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Last Saturday afternoon, I was sitting in my dressing room at intermission and my phone buzzed. It was a 
text message from David. It read, “So sad. James Cone died today. Not sure if you heard.” For a moment I 
felt my heart drop to my stomach as a feeling of shock came over me, and I couldn’t quite process the 
information. Dr. Cone, as some of you may know, was one of the most influential American theologians of 
the last century. He drew upon the works of Howard Thurman, Richard Wright, and others to interrogate 
white Christian theologies that did not address nor acknowledge the gospel message of liberation for those 
whom society had demonized. As we struggled through the Civil Rights era and into our age of mass 
incarceration and police brutality toward black bodies, Dr. Cone became known as the father of black 
liberation theology. In simple terms, Cone would say that this theology came about in answer to the question 
of how to reconcile the gospel message of liberation with the reality of black oppression. Prior to Cone’s 
articulation of this theology, Catholic and Protestant theologies had primarily adapted to white European 
social norms, ignoring the reality that race and poverty were inseparable in the American context. Modern 
liberation theology was borne out of a response to the increasing spiritualization of Jesus’ gospel call to 
freedom for the oppressed and an ongoing critique of the exploitation of society’s most vulnerable. Black 
liberation theology is unique in that it identifies the suffering of Jesus on the cross with the particular 
experience of being black in America. As Cone would say, it affirms that God makes a way out of no way 
through the paradox of a crucified deity, a God which speaks directly to the contradictions of black life in a 
country that has yet to fulfill God’s dream. You’ve heard this from me in different incarnations before, but 
this week I had a sort of epiphany. See, we all knew Dr. Cone in different ways, but I never got to study 
personally with him during my time in seminary. Yet when I heard news that his chariot had come I felt a 
profound sense of loss – something beyond that of sympathy; a loss that felt deeply personal. Weird, I 
thought, since I didn’t know him that well, and I pulled down some of his works this week – God of the 
Oppressed, The Cross and the Lynching Tree…As I read, I heard it suddenly hit me: it was Cone’s theology 
that drew me to Christianity. It was like the song that Cone quotes so often in his works:  

I told Jesus it would be alright if he changed my name 
Jesus told me I would have to live humble if he changed my name 
Jesus told me that the world would be against me if he changed my name 
But I told Jesus it would be alright if he changed my name. 

It was a conversion for me from what I had been to what I felt called into being, with a new connection to the 
essence of this confounding, radical prophet whose followers called him messiah. I came to seminary as a 
lifelong Unitarian Universalist, with an inadequate understanding of what Christianity was, or had been, but 
my UU faith and my personal experience had planted within me a profound sensitivity to injustice and the 
spiritual call to justice, equity and compassion in all relations. Black liberation theology cut right to the core 
of my being. And yet I am not a black person, so what was this really about? I believe it’s really about two 
aspects, the first being particular in its lens and the second reflecting the universal through the particular. 
We’ll get to the second later on, but I want to start with the particular, the response to the gospel call for 
liberation of the oppressed. Black theology clarified and fully expressed this call by quite suddenly seizing 
my soul to proclaim that the essence of the divine spirit is manifested in a God who would put Godself into 
the body of a poor, brown, multiethnic and multicultural minority who dared to preach an upside-down 
vision of society that was so threatening, so seemingly impossible, that he had to be tortured and hung on a 
tree.   
 This is a brutal way of putting it. But what exactly are we to make, 2000 years later, of the story of 
Jesus, whose death ended in a way particularly abominable to Jews, his primary followers during his 
lifetime, who would know the saying in Deuteronomy, “Cursed is the one who hangs upon a tree”? To 
ignore the political and social location of such a prophet whose life was taken in such a way only to be 



