Chapter 1

Emergence of
What is African

All of us arve bound to wmother Africa by invisible but tenacious bonds
. Al of us have roots that go deep into the warmt soil of Africa; so that
no matter bow long and traumatic our separation from our ancestral
bome has been, there are things we are often unable fo articulate, but
twhick we feel in our very bones, things which make vus, who ave different

from others who bave not suckled the breath of owr mother, Africa.
Desmond Tutu’

In this chapter I set forth my argument that the Black Church is
constituted by a communal spirituality, I do this first by contrasting
“African” and “Western.” Secondly, I briefly explore the sociohisrorical
context in which the Black Church emerged. My primary concern with
such a context is to see the vital essence of community and its corres-
ponding meaning to African sensibilities.

African Warnings

I began with a first warning. Western readers in search of what is African
must beware of the perspective that they may bring to this rext. I think
the non African” reader and the reader of African descent can benefit
from learning about African American Christian spirituality thar moves
beyond European Enlightenment categories of individualism. When
Western persons, formed in the worldview of the sole importance of
personal responsibilities, encounter a person formed in the sensibilities
of African spirituality, they meet therein someone whose experience of
the self is distinctly different. Whar I mean is this. In contrast to Western
persons, African persons do not exist apart from the community, The
classic phrasing of this intrinsic relationship was started by John Mbiti
and carried on by Desmond Tuu. I call it an Ubuntu sensibility, namely
“T am, because we are; and since we are, therefore [ am.” The person is
part of the whole, and personal identity flows from corporate experience
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and never in isolatien from it, since it is the community which defines
who one becomes, and who one becomes defines communiry.

My continued use of Tutu’s Ubuntu doctrine will make sense to African
Americans only In the context of a communitarian understanding of
making connections and moving between different worldviews, Ubuntu
is a crucial African concept that displavs the symmetry between African
culture and Christian conceptualizations of God and humanity. Herein
is the thesis of my book: African American Christian spirituality inherits
from African spirituality practices and a worldview for how the unigque-
ness of each person is affirmed and acknowledged in community. Such
inheritance informs the Black Church in America — how one’s own
individuality and freedom are always balanced by the destiny of the
community {e.g., the civil rights movement).

The Black Church in America believes this after all, because such
communal spirituality is the very Christian image of the triune God,
whose persons create monotheism through the interrelation of three
persons {Father, Son, and Tloly Spirit}l, In other words, God’s image is
community rather than the typical individualistic notions of God spread
throughour Western Christianity. The Black Church tries to live into a
ditferent imago Dei through the balanced destiny between individual
and community displaved in worship, theology, and the civil rights
movement. In Chapter 6 [ discuss the rrupact of the civil rights movement,
in particular through Martin Luther King, Jr.’s concept of the Beloved
Community.

A second warning concerns the concepr of the communal, What
are the phenomernological practices or lifestyles that make the African
American church community a more communally based church? Some
may argue that my answer to this question resides in the abstraction
that African Christian understandings of God, prayer, humanity, and
the created universe maintain interpersonal balance within the com-
munity, but that they simply remind us of a cosmology of community,
instead of being its essence. This becomes a crucial worry of the book,
How does one discuss the nature of community within the Black Church
context and then expand this outward into cogent examples?

One way to address this problematic is through discussions of the
retention of African practices by the slave community {Africanisms).*
Therefore, I spend a good deal of time teasing out how Africanisms carry
over into African American Christian spirituality, One vivid example of
such Africanisms is the Garifuna peoples of Central America, Although
these discussions within African American studies are largely resolved
to some degree, | will take Into account the historic debates of African
retentions versus their destruction in relationship to spirituality.
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By taking into account a stronger communal focus, my study increases
the “diversity” of the African American church experience, as opposed
to the monolithic Black Church moniker so commonly written about In
historic studies. In using such an approach, we are able to imagine the
deep contributions of the Black Church’s nature to welcome the stranger.
Wendy Haight illustrates this aspect of the Black Church through her
developmental psychology of the African American community, often
harassed and called “You dirty, black niggers!™ She concludes: “I often
wondered how children of any ethnicity could develop optimally within
racist communities. As I listened more closely, it became clear that,
for Mrs. Hudiey [a 73-vear old African American woman], human
development is rooted in spirituality.” My observation that Black spir-
ituality is communitarian ~ as opposed to the Western outlook, which is
mainly individualistic — is more of a basis upon which connections to
other worldviews can be made.

