was that 

oppressed existence today is to be identified with black existence, his second and even more 

pivotal insight was to make sense of black existence by drawing it into the existential reality 

of Jesus Christ. There were essentially four moves made by Cone in working this 

identification. First, Cone began by affirming the reality and enduring value of the 

historical Jesus of Nazareth. “Jesus is who he was,” Cone would say. Whatever we might 

want to say about Jesus, it “must begin with an affirmation of who Jesus was in his true 

humanity in history, using that point as the clue to who Jesus is for us today.”96 Who he 

was yesterday cannot be contradicted by who he is today.97 

For Cone, starting with an affirmation of the historical Jesus was important for 

several reasons. In the first place, by first locating Jesus in his historical person, Cone 

endeavored to avoid the temptation of white theology––namely, of turning Jesus into an 

abstract reality so as to universalize and elevate a particular identity at the expense of 

others.98 As he writes: “[T]o talk of God or of man without first talking about Jesus Christ 

is to engage in idle abstract words which have no relation to the Christian experience of 

revelation.”99 Secondly, Cone argued that unless Jesus was truly human “like us, then we 

 
96 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 117. 
 
97 Cone seems to have several goals in grounding who Jesus “is” in who he “was.” One goal he has 

is to avoid falling into the trap of “abstraction” that defines “whiteness.” Two questions are worth asking of 
Cone here: (1) Has he succeeded in avoiding abstraction? (2) Has he overcorrected? These will be instructive 
questions to have in mind going forward. 

 
98 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 118. 
 
99 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 34. 
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have no reason to believe that our true humanity is disclosed in his person.”100 It is only in 

his “concrete humanity”––in the concretissimum of the Word incarnate––that he can be one 

with us, and we with him. Finally, Cone emphasized that the concrete humanity of Jesus 

was Jewish. “Jesus was a Jew!” writes Cone. “The particularity of Jesus’ person as disclosed 

in his Jewishness is indispensable for christological analysis.” 101 The reason for this 

emphasis, at least in part, was derived from the fact that Cone saw Jewish existence as the 

oppressed existence for the first century. Therefore, it was from oppressed existence that 

the “whole life” of the historical Jesus was “offered as an offensive against the powers which 

held people captive.”102 

 If Cone’s first move was to affirm that Jesus is who he was, his second move was to 

affirm that “Jesus is who he is.” This, for Cone, is the meaning of the resurrection of Jesus. 

Because God raised Jesus from the dead, because Jesus is the Risen One, his life “is not 

limited to his life in Palestine.”103 Jesus is also our contemporary, making his historical life 

“contemporaneous with our own life situation.”104 Our “talk of him in the past…leads to 

an encounter with him now.”105 However, this is not to say that we today encounter the 

historical personage of Jesus as he was in the first century. Rather, the resurrected Jesus is 

a “divine happening” who “invades our contemporary situation, revealing the meaning of 

 
100 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 120. 
 
101 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 119. 
 
102 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 40. 
 
103 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 120. 
 
104 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 40. 
 
105 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 31. 
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the past for the present.”106 What is required of us, then, is to investigate both the distance 

and the connection between the past and the present, between first-century Palestine and 

our existence today, so as to relate Jesus’ past with his present activity. And this, Cone 

argued, can only be done by affirming both past and present “simultaneously and 

dialectically.”107 

Cone continued. The Jesus who is “who he was” is not only “who he is,” but “who 

he will be.” He is not only the Risen One, but “also the Lord of the future who is coming 

again to fully consummate the liberation that is already happening in our present.”108 

Following Jürgen Moltmann, Cone argued that the vision of Jesus as the future Lord is the 

foundation for a theology of “hope.” By expressing hope in a future Lord, however, Cone 

was not suggesting that what is hoped for is far off or otherworldly, and so as to be waited 

for both passively and patiently. Rather, because Jesus is now who he will be, the hoped for 

future is precisely what is present in who Jesus is today. This hope is the hope that what we 

long for can actually be experienced in the here and now. Consequently, far from eliciting 

“passivity,” this hope is the basis of “the praxis of freedom in the oppressed community.” 

To hope, in this way, is “to live as if the vision is already realized in the present.”109 

Finally, these three claims led to a fourth and climactic claim. Having established 

this dialectic of the particular and the universal, of immanence and transcendence, of 

106 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 108. 

107 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 124. 

108 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 126. 

109 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 129. 
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history and contemporaneity––of past identity, present activity, and future coming––Cone 

declared that “Jesus is black.”110 He writes, at length: 

Jesus was a Jew. 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 he was a Jew. The affirmation of the Black 
Christ can be understood when the significance of his past Jewishness is related 
dialectically to the significance of his present blackness. On the one hand, the 
Jewishness of Jesus located him in the context of the Exodus…But on the other 
hand, the blackness of Jesus brings out the soteriological meaning of his Jewishness 
for our contemporary situation.111 
 

Several observations are available at this point. First, blackness is here again “both literal 

and symbolic.”112 It is symbolic to the extent that its particularity discloses a universal 

reality. In other words, to say that Jesus is black “is not simply a statement about skin color, 

but rather, the transcendent affirmation that God has not ever…left the oppressed alone in 

struggle.”113 In this sense, the importance of the concept of the Black Christ is that it is the 

concrete expression of Jesus’ universal presence with the oppressed.114 At the same time, it 

is literal to the extent that Cone does not want us to imagine that Jesus is more than black–

–a little black, and a little something else.115 There is not some transhistorical divine 

remainder in excess to or hidden outside of Jesus’ identification with black people. Jesus is 

 
110 Cone, it should be said, was not the first to declare this. Seven years before God of the Oppressed, 

Albert Cleage wrote The Black Messiah, in which he depicts Jesus a revolutionary leader, and argues that 
understanding Jesus as black will help the black population see and establish the truth of Jesus’ radical identity. 
Cf. Albert Cleage, The Black Messiah (Trenton, NJ: Africa World, 1995). Cone was both aware of Cleage’s 
book and acknowledges his debt to it.  

 
111 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 134. 
 
112 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 136. 
 
113 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 137. 
 
114 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 130. 
 
115 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 127. 



75 

literally One with oppressed blacks. He does not only “take color seriously.” He is “truly 

black.”116 

To put that a little differently––Just as it is the case that God is only at work in the 

black community, and more, that it is only the black community in its struggle for liberation 

who can speak rightly about God, so is it with Jesus. The resurrected Jesus is a “divine 

happening” who “invades our contemporary situation” at one point and only one point––

through the black community’s struggle for liberation. Jesus, as the revelation of God, is “a 

black event…what blacks are doing about their liberation.”117 The “Jesus-event…is a black-

event,”118 Cone writes, because there “is no revelation of God without a condition of 

oppression which develops into a situation of liberation.”119 Jesus is literally black, 

therefore, because we “cannot speak of God and God’s involvement in contemporary 

America without identifying God’s presence with the events of liberation in the black 

community.”120 Indeed, this is why Cone can say that Black Power is not just the central 

message of Jesus for today, but that Jesus “means Black Power.”121 For, as Cone declared 

decisively, the “black revolution in America is the revelation of God.”122 

This, for Cone, was the new type of resistance needed in light of white theology’s 

twentieth century evolutions. It is in the concept of the Black Christ that Cone felt he found 

116 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 136. 

117 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 31. 

118 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 5. 

119 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 48. 

120 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 27. 

121 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 5. 

122 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 48. 
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a theological principle that could squarely address the normativity whiteness had achieved 

during the postbellum era. More specifically, the Black Christ offered Cone a foundation 

upon which assert the “ultimate reality” of blackness in the face of a heretical whiteness. 

Jesus was therefore black, not in abstraction, not to establish blackness as a new universal, 

but black concretely, black in in his body, and black in the black community of faith that is 

his body today. 

 This is the story of how Black Liberation Theology began. In what comes next, we 

will look at how Black Liberation Theology evolved. In the course of the next two chapters, 

I will offer an account of how a second generation of black theologians sought to advance 

Cone’s work by expanding upon the image of the Black Christ. Here, two theologians in 

particular will come to the fore: J. Kameron Carter and Brian Bantum. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Development of (a New) Black Theology 

In black theology, blackness has become a totality of meaning. It cannot point to any 
transcendent meaning beyond itself without also fragmenting. Because black life is fundamentally 
determined by black suffering and resistance to whiteness (the power of nonbeing), black existence 
is without the possibility of transcendence from the blackness that whiteness created. 

––Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness1

[A]ll reductive materialism must paradoxically ensure that matter “does not matter” and is 
ultimately evacuated by the void…Matter can only “matter” if it expresses that which, unlike 
matter, has its cause in itself, which must be spiritual or trans-spiritual.

––John Milbank, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy2

In 2010, more than forty years after James Cone first identified God’s presence in 

the world unreservedly with “blackness”––thus declaring Jesus literally One with oppressed 

blacks, or “truly black”3––Brian Bantum described the state of theological reflection in the 

twenty-first century as follows: 

The church today, as well as theological reflection, exists between…two tectonic 
shifts, living in the aftershocks and wreckage of the claims made about the human 
body and the contorted claims made about our claims. As such, theology finds itself 
situated between the legacy of these claims as well as their definitive rebuttals. 
Responding to the dehumanization of certain bodies some seek to narrate the 
centrality of dark…bodies within Christ’s own life. Resisting the secularization of 
Christian ideas, others seek to reclaim the ancient doctrines, the ideas of Christian 
faith considered as a “tradition.” These two projects of reclamation…can also be 
seen as the centers of two distinct paradigms of theological formation that 
participate in the development of Christian intellectual and pastoral leadership.4  

1 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 92. 

2 John Milbank in James K.A. Smith, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy: Mapping a Post-Secular Theology 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 16. 

3 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 136. 

4 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto: A Theology of Race and Christian Hybridity (Waco, TX.: Baylor 
University Press, 2010), 2-3. 
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In other words, Bantum asserted that in the aftermath of Cone’s earthshaking claims, a 

fissure split the theological landscape, dividing it into two dominant programs. The first, 

responding to modernity’s dehumanization of dark bodies, emphasized justice and the 

particularity of racial identity. The second, resisting the secularization of Christian ideas, 

sought to reclaim traditional Christian orthodoxy as a way of forming identity through 

practice. Bantum’s cardinal example of the first program is Cone himself. His chief example 

of the second program is Anglican theologian John Milbank, whose work became 

significant in the generation following Cone, especially in the 1990’s and the early 2000’s. 

Of Cone and Milbank, Bantum writes: “These two theological giants have effectively 

marked the theological trajectories before the contemporary church.”5 

The attempts made by Bantum––and with him, J. Kameron Carter––to bridge the 

fissure that split the 21st century theological landscape are the focus of this and the next 

chapter. In fact, as noted in the introduction, this dissertation is in many ways an 

intervention into their shared project. As we will see shortly, Carter and Bantum believe 

Cone and Milbank “have worked to define the problems confronting theology and the 

church, but in doing so also display themselves as modernity’s progeny and thus envisage 

the difficulty for all Christians in imagining a new way forward.”6 Thus, though Cone and 

Milbank are among the primary sources that shape their project, they also seek to alter the 

trajectories marked out by their work, so as to imagine new constructive possibilities. 

5 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 2-3. It is worth noting, at least in passing, that this is a potentially 
controversial claim. However, I cite it here without defense, as what is salient to my current project of 
excavation is not whether Bantum is correct in what he thinks, but merely that Bantum thinks it. That is to 
say, what is salient here is not the legitimacy of Bantum’s vision of the theological landscape, but that this 
vision of the theological landscape as divided in this way shapes how he attempts to bridge the divide in his 
own work. 

6 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 2-3. 



79 

However, before turning to Carter and Bantum directly, and in order to better 

understand why they craft the specific response that they do, we need to examine how the 

ground shifted in the wake of Cone’s seismic event. What new strata layered overtop of the 

Black Theology project following Cone? In what sense did this rupture the horizon of 20th 

century theology? What sort of theological programs developed on the far side of that 

rupture? And how did these various movements ground the theological projects of the early 

21st century? As we press forward in our archaeological task, it is to those questions that we 

turn to in this chapter. 

The Early Stages of Black Liberation Theology: Racial Apologetics 

In the second chapter of this dissertation, I introduced the claim that an essentialist 

rendering of black identity and religion ties together the major narratives of black religion, 

including Black Theology’s own self-narration. Then, I attempted to give a faithful account 

of Black Theology’s own self-narration. I did this first by chronicling Black Theology’s 

antebellum origins in (what Albert Raboteau called) “the invisible institution”––a 

countervailing religious tradition African slaves developed from inside of colonial American 

Christianity to reverse the distortions that led to their marginalization. Next, I attempted 

to show how the postbellum church had their political will suffocated by the structures of 

white power that arose through neoslavery and Jim Crow legislation, such that the invisible 

institution was disrupted, dismantled, and in some senses, even converted. I concluded 

chapter two by noting that in achieving the recolonization of the invisible institution, a 

“white” theology had secured a new level of normativity––through an abstraction that has 

come to be called “whiteness”––such that this white theology had become the standard, 

the universal, the backdrop against which all other theologies would be measured. 



 80 
 

 In chapter three, I discussed how Black Theology developed a new type of 

resistance in light of white theology’s own mutation. In particular, I described how 

theologian James Cone turned to “Black Power” in order to assert the “ultimate reality” of 

“blackness” in the face of a heretical “whiteness” that itself claimed divine sanction. This, 

Cone would claim, is the sum total of the Christian Gospel––that God has liberated black 

people (thus, Black Liberation Theology) for self-affirmation and self-determination by 

identifying with them in an unqualified sense.7 On this basis, Cone argued that blackness 

was in the very life of God, was the very condition of God, such that God is both truly and 

necessarily black.8 Jesus, likewise, as the event of God’s disclosure, is “a black event…what 

blacks are doing about their liberation.”9 In fact, and in light of this, Cone would even go 

so far as to say that Jesus “means Black Power.”10 

 
The Political Trend: James H. Cone & J. Deotis Roberts 

Having now surveyed Black Theology’s story as fully as I can in this space, the next 

stage in our archaeological exploration is to excavate the ground that has just been covered. 

In this chapter, I do this by discussing how some subsequent black intellectuals and 

theologians came to recognize the conception of blackness that emerged from its story as 

(to again use Victor Anderson’s phrase) “ontological.” I continue to highlight and develop 

the ontological character of this conception of blackness for two reasons. First and foremost, 

this critique of ontological blackness is foundational to the work of Bantum and Carter, and 

 
7 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 39. 
 
8 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 136. 
 
9 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 31. 
 
10 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 5. 
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our attention to it now will help focus my analysis of their work in the next chapter. 

Secondly, and relatedly, I will draw some connections at the end of this chapter between 

this critique and Milbank’s program of “Radical Orthodoxy,” in order to help frame that 

analysis of Bantum and Carter. 

According to Dwight N. Hopkins, the initial “stage” of Black Liberation Theology 

that was inaugurated by the NCNC and exemplified in the work of James Cone quickly 

gave way to three successive stages. The beginning of the second stage was marked by the 

creation of the “Society for the Study of Black Religion” in 1970.11 The major legacy of 

this stage was the formalizing of Black Liberation Theology into “an academic discipline 

in which black religious scholars emphasized arguments and debates among themselves.”12 

That is to say, if the first stage offered a manifesto for the formation of a new discipline of 

Christian theology (as I argued in chapter two), the second stage endeavored to create 

spaces for this discipline within the academy itself. The third stage was inaugurated by the 

birth of the “Black Theology Project” in 1975. The key feature of this stage was a “turn 

toward liberation theologies in the Third World,”13 as black theologians began to build 

Pan-Africanist and international coalitions with marginalized people throughout the world. 

Importantly, this stage also brought Black Liberation Theology into contact with forms of 

Marxism, including African socialism, which further opened up into explorations of 

feminism. I will return to this particular innovation momentarily.  

 
11 Dwight N. Hopkins, Introducing Black Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1999), 9ff. 
 
12 Dwight Hopkins, Introducing Black Theology of Liberation, 9-10. 
 
13 Dwight Hopkins, Introducing Black Theology of Liberation, 10. 



 82 
 

Before turning toward what Hopkins calls the fourth stage of Black Liberation 

Theology, it is worth noting that through the course of these first three stages, a first 

“generation” of black theologians began coalescing around two main trends in how they 

oriented their faith and practice––a “political” trend, and a “cultural” trend. If James Cone 

was the chief architect and representative of the political trend, J. Deotis Roberts provides 

an interesting point of comparison and contrast within this trend. As evinced at several 

points in the previous chapter, Cone was in many ways a conventional systematic 

theologian, as he relied heavily on classical dogmatic categories.14 In particular, and as I 

said then, Cone was deeply influenced by Karl Barth, and initially utilized a Barthian 

dialectical approach as the cipher through which he interpreted the black liberation 

movement.15  

Roberts, by contrast, was a philosopher, having studied Christian Platonism in the 

British university system. Roberts was thus less oppositional in his thinking, and did not feel 

(as Cone did) that racial reconciliation could only come after white political power and 

been exposed, overturned, and redistributed. Rather, Roberts felt that liberation and 

reconciliation were “twin goals” and the “two main poles” of black theology.16 In a similar 

 
14 Cone was even given the name “apostle to the Gentiles” by his “very good friend” Albert Cleage, 

because Cone drags “white Christians as far as they are able to go (and then some) in interpreting Black 
theology within the established framework which they can accept and understand.” Cf. Albert Cleage, Black 
Christian Nationalism: New Directions for the Black Church (New York: William Morrow, 1972), xvii. 

 
15 In fairness to Cone, I should interject at this point that Cone’s initial commitments to a Barthian 

dialectical approach later shift in favor of “dialogical” categories (vis-à-vis Paul Tillich and Martin Buber). 
The question that remains, which I will discuss in the next chapter in light of Carter’s argument, is whether 
anything substantive changes for Cone in light of this shift.  

 
16 J. Deotis Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation, 26. Here, Roberts also claims of himself that he stands 

“somewhere between the generations––that is, on the boundary between the black militants and the old-
fashioned civil rights integrationists, and also between the ‘by whatever means necessary’ ethicists and the 
view that liberation and reconciliation must be considered at the same time and in relation to one another” 
Cf. J. Deotis Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation, 13. 
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vein, Roberts did “not wish to demand that white Americans worship a Black Christ,” or 

“call for a vengeful repentance from them for worshiping a white Christ.”17 Instead, he 

imagined that American blacks and whites could alike reach out to a colorless, “universal 

Christ” who not only transcended any reference to skin color, but also reconciled all peoples 

into a “multiracial fellowship.” 

The Cultural Trend: Gayraud S. Wilmore & Charles H. Long 

Those who take a cultural approach to the project of black theology argue that there 

is a deep irony embedded in the methodology of their political counterparts. More 

specifically, cultural theologians contend that black political theologians have presumed a 

white intellectual framework, such that their critiques of white racism run at cross purposes, 

and are self-defeating. It is impossible, these cultural theologians would say, to get away 

from white supremacy while performing mental operations according the logic of white 

supremacists. So, the cultural trend calls for a holistic renovation of the project of religion 

from the ground up, so as to build new structures that authentically express how black 

people experience their own faith. Black theology, in this view, must of necessity use black 

theological resources and black religious language in order to bring about the totality of the 

black community’s emancipation. Otherwise, any political victory black people might win 

for themselves will only be half a victory––neutralizing white political power by sacrificing 

black cultural life. 

Hopkins cites two prominent figures as representatives of this trend: Gayraud S. 

Wilmore and Charles H. Long. Victor Anderson, whose critique of ontological blackness 

we turn to in the next section of this chapter, also comes out of this perspective, while 

17 Dwight Hopkins, Introducing Black Theology of Liberation, 63. 
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reinterpreting it through the lens of some additional critical sources (which I will introduce 

shortly). In Black Religion and Black Radicalism,18 Wilmore names three cultural locations for 

black theological sources: (1) the lower class black community’s folk religion, which he 

believes has been the engine behind all major mass movements of blacks in America; (2) 

the writing and public addresses of black preachers and public figures, past and present, 

especially as they reflect the unique spirituality of black life and culture; and (3) the 

traditional religions of Africa, echoing Wilmore’s belief that black people are still at root an 

African people.19 For Wilmore, “Africanisms” have a particularly important place in 

correcting the “whitenization of black religion,”20 as they offer a genuine alternative to 

white racist thinking, thus allowing for the recovery of a religious imagination authentic to 

black people’s origins.  

Wilmore names five elements central to the ethos of traditional African religions, 

which run counter to the logic of white theology, that he hopes will provide the basis for a 

truly independent (i.e. liberated) black theology: (1) the harmony of the sacred and the 

profane; (2) an emphasis on the pragmatic aims of religious practice; (3) a situating of 

individual identity within the larger framework of communal identity; (4) the deep unity of 

the material and the spiritual––body and soul; (5) an understanding of the Spirit and 

 
18 Gayraud S. Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism, 237ff. 
 
19 Wilmore also calls for a return to the genius of what Albert Raboteau called “slave religion.” He 

writes: “In the formation of a new common language, in the telling of animal tales and proverbs, in the leisure 
time practice of remembered handicrafts, in the preparation of foods, homemade medicines, and magical 
potions and charms, in the standardization of rituals of birth, marriage, and death, in the creation of modes 
of play and parody, in the expression of favorite styles of singing, instrumental music, and the dance…the 
slaves wove for themselves the tapestry of a new African-American culture.” Cf. Wilmore, Black Religion and 
Black Radicalism, 222. Hopkins suggests that this is actually a fourth, unnamed source in Wilmore, though I 
read Wilmore’s reference to be more an example of how (1) the slave community’s folk religion drew back on 
the (3) traditional religions of Africa. 

 
20 Qtd. in Dwight Hopkins, Black Theology of Liberation, 72. This particular phrasing comes from an 

interview Hopkins conducted with Wilmore.  
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presence of God as tied up with the ongoing spiritual presence of ancestral lives.21 Wilmore 

acknowledges that reframing black theology through the lens of these Africanisms will at 

times move the discipline into areas the mainstream Christian academy and church would 

call non-Christian or heretical. However, he argues that this is not to the detriment of black 

theology, but for its rescue. In final analysis, black religion is to be found wherever God 

reveals belief in acts of liberation.  

For the purposes of this dissertation, Long offers an even more important reference 

point within the cultural trend. This is in part because Long is one of the primary figures 

(along with Cone) that J. Kameron Carter’s interacts with in his monumental work Race: A 

Theological Account––which is one of two major foci in the next chapter of this dissertation.22 

This is also in part because one of Long’s major undertakings was to conceive of a new 

definition of religious language, and a parallel (albeit, somewhat differently oriented) task 

funds what I will say in chapters six. I will come back to deal with Long directly that chapter. 

Long attempts two major redefinitions in reconceiving religious language. The first is a new 

definition of religion. For Long, religion means “orientation––orientation in the ultimate 

sense, that is, how one comes to terms with the ultimate significance of one’s place in the 

world.”23 It is thus the soil, the ground from which all other languages grow.  

Secondly, Long offers a related definition of language. Language, for Long, is not 

an attempt to describe reality, but is itself constitutive of reality. He writes: 

All you have is language. There is nothing behind, before, underneath, overarching 
or whatever. So whatever reality you want to talk about is in the language….So that 

21 Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism, 239. 

22 J. Kameron Carter, Race: A Theological Account (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 

23 Charles H. Long, Significations (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 7.  
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language has its own materiality.24 It is not so much that there is a reality there and 
I’m using these words just to say what I want about it. I am saying that in language 
is the reality that I am expressing….I do not think language is just something that 
represents something else.25  

 
In other words, Long does not think of religious language as a sign that signifies the really 

religious. Language is not the form of some more truly religious substance. Rather, religious 

language is itself religious substance. The “power” of religious language, therefore, is in its 

expression––as the animating force for the structures of reality of those who speak that 

language. 

This definition of religious language is significant because of what it aims to say 

about any black theology that remains within a guild that was created for and sustained by 

white theology. That is, for Long, the problem is not simply a matter of what white theology 

says, such that black theology can enter into its discourse to correct or redirect its 

conclusions. Rather, the problem is that the discourse itself is a discourse of white power–

–is the animating force for the structures of reality of the white oppressor. Classical 

theology, in this view, is an imperialistic language system, which suffocates and suppresses 

black cultural meaning, making black theologians’ very use of theological language a tacit 

agreement to be controlled by whites.26 Thus, for Long––and this is absolutely crucial––it 

 
24 I want to note briefly here that this is a huge claim, but also somewhat curious. In fairness to Long, 

he makes it in the midst of an interview with Hopkins, which explains its colloquial (uncharacteristic of Long 
elsewhere) nature. What I want to suggest here is that Long is intuitively working toward a deep insight about 
language, but either lacked or did not embrace the conceptual resources that would have brought this insight 
to its fullness. One way to describe what I aim to do in chapter six of this dissertation is to bring about (or at 
least, inaugurate) the fullness of this insight.  

 
25 Qtd. in Dwight Hopkins, Black Theology of Liberation, 75-6. 
 
26 To be clear, Long believes that theology as a discipline not only presently acts in this way, but 

started in this way. In my reading, this is a significant point of disagreement between him and J. Kameron 
Carter. It is also a claim I will question heavily in chapters five and six of this dissertation, especially as it 
relates to the implication that it is impossible for theologians to use theological language to challenge 
theological discourse. In fact, one of the chief claims I will make in chapter six is that this is a misguided 
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is impossible for black theologians to challenge whiteness by using traditional theological 

language. This winds up being an “imitative game,” incapable of liberating black religious 

language. So, Long argues that if black theologians are going to make a serious challenge 

to whiteness, Black Liberation Theology must develop a form of speech entirely 

unbeholden to its white oppressors. It must learn to speak a new language––to sing new 

songs in a new tongue. 

Each of these thinkers sews a different thread through the early development of 

Black Liberation Theology, and I will attempt to pick up on each of these threads at various 

points in what is to come. For now, I want to simply note two things that I think ties them 

all together, albeit in distinct ways. First, I will argue that while none of them follows Cone’s 

program directly––varying at least in degree, if not in kind––each like Cone is setting out 

to justify black life and identity in the face of a perceived whiteness that seeks to subsume 

that life. Put a little differently, each of them takes the reality of white racism as its starting 

point, and thus, has a fundamentally defensive posture––each is oriented by their 

opposition to white racism. Borrowing a second term from Victor Anderson, we could refer 

to these strategies a various types of “racial apologetics.”27  

Secondly, each thinker––again, in their own ways––funds their understanding of 

race through an idealization of reality grounded in appeals to the transcendent. In other 

words, behind each thinker’s conceptions of “whiteness” and “blackness” is a way of 

thinking about reality that gives those categories a kind of ultimate meaning. Cone’s 

understanding of language itself, and that to the contrary, language invites us to imagine just that sort of 
challenge. 

27 As I will discuss in the next section of this chapter, this is a negative term for Anderson, who argues 
that this orientation serves to bracket “the material, particular differences that identify individuals within the 
race” by inviting “categorical judgments about the individual members of that group.” Cf. Victor Anderson, 
Beyond Ontological Blackness, 77. 
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Barthianism. Roberts’ Platonism. Wilmore’s Africanisms.28 Even Long, in where he sees 

limits to the possibilities of black religious language. All, at least practically speaking, set 

forth a way of thinking about race that is discrete, identifiable, stable, and permanent. 

 
The Challenges to Black Liberation Theology: Beyond Ontological Blackness 

The fourth stage of Black Liberation Theology commenced in the mid-1980’s, 

especially in light of the challenge of “womanism.” Jacquelyn Grant, a systematic 

theologian, penned the opening salvo of this new perspective in a 1979 piece entitled, 

“Black Theology and Black Women.”29 Womanists such as Grant argued that the first 

generation of black theologians offered a perspective that was normatively male, thus 

maintaining the invisibility of black women––a fact they found problematic for many 

reasons, not least the fact that women constitute the vast majority of black church 

membership. Toward the end of the 1980’s, womanist theology began to be formalized in 

diverse fields, through works such as Katie G. Cannon’s Black Womanist Ethics,30 Renita J. 

Weem’s Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible,31 and Grant’s 

White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus.32 Across these different perspectives, womanists 

 
28 As a reminder, in chapter two, I cited Clarence Walker’s argument in this regard––namely, that 

the appeal to Africanisms often belies an idealized and sentimentalized portrait of precolonial Africa as a 
culturally homogenous and static phenomena, and is thus essentialist in a biogenetic, biospiritual, and even, 
biometaphysical sense. 

 
29 Cf. Cone and Wilmore, Black Theology: A Documentary History, 323-338. The term itself, however, 

was first coined in 1979 by Alice Walker, in her short story, “Coming Apart.” Cf. Alice Walker, You Can’t Keep 
A Good Woman Down (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, Inc., 2006), 41-53. 

 
30 Katie G. Cannon, Black Womanist Ethics (Eugene, O.R.: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1988). 

 
31 Renita J. Weems, Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible 

(Philadelphia: Innisfree Press, 1988). 
 
32 Jacquelyn Grant, White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus: Feminist Christology and Womanist 

Response (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1989). 
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pressed for a more holistic form of black theology––one which could address issues of class, 

gender, sexual orientation, and ecology, alongside its critiques of race.  

Embracing New Resources: Critical Race Theory 

Among the significant outcomes of this pursuit was a move toward interdisciplinary 

studies, which would place black theology and black religious thought into conversation 

with fields of inquiry outside the formal confines of the theological guild.33 This move 

toward interdisciplinary studies marks a massive achievement in black theology, not to 

mention a major shift in the trajectory of black theology’s narrative.34 After womanism, 

black theology could no longer be read as a single linear discourse, but rather, as the 

intersection of overlapping discourses. Though a full examination of the work womanist 

scholars lays regrettably outside the scope of my efforts here, I highlight this achievement 

for two reasons. First, in a general sense, their achievement is too important to go unnamed. 

Secondly, and more importantly, it is precisely this contribution––in breaking open the 

discourse of black theology––that paves the way for the perspectives I outline below, 

including my own perspective. In fact, it would not be an exaggeration to say that the work 

of those scholars who get more attention here, not to mention this dissertation itself, would 

have been impossible without the work of womanist theology. 

One of the most innovative interdisciplinary conversation partners that surfaced 

along with of the second generation of black theology was “Critical Race Theory.” Critical 

33 It is worth raising the question whether this move actually represents a first real move beyond 
theology. This is a potentially controversial claim that could presume a thin idea of theology. Raboteau, for 
instance, suggests that this has always been outside of theology narrowly construed. 

34 That being said, as I alluded to briefly in the introduction to this dissertation, I share Victor 
Andersons belief that, despite its greater openness, womanist theology is still caught up in the same discursive 
bind of suffering and resistance that limits Black Liberation Theology. More on this below. 
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Race Theory is a field of study that arose in the 1970’s, as activists and legal theorists 

grappled with the fact that the rapid advances of the civil rights era had begun to lose 

speed––and in many cases, had even been reversed. Early theorists such as Derrick Bell, 

Alan Freeman, and Richard Delgado built upon the foundation of critical legal studies, 

especially the idea of “legal indeterminancy”––the idea that most legal cases are decided, 

not because the court has determined the one correct outcome, but because one line of 

authority or one decisive fact has been emphasized in a particular way––by joining it with 

the insights of radical feminists and postcolonial theorists.35 Drawing on European 

philosophers such as Antonio Gramsci, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida, Critical 

Race Theory became a productive lens through which to understand the black radical 

tradition, especially when thinking about the relationship between power and the 

construction of social roles.36 

Over the last four decades, Critical Race Theory has developed in diverse and wide 

ranging ways, sometimes creating uneasy tensions within itself.37 However, across its 

 
35 Cf. Kimberlé Crenshaw, Neil Gotanda, Gary Peller, and Kendall Thomas, eds., Critical Race 

Theory: The Key Writings that Formed the Movement (New York: New Press, 2010). A key distinction should be 
made here. Unlike “Critical Theory,” which is primarily a philosophical (or, as some might say, a “meta-
philosophical”) project, Critical Race Theory originated in legal studies, predominantly through the work of 
legal theorists. The overlapping nomenclature is due to the fact that these legal theorists utilized Critical 
Theory in their exploration of legal racism. It is for this reason that many significant sources for Critical Race 
Theory are not philosophical treatments, but legal case studies. An early exploration on the relationship 
between these legal studies and theology was offered by Anthony Cook in his piece, “Beyond Critical Legal 
Studies: The Reconstructive Theology of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.” Harvard Law Review 103.5 (1990). For 
a helpful reading of Critical Race Theory as a form of theology, see Noelle Witherspoon and Roland W. 
Mitchell, “Critical Race Theory as Ordinary Theology of African American Principals,” International Journal 
of Qualitative Studies in Education 22.6 (November–December 2009): 655–670. A recent dissertation calling for 
a “Critical Race Theology” has been written by Duane Terrence Lloynes, Sr., entitled A God Worth 
Worshipping: Toward a Critical Race Theology, Ph.D. diss., Marquette University, 2017. 

 
36 Cf. Richard Delgado and Jean Stefanic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction, 3rd ed. (New York: New 

York University Press, 2017), 4ff. While what follows does not follow Delgado and Stefanic’s order or 
orientation, I am indebted throughout to their fine summary. 

 
37 Cf. Tommy Curry, “Will the Real CRT Please Stand Up?” 2 The Crit: J. Crit. Legal Stud. 1 

(2009). For example, there is a clear divide among critical race theorists between “idealists” and “realists.” 
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various concentrations, a few key themes have emerged that are salient to our current 

review. The first is the “social construction thesis.” Simply put, the social construction thesis 

argues that race and races do not correspond to any biological or genetic reality––are not 

in any sense natural, inherent, or fixed––but rather, are the invention of social relations 

and thought. Thus, within a given society, racial categories are frequently invented, 

reinvented, and manipulated in order to meet the interests of the powerful. A second and 

related theme is “narrative.” Critical race theorists draw on a long history of oppressed 

peoples using narrative to offer vivid descriptions of their condition, expose the false 

versions of reality presented by their oppressors, and bind their community together toward 

shared goals and ends. They also utilize narrative theory in order to investigate why some 

stories hold power while others do not.38 According to this theory, each of us occupies a 

normative universe or “nomos” (perhaps several of them). However, we are each differently 

located within this universe (e.g. for reasons of race), giving each of us different experiences 

as we go through life. Because these different experiences make empathy difficult, talented 

Idealists hold that racism is a matter of mental operation and discourse, which can thus be undone by 
changing the script––by revising the system of images, words, and social teachings that animate racism. 
Realists hold that racism is a retrospective way of justifying the right of one group to seize tangible goods and 
benefits from another, such that racism cannot be addressed until these advantages––including privilege, 
status, etc. ––are addressed. This is sometimes also called “material determinism,” and is often paired with 
the corresponding principle of “interest convergence”––namely, that because racism furthers the interests of 
both the white upper-class (materially) and the white working-class (psychologically), the majority of people 
in America today have little reason to see racism come to an end. Realism was the dominant, early perspective 
in Critical Race Theory, especially following Derrick Bell’s groundbreaking article on Brown vs. Board of 
Education––entitled, “Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest-Convergence Dilemma”––which argued that 
the case was more a matter of white self-interest than it was about civil rights. Cf. Derrick Bell, Richard 
Delgado, and Jean Stefancic, The Derrick Bell Reader (New York: New York University Press, 2005), 33-39. 
Another interesting point of tension in Critical Race Theory comes between “antiessentialists” and those who 
advocate for the “voices of color.” More on this momentarily. 

38 Critical race theorists are especially indebted on this point to Jean-Francois Lyotard’s conception 
of the differend. Cf. Jean Francois Lyotard, The Differend: Phrases in Dispute (Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1988). To put what was said above slightly differently, narratives provide the language 
necessary to overcome the imaginative gaps that give rise to the differend. See, for example, George Martinez, 
“Philosophical Considerations and the Use of Narrative in the Law,” Rutgers Law Journal 30 (1999): 683. 
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storytellers utilize narrative in order to invite others into new and unfamiliar territories, and 

help us better relate to one another. 

 Much of the storytelling employed by critical race theorists is actually “counter-

storytelling,” or “revisionist history.” That is to say, a crucial narrative task for critical race 

theorists is to reexamine the historical record, so as to confront the prejudices embedded in 

the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves. This reexamination often offers evidence to 

support new interpretations, sometimes suppressed within that very record itself. Using this 

evidence, they seek to replace self-congratulatory majoritarian versions of historical events 

with accounts that more justly fit with the experience of minority persons––at the very least, 

to give voice to those who have suffered in silence. 

 The central story that critical race theorists seek to revise is the story of liberalism, 

especially as told in relationship to the civil rights movement. Indeed, a “critique of 

liberalism” constitutes a third key theme in Critical Race Theory. According to critical race 

theorists, there are several major limitations embedded within the politics of liberalism. 

First, liberalism tends toward secular commitments, which bind it to the idea of neutrality 

and neutral principles.39 That is to say, liberals tend to believe that the public sphere is (or 

at least ought be) a neutral space, such that it is the responsibility of governing authorities 

to act in unbiased ways toward its citizens. This had led many liberals to advocate for “color 

blindness” when it comes to the writing of laws having to do with race. The problem is that 

it is not at all clear that color is not already inscribed into the structures of society itself, 

making color blindness simply blindness to way things really are. If it is the case, as critical 

 
39 At least, liberalism in its Rawlsian forms, which attempted to balance the needs of “equality” and 

“liberty.” Rawls’ clearest exploration of this competing tension was offered in John Rawls, “Justice as Fairness: 
Political not Metaphysical,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 14 (Summer 1985): 223–51. 
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race theorists argue, that racism is intrinsic to the ordinary business of society––the 

institutions, practices, and routines by which the world works––then what is needed is not 

color blindness, but an honest and exhaustive form of color-consciousness.40  

As it relates to the civil rights movement, and rights language more broadly, critical 

theorists also argue that the tendency toward neutrality has severely weakened its 

effectiveness. This is the case on a few levels. On one level, rights language in America is 

almost exclusively “procedural” rather than “substantive.” In other words, it is oriented 

toward providing a fair process rather than assuring equality of results. In addition to the 

possibility that a putatively just process might nevertheless yield unjust results, this 

procedural emphasis is also vulnerable to incrementalism, especially within a system that 

lacks the structure (e.g. the vocabulary) to contend with racism.41 Moreover, the nature of 

this process also allows for laws to be narrowed over time––especially when they conflict 

with the interests of the powerful––or else, become subject to administrative obstruction or 

delay.  

On a second level, Critical Race Theory questions the constructive possibilities of 

rights language. According to critical race theorists, there is a double-bind at work here. In 

the first place, the often negative orientation of rights language (i.e. as those things you 

cannot take from a person) can encourage a kind of alienated individualism, rather than 

40 Neil Gotanda’s “A Critique of ‘Our Constitution is Color Blind’” is the best and fullest account of 
this argument. Cf. Stanford Law Review 44.1 (November 1991): 1-68. 

41 The term critical race theorists use for this is “structural determinism.” In essence, structural 
determinism argues that our system is ill equipped to redress certain wrongs, and so inevitably produces 
certain kinds of results. Given the ordinariness of racism in our society, critical race theorists invite us to 
consider the reality that we are at a moment when what is needed is a new script, and that changing narratives 
is a slow process at best. In fact, in And We are Not Saved: The Elusive Quest for Racial Justice, Bell argues that our 
system of rights ensures that progress occurs at just the right, slow pace for white racism. Cf. Derrick Bell, And 
We are Not Saved: The Elusive Quest for Racial Justice (New York: Basic Books, 1987). 
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mutual and interdependent communities. At the same time, liberalism as a political 

arrangement generally requires coalitions across difference in order to leverage political 

action. However, because coalitions require priority be placed on broad and encompassing 

concerns over the concerns of particular subgroups, they are inevitably reductive of 

individual identity. 

This last point offers a segue to a final set of related themes in Critical Race Theory. 

The first is “differential racialization.” Differential racialization is the idea that the 

dominant group in society tends to racialize different groups at different times, such that 

each race has a shifting identity and ever-evolving history. Closely related to this notion is 

the notion of “intersectionality.”42 The basic premise of intersectionality is that no person 

has a single, simple, solitary identity, but rather, has overlapping and potentially conflicted 

identities, allegiances, and loyalties. Intersectionality specifically examines the identity of 

individuals who operate at an intersection of multiple established sites of oppression––

especially, race, sex, class, national origin, and sexual orientation. It asks: How are 

“intersectional” persons to be understood? Should their participation in each site be 

considered separately? Collectively? Should each permutation of identity have its own 

unique category and representation? And again: What is their role in social movements 

that might prioritize one part of their identity over another?43  

These questions have led to a debate within Critical Race Theory over 

“essentialism” and “antiessentialism.” In short, this essentialism is the belief that all 

 
42 Kimberlé Crenshaw defines this term in “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity 

Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 46.6 (July 1991): 1241-1299. 
 
43 This, it should be recognized, is precisely the tension faced by womanist theologians as described 

above. The issue here is not just a matter of theoretical interest, but a matter of who has representation and 
voice and who does not. 
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oppressed people share some set of characteristics in common (e.g. their oppression), and 

can be joined around these characteristics into a proper political unit for social change. The 

value of this approach is the strength of numbers, as it takes a multitude of any minority 

voice to make itself heard. The danger is that those individuals whose experience and 

perspective differ from the norm might at best be forgotten, and at worst, be furthered 

marginalized. Highlighting the difficulty of this problem are the sometimes difficult 

dynamics of inter- and intraminority relations, especially in light of increasing racial 

hybridity in America. In view of all this, antiessentialist critical race theorists call for a 

politics that attend to individual lives and fulfillment. 

Postmodern Blackness: Against Essentialist Renderings of Black Identity 

Victor Anderson’s critique of Black Liberation Theology––which I have alluded to 

at various points, and turn to address fully now––is a product of the space opened up by 

critical race theory, especially in its impulses toward intersectionality and antiessentialism. 

Given what I have just said, we could read Anderson as bringing the burgeoning insights 

of Critical Race Theory to bear on the cultural trend in black theology. In his landmark 

book Beyond Ontological Blackness: An Essay on African American Religious and Cultural Criticism, 

Anderson brings together critical studies, postmodern analytical tools, and aspects of 

anthropological insights in order to explore the religious functions of cultural criticism. By 

cultural criticism, Anderson means “an intellectual activity that analyzes the structural and 

expressive ways that human groups satisfy basic human needs and subjective goods.”44  

In this view, cultural criticism has a dual function. In the first place, it is “culturally 

enlightening,” exposing the dark sides of culture. More specifically, it shines a “stereoscopic 

44 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 21. 
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gaze”45 upon the ways in which culture as a system––that is, as interconnected webs of 

human social interactions––denies or threatens the goods required for human flourishing. 

In the second place, it is also “emancipatory,” advancing those activities that will lead 

toward cultural fulfillment. Despite culture’s dark sides, cultural criticism resists cynicism, 

and instead reaffirms creative possibilities for culture amidst cultural ruin. In shaping his 

view of culture, Anderson carves out a path that begins with Clifford Geertz’s organic 

account, moves through the social phenomenology of Schutz and Luckman, and back to 

the pragmatic social theory of George Herbert Mead. At the heart of this lineage is a 

critique of “ideology.” Anderson defines ideology as “a cultural symbol-system” which 

creates “a reflexive mode of discourse by which persons explain themselves to themselves, 

and discern, affirm, and promote those practices that fulfill their cultural ends and 

purposes.”46  

Such work can be “religious,” in Anderson’s view, when it conceives of those 

enlightening and emancipatory intentions “iconoclastically.” Here, Anderson is 

concurrently resisting two competing understandings of “religious.” On the one hand, 

Anderson wants to distinguish “religious” from “theological.” Theology, according to 

Anderson, serves a particular religious community, internally integrating its various beliefs 

and practice. Religious criticism, by contrast, “is not strictly justified in terms of 

ecclesiastical affiliation,” but contributes to “the processes and possibilities for cultural 

fulfillment.”47 Religious critics may have ecclesiastical affiliation, but there must be an 

 
45 Anderson borrows this term from Jeffrey Stout. Cf. Jeffrey L. Stout, Ethics After Babel: The Languages 

of Morals and Their Discontent (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988), 279. 
 
46 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 28. 
 
47 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 30. 
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organic relationship between their ecclesial commitments and their critical work. On the 

other hand, Anderson wants to disrupt an oppositional understanding of “religious” and 

“secular” criticism. Religious criticism must be open to the culture, and so shares secular 

criticism’s relentless opposition to cultural “idolatry”––to any totality that “would deny the 

cultural fulfillment of persons on the grounds of their difference.”48 That is to say, once 

again, religious criticism is religious because it is iconoclastic. 

It is with this iconoclastic rigor that Anderson moves to engage black theology. The 

first task in Anderson’s critique is to shine a stereoscopic gaze on what we have thus far 

called “whiteness.” Using the terminology just discussed, Anderson identifies whiteness as 

a racial “ideology,” which arises out of a specifically modern aesthetic––that is, a neo-

classical imperialist aesthetic “determined by the cult of genius over taste,” where genius 

refers to “the cultural constellations that preside over the birth and fortune of a nation or 

people.”49  Whiteness, in this framework, becomes the organizing symbol for “positively 

differentiating the European cultural genius from others,”50 thereby offering a natural or 

(in some cases) even metaphysical justification for socially exclusionary practices. Thus, 

whiteness operates as a form of “categorical” racism, simultaneously reducing the 

particular goods of European culture (including its persons) to their participation in this 

overarching category, and non-European others through their refusal from it.  

Having demonstrated this, Anderson moves in a second task to turn this gaze back 

on Black Liberation Theology. In brief, Anderson argues that because of the defensive 

48 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 38. 

49 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 54. 

50 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 61. 
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posture it took against white racism, racial apologetics became reflexively categorical, such 

that “race overshadowed questions of intraracial classism, gender bias, and homophobia”–

–questions which were “bracketed or seen as, in some sense, subordinate to the all-pervasive 

umbrella of racism and the veil of blackness.”51 Put a little differently, racial apologetics 

was overdetermined by its opposition to white racial ideology, and thus became defined by 

its metaphysical determinants––became white racial ideology’s mirror image: a “cult of 

black heroic genius.”52 In this manner, blackness itself becomes ideological. And as it does, 

the radically differentiated character of black identity “fades to black” through its totalizing 

lens.53 

 Given this, we can now say what Anderson means by “ontological blackness.” 

Ontological blackness mirrors categorical racism. It makes blackness a reified totality, 

bearing ultimate concern, that defines the essential qualities of black identity, and 

subordinates all internal differences.54 As such, it is an idolatry in need of religious (i.e. 

iconoclastic) criticism. With this in view, what is left for us to consider is how Anderson sees 

this working itself out in Black Liberation Theology itself. According to Anderson, the effect 

 
51 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 66. 
 
52 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 100. Anderson further offers Marcus Garvey as an 

example of how this opposition hardens even into a counter-imperialist cult of black genius. As Anderson 
writes, the “model upon which [Garvey’s] imperial African was to be shaped were the white European and 
British imperialist nations.” Cf. Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 74-76. 

 
53 A point which Anderson dwells on at length, which is beyond the scope of our narrative here, is 

that a kind black “moral manliness” is architectonic to what is meant by black heroic genius––specifically, its 
confrontational, “no compromise” approach. Cf. Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 64, 70-73. 
Here, of course, Anderson is obviously sympathetic to the womanist critique of black theology. However, 
Anderson argues that womanism is similarly “bound by the spectre of black masculinity and its cult of black 
heroic genius.” Cf. Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 109. More specifically, the “womanist 
theologian has become…the mirror image of black masculinity: strong and rebellious, surviving and resisting, 
heroic and epochal.” Cf. Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 112. 

 
54 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 85. 
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of this conception of blackness is particularly evidenced by two features of Black Liberation 

Theology, both of which were highlighted in the previous chapter.  