declared alive again would be not only negligent, it would be antithetical to the God of the Old Testament, a 
God who delivered the people from bondage to freedom, a God who spoke through Amos, and Isaiah, and 
Micah, and Esther to declare, get off your high-horse and take care of your vulnerable. Quit playin’ around 
as if justice were something to wait for and cruelty is unavoidable. Stop being so religious and start acting 
religious. And yet…none of my friends’ or extended family’s Christian churches that I ever went to focused 
at all on the life and death of Jesus, but primarily on the promise of a gloried hereafter where I suppose we 
would get to hang out with God and Jesus and everybody would get along. Even after multiple summers of 
Bible school with my best friend Elsa at her evangelical church’s camp, the only message I really came away 
with was an image of a smiling, Anglo-Saxon Jesus in white robes and the repetitive phrase, “Jesus loves 
me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  
 And my own UU church didn’t address any of it, really. Which is why when I got to seminary, and the 
great writers were thrust into my purview, the floodgates opened with all the pain and all the joy of 
possibility in Christianity, possibilities that challenged me in ways I had ever expected because they asked 
me to identify with the great cloud of witnesses throughout history who testified that God is aligned not with 
the most powerful, but one who is victorious among the powerless. We are all challenged to make meaning 
out of the lives we are given, and if our eyes are opened to the world around us, part of the meaning is made 
through how we grapple with the reality of the brokenness around us and within us. Black liberation 
theology not only recognizes that brokenness, it begins with the brokenness as a starting point from which 
God makes Godself known. Cone, who came of age in Jim Crow Arkansas and identified himself in both 
approaches of Martin King and Malcolm X during the civil rights era, said, “I wanted to bring the blackness 
of my identity together with the faith that I had learned in the church. And it was that that brought me to 
want to interpret the Christian gospel. So in black theology, the blackness in that phrase comes from 
Malcolm X, the theology in it comes from Martin King. So I bring the civil rights movement and the black 
power movement together.” Cone articulated this theology through and for the black Christian man, but like 
all brilliant souls, he evolved and expanded it as his life went on and the voices of others – black women, 
Latin folk, those differently abled - challenged him to deepen his connection to the gospel. Over time, he 
opened up an analysis of race that is accessible to black, brown and white people alike in his definition of 
white supremacy. Many of us bristle at the term, because it was for so long associated with the moral 
statements and physical violence of the Ku Klux Klan and white nationalist groups. But like the supremacy of 
the Roman government of Jesus’ time, Cone is clear that enslavement and the lynching tree – like the Pax 
Romana and crucifixions - are not the only types of violence; that in fact, “white supremacy is white people 
making all the rules and regulations by which this country is defined. White people’s rules and regulations 
defining how the society is going to be run, that’s all it means.” He illustrates this by pointing out who 
represents the people. There are three black senators serving currently in Washington, D.C., he says; so I 
thought I’d take a peek at the ethnic history of our senate. It’s a short page. African American, 10; Asian 
American, 9, including Kamala Harris who’s also listed as African American; Hispanic American, 8; Native 
American, 3. Thus ends the list. In all our history. When we look at this, it becomes clearer why black 
liberation theology is so deeply necessary to our understanding of Christianity and so profoundly resonant 
with what it means to call oneself Christian in America. In his most recent book The Cross and the Lynching 
Tree, Cone parallels the crucifixion of Jesus under Empire with the lynching of innocent souls in these stark 
and prophetic words: “When you see a lynched black body, that’s who God is. God is present in that body, 
just like God was present in Jesus’ cross. So the cross is very violent, in which God has taken the violence of 
sin in the world up on Godself. And if Christians today want to understand what that means and what it calls 
them to do, they have to see it within the experience of lynching in this country.” For Cone, if we don’t make 
the comparison, then most likely the crucifixion of Jesus becomes not only meaningless, but unreal. “Then, 
we’re just playin’ around,” he says, in his recognizably southern tenor voice.  