My notion that Black Christian spirituality is communally oriented is
essential to this reasoning of making connections to other worldviews.
Perhaps this is why I chose to describe my introduction as “amphibious,”
as the genius of the Black Church is in her ability to move between
worldviews (e.g., Western and African, Black and White). Howard
‘Thurman’s spirituality may also be described in this way, as it makes
conneclions across worldviews in the form of “a practical mysticism.”®
Making connecrions between spirituality and social witness is key to
understanding the communal nature of African American spirituality.
‘I'hurman was the mentor of Martin Luther King, Jr. on spirituality,
resulting in King's deep connections berween a Beloved Community and
nonviolence. King is even said to have carried Thurman’s book in his
briefcase as he traveled.

By means of this amphibious sensibility of the Black Church to make
connections and move between worlds, | argue that there is a direct
relationship between African American Christian spirituality and the
struggle for racial and social justice in the US. Such a relationship between
spirituality and justice includes the change in systemic health issues
relating particularly to African Americans, The communal sensibility of
the Black Church cannot prevent her nature from continuing to make
connections and build bridges, so that new identity can emerge from
oppressive formations of identity.” This book will do more than suggest
these connections, The importance of the subject of this book for global
justice 1s apparent. Until Western people realize the connectedness of
religious experience beyond privatistic and individualistic experiences,
the problem of religious wars and so-called terrorism will not be solved.
Other black theologians have been in general agreement on this position
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thar European Enlighteniment religion will have to wake up to a diversity
of worldviews, most of which contain communal notions of cxistence.
The onus of this research is to pay more attention to how and why
African American Christian spirituality lends itself to communitarian
sensibilities in some referenceable framework. To this end there needs
1o be an appeal to scholarly reflection, both in Africa and her diaspora.

A third warning is in the obvious exchange of terms between “Black”
and “African American.” Are we talking about Black Church studies or
African American Church studies or even African Church studies? Some
would say it is an extraneous discussion to use the constant reference
and repetition of the difference between “White American® and “Black
Americarn.” Since the historical context of African American spirituality
contains within itself this tension of description between Black and
African, it becomes redundant to remind the rcader of a Black and
White Church, As I learned from my relationship with Desmond
Tutu, Black identity becomes further complicated in its extrapolation
in contexts outside of North America.” The seeming shift from Black
identity in the United States to African American identity is a case
in point. Although I use the terms “Black” and “African American”
interchangeably, an interesting dilemma develops when white South
Africans (especially Afrikaners — which means African) imunigrate to the
United States. Could their identity one day be conceived of as African
American? If not, what prevents such fluidity in the character of being
African American?

South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation hearings in the 1990s pro-
duced a transfliguration that has carved out a new national identity
based no longer on race but on geography. The goal now is how to be
a nation-state instead of a dominant race. My study of the South African
context teaches me that descriptions of Black and White do not accuratcly
describe the complex cominunities that these names seek to describe.
Black and White relationships cannot easily translate into other contexts
that have multilayered identities couched not only in race but also in
cultural and linguistic groupings. In other words, there are at least twelve
Black identities in South Africa and two White identities.