First, in explicating Black Liberation Theology’s claim that liberation is the Gospel, 

I noted that the logic of this claim, when fully carried out, leads Cone to describe black 

theology as a “ghetto theology” and a “theology of revolution.” According to Anderson, 

these are the two cultural motifs around which black theology reconfigures the classical 

black aesthetic: “black survivalist culture and black revolutionary self-assertion.”55 In other 

words, black theology locates black identity in its struggle for survival against white racism, 

and the revolutionary self-assertion of a black-consciousness. The problem is that, when 

black life is fundamentally determined in this way, black existence cannot get beyond its 

resistance to and struggle against white racism. To put it a little differently, as long as black 

identity is defined by revolutionary self-assertation, it will inevitably be held captive in––

and perhaps even, held captive by––its own struggle for survival against white racism. 

 Secondly, and relatedly, in explaining how Black Liberation Theology locates the 

presence of God in blackness itself, I registered a confusion about what is meant by Cone 

when he speaks about blackness. On the one hand, Cone speaks of blackness as an 

“ontological symbol” of “oppression and liberation,”56 such that it is capable of standing 

“for all victims of oppression who realize that the survival of their humanity is bound up 

with liberation from whiteness.”57 At the same time, Cone wants black people, in the 

concrete realities of black life, to function as the visible expression of blackness without 

 
55 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 88. 
 
56 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, ix. 
 
57 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 8. 
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remainder, such that “black experience is only possible for black persons.”58 This confusion 

is compounded, as we discussed then, just to the extent that Cone also wants to see 

blackness as divine––as not only “a special creation of God himself,”59 but also, as the very 

condition of God.60 And, while Cone aimed to work this out dialectically through an appeal 

to a Black Christ, Anderson is unconvinced. 

 Anderson finds several problems with this construction, beyond the surface level 

confusion of a blackness that is at the same time symbolic and literal. His argument runs as 

follows. First, if blackness is an ontological symbol that corresponds to black experience, 

and black experience is defined by suffering and rebellion against whiteness, then the 

suffering and rebellion provoked by whiteness is ontologically grounded and a necessary 

condition of blackness. But if that is the case, then whiteness appears to be the very ground 

of black experience, and thereby, the ground of black theology. Thus, Anderson argues 

that “while black theology justifies itself as radically oppositional to whiteness, it 

nevertheless requires whiteness, white racism, and white theology for…its legitimacy.”61 

Because it is ontologically bound by whiteness, it “cannot point to any transcendent 

meaning beyond itself without also fragmenting.”62 In last analysis, a profound irony sits at 

the heart of the black theology project. In the end, Black Liberation Theology becomes 

trapped, not by whiteness in the abstract, but by a “blackness that whiteness created.”63 

 
58 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation. 26. 
 
59 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 52. 
 
60 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 13. 
 
61 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 91. 
 
62 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 92. 
 
63 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 61. 
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In moving to press for something beyond ontological blackness, Anderson follows 

bell hooks in calling for the development of a “postmodern blackness.”64 By postmodern 

blackness, Anderson has in mind a form of blackness that, while recognizing race as a useful 

descriptor in talking about identity formation, also recognizes that black identities are being 

perpetually reconstituted, as black people seek to negotiate the realities of race alongside 

issues of class, gender, and sexuality. In the constructive portion of his project, Anderson 

appeals to the Nietzschean grotesque aesthetic to counter the modern racial aesthetic that 

funds both white and black ideologies alike. However, a full discussion of this constructive 

move is not necessary here, as Carter and Bantum diverge from Anderson at this point. If 

Anderson offers his critical insights out of the cultural trend in black theology, we can read 

Carter and Bantum as attempting a similar revision of the theological trend, so as to put 

forth a specifically theological form of postmodern blackness. With that in view, the last 

thing we need to do before turning to Carter and Bantum directly is to better understand 

the theological resources they use to do so. 

The Emergence of a “Radical” Orthodoxy: Beyond Secular Liberalism 

The 1980’s saw a parallel project begin to form on the theological landscape 

concurrent with (even if divided from) the second generation of black theologians. This 

project, commonly referred to as “Postliberal Theology,” arose (as the name suggests) as a 

challenge to theological liberalism. Postliberal theologians sought to critique two aspects of 

liberalism they found problematic: (1) the tendency to prioritize individual autonomy over 

against communitarian interests or external forms of authority; and (2) the tendency to 

separate reason from faith as fact from value, so as to frame reason as objective and 

64 bell hooks, Yearnings: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1990), 23ff. 
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universal (i.e. “foundational”) and faith as subjective and experiential. In challenging these 

aspects of liberalism, postliberals viewed themselves as the heirs of a counter-Enlightenment 

tradition that had begun as far back as Søren Kierkegaard, and found a recent apogee in 

the theology of Karl Barth. Early postliberals also drew heavily from the cultural 

anthropology of Clifford Geertz and Peter Berger, the moral philosophy of Alasdair 

MacIntyre, and above all, Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophical descriptions of language. 

  The initial trajectory for Postliberal Theology was set in 1984 by Lutheran 

theologian George Lindbeck. Utilizing an interpretation of Wittgenstein’s theory of 

“language-games,”65 Lindbeck argued in The Nature of Doctrine for a “cultural-linguistic” 

approach to doctrine. Lindbeck differentiated his cultural linguistic approach from two 

other approaches he thought typical of classical dogmatics.66 The first he called the 

“cognitive-propositional” approach. This approach, which Lindbeck associates with 

traditional orthodoxies, understands doctrines as truth claims (i.e. propositions) about 

reality that can either be true or not true. This “cognitive-propositional” approach is what 

he says was rejected after the Enlightenment and continues to be rejected by theological 

liberalism today. Lindbeck calls the second approach “experiential-expressivism.” 

According to this perspective, doctrines are not statements about truth, but 

“noninformative and nondiscursive symbols of inner feelings, attitudes, or existential 

orientations.”67 More specifically, they are symbols that we use to express what we believe 

 
65 Wittgenstein makes regular use of the term “language-games” throughout his Philosophical 

Investigations. I am for now reserving comment on Lindbeck’s reading of Wittgenstein, and am here only 
attempting to offer a faithful reading of Lindbeck. I will have occasion to comment more fully on Lindbeck’s 
reading of Wittgenstein in chapter six.  

 
66 Cf. George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (Louisville, 

KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1984). 
 
67 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 16. 
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to be true based on our inner spiritual experiences (e.g. Schleiermacher’s “feeling of 

absolute dependence”). This, in Lindbeck’s perspective, is the dominant model for thinking 

about doctrine in theological liberalism.  

Against both these models, Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic approach argues that 

Christianity is a “language-game,” where doctrine provides the rules by which the game 

may be played (i.e. by which one may make a “move”). Doctrine are like the rules of 

grammar and syntax, which sustain the internal coherence of language and regulate the 

possibilities of speech. On these terms, Christian Scripture and the Christian tradition are 

best viewed, not as a system of propositions (much less, as a network of expressive symbols), 

but as an overarching story.68 Doctrines articulate the “communally authoritative rules of 

discourse, attitude, and action”69 that are regulated by this story. Thus, one becomes a 

Christian, not be assenting to truth claims, but by “learning the story of Israel and of Jesus 

well enough to interpret and experience oneself and one’s world in its terms.”70 Christian 

converts likewise do not first apprehend the faith and then decide to become Christians. 

Rather, they are “first attracted by the Christian community and form life.” Then, once 

they “have acquired proficiency in the alien Christian language and form of life,” they are 

“deemed able intelligently and responsibly to profess the faith.”71  

68 This emphasis on narrative has led some to refer to Postliberal Theology in this initial period as a 
kind of Narrative Theology. When people speak of Narrative Theology today, they tend to have in mind the 
specific form of Postliberal Theology that took form while Lindbeck was teaching at Yale Divinity School––
and so, also call this the “Yale School” of theology. Lindbeck’s views on narrative were preceded and shaped 
by the work of two colleagues at Yale: biblical scholars Brevard Childs and Hans Wilhelm Frei. 

69 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 18. 

70 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 20. 

71 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 118. 
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I highlight Lindbeck’s contribution at this juncture for two reasons. First, in setting 

the initial course for Postliberal Theology, Lindbeck’s reading of Wittgenstein would 

become foundational for a strain of postliberal theologians for a generation to come. 

However, one question this dissertation will raise in its final full chapter is whether or not 

Lindbeck reads Wittgenstein correctly––and in turn, suggesting that Lindbeck does not 

read Wittgenstein correctly, whether his misreading limited the constructive possibilities of 

Postliberal Theology during the late-20th and early-21st centuries. In doing so, I hope to 

draw attention to the fact that many who have either ignored or rejected Postliberal 

Theology have done so on Lindbeck’s terms, and press for future exploration on how 

changing the terms (e.g. through an alternative reading of Wittgenstein) might make it 

possible to join together what modern theology has torn asunder. Second, Lindbeck’s 

theological challenge to liberalism created the space for similar programs to emerge that 

would utilize alternative resources toward shared ends. For the purposes of understanding 

Carter and Bantum, none is more important (as Bantum himself has said) than John 

Milbank and his program of “Radical Orthodoxy.” 

 
Embracing Old Resources: Neo-Orthodoxy, Nouvelle Théologie, and Ressourcement 

Milbank emerged on the theological landscape about a decade after Lindbeck, 

gaining international attention and interest for his 1990 magnum opus, Theology and Social 

Theory: Beyond Secular Reason.72 The core claim of this book was that secular modernity is not 

religiously neutral, as was supposed in (e.g. Rawlsian) liberal political theory, but deeply 

and fundamentally theological in its orientation. Likewise, Milbank argued that secular 

 
72 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 

1990). 
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social theory is not justified by the objective, universal standards of a neutral, unaided 

rationality, but is governed by assumptions that are “no more rationally justifiable than the 

Christians positions.”73 More than this, Milbank argued that these assumptions were not 

just religious in general, but “bound up with the modification or the rejection of orthodox 

Christian positions.”74 In other words, secular social theory “is actually constituted in its 

secularity by ‘heresy’ in relation to orthodox Christianity, or else a rejection of Christianity 

that is more ‘neo-pagan’ than simply anti-religious.”75 At bottom, Milbank’s goal was to 

show that secular social theory does not rise above the realm of “myth,” as it supposed, but 

is simply an alternative mythos––a parody of Christianity with immanentized eschatological 

pretensions. Consequently, the secular social sphere has a sort of parasitic relationship to 

the Christian church, as its utopian visions borrow from and rely upon Christian 

soteriological themes.76 

Theology and Social Theory laid the theoretical foundations for the theological program 

that would eventually become known as “Radical Orthodoxy.” This program was given its 

name in the title of a collection of essays edited by Milbank, along with Catherine Pickstock 

and Graham Ward. Embedded within its title––Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology77––are 

allusions to two early 20th-century theological movements.78 The first is “Neo-Orthodoxy,” 

73 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular, 1. 

74 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 1. 

75 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 3. 

76 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 263-7. 

77 John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward, Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology (London: 
Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 1999). 

78 Prior to this volume, Milbank’s program went by the name “Postmodern Critical Augustinianism” 
Cf. John Milbank, “‘Postmodern Critical Augustinianism’: A Short Summa in Forty Two Responses to 
Unasked Questions,” Modern Theology 7.3 (April 1991): 225-237. 
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which is often closely associated with the aforementioned Karl Barth. Like Lindbeck and 

earlier postliberal theologians, Radical Orthodoxy has an appreciation for the Barthian 

critique of the limits of autonomous reason. However, Radical Orthodoxy also believes that 

Barth’s critique fell short, precisely to the extent that his dialectical approach maintains an 

overly oppositional relationship between reason and faith. Radical Orthodoxy claims that 

Barth’s dialectic, rather than challenging autonomy, operates as the final failure of a 

theological collaboration with autonomy. More specifically, Radical Orthodoxy argues that 

“by refusing all ‘mediations’ though other spheres of knowledge and culture, Barthianism 

tended to assume a positive autonomy for theology, which…ran the risk of allowing worldly 

knowledge an unquestioned validity in its own sphere.”79 On this basis, Radical Orthodoxy 

proposes an orthodoxy that is more “radical” than “new.” It critiques secular modernity 

neither by appealing to reason as a neutral and universal authority, nor by excluding reason 

from the realm of faith. Rather, it seeks to recover and interpret the patristic and early 

medieval vision of knowledge that both balanced and transcended that very dualism.  

 It is here that nouvelle théologie, the second movement that Radical Orthodoxy draws 

significantly upon, comes most clearly into view. Nouvelle théologie was a French Catholic 

theological movement that developed as a response to “neo-scholasticism”––a late 19th and 

early 20th century movement that endeavored to revive and develop medieval scholastic 

philosophy. According to nouvelle théologie, a significant shift took place within late medieval 

scholasticism––first with Denys the Carthusian, and decisively with Francisco Suarez and 

Cardinal Cajetan––that colors the way early scholastics (particularly St. Thomas Aquinas) 

are read within neo-scholasticism. Against these readings, proponents of nouvelle théologie 

 
79 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 
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advocated for ressourcement––a return to Scripture and early Christianity as the authoritative 

sources of the Christian faith. Their hope in making this return was to temper the late 

scholastic stress “upon speculation with a renewed interest in history, biblical exegesis, 

typology, art, literature, and mysticism.”80 Radical Orthodoxy sees itself as a “new 

theology” because it consciously takes up the nouvelle théologie project of ressourcement. 

The driving force behind the nouvelle théologie project of ressourcement was Henri de 

Lubac. With a special interest in Origen of Alexandria, de Lubac returned to early 

Christianity primarily to offer an “ontologically revisionary”81 thesis concerning the 

“supernatural.” De Lubac offered this thesis in his 1946 Surnaturel, which “was a somewhat 

ad hoc jamming together of several earlier long articles which nonetheless converged upon 

a single thesis.”82 Specifically, de Lubac proposed what Milbank calls a “non-ontology.” By 

non-ontology, Milbank means an ontology 

articulated between the discourses of philosophy and theology, fracturing their 
respective autonomies, but tying them loosely and yet firmly together…an ontology 
between the field of pure immanent being proper to philosophy on the one hand, 
and the field of the revelatory event proper to theology on the other hand.83 

The genius of this account, according to Milbank, is its ability to exchange indifferently two 

seemingly paradoxical grammars into a harmony, so as to navigate the opposite poles of a 

humanist autonomy and a purely external gratuity. 

At the heart of this non-ontology is the thesis that “nature” can only truly manifest 

itself as such by exceeding itself, by being raised beyond itself to participate in “super-

80 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle: Henri de Lubac and the Debate Concerning the Supernatural (Grand 
Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2011), 1. 

81 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 30. 

82 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 15. 

83 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 5. 
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nature,” in the divine. On this register, the problem with the Barthian dialectical scheme is 

that its polarity creates an ontological rupture that ironically gives too much reality to 

nature per se, thus robbing nature of its greatest ontological possibility.84 Put the other way 

around, Milbank argued that de Lubac’s “non-ontology” declares that things are nothing 

in themselves, but in so doing, actually establishes their greatest potential. For when nature 

owes the sum of its existence, when its existence is entirely given or donated, there is a 

reciprocal “ontological drawing back towards God that is consequent upon the radical 

origin of all things from God.”85 Thus, every thing always exists with reference to that which 

is beyond itself. For the very reason that they do not reach their end in themselves, that 

their being is finite and derivative, they offer in their returning to God a vision of God as 

the origin of all––a God who confers life and meaning to everything. 

Positioning themselves in this manner as the descendants of both Neo-Orthodoxy 

and nouvelle théologie, Radical Orthodoxy also attempts to reach beyond de Lubac by shaping 

an account of “a fully Christianised ontology and practical theology consonant with 

authentic Christian doctrine.”86 In other words, what makes the program of Radical 

Orthodoxy novel is its attempt retell the story of Christianity in a way that substantiates de 

Lubac’s non-ontology. It is not only a ressourcement, but a work of narration––an attempt to 

fashion the Christian story as a “metanarrative” through which all other stories must find 

 
84 It is worth noting, in order to set the table for an argument I will make in the next chapter, that 

Milbank believes Hans Urs von Balthasar––a disciple of de Lubac, and a leading figure nouvelle théologie––is 
indirectly guilty of subsidizing this rupture. Specifically, Milbank argues that Balthasar’s admiration for Barth 
colored his reading of de Lubac, who Balthasar recasts in a conservative and over-Barthian manner. I will 
say more about this in the section two of chapter five. There, I will argue that Carter makes a parallel 
argument about Cone’s Barthianism, and also follows Mibank in turning to “analogy” in his constructive 
proposals. 

 
85 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 26-7. 
 
86 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 
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their meaning. At root, then, this also involves Radical Orthodoxy in a “counter-narrative” 

project. That is to say, before Radical Orthodoxy can establish the Christian story as a 

metanarrative, it must unmask the narrative quality of secular modernity, exposing it as an 

alternative (and false) parody of the Christian story.  

Postmodern Critical Augustinianism: Against Univocal Ontologies 

It is at this point that Radical Orthodoxy offers its most unique contribution to 

Postliberal Theology. I explore this unique contribution at length below, though it involves 

a significant exegetical excursus, because it will form the basis of (what I called above) 

Carter and Bantum’s attempt to develop a specifically theological form of postmodern (i.e. 

non-ontological) blackness. In chapter five, I will refer back to this discussion in order to 

demonstrate how foundational Radical Orthodoxy is to the shape of Carter and Bantum’s 

shared project. At that point, I will also press some questions about how Carter and 

Bantum’s reliance on Radical Orthodoxy impacted the trajectory of their work. In chapter 

six, I will attempt to open up the conversation they initiated by point toward alternative 

resources.  

While postliberals had long claimed that liberal politics was the inevitable outcome 

of a concept of rationality that was neutral and unaided––that is, that autonomy in the 

political sphere was a corollary of autonomous reason––Radical Orthodoxy insisted that 

there is an even deeper subplot undergirding this narrative of autonomy.87 The argument 

here is fairly straightforward. If one must conceive of the autonomous self (e.g. Descartes) 

in order to conceive of autonomous reason (e.g. Kant), this raises a natural question: What 

87 Cf. Catherine Pickstock, After Writing: On the Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy (Oxford, UK: 
Blackwell Publishers, 1998), 48-60. 
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made the logic of the self as an isolated subject possible? Radical Orthodoxy locates the 

decisive shift in John Duns Scotus. According to Milbank, Duns Scotus argued that “one 

can first understand Being in an uambiguous, sheerly ‘existential’ sense, as the object of a 

proposition, without reference to God, who is later claimed ‘to be’ in the same univocal 

way.”88 Put more simply, Duns Scotus posited a univocal understanding of existence, such 

that there is only one type of existence, and further, that this “Being” is logically prior to 

everything real––even God. Thus, existence can be predicated univocally of God and 

God’s creation, so that when we say that “God exists,” and when we say that “creation 

exists,” we mean the same thing. What this amounts to, in the end, is that existence is 

granted an independent life of its own. Or (if you will), univocity cedes autonomy to Being 

itself. 

It was here, Radical Orthodoxy contends––where it was imagined that Being not 

only exists, but subsists––that the movement toward the secular begins. For it was this move 

with regard to Being that “unhooked” the material from the transcendent, providing a way 

of figuring an existence that does not participate in the life of God. It was this move that 

allows God to be isolated from created beings, and further, that allows beings to be isolated 

from each other. In other words, if autonomy in the political sphere was a corollary of 

autonomous reason, then both forms of autonomy were corollaries of the idea of 

autonomous Being. However––and this is crucial––Radical Orthodoxy claims that this 

ontological move is paradoxically self-defeating. Though meant to give greater weight to 

materiality, this move led to a flattening of materiality that actually devalues the material. 

As Pickstock puts it, Scotus’ univocity 

 
88 John Milbank, The Word Made Strange: Theology, Language, Culture (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell 

Publishers, 1997), 44. 
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unmediably separates the creation from God, precisely because the infinity of 
distance can be the object of no concept other than Being…One cannot peer 
through the interminable quantity of sameness, for God’s infinite intensity of Being 
exceeds every measure.89 

In other words, once Being is granted autonomy, it is also cut off from the only thing that 

can grant it meaning. But in being cut off from that which gives it meaning, it is also 

hemmed into a closed system. Without the given depth of divine participation, Being is 

suffocated within immanence. Nothing in itself, Being collapses into nihilism. 

Before outlining Radical Orthodoxy’s account of “a fully Christianised ontology,”90 

it is worth noting (in order to pave the way for our investigations in chapters five and six) 

how they read this critique against postmodern claims about the “end of metaphysics.” 

Based on this interpretation of Duns Scotus, Radical Orthodoxy reads the turn toward 

nihilism in postmodernism as not so much “post-modern” as it is “hyper-modern.” In other 

words, they see nihilism as the climax of modernity, in the sense that it is the final, logical 

outworking of a material unhooked from the transcendent.91 Milbank attempts to show this 

through an exploration of what he calls the “postmodern problematic,” which he defines 

as a “differential ontology” that inevitably led to our conceiving of existence as caught up 

in “ontological violence.”  

According to Milbank, this is best seen through Martin Heidegger’s efforts to 

distinguish “Being” in general (sein) from a “being there” (dasein). Figuring the relation 

through a “constant happening” always in between and open to the historical past and 

future, the chief characteristic of Dasein is in its constant “fall” (zug) from Being into an ontic 

89 Catherine Pickstock, After Writing, 122-3. 

90 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 

91 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 280-95. 
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condition. The problem for Heidegger is that, because he is committed to being non-

metaphysical and non-theological, this must be done within the framework of a non-

hierarchical heterogeneity. But “if this is the case...the constant temporal mediation of the 

ontological difference must itself be characterized by a rupture, an entirely arbitrary break 

with the unanimity of Being. A unanimity which of course only ‘is’ through this series of 

‘breaks.’”92 Concealed underneath ontical presence, then, there is always a sort of 

primordial violence, for Being only “is” by means of a random sequence of differential 

breaks. 

Intriguingly, both Giles Deleuze and Jacques Derrida suggest that Heidegger is 

following Scotus in this fundamental ontology.93 The problem, according to Milbank, is 

that neither Deleuze nor Derrida really move us beyond Heidegger, as both offer more or 

less refined versions of his nihilism.94 For Derrida, this is couched in a “deconstruction” of 

“meaning” that works on the logic of “supplementation” and “deferral.” Derrida’s basic 

claim takes the premise that meaning is always tied up in signs, and thus, that a thing is 

always known through reference to something else––a “supplement.”95 Meaning is clarified 

by the addition of auxiliary signifiers, and yet, this process of “deferral” takes us still further 

from the original meaning of a thing. This deferral, moreover, roughly approximates the 

fall of Being in Heidegger. Violence is inscribed from the moment of supplementation, and 

 
92 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 302. 
 
93 Cf. Giles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994) 52-8; Giles 

Deleuze, The Logic of Sense (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 208-11; Jacques Derrida Writing and 
Difference (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 310 n. 4. 

 
94 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 9-16. 

95 Cf. Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 3-73. 
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a thing can only be known through the process of its dissembling. Likewise Deleuze, while 

avoiding this sort of dialectical tension, nevertheless persists in ontological violence through 

his categories of “existence”––which includes “deep” things, such as bodies––and 

“insistence”––which refers to effects and events which convey embodiment. Because there 

is no dialectic tension between the two, they inevitably revert to a monotonous 

continuum.96 But this continuum too is “a chaotic realm in which every sheerly different 

happening at the same time exemplifies exactly the same univocal sense: the sense of 

nonsense, of the joker without meaning who sorts and resorts the pack of meaning and 

deals out their difference.”97 Thus, Milbank argues that as long as some form of “univocity 

of being” is maintained, ontological violence is inescapable. 

In view of this “counter-narrative,” and against these various formulations of the 

“univocity of being,” Radical Orthodoxy turns to St. Thomas Aquinas’ analogia entis as the 

first step in building their account of “a fully Christianised ontology”98––which they 

likewise call a “counter-ontology,” a theological subversion of Scotus and his descendants. 

According to Radical Orthodoxy, the analogia entis offers an initial affirmation that de 

Lubac’s “non-ontology” is “consonant with authentic Christian doctrine,”99 as analogy 

offers a way of speaking about the natural participation in the supernatural that navigates 

the opposite poles of a humanist autonomy and a purely external gratuity.  

 
96 Cf. Giles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, 13-22. Alain Badiou, sees a kind of involuntary Platonsim in 

Deleuze here, despite the attempts made by the latter to overturn Platonism Cf. Alain Badiou, Deleuze: The 
Clamor of Being (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 73. In particular, Deleuze is seen as 
needing at least a partial Platonism in order to suppose a construct for ‘the one’ onto which he could hang 
his immanence. Badiou himself also admits a sort of Platonism, though curiously, suggests that Plato (not 
unlike himself) was articulating a radical philosophy of immanence Cf. Alain Badiou, Deleuze, 101-2. 

 
97 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 316. 
 
98 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 
 
99 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 
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How so? According to Radical Orthodoxy, in contrast to the “univocity of being,” 

the analogia entis does two things at once. In the first place, the analogia entis makes creation 

dependent upon God for its “meaning” (i.e. existence). That is to say, within an analogical 

framework, the likeness of the statements “God exists” and “creation exists” is cast within 

a context of a greater unlikeness.100 More specifically, only God can be said to “exist” in se–

–it is only God whose existence is in his essence––so that creation can only be said to “exist” 

with reference to God’s existence––through its participation in God as the source of its 

being. In other words, existence does not exist in itself. It “is” only as it participates in God’s 

essence. At the same time, the analogia entis affirms the persisting goodness of creation, 

precisely because nature is constituted by the supernatural––that is, by God’s essence––

from beginning to end.  

Playing off Heidegger’s use of the term “ontotheology,” Radical Orthodoxy calls 

the Thomistic vision a “theo-ontology”––in Milbank’s own words, a “theological ontology 

of constitutive supernatural supplementation.”101 This theological ontology envisions “a 

creation in the light of grace, as itself graced or supplemented.”102 Nature, in this view, can 

serve as analogy because it can “remotely anticipate the divine essence.”103 Because 

creation stands in a meaningful relationship to God, beings offer a coherent image of that 

which is beyond sight––of “Being” itself. In fact, Milbank goes even so far as to say that our 

language about the divine essence “must…deploy names that initially refer to the created 

 
100 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 144. Here, Radical Orthodoxy is indebted to John Saward’s 

reading of Balthasar. Cf. John Saward. The Mysteries of March: Hans Urs von Balthasar on the Incarnation and Easter 
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1990), 18. 

 
101 John Milbank and Catherine Pickstock, Truth in Aquinas (London: Routledge, 2001), 44. 
 
102 John Milbank, Truth in Aquinas, 51. 
 
103 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 32.  
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order.”104 Because they actually participate in and mediate the transcendent, they are the 

first place where the transcendent is made manifest. Because nature is the site of God’s 

continual and plenitudinous self-giving, it where we must go for glimpses into the nature of 

God. 

Two things are evident from this review. The first is that this account of St. Thomas, 

in keeping with the nouvelle théologie project of ressourcement, substantially revises the one 

offered by neo-scholasticism. Milbank fills out this account by making a distinction between 

the analogy of “attribution” and the analogy of “proper proportion,” the latter being a type 

of mathematical analogy that was standard in the account of neo-scholasticism.105 Milbank 

claims that while “proper proportion” was important in Aristotle, it is subordinate to 

“attribution” in early medieval scholasticism (most of all, in St. Thomas). Instead, following 

Etienne Gilson’s “new” reading of St. Thomas, Milbank takes the analogia entis to be an 

analogy of attribution that “concerns relations of ineffable affinity, especially between 

effects and causes, that are not available for the scrutiny of comparison.”106 In this reading, 

the analogy of attribution provides an analogy of analogies, an analogy that reaches all the 

down way to mediate between difference and the universal––without abolishing the 

difference between that which is communicated and that which is materially instantiated.107 

104 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 32 (emphasis mine). 

105 In other words, just as the number ‘six’ is in direct proportion to the number ‘three’ as its ‘double’; 
or else, as ‘six’ is related to ‘four’ through the intermediary of ‘doubling,’ and thus are proportionally related 
to ‘three’ and ‘two’ respectively. 

106 Creston Davis, John Milbank, and Slavoj Žižek, Theology and the Political: The New Debate (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 413. Here, Milbank is following Etienne Gilson’s “new” reading of St. 
Thomas. 

107 More specifically, Milbank argues that, unlike both univocity and strict mathematical proportion, 
this sort of analogy presents the possibility of real and non-violent mediation in the midst of difference (such 
as the difference between creation and the Creator) by avoiding two separate errors. On the one hand, the 
Aristotelian “first cause” is replaced by the infinitive esse, making it possible for esse and essentia to coincide on 
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Secondly, reading St. Thomas in conjunction with an Origenist like de Lubac 

naturally places him much more closely in line with the Platonic tradition, and particularly 

the Platonic doctrine of methexis (i.e. “participation”). In fact, it would not be a stretch to say 

that a version of Platonism is the fulcrum around which Radical Orthodoxy’s “fully 

Christianised ontology” pivots.108 However, Radical Orthodoxy wants to amend popular 

thought on Plato as well. In particular, Radical Orthodoxy suggests that Platonic ontology, 

if read through the Neoplatonism of Iamblichus rather than Plotinus––and thus, Phaedrus 

rather than Phaedo––can actually set physicality in a positive relation to the transcendent. 

As Pickstock writes, Phaedrus frees Plato “from the charge of otherworldliness and total 

withdrawal from physicality for the philosophic ascent does not result in a ‘loss’ of love for 

particular beautiful things, since the particular participates in beauty itself.”109 The allusion 

here is to the Iamblichean idea of “theurgy” (i.e. “divine-working”)––a series of rites and 

operations aimed at returning and reuniting the embodied soul to its divine home. 

According to Radical Orthodoxy, theurgy in Plato works as a liturgy that “forms the soul 

 
the level of Being as such, thus granting esse to each individual ens. On the level of ens, however, esse and essentia 
are distinguished, so that there is (in Milbank’s words) “no bifurcation between the essential equivocity of the 
distribution of Being among genera and the essential univocity of the distribution of genera among species.” 
Cf. John Milbank, Theology and the Political, 414. 

 
108 As Graham Ward puts it, a “Christian doctrine of participation” is the fundamental theme of 

Radical Orthodoxy. Cf. Graham Ward, Cities of God (London: Routledge, 2002), 118. 
 
109 Catherine Pickstock, After Writing, 14. In other words, in contrast to Scotist ontology, which 

flattens materiality by suffocating it within immanence, this Platonic ontology sets the physical in a positive 
relation to the transcendent. It portrays “transcendence…as a kind of contagion, for its plentitude spills over 
into immanence, in such a way that the good is revealed in the beauty of the physical particulars.” Cf. 
Catherine Pickstock, After Writing, 12. 
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through an experience of transcendence.”110 Thus, rather than being merely trapped in 

materiality as a prison, the Platonic subject “finds itself in and through its liturgical role.”111  

When read in this way, Radical Orthodoxy argues, St. Augustine’s valuation of the 

body and sacramental practice merely refines, and does not substantially alter, Platonic 

ontology. Put a little differently, Radical Orthodoxy wants to see St. Augustine’s 

Christianization of Plato as perfecting him, rather than contradicting him. More 

specifically, St. Augustine is able to give Platonism’s broad metaphysical ideas a theological 

focus––and above all, a Christological focus. This comes out most clearly in the seventh 

book of the Confessions, where St. Augustine wrestles with the idea of the incarnation in the 

Gospel of John. Here, St. Augustine argues that the indeterminateness of the Neoplatonic 

“one” is ultimately given depth and meaning by Jesus as the “Word of God.” For St. 

Augustine, the ground of “Being” is given and received through the reconciliation offered 

by the “true Mediator.” This is why, even as Radical Orthodoxy employs the idea of 

participation, the words “participation” and “incarnation” are almost interchangeable on 

their register.112 In St. Augustine, Platonic ontology finds its true meaning in the “Word 

made flesh”––in the harmonious ratio between the two natures of Christ. 

Postscript 

At the outset of this chapter, I framed our current study by citing Brian Bantum’s 

claim that James Cone and John Milbank “marked the theological trajectories before the 

110 Catherine Pickstock, After Writing, 39. 

111 Catherine Pickstock, After Writing, 45. 

112 Cf. John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 3-4. 
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contemporary church.”113 In order to ground our intervention into the shared project of 

Bantum and J. Kameron Carter (a central task of this dissertation), I attempted to survey 

how the theological landscape split in the aftermath of Cone’s earthshaking claims. I did 

this first by tracing the trajectory forward from Cone through another strata––that is, a 

“second generation”––of Black Liberation Theology. I then also marked the emergence of 

a concurrent, “Postliberal” trajectory that took shape on the far side of the developing 

tradition of Black Theology. In examining Postliberal Theology, I focused our attention on 

John Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy, as Milbank’s program of Radical Orthodoxy forms 

part of the foundation for Carter and Bantum’s early-21st century improvisation upon Black 

Theology. 

 At this point, some immediate reasons for the divergence between these two 

trajectories should be evident. For example, Long’s contention that classical theology both 

is and always has been a discourse of white power bears an obvious (even if superficial) 

tension with ressourcement, as the project of returning to the classical sources of Christian 

theology. In a similar fashion, Postliberal Theology has at times been skeptical of the project 

of Black Liberation Theology, either worried that it is a form of “experiential-

expressivism,” or at the very least, that its identification of divine life with black life reduces 

the transcendent to the immanent. For now, I am less concerned about whether Black 

Liberation Theology and Postliberal Theology’s mutual distrust is warranted than I am to 

note that a recognition of (and a desire to resolve) this distrust forms a major impetus for 

work taken up by Carter and Bantum. 

 
113 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 2-3. 
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At the same time, while not as obvious on the surface, I want to suggest that there 

are several ways in which these two trajectories parallel each other, and could even be said 

to intersect. Perhaps the most straightforward parallel between them is in the way that both 

appeal to narrative theory in their respective projects of “counter-storytelling.” In fact, 

while both the aims and the content of their narratives differ, both stories have at least one 

shared antagonist––namely, secular liberalism. So, in a claim I will examine more fully in 

the next chapter, Bantum argues that modernity’s colonial aspirations are similarly 

represented by both the conquest of the slave ship and the search for a universal, unaided 

rationality.  

Moreover, responding to these two forms of modernity’s colonial aspirations has at 

times led Black Liberation Theology and Postliberal Theology toward similar constructive 

emphases. Here, I have in mind especially the five elements Wilmore believes are central 

to the ethos of traditional African religions. While still acknowledging the differences, one 

can see some sympathies between how Wilmore believes these Africanisms will subvert the 

logic of white theology, and how Radical Orthodoxy believes ressourcement will subvert the 

logic of liberalism. Both, for example, conceive a deep harmony between the spiritual and 

the material. Both stress the embodied character of religious practice. Both contextualize 

individual identity as within communal identity. Both locate the presence of God in the 

ongoing, trans-temporal presence of that community. One question these shared emphases 

also raises is: Are there shared limitations to these parallel narratives? As Bantum argues, 

in their rejection of modernity, both are alike “modernity’s progeny,” and “thus envisage 

the difficulty for all Christians in imagining a new way forward.”114 

114 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 2-3. 
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 I would also suggest that there are sympathies between the impulses toward 

antiessentialism and intersectionality in some forms of Critical Race Theory––and in 

particular, Victor Anderson’s critique of ontological blackness––and Milbank’s “theo-

ontology,” which (despite his critique of Heidegger) is its own form of critique against 

ontotheology. Put a little differently, Milbank, like Critical Race Theory (and Critical 

Theory before them), wants to resist any appeal to the transcendent that would lead to an 

idealization of reality, especially an idealization of identity. In fact, at points, Milbank 

explicitly qualifies his appeal to the analogia entis by acknowledging that traditional 

analogical presentations have sometimes been unhelpfully complicit with static categories 

of transcendence––such as identity, presence, and substance.115 In light of this, Milbank 

suggests that analogy needs to recognize the “primacy of mixtures, continua, overlaps and 

disjunctions, all subject in principle to limitless transformation.”116 In other words, he 

proposes a way of analogizing that is the theological counterpart to Heidegger’s 

temporalizing of Being. This raises the possibility of appealing to analogy, not only to 

imagine “a fully Christianised ontology,”117 but to imagine hybridity as a form of Christian 

identity fully consonant with authentic Christian doctrine. 

 Understanding all these parallels well positions us to understand the work of Carter 

and Bantum, to which we turn in the next chapter. However, there is one, final, decisive 

correspondence that stands above all these parallels and points of intersection. Both of these 

stories––at the very least, as told by Cone and Milbank, the “theological giants”118 that 

 
115 Giles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 45-52. 
 
116 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 307. 
 
117 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 
 
118 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 2-3. 
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have marked their respective trajectories––culminate Christologically. Both, to put it more 

simply, find their climax in a Christology. Admittedly, Cone and Milbank put forth 

radically different Christologies. In fact, one could argue that their differences show up 

most dramatically in their contrasting Christological visions. Nevertheless, both see Christ 

as the organizing center of their theological projects, and by derivation, the organizing 

center of their attempts to reshape our social imagination. The question this raises is: If 

there are parallels and points of intersection elsewhere, might some by drawn here? Might 

there be a way to think of Christ as both “black” and yet also as the “Word made flesh”––

the harmonious ratio between Being and beings, and therefore, between beings and other 

beings? 

It is this to this end, I will argue, that the shared projected between Carter and 

Bantum is oriented. And it is this, as we will see shortly, that stands behind their appeal 

their rendering of Christ as “mulatto.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Mulatto Christ 

God has from the first bound Godself to us in God’s communion with Israel as a communion for 
the world. This is the inner logic of the identity of Jesus, the inner logic by which Israel is always 
already a mulatto people precisely in being YHWH’s people, and by which therefore Jesus 
himself as the Israel of God is Mulatto. 

––J. Kameron Carter, Race1

Neither a black Jesus nor a Jesus of the tradition can save us, for these images are but mirrors of 
our own hopes and possibilities. We must look to Jesus again and be confronted with his own 
impossibilities and the possibilities he creates out of our lives and for our lives. We must see this 
mulatto Jesus not only for a particular people, but we must begin to see how the mulatto Jesus 
stands before us too remake all people. 

––Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto2

I began the previous chapter by citing Brian Bantum’s claim that the 21st century 

theological landscape has been divided into two dominant programs––one whose major 

aim was to respond to modernity’s dehumanization of dark bodies, and so sought to narrate 

the centrality of dark bodies within Christ’s own life; and one whose major aim was to 

respond to the growing secularization of Christian ideas, and so sought to reclaim 

traditional Christian orthodoxy as a way of forming identity through practice. The first 

program, Bantum claims, was most significantly represented by James Cone’s Black 

Liberation Theology. Postliberal Theology was the name given to the second program. 

According to Bantum, this second program is best exemplified by the work of John 

Milbank, and those who set out to establish a “Radical Orthodoxy” along with him. Having 

cited Bantum’s claim, I moved in the rest of the chapter to trace the development of these 

two dominant programs. As I did so, in anticipation of this fifth chapter, I attempted to 

1 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 192. 

2 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 111-2. 
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highlight ways in which these developments set the table for the work of both Bantum and 

J. Kameron Carter. 

With regard to Black Liberation Theology, I described how the racial apologetics 

of a first generation of black theologians was later challenged by both womanist theologians 

and critical race theorists, who felt that the way this first generation articulated its 

conception of blackness was overdetermined by its opposition to whiteness. According to 

them, by positioning itself against whiteness in this way, early black theologians conceived 

a blackness that mirrored white racial ideology’s metaphysical determinants––an 

“ontological blackness,” where blackness is understood as a reified totality, bearing ultimate 

concern. This is a problem, according to Victor Anderson, because it leads to the erasure 

of individual black experience, as the radically differentiated character of black identity 

“fades to black” through its totalizing lens. I concluded this review by noting bell hooks’ 

call for the development of a “postmodern blackness,”3 which would push back against this 

reductive figuring of black identity, and would instead allow for a way of thinking about 

black identities as being perpetually reconstituted around the various realities that black 

people seek to negotiate. And I suggested here that one way to think about the shared 

project of Carter and Bantum was to read it as an attempt to develop a specifically 

theological version of this kind of postmodern blackness. 

With regard to Postliberal Theology, I discussed two major developments. I began 

by briefly noting that the initial trajectory of Postliberal Theology was set by George 

Lindbeck, who argued for a “cultural-linguistic” approach to doctrine based on his 

interpretation of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s theory of “language-games.” Foreshadowing an 

 
3 bell hooks, Yearnings: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics, 23ff. 
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argument I will make in the sixth chapter of this dissertation, I claimed that many who have 

either ignored or rejected Postliberal Theology have done so on Lindbeck’s terms, and that 

revising the terms through an alternate reading of Wittgenstein might open new possibilities 

for a dialogue once thought closed.  

The second development I discussed in Postliberal Theology was John Milbank’s 

program of Radical Orthodoxy.4 I focused this discussion on Radical Orthodoxy’s 

(counter-)narrative concerning the growing secularization of Christian ideas––and 

specifically, how they believe that the “univocal” ontology of John Duns Scotus forms the 

basis for later turns toward conceptions of the self as an isolated subject, and thus, political 

liberalism. I also explored how they read Scotist univocity against postmodern claims about 

the “end of metaphysics,” claiming that the turn toward nihilism is not so much “post-

modern” as it is “hypermodern”––the logical consequence of a univocal ontology. Thus, 

for Milbank, to avoid (for example) what Anderson et al find problematic about 

“ontological” blackness, we need more than just the “end of metaphysics.” We need a “fully 

Christianised ontology”5 that is at once “non-ontological” (in the Scotist sense) and yet 

nevertheless participates fully in a transcendent meaning beyond itself. I concluded by 

offering their account of this “counter-ontology”––as they call it, a “theo-ontology”––

which is grounded in St. Thomas Aquinas’ analogia entis. I explored this theo-ontology at 

 
4 Though a full discussion is outside the scope of this dissertation, it would be worth making clear 

that there are those who would challenge Bantum’s use of Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy as representative 
of postliberalism. I have of course already mentioned (both here and in chapter four) that the trajectory of 
postliberalism that came through Lindbeck, in part because I agree that postliberalism has had other 
representatives. For a helpful discussion on the varieties of postliberalisms, see Paul DeHart, The Trial of the 
Witnesses: The Rise and Decline of Postliberalism (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell Publishers, 2006). Further, to 
make clear what has been said (and will be said again) elsewhere, one hope of this project is to recover and 
further a kind of postliberalism that is not tied to Milbank. 

 
5 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 
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length, though it involved a significant exegetical excursus, as it forms the metaphysical 

foundation of Carter and Bantum’s attempt to develop a specifically theological form of 

postmodern (i.e. non-ontological) blackness. Later in this chapter, and more fully in next 

chapter, we will have some occasion to question the impact of Carter and Bantum’s 

indebtedness to Radical Orthodoxy.6 

In a suggestive postscript to this chapter, I highlighted two things. First, I 

acknowledged that there were some obvious (even if superficial) reasons for the divergence 

6 A brief pro quo to qualify this indebtedness. In an interview with David Kline for The Other Journal, 
Carter narrates the over ten year process that took place between his writing of the Ph.D. dissertation that 
became Race, and the publishing of Race itself. Cf. David Kline and J. Kameron Carter, “Race, Theology, 
and the Politics of Abjection: An Interview with J. Kameron Carter,” The Other Journal 20 (March 26, 2012): 
http://theotherjournal.com/2012/03/26/race-theology-and-the-politics-of-abjection-an-interview-with-j-
kameron-carter-part-i/ (accessed March 26, 2012). There are at least three statements he makes in this 
account that I want to highlight here. (1) First, Carter says that in “many ways [Race is] a leap-off book, a 
departure from my doctoral work; as a book it is totally new, completely rewritten.” That is to say, when 
examining Race, we are examining a book in the process of leaving something behind. 

(2) What is it that Carter is leaving behind? Carter says that his dissertation needed this rewrite
because he “had not wrestled deeply enough with theology’s own implicatedness in the constitution of 
modernity’s racial imagination” and “had been working within that woefully inadequate binary of orthodoxy 
versus liberalism.” One can assume that, at least on some level, his dissertation got caught within this binary 
because of Milbank (who supervised the project). Carter says more about his relationship to Milbank in a 
short essay written on his blog, entitled “Towards a Political Theology of the Visual: On Mondzain’s Book 
(with a Digression On John Milbank).” Cf.  J. Kameron Carter. Entry posted October 2, 
2010. http://jkameroncarter.com/?p=474 (accessed March 27, 2012). The necessary point to make here is 
that even though (as we will see) Race still shows a strong indebtedness to Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy, 
this indebtedness should be understood as residual rather than perpetual. 

(3) The third statement I want to highlight from this interview intimates that this “complete rewrite”
was never actually completed. Specifically, Carter notes that he completed the book under the pressure of 
(what he calls) the “tenure clock.” Not without a measure of wit, he says: “I work for food—I had to make 
sure I had a job, so I put the final period in the book.” The obvious implication of this statement is that Carter 
was changing his mind on significant issues, and already disagreed with some of what he had written by the 
time of publishing. He says further: “I’m still trying, in some sense, to sharpen the arguments I began 
developing in Race, to put finer corners on some of the edges of the arguments that I’ve developed there. I 
made it to the end of the book and felt that I had only scratched the surface.” 

That being said, thirteen years later, Carter has not yet sharpened the arguments he made in Race, 
at least not in a way that could constitute a “complete rewrite.” What I mean is, if Carter was leaving Radical 
Orthodoxy behind, we do not yet know where he has arrived instead––or if he has arrived anywhere else at 
all. This is significant for two reasons. On the one hand, it limits the extent to which what follows can be 
considered an analysis of Carter himself, currently, as a thinker. That is to say, the object of scrutiny in this 
chapter is not Carter the person, but the shared project of Carter and Bantum, especially as it relates to their 
figuring a “mulatto” Christ. On the other hand, in focusing on the project and not the person, part of what I 
will argue in later chapters is that the person moved on from the project because the project was a dead end. 
I am not concerned with nailing Carter with (what I will say are) the problems in Race. What I am concerned 
with is examining those problems, and suggesting a path forward. This is what was meant when I said 
elsewhere that dissertation is in many ways an intervention into their shared project. 
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between these two trajectories. Secondly, having acknowledged this, I also claimed that 

there were even deeper parallels. Both, for example, are projects of “counter-storytelling,” 

whose primary antagonist is secular liberalism. Both also have shared constructive 

emphases, which intersect on questions of embodiment, communal identity, 

antiessentialism, and transcendence (just to name a few). Both, most importantly, culminate 

Christologically––at least in the stories told by Cone and Milbank.  

Highlighting these parallels was meant to prepare us for reading Carter and 

Bantum, in two ways. First, we will now be able to see why (and in what way) Carter and 

Bantum believe they can join together what modern theology has torn asunder––and why 

(and what was at stake), most of all, that they do so by figuring a “mulatto” Christ. Second, 

we are also prepared to see why Carter and Bantum seek to alter these trajectories, so as to 

imagine new constructive possibilities. As I noted in the previous chapter, Bantum believes 

that Cone and Milbank “display themselves as modernity’s progeny and thus envisage the 

difficulty for all Christians in imagining a new way forward.”7 At the end of this chapter, I 

will ask whether Carter and Bantum have resolved these difficulties, or else, if they too 

remain modernity’s progeny. Arguing that they have not resolved them (and so remain 

modernity’s progeny), I will press us, in the final chapter of this dissertation, to imagine a 

new way forward. However, before we get there, we must first examine how Carter and 

Bantum shape their shared project in light of these trajectories. It is to this task that this 

dissertation now turns.  