It was unreal for me for a very long time. And I would venture to claim that it’s still unreal for a 
great deal of people who call themselves Christian but who have not grappled with who Jesus is for us, in 
our time and our place, given the circumstances under which he preached and was killed. So a text like the 



one in John this morning, a text that says, “this is my commandment, that you love one another as I have 
loved you,” asks us to quit playin’ around in the context of a white supremacist society. Because it further 
tells us, “no one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” Jesus directly ties 
loving one another the way he loved his disciples to the act of laying down his life for his friends – who are 
no longer his servants, but his equals. Equals who are fully identified with him, fully invested in the identity 
of a person at the bottom of society. Here at the bottom, the power lies in joining with the powerless. When 
that identity is realized, when it is fully grappled with, then nothing can quench the thirst for justice for every 
human that’s suffered because of the injustice of other humans. Then, we begin the work not of our own 
justice, but the justice of God. And this is where I find my own location in black liberation theology, and 
where I find a second aspect of it that speaks on a universal level.  

As I said earlier, I’m not a black person, so why is this particular form of theology so personal to 
me? Is it sympathy, is it white guilt, or is it, God forbid, cultural appropriation? I have sat long and alone 
with these questions, and the answer came to me that no, it’s not any of those things. Rather, it’s a different 
thread, a deeper thread that can connect a soul of any color and any social location and any religion to the 
black American soul. And that is the soul that has experienced personal trauma. I don’t equate personal 
trauma to the generational social trauma that has been wrought upon my black siblings for hundreds of 
years, no, it is not the same, and I cannot nor would I attempt to claim that as my own. What I want to 
suggest is for anyone who has experienced a personal trauma, particularly when we are very small – which 
is when we are most vulnerable - there is a seed of understanding, a seed planted inside of us that links our 
own sense of innate loss, of degradation, of being erased or replaced, the feeling that comes with such a 
trauma, what it does is spark a recognition with our siblings who have borne the burden of the loss, and 
degradation, and feeling of being erased or replaced by a society that concretizes this into policy. It’s a 
feeling that you recognize in the suffering of others, because it’s that feeling that makes you question 
whether you are really human, because something long ago made you question if you were really loved. This 
is where I’ve come to realize why this theology is so important to me and why it is so crucial to all 
theologies; but even if you haven’t experienced a personal trauma, which I pray you haven’t, black theology 
speaks to what it means to practice a love that is essentially dangerous. A love that contradicts hierarchy. A 
love that has never been popular. Love that asks us to see ourselves so much in the other, that we always fall 
short, but has such a pull on us that we return again and again to try and fulfill its commandments. And 
when we stop trying, that’s when we start to lose meaning. When we stop grappling with the degradation of 
others, when we stop raising our voices even when it’s wildly unpopular, when we stop working to dismantle 
a system where one group makes the rules for everyone else, which inevitably ends in injustice, that’s when 
we are unfaithful to the love that is no greater than its commandment to lay down our lives for each other. 
This is the Christianity that James Cone gave me, but this is a message that transcends Christianity itself 
because it gets to the heart of God. It appears in the God who delivered Israel from bondage and is also in 
the Bhakti-yoga that Chris shared with us last week; the mujerista theology of Latina women fighting 
violence and colonialism; the minjun theology of Koreans in the north and the south. It is the love of a God 
present in the abandonment of a child just as God is also present on the cross. This is the heart of black 
liberation theology, and the heart of the divine spirit. It is the truth that declares, I am not free until you are 
free. Until you are free, none of us is free. Let us hear our final words from Dr. Cone as our charge to 
continue the legacy of our God:  

 
“The gospel is found wherever poor people struggle for justice, fighting for their right to life, liberty 

and the pursuit of happiness. Indeed our survival and liberation depend upon our recognition of the truth 
when it is spoken and lived by the people. If we cannot recognize the truth, then it cannot liberate us from 
untruth. To know the truth is to appropriate it, for it is not mainly reflection and theory. Truth is divine 
action entering our lives and creating the human action of liberation.”  
 
 