[ hold up African identity, cspecially as crafted in South Africa,
primarily for the purpose of arguing that African American identity can
prove to be just as Western as European identity if there is no parvicular
connection to Africa. The genius of African American identity can be
seen in the way the American Dream is alwayvs wrestled out of individu-
alism by the “African” locus of communal spirituality, African American
identity has allowed more positive responses to the question: “Whar
does it mean to be an American?”
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In light of this third warning, [ am aware of the difficult connection
between the African and the African American worldviews. For example,
black scholars have long argued that African cultures did not survive
slavery. E. Franklin Frazier states:

In studying any phase of the character and the development of the social
and cultural life of the Negro in the United States, one must recognize
from the begiuning that because of the manner in which the Negroes
were captured in Africa and enslaved, they were practically stripped
of their social heritage. Although the area in West Africa from which
the majority of the slaves were drawn exhibits a high degree of cultural
homogeneity, the capture of many of the slaves in intertribal wars and
their sclection for the slave markets tended to reduce to a minimum the
possibility of the retention and the transmission of African culture.”

In this book I contest the premise that African culture did not survive
the North Atlantic slave trade. As an African American myself, whe
lived for two years in South Africa with frequent returns, I have learned
through primary experience the survival of African culture in the Western
world. In fact, much of the attention of this book is given to the diverse
contexts of how African spirituality has survived in African American
spirituality per se. African Americans came from the center of Africa, by
means of the Middle Passage. The typical notion is that it was during
slavery that those who eventually became known as African Americans
encountered or further embraced the Christian faith, I argue, however,
that to some extent the North Atlantic slave trade was not the first
titme Africans encountered Christianity. In fact, the heart of Christian
spirituality developed in Africa as the desert tradition developed.'
The collective memory of this Christian history is crucial to Black
experience and our sense of identity as a people. In other words, more
careful thought needs to be given to why African Americans embraced
Christianity so readily.

The knee jerk argument that Christianity was forced on African slaves
does not hold in light of current trends in the Southern hemisphere, which
is increasingly Christianized, What makes many other peoples around
the world convert to Christianity who are not forced into slavery?™
Regardless of whether or not this was the first encounter between
Africans and Christianity, the fact remains for those who emerged as
African Americans that their Christian religious experience developed
largely in a Eurocentric context, This leads to the problematic of what
can be named innately as African American Christian spirituality.

While Christian experience is assumed in African and African American
spirituality, I assume that a particular communal spirituality develops
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among African American Christian spiriruality, Such a communal sens-
ibility makes African American spirituality well suited to be a leader in
peacemaking and reconciliation. It is here that I think the problematic
of what is innately African American spirituality is named through a
communal spirituality of nonviolence and reconciliation. Such spiritual-
ity, however, did not develop without African roots.””

Because of this communal spirituality rooted in Africa, African American
spirituality can never he defined as exclusive or for black people only.
Many of the older generation of black theologians have had to study
and lecture in several African countries, therebv causing them o revise
exclusivist hermeneutics in Black theology, This occurred in the course
of direct dialogue with African thinkers such as Mbiti, Pobee, Tutu, and
other African Church persens and scholars. However, the understand-
ing of African Christian spirituality as being inherently communal meant
connection with the excellent sources which African American religious
scholars have already produced. Therefore, T will not reinvent the wheel
in an endeavor to unearth what is in fact African/African American
spirituality. Instead, T offer a more systematic look at the communal
nature of Africanf/African American spirituality. In those cases where
the reader wishes a more detailed historical study of other aspects of
this spirituality, I will point them in the direction of work already done.
This will be especially important for those who seek more of a com-
parative religious or phenomenological approach to African spirituality.

A fourth warning has to do with “spirituality,” a difficult term o
define. Instead of looking for spirituality only in interior places, my goal
is 10 provide readers with an understanding of what spiritnality in com-
munity means in the African American context. Black theology, African
American religious history, and African American literature have only
recently fit into the “acceptable™ academic canons of universities and
colleges, What remains 1o be accepted is the study of Christian spirituality
as it relates to Alrican cultures, I argue in this book that Christian
spirituality broadly sccks to express the theory and practice of the com-
munal Christian life.”? This theory and practice necessarily shows the
maturity of individuals and communities through historical, cultural,
and environmental change. Hercin is the problem, however.