 
 
 
 

 
7 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 2-3. 
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Re-newing Black Liberation Theology: The Carter/Bantum Project 

Carter’s 2008 magnum opus, Race: A Theological Account––to date, still his only 

published monograph––begins by claiming that Christian theology is in “crisis.” It “is no 

longer clear that theology is a compelling discourse,”8 Carter writes. Carter’s reasoning 

here is simple. In short, theology has lost its credibility because it was and is complicit in 

the development of the modern racial imagination. As should be evident, this is a claim 

that has deep resonances with much of the witness from within Black Liberation Theology, 

such as Charles H. Long’s contention (discussed in the previous chapter) that “classical 

theology is a discourse of white power.”  

However, Carter’s point actually extends further than this. Theology is not, 

according to Carter, merely “a” discourse of white power. It is “the” discourse from which 

white power arose. Theology is not just an animating force for the structures of reality of 

the white oppressor. Theology is the generative force which brought those structures into 

being. That is to say, it was theology itself that gave birth to modern racial discourse and 

the racially constituted modern world. As Carter writes, modern “racial discourse and 

practice have their genesis inside Christian theological discourse and missiological 

practice.”9 As such––and this, I take it, is the driving impetus of his project––the modern 

racial imagination must be given a specifically “theological account.” 

 At the same time, Carter also wants to say that the theological imagination which 

gave birth to the modern racial imagination is not true to the earliest and deepest 

sensibilities of Christianity. Rather, before it gave itself “over to the discursive enterprise of 

 
8 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 8.  
 
9 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 3, emphasis mine. 
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helping to racially constitute the modern world as we have come to know it,” theology had 

to first go through a “subtle, inner transformation.”10 It was through a distortion to 

Christian theology’s internal logic that the modern racial imagination was born. Thus, the 

racial construction of the world was not so much birthed in Christian theology as it was 

birthed in Christian heresy, especially heretical Christologies.  

As should be evident, this is a claim that has deep resonances with Milbank’s 

contention that secular social theory “is actually constituted in its secularity by ‘heresy’ in 

relation to orthodox Christianity.”11 However, here again, Carter’s point extends beyond 

Milbank’s, and offers a constructive edge not anticipated in the project of ressourcement. For 

Carter, there is hope for Christian theology on the near side of its heretical turn toward a 

racialized imagination––one that can offer a bridge back to Scripture and early Christianity 

as the authoritative sources of the Christian faith. That hope, to put it plainly, is in “the 

early Afro-Christian imagination.” According to Carter, the early Afro-Christian 

imagination “is in keeping with Christian theological sensibilities that actually predate it 

and that predate…the intellectual and social processes of the racial production of the 

human.”12 As such, it is precisely by reading them together––precisely by reading black 

theology alongside early Christian theology––that we disentangle the racial imagination 

from Christian theology. 

 This impulse––to read black theology alongside early Christian theology––is so 

central to Carter’s project that the structure of the book is itself shaped toward that end. 

 
10 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 3. 
 
11 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 3. 
 
12 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 7. 
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Each of the three “Parts” of his argument is framed––through a Prelude, Interlude, and 

Postlude––by a reading of an early Christian thinker: Irenaeus of Lyons, Gregory of Nyssa, 

and Maximus the Confessor, specifically. Carter weaves these movements into the text so 

as to demonstrate two things at once. First, each of the heresies addressed by these early 

Christian thinkers was embued with a proto-racial outlook that disfigured their 

understanding of Christ (and thereby, creation, human beings, etc.). Second, in articulating 

the orthodox Christian faith against these heresies, these early Christian thinkers 

articulated the Christian faith in terms that would anticipate later abolitionist and 

anticolonialist thought. I will return to this crucial point in section three of this chapter. 

While Bantum’s 2010 Redeeming Mulatto is more focused in its scope, his project 

emerges from the same basic premises––and, not surprisingly, since Carter was not only 

one of Bantum’s teachers, but finished his book while helping Bantum write his. Following 

Carter, the early chapters of Bantum’s book call upon Christian theology to recognize its 

“complicity…in the formation of the modern world, in the fathering of the strange-looking 

child that is the New World’s theology.”13 In other words, Bantum, like Carter, goes beyond 

early Black Liberation Theology by claiming that it was through theology that the modern 

racial world came into being. Thus, Bantum likewise calls for a specifically “[t]heological 

investigation” of the “patterns and substance of Christian existence in the wake of the 

colonial encounter.”14 Bantum also takes the further step to describe race as itself a 

“modality of faith.” Race is a “quasi-religious performance,” according to Bantum, with 

13 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 5. 

14 Brian Bantun, Redeeming Mulatto, 15. 



 130 
 

“whiteness serving as its axis.”15 Racial discourse, therefore, is not merely “a statement of 

biology, but an assertion of belief,” such that “whiteness becomes comprehensible…as a 

creed.”16 And in this manner, whiteness becomes not only the thing that is believed, but 

also, a way of believing.  

However, like Carter, Bantum also argues that this racial “modality of faith” is not 

true to the earliest and deepest sensibilities of the Christian faith. Rather, Bantum claims 

that, in the modern world, the Christian faith “became co-opted into a larger narrative of 

race” and “was performed in its service.”17 In making this claim, Bantum is drawing upon 

Karl Barth’s account of “unbelief.” According to Barth, unbelief is “a rejection through the 

formation or participation in something outside of Christ (even if it confesses it is within 

Christ).”18 In other words, for Barth, unbelief has “more to do with the way people’s lives 

are bound together and to what end.”19 Unbelief is not so much “an individual act, but a 

deep distortion of the communion of saints.”20 It describes the way in which lives which 

should be bound together in and through Christ are instead organized around a different 

reality, and toward different ends.  

For Bantum, the modern racial imagination is precisely this kind of “unbelief.” It is 

not authentic to the Christian faith, but a challenge to the Christian faith, and one that is 

deeply idolatrous––where whiteness portends to a kind of divinity. Bantum also follows 

 
15 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 25.  
 
16 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 29.  
 
17 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 35. 
 
18 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.1, 421. 
 
19 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 27. 
 
20 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 28. 
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Carter in giving credit to the “Afro-Christian imagination” for making this idolatry 

apparent. He cites both David Walker’s Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World and 

Frederick Douglass’ famous Narrative of an American Slave (which Carter examines at length 

in his book) as early examples of the way “Africans in America began to sense the deep 

disparity between the Christianity of their white nation and the ‘true’ God and Creator.”21 

Walker, for example, envisioned the western colonial project in terms of a grasping at 

divinity, as an aspiration to “dethrone Jehovah and to seat themselves upon his throne.”22 

Douglass, who we heard from in chapter two, much more simply called out the disjunction 

between slaveholding religion and the one whom it claimed to worship as savior. “For 

between the Christianity of this land, and the Christianity of Christ,” Douglass wrote, “I 

recognize the widest possible difference––so wide that to receive the one as good, pure, and 

holy is of necessity to reject the other as bad, corrupt, and wicked….Indeed, I can see no 

reason, but the one most deceitful one, for calling the religion of this land Christianity.”23  

Bantum further follows Carter in structuring his book in order to highlight how the 

genius of the early African American imagination––and in his case, specifically the mulatto 

imagination––can form a bridge back to Scripture and early Christianity as the 

authoritative sources of the Christian faith. Chapter two, for example, is essentially a close 

reading of three literary iterations of interracial existence, and specifically the phenomenon 

and “passing”: Charles Chesnutt’s The House Behind the Cedar’s, James Weldon Johnson’s 

Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man, and Nella Larsen’s Passing. Throughout the book, 

 
21 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 26. 
 
22 David Walker and Peter P. Hinks, David Walker’s Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World (University 

Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 200), 16; emphasis in the original. 
 
23 Frederick Douglass, “Slaveholding Christianity,” in Afro-American Religious History, ed. Milton C. 

Sernett (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999), 106. 
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Bantum also makes frequent reference to certain poetic reflections on mulatto life, 

especially the poetry of Langston Hughes. These literary attempts to negotiate mulatto life 

become, in Part II of Bantum’s book, an analogy for how Chalcedonian Christianity tried 

to negotiate the two natures in the person of Christ. Here, Bantum appeals to the 

Christology of Cyril of Alexandria, and specifically his refutation of the Nestorian and 

Apollinarian heresies. More on this in section three of this chapter. 

 So, the two projects emerge from the same basic premises. Where they differ slightly 

is in how they direct their critiques. It would be instructive to examine this difference so as 

to understand their relationship to one another, as well as why they both view the appeal 

to mulatto as being so decisive. In short, Carter’s critique is more foundational, as he aims 

at uncovering the natal moment in the formation of the modern, racial world. Bantum’s 

critique is more exegetical, as he attempts to examine how this modern racial imagination 

performs in one specific location––the tragic, mulattic children of American slavery.24 

 
J. Kameron Carter and the Formation of the Modern Racial World 

In Race, Carter attempts to narrate the story of “how the discourse of theology aided 

and abetted the processes by which ‘man’ are to be viewed as a modern, racial 

being…[and] the subtle, inner transformation that theology itself underwent in giving itself 

over to the discursive enterprise of helping to racially constitute the modern world as we 

have come to know it.”25 His fundamental contention is simply this: “Modernity’s racial 

imagination has its genesis in the theological problem of Christianity’s quest to sever itself 

 
24 Another key difference between the two books, besides the fact that Bantum’s is much shorter, is 

that Bantum makes a much more substantive attempt at a constructive turn in Part III of his book. In the 
final section of this chapter, I will argue that this attempt at a constructive turn is illustrative of both the 
possibilities and the limitations of their shared project.  

 
25 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 3. 
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from its Jewish roots.”26 According to Carter, at the heart of modernity was an anxiety 

about Jewish existence, and what Jewish existence signified “theopolitically” for a modern 

world coming of age. Thus, the so-called Judenfrage (i.e. “Jewish problem”) was the key 

subtext, not only in the rise of a new form of sociopolitical economy, but also the invention 

of modern religion. 

As Carter sees it, Christianity as a modern religion severed itself from its Jewish 

roots by taking two independent, yet integrated, steps. First, Jews were classified as an 

“Oriental” race group against which a European-American “Occident” could racially and 

religiously conceive itself. In other words, Jews became the mirror in which the racial 

imagination could become visible. And then, second, Jews were deemed inferior. In other 

words, Jews became the object against which a racist imagination could be deployed. The 

first step we could describe in terms of a developing “whiteness.” The second we could 

describe in terms of a developing “white supremacy.” The second step is universally 

recognized. The first step is less well established. However, because Carter predicates the 

second step upon the first, he spends a great deal of time narrating its history. The 

antagonist in this narrative is none other than the “father” of Aufklarang (i.e. the 

Enlightenment), Immanuel Kant. Carter’s basic claim is that Kant’s vision of 

“Enlightenment” is at once both racial and theological. And that, moreover, the 

sociopolitical economy that emerges through Enlightenment is intricately bound up within 

this racialized theological imagination. 

26 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 4. 
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It was Kant, according to Carter, who “bequeaths to the modern world its first 

philosophical account of race.”27 Kant “could not stomach” an intellectual framework that 

was unable to “render racial distinctions intelligible to the understanding.”28 There must, 

in his view, be a natural system for understanding (what he took to be) the empirical 

differences of phenotype or skin color. Kant therefore attempted to situate the Rassenfrage 

(i.e. the “race question”) in the biological sciences, so as to “naturalize the very notion of 

race…thus granting scientific legitimacy to the category of race.”29 He first imagines that 

there are four distinct phenotypes, and so four races, from which all race groups or race 

traits must be derived.30 And then, he posits that these races must have developed in much 

the same way that speciesization has taken place across all organic life––to equip each race 

with adaptive capacities requisite for their particular geographic location or place in history. 

According to Carter, Kant then worked from this “natural system” toward a 

“teleology of race.” His first move toward teleology is the logical corollary of the above. 

Kant argued that if races developed to adapt to their situation, they must have also 

developed a kind of “inner purposiveness,” or an “internal end.” However, Kant also draws 

from this the further conclusion that, if human beings as a whole have shown a remarkable 

ability to be “fitted to [any] particular place in the world,” there must be some set of 

conditions under which the full potential of humanity will come into view––human beings 

 
27 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 81. 
 
28 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 83. 
 
29 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 86. 
 
30 These were: (1) white; (2) Negro; (3) Hun; and (4) Hindu. Kant initially reduces this fourfold 

distinction to a binary one, where (1) whites and (2) Negroes were the base races. It is worth noting that Kant 
does not give an argument in favor of this, since, in his view, it is so clear that all racial distinctions exist on a 
continuum between these two poles that it should be assumed as self-evident. Cf. J. Kameron Carter, Race, 
83. Later, we will also see how Kant turns from a binary between whites and Negroes, to a binary between 
whites and Jews. More on this in a moment. 
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who will manifest the “the ‘lineal root genus’ of the species.”31 Kant first posits that these 

conditions must be in the most climatically moderate zone of the globe, and then names 

this zone as “between the 31st and 52nd degrees latitude in the old world.”  

According to Kant, the human beings living in this geographic region “must diverge 

least from their original form.”32 At first, Kant names this people as die Rasse der Weißen (i.e. 

the “race” of whites). However, within a few years, he would stop referring to them as a 

“race” at all. They are not quite a race, but a group of people who transcend race precisely 

because they mark a vanishing point in the “developmental progress” toward perfection. 

This is a people who does not just have an internal end, but a people who draw us toward 

the end of all things, the perfection of the races, to which all other races move. In them, 

race is rendered invisible, as their existence approaches the consummation of human 

existence––which is just, to say it again, whiteness. 

Where do the Jews fit into this picture? According to Carter, what is crucial to 

recognize here is that Kant saw the process of Aufklarang as “an intricate series of 

sociocultural and sociopolitical processes that, in realizing the species’ destiny, would 

complete white racialization both on the global and cosmopolitical level.”33 More simply, 

Kant’s pursuit of pure reason was on a fundamental level also a pursuit of a pure humanity, 

which is at least in part to say, a humanity purified of racial degradation. Thus, the 

“destruction of all races on the one hand and the nondestruction of whites on the other are 

imagined as a singular, intertwined sociocultural and political process of the advance of 

31 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 86-7. 

32 Qtd. In J. Kameron Carter, Race, 88. 

33 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 91. 
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Western civilization.”34 Because of this, if Aufklarang and the perfection of the human being 

was to be achieved, what must be resisted at all costs was miscegenation, or racial 

intermixing. For Kant, the “possibility of the mulatto, of ‘impure’ interracial existence is 

the fear of all fears.”35 This has obvious relevance to where we will head shortly in drawing 

the connections between Carter and Bantum. 

Jews, of course, are not a mulatto people in this racial sense. However, for Kant, 

they do come to represent miscegenation in a sociopolitical and religious sense. Kant’s 

worry here is twofold. In the first place, Kant sees the presence of the Jewish “alien” in the 

midst of Western civilization as an oriental “contagion” residing within the Occident. They 

are not themselves mulatto, but their place within Western civilization risks mulattic 

contamination. As long as the Jew exists within their midst, Western civilization cannot be 

fully pure, and may even collapse into deeper impurity. This is especially the case for Kant, 

in the second place, because of how he views Jewish religion. According to Kant, Judaism 

is a sensuous rather than a spiritual religion. More specifically, Jews are bound by an 

“ancient superstition” that “enslaves them to the material, empirical world.”36 Thus, they 

have a heteronymous nature that arises not only from their racial existence, but from their 

religious imagination as well. Their religious imagination binds them, in Kant’s view, to 

the material realities particular to their phenotype, thus preventing them from moving 

toward their final consummation in whiteness. For these two reasons, the Judenfrage 

eventually becomes the focal point of the Rassenfrage for Kant. Indeed, for Kant, the fourfold 

 
34 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 93. 
 
35 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 94. 
 
36 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 105. 
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racial scale eventually reduces to a binary opposition, and the Jew the sole negative other 

that stands in for all nonwhite flesh. 

It is worth noting that Carter believes Kant reconceived “civil society in such a way 

as to police the oriental contagion residing within the Occident.”37 It is worth noting 

because of the resonances this has with what we saw in the previous chapter, and the 

critiques made by both critical race theorists and Radical Orthodoxy about secular-

liberalism being neither as neutral nor as universal as it claims.38 However, for the purposes 

of this present investigation, it is even more instructive to see how Kant attempted to sustain 

this social vision by “dejudiaizing” Christianity, and presenting it as a purely “rational” 

religion.  

According to Carter, Kant’s project was never about overcoming religion per se. 

Rather, he meant to overcome the kind of religious orientation which he saw as 

“detrimental to the species’ self-realization: namely, the kind of religion that binds the 

creature to the material order.”39 Religion was necessary for Kant, so that the external 

constraint of the state could be supported by the internal constraint of a conscience which 

mirrored its aspirations. What was needed was to reshape the Christian religion in a way 

that could “pseudotheologically legitimate or ‘sanctify’ whiteness and the strivings of 

Western civilization.”40 This rational religion, as the religious expression of whiteness, 

would serve as the basis for modernity itself. 

37 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 104. 

38 At this point, for example, it should be evident why Bantum argues (as we noted in the previous 
chapter) that modernity’s colonial aspirations are similarly represented by both the conquest of the slave ship 
and the search for a universal, unaided rationality. 

39 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 106. 

40 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 107. 
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 This, finally, is how Carter believes “the discourse of theology aided and abetted 

the processes by which ‘man’ are to be viewed as a modern, racial being.” What, then, was 

the “subtle, inner transformation that theology itself underwent in giving itself over to the 

discursive enterprise of helping to racially constitute the modern world”?41 According to 

Carter, Kant’s project of reconstituting Christianity takes place through two fundamental 

revisions. The first is a re-reading of Paul and “the law.” In essence, Kant overreads Paul’s 

letter-spirit distinction so that the “letter” comes to stand for the empirical, corporeal world, 

whereas the “spirit” is aligned with the world of “reason.” What makes a law “moral,” in 

this sense, is that it is purged of anything empirical or material. “Geist commands the 

complete separation from material life,” and, according to Kant, this “is precisely what 

Jews, on the basis of their laws of heteronomy, do not––indeed, cannot––do.”42 Kant’s re-

reading of Paul therefore presents the triumph of Christianity as an enlightened, spiritual 

religion over against Judaism as an antirational religion bound to the empirical world. 

Having offered this reading of Paul, the second revision Kant makes is to give it a 

Christological grounding. In short, Kant “represents Christ overthrowing Judaism and 

inaugurating a complete rupture between Christianity and its Jewish roots.”43 Jesus, for 

Kant, is a moral prototype that offers a “radical affirmation of the purely spiritual”44 and 

the overthrow of the “slavish mind” of his people, which is tied to the material. He is not 

so much a person, but a personified idea, a turning away from the external to the internal. 

 
41 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 3. Carter describes this as a kind of revitalized Gnosticism, or better, a 

neo-Marcionism. I will return to this point in the following section. 
 
42 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 113. 
 
43 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 115. 
 
44 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 114. 
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In fact, Kant goes far as to picture the death of Christ in these terms. His death on the cross 

is a dying to the bondage of material reality, and so, a “dying away to all that Jewish 

existence signified.”45 And in this manner, Christ himself––Christ as the culmination of 

Israel’s covenant, and Christ as the cornerstone of the Christian faith––ceases to be Jewish. 

Brian Bantum and the Problematic Children of the Modern Racial World 

The story told by Carter is presupposed in Bantum’s Redeeming Mulatto. This is why 

one of the targets in his introduction is “encyclopedic”46 knowledge projects, along with 

their “greater and greater dependence upon scientific inquiry and the classification of 

knowledge.”47 As he puts it, the “slave ship was bound to the classification of peoples. The 

encyclopedia was not merely about the collection of knowledge, but those who could 

know.”48 Enlightenment, in other words, was not merely a way of knowing, but through a 

certain articulation of knowledge, a way of giving power to some, and not others. One 

question Bantum will ask of Radical Orthodoxy is whether they have truly escaped from 

these kinds of mental operations. More on this to come. 

As we have just seen, Carter believes that Kant’s (so-called) Enlightenment 

considered Jews a threat because they represented the “possibility of the mulatto, of 

45 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 119. 

46 This term was popularized by Alasdair MacIntyre in his Gifford Lectures. See Alasdair C. 
MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition: Being Gifford Lectures 
Delivered in the University of Edinburgh in 1988 (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2014). 
MacIntyre has had substantial influence on the development of postliberalism, so Bantum’s use of his 
taxonomy seems telling. Bantum also makes reference to Richard Yeo’s discussion it relative to the 
Enlightenment it in Encyclopedic Visions: Scientific Dictionaries and Enlightenment Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001). 

47 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 2. 

48 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 7. 
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‘impure’ interracial existence”49 in a sociopolitical sense. Bantum, in turn, draws attention 

to the irony that the very imperial projects that attended the sociopolitical economy of the 

Enlightenment also presented the Western world with the possibility of miscegenation––in 

the “unexpected and problematic children”50 of American slavery. In trying to subdue 

heteronomy, these projects could not help but encounter difference. And, in these 

encounters, the possibility for intermixture was unavoidable. As Bantum writes, 

intermixture “quickly became a fact New World existence…Children of rape, illicit desire, 

and even possibly love were born in this colonial encounter.”51 These children represented 

the “the fear of all fears,”52 not only in a sociopolitical sense (as with the Jews), but in their 

bodies. As such, their very bodies were considered a threat that must be disciplined, 

resisted, and ultimately, refused. 

Whereas Race offers a foundational theological exploration of the natal moment in 

the formation of the racial world, Redeeming Mulatto aims more specifically at a theological 

investigation of “these encounters and the mixed bodies they produced.”53 That is, it 

excavates the theological structure that upheld race as a “modality of faith,” such that (as 

was described above) whiteness becomes not only the thing that is believed, but a way of 

believing. Bantum describes the architecture of this belief using the religious framework 

established by Paul Tillich, and developed by Kelton Cobb.54 In their language, whiteness, 

 
49 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 94. 
 
50 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 14. 
 
51 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 15. 
 
52 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 94. 
 
53 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 16. 
 
54 Kelton Cobb, Blackwell Guide to Theology and Popular Culture (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), 120. 

Bantum draws upon Cobb’s interpretation of Tillich and (not Tillich himself) because Cobb applies Tillich 
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in the modern religious imagination, is a kind of “ultimate meaning,” supported by religious 

“symbols” and “myths.”55 The crucial insight here is that framing whiteness as a matter of 

“ultimate concern” lends it a kind of “transcendent” value. It is an ideal never fully attained, 

but instead, one that must be constantly hoped for, pursued and lived into. On this basis, 

the modern racial imagination demanded a “surrender and loyalty” from its disciples, as 

neophytes were subtly trained into its way of believing.  

Bantum calls the defining myth that supports this ultimate concern the “myth of 

purity.”56 Here, the language of purity “serves to establish the lines of identity and 

consequently power, which allowed for full participation in Western life.”57 Purity is thus 

not something inherent, but “something to be articulated, maintained, and upheld.”58 This 

myth was articulated and maintained through the regulation of “boundaries of exclusion,” 

which marked the dividing line between those who adhered to whiteness, and those who 

did not (or could not). What made whiteness “pure,” in this sense, was its separateness from 

that which was “impure.” Patently, this “exclusionary participation” upheld the ideal of 

whiteness, not only through positive accounts of white life, but by demonizing other lives–

–especially, black life. And these boundaries, when crossed, were reinforced by ritual

specifically as an interpretive matrix for cultural practices. For Cobb, cultural identity is a codification of 
practices. While Bantum would resist the kind of universal notion of religion that undergirds this account, he 
values their understanding of the reciprocal relationship between cultural practices and cultural identity. 

55 Cf. Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 30ff. The set of terms in quotations here belong to Cobb 
through Tillich, are not original to me (or Bantum). 

56 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 16. 

57 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 18. 

58 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 17. 
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sacrifice. As Bantum puts it: “There must be a sacrifice that might render such impurities 

pure again.”59  

When viewed in this way, mulatto bodies are uniquely problematic, as they unveil 

these boundaries, and reveal––through their very miscegenation––their permeability. In 

fact, more than this, they show that the center is permeable, because their bodies (in 

themselves) display not only the presence of darker people within white lives, but perhaps 

more profoundly, the presence of white lives within darker peoples. Mulatto bodies, 

therefore, constitute a contamination or violation of purity––especially because of the 

sexual encounter they make visible––through which racial performance becomes both 

apparent and resisted. Bantum uses the language of the “tragic” to refer to this movement 

of assertation and denial. In the most immediate sense, mulatto is tragic, in his view, as the 

barring of the mulatto person from white life serves to re-instantiate the racial boundaries 

that their lives have crossed. 

However, Bantum also imagines something subversive in this rendering of the 

tragic. Drawing upon Langston Hughes’ poem “I am your Son, White Man,” Bantum 

further delineates what he means by tragic by distilling it into three separate “tropes”: 

transgression, hybridity, and contestation. The mulatto body is tragic, in this first sense, 

because it is “a witness to the violent transgression of the white (male) body against the dark 

black (female) body.”60 At the same time, precisely because of their creation, this 

transgression does violence, not only to enslaved body, but to the wider myth of purity. 

Thus, it is transgressive on both sides of the binary, and so a sign against the possibility of 

 
59 Cf. Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 33. 
 
60 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 22. 
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any claim to purity. Mulatto bodies therefore also witness to the “multiplicity and hybridity 

of relationships that constitute identity.”61 That is, they draw attention to the reality that 

life exists at a complicated intersection of identity markers, such that none can be “neatly 

theorized apart from one another, but are constantly interpenetrating the other.”62 All of 

life, in this sense, is mulattic. Finally, with transgression and hybridity underlying society, 

what emerges is a discourse of contestation. Here, the mulatto is met by denial. And yet, 

what cannot be denied is his existence. The very contestation of mulatto bodies contests its 

own denial. 

Bantum presses his analysis of the challenge presented by interracial bodies through 

a deeper exegesis of those bodies and lives themselves. In particular, Bantum considers the 

peculiar phenomenon of “passing”––a practice where mulatto persons learned to “pass” 

themselves off as white, and so “pass” into white society––as indicative of the way in which 

racial lines are constantly being negotiated and re-negotiated around interracial lives. As 

Bantum puts it: “That some pass into certain societies only opens up the question to us 

concerning how we all pass for what we are as well as what actions or practices reveal us to 

be traitors.”63 As noted above, Bantum considers this phenomenon discursively, examining 

three “literary iterations” of “passing” from the early twentieth century. Above all else, 

what these accounts demonstrate is the way in which, for mixed bodies, the possibility of 

personhood is bound between two impossibilities. Within a world circumscribed by racial 

61 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 22. 

62 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 22. 

63 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 46. 
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existence, mulatto bodies are “neither/nor.” They are neither white nor black, and their 

attempts to occupy either space are deemed by both as “heretical.” 

But this “neither/nor,” for Bantum, is not the new assertion of an essential “in-

between-ess,” and thus, the seizing of life from inside of it. Rather, it is the disruption of the 

very lines that created mulatto/a bodies, and so, the rendering visible of the hybrid reality 

that always already is. Put differently, interracial bodies reveal the participation of all bodies 

within modernity’s interpretive (i.e racial) gaze––and thus the sheer performativity of all 

racial subjects, and the tragic existence of all racialized life. And yet, precisely through this 

disruption, mulatto bodies also “indicate the possibility of something new.”64 There is 

promise here, in addition to the tragic, of “both living into and out of racial faithfulness.”65 

Precisely because mulatto resists any totalizing claims that would enclose it within one 

world or the other, it presents the possibility of being both places at once. More simply, 

because it is neither/nor, it is not either/or. In this sense, mulatto offers us this hope––that 

the lines of kinship and fidelity might be redrawn. And that, if so, a new form of intimacy 

might be born. 

 Both Carter and Bantum want to (re-)draw these lines through the person of Christ, 

thus establishing a new form of intimacy in him. It is toward an exposition of this Christ––

which they will call, a Mulatto Christ––that this chapter is moving. However, before we 

get there, we need to understand how they frame this mulatto Christology in light of the 

two trajectories they seek both to resolve and alter.  

 
 

 
64 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 44. 
 
65 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 47. 
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Re-Positioning Black Liberation Theology: Between Cone and Milbank 

My claim here is simple. The shared project of Carter and Bantum repositions 

Black Liberation Theology in order to bring it into alignment with both Critical Race 

Theory and Radical Orthodoxy. That is, first, it attempts to resolve the critique made of 

Cone by Victor Anderson (and others) by revising Black Liberation Theology according to 

the terms set forth in Critical Race Theory. And second, it attempts to develop this revision 

through a theological vision largely formed and informed by Radical Orthodoxy. The hope 

here is also straightforward. Carter and Bantum hope that reading Black Liberation 

Theology and Radical Orthodoxy alongside one another will be mutually revisionary, in 

way that will allow us to imagine new constructive possibilities. As already seen, this hope 

was stated explicitly in Bantum. However, in what follows in this section, I will try to show 

that it is equally demonstrable in the logic of Race. 

 I stated above, and discussed in detail in chapter four, that the primary critique 

made of Cone by Critical Race Theory is that his conception of blackness was 

overdetermined by its opposition to whiteness. It is a “blackness that whiteness created,”66 

in Victor Anderson’s language, in that it mirrored white racial ideology’s metaphysical 

determinants. This led Anderson to describe Cone’s understanding of blackness as 

“ontological,” so that blackness is understood as a reified totality, bearing ultimate concern. 

This is a problem, according to Anderson, because it leads to the erasure of individual black 

experience, as the radically differentiated character of black identity “fades to black” 

through its totalizing lens. I then suggested that one way to think about the shared project 

of Carter and Bantum was to read it as an attempt to develop a specifically theological 

66 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 92. 
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version of postmodern blackness––which would push back against any reductive figuring 

of black identity, and instead allow for a way of thinking about black identities as being 

perpetually reconstituted around the various realities that black people seek to negotiate.67 

 
Re-turning to Raboteau: Moving from Dialectics to Analogy 

I also reminded us above how Radical Orthodoxy articulates (what they believe) is 

a non-ontological theo-ontology grounded in St. Thomas Aquinas’ analogia entis. If it is the 

case, as I have just claimed, that Carter and Bantum’s theological vision is both formed and 

informed by Radical Orthodoxy, one would expect their theological version of postmodern 

blackness to make an appeal to analogy––and, in fact, that is precisely what it does. In Race, 

Carter works his way into this appeal to analogy by way of a discussion of Albert J. 

Raboteau, whose Slave Religion I briefly reviewed in chapter two. Carter views Slave Religion 

as an “unsurpassed work from the vantage of this study’s preoccupation with the theological 

structuring of modern racial reasoning.”68 Nevertheless, he feels that Raboteau’s genius 

was not fully realized until Raboteau reframed his thinking through the notion of analogy.  

Carter sets up his discussion of Raboteau in a section of the first chapter entitled 

“Michel Foucault’s Genealogy of Race.”69 Here, Carter describes a “veritable dialectic at 

the heart of modernity, a dialectic that has everything do with race and racism.”70 

 
67 It should be stated that Carter actually goes almost so far as to state it in these terms. For example, 

in his chapter on Cone, Carter writes, Anderson “leaves the specifically theological contours of this idolatrous 
‘cult of black’ or racial ‘genius’ itself insufficiently scrutinized. Thus, in going beyond Anderson, I seek to 
expose why Cone’s theological critique of modern racial reasoning, through its ultimate refusal of theology, 
is in fact not trenchant enough where it most needs to be: namely, on the subject of what makes whiteness a 
theological problem––What makes white theology, in fact, white?” Cf. J. Kameron Carter, Race, 159. 

 
68 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 126. 
 
69 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 53-77. 
 
70 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 53. 
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According to Carter, this dialectical framework establishes not only the sociopolitical 

conditions under which one people could be defined as over and against another people 

(e.g. the Jewish people), but also, the discourse through which the power involved in this 

exchange could be at once decentralized and interiorized––so that its entire field is bios 

itself. What is crucial for Carter is that, according to Foucault, modern religion has been 

conscripted into this dialectic. More than this, modern religion has been perpetually 

constituted and reconstituted within this dialectic, so that it is both increasingly a part of its 

production and increasingly hidden. We can think of Kant’s dejudiaizing of Christianity 

into a (so-called) “rational” religion along these lines. 

In Raboteau, Carter perceives the possibility of moving away from this dialectic. 

More specifically, Carter argues that Raboteau moves from the “dialectics of history to an 

account of (African American) religious history as rooted in a theology of the icon and 

therefore, by implication, in Christology.”71 Carter describes this movement by narrating 

a shift between Raboteau’s early and late work. For example, Carter sees Slave Religion, 

which was Raboteau’s incipient work, as complicit in a sort problematic theoretical 

framework grounded upon a dialectic between “faith” and “history.” In this dialectic, faith 

is transhistorical or suprahistorical, and only vaguely touches history. Slave Religion, in this 

sense, could be said to share some similarities with the essentialist renderings of black 

identity and religion discussed in chapter two. Not wholly unlike DuBois’ volksgeist or 

Asante’s subconsciously biometaphysical conception of Afrocentricity, Raboteau is here 

imagining something like an African consciousness, or a cultural core of “blackness,” which 

persists within European forms. 

71 J. Kameron Carter, Race 140. 
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However, in an essay entitled “Praying the ABC’s,” Raboteau begins to loosen this 

dialectic, providing a way of thinking about faith historically, and perhaps more 

importantly, about history as a kind of faith practice. Crucial to his development here was 

the notion of “the narrative construction of reality,”72 in which “we read ourselves 

dramatically, as participants in a drama.”73 Though still dialectical in his thinking, the notion 

of “plot” offers Raboteau a conceptual space where faith and history can be stitched 

together in order to show “the ‘hidden wholeness of life,’ the connectedness of apparently 

fragmented and chaotic bits of experience and knowledge.”74 Building off this point, 

Raboteau says a false narrative (or an “exclusionary plotline”) of whiteness has stitched 

together faith and history in the modern age––a narrative that was held together by the 

supersessionist claim that America was a “New Israel.” Against this narrative, Raboteau 

says that “slaves and the former slave children…dismantled the myth of America as New 

Israel and out of its fragments forged a new story of their existence, a new religious history 

of themselves and America as well.”75 Crucial to this account was the way in which slaves 

told their own story “as a different way of understanding the story of Israel as a living 

story.”76 In other words, Raboteau was beginning to imagine and inhabit a history that 

could function iconically, precisely from the disposition of the slave.77  

 
72 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 144. 
 
73 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 145. This sort of language is already reminiscent of Catholic theologian 

Hans Urs von Balthasar (among others), so we should not be surprised that this is the direction that Carter 
takes in the following chapter (as we will see shortly). 

 
74 Albert J. Raboteau, A Fire in the Bones, 3. 
 
75 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 147. 
 
76 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 148. 
 
77 This should recall for the reader the discussion of Raboteau in chapter two, while giving new 

language to what Raboteau was doing. 
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And yet, in Carter’s view, even in “Praying the ABC’s,” Raboteau was not quite 

there yet. Rather, Raboteau’s breakthrough would come precisely through the intervention 

of the notion of analogy––a notion that begins to emerge in Raboteau with his 2003 

Schmemann lectures. According to Carter, analogy allows Raboteau to struggle “against 

the dialecticism of faith and history,” and “work toward what might be termed an 

incarnational understanding of faith and history…that integrates the two sides through the 

plotline of the person of Jesus in his Jewish humanity.”78 Raboteau thus “deploys analogy 

as a Christological trope,”79 where that trope becomes the living rearticulation of the story 

of Israel. What this means, for Raboteau, is that “slave religion” is no longer a new form 

taken on by some essential African core, nor is it what happens when this core is joined to 

Christianity through some tertium quid (e.g. “narrative,” or “the story of Israel”). Rather, in 

the grammar of Chalcedon, African religion and Christianity are “held together without 

confusion in the person (hypostasis) of…Jesus the Jew.”80 Here, Christianity and Africanity 

are “mutually inhering living traditions,”81 and bear a kind of analogical “coinherence.” 

Where this drives home, then, is a deeper understanding of who Christ is in 

relationship to black existence. Carter uses the language of “mystagogy” to describe this, 

anticipating the appeal he will make to Maximus the Confessor in the postlude on this book. 

I will come to his appeal to Maximus in the next section of this chapter. For now, what is 

crucial to understand is how this mystagogical interpretation figures the relationship 

between black existence and the Christ who offers it its analogical meaning. Not only does 

78 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 150. 

79 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 152. 

80 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 151. 

81 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 152. 
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this mean that the particularity of black existence––its “interior principles,” as Carter puts 

it––find its true beginning and ending in Christ. At the same time, this existence, in itself, 

can truly stand in for Christ. This is what Raboteau ultimately means by “icon.” It is 

precisely in its opacity––precisely in what makes it visible as a creature––that black 

existence is translucent––that it makes the transcendent visible. Its opacity exists “within 

the horizon of the icon,”82 so that in showing itself––in its existence as such––God is 

revealed. To put it in classic theological language, in its impressio, it is also an expressio. Or 

again, it is in its instasy––in that which makes it itself––that it offers an ecstasy––its 

transcending of itself. 

A final note about Raboteau before moving on. According to Raboteau, in Christ, 

this analogy––between black existence and Christian existence––climaxes in the communal 

experience of suffering.83 Put a little differently, this Christological trope culminates in a 

cruciform analogy, such that the dialectic of faith and history finds its fullest integration at 

the site of Christ’s passion and death. The significance of this cannot be overemphasized.84 

For if this is the case, we can then imagine a faith that would break the cycle of modernity’s 

dialectic production, with its pseudotheology of race. What this analogy says is that God 

may be most visible in history precisely where God seems most absent––at the site of its 

greatest creaturely opacity. A theology formed on this analogy is one that is not conscripted 

 
82 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 154. 
 
83 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 155. 
 
84 As we will see shortly, Raboteau’s argument here is consonant with the vision of early Christian 

thinkers like Gregory of Nyssa and Maximus the Confessor. More to come. 
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into the service of biopower. Instead, it provides a way out of “the arc of power’s 

centralizing imperative.”85 And it can do so precisely from the disposition of the slave. 

Re-vising Cone: Refusing Dialectical Arrangements 

At the close of his chapter on Raboteau, Carter asks a suggestive question: “What 

would it mean to refuse dialectical intellectual arrangements altogether?...how much more 

would the pseudotheological backbone of whiteness be broken for the sake of the 

redemption of us all, were we to escape the intellectual dispositions of whiteness and the 

ambiguities of the blackness it creates?”86 By this point, the reader will immediately 

recognize that the language here is suggestive of Anderson’s critique of Cone. In what 

follows, I want to show two things. First, Carter transposes Anderson’s critique on to this 

analogical register, arguing that Cone needs a more serious analogical revision. I draw out 

Carter’s discussion of Cone’s dialecticism below because Carter’s critique of Cone shows a 

remarkable debt to Milbank (his teacher). I spend the greater share of what follows showing 

that debt. Second, appealing to analogy in this way allows Carter to revise Cone’s theology 

at one of his central points of emphasis: the “Jewishness” of Jesus. We recall Cone’s claim, 

highlighted in chapter three, that Jesus’ “past Jewishness is related dialectically to the 

significance of his present blackness.”87 In challenging this dialectic, Carter––and with him, 

Bantum––offers a Christology grounded not in black existence per se, but in mulattic 

existence. I will turn to discuss Carter’s reconsideration of Jesus’ “Jewishness” at the close 

of this section. I discuss his (and Bantum’s) “mulatto” Christology in the next section. 

85 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 56. 

86 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 156. 

87 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 134. 
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 Having considered Cone’s theology at length in chapter three, I will dispense with 

a detailed review of it here. Instead, a few general comments to frame this particular 

discussion. First, I noted in chapter three that Cone appealed to dialectic to resolve the 

problem of the particular and the universal in theological discourse, and that his thinking 

on these questions was thoroughly formed by an indebtedness to theologian Karl Barth. A 

major aim of Carter’s examination of Cone is to read him in relationship to Barth, and 

articulate how Cone is both indebted to Barth, but also moves beyond Barth. Second, 

Carter does this by drawing parallels between Cone and Swiss Catholic theologian Hans 

Urs von Balthasar. This parallel is important because it allows Carter to make (and shows 

Carter making) essentially the same critique of Cone that Milbank makes of Balthasar. Let 

me explain what I mean in greater detail. 

Balthasar’s The Theology of Karl Barth88 remains one of the most influential 

interpretations of Barth’s theology, and Barth considered Balthasar to be his greatest 

interpreter.89 In essence, von Balthasar’s argument is that Barth’s theology experienced two 

stages of growth: from dialectic to analogy.90 Balthasar contends that the early Barth found 

dialectical thinking useful in mounting a challenge to the German liberalism of his 

university training––which, in his day, had been conscripted into the service of German 

National Socialism. Liberalism, according to Barth, could not disentangle itself from a 

 
88 Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971). 
 
89 Cf. Edgardo Antonio Colón-Emeric. “Symphonic Truth: Von Balthasar and Christian 

Humanism.” The Christian Century 122 (11) (31 May 2005): 30: “Another fruitful approach to von Balthasar 
is to read him with a particular question or topic in mind.  If you are interested in Barth, you might take up 
von Balthasar’s Theology of Karl Barth, the book that Barth himself regarded as the best exposition of his thought.” (emphasis 
mine). 

 
90 Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth, 59-161. This, we can note already, is 

essentially the same movement we just saw from the “dialectics of history to an account of (African American) 
religious history as rooted in a theology of the icon and therefore, by implication, in Christology.” Cf. J. 
Kameron Carter, Race, 140. 
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cultural endeavor (such as National Socialism) because it imagined God as being too closely 

aligned with creation. However, by appealing to dialectic to imagine an infinite, qualitative 

difference between God and creation, Barth found a vantage point––namely, 

transcendence––from which to offer a theological form of resistance to the Nazis. That 

being said, Balthasar also believed that Barth experienced a second stage in his thinking, 

during which he softened on his need for this dialectic to be absolute and categorical. In 

fact, Balthasar goes so far as to claim that Barth began to appreciate a deeper sense of 

communion between God and creation, and gradually developed a sort of analogical 

language of his own.91 Balthasar thus imagines this move from dialectic to analogy as a 

progress in Barth’s thought, much as Carter has described the similar development in 

Raboteau’s thought as progressive. 

As with Barth and Nationalism Socialism, Cone appeals to theological dialecticism 

early in his career in order to offer a critique of the false reality of whiteness. For Cone, as 

with Barth, theological transcendence can “function to weaken hegemonic structures by 

unmasking them as so much ideology.”92 However, Carter claims that “already early on, 

Cone’s dialectical Christology, which had a pronounced Barthian accent, had latent within 

it a theology of culture, which was less Barthian.”93 From the outset, Cone argued that we 

can only speak about God in relationship to history. There “is no knowledge of God in se,” 

Cone wrote in A Black Theology of Liberation. “We can know God only in relationship to the 

human race...We are not permitted to transcend our finiteness and rise to a vision of God 

 
91 According to von Balthasar, this took place in the early 1930’s through Barth encountering 

Anselm’s natural theology––which, point of fact, represents a considerable development in Barth’s thinking 
subsequent to his early rejection of the analogia entis.  

 
92 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 175.  
 
93 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 161.  
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unrelated to the human condition.”94 Remember that this point is crucial for Cone, as we 

discussed in chapter three, as it was not enough for him merely to reject the alignment of 

divine activity with whiteness. Rather, Cone also wanted to provide a way to instead align 

divine activity with blackness. The problem for Cone was that Barthian categories would 

not allow him to articulate this sort of understanding of creaturely participation in the 

divine. Because of this, Cone was forced to improvise on Barthian dialectic. 

Carter acknowledges at this point that Balthasar “beat Cone to the punch in 

criticizing Barth’s theology on the matter of taking insufficient account of the recipients or 

human bearers of revelation.”95 Balthasar’s way of articulating this problem was to say that 

Barth had an deficient doctrine of creation, and so fundamentally misconstrued the 

relationship between “nature” and “grace.” More specifically, because Barth was anxious 

to protect divine transcendence from being aligned too closely with creation, the only 

connection he was willing to grant between God and creation takes places in Jesus Christ–

–where Christ is the “actus purus of grace as the ‘event of personal address,’ which, Barth 

then tellingly adds, is ‘not a transmitted material connection.’” (CD I/1 §41-2)96 Barth 

refused this material connection out of fear that God will be constrained to act according 

to some natural law, which Barth believes would diminish his freedom (and thus, his 

transcendence). So, he instead says that God’s address in Christ is a “absolute miracle” (CD 

II/2 §19-20) by which the activity of God stands in radical opposition to the utter passivity 

of creation.  

 
94 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 75. 
 
95 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 175. 
 
96 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 177. 
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According to Balthasar, this is, at the very least, a Christological problem, in that it 

raises the question of the relationship of Christ’s humanity to his divinity. How, for 

example, can the whole Christ––including his humanity––be involved in the action of 

Christ if his humanity is utterly passive? Moreover, and perhaps more relevant to our 

discussion, this also raises the question of how Barth can account Christologically for the 

subjectivity of creation. Indeed, for Cone, this is the crux of the issue. For if Barth cannot 

account for creaturely subjectivity, he will be “unable to approach the truth of creation 

from the side of the creature.”97 And if this is case, blackness cannot truly offer us God’s 

presence.98 

It is because of this that Cone makes a turn from Barth to Tillich around the time 

of his writing God of the Oppressed. Even still, Carter argues that Cone never fully escapes 

dialectical thinking, but “remains, to the end, a dialectical thinker.”99 In fact––and this is 

crucial––Carter believes Tillich “paradoxically reproduces the Barthian problem” and is 

ultimately unable “to reckon with the enduring humanity of Jesus Christ.”100 I will turn to 

consider this claim in more detail momentarily. However, a couple things are worth noting 

at this point. First, Carter’s critique of Barth is strikingly similar to the critique Milbank 

makes of Barth. As I said in chapter four, Milbank argues that the problem with the 

Barthian dialectical scheme is that its polarity creates an ontological rupture that ironically 

97 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 180. 

98 It is worth noting––at the very least, so that he is not forgotten in the focused attention being given 
to Carter in this section––that Bantum also appeals to Balthasar, albeit briefly, in a similar fashion. Though 
Bantum uses Barth more constructively than Carter does, he acknowledges Barth needed Balthasar to show 
how Christ’s personhood illumines the possibility human existence. Bantum also puts this specifically in the 
language of “participation,” and the communion of creature with the creator, which through the spirit ushers 
in new possibilities for created personhood. Cf. Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 117. 

99 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 171. 

100 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 171. 
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robs nature of its greatest ontological possibility. In a suggestive footnote in that chapter, I 

also said that Milbank believes Hans Urs von Balthasar is indirectly guilty of subsidizing 

this rupture. And this leads to the second point worth noting at this juncture. 

My argument is this. Having set up Balthasar as a kind of proto-Cone––at least, on 

this trajectory away from Barth toward a deeper affirmation of creaturely subjectivity––

Carter’s critique of Cone is then essentially patterned after Milbank’s critique of Balthasar. 

The general correspondence is somewhat straightforward. In short, Milbank argues 

Balthsar’s admiration for Barth leaves a lasting influence on Balthasar, and Carter argues 

that the same is true of Cone and Barth. However, if we look more closely at the contours 

of their arguments, we can see that the parallels between Carter and Milbank run even 

closer than in this general correspondence.  