The approach of traditional Christian spirituality implied an agreed
upon theclogical fanguage in reference to the Christian life which no
longer applies. For example, Denisc Ackerman recounts how the Dutch
Reformed Church in the Cape Colony was faced with a dilemma in the
early nineteenth century. It was able to solve its dilemma through its
own common understanding over against the understanding and practices
of the indigenous people:
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Race proved (o be stronger than religion. In 1857 the syned of the Durch
Reformed Church passed the following resolution:
The [Dutch Reformed] Synod considers it desirable and scriptural that
our members from the Heathen be received and absorbed into our existing
congregations wherever possible; but where this measure, as a result of
the weakness of some, impedes the furtherance of the cause of Christ
among the Heathen, the congregation from the Heathen, already founded
and still 1o be founded, shall enjoy its Christian privileges in a separate
building or institution.

For “the weakness of some” read the racism of some white settlers.
‘Thus the separation of believers along race lines began, a separation which
ultimately led to the theological justification of apartheid.™

What is commonly understood to be the Christian life today is
drastically different from what was commonly understiood 1o be the
Christian life vesterday. No longer is it publicly tolerated in mainline
Protestant and Roman Catholic churches that Christan faith be deter.
mined by Kuropean culture. 'The epistemology of salvation is no longer
in the control of white people. Thus, the catholic {universal) church is
currently in the throes of debate as to what Christian spirituality looks
like across cultural boundaries.

It is my contention that African spirituality offers a definition of
Christian spirituality that is relational and communal, Christian spiritu-
ality that is relational and communal {in addition to personal and inrerior)
is much needed, as Ackerman notes: “For those of us whe have been
used 1o dominant power or whose souls and minds are closed by rigid
ideologies and fear of the other, an epiphany is needed. Without an
epiphany we live in a state of solipsism — quite literally as the sun of our
own individual universe. Reality is merely and only the reality of my
owtl consciousness.” > [ want to go a step further and claim the epiphany
to be African Christian spirituality. The diasporic community of Africans
encompasses Africans and African Americans, and these populations
from the Caribbean to Europe, the Americas and other areas, play the
crucial role in discovering new meanings and practices for Christian
spirituality.

What [ mean by spirituality is meant to engage contemporary issues
facing the world, both in Christian and non-Christian settings. As already
indicated, one needs 10 be very careful not to juxtapose fixed definitions
of spirituality (i.e., Black or White Christian spirituality). Even more,
spirituality must recover from its insular definition in the context of the
Western world as intelligible only in a personal way.”* Until now, the
primary focus on interior Christian spirituality has mainly been influ-
enced by European and Asian culvures. The primary {ocus of this book,
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however, is on how those of African descent contribute toward the
definition of communal Christian spirituality.

When one reads any scholarly book one reads not simply one person’s
view bur a collaboration of ideas which, in turn, can achieve a synthesis
of ideas and concepts and lead to new insights. This is my hope for
readers here, for we will interact with how various sources pertaining
to African American spirituality have Informed my structuring of this
bocok. The goal is collaboration, although my thesis surrounding the
particularity of African Christian spirituality may disturb some. For
example, a scholar may base her assumptions on Gayraud Wilmore's
Black Religion and Black Radicalism, i which scholars who hold to a
high Christology may have difficulty being in full collaboration with
other scholars with less of a Christology or no Christology at all. Not to
fully incorporate more “confessional” research into the conversation,
however, would cause readers to miss out on the rich tradition of Chris-
tian spirituality that scholars like myself bring to the conversation about
spirituality and community. While still bearing in mind my admonition
about spirituality, [ aim to seize upon a neglected area of contemporary
theology as expressed among black theologiaus. Seldom do we find
in theological research conducted in major academies any focused
attention on spiritual commitments and practices. The volatile subject
of religion post-Seprember 11, 2001 requires that research academics
revisic the premise that theology is never done objectively, but always
from a particular perspective, Honest work that considers how spiritual
commitments antd practices need not lead toward disparate worldviews
or worse — legitimation of viclence — is crucial for peacemaking and
stable societies.