Milbank argued, more specifically, that Balthasar’s appreciation for Barth caused 

Balthasar to recast Henri de Lubac’s thesis concerning the supernatural––discussed at 

length in chapter four––in a conservative and over-Barthian manner. Recall that Milbank 

described de Lubac’s thesis as a “non-ontology” that declares things are nothing in 

themselves, but in so doing, actually establishes their greatest potential. For, according to 

Milbank, when nature owes the sum of its existence––when its existence is entirely given or 

donated––there is a reciprocal “ontological drawing back towards God that is consequent 

upon the radical origin of all things from God.”101 However, Milbank believes that a 

“careful reading of von Balthasar’s account of the supernatural in his Barth book suggests 

a certain divergence from de Lubac,” as “von Balthasar tends to shift the call of the 

 
101 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 26-7. 
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supernatural towards a full identity with historically received grace instead of seeing it as at 

once paradoxically ‘pre-historical’ and yet entirely orientated towards sacred history.”102 

Milbank attempted to demonstrate this with respect to Balthasar’s aesthetics. 

According to Milbank, Balthasar’s Barthian “residue” causes him to formulate an 

“aesthetic compromise” that instrumentalizes the aesthetic in favor of the dramatic. 

Particularly important to Milbank’s reading of Balthasar in this regard is his identification 

of the aesthetic aspect of the real-world drama as a “passive spectacle.” According to 

Milbank, such language seems to betray Barth’s (Kantian) foundations, as it prevents the 

actor from participating within the realm of beauty. Recall Barth’s language of “utter 

passivity” just discussed above. What is absent in this construction is any substantial (or 

even analogical) mediation between the beautiful and the true or the good, and in this case, 

the narrative field in which they are communicated. But without mediation, Milbank 

argues, the aesthetic is actually lost in the advance toward the dramatic, left behind in the 

world of nature, and separated from the world of grace. So separated, forms can no longer 

stand in meaningful relation to their subject, and can no longer offer any real knowledge 

of faith’s object: the beauty and glory of the Lord.103 

Carter’s claim that Cone remains committed to dialectical thinking in his appeal to 

Tillich––who “paradoxically reproduces the Barthian problem”104 in a way that leaves him 

102 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 66. 

103 This reading of Balthasar has been largely refuted. Cf. Edward T. Oakes, SJ., “The Paradox of 
Nature and Grace: On John Milbank’s The Suspended Middle: Henri de Lubac and the Debate Concerning the 
Supernatural,” Nova et Vetera 4.3 (2005: 667-96); also Reinhard Hütter, “Desiderium Naturale Visionis Dei – Est autem 
duplex hominis beatitude sive felicitas: Some Observations about Lawrence Feingold’s and John Milbank’s Recent 
Interventions in the Debate over the Natural Desire to See God.” Nova et Vetera 5.1 (2007): 81-132. The point 
here is not to say that Milbank is correct in his argument, but to say that this is the argument Milbank makes, 
and that Carter follows him. 

104 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 171. 
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unable to reckon with Christ’s humanity––parallels this argument. According to Carter, 

Cone appeals to Tillich because Tillich “overturns understandings of God that would 

perpetuate an opposition between transcendence and immanence.”105 However, in doing 

so, what is being embraced by Cone is a “revaluation of the meaning of transcendence 

itself.”106 In other words, by removing what was (in Tillich’s view) the false dichotomy of 

transcendence and immanence, Tillich instead placed transcendence and immanence in 

“theonomous” unity.  

According to Carter, this leads to two problems at once, each the mirror image of 

the other. There is here, first, a “destruction of transcendence,” in that any conception of 

the infinite (eternity, ultimate reality, etc.) is banished from its independent existence. And 

yet, precisely because the independence of infinitude is rejected, it is drawn fully within 

immanent structures. Infinitude, in this sense, is life. Or again, to put it back in Milbank’s 

terms, there is a shift towards fully identifying the “supernatural” with “historically received 

grace.” This is a problem for Cone because this merely disallows creaturely subjectivity 

from the other side. Here, eternity has entered temporality so as to consume it. Individuality 

is subsumed into a greater unity, as personal relationality is consumed by ultimate reality. 

Carter puts it this way: “[Cone’s] appropriation of Tillich prodded him to locate his 

conception of blackness and, therefore, of race within the tight and well-night suffocating 

space of an ontology that has banished transcendence.”107 In other words, to say that 

 
105 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 185. 
 
106 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 185. 
 
107 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 182. 
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Cone’s blackness is “ontological,” in the sense, is to say that it is built on an ontology that 

has been fully immanentized. 

So, Carter’s critique of Cone is essentially patterned after Milbank’s critique of 

Balthasar. I add––because it will provide a bridge between our discussion of metaphysics 

in chapter four, and the discussion to which this dissertation is headed in chapter six––that 

Carter frames his reading of Tillich through the lens of Martin Heidegger. This is relevant 

because, as we discovered in the previous chapter, Milbank has argued that Heidegger’s 

non-metaphysical and non-theological approach to the question of “Being” (not unlike 

Tillich’s eschewal of transcendence) leads him into a framework of a non-hierarchical 

heterogeneity. The problem with this, in Milbank’s view, is that this sort of framework can 

only understand the mediation of ontological difference through an ontological rupture, 

and so a kind of ontological violence. Milbank concludes from this, following Jacques 

Derrida and Giles Deleuze, that this points to the fact that Heidegger has actually followed 

John Duns Scotus into a fundamental ontology of the univocity of being.108 In a similar 

fashion, Carter articulates his own worries about Tillich in the same onto-theological terms. 

More specifically, Carter worries that Tillich so defined creaturely being and existence that 

both God and “the religious” as such are confined within it. Thus, even God is 

“ontotheologically annexed to a vision of being as univocally reduced to a negatively 

nihilistic experience of temporality.”109  

Carter credits Cone for recognizing the problem here, and attempting to resolve it 

through an appeal to Martin Buber. That is to say, Cone attempts to revise Tillich’s (and 

108 Cf. Giles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 52-8; Giles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, 208-11; Jacques 
Derrida, Writing and Difference, 310 n. 4 

109 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 168. 
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Barth’s) dialectical ontology by turning to the dialogical language of the I-Thou relationship. 

According to Carter, turning to dialogical language over dialectical language was Cone’s 

way of trying to “personalize” Tillich, and so grant opacity (to use the term introduced 

above) to creaturely subjectivity. However––and this will bring us back, at last, to 

Anderson––Carter asks “whether Cone’s transformation of Tillich’s idealism was radical 

enough.”110 In fact, for Carter, the I-Thou structure itself actually helps to illustrate the 

problem. In short, in this kind of subject-object framing, the “I” positions the “Thou.” And 

this, in sum, is Anderson’s worry. I quote Carter here at length. 

[T]his is really only a settlement with whiteness, not its overcoming. The 
settlement…is alluring because the upside of the settlement with whiteness is a 
settlement with blackness. Yet here is where Victor Anderson’s critique is most 
powerful, because the settlement with blackness is a settlement with the blackness 
that whiteness created. And therefore, the settlement with the blackness that 
whiteness created is a settlement with whiteness, albeit in the idiom of cultural 
blackness or cultural nationalism.111 
 

To say it one more way––at the end of the day, Black Liberation Theology’s attempt to 

convert black identity into a site of cultural power, while admirable, is insufficiently 

revolutionary, precisely because it leaves whiteness uncontested. On this basis, Carter 

concludes with some finality that Cone was unable to work out the tension in his project, 

precisely because “from within a purely dialectical framework, it can’t be worked out.”112 

Any binary framework will be too theologically impoverished to fulfill the aims of Black 

Theology, Carter adds suggestively, because it cannot explain the miscegenation which is 

its proper end. 

 

 
110 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 189. 
 
111 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 190. 

 



161 

Re-Imagining Jesus’ Jewishness: An Analogical Christ 

This last point of about miscegenation brings us to the final point we will deal with 

in this section. I have now shown how Carter transposes Anderson’s critique into an 

analogical register, highlighting the way Carter follows Milbank in doing so. What is left is 

to see is how appealing to analogy in this way leads Carter to revise Cone’s theology at one 

of his central points of emphasis: the “Jewishness” of Jesus.  

In chapter three, we saw that Cone argued that the concrete humanity of Jesus as 

a Jew was indispensable for Christological analysis, for without it, we “have no reason to 

believe that our true humanity is disclosed in his person.”113 Again, to emphasize the point–

–for Cone, true historical humanity is decisive. From there, Cone moved “dialectically”114

to affirm that Jesus’ first century Jewishness is his 20th century blackness. “He is black 

because he was a Jew,”115 Cone wrote. In other words, Cone appealed to dialectic to make 

the move from the true Jewish humanity of Jesus on the one hand, to the true black 

humanity of Jesus on the other. However, if Carter is right that dialectic fails to account for 

creaturely subjectivity, it undermines the central goal of this appeal. For if this is the case, 

then Jesus cannot be black in this dialectical sense without the loss of Jesus’ true, historical 

(i.e. Jewish) humanity. Indeed, this may go a long way to explain the conceptual slippage, 

detailed in chapter three, between “literal” and “symbolic” blackness in Cone.  

Moreover, for Carter, the problem here is not just with Cone’s internal logic––not 

just that Cone undermines the very creaturely subjectivity he is anxious to defend. Recall 

113 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 120. 

114 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 124. 

115 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 134. 
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that, for Carter, the modern “racial imagination has its genesis in the theological problem 

of Christianity’s quest to sever itself from its Jewish roots.”116 Recall also that the 

dejudiaizing impulse of this pseudotheological discourse culminated in a Christology where 

Jesus ceases to be Jewish. The deep irony of Cone’s project, then, is that it winds up 

reproducing the same supersessionist logic that funds the project of whiteness. Though it is 

blackness that supersedes Jesus’ Jewishness in the case of Cone, his true Jewish humanity is 

still overcome and replaced. In light of this, what is needed is not just an appeal to analogy 

as any sort of Christological trope. What is needed is an analogy rooted in the Jewishness 

of Jesus’ true humanity, through which all living traditions can coninhere. 

The question then is––How do we come by this understanding of Jesus’ Jewishness? 

For Carter, what is primarily needed is a different understanding of Israel. That is to say, 

rather than thinking of Jesus’ “Jewishness” primarily as a racial identity, Carter describes 

Jesus’ “Jewishness” as a covenantal, and thus, a theological identity. The questions this 

naturally raises are: Covenantal in what sense? Theological in what sense? Here again, 

Carter channels Milbank. Remember, as was discussed in the chapter four, that the end of 

analogy in Radical Orthodoxy is a doctrine of participation. That is to say, Milbank appeals 

to analogy because it offers a way of speaking about the natural participation in the 

supernatural that navigates the opposite poles of a humanist autonomy and a purely 

external gratuity––and does so in way that is “consonant with authentic Christian 

doctrine.”117 Remember, specifically, that Milbank sees the full depth of divine 

participation given and received through the reconciliation offered by Jesus as the “true 
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Mediator,” so that the words “participation” and “incarnation” are almost interchangeable 

on his register.118 Thus, the analogia entis leads us, finally, to a participatory ontology that 

finds its true meaning in the “Word made flesh”––in the harmonious ratio between the two 

natures of Christ. 

What Carter adds to this is a theology of Israel, read through the true Jewish 

humanity of Jesus, in which Israel’s identity is one of participatory transcendence, of an 

“ecstasy by which God is God for us.”119 Israel, Carter says, is the people who God has 

bound himself to in binding himself to the whole world. They are chosen, covenantally, in 

the sense that they are the people through whom all peoples are drawn into the life of God. 

Thus, covenantally “understood, Jewish flesh is flesh that receives those by ‘nature’ not in 

its family to be in its family, to carry forward its bloodline.” 120 As such, Israel is “a nation 

without analogy,”121 or better said, the people through whom all other peoples relate 

analogically. Israel has a unique relationship to God, where God has suffused the life of 

Israel, so that God is only known in and through this suffusion. Israel, to use Raboteau’s 

language, is the icon which grants opacity to all creaturely subjectivity, and thus makes God 

and humanity visible to one another. 

Because of this, the importance of Jesus’ “Jewishness” is not (or at least, not just) 

that it allows us to say that Jesus is also “black.” It is this, but also more than this. Jesus’ 

Jewishness bears within itself and bears to the world Israel’s participation in God as 

participation with the whole world. This, Carter says––in what I take to be one of the most 

118 Cf. John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 3-4. 

119 Carter, Race, 191. 

120 Carter, Race, 170. 

121 Carter, Race, 170. 
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pregnant sentences of the whole book––is “the inner logic of the identity of Jesus, the inner 

logic by which Israel is always already a mulatto people precisely by being YHWH’s people, 

and by which therefore Jesus himself as the Israel of God is Mulatto.”122 In other words, it 

is in Jesus’ Jewishness that all peoples are joined together and to God. Thus, that Jesus is 

“Jewish” means that he discloses his identity as the God of Israel by miscegenation with all 

peoples. Jesus’ Jewishness is not a racial identity, but the promiscuity of racial identity that 

produces a mulattic existence. 

It is on the basis of this understanding of the Jewishness of Jesus that Carter and 

Bantum move to articulate their vision of a Mulatto Christ as the alternative to Cone’s 

Black Christ. But what is meant by this identification of Christ as mulatto? And how does 

this appeal to a Mulatto Christ mutually revise the projects of Black Liberation Theology 

and Radical Orthodoxy toward new constructive possibilities? It is to these questions that 

we now turn. 

 
Re-Locating Black Liberation Theology: Mulatto as God’s Presence 

 I have just argued that the shared project of Carter and Bantum repositions Black 

Liberation Theology in order to bring it into alignment with both Critical Race Theory 

and Radical Orthodoxy. More specifically, I argued that Carter and Bantum attempted to 

revise Cone so as to answer Anderson’s critique about ontological blackness with a 

theological vision of the analogia entis (patterned after the one articulated by Milbank). At 

the outset of the last section, I also said that Carter and Bantum read Black Liberation 
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Theology and Radical Orthodoxy alongside one another with the hope that they will 

mutually revise one another toward new constructive possibilities.  

In this section, I turn to excavate the way Carter and Bantum conceive of these new 

constructive possibilities. Recall that in chapter four I said that while there were some 

obvious and superficial divergences between Critical Race Theory and Radical Orthodoxy, 

they also shared some constructive emphases––such as embodiment, communal identity, 

antiessentialism, and transcendence. The importance of these shared constructive 

emphases will prove even more important in the rest of this chapter. Most of all, I aim to 

show how the shared project of Carter and Bantum––as with the respective projects of 

Cone and Milbank––culminates Christologically in a Mulatto Christ. 

The overarching movement here is somewhat straightforward. In place of a Black 

Christ, Carter and Bantum want us to imagine a Mulatto Christ. That is to say, Carter and 

Bantum’s Christological project is an attempt to reconsider the body of Christ through the 

matrix of mulatto bodies. The hope here is that, by reading Christ’s life––that is, the 

mystery and the difficulty of the incarnation––through the tragic impossibility of mulatto 

life––that is, lives that are neither/nor, as outlined above––might open up a way to re-

envision the lives of all Christians. For Christ, as Bantum puts it, is “neither/nor––but” not 

only this. Christ’s body is not trapped within the racial telos that leads only to tragic attempts 

to negotiate the claims of racial purity. Rather, Christ, as a hybrid phenomenon, which 

structures identities through negations that are nonetheless bound to one another, now 

offers an identity “constituted by its occupation of multiple spaces at one time and in one 

person.”123 Thus, Bantum argues, a Mulatto Christ “does not successively and tragically fail 

123 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 95. 



 166 
 

to identify, but radically identifies so that identification with God (our deification) becomes 

possible”124 Let us examine what they mean by this more closely. 

 In turning toward their Christological vision, it bears worth repeating, as introduced 

above, that they are also interested in articulating this vision in a way that shows it is 

consonant with the earliest and deepest sensibilities of Christianity. Thus, Carter and 

Bantum offer a renovated project of ressourcement––one that goes deeper than the 

ressourcement advocated for by Radical Orthodoxy––by attempting to read black theology 

alongside early Christian Christology, in a way that will disentangle the modern racial 

imagination from Christianity. Carter does this by weaving readings of three early 

Christian thinkers––namely, Irenaeus of Lyons, Gregory of Nyssa, and Maximus the 

Confessor––into his text as a Prelude, Interlude, and Postlude, respectively. His aim in doing so 

is to show both that the heresies addressed by these early Christian thinkers were embued 

with a proto-racial outlook that disfigured their understanding of Christ––especially, 

Christ’s humanity––and that the defense made by them anticipates later abolitionist and 

anticolonialist thought. Bantum’s ressourcement focuses primarily on the Christology of Cyril 

of Alexandria, and particularly the way in which Cyril articulates his ultimately 

Chalcedonian Christological vision against both Nestorius and Appollinaris (and behind 

them, Arius). In doing so, Bantum is attempting to read mulatto identity into the 

relationship between the two natures in the one person of Christ––which is without 

confusion, division, separation, or change––and then back into human existence more 

broadly, so that intradivine communion opens up onto a new intrahumanity. I will circle 

back to this momentarily. 

 
 

124 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 89. 
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Intradivine Communion: Mulatto Bodies and the Body of Christ 

Carter’s discussion of Irenaeus introduces some of the key terms of this project. As 

Bishop of Lyons in the latter half of the second century, Irenaeus’s struggle was against the 

ancient heresy of Gnosticism. Specifically, Irenaeus defended the Christian faith against 

the claims Gnosticism wanted to make generally about the body––both individually and as 

sociopolitical arrangement––and in particular, about Christ’s body in relationship to these 

bodies. According to Carter, Gnosticism is grounded in a cosmology which “purposes to 

have transcended the Jewish-Christian scripture story of creation by having uncovered its 

deeper meaning.”125 The key feature in this cosmology, for Carter’s purposes, is the way in 

which it divides material existence into three substances which became three species of 

humanity: (1) the spiritual: (2) the psychic, which can be converted to the spiritual; and (3) 

the hylic, or the material, which is utterly irredeemable. In Gnostic mythology, it is the God 

of Israel who created the material world from hylic substance.  

Irenaeus diagnoses two problems with this cosmology, both of which anticipate the 

modern racial imagination––which we could thus think of as a kind of neo-Gnosticism. 

The first deals with what we have called embodiment. Against the Gnostics negative view 

of materiality, Irenaeus argues for “the unity between Christ as God and the flesh of the 

man Jesus.” 126 In fact, Irenaues goes so far as to “[i]nsist on the actual, fleshly material 

existence of Christ for disclosing God.”127 According to Irenaeus, creation makes God 

visible, in the Son, and there is “no accessing the divine or the supramaterial apart from its 

125 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 16. 
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revelation, and thus, mediation, in the materiality of creation and the flesh.”128 The second 

problem Irenaeus has with Gnostic cosmology deals with what we have called essentialism. 

According to Carter, the hierarchical anthropology embedded in Gnostic cosmology offers 

a strong narrative of identity that anticipates the modern racial imagination, and (e.g.) 

Kant’s attempt to provide a natural system for the categorization of people.  

 The problem with these essentialized (or strong narrative) identities, then, is that 

they become forms of closure or containment, which grant the people who claim these 

identity markers power over those who are otherwise identified. This is especially the case 

in the association of hylic or material existence with the God of Israel, for this places a 

supersessionist impulse at the heart of Gnosticism. Against this, Irenaeus’ doctrine of 

“recapitulation” offers a way of thinking about the story of creation and the story of Israel 

as being stories inside the story of Jesus. For Irenaeus, Jesus is a “condensed narrative…the 

biography of this people and such is the biography of creation. But in so being, he proves 

to be God’s own autobiography, God’s writing of Godself.”129 There is thus a concentric 

relationship between creation, Israel, and Christ, such that the loss of any one will lead to 

a Gnostic or Gnostic-like heresy. 

 Fourth-century Cappadocian theologian Gregory of Nyssa––called, the “father of 

the fathers” at the Seventh Ecumenical Council of 787––offers Carter a vision of how to 

think theologically “against rather than within the social order.”130 Calling Gregory a 

“abolitionist” intellectual, Carter notes that while many of his contemporary theologians 
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saw slavery as evil, they were able to (theologically) make peace with it. So, Carter asks: 

What made Gregory different? In the first place, Gregory was able to see and name “the 

chief supposition of the slaveholding system: the anthropological distinction between 

superior and inferior that grounds the logic of mastery and slavery.”131 Against this, 

Gregory argues that only God is Lord, and there can be no distinctions within the created 

order that would make some people master of others. Rather, all human beings belong to 

God alone. Moreover, in belonging to God, they participate analogously in God’s freedom. 

For our purposes, what is even more important to see is that this leads Gregory into a vision 

of Christ as the “Image or Icon of God the Father, the Image in whom human beings have 

been fashioned to themselves be images of God.”132  

For Carter, this is to say two things. First, Christ’s identity is ecstatic. That is to say, 

Gregory presents Christ as a way of “leaving behind one mode of identity and…entering 

into another.”133 More specifically, Christ the icon is ecstatic to the reigning order of the 

world, drawing us instead into the life of God. Of particular importance to Gregory, then–

–relative to his abolitionist vision––is Christ’s identity as a slave. According to Gregory,

should “it happen that the creature’s freedom, for whatever reasons, is effected and falls 

under mastery to another, the only remedy would be for the God of freedom to freely enter 

the condition of the enslaved creature and from there, the location of the slave, restore the 

slave to the wholeness of freedom.”134 This, Gregory says, is precisely what has happened. 

Christ’s body was enslaved flesh, subject to suffering, evil, and death. And yet because of 

131 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 236. 

132 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 240. 
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this, Easter marks the reality that the one who bore death and enslaved existence in his 

body now does so “under the aspect of resurrection.”135 Thus, it is precisely by inhabiting 

his wounded flesh that we inhabit the exit to our worldly loves.  

 Second, to reverse the language used above with Raboteau, Christ is an ecstasy that 

offers, in himself, an instasy. To put it in Gregory’s own language, Christ is the “prototype,” 

who is “populated”––is given spatio-temporal depth and content––by the creaturely 

inflections that make up his presence in history. The crucial insight here, for Carter, is that 

Christ, in his historical concreteness and particularity––pace Cone, in his very body––is, at 

the same time, the whole of human existence––and thus, the true locus of any body politic. 

Thus, Gregory’s theological vision not only unravels the logic of slave and masters, but 

reorders the social imaginary by which power operates socio-politically. And in this 

manner, Gregory offers an early Christian anticipation of the two other constructive 

emphases shared by both Critical Race Theory and Radical Orthodoxy: transcendence 

and communal identity.  

 Bantum deepens this analysis, and brings (what he takes to be) its mulattic structure 

into view, through an analysis of Cyril of Alexandria. In developing the logic of this Christ 

who is our prototype, Cyrillian Christology created the framework that would lead to the 

so-called “definition” of Chalcedon. Cyril articulated his Christology against the 

Christological heresies of both Nestorius and Apollinaris––who were, in a sense, mirror 

images of each other. By denying that Mary was theotokos––arguing instead that Christ had 

merely passed through Mary’s womb––Nestorian Christology implied that the humanity 

and divinity of Christ were separable, as two distinct natures joined together by a 
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conjunction. Against Nestorius, Cyril argued for a union of the two natures that was both 

necessary and ineffable. Christ, according to Cyril, was not both human and divine, but 

fully human and fully divine.  

 At the same time, Cyril distinguished his understanding of this union from 

Apollinarian mixture, which Cyril rejected as implying a kind of anthropological limitation. 

In Apollinarian Christology, Christ’s humanity and divinity coalesce so as to become 

something new. Among the problematic implications of this is that it delimits the possibility 

of true bodily existence, suggesting that human flesh cannot of itself be joined to Christ’s 

life, but must be changed in order to be redeemed. Cyril avoided these problematic 

anthropological implications by maintaining a certain tension in Christ’s unity. Christ, in 

his view, is “a compound or hybrid creature whose wholeness is constituted through the 

union of its parts.”136 According to Bantum, both Nestorius’ and Apollinaris’ visions of 

Christ undercut the possibility of embodied human existence––Nestorius, by rendering it 

static and contained, and so unable to escape its creatureliness; and Apollinaris, by 

redacting aspects of its constitution in the whole, leaving it less than fully embodied. 

 Against both Nestorius and Apollinaris, the definition of Chalcedon centers on a 

series of negations which primarily establishes what Christ is not––specifically, that Christ 

is without confusion, division, separation, or change. Appealing to Homi Bhabha, Bantum 

says these are “negations that are nonetheless bound to one another and thus hybrid.”137 

Though they mark a seemingly impossible multiplicity, they are joined together in the unity 

of his life and person. Chalcedonian Christology therefore utters a paradoxical identity, 
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where its negations are actually a kind of assertion, a “neither/nor––but,” which witnesses 

apophatically to “a possibility that itself cannot contain.”138 The vision of the incarnation 

offered here is one in which Christ’s very body inhabits “a space that defies possibility and 

in so doing breaks open all lives and the claims they make of themselves.”139 By becoming 

one with our impossibility, he makes our lives possible.  

 On this basis, Bantum argues that the incarnation is a blurring of the lines of 

humanity and divinity––between the creature and the creator––which confounds the 

boundaries we use to structure our lives as well. Because Jesus, as “prototype,” arrives as 

“the contamination of the ‘purity’ of God with the ‘impurity’ of flesh,”140 so too are our 

identities, as his creaturely inflections, disrupted and intermingled. This is what Bantum 

has in mind when he appeals to the mulatto trope, and it would be worth us at this point 

making explicit a crucial assertion that grounds his use.  

 In essence, Bantum is drawing a comparison between “mulatto” persons and 

Chalcedonian “hybridity,” in that both name a personhood born of two realities––yet 

without division. As Bantum puts it, the “impossibility of a black woman giving birth to a 

white child is not too distant from the question of whether a woman (much less a virgin) 

could be the mother of God.”141 The analogy therefore runs as follows: as black and white 

is to mulatto, so is the divine and human to Jesus. In this sense, Jesus is mulatto. And, vice 

versa, mulatto serves as a particular icon for Christ. In the final section of this chapter, I 

will raise some questions about this assertion.  
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A New Intrahumanity: Mulatto Bodies and the Body Politic 

For Bantum, the shape of Christ’s mulattic enactment is thus ultimately 

sociopolitical––his “mulatto” body becoming the basis for a mulatto body politic. That is, 

by performing humanity into God’s life, Christ gives birth to a mulattic humanity, a new 

people, for whom the lines of kinship and fidelity are redrawn. More than this, these lines 

are transgressed, disrupted, and made incoherent. In Christ, humanity and divinity are 

both so radically given, and so radically received, that all notions of purity are exploded 

from within. By bearing all of humanity in his flesh, Christ “incorporates into himself such 

utter differences that all people become reconfigured individually and corporately within 

Christ.”142 The “ecclesial womb” of Christ’s body becomes a space of perpetual 

interpenetration, the intermingling of humanity with the Spirit. Thus, though mulatto life 

is made visible through the negation of possibilities, it can, in Christ, inhabit all possibilities. 

In Christ, the “neither/nor” becomes a “both/and,” and thus, the genesis of a new 

humanity. 

Above all else, what defines this new humanity is the pneumatic givenness of its 

identity. Transformed by the Spirit, this new people bears a life that disrupts those notions 

of personhood that are bound to self-assertion, by exchanging self-assertion for a life of 

receptivity. This is especially the case, according to Bantum, with respect to any biological 

essentialism or claims of biological certainty. Imbued with the Spirit, Christ’s body becomes 

the space where relationships are not only intertwined, but inverted. Christ’s body 

overturns the social order, for in his “person the high and low flowed together in a 

fundamental unity so as to make it impossible to distinguish whether the high or the low 

142 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 126. 
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was primary in a particular moment.”143 Thus, we enter into the life of God, not through 

assertion, but through “sheer apprehension”––through the “recognition” of our true 

position in this world. For Bantum, again, this takes place above all through Christ’s death, 

resurrection, and ascension. At the cross, the tragedy of mulatto existence and thus the 

refusal of humanity is made visible, crushed “between competing assertions of purity and 

wholeness.”144 Yet in his death, these distortions are put to death, transforming their sting 

into the possibility of becoming. And, in his rising to life again, he performs our pneumatic 

births, and extends new life to all humanity. 

As noted above, Bantum and (especially) Carter, subsidize this mulatto vision 

through an appeal to Maximus the Confessor’s “theological ontology of love.” This 

“ontology of love” is, according to Carter, a “two-fold ecstasy,” that names not only a divine 

interchange between the divinity and humanity in Christ, but also, an intraexchange within 

human nature. Both, Maximus will say, are necessary to articulate what is embodied in 

Jesus’ flesh in the incarnation. I take this “two-fold ecstasy” to be the theological 

substructure that allows Bantum to make the analogy from mulatto persons to 

Chalcedonian hybridity (and back to humanity again).  

According to Carter, Maximus also draws upon Chalcedonian terminology 

“regarding the communicatio idiomatum, or the exchange of properties between the divinity 

and humanity in Christ’s flesh.”145 For Maximus, however, the communicatio idiomatum 

reaches all the way down, so that the same gesture which fits humanity to divinity and 
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allows them to share each other’s “idioms,” also “refits human beings to one another so 

that they, too, can be named from one another.”146 In this way, human beings not only 

receive themselves from God, but receive themselves from each other in God.  More than 

this, human beings are most fully themselves, and receive God must fully, when the receive 

one another. 

For Carter, these distinctive harmonics are both elaborated from and allow us to 

elaborate upon Israel’s covenantal story––particularly the biblical account of the calling of 

Abram-Abraham (Cf. Genesis 12). Offering a condensed reading of Abram-Abraham’s 

calling by YHWH, Maximus argues that his “identity is simultaneously a leaving behind 

and an entering into.”147 Moreover, in doing so, Abram-Abraham become a type for both 

Israel and the Christ of Israel. The Israel whose covenant relationship with YHWH is born 

from this calling is a people whose identity is not one of “closure,” but of “openness” to 

God. And, the Christ of Israel––who also is born from Abram-Abraham’s call––precisely 

in his Jewish flesh, offers a movement of crossing over, of “crossing the visible” (Jean-Luc 

Marion). Put more directly to the question of race, the Jewish flesh of Jesus does not 

function like hermetically sealed, racial flesh. Rather, it overturns racial logic with 

covenantal logic, and thereby exits not only whiteness, but the realities that whiteness 

creates. Consequently, even as this body expands to incorporate all peoples, difference is 

neither eradicated nor overcome. In him, all “of the divisions of creation are made to be 

146 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 352. 

147 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 356. 



 176 
 

peaceful differences.”148 Since the body of Jesus presents not an ideal humanity––but 

rather, a promiscuous humanity fully miscegenized––so also are the people of God mulatto. 

 According to Carter, Maximus also adds a needed note on the work of the flesh in 

the economy of redemption. The vision is one of theosis, where “creaturely flesh as such is 

healed from its fallen condition” through an “ascetic struggle.” Maximus, more specifically, 

wants to “make a positive case for the fleshly and the material as vehicles to encounter 

God.”149 Here again, we recall Radical Orthodoxy, and their Iamblichean appeal to 

“theurgy” as an embodied way of forming the soul through an experience of transcendence. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, their vision for this culminates Christologically, as 

theurgy becomes a kind of liturgical formation in Christ.  

Following (and improvising upon) Radical Orthodoxy one last time, Carter adds to 

this vision Maximus’ image of Christ as the “poor man.” Carter is here appealing to 

Maximus to envision a way for the church to inaugurate a program that will not only form 

people into the experience of transcendence, but will do so in a way that has “real purchase 

in the world of tyranny.”150 In fact, Carter believes Maximus offers something even more 

radical than a so-called “preferential option for the poor.” Maximus invites us into, not just 

a preference for the poor, but a union with the poor as the site where our union with God 

takes place. This a vision of theosis where “those who are being divinized unite themselves 

to the poor since that is where Christ is.”151 According to Carter, this vision of theosis is 

ultimately kenotic, as Maximus calls us to enter into divine life by being united to “Jesus’ poor 
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and enslaved flesh.”152 Carter therefore concludes his project by calling upon a theology to 

become a kind of ascesis––a suffering discourse that eschews any possessive power. 

In Redeeming Mulatto, Bantum describes two particular practices that will mark this 

ascetical community. The first is baptism. Bantum designates baptism as the moment of 

our death, and thus, our entrance into the new life that Christ is making. For Bantum, 

baptism marks a transformation that is at the same time communal and particular. It is 

communal transformation, because it marks the radical reordering of the relations on 

which our world is built. Because baptism disrupts the lines of racial fidelity that formerly 

defined familial relations, kinship can now be drawn more widely. Through baptism, we 

become open to difference, for in it our difference has itself been embraced. Moreover, in 

baptism difference itself is the mode of our embrace. For baptism imbues humanity with a 

presence beyond itself, so that the participant can be made into more than what they once 

were. But precisely in this way, baptism also reaches all the way down. The one who is 

imbued with divine presence is indwelt by one who is closer than the one dwelled within.  

Thus, it is not only kinship lines that are redrawn. Personhood is now reestablished at the 

very ground of one’s life. For the Christ who is “all in all” now calls to us from within us. 

The second practice Bantum believes will mark this ascetical community is prayer. 

Having named baptism as the practice through which we gain entrance into this new life, 

Bantum names prayer as the practice that is constitutive of that life. For Bantum, prayer 

“is a politic, a political mode of existence that marks the believer’s life as continually open 

to transformation as they seek to conform themselves….[to] the groans of the Spirit, within, 

and to the lives of those they pray for, without.”153 Prayer is thus fundamentally disruptive, 

152 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 368. 
153 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 168. 
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as it creates lives whose presence in the world interrupts the perversity of other public 

performances. Bantum develops this claim through an analysis of Christ’s own prayers, as 

well as his life of prayer. Especially in the Gethsemane prayer, what is revealed in Christ’s 

prayer life is the relationship of “sonship.” The “Son,” according to Bantum, is the who 

knows and desires to do the will of the father––whose life is bound to the will of the Father. 

The Son prays to enter into this will, and be conformed by it. Thus, the Son is the one who 

lives a life of utter dependence. This is the life that the Son embodies through prayer, and 

that we participate in as disciples through the practice of prayer. 

 A final note here as a segue to the argument I will make in the final section of this 

chapter. As discussed above, in the early stages of his argument, Bantum uses the term 

mulatto almost exclusively to refer to bodies. More specifically, Bantum uses the term to 

refer to the bodies of the “unexpected and problematic children”154 of American slavery, 

born of “rape, illicit desire, and even possibly love…in this colonial encounter.”155 As I said 

above, Redeeming Mulatto begins as a theological investigation of “these encounters and the 

mixed bodies they produced.”156 Initially, then, Bantum is examining how these bodies 

were considered a threat that must be disciplined, resisted, and ultimately, refused. 

However, in describing these practices, we have obviously moved quite a long way from an 

examination those bodies. Bantum may take this to be a constructive movement––the very 

movement that this book aims at achieving. However, in closing, I want to ask some 

questions about the viability of this movement. 

 
 

 
154 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 14. 
 
155 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 15. 
 
156 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 16. 
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Re-Articulating Black Liberation Theology: Questioning the Future of Racialized Christology 

Having now laid out the argument in the shared project of Carter and Bantum––

focusing on their appeal to a “mulatto” Christ––I want to offer up two types of critical 

comments. First, I raise a general concern with respect to the constructive possibilities of 

Carter and Bantum’s project, which get highlighted (for me) in what I think are the 

weaknesses in their appeal to the mulatto trope specifically. Secondly, I suggest that these 

weaknesses open up onto deeper issues with how “race” is figured (and utilized) within the 

their project. In particular, I will argue that they have not resolved the critiques made of 

Cone by Victor Anderson (and others), and so have not provided a genuine alternative to 

ontological blackness. At the end of this chapter, in setting up for the final chapter of this 

dissertation, I ask the deeper question of whether or not they have the resources to provide 

this alternative. More on this shortly. 

Before I do, though, a brief disclaimer. In the introduction to this dissertation, I 

made a case for framing this dissertation within the context of “personal biography.” At 

this point, I hasten to inject a personal, biographical note to add context to all I say here. 

Simply put, I love these books. As the interracial child of a “new world” encounter, few 

theological projects have had such rich personal meaning for me on an existential level. 

Moreover, when it comes to the deconstructive edge of Carter and Bantum’s project, I find 

their analysis both searching and incisive. I do not have any fundamental complaints about 

their deconstruction of racial discourse and identity––just as, if I understand them correctly, 

they too do not fundamentally disagree with the critiques of older forms of Black Liberation 

Theology. In fact, I take especially their deepening of this critique, so as to expose the 

specifically theological underpinnings of the racial formation of the world––while sourcing 

that critique with elements from the theological tradition––to be a bold, creative, and 
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meaningful deconstructive move. So, as I said in the introduction––it is clearly among the 

most important and interesting theologies to emerge in the last thirty years. 

In fact, it is precisely because of this personal admiration and gratitude for their 

project that I hope to intervene in it. That is to say, the goal of any criticisms made here is 

not refutation, but redirection. This is especially the case because I am also sympathetic to 

the hope of their shared project––namely, bridging the fissure that split the 21st century 

theological landscape into the respective trajectories of Black Liberation Theology and 

Postliberal Theology. I am especially sympathetic to the hope that reading these two 

trajectories alongside one another will be mutually revisionary, in such a way that will allow 

us to alter their course, and imagine new constructive possibilities. This hope is not the 

problem. I share this hope. The problem is precisely that it does not seem clear that they 

have provided for these new constructive possibilities. What is not clear to me is how Carter 

and Bantum will move us forward from, or help us get beyond, their deconstructive work 

to something more a like a constructive theology.157 

This problem can be made visible when laid bare against their fundamental 

argument––namely, that the racial construction of the world was (fundamentally) a 

theological move, birthed in heretical Christology. Let me rehearse the central claims. To 

begin, Carter argues that Gnosticism (and its neo-Gnostic analogues) articulates a 

hierarchical cosmology that anticipates the modern racial imagination––in two ways. First, 

it undercuts embodiment by offering a negative view of materiality. Divine life (and with it, 

the highest human good) thus becomes a kind of immaterial abstraction. Secondly, this 

abstraction leads to the creation of strong narrative (i.e. essential) identities, which become 

 
157 To the point, I should make clear again, that it no longer seems clear that Carter still has a this 

desire or hope. 
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forms of closure or containment. Against this, Carter argues that Irenaeus stressed the unity 

of flesh and spirit, and the necessity of material mediation in divine revelation. And that 

Cone, similarly, attempted to appeal to the true Jewish humanity of Jesus against the 

modern racial imagination. However, Carter argues that in doing so, Cone ironically locks 

humanity identity within subjectivity––and more specifically, within black bodies––in such 

a way that winds up fully immanentized, and thus banishes transcendence. In other words, 

by overly locating human identity in embodiment, it refused creaturely participation in the 

divine from the other side. 

The tension in their account, it seems to me, is between the opposite fears of figuring 

divine presence as disembodied, on the one hand, and sealing it within some particular 

human situation, on the other––the dangers they see being “fleshed out” (if you will) in the 

work of both Milbank and Cone respectively. In Carter and Bantum’s view, the theological 

imaginations of Milbank and Cone have become subject (and in fact, have subjected much 

of modern theology) to “enclosure”––either as an inward mental operation, or else, within 

the lives of the oppressed. So, Bantum writes that their theologies tend to “delimit the 

language about Jesus’ life and our possibilities…[so that the] church is left with the options 

of becoming embodied without hope or with no body of hope. We are bodies or minds. We 

are thoughts or justice.”158  

I want to affirm the impulse that seeks to avoid enclosing identity in either of these 

ways. I want further to affirm the genuine advancements that Carter and Bantum have 

made with respect to these issues––which I have outlined, at least in part, above. 

Nevertheless, I remain unsatisfied. The move away from “Israel” as a racial identity is all 

158 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 6-7. 
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well and good. The problem is that a “theological” or “covenantal” Israel cannot provide 

for true embodiment unless it is concretely available (even if not readily available) 

somewhere in the present. This is especially a problem in Carter’s account, where Carter 

spatializes Israel as an identity that is “simultaneously a leaving behind and an entering 

into.”159  

The obvious benefit of this move is that it explicitly marks Israel’s identity out over 

and against any form of essentialization or containment. Nevertheless, a bevy of questions 

could be raised with respect to this identity and true embodiment (especially historic 

embodiment). For example, how does identity “move from” and “enter into” without the 

loss of itself? Would not this departure still require the connection to or the bearing forth 

of some historic forms of life? If not, then what maintains its genuine historic existence? Is 

it departure itself? An identity secured in perpetual departure? If so, then how can “leaving 

from” ever be a genuine “entering into”? Or, if not, then how do we account for the 

identities that appear in other spaces that do not occur as part of this departure? Are all 

identities that are not included in this particular departure (the one narrated by Israel’s 

covenantal story) considered essential identities by default? If so, what makes them so? If 

not, then how are they to be differentiated from Israel if Israel’s identity becomes one of 

departure all the way down? How, at the end of the day, are we to think of other bodies 

generally, and Israel more specifically? 

I take Bantum to be trying to resolve some of these questions––to locate (as it were) 

the leaving from/entering into of Israel’s identity in mulatto bodies. That is to say, Bantum 

seems to offer mulatto as a theological matrix through which to imagine the genuine 

 
159 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 356. 
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historic entrance of the divine into space, time, and body. As he writes: “[T]he interracial 

body takes…decentering reality and locates it within one’s very body. Their bodies become 

the location of this geographic dislocation. The possibility of departure and return latent in 

the lives of those who can pass reverberates back to the impossibility of a homeland.”160 So, 

mulatto identity is deferred identity, or identity in exile.  

However, as far as I can tell, this appeal to mulatto bodies merely pushes the 

question back. At the end of the day, the tension between the opposite fears of 

disembodiment and containment remain. So, even as Bantum makes this appeal to mulatto 

bodies, he must concurrently work (as we saw above) against of “biological essentialism.” 

For, as Bantum cautions, theology “must be wary of where it enters the discourse 

concerning essential identities and identities as social construction.”161 Bantum argues that 

to be a theologian, de facto, means making “essential” claims––i.e. claims constitutive of our 

understanding of God––such as “Christ is Lord.” And yet, no essential claim can be 

understood as something “inherent” or “natural” to us. For Christ’s mulattic life ushers in 

a transformation of all “biological certainty.” Christ’s body “conjugates” all other bodies, 

so that our body now has “no definite shape,” and is “marked no longer by biology” but 

rather, “the continual willing of the Father.”162  

I want to affirm Bantum’s effort to avoid essentializing identity without devolving 

into talk of identity as a mere social construction––especially, again, if a genuine historic 

entrance of the divine is to be important to what we mean by “identity.” For, as Bantum 

160 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 133. 

161 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 173. 

162 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 137. 
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himself says, much talk about identities in “becoming” can, if construed as pure freedom, 

“live into [the very] myth of self-creation which itself gave birth to the myth of racial 

discipleship.”163 However, a simple question needs to be asked: Has Bantum really avoided 

this?  Has Bantum really given us a way of figuring identity that is neither essentialized nor 

socially constructed? It all depends on what he means by “mulatto”––which is why I say 

this appeal really only pushes the question back. Admittedly, the question will always run 

into (what Bantum calls) the problem of “the impossibility of claims concerning the self, 

who we are, and what is re-created.”164 Nevertheless, in spite of this impossibility, the 

theologian still does say something, and Bantum has written an entire book on “mulatto.” 

So what, in the end, does he mean by it? 

As touched upon above, the initial references to “mulatto” in Bantum’s book are all 

about race. So, in the first few chapters of Redeeming Mulatto, mulatto is a term that arises in 

the face of a “myth of (racial) purity.” Mulatto identity constitutes a contamination or 

violation of purity through which racial performance becomes both apparent and resisted.  

However, given that “mulatto” identity has these overt ties to racial identity, several 

questions emerge. First and foremost: If “mulatto” assumes certain racial categories, does 

it not also rely upon them? Can the lines of racial fidelity ever be really (fully) transgressed 

and “made incoherent” through the language of mulatto? Is there not an implicit 

essentializing––and perhaps even, an ontologizing––of racial categories in place as long as 

mulatto has a racial reference? Can we say “mulatto” without also speaking about some 

other essentialized category of race?   

 
163 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 81. 
 
164 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 150. 
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To press the question differently: Why a theology of race and Christian hybridity? 

How does the appeal to “race” specifically shape what we mean by “a theology of Christian 

hybridity?” What would change if we were to talk about a theology of gender and Christian 

hybridity? How would this book be different, for example, if it were entitled “Redeeming 

Transgenderism”? Is it a problem if we cannot get beyond the racial reference implied in 

“mulatto”? Is there anything lost if this racial reference is left behind?   

These questions open up onto what is, I think, the greatest weakness in Bantum’s 

account. At the end of the day, the racial reference in mulattic identity becomes either a 

dead end––by preserving (and perhaps even perpetuating) the very “dialectic” it was 

supposed to resolve––or else, a stepping stone onto something else––but in a way that 

makes it seem that “that something else” both comes from nowhere and never arrives 

anywhere. This why, I think (and as I noted above) that when Bantum moves out of his 

deconstruction of the racial imagination, what is meant by “mulatto” increasingly becomes 

a sort of moving target. Bantum seems to be struggling to find a way to translate the work 

that mulatto/a bodies do in disrupting lines of racial fidelity into a larger frame, and yet, 

finding it difficult in just these ways. Increasingly, the “mulatto” trope starts to disconnect 

from its racial references, and becomes instead a sort of placeholder for a way of thinking 

about the “sheer performativity”165 of all lives. Mulatto “is not a positive identity…not an 

identity that can posit what it is,”166 but rather, is “a personhood born of utter difference.”167  

To say “mullato” is no longer to speak of “biracial” or “interracial” bodies per se, but rather, 

165 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 45. 

166 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 96. 

167 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 98 (emphasis mine). 
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to speak more generically about the “constant inter-mixture and perpetual 

reconstitution”168 that binds and looses peoples over time. 

The value of reframing mulatto in this way, of course, is it that moves us away from 

essentializing mulatto identity into a form of containment. The question is: Where does this 

move take us? By the end of the book, the translation of “mulatto” into “constant inter-

mixture and perpetual reconstitution”169 seems to make themes like “interruption,” 

“disruption,”170 and “perpetual transgression”171 the very shape of mulatto existence.  

Mulatto identity thus itself becomes the destabilizing of all identities. But if this is the case, 

we are left with all kinds of problems. In the first place, the appeal to mulatto is no longer 

able to do the very thing it was deployed to do––namely, offer true embodiment––figure 

the genuine historic entrance of the divine into space, time, and body. Mulatto identity may 

figure something, but what it figures remains elusive, and just beyond our reach. It never 

quite “enters in,” having either just left, or never fully arrived.   

But secondly, and perhaps more importantly, this opens up onto deeper issues of 

how “race” is figured (and utilized) by Carter and Bantum more broadly. The question 

could be put as simply as this: Does Bantum need the mulatto matrix in order to make the 

arguments that he does? Does he need it to build the constructive vision of a the church as 

a space of perpetual interpenetration, the intermingling of humanity with the Spirit? Does 

he need it to develop his constructive vision for the practices of baptism and prayer? 

Especially since, as he concludes the book, mulatto bodies have come to mean something 

 
168 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 164. 
 
169 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 164. 
 
170 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 169. 
 
171 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 190. 
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more like “en-spirited”172 bodies––and the primary “distinction” that is being destabilized 

is the one between “creator” and “creature”––why deal with “mulatto” at all? Why not just 

start with the Christological controversies?  

I take this to be more than a nitpicky question about the formation of his argument, 

but a deeper problem with the appeal to “mulatto” itself as a way of thinking about 

Christian hybridity. Again, Bantum has framed his project as an attempt to bridge the 

divide that fractured the landscape of 21st century theology into two dominant programs. 

More, he has posed this project as a way of reading the trajectories that emerge from these 

two programs alongside one another, in the hope that they will be mutually revisionary, 

and allow us to imagine new constructive possibilities. The problem is, one could separately 

map these two trajectories onto nearly discrete aspects of his project. His examination of 

Christian theology’s complicity in the formation of the modern racial world through the 

lens of mulatto existence could be seen as an elaboration on the trajectory that came 

through Black Liberation Theology. His examination of Chalcedonian Christology and 

ecclesiology, especially as expressed through the practices of baptism as prayer, could be 

seen as an elaboration on the trajectory that came through Radical Orthodoxy. The 

problem, in other words, is that Bantum fails to join together that which modern theology 

has rent asunder. Instead, he merely places the two trajectories alongside each other in one 

monograph, connecting them through an analogous use of the term “mulatto.” So much 

for the breaking open of these discourses, for boundary crossing, and for a new form of 

joining through the intermixture of Christ’s life.  

 
172 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 190. 
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Indeed, this becomes even more problematic if we press inside the analogy Bantum 

uses to connect the two trajectories. To state it again: as black and white is to mulatto, so is 

the divine and human to Jesus. That is to say, Bantum is reading mulatto identity into 

Chalcedonian Christology––and then, back into humanity more broadly––so that 

intradivine communion opens up onto a new intrahumanity. I have now also said that 

Bantum (and Carter) appeal to Maximus the Confessor’s “ontology of love” in order to 

subsidize this vision. According to them, this “two-fold ectasy” names not only a 

interchange between the divinity and humanity in Christ, but also, an intraexchange within 

human nature.  

More simply, Maximus does say that the relationship between creator and creature 

tells us something about the relationship between human beings and vice versa. And that 

is all well and good. But something important is elided here––specifically, the question of 

the relationship between human relationships generally and racial relations specifically. In 

other words, even if we can say that the divine-human relationship forms an analogy for 

“intrahuman” relationships, do we really want to map the divine-human relationship onto 

“intraracial” relationships? Do we really want to map “divine and human” onto “black and 

white”? Worse still, do we really want to map what is specifically racial about an “intraracial 

relationship” back onto God? 

The answer is no, for reasons which at this point should be obvious. Given this, it 

leaves us with one, final unsettling question. Even less than an analogy, does the appeal to 

mulatto really give us anything more than two independent trajectories loosely connected 

by an equivocation? 
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Postscript 

In view of this, I want to press a question in closing. Allowing all that was said before––that 

the deconstructive work of Carter and Bantum is among the most important and interesting 

theologies to emerge in the last thirty years––I think we need to ask if there is not an 

inherent limitation in their project––inscribed into it from the very beginning. At several 

points in the introduction to his book, Bantum argues that bodies are of themselves both 

“the problem and the answer”173 to what we face in the modern, racial world. However, 

given the difficulties Carter and Bantum have encountered in their project, it seems to me 

that mulatto bodies––at least as bodies––simply cannot bear the conceptual weight Carter 

and Bantum have placed upon them. And this raises a perhaps surprising question: If we 

are looking for an embodied historic entrance of the divine that as yet avoids the 

essentialization of identity, are bodies the first place we should look? Can they, to put it in 

Bantum’s language, really become the location of this geographic dislocation? Can bodies 

in themselves be the space of both destabilization and corporeal joining?  

If they cannot, then we should ask––what, if anything, can? Is there any space, in 

other words, within which we can imagine a hybridity that first identifies with tragic forms 

of delimiting, but then also, resists, transgresses, and finally, transcends those 

identifications? In the next chapter of this dissertation, I suggest that Carter and Bantum 

themselves disclose a clue that might lead to us their own resolution. In other words, I will 

suggest that underdeveloped aspects of their own work point us toward a generative space 

we can inhabit––namely, language––which will allow us to figure the genuine mode of the 

divine entry into embodied human existence. And in doing so, I will ask: Might we not 

173 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 10. 
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better navigate the limitations of language about Jesus’ life––that leave us with the options 

of “becoming embodied without hope” or “with no body of hope”––if we start by calling 

our language to attend to the fullness of human life available in the ordinary forms in which 

it is expressed? 

In the next chapter of this dissertation, which is its final full chapter, I begin by 

showing how Carter and Bantum’s project calls out for just this adjustment. Once I have 

demonstrated this, I will also make one of this dissertation’s most pivotal claims––that the 

problem with the way Carter and Bantum understand language is that it remains too much 

within the tradition of Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy––trapped between univocity and 

rejections of univocity that do not escape it. Put a little differently, I will argue that the 

reason Carter and Bantum cannot avoid essentialized identities––even in their gestures to 

language––is that their view of identity remains enmeshed in a problematic understanding 

of transcendence. And, in questioning their continued debt to Radical Orthodoxy (and with 

them, Critical Theory), I will conclude by directing our attention to other resources that 

might help us imagine new constructive possibilities––to imagine a new way forward. 

 It is to this work that we now turn 
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CHAPTER SIX 

A Theology of Language and Christian Hybridity 

What is common to modernity’s pseudotheological aesthetic of whiteness and to Long’s 
aesthetic of black religious consciousness is that neither aesthetic “speaks in tongues” (Acts 2), 
neither knows how to inhabit languages not its own, and thus both are, as Jacques Derrida 
might say, monolinguistic. 

––J. Kameron Carter, Race1

Our fallen state is a distortion of the embodied word….The story of race is the modern attempt to 
organize these disruptions into an ordered language. The story of race is the organization of our bodies 
according to a word, a word born more in the sovereignty of the white body than any utterance 
of God….The incarnation is the continued song of God’s word to us. 

––Brian Bantum, The Death of Race2

At this juncture, this dissertation undergoes a significant shift. In the first two 

sections, I have taken a primarily “archaeological” approach to examining the project of 

black theology. Having completed the survey and excavation of that field of study, and 

building off the critique I made in chapter five, I turn now to sketch the plot lines for the 

foundation of a new constructive project. Put a little differently, I will in this final full 

chapter offer an intervention that attempts to redirect the shared project of J. Kameron 

Carter and Brian Bantum toward underdeveloped aspects of their own work. Though I 

argued in the previous chapter that mulatto bodies cannot bear the conceptual weight 

Carter and Bantum have placed upon them, I believe their shared project gestures toward 

another, more generative space, within which we can imagine a form of hybridity that first 

identifies with tragic forms of delimiting, but then also, resists, transgresses, and finally, 

transcends those identifications. That space, I will argue is language––language, more 

1 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 227. 

2 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 88. 
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specifically, that attends to the fullness of human life available in the ordinary forms in 

which it is expressed. 

In this chapter, I will attempt to show how Carter and Bantum’s project calls out 

for just this intervention. I will begin by identifying and describing various appeals to and 

discussions of language in their work. While neither Carter nor Bantum develop the topic 

of language of at length, language does make some noteworthy appearances. This is 

especially the case in Bantum, though Carter’s views on language show up in important 

ways during his discussion of Charles H. Long. Once I have reviewed these uses of language 

in Carter and Bantum, I will then turn to address the issue I raised at the conclusion of the 

previous chapter––namely, the issue of resources. As I said then, a critical claim I will make 

in this chapter is that the way Carter and Bantum understand language remains too much 

within the tradition of John Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy––trapped between univocity 

and rejections of univocity that do not escape it. In the second section of this chapter, I will 

demonstrate this by examining the implications of Derrida’s “deconstruction” of meaning 

in light of the philosophical descriptions of language offered by Ludwig Wittgenstein, 

arguing that Wittgenstein offers a more fundamental alternative to theologies of 

transcendence and their opposites. 

In the final section of this chapter, I bring all of this back to Carter and Bantum’s 

appeal to the Mulatto Christ. I will begin by applying this critique about their resources to 

the particular issues that are at stake in their figurations of mulattic identity and hybridity. 

More specifically, I try to show how the problematic understanding of transcendence 

enmeshed in this appeal makes them simultaneously incapable of avoiding essentialized 

identities and offering true embodiment. By way of contrast, I conclude this chapter by 

introducing the work of Naoko Saito, whose use of Wittgenstein provides some guideposts 
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for the way I hope the plot lines for this conversation will be re-drawn. Specifically, I suggest 

that Saito’s work on language, translation and cross-cultural understanding can help us 

think differently about how to navigate individual and collective identities, and perhaps 

even, the identity of Christ. 

But before we get there, let us revisit Carter and Bantum. 

Re-Considering Carter and Bantum: Linguistic Redux 

In the fourth chapter of this dissertation, I discussed the work of Charles H. Long, 

as apiece of my review of “the early stages of Black Liberation Theology.” In doing so, I 

said that one of Long’s major undertakings was to conceive of a new definition of religious 

language. As I said then, Long believed that language is not an attempt to describe reality, 

but is itself constitutive of reality. In other words, Long does not think of religious language 

as a sign that signifies the really religious. Language is not the form of some more truly 

religious substance. Rather, religious language is itself religious substance. The “power” of 

religious language, therefore, is in its expression––as the animating force for the structures 

of reality of those who speak that language.  

I further said that this definition of religious language was significant for Long 

because of what he aimed to say about any black theology that remains within a guild that 

was created for and sustained by white theology. That is, for Long, the problem is not 

simply a matter of what white theology says, such that black theology can enter into its 

discourse to correct or redirect its conclusions. Rather, the problem is that the discourse 

itself is a discourse of white power––is the animating force for the structures of reality of the 

white oppressor. Classical theology, in this view, is an imperialistic language system, which 

suffocates and suppresses black cultural meaning, making black theologians’ very use of 
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theological language a tacit agreement to be controlled by whites. Thus, for Long––and 

this is absolutely crucial––it is impossible for black theologians to challenge whiteness by 

using traditional theological language. This winds up being an “imitative game,” incapable 

of liberating black religious language. So, Long argues that if black theologians are going 

to make a serious challenge to whiteness, Black Liberation Theology must develop a form 

of speech entirely unbeholden to its white oppressors. 

 In my review of Long, I said two things. First, at least insofar as J. Kameron Carter 

has articulated his views in Race, Carter would disagree with Long that this is fundamentally 

true of classical theology, and would argue instead that this is a distortion of classical 

theology––a “heresy,” as was discussed in chapter five. Because Long is one of the primary 

figures that Carter interacts with in Race, I will begin this chapter by reviewing Carter’s 

reading of Long, highlighting how Carter positions himself in relationship to Long’s work. 

  Second, citing a lengthy statement Long makes in an interview with Dwight N. 

Hopkins3, I claimed that Long is intuitively working toward a deep insight about language, 

but either lacked or did not embrace the conceptual resources that would have brought this 

insight to its completion. More specifically, I said that the limits to the possibilities Long 

sees for black religious language (and so, Black Liberation Theology) exposes how his ideas 

here remain mired in ways of thinking about identity and reality as discrete, identifiable, 

stable, and permanent. The point can be demonstrated with a simple line of questioning: 

Why must language that has at times been imperialistic, always be imperialistic? Why must 

 
3 “All you have is language. There is nothing behind, before, underneath, overarching or whatever. 

So whatever reality you want to talk about is in the language….So that language has its own materiality. It is 
not so much that there is a reality there and I’m using these words just to say what I want about it. I am saying 
that in language is the reality that I am expressing….I do not think language is just something that represents 
something else.” Qtd. in Dwight Hopkins, Black Theology of Liberation, 75-6. 



195 

language always be what it once was? Does not attention to the ordinary forms of our 

language itself invite us to imagine language differently, and so imagine the possibility that 

the use of theological language may itself challenge and correct theological discourse? I will 

come back to some of these questions at the end of this chapter, as I attempt to inaugurate 

Long’s deep insight without some of this conceptual baggage. 

Charles H. Long, J. Kameron Carter, and Monolinguilism 

In his investigation of Long, Carter presses toward similar questions. His claim is 

that, while seeking to redress the way James Cone and others ironically reproduced the 

problem of racial reasoning, Long himself continues to “occupy the very territory that 

makes whiteness the theological problem that it is.”4 It should be noted that I made a similar 

argument with respect to Carter and Bantum at the close of the previous chapter. In this 

section, I will argue that Carter does not complete the insight he is pressing toward in the 

questions he raises about Long. Specifically, I will claim that Carter concedes too much to 

Long’s notion of consciousness, even as he critiques it. Demonstrating this will set the table 

for the larger critique I move into in the second and third sections of this chapter. 

Carter’s investigation of Long focuses on “how Long construes the relationship 

between the religious and the theological.”5 Critical to Carter’s reading of Long is Long’s 

claim––in his book Significations: Signs, Symbols, and Images in the Interpretation of Religion6––that 

if “one is to have a theology, it must arise from religion, something prior to theology.”7 

4 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 198. 

5 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 196. 

6 Charles H. Long, Significations: Signs, Symbols, and Images in the Interpretation of Religion rev. ed. (Aurora, 
Colo: Davies Group, 1995). 

7 Charles H. Long, Significations, 207. 
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What Long calls “religion,” in other words, is “pretheological.” According to Carter, this 

view is “more or less the order of the day in the field of African American religious studies,”8 

as it appears to give the discipline of religious studies a broader explanatory power than 

what can be found in any particular tradition. In fact, more than this, it suggests an idea of 

religion capable of surmounting both theological narrowness, and the hegemony––whether 

intellectual or sociopolitical––of any particular faith tradition. Religion, in this sense, is the 

“transcendental, the liberating universal.”9 

 What then, according to Long, is the relationship between the religious and the 

theological? For Long, religion is to theology as “consciousness” is to that which structures 

its thought. That is to say, religion is to be found in a sort of universal “religious 

consciousness,” such that theology, in turn, offers a “particular discourse” or a specific 

“language for the meaning of religion.”10 To extend the point, one could say thus also say 

that religion is (for Long) prior to language, is “pre-linguistic”––an experience, expression, 

intention, or style (etc.) that precedes articulation.  

I highlight this way of framing the relationship between the religious and the 

theological for two reasons. First, this pre-linguistic understanding of religious 

consciousness seems to be at odds with the way Long describes language in his interview 

with Hopkins––that “all you have is language” and there is “nothing behind, before, 

underneath, overarching or whatever”––which is why I said that Long was in that interview 

intuitively working toward a deep insight that he lacked the conceptual resources to bring 

 
8 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 196. 
 
9 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 197. 
 
10 Charles H. Long, Significations, 7 qtd. in J. Kameron Carter, Race, 198. 
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to completion. I will turn shortly to discuss how he therefore remains mired in ways of 

thinking about identity and reality as discrete, identifiable, stable, and permanent––a 

criticism, incidentally, which Carter will also make of Long, albeit in his own way. 

However, and secondly, I want to highlight the fact that Carter––and this deserves some 

emphasis––does not challenge Long on this general way of framing the relationship. As 

Carter writes: “Christian theology is interpreted here, and I think rightly so, as a certain 

‘structure of thought’...and I might add, at its best, it speaks as such. Long is surely correct about 

this.”11 More on this in just a moment. 

The substance of Carter’s critique of Long deals with Long’s understanding of what 

it means “to be” or exist––which, according to Carter, leads Long to a problematic 

understanding of the self in relationship to others. In the second chapter of this dissertation, 

I discussed Kwame Anthony Appiah’s claim12 that W.E.B. Dubois’ notion of black religion 

is fundamentally Herderian––that black religion is a volksgeist in a hereditary and essentialist 

sense––such that the “soul” of “black folk” becomes a sort of platonic ideal that gets 

variously transmitted and retransmitted into various historical realities of black existence. 

According to Carter, by wanting to understand the universality of “being” as somehow 

“not bound to religions in themselves in their concreteness,”13 Long indirectly takes up this 

same standpoint. More specifically, what is for DuBois the soul of black folk––the ideal of 

their “inner ethical life”––becomes for Long “the primordium of human consciousness,” 

which expresses itself in “the nature of experience itself.”14 In this sense, and in terms 

11 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 198, emphasis mine. 

12 Kwame Anthony Appiah, In My Father’s House, 31, 50.  

13 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 203. 

14 Charles H. Long, Significations, 23-24 qtd. in J. Kameron Carter, Race, 203. 
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central to what we have explored thus far, Long’s religious consciousness achieves a kind 

of ontological status, where “being” is itself religious, and religion is an “irreducible 

category of the human way of existing.”15 

 For the purposes of this dissertation, it is crucial to note that Long sees this 

framework as a challenge to “the metaphysical and epistemological edifice of the West.”16 

According to Long, the Western metaphysical epistème is organized around a grounded and 

grounding center of consciousness. This “center” of consciousness, in turn, produces a 

binarism, a logic of “center” and “periphery.” In this logic, center and periphery are 

polarities, coded so that the center––that is, the West––is the symbol of all that is good (i.e. 

rational, logical, civilized, real, etc.) and the periphery is the symbol of all that is not (i.e. 

irrational, illogical, primitive, mythic, and so forth).  

By giving religion this ontological place––in the primordium of human 

consciousness––Long portends to destabilize the idea of a grounded and grounding center 

of consciousness. In other words, because the religious embraces the totality of human 

existence, it decenters all religious paradigms, and refuses any binarism that would place 

some on the margins. Here, as Carter recognizes, Long is sounding a note “reminiscent of 

Derridean deconstructionism.”17 Indeed, for Long (a la Derrida), the issue can be put in 

terms of a philosophy of language. That is, the Western metaphysical epistème is 

fundamentally “monolinguistic,” and attempts to understand the world as a linguistic 

 
15 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 204. 
 
16 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 207. 
 
17 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 206. 
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monolith. By contrast, in his schema, the “language of one of the participants is no longer 

the normative structure or discourse.”18  

 Carter’s initial objection to Long registers at this point––though not so much 

against Long’s larger point, but against its application to (classical) Christian theology. In 

Long’s view, Christian theology has been enmeshed and entangled in these metaphysical 

determinants, having been performed from “the center-fullness side of the axis.”19 This is 

the philosophical basis for Long’s claim that it is impossible for black theologians to 

challenge the structures of reality of the white oppressor by using traditional theological 

language. In other words, black theologians’ use of classical theological language is a tacit 

agreement to be controlled by whites, because it is a tacit agreement to the logic of center-

periphery that (e.g.) structures of reality of the white oppressor.  

Carter’s objection to this claim offers another point at which his debt to Milbank 

and Radical Orthodoxy becomes evident. Against Long, Carter argues that it is not 

classical theology that is enmeshed and entangled in these metaphysical determinants, but 

a kind of German protestant liberalism––especially in the theology of Adolf von Harnack. 

By contrast, Carter argues, classical theology––both “within and on the underside of the 

West”20––offers resources, not only consonant with Long’s insights, but that could deepen 

and extend his insight. The resonances here are to both the critique of liberalism and the 

ressourcement offered by Milbank et al. 

 
18 Charles H. Long, “New Space, New Time: Disjunctions and Context for New World Religions,” 

Criterion 23. no. 1 (1985): 7 qtd. in J. Kameron Carter, Race, 210. 
 
19 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 208. 
 
20 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 208. 
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 As named above, Carter’s deeper critique of Long deals with Long’s account of 

being, the self, and others––and it is at this point that we likewise see Carter’s deeper 

commitments to Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy. The locus of Carter’s critique is Long’s 

notion of “opacity”––his “opaque” theology. What is an “opaque” theology? It would be 

instructive to compare Long’s notion of opacity with Cone’s idea of “blackness.” To put 

what we discussed in chapters three and four in the terms we have introduced here, Cone’s 

appeal to blackness addresses the logic of center and periphery through a kind of 

methodological inversion––what was once at the margins now becomes the center. 

Nevertheless, for Long, it remains a “centering” discourse, in that it obstructs the fullness 

of the universal primordium in its various historical manifestations. The goal of Long’s 

opaque theology, then, is not just to invert the narrative, but rewrite the narrative––to tell 

a new story, a truer story––to tell (borrowing language from Mircea Eliade) a new “myth.” 

In order to do this, Long sets out to attempt a “second naïveté.” His aim is to 

remythologize human existence from the archaic moment of being, which again is for him 

the “primordium” of religious consciousness. In Long’s new mythos, human existence is 

constituted in itself through encounters with a “Somewhat”––that is, an oppugnant, 

nontransparent, and opaque “other.” Here, Long is explicitly disavowing “the 

methodological and philosophical meaning of transparency as a theory of knowledge,”21 

which he associates with discourses of power, determined by definable human structures. 

In the place of notions of transparency, Long is positing the ultimate hardness of reality, 

made visible through “an ocular that sees and experiences the ‘world…as a stone.’”22 Seen 

 
21 Charles H. Long, Significations, 207 qtd. in J. Kameron Carter, Race, 217. 
 
22 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 218. 



201 

in this way, we know “what is” precisely because what is stops our gaze, and does not allow 

us to see through or into it. For Long, then, these encounters with an opaque Somewhat 

are also always religious, as nothing short of being, existence, and meaning is found in the 

shadow of these encounters. More specifically, these opaque encounters cast a shadow back 

on the subject encountering the Somewhat, revealing to the subject its own opacity. Long 

wants to say further that “black being” is therefore fundamentally religious, in at least two 

senses. First, in encountering the dominant culture as a Somewhat, black being casts a 

shadow back upon it that reveals its true nature. Second, and therefore, it also offers, in its 

own opacity, the possibility of “another reality,” of pushing the dominant culture to be a 

“another place.”23 

Carter offers two ways of characterizing this opaque theology. First, still attempting 

to connect it to classical theology, he calls it a species of “negative theology.” That is, 

opaque theologies “have no wish to reinstate or extend the meanings or structures they 

criticize.”24 They do not wish to master the silence of being, but rather, let the silence speak 

for itself. Second, again recalling Derrida, Carter says that opaque theologies are 

fundamentally deconstructive. That is, they attempt to ferret out any transcendent 

meanings definable by human structures, and both decenter and destabilize them. Indeed, 

this is another vantage point from which to understand Long’s issue with Black Liberation 

Theology. In his view, by giving blackness a kind of transcendent value, it is ultimately not 

deconstructive enough.  

23 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 216. 

24 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 219. 
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Where does Carter take issue with this opaque theology? Recall the discussions I 

began in chapter four, and developed in chapter five, regarding Milbank’s critique of Hans 

Urs von Balthasar. Milbank is critical of von Balthasar, as I said then, for shifting “the call 

of the supernatural towards a full identity with historically received grace instead of seeing 

it as at once paradoxically ‘pre-historical’ and yet entirely orientated towards sacred 

history.”25According to Milbank, in doing this, Balthasar indirectly reproduces a Kantian 

dialectic, and so formulates an “aesthetic compromise” that instrumentalizes the aesthetic 

in favor of the dramatic. What is absent in this construction is any substantial mediation 

between the beautiful and the narrative field in which it is found.  

Carter’s critique of Long is grounded on this same argument. In short, Carter claims 

that Long is here attempting to inaugurate a kind of postmodern aesthetic––one in which 

the opaque can function––but ironically reinscribes a modernist aesthetic precisely because 

“it remains committed to a vision of the religious that precedes and enables an account of 

any given religion in its concrete manifestations.”26 According to Carter, Long’s vision only 

differs from a rationalist aesthetic in that it positions the sublime next to the opaque 

(oppugnant, nontransparent, etc.) rather than the beautiful. The result is that the 

“encounter with a Somewhat or oppugnant other, like the Kantian sublime, is 

gnoseological. That is, it occasions self-knowledge, which through the reflexivity of thought 

and existence brings to culmination the immanent powers of concretely existing beings.”27 

 
25 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 66. 
 
26 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 221. 
 
27 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 222. 
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Carter’s issues with Long on this point again evoke Milbank, especially Milbank’s 

claim that this kind of an aesthetic arrangement leads to the loss of the aesthetic––since the 

aesthetic no longer stands in meaningful relationship to its subject. Similarly, Carter 

questions whether the encounter Long envisions can really be considered as an “encounter” 

if “the work of encounter is merely to bring the subject to self-realization in its opacity.”28 

For, within this frame, what is lost is precisely the knowledge of the other in their own 

distinctness and phenomenality. And what is offered, in its place, is a kind of solipsism. 

Carter brings this point to its head by applying it to African-American religious 

studies. His claim here, which is poetic in its severity, is that Long’s opaque theology 

therefore “strikes at the heart of Afro-Christianity, bleeds out its content, and embalms it 

with the ‘religious.’”29 In other words, Carter argues the various manifestations of black 

religious life––in all its history, experiences, practices, and culture––are (for Long) only “so 

many aesthetic accoutrements, at best, of a consciousness that always already, in a priori 

fashion, is intact.”30 Different historical realities of black religious life may offer modulations 

of that consciousness, but they are ultimately modulations within that consciousness. Thus, 

in last analysis, what Long does not provide––indeed, cannot provide––is any sort of 

positivity of the other, and so, of difference as such. Because of this, Carter concludes that 

Long’s “understanding of the (black) religious consciousness…harbors an aesthetic 

that…mirrors the aesthetic performance of whiteness.”31 This is the sense in which Long 

 
28 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 222. 
 
29 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 223. 
 
30 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 224. 
 
31 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 227. 
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continues to “occupy the very territory that makes whiteness the theological problem that 

it is.”32 

As alluded to above, the climax of Carter’s challenge to Long is a set of questions, 

which I take to be similar (though differently situated) to the questions I pressed of Long in 

chapter four. I quote Carter here at length: 

The questions confronting such an interpretation of the religious consciousness are 
these: Does individual consciousness itself (as well as a given community’s collective 
similarity in conscience), have a history, can it progress, and, in short, is it marked 
by time? If history itself is not the locus of activity, but rather consciousness, “where” 
then is consciousness? Is not consciousness––like mind and, therefore thought itself–
–always refracted through, as Long at one point says, the “absurdity” of oppressed 
bodies? And if so, as the individual body, as well as the social body or body politic, 
grows and changes, can it not be said, too, that consciousness, as the way in which 
one experiences and knows oneself, also changes, and that this change is positive? 
But is it not also the case that even the way in which one is conscious of oneself and, 
therefore, the way in which one is self-conscious, are themselves mediated through 
and structured by an other…?33 
 

What is crucial to realize here is that Carter is not challenging the notion that consciousness 

is the locus of the religious. Rather, Carter seems to be challenging how consciousness is 

understood––in relationship to community, history, bodies (etc.)––and mediated. In 

particular, Carter wants to move away from an idea of consciousness that is always, in a 

priori fashion, intact––for this, in Carter’s view, is what leaves Long mired in ways of 

thinking about identity and reality as discrete, identifiable, stable, and so forth.  

Instead, Carter seems to want to move toward an idea of consciousness that 

genuinely touches history––that is at the same time genuinely transformed by history, and 

so all the more, transforms history from the interior of being. The question I have here is: 

Has Carter conceded too much to Long’s notion of consciousness? Put differently, why 

 
32 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 198. 
 
33 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 225. 
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preserve the appeal to consciousness at all? Might Carter be better served by appealing to 

another, more generative space, to figure identity in a way that not only identifies with 

history, but also, transforms it from within? 

At the very end of his investigation of Long, Carter returns, albeit briefly, to address  

the theme of language. It is noteworthy that language appears almost as afterthought in 

Carter’s review of Long, as language is much less than an afterthought in Long himself. 

Carter returns to language to complete (or at least, attempt to complete) his critique about 

Long’s notion of encounter. Because there is no genuine encounter in Long, Carter says, 

there can be no genuine “conversation…no speech, language, or genuine discourse. 

Instead, in a Longian perspective, the fullness of speech that is being itself becomes muted 

into the insular silence of an enclosed, which is to say, positivistically constituted, religious 

consciousness.”34 To put this a little differently, Carter is saying that, in last analysis, Long 

is guilty of the same sort of Derridean critique that Long applied to the Western 

metaphysical epistème––namely, that his account of being, the self, and others is 

fundamentally “monolinguistic.” Neither, according to Carter, knows “how to inhabit 

languages not its own…knows the intercommunicability of all speech, thought, and 

existence.”35  

The issue I have here is that, by returning to this Derridean note––and especially 

by again attaching its linguistic tropes to both being in general and the religious 

consciousness in particular––the sense you get is that Carter’s critique of Long, as was 

Long’s critique of Cone, is that Long is not deconstructive enough. He is not destabilizing 

34 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 226. 

35 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 227. 
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enough. He is not decentering enough. And so forth. Put the other way around, you get 

the sense that what it will take to “inhabit language not our own,” or to know “the 

intercommunicability of speech, thought, and existence,” is something even more 

disruptive, decentering, and destabilizing of “the metaphysical and epistemological edifice 

of the West.”36 

But this is where I think you can begin to see Carter getting trapped between 

univocity and rejections of univocity that do not escape it. In the previous chapter, I argued 

that in trying to avoid both figuring divine presence as disembodied, and sealing it within 

some particular human situation, Carter and Bantum’s attempt to envision a Mulatto 

Christ winds up unable to figure the genuine historic entrance of the divine into space, 

time, and body. As I said then, mulatto identity may figure something, but what it figures 

remains elusive, and just beyond our reach. It never quite “enters into,” having either just 

left or never fully arrived. Here, I want to extend this point to Carter’s appeals to language. 

At the close of his chapter on Long, Carter invites us to imagine the disruptive work 

of black Christianity and black theology in “Pentecostal” terms––a “Pentecostal 

overcoming of whiteness on the part of New World Afro-Christian faith,” in which theology 

learns to “speak in tongues” (Acts 2).37 However, when we turn to Part III of Carter’s book–

–especially in his chapter of Jarena Lee––we are left wondering both where this Pentecostal 

work actually touches the ground, and more, what it actually has to do with language. In 

fact, far from offering a genuine historic entrance, Carter seems to locate this Pentecostal 

gift in a “Zionistic” community, enacting Israel’s hope for the coming kingdom through 

 
36 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 207. 
 
37 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 227. 
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the Trinitarian gift of the Spirit.38 In other words, Carter imagines this Pentecostal event 

in ways that are both eschatologically deferred and spiritualized. Any sort of speaking in 

tongues seems to happen somewhere out there, somewhere down the road, on the “horizon 

of creation’s beatific destiny”––if at all.39 

Brian Bantum, Bodied Words, and Linguistic Creation 

The questions and tensions in this account only deepen when Bantum is considered. 

As I said above, Bantum, like Carter, does not develop the theme of language at length. 

Bantum, in fact––though he talks about language more than Carter––is much less 

systematic in his discussion of language. In the previous chapter, I described how, around 

the midpoint of Redeeming Mulatto, Bantum’s use of the “mulatto” trope starts to disconnect 

from its racial references, and becomes instead a sort of placeholder for a way of thinking 

about the “sheer performativity”40 of all lives. I note here that the direct precursor of 

Bantum’s reference to “sheer performativity” is Judith Butler, and behind Butler is (again) 

Derrida––specifically, Derrida’s theory of iterability, which is a form of citationality. As 

Butler writes in Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex,” performativity “cannot be 

understood outside of a process of iterability, a regularized and constrained repetition of 

norms.”41 So, we should not be surprised that this move toward “sheer performativity” is a 

38 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 327ff. 

39 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 310 

40 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 45. 

41 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993), 95. 
Butler continues: “And this repetition is not performed by a subject; this repetition is what enables a subject 
and constitutes the temporal condition for the subject. This iterability implies that 'performance' is not a 
singular 'act' or event, but a ritualized production, a ritual reiterated under and through constraint, under 
and through the force of prohibition and taboo, with the threat of ostracism and even death controlling and 
compelling the shape of the production, but not, I will insist, determining it fully in advance.” 
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move toward a deeper deconstruction, destabilization, and decentering of mulatto identity. 

To say it again, for Bantum, mulatto “is not a positive identity…not an identity that can 

posit what it is,”42 but rather, is “a personhood born of utter difference.”43  It is both “utter 

disruption” and “perpetually disrupting.”44 Therefore, by the end of the book, Bantum uses 

the term “mulatto” to speak more generically about the “constant inter-mixture and 

perpetual reconstitution”45 that binds and looses peoples over time.  

For the purposes of the present investigation, what is even more interesting to note 

is that, at the very moment mulatto identity turns away from its racial references, and just 

as Bantum takes this deconstructive turn, Bantum also increasingly appeals to linguistic 

metaphors in order to express hybridity. Christ is a presence that “speaks humanity into a 

new mode of being in the world.”46 Christ’s work is a dramatic “interplay of Word and 

reception” which “repairs the breach between humanity and God.”47 In fact, Bantum even 

explores the ideas of “constant inter-mixture and perpetual reconstitution” in terms of the 

“conjugation”48 or “translation”49 of bodies––and I will return to this idea of translation 

later on in this chapter. Thus, by the end of the book, Bantum turns almost into a refrain 

the claim that Christ is the one that teaches us to sing a “new song,” and speak in “strange 

 
42 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 96. 
 
43 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 98 (emphasis mine). 
 
44 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 182. 
 
45 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 164. 
 
46 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 115. 
 
47 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 116. 
 
48 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 137. 
 
49 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 162. 
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new tongues.”50 And in this way, mulatto is not merely disruptive per se, but the “disruption 

of discourse.”51 It “explodes the grammar of humanity that is from within.”52 

In Redeeming Mulatto, the use of linguistic metaphors is mostly ad hoc and sporadic. 

At least in that text, Bantum’s focus remains primarily on bodies, which he argues are both 

“the problem and the answer”53 to what we face in the modern, racial world. However, 

recall that at the end of the previous chapter, I argued that mulatto bodies––at least as 

bodies––simply cannot bear the conceptual weight Carter and Bantum have placed upon 

them. In Bantum’s second full monograph, The Death of Race: Building a New Christianity in a 

Racial World,54 Bantum seems to at least implicitly acknowledge this point. Throughout this 

second book, he appeals directly and explicitly to language as conceptual support for his 

talk about bodies. In fact, at the climax of The Death of Race, Bantum argues that “we must 

come to see our words and our bodies together…must imagine our bodies as words, as 

songs that sing an ancient song of God’s promises.”55 Bantum is here articulating an 

inextricable connection between our bodies and our language. 

What does that connection look like? The Death of Race is discursive in style, so it is 

not always clear. However, Bantum’s thinking seems to work in two directions at once, 

both of which emerge at various points through the book. The first direction, as we might 

expect, is aimed at our bodies, and offers a way of thinking about bodies themselves “as” 

50 Cf. Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 132, 144, 159, 161-2, 184, 189. 

51 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 107. 

52 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 116. 

53 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 10. 

54 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race: Building a New Christianity in a Racial World (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2016).   

55 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 162-3. 
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language. “Our bodies are a language,” Bantum writes, “a kind of word that we speak and 

we hear.”56 Bantum wants us to imagine our bodies not only addressing the world, but 

imagine our bodies as that address in and of themselves. “When I teach,” he says “when I 

walk down the street, my body is speaking and these words are powerful.”57 Moreover, and 

perhaps more importantly, Bantum wants us to imagine the sorts of things bodies might do 

in that address. In particular, Bantum wants to imagine a kind of embodied speech that 

will “utter dissonant tones,”58 such that black humanity can speak into those stories once 

told to suppress it. The “black experience in America,” Bantum writes, “is a story of taking 

something that was not meant for us, and making it speak of our humanity.”59  

Of particular significance to the work of this dissertation is the way in which Bantum 

connects this logic to the body of Jesus. The incarnation, for Bantum, is a “bodied word.”60  

The incarnation is “the chorus of God’s redeeming work sung again and again in our 

story.”61 And it is as this sort of bodied word that the incarnation tells our stories together. 

The “incarnation is God’s word to us, ‘This is my body, born for you.’”62 In chapter four, 

I made reference to the way Radical Orthodoxy appeals to St. Augustine to locate the true 

meaning of Platonic ontology in the “Word made flesh”––in the harmonious ratio between 

the two natures of Christ. In chapter five, I suggested that Carter and Bantum make their 

 
56 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 62. 
 
57 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 12. 
 
58 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 166. 
 
59 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 164. 
 
60 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 78. 
 
61 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 78-9. 
 
62 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 83. 
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appeal to a Mulatto Christ as a way to imagine Christ as both “black” and yet also as the 

“Word made flesh”––the harmonious ratio between Being and beings, and therefore, 

between beings and other beings. In the conclusion to this dissertation, I will propose a 

different way of understanding the “Word Made Flesh.” 

Bantum wants us to think about bodies themselves “as” language. At the same time, 

Bantum also invites us to think about language as having a creative, generative role in 

relationship to our bodies. That is to say, our words not only are something. They do 

something. Our words make our bodies. More, they make our worlds. As Bantum puts it, 

the “ways we name our bodies and actions are never innocent and innocuous; our words 

matter.”63 Speaking of his marriage to his wife Gail, Bantum writes: “Our words had made 

us into something new…Words are like that.”64 More specifically, words have the power 

to join––to make two people one––and also the power to divide––to make two people less 

than whole.  

Along these lines, a major theme of The Death of Race will be to describe race as a 

word, and as a word, describe what race speaks over bodies. “Race is the organization of 

our bodies according to a word,” Bantum writes “a word born more in the sovereignty of 

the white body than any utterance of God.”65 Race is a “lie …that makes some people’s 

thriving contingent on other people’s dehumanizaition.”66 Whereas “in the beginning of 

our world there was a word”67––the word of God that spoke creation into existence––

63 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 8. 

64 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 87. 

65 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 101. 

66 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 103. 

67 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 103. 
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European colonial settlers spoke other words, words “of de-creation, creating themselves 

by the death of the world that encountered them.”68 Race is therefore a “de-creative” 

word––a word that has de-created our bodies. It is the “dehumanizing and de-creating 

word a people sought to speak over the world.”69 Race is a “mode of de-creation that shapes 

our lives through the meanings assigned to our bodies.”70 Bringing this back again to the 

body of Jesus, Bantum also calls race the “inversion of the Word’s incarnation.”71 It is an 

“incarnation,” not of the Word which binds our stories together across difference, but of 

the “the human desire to subjugate difference.”72 

So, words create, and race is a de-creative word. But Bantum does not want to leave 

us there. Bantum does not want to leave us there, he says, because Jesus will not leave us 

there. Jesus, according to Bantum, will “refuse, again and again, any language that confines 

someone’s possibilities to the accidents of how a culture interprets a particular set of bodily 

marks.”73 Because of this, while human speech “always bears the possibility that our words 

will not be enough,” the failure of our language is also an opportunity––an 

“opportunity…for new words or old words with new meanings.”74 Indeed, striking a note 

similar to what we saw in Carter, Bantum says that this is the work of the Spirit, a 

 
68 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 15. 
 
69 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 16. 
 
70 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 102. 
 
71 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 101. 
 
72 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 101. 
 
73 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 101. 
 
74 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 105. 
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“Pentecostal filling, flesh and Spirit giving old words new meaning,”75 to create “a new 

humanity.”76 So, in a poignant and poetic passage in the final pages of The Death of Race, 

Bantum calls us to imagine: 

What if race is just an ancient song that refuses to make sense of the beautiful depth 
and profundity of each dark dot that marks a score, a mystery that allows a body to 
slide and sound in new ways? 

To be a Christian is to sing a new song. It is a song that speaks of our lives 
as images of God: bodies that do not know without the lives of others, bodies that 
reflect God in their need of a neighbor, bodies that eat and laugh and enjoy the 
world they are bound to.77 

It goes without saying that Bantum deploys these linguistic metaphors to do work for him. 

The question I would ask Bantum is: Are they? Are they doing work? And if so, what kind 

of work are they doing? Perhaps more importantly, how does Bantum imagine them doing 

that work? And what are the constructive ends of that work? 

These are, it seems to me, questions begging answers. At the end of the day, despite 

the rhetorical impact of these images, it is unclear whether they have moved us very far, 

and thus, can really point the way forward. In the next section, I try to explain why Carter 

and Bantum’s various appeals to language cannot point the way forward. In the final 

section of this chapter, I try to point the way forward. 

Re-Conceptualizing Language: Beyond Deconstruction 

Given what I have just argued––namely, that the shared project of Carter and 

Bantum gestures at key points toward language as a more generative space within which to 

imagine hybridity––it is worth naming a proverbial elephant in the rhetorical room. When 

75 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 121. 

76 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 105. 

77 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 167. 
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Carter published Race in 2008, and Bantum defended the dissertation that would become 

Redeeming Mulatto in 2009,78 both did so while at Duke University. That is worth naming, 

because Duke was at the time the theological center for reflection on Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 

philosophical descriptions of language. In fact, Bantum wrote his dissertation with Stanley 

Hauerwas, who has been one of the most influential theological proponents of 

Wittgenstein’s work over the last the forty years. The question this naturally raises is: 

Where, then, is Wittgenstein? Indeed, the absence of Wittgenstein is particularly striking 

given the fact that Bantum explicitly, and Carter implicitly, aimed at joining together that 

which modern theology has torn asunder––namely, as was discussed in chapters four and 

five, the theological trajectories set out by Postliberal Theology and Black Liberation 

Theology. 

 Because Carter and Bantum do not discuss Wittgenstein specifically, the answer I 

offer here will be speculative. However, Carter and Bantum would not be the first with an 

appreciation for critical theory to worry that Wittgenstein’s philosophy leads to a posture 

that is inherently conservative, or even reactionary. Those who take this view tend to read 

Wittgenstein as recommending quietism, and preventing us from changing the world. My 

claim in what follows is that this critique lands with some readings of Wittgenstein, but not 

of others. More specifically, my claim is that this critique lands when brought against 

George Lindbeck’s reading of Wittgenstein, which has been the dominant reading of 

Wittgenstein in theological circles.  

Recall that in the fourth chapter of this dissertation, I described how Lindbeck 

utilized Wittgenstein to articulate a “cultural-linguistic” approach to doctrine, arguing that 

 
78 Brian Keith Bantum, Mulatto Theology: Race, Discipleship and Interracial Existence, Ph.D. Diss (Duke 

University, 2009). 
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Christianity is a “language-game,” where doctrine provides the “communally authoritative 

rules of discourse, attitude, and action”79 by which the game is played. Thus, one becomes 

a Christian, not by assenting to truth claims, but by “learning the story of Israel and of Jesus 

well enough to interpret and experience oneself and one’s world in its terms.”80 One is 

understood to have become a Christian once they “have acquired proficiency in the alien 

Christian language and form of life,” and are “deemed able intelligently and responsibly to 

profess the faith.”81 The reasons a critical theorist might see a reactionary––remember, 

Lindbeck articulates this view explicitly as an alternative to liberalism––impulse behind this 

vision are evident. Far from deconstruction, disruption, and destabilization, what Lindbeck 

is describing here is a kind of formation. It is my contention that it is this reading of 

Wittgenstein that Carter and Bantum have either ignored or rejected.82 

This, I hasten to say, is more than just an exegetical point. My aim is not merely to 

defend Wittgenstein against faulty readings of him. My hope, as I have signaled throughout 

this dissertation, is that reading Black Liberation Theology and Postliberal Theology 

alongside one another will be mutually revisionary, in such a way that will allow us to alter 

 
79 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 18. 
 
80 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 20. 
 
81 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 118. 
 
82 Though Carter and Bantum never explicitly disavow Lindbeck, their colleague Willie Jennings––

who both name as a significant influence on their work––does. As he writes in The Christian Imagination: Theology 
and the Origins of Race, the “idea of ‘sharing a world’ culturally speaking is a complex one. Here I do not mean 
this in the sense of a Wittgensteinian language game or a Lindbeckian cultural-linguistic framework.” Cf. 
Willie James Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 302 fn. 96. I take it to be significant that Jennings has here 
attached his rejection of Wittgenstein to his rejection of Lindbeck. 

Jennings was an external committee member for the dissertation that became Race, and the only 
colleague Carter thanks twice in the “Acknowledgments” of that book. In the “Acknowledgments” of 
Redeeming Mulatto, Bantum names Jennings as “a mentor and a friend who welcomed [him] into a new 
theological world,” and says that Jennings “taught [him] to be a theologian.” A fuller description of the shared 
impulses in their work has been documented elsewhere. Cf. Jonathan Tran, “The New Black Theology: 
Retrieving Ancient Sources to Challenge Racism,” The Christian Century. 129.3 (2012): 
http://christiancentury.org/article/2012-01/new-black-theology. 
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their two trajectories, and imagine new constructive possibilities. In the previous chapter, I 

argued that it is unclear how Carter and Bantum envision us moving forward from their 

deconstructive work to something more like a constructive theology. Part of what I will 

argue below is that this is a problem with their resources––that Carter and Bantum are not 

able to move this conversation forward, because they do not have the resources to do so. 

Put differently, what I try to show in what follows is that Carter and Bantum 

brought the two trajectories into conversation at the wrong point of contact. I argued at 

the end of chapter four above that Carter and Bantum attempted to bring Critical Race 

Theory and Milbank into conversation because they saw sympathies between the impulses 

toward antiessentialism and intersectionality in Critical Race Theory, and Milbank’s “theo-

ontology,” which is itself a critique of “onto-theology.” More specifically, I said that 

Milbank, like Critical Race Theory, wants to resist any appeal to the transcendent that 

would lead to an idealization of reality, especially an idealization of identity. I will argue 

below that the resources both use avoid neither the idealization of reality nor the 

idealization of identity, which is why Carter and Bantum cannot avoid these things either.  

I then try to offer a better starting point for this conversation. Specifically, I suggest 

that we return to the original starting point for womanists and early Critical Race 

Theorists––namely, attention to individual lives and their fulfillment. I argue that a fuller 

vision for attention to individual lives and their fulfillment will become visible as we set 

aside Lindbeck’s reading of Wittgenstein, and try to read Wittgenstein anew. Doing so, I 

suggest, will allow us to alter the trajectories of both Black Liberation Theology and 

Postliberal Theology. In the case of the former, it will make possible its most critical aims, 

while also eschewing its more problematic forms of racialization. In the case of the latter, 

it will retain many unique aspects of its grammar, while also eschewing its more 
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conservative impulses. I suspect neither will be fully happy with these alterations. Yet I 

imagine both alterations opening up new constructive possibilities.  

Reconceptualizing Language––The Ordinary Reading of the Later Wittgenstein 

In what follows in this section, I attempt to do two things. First, I outline an 

alternative reading of Wittgenstein to the one offered by Lindbeck––what one might call 

the “ordinary” reading of the later Wittgenstein83––which places Wittgenstein in 

conversation with J.L. Austin, through the elaboration of both offered by Stanley Cavell. 

The sketch I offer here will be necessarily limited, and will focus on the sense of a claim 

Wittgenstein makes in §43 of his Philosophical Investigations,84 that the “meaning of a word is 

its use in the language.” Throughout this section, I will also try to highlight the ways I see 

this reading diverge from Lindbeck, particularly in its radical critique of theory.  

Second, having done this, I will contrast this ordinary reading of Wittgenstein with 

Derrida’s deconstruction of meaning, and in particular, judge both for their ability to 

address and resolve the issues raised by Carter and Bantum. In doing so, I hope to make 

plain why I believe Carter and Bantum’s view of identity remains enmeshed in a 

problematic understanding of transcendence––trapped between univocity and rejections of 

univocity that do not escape it––and so ultimately, cannot avoid essentialized identities.  

The Picture that Holds Us Captive.  I take my starting point from a claim Wittgenstein 

makes in §115 of the Philosophical Investigations: “A picture held us captive. And we couldn’t 

83 I have borrowed this nomenclature for what is commonly called “Ordinary Language Philosophy” 
from Toril Moi in Revolution of the Ordinary: Literary Studies After Wittgenstein, Austin, and Cavell (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2017). 

84 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, The German text, with an English translation, 
1953. Rev. 4th ed., translated by G.E.M. Anscombe, P.M.S. Hacker, and Joachim Schulte, edited by P.M.S. 
Hacker, and Joachim Schulte (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). 
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get outside it, for it lay in our language, and language seemed only to repeat it to us 

inexorably.” I take Wittgenstein here to be describing a problem with the way we see the 

world––a “bewitchment of our understanding” (PI §109), as he describes it elsewhere––that 

has its roots in our language. More, because it has its roots in our language, we cannot see 

the problem. We are trapped inside the problem, unable to see our way out, or even, see 

the walls that hold us in. 

This claim naturally raises the question: What is the picture that holds us captive? 

Wittgenstein indicates his answer to this question in very next paragraphs. Comparing his 

use of words to other “philosophers,” he criticizes them for trying “to grasp the essence of a 

thing” (PI §116) as “if meaning were an aura the word brings along with it and retains in 

every kind of use” (PI §117). In other words, the picture that holds us captive is a 

metaphysical picture, which imagines words having essences that they carry with them 

wherever they go in language. 

The language of essences may recall for the reader a discussion from the fourth 

chapter of this dissertation, where I reviewed the ideas of “essentialism” and 

“antiessentialism” in light of “intersectional” theory. On first blush, this may lead us to 

wonder whether Wittgenstein is an antiessentialist, and thus an ally of intersectional 

theory.85 I will argue below that he is not. Better said, I will argue that Wittgenstein is able 

to address the aims and concerns of antiessentialism in a way that antiessentialism does 

not––indeed, cannot––precisely because he provides a radical alternative to theory 

 
85 This is not an uncommon reading of Wittgenstein. Saul Kripke, for example––though he wrote 

years before the emergence of antiessentialism and intersectional theory––gave a widely regarded account of 
Wittgenstein that would sympathetic to its terms. More specifically, Kripke imagines Wittgenstein as a kind 
of postmodern relativist, or a social constructionist avante la lettre, in Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private 
Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
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altogether. In so doing, I will claim that an appeal to this ordinary reading of Wittgenstein 

could help Carter and Bantum resolve the tension in their account between the opposite 

fears of figuring divine presence as disembodied, on the one hand, and sealing it within 

some particular human situation, on the other. More on this in the next section. 

Before we can fully understand the alternative Wittgenstein envisions, it will help to 

a get a fuller understanding of the picture that holds us captive. Wittgenstein famously 

begins his Philosophical Investigations with a lengthy quote from St. Augustine’s Confessions (I.8), 

where Augustine gives us a “particular picture” of human language. What is that picture? 

Wittgenstein describes it as follows:  

It is this: the words in language name objects––sentences are combinations of such 
names. ––In this picture of language we find the roots of the following idea: Every 
word has meaning. This meaning is correlated with the word. It is the object for 
which the word stands” (PI §1).  

We could call this picture the “Augustinian picture of language,” and I take Wittgenstein 

to be offering it as an example of the sort of picture he believes holds us captive.  

Two initial comments are worth making here. First, as James Wetzel has pointed 

out, Wittgenstein had a deep admiration for Augustine.86 That is to say, Augustine is not 

offered here as a straw man, but as an example of how comprehensive and pervasive our 

bewitchment is. ‘If even Augustine is held captive by this picture,’ we could imagine 

Wittgenstein saying, ‘who are we to think ourselves exempt?’ Second, I remind the reader 

that Radical Orthodoxy initially considered themselves as a form of “Postmodern Critical 

Augustinianism”––which is to say, a kind of renovated Platonism, read through Augustine’s 

Christianization of Plato, and improvised upon by means of Critical Theory’s critique of 

86 Cf.  James Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine: The Inauguration of the Later Philosophy,” in 
Augustine  and Philosophy, edited by Philip Cary, John Doody, and Kim Paffenroth (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2010), 233. 
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the idealization of reality and identity. I note this here to presage a claim, which I will open 

up more fully in a moment, that “the Platonist and the deconstructionist are closer to each 

other than they think.”87 Both the Platonist and the deconstructionist are held captive by 

this picture of language, even where (in the case of the latter) they intend to reject it. 

At the heart of the Augustinian picture of language is “naming”––or, what is often 

called “representation.” Our “words in language name objects,” Wittgenstein says, and 

“sentences are combinations of such names.” The idea here is that our words––all our 

words––name (or represent) some other object in reality, which is the ground of its 

meaning. A word “stands” for some kind of meaning that is behind it, and is adhered to it. 

We could say, the word is the “surface,” and its meaning is its “depth.” Words can therefore 

mean things in isolation, in themselves, no matter what their context and (importantly) how 

they are used. All one needs to determine their meaning is a dictionary. While Wittgenstein 

is clearly critical of this picture of language, I hasten to say that this does not mean 

Wittgenstein is against the notion of naming or representation per se. Wittgenstein is not 

“anti-naming” or “anti-representation.” Rather, he wants a more fundamental alternative 

to this picture of language, one that allows naming its place––and of course it has a place, 

because we are able to talk about naming as something we do––but does not consider 

naming paradigmatic of language as such. 

One immediate issue Wittgenstein has with the picture of “language as 

representation” is that it seems primarily concerned with nouns––perhaps even certain 

types of nouns, like proper nouns––and “only secondarily of the names of certain actions 

and properties.” It is almost as if, Wittgenstein muses, Augustine thinks of “the remaining 

 
87 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 27. 



221 

kinds of words as something that will take care of itself” (PI §1). In making this point, 

Wittgenstein is calling us to consider how many of our words do not function as names in 

the way Augustine describes. The question this raises is: How, then, to account for those 

words?  

Moreover, this way of imagining the relationship between words and world––we 

could even say, in imagining a “relationship” between words and world at all––seems to 

imagine a gap between them. I take this to be Wittgenstein’s more fundamental issue with 

the Augustinian picture of language. The problem, for Wittgenstein, is that this implies that 

meaning is “somewhere else,” somewhere other than the word. It is as if, to quote Cora 

Diamond, we see a word and want to imagine it being “dependent on something which it 

is not dependent on.”88 It is as if we are looking for something firmer, deeper, more resolute 

to ground the words we use. I take this be what Wittgenstein means by calling the 

Augustinian picture of language “metaphysical.” 

For Wittgenstein, there is no gap between our words and our world. Meaning is not 

separate from, behind, underneath, or otherwise outside our words. Rather, as 

Wittgenstein puts it, the “meaning of a word is its use in the language” (PI §43). Thus, 

according to Wittgenstein, the goal of his philosophical descriptions of language is “to bring 

words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use” (PI §116).  

What does it mean to bring words back to their everyday use? At least one piece of 

evidence for Wittgenstein’s claim that we are held captive by the Augustinian picture is the 

incredible difficulty we seem to have when trying to understand what he means by “use.” 

We are held captive by the Augustinian picture, so that even when we try to imagine an 

88 Cora Diamond, The Realistic Spirit: Wittgenstein, Philosophy, and the Mind (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1995), 24. 
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alternative picture involving “use,” we more often than not still cast it in an Augustinian 

framework. Some, for example, have taken Wittgenstein to be making a distinction 

between semantics (meaning) and pragmatics (use). Others have taken him to be making a 

distinction between meaning in general and a “speaker’s meaning.” In both of these cases, 

there is still something general that grounds our meaning outside of how words are being 

used. In a similar fashion, some have pressed questions about what grounds use. Is it 

communal interpretation? Social convention? Something else? Still others have wanted to 

claim that use itself is a ground, and that Wittgenstein is really offering a theory of context.89 

Use, however, is not a ground. Neither is it a practice grounded on something else. It is 

simply what we do. For Wittgenstein, there is no deeper, metaphysical essence that compels 

us to keep using language as we currently do. In fact, we often do not continue in language 

in the same way. Our languages are constantly shifting, evolving, and proliferating. 

Wittgenstein refers to the impulse that continues to look for some deeper ground of 

meaning as “our craving for generality.”90 He develops this further: “Instead of ‘craving for 

generality’ I could also have said ‘the contemptuous attitude toward the particular case.’”91 

Cavell similarly describes the “human restlessness in the ordinary and its attraction to the 

beyond,” which thus seeks to articulate itself in “super-concepts joined by super-

connections in a super-order.”92 In fact, Cavell goes so far as to argue that the very heart 

 
89 Cf. Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after Structuralism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1982), 123. 
 
90 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books: Preliminary Studies for the “Philosophical Investigations” 

(New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1965), 17. 
 
91 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books, 18. 
 
92 Stanley Cavell, “What Did Derrida Want of Austin?” Philosophical Passages: Wittgenstein, Emerson, 

Austin, Derrida, 42-65 (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995), 61. 
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of Wittgenstein’s philosophical descriptions of language is “to show that it makes no sense at 

all to give a general explanation for the generality of language.”93  

Why is this the case? Where does Wittgenstein take issue with this kind of 

generality? We could break down his complaint into three parts. First, Wittgenstein wants 

to call into question the “tendency to look for something in common to all entities which 

we commonly subsume under a general term.”94 In other words, by seeking generality, we 

have a tendency to think of our concepts as having thick borders and clearly defined 

boundaries. Against this, Wittgenstein imagines our languages as “a complicated network 

of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing” (PI §66). I will return to discuss the 

implications of this more fully when we address Derrida below.  

Second, Wittgenstein believes that we “see the method of science before [our] eyes, 

and are irresistibly tempted to ask and answer questions in the way science does”––namely, 

by organizing them into a “unifying treatment.”95 Wittgenstein’s point is not anti-science 

or anti-method, but rather, against the impulse to totalize all particular cases into a theory 

of everything. This, according to Wittgenstein, “is the real source of metaphysics, and leads 

the philosopher into complete darkness.”96  

Third, Wittgenstein wants to shatter the dream of completeness. He writes: 

“Supposing…there was a game resembling chess but simpler, no pawns being used in it. 

 
93 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), 187. 
 
94 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books, 18. 
 
95 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books, 18. 
 
96 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books, 18. 
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Should we call this game incomplete?”97 His point is that, in the case of a game––which, 

as we will see, is his preferred metaphor for language––there is no way to know what the 

standard of completion might be without setting forth a metaphysical requirement. 

Similarly, it makes no sense to subject language to that kind of demand. Again, he writes: 

we should not be dissatisfied when we have described various cases of wishing, 
thinking, etc. If someone said, “surely this is not all that one calls ‘wishing,’” we 
should answer: “certainly not, but you can build up more complicated cases if you 
like.” And after all, there is not one definite class of features which characterize all 
cases of wishing.98 
  

In other words, language, for Wittgenstein, is inexhaustible. There is no reason for us to 

attempt to exhaust it, nor have we lost anything if we cannot exhaust it, because there is no 

end to the nuances we will discover as we continue on in it.  

I pause here before returning to deal directly with what Wittgenstein means by use, 

in order to situate what has just been said within the framework of the larger questions we 

have been pursuing in this dissertation. In speaking of a “craving for generality”––especially 

one driven by a metaphysical picture and metaphysical requirements––we might naturally 

assume that Wittgenstein has the Platonist in mind. And of course, he does. However, as 

alluded to above, when we get to the analysis of Derrida below, we will see how this applies 

equally, even if ironically, to the deconstructionist. More on that later. At this juncture, I 

want to revisit Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy one last time.  

Recall that in chapter four of this dissertation, we saw how Milbank argues that 

“things” are nothing in themselves, but in so doing, believes he is actually establishing their 

greatest potential. For, in his view, when nature owes the sum of its existence, when its 

 
97 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books, 19. 
 
98 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books, 19. 
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existence is entirely given or donated, there is a reciprocal “ontological drawing back 

towards God that is consequent upon the radical origin of all things from God.”99 Thus, 

every thing always exists with reference to that which is beyond itself. When set next to 

Wittgenstein’s critique of our craving for generality, the contrast could hardly more striking. 

Whereas Wittgenstein condemns his “philosophers” for their “contemptuous attitude 

toward the particular case” (in favor of, e.g., a “super-order”), Milbank seems to be 

cautioning against a focus on the particular case, believing that particulars (“things”) can 

only bear meaning referentially, through their participation in “super-nature.” 

So who is right? As I said previously, Milbank believes he can navigate the opposite 

poles of a humanist autonomy and a purely external gratuity by exchanging indifferently 

two seemingly paradoxical grammars into a harmony. However, as we will see play out 

more fully below, from the perspective of the ordinary reading of Wittgenstein, any attempt 

to move from the general to the particular cannot help but ground reality elsewhere. 

Because of this, it will inevitably wind up reproducing the gap between word and world. 

Indeed, it is with some irony that Milbank, with reference Henri de Lubac, refers to this 

indifferent exchange as “a suspended middle.” That gap, I want to say, is the trap created 

by univocity and the rejections of univocity that do not escape it, to which Carter and 

Bantum and so many others have fallen prey. 

Our Shared Life with Other Users of Language.  I have thus far described the Augustinian 

picture of language that holds us captive, and dealt with some misunderstandings that arise 

because of that picture when we turn toward Wittgenstein’s notion of use. We can now ask: 

If not those things, what does use mean? Articulating the ordinary reading of Wittgenstein, 

99 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 26-7. 
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Stanley Cavell writes that the “‘meaning is the use’ calls attention to the fact that what an 

expression means is a function of what it is used to mean or to say on specific occasions by 

human beings.”100 This explanation may appear to border on the tautologous. But 

according to Cavell, this simple claim is profoundly revolutionary, as it draws us away from 

our search for “perfect understanding…through the construction of a perfect language,”101 

and draws us again into the world––into shared lives with other users of language. In order 

to better understand how Wittgenstein envisions us being drawn again into the world, it 

may be instructive to examine three of his best known terms of art: “language-games,” 

“grammar,” and “forms of life.” As I do so, I will try to highlight differences between this 

ordinary reading of Wittgenstein and the reading offered by Lindbeck. 

Wittgenstein uses the term “language-game” to describe how we “learn language 

and learn the world together.”102 In particular, we come to know what words mean in 

connection to some particular activity (i.e. “game”), and conversely, cannot know what a 

word means unless we understand the activity or activities in which its use arises. I cannot 

know what it means to defend a dissertation, for example, if I do not have some 

understanding of the American university system. Words like “defend” and “dissertation” 

will mean different things when used in different “language-games”––for example, in a 

military invasion, or (for that matter) in the British university system. Conversely, to learn 

what those words mean in this use is to have our world enlarged, and to see the world 

differently. 

 
100 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 206. 
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At this point, one might be tempted to ask how Wittgenstein would define a 

“language-game.” But to ask for a definition is to miss the point. Our desire for definitions 

once again evinces our craving for generality. A definition would imply there is a common 

essence to all language games, one thing that holds them altogether. In a telling passage of 

the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein instead gives a partial list of different language-

games (PI §23). The list itself appears almost random. It is certainly far from exhaustive or 

systematic. Then Wittgenstein writes:  

But how many kinds of sentences are there?...There are countless kinds; countless 
different kinds of use of all the things we call “signs,” “words,” “sentences.” And 
this is not something fixed, given once for all; but new types of language, new 
language-games, as we may say, come into existence, and others become obsolete 
and get forgotten (PI §23). 

Wittgenstein’s point is that language, and so the ways we use it, is so diverse that even our 

simplest language-games have different rules for different uses that are, ultimately, never 

fixed. Use is “open-ended, in constant transformation, always responding to new 

circumstances.”103  

I take this vision of language as flexible and malleable to be an initial point of 

departure from Lindbeck. Think again of Lindbeck’s requirements of learning a language 

game “well enough,”104 or of acquiring “proficiency,” and being “deemed able intelligently 

and responsibly to profess the faith.”105 The focus here is all on developing expertise in how 

the Christian language is already used. What is missing is an interest in––much less, an 

openness to or an excitement for––the imaginative possibilities of what new thing that 

103 Toril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 47. 

104 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 20. 

105 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 118. 
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language might become. On deeper consideration, one cannot help but wonder if Lindbeck 

really wants Christianity, as a language-game, to be as open-ended as language is. 

Instead, if we want to learn what a language-game is, our task is simply to play the 

game. We come to learn languages by immersing ourselves in their worlds––by doing things 

with them, and by attending to the work they do in our use of them. Indeed, another way 

to describe the metaphysical picture of language that holds us captive is to say that it tries 

to get outside of our language games. It takes our words away from the “the language in 

which it is at home” (PI §116). It takes a vantage point from which it can no longer have 

any use. It no longer does any work, and so (to quote another famous Wittgensteinian 

idiom) it “goes on holiday” (PI §38). I take this to be why Wittgenstein says that he aims “to 

bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use” (PI §116). His point is not 

to contrast two different types of use. His point is to call attention to the way certain types 

of philosophical descriptions of language have failed to make sense, and so call us again to 

those uses of language that are sense making. 

Wittgenstein’s use of the term “grammar” is difficult to understand, but following 

James Conant, I take grammar to be the later Wittgenstein’s development on what the 

early Wittgenstein called “the logic of our language.”106 Grammar is sometimes referred to 

as the “rules” of how to play a given language-game. But if what is meant by “rules” is 

something normative (in the metaphysical sense) rather than descriptive––and I take this 

to be how Lindbeck envisions it––the sense is not quite right. Here, I have in mind 

Lindbeck’s claim that in moments where the use of a language is contested, its “deep 

grammar” will be determined by its most skilled speakers. This begs at least two questions. 

 
106 James Conant, “Wittgenstein on Meaning and Use,” Philosophical Investigations 21.3 (1998): 222-
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First, what does Lindbeck mean by a “deep grammar”? The language of “deep” grammar 

seems to imply a ground, which is just to say, to locate meaning somewhere other than in 

use. Second, why does he assume a special role for some particularly proficient users of 

language? How did they come to have this role? And how is it maintained? This is not to 

question the possible existence of grammars that call for such authorizing voices. We can 

(of course) imagine that these kinds of grammars do exist. It is just to say that there is 

nothing about language that determines this in advance, or ensures that this will always be 

the case. And the way Lindbeck smuggles these voices in here betrays the conservative 

underpinnings of his project. 

Wittgenstein’s famous discussion on “rule-following” will be helpful here. 

Wittgenstein begins the relevant section of this discussion by saying that “‘Following a rule’ 

is a practice” (PI § 202), and then goes on to say this: 

Suppose you came as an explorer to an unknown country with a language quite 
unknown to you. In what circumstances would you say that the people there gave 
orders, understood them, obeyed them, rebelled against them, and so on? 

Shared human behavior is the system of reference by means of which we 
interpret an unknown language. (PI § 206) 

This reference to shared human behavior draws us again into the world––into shared lives 

with others users of language. ‘Yes,’ Wittgenstein seems to be saying. ‘There is a kind of 

order to our language. It is not random. However, what gives it order is not predetermined. 

It surfaces through the ways we live our lives together, and is held together as we continue 

on in that living.’ It is certainly possible that we will not, or not always, find ways to live our 

lives together. In these cases, our words will not make sense. Wittgenstein’s point is merely 

that we come to know how words are ordered by paying careful attention to the ways in 

which those lives are lived. 
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 Thus, rather than outlining a system of grammar, Wittgenstein offers a series of 

“grammatical investigations.” What is a grammatical investigation? According to Cavell, 

to carry out a grammatical investigation is to ask: “under what circumstances, in what 

particular cases, do we say…?”107 Grammar is not something we determine in advance or 

in the abstract. It is something we discover by looking at examples. We find ourselves 

wanting to know some particular thing, recall the sorts of things we say about it, and then 

“ask ourselves what criteria we have for…saying what we say.”108 Put differently, then, 

grammatical investigations help us discover the criteria that governs our use. They show us 

how to make judgments that will allow us to discriminate between separate cases––when 

to use this word or that expression. For example, a student may “read” a book, a fortune 

teller may “read” a palm, and a quarterback may “read” a defense, but we generally do 

not speak in terms of someone who “reads” a piece of fruit. Of course, we may still utter 

the phrase “I am reading this piece of fruit.” However, if we do, it is unlikely we will be 

understood. That is also not to say that we cannot or will not ever come to talk about 

reading fruit. Nor is it to make a value judgment about that particular arrangement of 

words. It is just to say that, for the present, it has no grammar in our language. 

 So, grammar (in the Wittgensteinian sense) is not a structure we impose upon our 

language. It is not normative. It is descriptive. Indeed, Wittgenstein insists that “philosophy 

must not interfere in any way with the actual use of language, so it can in the end only 

describe it” (PI §124). At the same time, once we recognize this––once we recognize that it 

does not do to impose a grammar from without––we are also free to behold, as Cavell puts 

 
107 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 30. 
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it, the “astonishing fact of the astonishing extent to which we do agree in judgment.”109 Just 

because there is nothing that ensures we will agree on meaning or use, we can be amazed 

by the fact that we, to a surprising extent, do. Human beings do give orders, do understand 

them, do obey them, do rebel against them, and so forth. In fact, even more than this, 

examining our criteria leads us to see how our “uses of language are pervasively, almost 

unimaginably, systematic.”110 Or again, because there are countless language games of 

countless types, each bearing a complexity beyond our imagining, we find that the 

grammar that holds them together is ordered with the same exquisite precision as our lives. 

 This leads us, finally, to the term “forms of life.” “Forms of life” is one of 

Wittgenstein’s best known concepts. It is also among the most misunderstood. Wittgenstein 

writes: “to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life” (PI §19). What does this 

mean? Many have been quick to associate “forms of life” with “social convention,” and 

take Wittgenstein to be putting forth a theory of meaning that is “sociality constructed.” 

According to Cavell, those who take this view tend to imagine that our language “may as 

well be changed as not, depending upon some individual or other’s taste or decision.”111 

But is this really what Wittgenstein means? A few questions seem immediately in order. In 

the first place, the social dimension of our language is hardly an idea original to 

Wittgenstein, and has been posited by everyone from Rousseau to Saussure. Given this, 

how can “forms of life” offer an alternative if it is merely acknowledging the fact that 
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language is social? Second, we could ask: Is language really so easy to change? And if not, 

why not?  

 In raising these questions, the ordinary reading of Wittgenstein is refusing the 

traditional choice between “conventional” and “natural,” in the first place, by focusing our 

attention on “life.” That is to say, the term “forms of life” has both an “ethnological or 

horizontal” and a “biological or vertical”112 dimension. It is “elastic enough to range from 

the purely biological to the completely cultural, to encompass the human body as well as 

the finest distinctions of the practices in a specific culture.”113 To “imagine a language” (PI 

§19) is to imagine all of this––all of life––not only what is particular to our cultural setting, 

but what in our particular cultural setting criss-crosses it, overlapping with what is more 

broadly human. Indeed, without falling prey to biological essentialism, Wittgenstein wants 

us to consider our bodies themselves as among the conditions for our lives in this world, for 

how we see the world, and so, for what we say about it. As Cavell writes: “Here the romance 

of the hand and its opposable thumb comes into play, and of the upright posture and of the 

eyes set for heaven; but also the specific strength and scale of the human body and of the 

human senses and of the human voice.”114  

I highlight here that this emphasis on the natural––we could also call it, a certain 

kind of humanism––is a another point of departure from Lindbeck’s “cultural-linguistic” 

approach. Lindbeck seems primarily concerned with helping Christians sink ever more 

deeply into their own, unique grammar. What is missing is the recognition that we cannot 
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do this without being drawn beyond ourselves into the lives of other humans. Our forms of 

life do not have impenetrable borders. The irony is that Lindbeck seems to recognize this 

when it comes conversations across denominational difference––when it comes to Christian 

ecumenism––but seems to ignore how this might translate outside the Christian faith. As 

we will see in the final section of this chapter, this misunderstands not only the supposedly 

external relations of different forms of life, but perhaps more importantly, the internal 

dynamics of our own forms of life. More on this in just a moment. 

At the same time, this ordinary reading of Wittgenstein refuses the choice between 

“conventional” and “natural” by expanding what we mean by conventional, to include the 

natural. The term “forms of life” conveys a “vision…of the social as natural,”115 and the 

“conventionality of human nature itself.”116 That is to say, it refuses the idea that our forms 

of life are purely arbitrary. They are arbitrary, but only in the sense that they could have 

been different. Now that they exist, they are meaningful. Yes, they can change. But they 

cannot simply change, or change at will. They cannot change easily or infinitely. 

Cavell makes this point by claiming that a classic conventionalist seems to imagine 

that our agreement in language is like a contract that we can either amend, revise, or throw 

out altogether. But if our agreement in language is more a matter of how we have come to 

share our lives together, as Wittgenstein thinks, then we cannot undo them without 

unraveling the very fabric of lives. This is why Wittgenstein goes so far as to say that forms 

of life have to be “accepted” as “given” (PPF §345). This does not mean that they are fixed, 

stable, or permanent. Neither does it mean that they must be approved of, or resigned to 

115 Stanley Cavell, This New Yet Unapproachable America, 42. 

116 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 111. 
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fatalistically. Rather, it means that, even if I want to change them, even if I want to 

challenge them––even if I want to speak out against your form of life as oppressive or 

violent––I must first acknowledge it as the condition of the possibility of your use of 

language. And as I do so, I may be forced to confront continually the finitude of our lives 

in this world––of my life, of your life, and of our lives together––and so, our tragic 

separation from each other. I may not actually be able to make sense to you. 

 
Beyond Deconstruction––From Concepts to Examples 

Having now offered a brief sketch of this ordinary reading of the later Wittgenstein, 

we are able to ask: How does this philosophical description of language contrast with the 

Derridean deconstructionism that was latent in Carter and Bantum’s various appeals to 

and discussions of language? It is worth naming, at the outset, that reading Wittgenstein 

and Derrida alongside each other is not a new enterprise––and that the readings of them 

have been diverse. There have been those like Charles Altieri, for example, who have seen 

them as adversaries.117 Others, like Henry Staten, have tried to see them as allies.118 Cavell 

himself has taken on the project of contrasting Derrida with the ordinary reading of 

Wittgsenstein, for example, in his Philosophical Passages: Wittgenstein, Emerson, Austin, Derrida.119 
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From Cavell’s perspective, it is not so much that Wittgenstein and Derrida are adversaries 

or allies, but that Derrida seems to have completely missed the point. Whereas Austin sees 

ordinary language philosophy as a “revolution in philosophy,”120 Derrida sees only “a 

continuation of old questions, the old answers.”121  

How can this be? This is where I want to come back to the claim that the 

deconstructionist is still held captive by the Augustinian picture of language, even in their 

rejections of it. My argument here is two-fold. What I want to say is, precisely because 

deconstructionists cannot think outside the metaphysical picture, they face two problems 

at once. On the one hand, they can at best offer an alternative that is anti-metaphysical (i.e. 

anti-essentialist, etc.). On the other, they cannot see the fundamental shift Wittgenstein is 

making in describing a more genuine alternative. 

This is best evidenced when we contrast the two visions as they relate to “concepts” 

and “theories.” In 1988, Derrida wrote an essay in response to Austin’s How to Do Things 

with Words, entitled “Signature Event Context.”122 The essay begins with Derrida setting 

up a straw man––perhaps, implying Austin––who thinks of concepts as “unique, univocal, 

rigorously controllable, and transmittable.”123 Derrida sees this demand for “univocal” 

meaning impossible, leaving our words as either meaningless, or so “polysemic” that we 

cannot know their meaning. This polysemy becomes the basis for Derridean concepts like 

différence, trace, and mark. Derrida then suggests context can help reduce this ambiguity of 

120 J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975), 6. 
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meaning, but questions whether we can develop an adequately “rigorous and scientific 

concept of context.”124 Finally determining that we cannot develop such a concept of 

context, Derrida attempts to supply his own concept––one that will answer this “rigorous 

and scientific” demand––which he does by articulating the notion of iterability.  

The demand for “univocal” “rigorously controllable” “scientific” precision is worth 

pausing to consider. I note it, initially, because of the claim we have been working toward 

over the last two chapters––namely, that Carter and Bantum’s understanding of language 

remains trapped between univocity and rejections of univocity that do not escape it. When 

questioned about the demand for rigor and precision, Derrida responded with shock and 

derision:  

What philosopher since there were philosophers, what logician ever since there 
were logicians, what theoretician ever renounced this axiom: in the order of 
concepts (for we are speaking of concepts and not of colors of clouds or the taste of 
certain chewing gums), when distinction cannot be rigorous or precise, it is not a 
distinction at all.125  
 

This response is telling, at the very least, because of what Derrida excludes from the “order 

of concepts”––namely, color, taste, etc., or the very things that ordinary readers of 

Wittgenstein value most. But it is also telling because of what it indicates about how 

deconstruction works in general. 

A typical deconstructive analysis begins by showing how a concept breaks down 

under this demand to be “rigorous and scientific.” The deconstruction shows where the 

concept is insufficient, or incoherent, or self-contradictory, and thus, incapable of fully 
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accounting for the very thing it is meant to give account. Then, once the concept has been 

deconstructed, it paves the way for the construction of something new. This new concept 

will purportedly account for more exceptions, be more coherent, and iron out more 

inconsistencies than what was just torn down. Think, for example, of the way Long attempts 

to replace the idea of a grounded and grounding center of consciousness with an appeal to 

the primordium of human consciousness. The former, Long argues, breaks down under a 

binarism––the logic of center and periphery. The latter, he argues, does not.  

Derrida wants to go so far as to push for a concept that includes an account of this 

incoherence and inconsistency in itself––that includes the failure or impurity of our 

language as a part of its structure. Derrida believes, in other words, that for a concept to be 

adequately rigorous and scientific, it must be capable of theorizing in advance how mishaps, 

mistakes, and misunderstandings in our communication may occur as part of its account of 

the nature of language itself. Indeed, this is what he thinks he offers in the concept of 

iterability. For the purposes of this investigation, what is important to realize is that this 

new concept will actually then occupy an even higher level of generality than what was 

deconstructed. So, Derrida comes to speak of a “general iterability which constitutes a 

violation of the allegedly rigorous purity of every event of discourse or every speech act.”126 

In other words, iterability has become a way to account, in one concept, for the way all 

possible speech acts––past, present, and future––get their meaning. The craving for 

generality has not been abandoned. 

And if this is the case, we could then ask: Does this not imply a deeper, even if ironic, 

form of univocity? Where all things are, in the end, iterability? Where all particular 

126 Jacques Derrida, “Signature Event Context,” 18. 
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utterances in language are just instances of the universal performance iterability? In fact, 

Derrida himself seems sensitive to this. Here he is again, at length: 

The concept of iterability itself, like all the concepts that form or deform themselves 
in its wake, is an ideal concept, to be sure, but also the concept that marks the 
essential and ideal limit of all pure idealization, the ideal concept of the limit of all 
idealization, and the concept of nonideality (since it is also the concept of the 
possibility of ideality)….[Iterability] entails the necessity of thinking at once both 
the rule and the event, concept and singularity.127 
 

The point here could hardly be more significant. What Derrida seems to be saying is that 

his deconstructive concepts––in this case, iterability––enact ideality even as they 

deconstruct it. What emerges from this is the sense that Derrida thinks ideality is still what 

we pursue, even if it remains perpetually out of reach. In this way, all concepts so 

construed––as rigorous and scientific, strong and theoretical, precise and controllable, and 

so forth––even those that operate on a “different ‘logic,’ a different ‘general theory,’”128 as 

with Derrida––ultimately end in idealizations. 

In §100 of the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein writes: “we are dazzled by the 

ideal, and therefore fail to see the actual application of the word ‘game’ clearly.” In the 

end, this is what I think we see in Derrida. Precisely because he cannot think outside the 

metaphysical picture of language, he can only at best assert its opposite. Put differently, 

Derrida’s “general” iterability which violates “every” discourse or speech act is a kind of 

fetishization of negation. By continually asserting the absence of a general theory of 

language, what we wind up with is an remarkably general theory of the absence of a theory–

–which is no less theory-ridden than any other theory of meaning. The “negation still 
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preserves the assertion or, in other words, the very act of negating it implies that the 

assertion itself is meaningful enough.”129 By contrast, Wittgenstein wants us to think of the 

metaphysical picture of language as  a “building of air” (PI §118). Cavell writes: “I think 

what Wittgenstein ultimately wishes to show is that it makes no sense at all to give a general 

explanation for the generality of language.”130 It is of no consequence to knock down a 

building of air. Both the assertion and the denial of this metaphysical picture are equally 

meaningless. 

I will attempt to apply this critique to Carter and Bantum in just a moment. Before 

I do, it is worth asking: If not negation, how does Wittgenstein envision his alternative? 

Critiquing “ideality” as a quest for “crystalline purity,” Wittgenstein writes: “We have got 

on to slippery ice where there is no friction, and so, in a certain sense, the conditions are 

ideal; but also, just because of that, we are unable to walk: so we need friction. Back to the 

rough ground!” (PI §107). Here, Wittgenstein is not arguing against precise concepts per se. 

Rather, he is saying that precision is not the point. Precision, in fact, may not help us at all. 

More, he is saying that our endless search for precision has gotten us so off track that we 

can longer do anything––“we are unable to walk”––with our words. Imagine, for example, 

we are meeting up for lunch, and instead of saying “let’s meet at the restaurant,” I gave 

you the exact GPS coordinates for the hostess stand, or laid out a precise sequence of 

directions in terms of zeptoseconds of travel time and plancks of distance. It is just as likely 

that this extra precision will create more difficulty in us finding each other. At the very least, 

for the average person––who does not have the latitude and longitude of their favorite 

129 Toril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 80. 
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haunts memorized, and does not generally measure travel in zeptoseconds or plancks––this 

will require one or more extra steps in interpretation.  

In a similar fashion, Wittgenstein sees philosophers (including deconstructionists 

like Derrida) “striving after an ideal, as if our ordinary vague sentences had not yet got a 

quite unexceptionable sense, and a perfect language still had to be constructed by us” (PI 

§98). Wittgenstein will ask: ‘Why do we think some perfect language will provide something 

that ordinary language cannot? What could make a sentence more perfectly ordered than 

its having sense?’ So, whereas these philosophers seem to want concepts that can serve as 

specialist tools, Wittgenstein simply sees them as ordinary words doing work. And rather 

than their precision, it is what they do that matters. 

In light of this, Wittgenstein’s alternative offers a more fundamental shift away from 

strong theoretical concepts (and their opposites), by calling us instead to attend to examples. 

This “is just how one might explain what a game is,” he writes. “One gives examples and 

intends them to be taken in a particular way….Here giving examples is not an indirect way 

of explaining––in default of a better one. For any general explanation may be 

misunderstood. This, after all, is how we play the game” (PI §71). The subtext of 

Wittgenstein’s comment in this paragraph is the way we presume, in our craving for 

generality, that an example is a deficient form of explanation––that we settle for examples 

when our explanations fail.  

Wittgenstein is challenging this very notion of how we come to learn language. To 

again quote Cavell: we “learn language and learn the world together.”131 Concepts are not a 

better or clearer way of explaining the world. To the contrary, concepts themselves are 
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incomprehensible without examples. Examples are what teach us concepts, and how to use 

words. Indeed, examples are what teach us how to use words because examples are, in 

many cases, what show us the world. Cavell calls this “projecting” a word––casting it 

through more and more contexts so that we can deepen our understanding through ever 

expanding use.132 This is a profoundly alternate vision to the metaphysical picture that 

holds us captive. For here is neither the idealization of the world, nor its deconstruction, 

but rather, an invitation to grow deeper into it. 

Re-Translating Identity: Hybridity Beyond Intersectionality 

In the previous section, I showed how the resources used by Carter and Bantum 

exist on a continuum between univocity and the rejections of univocity that do not escape 

it. More specifically, I described a problematic understanding of transcendence––a craving 

for generality, as Wittgenstein called it––that is ironically replicated in attempts to 

deconstruct it. What we wind up with, in these latter cases, is a kind fetishization of 

negation, a remarkably general theory of the absence of a theory––which is no less theory-

ridden than any other theory of meaning. By contrast, Wittgenstein asserts that both the 

assertion and the denial of this metaphysical picture are equally meaningless. In light of 

this, he offers a more fundamental shift away from strong theoretical concepts (and their 

opposites), by calling us instead to attend to examples. 

In this section, I bring all of this back to Carter and Bantum’s appeal to a Mulatto 

Christ. I begin by applying this critique about their resources to the particular issues that 

are at stake in their figurations of mulattic identity and hybridity. More specifically, I try to 

show how the problematic understanding of transcendence enmeshed in this appeal makes 

132 Cf. Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 180-90. 
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them simultaneously incapable of avoiding essentialized identities and offering true 

embodiment. Having done this, I will conclude this chapter (and this dissertation) by 

introducing the work of Naoko Saito, whose use of Wittgenstein provides some guideposts 

for the way I hope the plot lines of this conversation will be re-drawn. Specifically, I suggest 

that Saito’s work on language, translation and cross-cultural understanding can help us 

think differently about how to navigate individual and collective identities, and perhaps 

even, the identity of Christ. In doing so, I will also press beyond Saito to consider the 

implications of her philosophical account of translation for the phenomena of creole 

languages, and offer creole as a metaphor that will help us better navigate the questions of 

transcendence and politics that have been traced throughout this dissertation. 

 
Beyond Intersectionality––On Attending to Individual Lives 

Let us a review a few of the key points that have led us to where we are now. In 

chapter four, I introduced the womanist challenge to Black Liberation Theology, 

highlighting the work of Jacquelyn Grant, Katie G. Canon, and Renita J. Weems. More 

specifically, I described how early womanists argued that the first generation of black 

theologians offered a perspective that was normatively male, thus maintaining the 

invisibility of black women––a fact they found problematic for many reasons, not least the 

fact that women constitute the vast majority of black church membership. Womanists 

therefore pressed for a more holistic form of black theology, which could address other 

forms of marginalization alongside its critiques of race. Elsewhere, I also introduced 

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s critique of the way that identity theory too often vacillates between 

an anti-racist discourse that is normatively black and male, and a feminist discourse that is 

normatively white and female, which therefore lets those marginalized persons that do not 
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fit neatly into those two categories slip through the cracks. The reader may recall that I 

initially introduced Crenshaw in order suggest the importance of attending to the lives of 

those marginalized persons who “slip through the cracks,” especially those bearing 

multiracial identities. In reviewing the work of Carter and Bantum, I have of course already 

begun to address the question of multiracial identity. I hope what follows sheds greater light 

on the importance of thinking with and alongside of such persons. 

As I noted in chapter four, Crenshaw uses the term “intersectionality” to describe 

what is at stake here. The basic premise of intersectionality is that no person has a single, 

simple, solitary identity, but rather, has overlapping and potentially conflicted identities, 

allegiances, and loyalties. As I said then, intersectionality gives special attention to the 

identity of individuals who operate at an intersection of multiple established sites of 

oppression––especially, race, sex, class, national origin, and sexual orientation. It asks: How 

are “intersectional” persons to be understood? Should their participation in each site be 

considered separately? Collectively? Should each permutation of identity have its own 

unique category and representation? And again: What is their role in social movements 

that might prioritize one part of their identity over another?133  

This review of Crenshaw’s notion of intersectionality emerged as a piece of my 

larger analysis of Critical Race Theory. Critical Race Theory, as I defined it then, is a field 

of studies that built upon the foundation of critical legal studies, by joining it with the 

insights of radical feminists and postcolonial theorists––especially Antonio Gramsci, Michel 

Foucault, and Jacques Derrida. I highlight the use of these theorists again, in light of the 

133 This, it should be recognized, is precisely the tension faced by womanist theologians as described 
above. The issue here is not just a matter of theoretical interest, but a matter of who has representation and 
voice and who does not. 
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discussion from the previous section, as a matter of tracking sources, and also, to make the 

specific connection between what was just discussed to a central theme we saw in Critical 

Race Theory––namely, social constructionism, and the relationship of power to the 

construction of social roles. That is just to say, these theorists, and this theme (i.e. social 

constructionism), have been the backdrop for the way Critical Race Theory developed 

Crenshaw’s notion of intersectionality subsequent to her articulation of it. As we have now 

seen, Wittgenstein’s “forms of life” offers a compelling and fundamental alternative to the 

social construction thesis. Part of my argument below will press the question of whether or 

not Critical Race Theory’s development of intersectionality ultimately proves faithful to 

Crenshaw’s intentions, and whether or not a Wittgensteinian intervention will be helpful 

here as well. 

After naming the questions intersectionality raises, I then described how these 

questions have led to a debate within Critical Race Theory over “essentialism” and 

“antiessentialism.” While acknowledging that the appeal to essentialism can be politically 

attractive––as coalition identities feel necessary in democracies, for the sake of political 

agency––I flagged the danger that this often winds up being reductionistic of individual 

identity and experience. Indeed, this was another place where the question of multiracial 

identity surfaced, especially in light of increasing racial hybridity in America. What, for 

example, is the essential identity of a second-generation biracial Korean-American? 

Because of this, I said––and I give special emphasis to this now––a guiding impulse behind 

antiessentialism has been the call for a politics that attends to individual lives and 

fulfillment. After what has been discussed thus far in this chapter, that call for attention to 

the individual––we could just as well say, the call for attention to the particular––should 

take on greater meaning, if not some irony. 
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Having laid out these terms, I turned next to trace a genealogy from womanism to 

Carter and Bantum. The first step here was to consider Victor Anderson’s critique of James 

Cone––namely, that Cone’s conception of blackness is overdetermined by its opposition to 

whiteness, is a “blackness that whiteness created.”134 More specifically, Anderson says that 

Cone’s blackness is “ontological”––says that it mirrors white racial ideology’s metaphysical 

determinants––so that blackness, on Cone’s terms, becomes a reified totality bearing 

ultimate concern. Once again––we take note––the problem with this, according to 

Anderson, is that it leads to the erasure of individual black experience, as the radically 

differentiated character of black identity “fades to black” through its totalizing lens.  

In light of this, Anderson proposed to replace Cone’s ontological blackness with a 

form of “postmodern blackness.” The explicit aim of this postmodern blackness was push 

back against this reductive figuring of black identity, and would instead allow for a way of 

thinking about black identities as being perpetually reconstituted around the various 

realities that black people seek to negotiate. As I concluded this exploration of Anderson, I 

suggested that one way to think about the shared project of Carter and Bantum was to read 

it as an attempt to develop a specifically theological version of postmodern blackness. More 

specifically, I said that Carter and Bantum attempt to revise Cone, so as to answer 

Anderson’s critique about ontological blackness, through an appeal to Milbank and 

Radical Orthodoxy. At this point, I have discussed at length the issues that this appeal to 

Milbank et al raises. 

At the close of the previous chapter, I argued that Carter and Bantum were not able 

to resolve Victor Anderson’s critique of Cone, and so, have not provided a genuine 

134 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 92. 
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alternative to ontological blackness. My argument here focused on a tension in their 

account between the opposite fears of figuring divine presence as disembodied, on the one 

hand, and sealing it within some particular human situation, on the other––disembodiment 

articulating the heart of Cone’s critique of whiteness, and containment (or essentialization) 

being the heart of Anderson’s critique of Cone. Carter and Bantum attempt to navigate 

these issues simultaneously through their appeal to a Mulatto Christ.  

However, as I argued then, this appeal really only pushes the question back. 

Mulatto, on the one hand, while intimating some kind of bodily existence, struggles to 

retain a fully embodied existence in Carter and Bantum’s account, and eventually becomes 

a placeholder for a way of thinking about the “sheer performativity”135 of all lives. And 

mulatto, on the one hand, while purportedly disrupting the lines of racial fidelity, can never 

leave its racial references behind, and so does not really offer an escape from essentialized 

identities. In fact, as I pressed with a series of provocative questions at the close of the last 

chapter, the way Carter and Bantum attempt to read mulatto identity into Chalcedonian 

Christology––and then, back into humanity more broadly––so that intradivine 

communion opens up onto a new, intrahumanity––seems not only to essentialize racial 

identity, but to divinize it. 

 
 Beyond Intersectionality.  In this space, I bring all this to bear on what has just been 

discussed in the ordinary reading of the later Wittgenstein. My claim is that, if we take this 

ordinary reading of Wittgenstein seriously, we can see understand why Carter and 

Bantum’s project fell short. At the outset, I am going to borrow heavily on Toril Moi’s 

critique of intersectionality, as in her Revolution of the Ordinary: Literary Studies After Wittgenstein, 

 
135 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 45. 
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Austin, and Cavell,136 and draw parallels to Carter and Bantum. A feminist herself, Moi sees 

the identity theory that has emerged through radical feminism as abstract and 

generalizing––a craving for generality, to say it again––against its best impulses. Before 

turning to Saito, with whom I will conclude this investigation, I briefly discuss these best 

impulses and how they do and do not align with the ordinary reading of Wittgenstein. Here, 

I get help from another Wittgensteinian feminist, Sandra Laugier, and her work on the 

ethics of care.  

Citing Kathy Davis, Moi argues that the notion of intersectionality “owes its success 

to its power to capture something fundamental in feminist theory, namely its longstanding 

concern for diversity and differences among women, while at the same time giving these 

concerns a ‘new twist’ by uniting them with the latest postmodern theory.”137 In other 

words, intersectionality offered the dual promise of both respecting difference and diversity, 

while also speaking to the concerns of all women (rather than just some women). 

Nevertheless, precisely because of this open-endedness, intersectional theorists have often 

struggled to articulate the aims of their approach.  

Expressing this struggle, Patricia Hill Collins has asked: “Is intersectionality a 

concept? Is it a paradigm, a heuristic device? Or is it a theory? Intersectionality may be 

one, some, all or none of the above.” The difficulty latent in these questions is evidenced 

by the wide range of answers that have been given––everything from “theory,” to 

“framework,” to a “work-in-progress,” to “dynamic processes,” to “a messy space of 

becoming,” to (this is true) “layered cream-cakes,” even “sugar.” Moi writes: “One might 

136 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 88-110. 

137 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 104. 
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be forgiven for feeling confused. Yet the variety shouldn’t surprise us, for intersectionality 

theorists are trying to understand a set of phenomena as varied and multiple as the stars.”138 

The problem, for a Wittgensteinian like Moi, is that language this general risks going on 

holiday. As she puts it, because “they want all possible instances of ‘intersectionality’ to fall 

under the term, it risks becoming empty: so inclusive that it no longer means anything in 

particular.”139  

 Already then, we can begin to see an initial issue with Carter and Bantum, who 

likewise want to gather all possible identities under the term “mulatto.” Recall that, for 

Carter (pace Cone), Jesus’ Jewishness was not his present day blackness––no longer a 

particular identity––but the means through which all peoples relate analogically, so that 

Jesus discloses his identity as the God of Israel by miscegenation with all peoples. Bantum 

is even more direct. His explicit aim in taking mulatto as a subject of inquiry was to show 

how the fact “that some pass into certain societies only opens up the question to us 

concerning how we all pass for what we are.”140  

Mulatto bodies therefore witness to the “multiplicity and hybridity of relationships 

that constitute identity.”141 That is, they draw attention to the reality that life exists at a 

complicated intersection of identity markers, such that none can be “neatly theorized apart 

from one another, but are constantly interpenetrating the other.”142 More simply put, 

 
138 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 104. 
 
139 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 105. 
 
140 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 46. 
 
141 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 22. 
 
142 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 22. 
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Bantum wants to see all of life as mulattic. Thus, a mulatto Jesus is “not only for a particular 

people, but…stands before us to remake all people.”143 Christ’s very body inhabits “a space 

that defies possibility and in so doing breaks open all lives and the claims they make of 

themselves.”144 By bearing all of humanity in his flesh, a Mulatto Christ “incorporates into 

himself such utter differences that all people become reconfigured individually and 

corporately within Christ.”145  

Given what we have reviewed in this chapter, we could ask a few questions. By the 

end of the previous chapter, my questions focused on why Bantum needs to deal with 

“mulatto” at all. What does the appeal to mulatto genuinely add to the previously 

articulated ideas of hybridity, intersectionality, and (sheer) performativity? And what new 

theological insight does a mulatto Christology genuinely add to the early Christological 

confessions? The only possible answer now, it seems to me, is the desire to have all of these 

things––all that is expressed in both the intersectional and the Christological––fall under 

one term. I have already questioned the success of that venture. Here, we could ask more 

simply: Why must mulatto mean all? Why the need to account for all identities in mulatto 

identity? Why not just examine our particular use of the particular term mulatto, as way of 

shedding some light on our shared lives with other users of language? Why not just examine 

the work a word like mulatto does for us, and just as importantly, the work it cannot do? 

Why not, more generally, attend to the fullness of human life available in the ordinary form 

of a word like mulatto? 

143 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 111-2. 

144 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 95. 

145 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 126. 
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 The really interesting point that Moi makes with respect to intersectionality is that 

it is precisely the “fear of ‘bounded’ concepts,” the “idea that concepts, just by being 

concepts, will always be exclusionary,” that leads intersectionality to be “so inclusive that it 

no longer means anything.”146 This worry about strong, theoretical concepts mirrors 

Carter and Bantum’s theological critique of neo-Gnosticism, and their worries about (what 

I have called) strong narrative identities, which become a form of enclosure. Moi refers to 

this as a “wish to find words that somehow would never exclude anything.”147 

Intersectionality theorists worry about setting limits on the term because “they want it to 

capture everything from individual experience to general power structures, in all kinds of 

societies in regard to every identity position.”148  

The problem, as Wittgenstein saw it––and this is the same problem for both 

intersectionality in general, and Carter and Bantum’s appeal to mulatto identity in 

particular––is that these terms must then account for a potentially infinite number of uses. 

“There are countless kinds,” Wittgenstein wrote, “countless different kinds of use of all the 

things we call ‘signs,’ ‘words,’ ‘sentences.’” (PI §23). But in order to do that––in order to be 

infinitely elastic––the terms themselves––Carter and Bantum’s appeal to mulatto––must 

also become infinitely abstract. It must, that is, be so totalizing that it subsumes every 

individual case. But if this the case, the term can no longer do the very thing it was deployed 

to do. It no longer does any work, and so “goes on holiday” (PI §38). Mulatto can no longer 

even identify or recognize difference, much less join peoples across difference. At best, it 

 
146 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 105. 
 
147 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 105. 
 
148 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 106. 
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can “stand as a kind of metaphysical name-tag indicating that this theorist refuses to believe 

in ‘exclusionary concepts and identities.’”149  

Moreover, these issues could be extended to Carter and Bantum’s conception of 

race in general, and thus, any racialized Christology. It can be seductive to think that, in 

race, we have found something that tells the all-encompassing story of everything––

especially for those of us who are racialized minorities, who have lived under the weight 

and pain of modernity’s racialized gaze. But why should it? And how could it? Even if race 

tells a massive story, breathtaking it its scale, encompassing more of the world and our lives 

than most people dare to imagine––and I think it is that encompassing––can we really 

imagine all bodies––every body––caught up within modernity’s interpretive (i.e racial) gaze? 

Put differently, can race really be the totality that Carter and Bantum imagine? Is it not 

more adequate to life in this world to see race as a way of speaking that is constantly being 

negotiated––see racialized identity and identities constantly in flux as they migrate and 

stretch across difference? Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, do we really gain 

anything in our resistance to racism if we imagine race in these totalizing terms? 

The answer, as Wittgenstein has helped us see, is no––race cannot tell an all-

encompassing story of everything––cannot be the totality that Carter and Bantum imagine. 

We cannot, moreover, challenge race on these metaphysical terms.  

The question this raises is: What is the Wittgensteinian alternative? Ironically, as 

was highlighted throughout the discussion above, it has to do the very thing that Grant, 

Crenshaw, Anderson, and others always hoped to do: attend to individual lives and their 

fulfillment. Recall the discussion on “personal biography” from the introduction to this 

149 Torril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 106 
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dissertation. I said there that, in her work on intersectionality, Patricia Hill Collins discusses 

“personal biography” as part of a “matrix of domination” that operates on the levels of 

both “oppression” and “resistance.”150 According to Collins, just because personal 

biography has been a crucial site through which oppressive systems have enacted their 

narratives of power, biography also is a space through which those modes of power can be 

contested, and so re-narrated––a space where the “intersection” of various narratives that 

always already is can be made visible. In other words: How do you resist strong narrative 

identities? Well, according to Collins and other intersectional theorists, you tell individual 

stories. You attend to particular lives and their fulfillment. 

When put in this way, the natural affinity between this and the ordinary reading of 

Wittgenstein should be obvious. At this juncture, one cannot help but wonder, for example, 

how the project of womanism might have looked––and might still look––different, if it were 

read through Wittgenstein instead of Derrida et al. In the final section of this chapter, I 

introduce Naoko Saito, whose work on language, translation, and cross-cultural 

understanding, I believe, can help us read the concerns raised by Carter and Bantum 

through a Wittgensteinian lense. I will begin that section by talking a bit about Stanley 

Cavell’s notion of autobiography, as a point of comparison and contrast to what is being 

called for by Collins and others. By way of concluding this section, I want to say a little bit 

more about the Wittgensteinian practice of attending to lives. 

150 Cf. Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 225-227. 
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On Attending to Individual Lives. Sandra Laugier has articulated a Wittgensteinian 

vision of attention to individual lives and experience in her work on the “ethics of care.”151 

Though Laugier, like Moi, is focused on reformulating what is at stake in feminism––and 

not explicitly, therefore, a reformulation of what is at stake in antiracist theory and 

practice––the relevance will I think be clear. In fact, according to Laugier, the starting point 

for an ethics of care, and so its relevance to feminism, is precisely in its aim of making the 

human voice heard. So what is an ethics of care? The first principle of the ethics of care is: 

the “human is vulnerable,”152 such that vulnerability comes to define ordinariness. 

Vulnerability, in other words, is part and parcel of (what Veena Das calls) the “everyday 

life of the human.” The first definition of caring, therefore, is: giving attention to the 

ordinary, and so attending to our everyday vulnerability. More specifically, in attending to 

our vulnerability, caring is an activity that describes all we do to preserve and repair our 

world––what we do in order to continue on it as well as possible.  

Because of this, imagining ethics as care places us in a complex network of social 

and biological relations––places us in a “form of life,” if you will. Contrary to those forms 

of ethics which privilege individual autonomy, care reminds us that we need others––need 

their care––and thus, that we are needed too. Moreover, in a world where “caretaking” 

responsibilities are often given to social outcasts, or those with the least social capital, an 

ethics of care seeks to remake the world. Rather than structuring our ethical lives around 

themes like “good,” “right,” “duty,” and “justice,” care “aims at a practical response to 

151 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary,” New Literary History 46.2 
(Spring 2015): 217-249. 

152 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary, 219. 
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specific needs, which are always those of singular ordinary others.”153 It is a commitment 

at the same time to not treat anyone as negligible, and also, to honor the caring work of 

those who are often treated as negligible. It is a commitment to see and be seen by them, 

to hear and be heard, in the ordinary weave and details of our lives. 

 Laugier calls this “an ethics formulated in a different voice.”154 That is to say, it takes 

the form, not of general concepts or a theory, but of an activity: care “as action (taking care, 

caring for) and as attention, concern (caring about).”155 It is an activity, moreover, that 

breaks down traditional conceptual boundaries––individual and community, private and 

public, and so forth. Care breaks down these distinctions precisely because it is everywhere, 

pervasive, ubiquitous, the very activity that sustains our lives and holds them together. Care 

is therefore not opposed to “justice.” Rather, it redefines justice. Care points out justice’s 

blind spots (e.g. dependence, vulnerability), and pushes it to be more than it already is, by 

calling upon justice to attend to the ordinary. This care, this attention is itself “a moral 

value, beyond or before ethical concepts such as right, wrong, or good.”156 To attend is 

itself to give value, to grant importance, to declare what really matters to us. 

 Regaining our contact with the ordinary allows us, in turn, to find voice for 

expression. In other words, an ethics of care re-centers moral inquiry on human 

expressiveness. It gives attention to the expressivity of human voices and––perhaps more 

importantly––to when that expressivity fails. Our language, according to ordinary readers 

of Wittgenstein, is part of our reality, and thus something “that affects us, allows us to affect 

 
153 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary,” 221. 
 
154 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary,” 223. 
 
155 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary,” 224. 
 
156 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary,” 229-30. 
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others, and constantly transforms our meaning.”157 As Cavell argues, only ‘we’ can mean 

what we say. This is not just to name the possibility of our speaking together, but to name 

an essential difficulty of ordinary, vulnerable human expression. My capacity to speak is 

contingent upon our capacity to speak, and I cannot speak for the group without the group 

speaking for me. Put differently, the capacity for any individual to speak is always being 

negotiated collectively, and I cannot decide what I will mean for myself. As Wittgenstein 

says, we agree in not on language. Language precedes my meaning––that is, my use––as 

much as it is produced by it.158  

And if this is the case, there are no guarantees that we will have a voice in language. 

That voice must be found. We are perpetually faced with a dual threat, a tragic possibility 

on both sides. On the one hand, if “others do not accept my words, I lose more than 

language: I lose my voice.”159 The opposite of public language is not a private language. It 

is to be, in the words of Cavell: “voiceless, not even mute.”160 And yet, on the other hand, 

we cannot imagine the solution simply to be the inclusion of all voices in the community of 

speakers, as if this will somehow provide for individual expression on its own. For, in our 

communities, we face “the (inevitable) extension of voice, which will always escape me and 

will forever find its way back to me….the terror of being expressive beyond our means.”161 

We cannot help but mean what ‘we’ mean, and we cannot mean what we say ourselves. 

157 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary,” 229. 

158 Cf. Sandra Laugier, “Introduction to the French edition of Must We Mean What We Say?” in Critical 
Inquiry 37.5 (Summer 2011): 627-651, 639. 

159 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary,” 231. 

160 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 28. 

161 Stanley Cavell, A Pitch of Philosophy: Autobiographical Exercises (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1994), 126. 
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 Because of this, an ethics of care takes inexpressivity as its starting point. An ethics 

of care attends to particular instances of inexpressiveness, asking what they tell us about 

what does matter to us, and what does not––how our interests align, where our personal 

relations are demarcated, and what our social hierarchies are. The hope of this attention is 

a kind of conversion. The hope, that is, in giving attention to the invisible things, is that 

those things might be made visible—and ‘we’ will see where we were once blind. The hope 

is that we will rework life––what ‘we’ say will be different––and so, take on new forms.  

 
Re-Translating Identity––On Meaning What We Say 

I have just argued that Carter and Bantum’s mulatto Christology is rooted in a 

problematic understanding of transcendence––trapped between univocity and rejections of 

univocity that do not escape it––making mulatto a kind of infinitely abstract totalization of 

identity that can neither avoid essentialization nor offer true embodiment. The result is 

that, in Carter and Bantum’s appeal to mulatto, the term mulatto has gone on holiday. It 

can no longer do the work it was intended to do. It can no longer identify or recognize 

difference, much less join peoples across difference.  

Having made this argument, I then went on to say that there was a deep irony in 

this, since the whole impetus for their shared project was to provide a theological basis for 

attending to the individual lives and fulfilment of all people in general, and the radically 

differentiated character of black lives in particular. Having critiqued their sources in the 

previous section, I also raised the question of how their project might have looked––and 

might still look––different, if it were read through Wittgenstein instead of Derrida et al. I 

concluded the previous section by describing a Wittgensteinan vision for attention to 

individual lives, vis-à-vis Sandra Laugier’s “ethics of care.” 
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In this final section, I want to utilize this Wittgensteinian vision to help us think 

through the questions at the heart of Carter and Bantum’s project––namely, how we 

navigate individual and collective identities. In order to do this, I turn now to Naoko Saito, 

whose use of Wittgenstein in her work on language, translation and cross-cultural 

understanding offers some guideposts for how we might redraw the plot lines of this 

conversation. My ultimate aim, as I will discuss briefly in the conclusion to this dissertation, 

is a foundational shift in Christological vision. In other words, just as Carter and Bantum 

attempt to revise Cone’s vision of a Black Christ through their vision of a Mulatto Christ, 

it is my hope that the work done here will provide the groundwork for a more fundamental 

rearticulation of Christ as “creole.” In order to set the stage for that discussion, I conclude 

this section by introducing the concept of creole as a kind of paradigmatic instance of the 

constructive possibilities in Saito’s account of translation. I do so by connecting creole to 

the questions of transcendence and politics we have traced throughout this dissertation. 

In doing this, and in using Saito to do so, it should be acknowledged that part of 

this fundamental shift is a final departure from any racialized Christology. I hope I have 

already shown how these racialized Christologies attempt to place a conceptual weight on 

bodies that they simply cannot bear, which inevitably leads them into essential and 

ideological accounts of personhood. Going forward, my hope is that by reconceptualizing 

the identity of Christ’s humanity and divinity in terms of how language operates amidst 

translation and translation’s communal maintenance of difference and similarity––

conceptualizing Christ as the Divine Word spoken as a human word––will put these issues 

to rest, and advance mutual attunement in language as a model for our lives together. More 

on that in the conclusion.  
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Our Selves in Translation.  We can take our point of departure here from the notion of 

personal biography that was presented first in the introduction, and then again earlier in 

this chapter. As a reminder, I said that, for intersectional theorists, just because personal 

biography has been a crucial site through which oppressive systems have enacted their 

narratives of power, personal biography is also a space through which those modes of power 

can be contested, and so re-narrated––a space where the “intersection” of various 

narratives that always already is can be made visible. In a similar fashion, Stanley Cavell 

has defined philosophy as “autobiography,” especially in his A Pitch of Philosophy: 

Autobiographical Exercises. As one might expect, however, the Wittgensteinian approach to 

autobiography has its distinctives. More specifically, the ordinary reading of Wittgenstein 

is critical of obsessive self-reflexivity––the kind that always seems in search of the “real me” 

or finding some true inner core of the self––and also, of thinking about writing 

autobiography as way of securing that self––as if it was somewhere behind or outside the 

one we find in everyday life.  

Rather, according to Saito, autobiography is a matter of seeing “ourselves in 

translation.” What does this mean? I described above how Cavell wants both to stress that 

we can only speak in the first person, and yet at the same time, to recognize that first person 

speech is determinatively in the first person plural––it is ‘we’ who speak and so mean what 

‘we’ say. The implication for Cavell and others, as also discussed above, is a refusal of the 

dichotomy between the personal and the universal, the subjective and the objective. In this 

space, we can carry the point further to say that even autobiographizing is done in the 

world, even our “personal” biographies are offered within claims both to and of a 

community. Put differently, our autobiographies are “a matter of inheritance as much as 

invention.” Thus, when we come to tell our stories, when we come to narrate our own 
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existence, we do so not so much as a matter of “the articulation and identification of the 

self but of encountering, persevering, and acknowledging the rift within the self.”162 This 

“rift within the self” is a crucial point we will return to shortly. 

It is important to realize here that, in speaking of autobiography as “ourselves in 

translation,” Saito (and Cavell) are not only articulating an alternative way of thinking 

about autobiography, but an alternative way of thinking about translation, as well. Saito 

refers to the “conventional idea of translation as a mere switching from one language to 

another.”163 Behind this conventional idea of translation is what Wittgenstein has called 

the “picture that holds us captive” (PI §115). This picture, if you recall, is one in which our 

“words in language name objects” (PI §1)––a metaphysical picture, which imagines words 

having essences that they carry with them wherever they go. Operating from this 

understanding of language, the conventional idea of translation supposes that when I want 

to translate something to you, what I need to do is find the right word or combination of 

words in your language, in order to effectively conjure up for you a picture of the same 

object or essence I have in mind when I use the words I do in my language. In other words, 

the essence of our words is the same. We are merely “switching” that essence from one 

language to another. This essence then becomes a kind of tertium quid (i.e. we are again 

trapped within univocity and its rejections), such that translation is deemed successful when 

it is shared across the minds of users of different languages. 

162 Naoko Saito, “Ourselves in Translation: Stanley Cavell and Philosophy as Autobiography,” 
Journal of Philosophy of Education 43.2 (2009): 253-267, 260. 

163 Naoko Saito, “Philosophy as Translation: Democracy, Philosophy as Translation: Democracy 
and Education from Dewey to Cavell,” Educational Theory 57.3 (2007): 261–75, 264. 
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Saito, following Cavell, wants to trouble that picture to the core. It is not only that 

this is not how language works when trying to bridge the gap between languages. It is that 

this is not how language works at all. In fact, what Saito wants to argue is that we should 

think of learning any language, including our own language, as a process of translation. We 

do not learn our native language through one process, and then once we have that original 

language in our possession, translate it into another language through an entirely different 

process. According to Saito, translation “is something that is already woven into the process 

of the acquisition of the original language.” She continues: 

It is not just that languages never as a matter of fact exist in some pure unmediated 
form, uncontaminated by influence from the outside; it is also that the idea that they 
might is predicated on metaphysical assumptions about the relation between 
language and world, and about the nature of meaning, that lose sight of language’s 
ongoing, evolving, fluid nature. If this is so, language is already in translation, in 
movement in our condition; and we, in turn, are already in translation.164 

 
I take there to be two key claims here. With regard to each, I will first try to tease out what 

Saito is saying language generally, and then make the connection to creole specifically. In 

doing so, I hope to show how creole will help us imagine new constructive possibilities. 

First, Saito is troubling the picture we have of our own languages. It as if, Saito 

seems to be saying, we think about our languages as a form of agreement. Then, when we 

do the work of translating between languages, we think of ourselves negotiating between 

two forms of agreement. “What is missing from, or at best muffled by” this approach, Saito 

says, “is the tragic sense of what happens at home, within the home—in our relations to 

what is familiar and close, to what is allegedly native to us, and in what is apparently 

 
164 Naoko Saito, “Crossing Borders Within: Stanley Cavell and the Politics of Interpretation,” in 

Educational Theory 60, no. 4 (2010): 419-433, 427. See also Naoko Saito, “Ourselves in Translation,” 263. 
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identifiable as a culture, our own culture.”165 In other words, it is too simplistic to think of 

translation as negotiating forms of agreement, because, as we discussed above, it is too 

simplistic to think of our languages only in terms of their agreements. There is not only a 

gap between languages, but a gap at home, within the home, a “rift within the ‘we.’”166 

Thus, translation between languages is not just a matter of negotiating agreements, but 

negotiating on top of negotiations. We are always, already, in translation. 

Exploring this “rift within the ‘we’”167 is a first space where I think we can imagine 

the constructive possibilities of thinking with creole peoples. I have just noted Saito’s claim 

that both language acquisition and language translation name one continuous process of 

coming to agreement in language. Another way to state the implication of this claim about 

translation is that the negotiations that were and are apparent in creole people and creole 

languages are at work in all peoples and all languages. Creole therefore also helps us see 

what sorts of possibilities are on offer for our lives in language. Here, I mean two things. 

On the one hand, creole shows the “rift.” That is, as we examine creole languages, 

its origins are still visible. We can still see the relocated peoples and hear the contacts 

languages that made it what it is. Another way to say this is to say that creole is not the 

complete deconstruction or destabilization of these prior forms of life. It is not, as Bantum 

describes mulatto, both “utter disruption” and “perpetually disrupting.”168 The step 

forward into something new is, instead, incremental and particular. That is, there is 

 
165 Naoko Saito, “Crossing Borders Within,” 424. 
 
166 Naoko Saito, “Crossing Borders Within,” 424. 
 
167 Naoko Saito, “Crossing Borders Within,” 424. 
 
168 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 182. 
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something that makes a particular creole language not some other creole language, or even, 

the various languages that went into its making.  

At the same time, the rift has, even if incrementally, been genuinely bridged. Creole 

is not––as we might imagine, if we were committed to the “conventional idea of 

translation,”169 and an essentialized picture of language––merely the combination or 

mixture of two or more languages. Louisiana Creole, for example, is not discretely a third 

French, a third Spanish, and a third English. And it does not merely place these things 

alongside each other. Rather, in creole languages, the work of mutual attunement between 

languages leads to something genuinely new––to the creation of a genuinely new people 

and a genuinely new language. Creole does not signal infinite possibility. At the same time, 

it does signal real possibility, in particular times and particular places.   

Secondly, Saito is also troubling the picture we have of how language operates 

within our selves. That rift, as Cavell noted, is not only within the ‘we.’ It is also within the 

self. Indeed, this is why Cavell is critical of obsessive self-reflexivity––the kind that always 

seems in search of the “real me.” We do not find our selves in some true inner core, much 

less do we secure that self as if it was somewhere behind or outside the one we find in 

everyday life. Rather, we find our selves in language. And finding our selves in language is 

fraught with all kinds of difficulties. According to Saito, the act of finding through an 

autobiographical exercise entails acts of “borrowing” and “stealing”––from those from 

whom we have learned language––and also, acts of “acceding” and “losing”––to the ‘we’ 

that is within us and yet is not us. The “self is one’s own,” Saito writes, but “at the same 

time not fully one’s own––being always already in relationship with the other, the 

 
169 Naoko Saito, “Philosophy as Translation,” 264. 
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unknowable and unidentifiable within and without the self.”170 To put it in the terms we 

discussed above, it is less about finding one’s self, and more about finding one’s “voice.” It 

is the question of how I come to recognize the voice I lend to society, as speaking for me, 

as my own voice––how we can enter into the conversations in which we find ourselves.171  

This is massive shift in how we think about individual and collective identity, and 

one I think that is pregnant with possibility as well as pain. Recall Bantum’s confusing use 

of the term “translation”172 as a metaphor for the “constant inter-mixture and perpetual 

reconstitution”173 of identity. In short, what Saito is saying here is: that is an incoherent 

way of talking about translation. It is incoherent to say a meaning can be constantly and 

perpetually reconstituted, that any word can come mean any thing, or that difference goes 

all the way down. Cavell, in fact, is plainly derisive of Derrida’s notion of ‘deferral’ 

(discussed in chapter four), or the idea that eternal propagation is inevitable.174 For Saito, 

it is not that you can make any word mean any thing you want, or that our meaning is 

infinitely open. It is that our words separate, travel, migrate, and flux under pressure and 

across difference.  

Identity––our self in language––is not stable and fixed. But neither is it abrogated 

altogether. Rather, identity is an achievement. We are not constantly re-making ourselves. 

But neither are we fully made. We are ‘in movement,’ as Saito says, thrown into the 

circulation of words, ever striving to voice new ways of speaking, and ever wrestling with 

170 Naoko Saito, “Ourselves in Translation,” 261. 

171 Cf. Naoko Saito, “Philosophy as Translation,” 267, 

172 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 162. 

173 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 164. 

174 Naoko Saito, “Ourselves in Translation,” 262. 
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the old. We are forging our identities as we work out these ways of speaking with each 

other, in the midst of our communities, through each practical action and experience. As 

we speak, our voices are attuned to others, even as theirs are attuned to ours. We are being 

translated. We are entering ever more deeply into our words, and growing ever more 

deeply into our selves. 

Here again, the image of creole has purchase. Creole identity offers a paradigmatic 

example of the ways we ‘accede’ and ‘lose’ to the ‘we’ that is within us, and yet, is not us––

the ways we both are and are not our own. More than this, creole bears witness to just how 

vulnerable our lives are––the ways in which our lives are often violently outside of our 

control. This is because creole is a function of colonial expansion, and creole peoples are 

often the children of rape, sexual violence, and sometimes love, but always a love in which 

the power flows one way. Similarly, creole languages also betray the domination of some 

languages over others––which is to say, the negotiations that Saito imagines ‘at home,’ the 

sorts of negotiations that could create something like creole, are not always peaceful. They 

often take place through encounters in which we are spoken for more than we can speak, 

through conversations in which we struggle to find our voice. 

We could therefore think of creole identity as like mulatto identity, but also unlike 

mulatto identity. It is like mulatto identity because it performs, in Bantum’s language, a 

“tragic” movement of assertion and denial. It is tragic, like mulatto identity, because there 

remains a sense in which it continues to mark the racial boundaries that creole lives have 

crossed, and thus, the denial of creole peoples from the realm of racial purity. At the same 

time, like mulatto identity, creole identity also marks a transgression of those racial 

boundaries. In creole, boundaries have been crossed––and not just racial boundaries, but 
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in many cases, boundaries of nation or people groups––so that any claim to racial purity is 

likewise transgressed. 

And yet, creole is unlike mulatto identity, because creole identity witnesses to a 

“multiplicity and hybridity of relationships”175 that is more than just purely or perpetually 

transgressive. Recall Bantum’s claim that mulatto “is not a positive identity…not an 

identity that can posit what it is,”176 but rather, is “a personhood born of utter difference.”177 

This leads Bantum to speak in terms of the “impossibility” of mulatto life––that mulatto life 

is “neither/nor.” The creole that is like mulatto yet unlike mulatto both is and is not a 

positive identity, because its tragic delimiting does not only mark an impossibility. Creole 

is also the embodiment of new possibilities of life, the resurgence of life, a kind of 

reappropriating of the world through language. It is not only difference. It is also a mutual 

attunement. As words travel, migrate, and flux across difference to form a creole language, 

creole peoples arrive as a kind of achievement––a new identity, born of new words, which 

develop and enlarge our worlds.  

A last point here before concluding our reflection on Saito. When articulated in this 

manner, it is my contention that creole actually gets us nearer to the realities Bantum is 

moving toward in his Mulatto Christ. Think again about the progression Bantum works 

through from the starting point we just named, of mulatto identity as “neither/nor.” For 

Bantum, while mulatto identity is “neither/nor,” a Mulatto Christ is “neither/nor––but” 

not only this, for Christ’s body is not trapped within the racial telos that leads only to tragic 

175 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 22. 

176 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 96. 

177 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 98 (emphasis mine). 
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attempts to negotiate the claims of racial purity. Consider the implications of what Bantum 

is saying here. At this crucial point in his description, Bantum figures mulatto, not so much 

as a way to think through the reality of Christ’s body and life, but quite the opposite, as 

something in need of Christ’s body and life to contradict its tragic existence. Elsewhere, 

Bantum seems to suggest that mulatto life can only transcend the tragic impossibility of its 

existence through Christological supplementation. So he writes that though mulatto life is 

made visible through the negation of possibilities, it can, in Christ, inhabit all possibilities. 

In Christ, the “neither/nor” becomes a “both/and,” and thus, the genesis of a new 

humanity. 

The question I want to ask, given how I have just described creole, is this––Does 

not creole itself give us a way of thinking about a racialized identity not trapped within the 

racial telos that leads only to tragic attempts to negotiate the claims of racial purity? All the 

more––Does not creole itself give us a way of thinking about how the “neither/nor” might 

become a “both/and,” and thus, the genesis of a new humanity? Is this not exactly what 

creole is? And if it is––and I think it is––rather than an identity in need of Christological 

supplementation, might not creole give us a way of imagining Christ’s identity itself? I press 

into this question more deeply below, and pursue it in earnest in the conclusion. 

I am hopeful this vision offers some guideposts for the way the plot lines for 

conversations about individual and collective identity will be re-drawn. I am hopeful, 

precisely because this vision gives us something to do. It draws us back into the world, back 

into our shared lives with other users of language. However, I would be remiss if I closed 

this section without addressing a key question, which will bring all of this back to where this 

chapter began. At the very beginning of this chapter, I discussed Long’s claim that classical 

theology is an imperialistic language system, making black theologians’ very use of 
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theological language a tacit agreement to be controlled by whites. Long argues, therefore, 

that it is impossible for black theologians to challenge whiteness by using traditional 

theological language. The question Long is pressing, if I can put it in the terms just 

explored, seems to be something like: What if translation is one sided? What if it is not a 

mutual attempt to communicate across different languages, or even within a language, but 

the attempt of one people to coerce another to take on their language? What if translation 

is really more like assimilation?  

The argument I made above with respect to Carter and Bantum, in brief, is that 

they want to challenge Long’s conclusions, but accept too many of his conditions. The 

result is that they ironically fail to escape their own critiques of his conclusions. By contrast, 

what I am doing here is rejecting his conditions. Or, perhaps more subversively, what I am 

doing is asking Long to shift his conditions to reflect his claim that “all you have is language” 

and there is “nothing behind, before, underneath, overarching or whatever.” As I have 

suggested above, depending on what Long means by this, this is a promising proposition. 

But having now familiarized ourselves with the ordinary reading of Wittgenstein, we are 

ready to ask: If all you have is language, can black theologians really just “develop a form 

of speech entirely unbeholden to its white oppressors”? If there is “nothing behind, before, 

underneath, overarching” our language, where is this form of speech going to come from? 

What, more simply, will be its form? 

This is what I mean when I say that Long was intuitively working toward a deep 

insight about language, but either lacked or did not embrace the conceptual resources that 

would have brought this insight to its completion. Another way to say this is to say that 

Long is still held captive by the metaphysical picture of language. Even as he declares that 

“all is language,” he has smuggled in an essentialized concept––the “primordium of human 
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consciousness”––which serves to subsidize the dream of a language unbeholden to the 

languages in which we find ourselves. Because of that, his proposal is simply too ambitious. 

It effectively imagines a shortcut that circumvents language. But if we are to take the 

ordinary reading of Wittgenstein seriously, we cannot simply invent a new language 

without inventing a new world. And we can invent this new world in no other way than 

through our language. 

 That is the tragedy of our lives in language, the pain alongside the possibility. To 

be in language just does mean identifying with tragic forms of delimiting. Nevertheless, the 

possibility still remains. We cannot avoid meaning what ‘we’ say. But in the very same 

token, ‘we’ cannot avoid meaning, even if more incrementally, what I say, either. We can 

resist, transgress, and possibly even transcend those tragic identifications. Our words can 

travel, migrate, and flux under pressure. And so, precisely because our lives are in 

language––precisely because we do not have to choose between possessing finished words 

or deferring meaning eternally––we are able to ask: Why must language that has at times 

been imperialistic, always be imperialistic? Why must language always be what it once was? 

Is it not possible for us to negotiate a different use for our words? For us to translate 

theological language in ways that will challenge and correct theological discourse, and with 

it, the theological worlds formed in its name?  

And if we are, might we not, after all, learn to sing new songs, in new tongues? 

 
New Songs in New Tongues.  In bringing this chapter and this dissertation to a close, I 

want to bring what I have just said about creole identity to bear on the questions of 

transcendence and politics that have traced throughout this dissertation. Here I will be 

asking two question in particular. First, I argued above that the reason Carter and Bantum 
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cannot avoid essentialized identities––even in their gestures to language––is that their view 

of identity remains enmeshed in a problematic understanding of transcendence. This begs 

the question: What might an unproblematic understanding of transcendence––and in 

particular, God’s transcendence, as a Christological formulation––look like? I have at this 

point directed our attention to other resources that will be helpful in answering that 

question. Here, I try to state the answer plainly, with reference to the incarnation of Jesus. 

Second, at various points above, I described a connection between views of transcendence 

and their political implications. Here, I try also to briefly describe the political implications 

of this better transcendence, and especially, how those politics might be normed. 

To begin, some review. In chapter three, I discussed how Cone initially followed 

Karl Barth in interpreting the incarnation of Jesus in terms of a dialectic between 

transcendence and immanence. In short, Barth’s aim was to figure divine transcendence 

such that it was protected from being aligned too closely with creation. Thus, the only 

connection he was willing to grant between God and creation was in Christ as the “actus 

purus of grace as the ‘event of personal address,’ which…is ‘not a transmitted material 

connection.’”178 I also described how Barth, by appealing to dialectic to imagine an infinite, 

qualitative difference between God and creation, believed he had found a vantage point––

namely, transcendence––from which to offer a theological form of resistance to the Nazis. 

Cone, in a similar fashion, appealed to theological dialecticism early in his career in order 

to offer a critique of the false reality of whiteness. For Cone, as with Barth, theological 

178 J. Kameron Carter, Race, 177. 
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transcendence can “function to weaken hegemonic structures by unmasking them as so 

much ideology.”179 

However, as I described in chapter five, Cone later came to believe that Barth’s 

idea of transcendence was problematic. More specifically, Cone came to believe that Barth 

was unable to account Christologically for the subjectivity of creation, and thus, was 

“unable to approach the truth of creation from the side of the creature.”180 More simply 

put, Cone questions whether Jesus fully enters human existence in the Barthian frame, and 

thus, makes any real difference in the lives of real humans––for example, by identifying 

with and overturning their oppression. Because of this, the later Cone appeals to Tillich to 

overturn “understandings of God that would perpetuate an opposition between 

transcendence and immanence.”181 In other words, by removing what was (in Tillich’s 

view) the false dichotomy of transcendence and immanence, Tillich instead placed 

transcendence and immanence in “theonomous” unity. The hope for Cone was that this 

would give divine life a true place within creaturely existence. However, according to 

Carter, the result here is that transcendence collapses into immanence, which leads to the 

loss of any true transcendence. In other words, by overly locating human identity in 

embodiment, it refused creaturely participation in the divine from the other side. 

In a sense, these two options show the poles of what I have been calling theologies 

of transcendence and their opposites. In chapters four and five, I introduced some 

interventions into the problem of transcendence, most of all through my examination of 
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the impact of Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy upon Carter and Bantum. As I said then, 

Milbank et al primarily position themselves as a critique of the univocal ontology of John 

Duns Scotus, which they read as an attempt to grant existence an independent life of its 

own. The problem, in their view, is that this ontological move is paradoxically self-

defeating. Though meant to give greater weight to materiality, this move led to a flattening 

of materiality that actually devalues the material. Without the given depth of divine 

participation, Being is suffocated within immanence. Nothing in itself, Being collapses into 

nihilism. For Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy, this ontology also has political implications. 

Specifically, in their narrative, it is the idea of autonomous being that leads, ultimately, to 

autonomy in the political sphere. 

Milbank would say that both Barth and Tillich offer versions of this univocal 

ontology, though in their own separate ways––Tillich directly, and Barth indirectly. 

Milbank also says further that those postmodern philosophers that aimed at the destruction 

at transcendence ironically and unwittingly produce Scotus’ univocity. More specifically, 

he claims––following, both Derrida and Deleuze––that Heidegger’s framework of non-

hierarchical heterogeneity can only understand the mediation of ontological difference 

through an ontological rupture, and that this points to the fact that Heidegger has ironically 

followed Scotus into a fundamental ontology of the univocity of being. However, Milbank 

also argues that Derrida and Deleuze both essentially figure existence as a chaotic realm 

off sheerly different happening, which inevitably reverts to a monotonous continuum, 

where every difference exemplifies the same univocal sense: the sense of nonsense. This 

leads Milbank to conclude that both, in the end, offer a more less refined versions of 

Heidegger’s nihilism. In describing this trap, I began to speak in of terms of a univocity and 

rejections of that univocity that do not escape it.  
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I described Milbank’s alternative to this in chapter four, and how Carter follows 

Milbank in chapter five. Specifically, they offer a “fully Christianised ontology”182 that is at 

once “non-ontological” and yet nevertheless participates fully in a transcendent meaning 

beyond itself. Calling this a “theo-ontology,” Milbank (and Carter, in his own way) make 

their theological appeal to St. Thomas Aquinas’ analogia entis. However, Milbank explicitly 

qualifies his appeal to the analogia entis by acknowledging that traditional analogical 

presentations have sometimes been unhelpfully complicit with static categories of 

transcendence––such as identity, presence, and substance. In light of this, Milbank suggests 

that analogy needs to recognize the “primacy of mixtures, continua, overlaps and 

disjunctions, all subject in principle to limitless transformation.”183 As I said, behind this 

qualification for Milbank is critical theory. And behind this qualification for Carter, as we 

discussed at length earlier in this chapter, is Derrida. For Milbank, this leads to a 

Christology figured in terms of a harmonious ratio between the two nature or Christ. Carter 

and Bantum attempt to synthesize Milbank’s Christology with a revised vision of the 

“black” Christ, through the articulation of a Mulatto Christ. Both Christologies, as I argued 

in this chapter, offer totalizing visions of reality and politics. 

In this chapter, I offered a Wittgensteinian critique of “our craving for generality,” 

in order to elucidate Wittgenstein’s more radical alternative to these sorts of metaphysics. 

Here, I highlighted three aspects of this craving for generality––a desire to see our concepts 

as having clear boundaries and borders, a desire to organize all our questions and answers 

into a unifying treatment, and a desire, most of all, for completeness. I also noted how this 

 
182 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 
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critique falls against Milbank’s caution against a focus on the particular case (in 

Wittgenstein’s language, a “contemptuous attitude toward the particular case”), as well as 

his argument that particulars (“things”) can only bear meaning referentially, through their 

participation in “super-nature.” The result, from the perspective of the ordinary reading of 

Wittgenstein, is that Milbank ultimately “grounds” reality outside of existence, and so, still 

winds up with a gap––in de Lubac’s language, a “suspended middle”––between the 

immanent and the transcendent. By contrast, I said that Wittgenstein sees both the 

assertion and the denial of this metaphysical picture as equally meaningless––a “building 

of air” (PI §118), in his words. And he invites us, instead, back “to the rough ground!” (PI 

§107). He invites us, rather than pursuing “ideality” in a quest for “crystalline purity,” to

consider examples as a way of learning our words and world together. 

All this brings us back to the question: What might an unproblematic understanding 

of transcendence––and in particular, God’s transcendence, as a Christological 

formulation––look like? Here, I want to use the account of translation and creole above to 

say three things, and then conclude by working out some the political implications. First, 

the problem in each case above, from a Wittgensteinian perspective, is the way in which 

each imagines the ground of being as being somewhere else, as if transcendence, or divine 

life, can be found or articulated in a way that is separable from life in this world. This is 

what the account of translation and the account of creole I offer above is going to resist. 

Another way to say this is to say that an account of transcendence based on the account of 

creole I offer above is, in theological parlance, a kind of participatory ontology. However, 

it is not participatory in the Platonic sense articulated by Milbank et al. Rather, it is one 

where transcendence, God’s life, is found precisely in the unfolding of creaturely life––God 

as God’s Word circulating among us in the circulation of our words, as God draws all 
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creatures to God’s self, and makes a home with them (Rev. 21.3). In this view, divine life 

and creaturely life intermingle, so that the work God does in translating God’s life to 

creatures articulates the basis of their translational life together––a creole life, the genesis 

of a new humanity. 

Secondly, this account of transcendence leads us to think differently about Christ’s 

incarnation. I have anticipated this above by saying that translation and translation’s 

communal maintenance of difference and similarity can help us envision Christ as the 

“Word made flesh”––as the Divine Word spoken as a human word, advancing mutual 

attunement in language as a model for our lives together. Having now explored translation 

with Saito, we can unpack that a bit more. What this means is that Christ himself, as the 

Word of God emplaced in human words, is subject to a negotiation––to the communal 

process of coming to agreement in language. More, the incarnation is itself a kind of 

negotiation, the translation of divine life into a creaturely idiom. Christ does this, moreover, 

not at all times in all places, but in a particular time and particular place. That is to say, in 

his body and life for us, Christ does not heal the rift between divine and creaturely all at 

once, but rather, is a singular event from which that healing begins.   

And yet, if we press this work of translation into the image of a creole people, we 

can imagine Christ beginning a process by which the healing he pronounces between God 

and creation moves out incrementally, through the ‘we’ that is formed in his name––that 

is, the church, which gathers all peoples to the Word by communicating what was lacking 

in Christ’s divine speech (Col. 1.24). Embodying Christ, the church, as the “Word made 

flesh” (Jn. 1.14), as a creole people, are “neither/nor––but” not only this. We are a 

particular people, bound by time, place and language. We are creaturely, limited by our 

finitude, marked by the wormwood and the gall. And yet, through the unfolding of divine 
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life in our life, we are becoming more than we are––through mutual joining, becoming 

something new, a new people, singing new songs in a new tongue. 

However, and third, the translational negotiation between divine and creaturely 

life, and within creaturely life, is not internal to divine life. Rather, divine life is the dynamic 

perfection of creaturely life that is thrown into our words, and to which all our creaturely 

speech both belongs and opens up into. Put differently, divine life is what makes the 

movements of incarnation and redemption, makes the unfolding of creaturely life as a 

whole, what it is in its making. It is not, per Lindbeck, a deep grammar regulated by 

authorized users of language that norms our speech. Rather, it is God in se, God in God’s 

self, which makes Christ who he is, and we who we are.  

What sort of politics might we imagine in light of this account of transcendence? 

And how might they be normed? I have already discussed Sandra Laugier’s ethics of care, 

and her call for attention to individual lives. This ethics of care took as it starting point the 

vulnerability of ordinary life. Caring, in this frame, describes all we do to preserve and 

repair our world––what we do in order to continue on it as well as possible. Caring thus 

also envisions an ethic that is geared toward community needs, that privileges social 

outcasts, and offers a practical response to the specific needs of singular ordinary others. 

Calling this “an ethics formulated in a different voice”184 it focuses less on theory and more on 

activity, thus breaking down traditional conceptual or group boundaries––we all need care. 

Care focuses specially on human expressiveness and how our expression is negotiated 

collectively. Most of all, it looks at inexpressivity––at where our expressivity fails––and asks 

what this tell us about what matters to us, and what does not. The hope, that is, in giving 

184 Sandra Laugier, “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary,” 223. 
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attention to the invisible things, is that those things might be made visible—and ‘we’ will 

see where we were once blind, will be able to say what ‘we’ could not before, and so develop 

a new ‘form of life’ together. 

The idea of attending to each other in such a way that we will see and speak 

differently, and so develop a new form of life together, has obvious resonances with creole. 

To understand how this might form a politics––and in particular, one that aligns with the 

idea of God’s transcendence I have just outlined––it might be instructive, given the subject 

of this dissertation, to bring this question practically into one of the central political 

movements of our day––Black Lives Matter––and in particular, one of the central questions 

at stake in the movement: violence.  

Under what conditions is violence acceptable? This is a significant question here 

especially, as it marks a crucial distinction between Black Lives Matters and, for example, 

the Civil Rights movement. For the Civil Rights movement, given its foundations in the 

black church, there was among many of its members a certain kind of belief in the 

transcendence of God, which ruled out the idea of violence in advance. In other words, 

there was a sort of metaphysical commitment––think, for example, of Martin Luther King 

Jr.’s ‘long arc of the moral universe’––that would have made the consideration of any kind 

of violence, not just wrong, but anathema, akin to the rejection of God’s own life. So, simply 

put, there were no conditions under which violence would be acceptable. Black Lives 

Matter as a movement parallels a certain cultural shift in the 21st century spirituality of 

black Americans away from the black church. So, when discussing the conditions under 

which violence could take place, those commitments are simply not at play in the same 

way. 
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How, then, could the question be decided? Or, perhaps better said, how could black 

Christians participating in Black Lives Matter give voice to their concerns? Well, we could 

take some initial help from the discussion laid out above about “forms of life,” especially 

the point I raised in connection to Lindbeck. As I said then, our forms of life do not have 

impenetrable borders, and we cannot sink more deeply into our own unique grammar 

without being drawn beyond ourselves into the lives of other humans––including those 

outside the Christian faith. This is just to say, thinking with the creole metaphor may 

actually help us think about our Christian commitments differently––not as a barrier to 

these engagements, but as entry into them.  

The account of translation and transcendence I have just provided can also offer 

some help. If we take creole as our metaphor, violence is not something that can be ruled 

out in advance, as a kind of metaphysical commitment. God’s life does not norm our 

political commitments in quite this fashion, because the view of transcendence here is not 

static and fixed. At the same time, this translational understanding of transcendence is also 

not empty or eternally deferred. It comes into the world through the unfolding of divine 

life in our life, as we navigate the various negotiations that make our lives what they are. 

Because of this, while we may not be able to rule out violence in advance, we may question 

what the appeal to violence is really doing––wonder how often violence helps. If, for 

example, Laugier is right to articulate a Wittgensteinian vision of ethics as care for and 

attention to human vulnerability, we can imagine the possibility that violence might execute 

a caring function––perhaps, for example, violence makes it possible to hear the voices of 

the unheard. But it would be hard to imagine violence being normative in any sense. It 

would be hard to imagine it as way of preserving and repairing our world––of continuing 
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on it as well as possible. It would be hard to imagine it as the basis of a new form of life 

together, a new humanity––a creole people.  

In other words, the politics that emerge from this account of transcendence 

resemble a kind of pragmatism. We do what we do in order to go on. And our identity as 

a people is an achievement. In the case of violence specifically, if we are committed to 

translation, we cannot have violence. We cannot have violence, because translation 

requires a practical form of negotiation which violence would destroy. So, instead, we forge 

our identities together, as we work out new ways of speaking with each other, in the midst 

of our communities, through each practical action and experience. As we speak, our voices 

are attuned to others, even as theirs are attuned to ours. We are being translated. We are 

entering ever more deeply into our words, and growing ever more deeply into our selves. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Conclusion 

Toward a Creole Christ 

I write these, the final words of this dissertation, from a coffee shop on the corner 

of Malcom X and Martin Luther King Jr. Blvds in Central Harlem. On one side of the 

street, to my right, towering nineteen stories high into the sky above me, is the massive 

Adam Clayton Power Jr. State Office Building, with an imposing monument to the former 

pastor of Abyssian Baptist Church standing sentinel in front. On the other side of street, to 

my left, is a brand, sparkling new Whole Foods shopping complex, featuring an American 

Eagle Outfitters, TJ Maxx, Bed Bath & Beyond, Olive Garden, and a Burlington Coat 

Factory. On the horizon in front of me, about two blocks down 125th St., is the iconic sign 

of Harlem’s best known cultural landmark––the Apollo Theater, once the center of the 

Harlem Renaissance, and still a thriving center of black artistic expression. To the left of 

the Apollo is a Red Lobster. To the right is a GameStop. It is February 2021, and GameStop 

is now a cultural parable of its own. 

Almost nine months ago, for over a full month, these streets were on fire––

figuratively, but in some cases, even literally––after George Floyd, a black man, was 

brutally killed by a white police officer in Minneapolis. Video of the event depicts the officer 

kneeling on Mr. Floyd’s neck for almost eight minutes. That was May 25th, 2020. May 29th 

was the first day people gathered here to protest in front of the Adam Clayton Powell Jr. 

State Office Building. The day began peaceful. It would end in violence. On June 1st, 

Mayor Bill de Blasio issued a city-wide curfew. It was the first city-wide curfew in New York 
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City since a riot that took place in 1943––also in these same Harlem streets, also following 

the killing of a black man by a white police officer. 

On June 3rd, the curfew was moved from 11:00 PM to 8:00 PM by Governor 

Andrew Cuomo. Many protests were scheduled to begin the next day at 8:01 PM. On June 

11th, a long march launched from this spot and travelled eight miles south to Wall Street. 

According to the Gothamist, protesters brought red paint “to drip and paint on the streets to 

‘symbolize the blood militant forces such as the police cause Black people to shed.’”1 Less 

than a week later, Mayor de Blasio was painting streets too. In particular, he had the words 

“BLACK LIVES MATTER” painted in a bold yellow––the color of the movement––on 

streets in all five boroughs of New York. On July 9th, the mayor himself helped paint in the 

lines on the one here in Manhattan––which was not placed in Upper Manhattan, or here 

in Harlem, but about seventy blocks south of here, on 5th Avenue, in one of New York’s 

most famous shopping districts––and in particular, directly in front of Trump Tower. 

 Almost six years have passed since I wrote the first words of this dissertation from a 

coffee shop in East Dallas, shortly after the Charleston church massacre. Looking back, the 

introduction to this dissertation seems somewhat sanguine now. In those early pages, I 

referenced a statement made by Martin King at an MIA mass meeting in 1956, when he 

said that “there comes a time when time itself is ready for change.”2 The reference was 

meant, as I said then, to express the hope that we were approaching such a time. I 

suggested, more specifically, that the escalation in racial tension at that time signaled 

 
1 Ben Yakas and Gwynn Hogan, “Live Protest Updates: NYPD Lieutenant Apologizes to Fellow 

Officers for ‘Horrible Decision’ to Kneel with Protestors,” Gothamist (June 11, 2020). 
https://gothamist.com/news/live-protest-updates-de-blasio-again-calls-brooklyn-street-named-after-robert-
e-lee-be-changed.  

 
2 Qtd. in Clayborne Carson, ed., The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Grand Central 

Publishing, 1998), 78. 
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widespread unrest among the masses over the way racism continues to operate on systemic 

levels. My hope at the time was that this unrest would soon turn into action, and we would 

just as soon be moving toward a more holistic reordering of our social imagination.  

I wrote those words the third week of June in 2015. A year and a half later, on 

November 9th, 2016, Donald J. Trump was elected the 45th president of the United States. 

His campaign and later his presidency was fueled by xenophobia and racial animus for four 

long years. As president, he was (among other things) uncomfortably cozy with white 

supremacist groups and leaders, launched a series of travel bans targeting Muslims, and 

repeatedly used racial stereotypes or spoke about racial groups as monoliths––such as when 

he called Mexican immigrants “criminals and rapists,” or said immigrants from Africa and 

Haiti were from “shithole countries.”3 During the outbreak of a crippling global pandemic, 

President Trump flippantly referred to SARS-CoV-2 as the “Wuhan virus” or the “Kung 

Flu.” Since then, reports of violence against Asian-Americans have increased by nearly 

two-thousand percent.4  

Still, I admit, there were times in the summer of 2020––as the nation got behind 

the cause of racial justice with greater fervency than it had in generations––when I 

wondered if those words had been clairvoyant. I had completed the second chapter of this 

dissertation––on “The Story of Black (Liberation) Theology”––three years earlier, from a 

corner office at All Saints Church in Chevy Chase, MD, where I served as Associate Rector 

from 2015 to 2019. In that chapter, I asked: Where did Black (Liberation) Theology come 

 
3 For a definitive list of President Trump’s racism, see David Leonhardt and Ian Prasad Philbrick, 

“Donald Trump’s Racism: The Definitive List, Updated,” The New York Times (January 15, 2018), 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/01/15/opinion/leonhardt-trump-racist.html. 
 

4 Sumie Okazaki, “Asian American Experiences of Racism during COVID-19,” On the Ground: 
IHDSC’s blog for “putting research to work.” https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/ihdsc/on-the-ground/asian-american-
experiences-racism-during-covid-19. 
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from? And how did it become what it is today? I attempted to tell that story faithfully to 

how Black Liberation Theologians themselves would have told it, beginning with the 

origins of slave Christianity in an “invisible institution.” This retelling involved me 

describing the way the revolutionary impulse of early black faith waxed and waned through 

the years, as the institution of slavery was variously reconstituted––first in practices of slave 

leasing, then in practices of convict leasing, and then eventually, in Jim Crow laws and 

practices. It also involved me describing the development of a “white theology,” which 

would subsidize these practices, and secure itself as the standard, the universal, the 

backdrop against which all other theologies would be measured. 

Chevy Chase is one of the wealthiest zip codes in America––the census bureau 

actually lists its median income as “undefined”––and most of the money is “old money.” 

Most people forget this, because Maryland never seceded from the Union, but Maryland 

was a slave state, its northern border being the Mason-Dixon line. All Saints Chevy Chase 

is the only church of any kind in “Chevy Chase Village,” the wealthiest subsection of Chevy 

Chase. This is not an accident. At times, the lines of the jurisdiction are literally 

gerrymandered in order to keep other churches out. It is considered by many to be an 

appendage to the “Chevy Chase Club”––that is, a chapel to the wealthy––where members 

of the club go to have their services (i.e. baptisms, marriages, funerals, etc.) done.  

Discussing my research with the parish during these years often led to 

uncomfortable moments. One my fellow associate priests, for example, once walked into 

my office while I was doing some background reading for chapter two. When he saw the 

books I was reading, it led to a lengthy conversation in which he explained why social justice 

is incompatible with the Christian Gospel, and often used the term “social justice warriors” 

as a pejorative. Three years later, in the summer of 2020, I received a note from this same 
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priest, informing me that he had helped organize a Black Lives Matter protest for the 

parish, right in the middle of Chevy Chase Circle––the symbolic center of Chevy Chase 

Village. Needless to say, I was filled with a mixture of surprise and gratitude. The times, as 

they say, seemed to be a-changing. 

New York City was a heady place to be in those days, as the shouts of “SAY THEIR 

NAMES!” and “NO JUSTICE! NO PEACE!” echoed throughout the cavernous corridors 

of Manhattan’s long avenues. You could hardly turn a corner during that summer without 

being confronted by some new protest, some new rally, or some new vigil. I participated in 

two of those protests, one of which launched on June 5th from the steps of the Cathedral 

Church of St. John the Divine––the see for the Episcopal Diocese of New York, where I 

am now canonically resident as a priest. The march went north up Amsterdam Ave., right 

past Union Theological Seminary, where James Cone, the subject of the third chapter of 

this dissertation, was on faculty for almost fifty years. As the fates would have it, I was 

writing the chapter on Cone in April 2018, and spoke at a conference on his work here in 

New York City, just one day after he died. Fittingly, given where I sit as I write this, the 

talk I gave that day was on Martin & Malcom & America. 

In chapter three, I described how Cone turned to “Black Power” in order to assert 

the “ultimate reality” of “blackness” in the face of a heretical “whiteness” that claimed 

divine sanction. This, Cone would claim, is the sum total of the Christian Gospel––that 

God has liberated black people for self-affirmation and self-determination by identifying 

with them in an unqualified sense.5 On this basis, Cone argued that blackness was in the 

very life of God, was the very condition of God, such that God is both truly and necessarily 

 
5 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 39. 
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black.6 Jesus, likewise, as the event of God’s disclosure, is “a black event…what blacks are 

doing about their liberation.”7 In fact, and in light of this, Cone would even go so far as to 

say that Jesus “means Black Power.”8 Indeed, it is this claim that forms the basis for his 

articulation of the Black Christ. At this point, the reader will be aware of both my deep 

appreciation for Cone, and also, where I have disagreed with Cone. Nevertheless, I can 

hopefully still be forgiven for wondering what he would have thought had he lived to see a 

thousand Episcopalians chanting “BLACK LIVES MATTER” as they marched down the 

street outside his window. 

Nine months later, these streets are eerily quiet. Joe Biden is now the 46th president 

of the United States, which some took to be a major victory for the cause of racial justice. 

I am glad Joe Biden won the election, but it is hard to see what has actually changed. The 

clearest signs of change seem to mark a change in the wrong direction. Next door to where 

I sit, a local Harlem restaurant stands empty, its doors shuttered for good. Across the way, 

a large Dunkin’ Donuts has a line going out into the street. After the protests this summer, 

President Biden promised the nation he would nominate a woman of color to be his 

running mate. For those of us wanting to see concrete gains as a result of this past summer’s 

activism, this promise seemed at least one measurable outcome which we could count as 

an achievement. Then, Biden nominated Senator Kamala Harris. Since her nomination, 

many have presented arguments as to why Harris’ record on criminal justice––first as San 

Francisco’s District Attorney, and then as Attorney General of California––is not nearly as 

 
6 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, 136. 
 
7 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 31. 
 
8 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 5. 
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bad as progressives have claimed.9 Still, even if we can deflect this history, now Vice 

President Harris seems a curious standard bearer in the war against criminal injustice. At 

the very least, we should wonder if she really represents the sort of change that could lead 

us to say with Martin King that time was, in fact, ready. 

In chapter four of this dissertation, I tried to describe the development of two 

parallel theological projects that developed alongside each other in the 1980’s and 90’s. I 

focused on these two projects because they are explicitly named by J. Kameron Carter and 

Brian Bantum as the two most significant influences on their work, and an analysis of Carter 

and Bantum’s revision to Cone’s Black Liberation Theology was the second major task of 

this dissertation. The second of these two theological projects was Postliberal Theology, 

especially in the form articulated by John Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy. I focused my 

discussion on Radical Orthodoxy’s call for a “fully Christianised ontology”10 that is at once 

“non-ontological” and yet nevertheless participates fully in a transcendent meaning beyond 

itself. I concluded by offering their account of this “counter-ontology”––as they call it, a 

“theo-ontology”––which is grounded in St. Thomas Aquinas’ analogia entis. I explored this 

theo-ontology at length in order to set up a claim I would make in chapter five––namely, 

that Carter and Bantum appeal to Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy in order to offer a 

theological supplement to later forms of black religious studies. One of the strange historical 

accidents of this dissertation is that I wrote large portions of chapters four and five while on 

trips to Cambridge University, where the program of Radical Orthodoxy had its genesis. I 

 
9 German Lopez, “Kamala Harris’s controversial record on criminal justice, explained,” Vox (August 

12, 2020), https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/1/23/18184192/kamala-harris-president-
campaign-criminal-justice-record. 

 
10 John Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 2. 
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will also never forget reading Carter’s Race while having tea at Grantchester Orchard––the 

former home of poet Rupert Brooke, and the eventual meeting house for the “Grantchester 

Group”––whose membership included Virginia Woolf, John Maynard Keyes, E.M. 

Forster, Bertrand Russell, and of course, Wittgenstein himself. Our theological worlds 

really are quite small. 

The first of the two projects I discuss at length in chapter four is “Critical Race 

Theory,” which I describe as an alternative to the “racial apologetics”11 of early Black 

Liberation Theology, inspired by the challenge of womanism. In this discussion, I highlight 

first how early Black Liberation theologians set forth a way of thinking about black identity 

that was discrete, identifiable, stable, and permanent; and second, how later critical 

theorists, especially Victor Anderson, set out to move past these forms of “ontological” 

blackness. In chapter six, I describe at length the trouble these theorists get themselves into 

as they do so, especially as they attempt to deconstruct essentialized forms of identity. This 

description was one of the key interventions of this dissertation, as a central goal throughout 

this project has been to re-source the work of Carter and Bantum in a direction I believe 

will be more constructive. My critique of both Radical Orthodoxy and Critical Race 

Theory was that they each in their own way offer a problematic understanding of 

transcendence, and are trapped within univocity and rejections of univocity that do not 

escape it. My critiques here mostly dealt with metaphysical issues, and dealt secondarily 

with the their political implications.  

Harlem offers another sort of critique. Here, we see racial identity on display as a 

form of class warfare ideology, not least in the ways that black identity is being commodified 

 
11 Cf. Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness, 77. 
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and capitalized on for its market value. It is significant that standing at the historic center 

of the historic center of black America is a massive Whole Foods complex. Here, corporate 

America is continuing to increase its market share, while many local black owned businesses 

are suffering and failing. The neighborhood south of here––between 125th and Central 

Park––is often said to have been “Brooklyn-ized” in recent years, which means that it has 

been largely re-populated by white “hipsters” looking for a “cultural” experience. Right 

now, at the restaurant two doors down––the iconic “Red Rooster,” a historic Harlem 

staple––there are more diners wearing handlebar mustaches and Patagonia jackets than 

there are people of color. 

Still, Harlem also reveals that there is something about our natural (in the 

Wittgensteinian sense) identities that resists these forms of appropriation. Despite the 

corporate overlay, the radically differentiated character of black identity remains on display 

here, too. This is not, I hasten to say, a valenced comment, but simply to acknowledge that 

the lives we live always say more than we can speak for ourselves. For example, two blocks 

south of here––at Malcolm X and 123rd––is the ATLAH World Missionary Church, an 

enormous black church that takes up almost an entire city block, and even houses an 

unaccredited theological seminary. Every week, ATLAH puts up a new message on the 

sign in front of its building, decrying the gentrification of South Harlem––though not in 

the way most of the neighborhood’s white residents would expect. In 2016, ATLAH was 

officially classified by the Southern Poverty Law Center as an anti-LGTBQ+ “hate 

group.”12 The messages on the sign outside their church are often filled with hate speech, 

 
12 Rebecca Klein, “Atlah Church Is Classified As A Hate Group. It’s Able To Run A School 

Anyways,” Huffpost (April 29, 2019), https://www.huffpost.com/entry/harlem-atlah-church-james-david-
manning_n_5cba0a9ae4b06605e3ee5cde. 
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blaming “white gentrifiers” for destroying the black family––in particular, by 

“contaminating” black communities with the “disease” of same-sex relationships (NB: the 

word choice for same-sex relationships is never quite this polite). More recently, the church 

sign has also been used to spread conspiracy theories about how COVID-19 vaccines are 

part of a secret government plot for black genocide. “TO ALL HAMITES BLACK 

PEOPLE DON’T TAKE THE VACCINE” the sign read the third week of January 2021. 

“REMEMBER TUSKEGEE. THEY WANT GENOCIDE OF HAMITES.” Most of the 

one thousand Episcopalians who walked by here on June 5th, 2020––with their signs 

pledging that “Black Lives Matter”––did not know what to make of the place. 

I wrote most of the fifth chapter of this dissertation during the first half of 2020, 

from an apartment on New York’s Upper West Side. In that chapter, I described the work 

of Carter and Bantum as a repositioning of Black Liberation Theology in order to bring it 

into alignment with both Critical Race Theory and Radical Orthodoxy. That is, first, I said 

it attempted to resolve the critique made of Cone by Victor Anderson (and others) by 

revising Black Liberation Theology according to the terms set forth in Critical Race 

Theory. And second, it attempted to develop this revision through a theological vision 

largely formed and informed by Radical Orthodoxy. In doing so, I also named the hope 

behind their project––which I share––namely, to bridge the fissure that split the 21st 

century theological landscape into the respective trajectories of Black Liberation Theology 

and Postliberal Theology.  

The culmination of their vision, as I said then, was in a Mulatto Christ––that is, a 

Christological project that reconsiders the body of Christ through the matrix of mulatto 

bodies. While praising this vision for its bold deconstructive moves––especially in exposing 

the specifically theological underpinnings of the racial world, while resourcing their critique 
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from within the theological tradition––I argued that the appeal to mulatto ultimately just 

delays the issues we encountered in Cone. The mulatto Christ, on the one hand, while 

intimating some kind of bodily existence, struggles to retain a fully embodied existence, and 

eventually becomes the placeholder for a way of thinking about the “sheer 

performativity”13 of all lives. And this Mulatto Christ, on the other hand, while purportedly 

disrupting the lines of racial fidelity, can never leave its racial references behind––and so, 

does not really offer an escape from essentialized identities. Throughout, I also raised a 

number of questions about what the appeal to mulatto genuinely added to either classical 

Christological formulations or concepts like hybridity and intersectionality. I concluded by 

questioning the future of any racialized Christology. 

I finished chapter five on April 30th, 2020. At the time, we were about six weeks 

into a nationwide lockdown following the outbreak of SARS-CoV-2. During April, because 

of the aforementioned spike in violence against Asian-Americans, racial prejudice against 

Asian-Americans was receiving a rare spotlight on the national stage. That month, for 

example, PBS announced a five-part docuseries detailing the experiences of Asians in 

America, set to be aired the first week of May. Then, five days after I submitted chapter 

five to my advisor, a video of the killing of an unarmed twenty-five year old black man in 

Glynn County, Georgia went viral. The young man’s name was Ahmaud Arbery, and he 

had been pursued and fatally shot by two armed white men while jogging in his own 

neighborhood on February 23rd. Though over two months passed, no arrests were made 

until the video was made public. The date that my advisor and I had scheduled to discuss 

the chapter would wind up being Arbery’s birthday, May 8th, and so also the day when 

13 Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto, 45. 
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people across the country ran 2.23 miles (a reference to February 23rd) in protest of both 

the killing and the lack of judicial response. I participated in this demonstration. 

Having just written extensively on intersectionality and multiracial identities, I 

wondered if this unique cultural moment would open up space for new conversations. For 

the most part, however, conversations about Asian-American racism were simply tabled in 

favor of activism that focused on black Americans. To this day, many people still do not 

know that Vice President Harris is of Asian as well as African descent, and most still struggle 

with how to talk about her multiracial identity.14 As of about a month ago, awareness for 

Asian-American racism is on the rise again, following the brutal killing of Vicha 

Ratanapakdee, an elderly Thai man who was living in San Francisco at the time of his 

death. I am glad that the conversations have finally circled back around to address issues 

of racism against Asian-Americans. I have found it curious how similar the conversations 

have sounded to the ones from last summer, given how different Asian-American and 

African-American cultural realities are in America. Right now, #AsianLivesMatter matter 

is a trending hashtag on Twitter, along with #JusticeforVicha, #StopAsianHate, and 

#IAmNotaVirus. This past month, the Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine also 

hosted a “Service of Prayer & Witness” against Anti-Asian violence. Whereas over a 

thousand gathered for George Floyd, only a few dozen gathered to protest violence against 

Asian-Americans. 

In the six years since I began this dissertation, my personal life has gone through 

some dramatic changes, too. About a month after I wrote the introduction, on July 18th, 

14 Nisha Chittal, “The Kamala Harris identity debate shows how America still struggles to talk about 
multiracial people,” Vox (January 20, 2021), 
https://www.vox.com/identities/2020/8/14/21366307/kamala-harris-black-south-asian-indian-identity. 
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2015, I married a young woman from a small town outside of Waco, Texas. I am ashamed 

to say this now, but in the letter I wrote her on the day I asked her to marry me, I quoted 

Wittgenstein. Something about the profoundly different “form of life” (if you will) in which 

she was raised drew me in, and changed my way of seeing. Her attunement to realities 

which I could barely name taught me how to wonder, not at the world “as such,” but to 

wonder at “this blossom, opening!”15 About eight months after we were married, she 

became pregnant with our first son, Ezekiel Sang-Hun. In November 2019, our second 

son, Malachi Sang-Wu, was born. So, I am now the father of two third-generation, biracial 

Korean-Americans. 

I moved to Harlem about two months ago because my wife decided she did not 

want to be married to me anymore. It was during these two months that the vast majority 

of chapter six was written. In that chapter, I quoted Bantum on his marriage to his wife 

Gail: “Our words had made us into something new…Words are like that.”16 I cited him 

further explaining that words have the power to join––to make two people one––and also 

the power to divide. There were times when writing about Wittgenstein’s philosophical 

descriptions of language hit a little too close to home, as I thought about of our inability to 

communicate––our failure to find mutual attunement in language––which is just to say, 

our inability share a world––and so, our tragic separation from each other. Often, we did 

not make sense to one another. 

To put an even finer point on it, writing this chapter often felt more like a 

confession. Despite my fascination with the difference in our worlds, I was often guilty of 

15 Fergus Kerr, Theology After Wittgenstein (London: SPCK, 1997), 204. 

16 Brian Bantum, The Death of Race, 87. 
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being unwilling to acknowledge the “rift” within my self; guilty of retreating from my 

ordinary vulnerability through totalizing abstractions; guilty of trying to push for perfect 

understanding in the construction of a perfect language; or at the very least, guilty of trying 

to force her to use language more familiar to me; and so, guilty of failing to attend to the 

expressivity of her voice. I have wondered in the months since she left how often she felt 

“the terror of being expressive beyond [her] means.”17 And while I do not think reading 

Wittgenstein together would have offered the therapy our marriage needed, I confess that 

I wish I had let Wittgenstein tear down more of my idols sooner. May God be merciful. 

I concluded the final full chapter of this dissertation by introducing the work of 

Naoko Saito, whose use of Wittgenstein I said provides some guideposts for the way I hope 

the plot lines for the conversation about our individual and collective identities will be re-

drawn. Specifically, I suggested that Saito’s work on language, translation and cross-

cultural understanding can help us imagine a form of hybridity in language that first 

identifies with tragic forms of delimiting, but then also, resists, transgresses, and finally, 

transcends those identifications. I said, more specifically, that her Wittgensteinian approach 

allows her to figure identity in a way that that is neither static and fixed, nor empty and 

eternally deferred. Instead, our identities are found in translation, which means they are 

both more natural to us than we might care to admit, and more open than we might dare 

to imagine. I closed by first asking some provocative questions about how we might 

translate our theological language in light of this, so as to sing new songs in new tongues. I 

then tried to press beyond Saito to consider the implications of her philosophical account 

of translation for the phenomena of creole languages, and offer creole as a metaphor that 

 
17 Stanley Cavell, A Pitch of Philosophy, 126. 
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will help us better navigate the questions of transcendence and politics that have been 

traced throughout this dissertation. 

With this in view, we are left with a final question: Where do we go from here? It is 

beyond the scope of this conclusion to offer a full answer to this question. But at this point, 

I want to return to something I have been signaling throughout this dissertation, and 

gesture toward the way forward. In chapter three, I described how a vision of the Black 

Christ offered Cone a foundation upon which to assert the “ultimate reality” of blackness 

in the face of a heretical whiteness. In chapter four, I described how Radical Orthodoxy 

appeals to St. Augustine to locate the true meaning of Platonic ontology in the “Word made 

flesh”––the harmonious ratio between the two natures of Christ. In chapter five, I suggested 

that Carter and Bantum make their appeal to a Mulatto Christ to imagine Christ as both 

of these things––as both “black” and the “Word made flesh,” the harmonious ratio between 

Being and beings, and therefore, between beings and beings. Here, I want propose a 

different way of understanding the “Word Made Flesh.” In other words, in place of both a 

Black Christ and a Mulatto Christ, I want to propose a way of thinking about Christ as 

creole. 

We could press the question this way: If a major goal of this dissertation has been 

to re-source the work of Carter and Bantum, so as to escape the trap of theologies of 

transcendence and their opposites, how would the shift in resources change the 

Christological appeal at the center of their project? In other words, if we are not to imagine 

the relationship between Christ’s humanity and divinity––and relationships across human 

difference––as the harmonious ratio between Being and beings, and therefore, between 

beings and beings––then how are we to imagine those relationships? The answer, in short, 

is that I want us to imagine those relationship in the terms we just saw laid out by Naoko 
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Saito––imagine them in terms of how language operates amidst translation and 

translation’s communal maintenance of difference and similarity. In other words, I want to 

imagine the “Word made flesh” in terms of Christ as the Divine Word spoken as a human 

word, advancing mutual attunement in language as a model for our lives together.  

What does this mean? This is where I think the metaphor of “creole” can help us 

out. Recall Saito’s claim that both language acquisition and language translation name one 

continuous process of coming to agreement in language. What I want to suggest is that this 

claim is best emblemized in creole languages, where the work of mutual attunement 

between two languages leads not only to shared meaning, but a shared language––or better, 

to the creation of a genuinely new language, where both original languages can still be 

recognized, albeit in a new forms. This, I take it, is still “translation” according to the terms 

laid out by Saito––still an ongoing negotiation of difference, moving forward in incremental 

steps toward deeper agreement. Yet in creole, what we have, quite literally, is something 

we can recognize as a “new tongue.” 

In this frame, we can imagine the “Creole Christ” as one who has entered fully into 

language, God’s own self finding God’s voice in human speech. Christ himself becomes one 

who cannot help but mean what ‘we’ mean, and cannot mean what he says by himself. 

This is just to say, this Creole Christ is fully human, fully in the world, fully embodied, 

sharing life fully––in all its weight and pain––with other users of language. As this Creole 

Christ speaks challenges into our language, he does so in our words, acknowledging them 

as the condition of the possibility of our lives in this world. Even still, his words as our words 

at times do not signify, at times do not make sense––“they did not understand what he was 

saying to them” (Jn. 10.6)––therefore signaling the finitude of our lives in this world, and 

our tragic separation from God and one another. Indeed, the failure of Christ as God’s 
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word speaking our word would prove to be so complete that he became “voiceless, not even 

mute”18––“like a sheep that before its shearers is silent” (Is. 53.7).  

And yet, by sharing fully in our life, by refusing to avoid meaning what ‘we’ say, 

‘we’ could not avoid meaning what he said either. In speaking God’s word to us, this Creole 

Christ speaks to a people who are not fully made, who remain in movement, who are 

thrown into the circulation of our words, ever striving to voice new ways of speaking, and 

ever wrestling with the old. And so, in allowing himself to be ‘expressive beyond his 

means,’19 Christ also speaks a word that attunes our voices to his, even as he is attuned by 

ours. Christ speaks as the translation of God, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, 

healing the sick, giving recovery of sight to the blind, liberating those who are captive, and 

letting the oppressed go free. In the end, our final word––and “they shouted all the more, 

‘Crucify him!’” (Mk. 15.14)––met God’s final word––“Father forgive them; for they do not 

know what do” (Lk. 23.24)––made contact, and came together as one––in one act, as one 

word––the cross of Jesus of Christ. And yet, in speaking this word together, our tragic 

separation was overcome, our words found mutual attunement, and a new language was 

born into the world.  

This is the Word that was with God in the beginning, the Word that became flesh 

and dwelt among us, resurrected through a new creation––a Creole Word, speaking the 

words of God into humanity, and drawing humanity into God’s life, making of both a new 

form of speech, as shared users of a new language. This Creole Christ continues to speak 

18 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 28. 

19 Stanley Cavell, A Pitch of Philosophy, 126. 
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divinity into humanity––continues to travel, and migrate, and flux––not only reconciling 

us to God, but reconciling us to one another––a “great multitude from every tribe, tongue, 

and nation” (Rev 7.9). In other words, this Creole Christ continues to translate the this new 

language across human difference, through the Pentecostal gift of his Holy Spirit. And 

through this Pentecostal filling, old words are given new meaning, new words are brought 

into existence, and new humanity is born, singing new songs in new tongues. 
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Crenshaw, Kimberlé, Neil Gotanda, Gary Peller, and Kendall Thomas, eds. Critical Race 
Theory: The Key Writings that Formed the Movement. New York: New Press, 2010. 

Culler, Jonathan. On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after Structuralism. Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1982. 

Curry, Tommy. “Will the Real CRT Please Stand Up?” 2 The Crit: J. Crit. Legal Stud. 1 
(2009). 

Crary, Alice. Inside Ethics: On the Demands of Moral Thought. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2016. 

Cyril of Alexandria. On the Unity of Christ. trans. John Anthony McGuckin. Crestwood, 
NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995. 

Davis, Creston, John Milbank, and Slavoj Z ̌iz ̌ek. Theology and the Political: The New Debate. 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005. 

DeHart, Paul. The Trial of the Witnesses: The Rise and Decline of Postliberalism. Hoboken, NJ: 
Wiley-Blackwell Publishers, “Challenges in Contemporary Theology,” 2006. 

Delgado, Richard, and Jean Stefanic. Critical Race Theory: An Introduction, 3rd ed. New York: 
New York University Press, 2017. 

Deleuze, Giles. Difference and Repetition. New York: Columbia University Press, 1994. 

Deleuze, Giles. The Logic of Sense. New York: Columbia University Press, 1990. 

DeRose, Keith. “Contextualism and Knowledge Attributions.” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 52 (1992): 913-929. 

DeRose, Keith. “Assertion, Knowledge, and Context.” Philosophical Review 111 (2002): 
167-203.



 302 
 

DeRose, Keith. “Single Scoreboard Semantics.” Philosophical Studies 119 (2004): 1-21. 
 
DeRose, Keith. “The Ordinary Language Basis for Contextualism, and the New 

Invariantism.” Philosophical Quarterly 55: 172-198. 
 
Derrida, Jacques. “Afterword.” Limited Inc, 111-60. Evanston, IL: Northwestern 

University Press, 1988. 
 
Derrida, Jacques. Monolingualism of the Other, Or, the Prosthesis of Origin. Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 1998 
 
Derrida, Jacques. Of Grammatology. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976. 
 
Derrida, Jacques “Signature Event Context,” Limited Inc, 1-23. Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1988. 
 
Derrida, Jacques. Writing and Difference. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978. 
 
Diamond, Cora. The Realistic Spirit: Wittgenstein, Philosophy, and the Mind. Cambridge, MA: 

MIT Press, 1995. 
 
Douglas, Kelly Brown. The Black Christ. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1994. 
 
Douglass, Frederick. “Slaveholding Christianity.” Afro-American Religious History. ed. Milton 

C. Sernett. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999. 
 
Douglass, Frederick. “What to the Slave is the 4th of July.” American Antislavery Writings: 

Colonial Beginnings to Emancipation. New York: Library of America, 2012. 
 
DuBois, W.E.B. Darkwater: Voices From Within the Veil. New York: Washington Square 

Press, 2004. 
 
DuBois, W.E.B. Dark Princess: A Romance. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007. 
 
DuBois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk. New York: Blue Heron, 1953. 
 
Dula, Peter. Cavell, Companionship, and Christian Theology. New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2011. 
 
Earl Jr., Riggins R. Dark Symbols, Obscure Signs: God, Self and Community in the Slave Mind. 

Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1993. 
 
Éla, Jean-Marc. My Faith as an African. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2009. 
 
Ellis, John M. Against Deconstruction. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989. 
 
Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks. New York: Grove Press, 1967. 



303 

Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. trans. Jean-Paul Sartre. Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1973. 

Foucault, Michel. Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the College de France 1978-1979. London: 
Picador, 2010. 

Foucault, Michel. Society, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France, 1977-1978. 
London: Picador, 2004. 

Foucault, Michel. The Archaeology of Knowledge. New York: Pantheon Books, 1972. 

Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality. New York: Pantheon Books, 1978. 

Freud, Sigmund. Trauer Und Melancholie =: Mourning and Melancholia: 1917. Merck, Sharp & 
Dohme, 1972. 

Frady, Marshall. Martin Luther King, Jr. New York: Penguin, 2002. 

Garrow, David J. Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference. New York: Morrow, 1986. 

Glaude, Eddie. In a Shade of Blue: Pragmatism and the Politics of Black America. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2008. 

Glendinning, Simon. On Being with Others: Heidegger-Derrida-Wittgenstein. London: 
Routledge, 1998. 

Gotanda, Neil. “A Critique of ‘Our Constitution is Color Blind.’” Stanford Law Review 44.1 
(November 1991): 1-68. 

Grant, Jacquelyn. White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus: Feminist Christology and 
Womanist Response. Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1989. 

Gregory of Nyssa. “On Religious Instruction.” Christology of the Later Fathers. ed. Edward 
Rochie Hardy. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1977. 

Gutiérrez, Gustavo. A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation. Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 1988. 

Gutiérrez, Gustavo. A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation. Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 1988. 

Gutiérrez, Gustavo. On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 
1987. 



 304 
 

Hart, William David. Afro-Eccentricity: Beyond the Standard Narrative of Black Religion. New 
York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011. 

 
Hauerwas, Stanley. Working with Words: On Learning to Speak Christian. Eugene, OR: 

Cascade Books, 2011. 
 
Hayes, Diana L.  And Still We Rise: An Introduction to Black Liberation Theology. New York: 

Paulist Press, 1996. 
 
hooks, bell. Yearnings: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics. Boston: South End Press, 1990. 
 
Hopkins, Dwight N. Introducing Black Theology of Liberation. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 

1999. 
 
Hughes, Langston. The Ways of White Folks. New York: Vintage Books, 1990. 
 
Hughes, Langston. Mulatto. Alexandria, VA: Alexander Street Press, 2003. 
 
Hütter, Reinhard. “Desiderium Naturale Visionis Dei – Est autem duplex hominis beatitude sive 

felicitas: Some Observations about Lawrence Feingold’s and John Milbank’s 
Recent Interventions in the Debate over the Natural Desire to See God.” Nova et 
Vetera 5.1 (2007): 81-132. 

 
Irenaeus of Lyon. “Against Heresies.” Irenaeus of Lyons. ed. Robert McQueen Grant. New 

York: Routledge, 1997. 
 
Jennings Willie J. The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race. New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 2012. 
 
Jennings Willie J. “The Church and a More Perfect Union.” BCS125: Christian Identity 

and the Formation of the Racial World. Durham: Duke University, March 16, 
2011. Class lecture. 

 
Jennings Willie J. “Wandering in the Wilderness: Christian Identity and Theology 

Between Context and Race.” The Gospel in Black and White: Theological Resources for 
Racial Reconciliation. ed. Dennis Okholm. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 
1997. 

 
Johnson, James Weldon. The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man. New York: Vintage, 

Books, 1989. 
 
Kallenberg, Brad J. Ethics As Grammar: Changing the Postmodern Subject. Notre Dame: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 2001. 
 
Kerr, Fergus. Theology After Wittgenstein. London: SPCK, 1997. 
 



305 

Kerr, Fergus. Work on Oneself: Wittgenstein's Philosophical Psychology. Arlington, VA: Institute 
for the Psychological Sciences Press, 2008. 

Klein, Rebecca. “Atlah Church Is Classified As A Hate Group. It’s Able To Run A 
School Anyways.” Huffpost. April 29, 2019. Accessed February 28, 2021. 
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/harlem-atlah-church-james-david-
manning_n_5cba0a9ae4b06605e3ee5cde. 

Kline, David and J. Kameron Carter. “Race, Theology, and the Politics of Abjection: An 
Interview with J. Kameron Carter.” The Other Journal 20. March 26, 2012. 
Accessed March 26, 2012: http://theotherjournal.com/2012/03/26/race-
theology-and-the-politics-of-abjection-an-interview-with-j-kameron-carter-part-i/. 

Kripke, Saul. Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language: An Elementary Exposition. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982. 

Laugier, Sandra. “Introduction to the French edition of Must We Mean What We Say?” in 
Critical Inquiry 37.5 (Summer 2011): 627-651. 

Laugier, Sandra. “The Ethics of Care as a Politics of the Ordinary.” New Literary History 
46.2 (Spring 2015): 217-249. 

Laugier, Sandra. Why We Need Ordinary Language Philosophy. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2013. 

Lee, Nathaniel. “Why I Don’t Want Racial Reconciliation.” Out of the Ordinary. July 26, 
2013: http://www.epicenter.org/article/lee-why-i-dont-want-racial-
reconciliation/.  

Leonhardt, David and Ian Prasad Philbrick. “Donald Trump’s Racism: The Definitive 
List, Updated.” The New York Times. January 15, 2018). Accessed February 28, 
2021. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/01/15/opinion/leonhardt-
trump-racist.html. 

Lewis, John. Walking with the Wind: A Memoir of the Movement. New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1998. 

Lincoln, C. Eric and Lawrence H. Mamiya. The Black Church in the African-American 
Experience. Durham: Duke University Press, 1990. 

Lindbeck, George A. The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age. 
Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1984. 

Lloynes, Sr., Duane Terrence. A God Worth Worshipping: Toward a Critical Race Theology. 
Ph.D. diss. Marquette University, 2017. 

Ling, Peter J. Martin Luther King, Jr. New York: Routledge, 2002. 



306 

Long, Charles H. Significations: Signs, Symbols, and Images in the Interpretation of Religion rev. ed. 
Aurora, CO: Davies Group, 1995. 

Long, Charles H. “New Space, New Time: Disjunctions and Context for New World 
Religions.” Criterion 23.1 (1985). 

Lopez, German. “Kamala Harris’s controversial record on criminal justice, explained.” 
Vox. August 12, 2020. Accessed February 28, 2021. https://www.vox.com/future-
perfect/2019/1/23/18184192/kamala-harris-president-campaign-criminal-
justice-record 

Lyotard, Jean Francois. The Differend: Phrases in Dispute. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1988. 

MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981. 

MacIntyre, Alasdair. Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition: Being Gifford Lectures Delivered in the University of Edinburgh in 1988. Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2014. 

MacIntyre, Alasdair. Whose Justice? Which Rationality? Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1988. 

Malcolm, Norman. Wittgenstein: A Religious Point of View? London: Routledge, 1993. 

Malcolm, Norman. “Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations.” The Philosophical Review 63 
(1954): 530-559. 

Mays, Benjamin E. and Joseph W. Nicholson, The Negro's Church. Salem, NH: Ayer 
Company, 1988. 

Maximus the Confessor. Maximus Confessor: Selected Writings. Translated by George C. 
Berthold. New York: Paulist Press, 1985. 

Maximus the Confessor. On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ: Selected Writings from St. 
Maximus the Confessor. trans. Paul M. Blowers and Robert Louis Wilken. 
Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003. 

McCabe, Herbert. Law, Love and Language. London: Sheed & Ward, 1968. 

McCabe, Herbert. God Matters. Springfield, IL: Templegate, 1987. 

McCabe, Herbert. God Still Matters. ed. Brian Davies. London: Continuum, 2005. 

McClendon, James. Systematic Theology: Witness. Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 2002. 



307 

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. Phenomenology of Perception. trans. C. Smith. New York: 
Routledge, 1996. 

Milbank, John. Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon. London: Routledge, 2003. 

Milbank, John. “‘Postmodern Critical Augustinianism’: A Short Summa in Forty Two 
Responses to Unasked Questions.” Modern Theology 7.3 (April 1991): 225-237. 

Milbank, John. Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason. Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 1990. 

Milbank, John. The Suspended Middle: Henri de Lubac and the Debate Concerning the Supernatural. 
Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2011. 

Milbank, John. The Word Made Strange: Theology, Language, Culture. Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell Publishers, 1997. 

Milbank, John and Catherine Pickstock. Truth in Aquinas. London: Routledge, 2001. 

Milbank, John, Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward. Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology. 
London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 1999. 

Moi, Toril. Revolution of the Ordinary: Literary Studies After Wittgenstein, Austin, and Cavell. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017. 

Moore, A.W. “Transcendental Idealism in Wittgenstein, and Theories of Meaning.” 
Philosophical Quarterly 35 (1985): 134-155. 

Moore, Basil. Schwarze Theologie in Afrika: Dokumente einer Bewegung. Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1973. 

Morrison, Tony. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination. London: Picador, 
1992. 

Mottu, Henry. Un itinéraire théologique: Barth, Bonhoeffer et la théologie africaine-américaine. 
Genève; Lausanne; Neuchâtel: Revue de théologie et de philosophie, 2004. 

Mosendz, Poly. “Dylan Roof Confesses: Says He Wanted to Start a ‘Race War.’” 
Newsweek. June 19, 2015. Accessed June 23, 2015. 
http://www.newsweek.com/dylann-roof-confesses-church-shooting-says-he-
wanted-start-race-war-344797.  

Mukenge, Ida Rousseau. The Black Church in Urban America: A Case Study in Political Economy. 
Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1983. 

Mulhall, Stephen. Inheritance and Originality: Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Kierkegaard. Oxford: 
Clarendon, 2001. 



308 

Mulhall, Stephen. Wittgenstein's Private Language Grammar, Nonsense, and Imagination in 
Philosophical Investigations, Sections 243-315. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007. 

Nagl, Ludwig and Chantal Mouffe, eds. The Legacy of Wittgenstein: Pragmatism or 
Deconstruction. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2001. 

Neugebauer, Robynne, ed. Criminal Injustice: Racism in the Criminal Justice System. Canadian 
Scholars Press, 2000. 

Norris, Richard A., ed. The Christological Controversy. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980. 

Oakes, SJ., Edward T. “The Paradox of Nature and Grace: On John Milbank’s The 
Suspended Middle: Henri de Lubac and the Debate Concerning the Supernatural.” Nova et 
Vetera 4.3 (2005): 667-96. 

Okazaki, Sumie. “Asian American Experiences of Racism during COVID-19.” On the 
Ground: IHDSC’s blog for “putting research to work.” Accessed February 28, 2021. 
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/ihdsc/on-the-ground/asian-american-experiences-
racism-during-covid-19. 

Okholm, Dennis L. The Gospel in Black and White: Theological Resources for Racial Reconciliation. 
Downers Grove, I.L.: InterVarsity, 1997. 

Ortiz, Erik and F. Brinley Bruton. “Charleston Church Shooting: Suspect Dylan Roof 
Captured in North Carolina.” NBCNews. June 18, 2015. Accessed June 23, 2015. 
http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/charleston-church-shooting/charleston-
church-shooting-suspect-dylann-roof-captured-north-carolina-n377546. 

Packard, Jerrold M. American Nightmare: The History of Jim Crow. New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 2002. 

Percy, Walker. The Message in the Bottle: How Queer Man Is, How Queer Language Is, and What 
One Has to Do with the Other. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1975. 

Pickstock, Catherine. After Writing: On the Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy. Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers, 1998. 

Powell, Jr., Adam Clayton. “Black Power in the Church.” Black Scholar 2.4 (December 
1970): 32-34. 

Powell, Jr., Adam Clayton. Marching Blacks. New York: Dial, 1973. 

Quigley, Austin E. “Wittgenstein’s Philosophizing and Literary Theorizing.” New Literary 
History 19.2 (1988): 209-37 



309 

Raboteau, Albert J. A Fire in the Bones: Reflections on African-American Religious History. Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1995. 

Raboteau, Albert J. “African-Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel.” African-
American Christianity: Essays in History, ed. Paul E. Johns, 1-17. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1994. 

Raboteau, Albert J. Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1978. 

Rawls, John. “Justice as Fairness: Political not Metaphysical.” Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 14 (Summer 1985): 223–51. 

Roberts, J. Deotis. Black Religion, Black Theology: The Collected Essays of J. Deotis Roberts, ed. 
David Emmanuel Goatley. African American Religious Thought and Life. 
Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2003. 

Roberts, J. Deotis. Liberation and Reconciliation. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1971. 

Ryle, Gilbert. “Use, Usage, and Meaning.” Philosophy and Linguistics. ed. C. Lyas. London: 
McMillan and Co., 1971. 

Said, Edward W. Orientalism. New York: Vintage, 1978. 

Said, Edward W. Culture and Imperialism. New York: Knopf, 1994. 

Said, Edward W. Reflections on Exile and Other Essays. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2000. 

Saito, Naoko. “Crossing Borders Within: Stanley Cavell and the Politics of 
Interpretation.” Educational Theory 60.4 (2010): 419-433. 

Saito, Naoko. “Ourselves in Translation: Stanley Cavell and Philosophy as 
Autobiography.” Journal of Philosophy of Education 43.2 (2009): 253-267. 

Saito, Naoko. “Philosophy as Translation: Democracy, Philosophy as Translation: 
Democracy and Education from Dewey to Cavell.” Educational Theory 57.3 (2007): 
261–75. 

Saward, John. The Mysteries of March: Hans Urs Von Balthasar on the Incarnation and Easter. 
Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1990. 

Schalkwyk, David. Literature and the Touch of the Real. Newark, NJ: University of Delaware 
Press, 2004. 

Schmitt, Carl. Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2006. 



 310 
 

 Searle, John. Speech Acts. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999. 

 Searle, John. “Meaning and Speech Acts.” Philosophical Review 71 (1962): 423-432. 

 Smith, James K.A.  Introducing Radical Orthodoxy: Mapping a Post-Secular Theology. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005. 

 Staten, Henry. Wittgenstein and Derrida. Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1984. 

 Stout, Jeffrey L. Ethics After Babel: The Languages of Morals and Their Discontent. Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1988. 

 Stout, Jeffrey, and Robert MacSwain. Grammar and Grace: Reformulations of Aquinas and 
Wittgenstein. London: SCM, 2004. 

 Strawson, Peter. “Reply to John Searle.” The Philosophy of P.F. Strawson. ed. E.H. Lewis. 
LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 1998. 

 Strawson, Peter. “Truth.” Analysis 9 (1949): 83-97. 

 Strawson, Peter. “Truth.” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society. 24 (1950): 129-156. 

 Sunnemark, Fredrik. Ring Out Freedom! The Voice of Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Making of 
the Civil Rights Movement. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004. 

 Thurman, Howard. Deep River. Mills College, CA: Eucalyptus, 1945. 

 Thurman, Howard. Jesus and the Disinherited. New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 
1949. 

 Tillich, Paul. The Courage to Be. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1952. 

 Townes, Emilie. Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil. Basingstoke, UK: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. 

 Tran, Jonathan. Foucault and Theology. London: T & T Clark, 2011 

 Tran, Jonathan. The Vietnam War and Theologies of Memory: Time and Eternity in the Far 
Country. Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010. 

 Tran, Jonathan. “The New Black Theology: Retrieving Ancient Sources to Challenge 
Racism.” The Christian Century. 129.3 (2012): 
http://christiancentury.org/article/2012-01/new-black-theology. 

 Volf, Miroslav. Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 
Reconciliation. Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1996. 



311 

Walker, Alice. You Can’t Keep A Good Woman Down. Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 2006. 

Walker, David and Peter P. Hinks. David Walker’s Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World. 
University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000. 

Ward, Graham. Cities of God. London: Routledge, 2002. 

Warnock, Raphael G. The Divided Mind of the Black Church: Theology, Piety, and Public Witness. 
New York: N.Y.U. Press, 2014. 

Washington, Joseph R. “Are American Negro Churches Christian?” Theology Today 20 
(April 1963): 76-86. 

Washington, Joseph R. Black Religion: The Negro and Christianity in the United States. Boston: 
Beacon, 1964. 

Watts, Leon. “The National Committee of Black Churchmen.” Christianity and Crisis 30.18 
(1970): 239. 

Weiblen, William H. “Black Theology in Amerika als Frage an die christliche Existenz.” 
In Christsein in einer pluralistischen Gesellschaft, 203-217. Hamburg: Friedrich Wittig 
Verlag, 1971 

Weems, Renita J. Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible. 
Philadelphia: Innisfree Press, 1988. 

Wetzel, James. “Wittgenstein’s Augustine: The Inauguration of the Later Philosophy.” 
Augustine and Philosophy. eds. Philip Cary, John Doody, and Kim Paffenroth. 
Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2010. 

Williams, Heather Andrea. Self-Taught: African American Education in Slavery and Freedom. 
Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2005. 

Williams, Rowan. Christ the Heart of Creation. London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018. 

Williams, Rowan. “Christian Resources for the Renewal of Vision.” The Renewal of Social 
Vision. eds. Alison J. Elliot and Ian Swanson. Edinburgh: Center for Theology and 
Public Issues, 1989. 

Williams, Rowan. On Christian Theology. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000. 

Williams, Rowan. “Poetic and Religious Imagination.” Theology (May 1977): 178-187. 

Williams, Rowan The Edge of Words: God and the Habits of Language. London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2014. 



312 

Williams, Rowan, and Mike Higton. Wrestling with Angels: Conversations in Modern Theology. 
Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub, 2007. 

Wilmore, Gayraud. “Black Theology: Its Significance for Christian Mission Today,” 
International Review of Mission 63.250 (April 1974): 211-231. 

Wilmore, Gayraud. Black Religion and Black Radicalism: An Interpretation of the Religious History 
of African Americans. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2012. 

Witherspoon, Noelle and Roland W. Mitchell. “Critical Race Theory as Ordinary 
Theology of African American Principals.” International Journal of Qualitative Studies 
in Education 22.6 (November–December 2009): 655–670. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. The Blue and Brown Books: Preliminary Studies for the “Philosophical 
Investigations.” New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1965. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. On Certainty. eds. G.E.M. Anscombe and G.H. von Wright. trans. 
by G.E.M. Anscombe and Dennis Paul. New York: Harper and Row, 1969. 

Philosophical Grammar. trans. A. Kenny and R. Rhees. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1978. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations. The German text, with an English 
translation. 1953. Rev. 4th ed. trans. G.E.M. Anscombe, P.M.S. Hacker, and 
Joachim Schulte. eds. P.M.S. Hacker, and Joachim Schulte. Oxford: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2009. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. “Philosophy of Psychology––A Fragment.” [Previously known as 
“Part II”] In Philosophical Investigations. The German text, with an English 
translation. 1953. Rev. 4th ed. trans. G.E.M. Anscombe, P.M.S. Hacker, and 
Joachim Schulte. eds. P.M.S. Hacker, and Joachim Schulte. Oxford: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2009. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Zettel. eds. G.E.M. Anscombe and G.H. von Wright. trans. G.E.M. 
Anscombe. Oxford: Blackwell, 1981. 

Wolin, Sheldon. Politics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation in Western Political Thought. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004. 

Wolin, Sheldon. The Presence of the Past. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989. 

Wood, Forrest G. The Arrogance of Faith: Christianity and Race in America from the Colonia Era to 
the Twentieth Century. Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1990. 



 313 
 

Yakas, Ben and Gwynn Hogan. “Live Protest Updates: NYPD Lieutenant Apologizes to 
Fellow Officers for ‘Horrible Decision’ to Kneel with Protestors.” Gothamist. June 
11, 2020. Accessed February 28, 2021. https://gothamist.com/news/live-protest-
updates-de-blasio-again-calls-brooklyn-street-named-after-robert-e-lee-be-
changed.  

 
Yeo, Richard. Encyclopedic Visions: Scientific Dictionaries and Enlightenment Culture. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2001. 
 
Zizoulas, Jean. Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church. Crestwood, N.Y.: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985. 
 
Zizoulas, Jean.  Communion and Otherness: Further Studies in Personhood and the Church. London: 

T&T Clark, 2006. 
 