This particular perspective has grown out of my own experience as
a theologian and Episcopal priest. T have selected a particular aspect
of African American Christian expression which is lifted up in my own
ministry and teaching: namely, spirituality. Many books have been
written by (black) scholars in the last three decades on religion and
theology, but there is a scarcity of volumes on this vital aspect of African
American spirituality. In this endeavor to maintain my own spiritual
commitments and practices while pursuing the vital work of connecting
them to other worldviews, I think it wise to delimit this study by stressing
the centrality of communal Christian spirituglity. There are those who
are Islamic, Jewish, humanistic, etc., who ¢laim a “spiritual” dimension
to their experience and who can offer a more thorough perspective
of spirituality from their worldview. This studv, however, covers the
segment of African American believers shaped and formed by the revela-
tion of Jesus Christ in the triune God. I know of no other study like this
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from the perspective of a Black Episcopalian.” To a fault, much of the
Black Church is understood only in her Protestant sensibilities. My
Anglican worldview enables theological discourse that increases con-
nections to many others who seek intercultural, ecumenical, and
interreligious dialogue. In short, much of Black Church studies has never
been catholic {global) in scope. I attempt to open such a global window.

The black philosopher-theclogian Howard Thurman devoted his
long career to Christian spirituality that sought connections to other
worldviews. Thus far we have not seen a theologian successor to
Ihurman. Perhaps this book can make an in-depth contribution to his
work. Thurman received much of his inspiration from Indian (Hindu}
mysticism, the Quakers, and Black slave songs (the spiritnals), Like
Thurman, | propose a holistic treatment of African American spirituality
in light of the particularity of communal sensibilities surviving from
African cultures. This trearment of African American Christian spiritu-
ality is consistert with African Americans who continually seek our
“African roots,” as I seck to appropriate the nature of spirituality in
communal ways of knowing reality and God.

In sum, 1 believe that this study is unique and very much needed, not
just in the African American church and community but also in the world
at large. As a priest and theologian I seek to make the crucial connections
between community and spirituality as displayed in the African American
community. 1 hope that this book, as well as the Blackwell series to
which it belongs, can make a real contribution toward understanding
spiritual practices that are often neglected in the US and the world com-
munity. My prayer is that it will become a welcome addition to an often
ignored and neglected dimension of religious experience. My principal
argument  that the Black Church in Amcrica is largely defined by a
symmetry between the personal and communal — is certainly not meant
to be an exclusivist thesis that leaves out those uncommitted to Christian
spirituality. Rather, [ hope only to remind many of the brilliance of a
Black Church that seeks to connect people to the notion of communiry.
‘The fact that this book is part of a series on religion in America presumes
major reliance on scholarly forebears. Classic African American religious
texts by Gayraud Wilmore, C. Eric Lincoln, Vincent Flarding, Peter
Paris, and others, as well as the writings of African thinkers John Mbiti
and Desmond Tutu, established the notion of community in the dialec-
tical relationship between the “1” and the “we.” Clearly, however, T
intend to be even morc attentive to the interpersonal than has typically
been the case in most works on Black religion in America.

The question that has to be answered is this: to what degree does
African American Christian spirituality address the balance between the
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personal and the communal? This question s crucial and controversial
because it recognizes and acknowledges that the Black Church has not
in all times and in all circumstances lived up to or out of the best
practices of community.’® In other words, there will be challenges to the
thesis that African American Christian spirituality is by nature com-
munal, I rely on my ongoing interests in African communal notions
(especially Ubuntu) to respond to these complexities. One prominent
black intellectual recently told me that the Black Church in America has
waxed and waned on meeting the needs of its people and the wider
world. Some say that at its best it has been the exemplar of the faith
in the United States and the moral compass of a nation. At its worst
it has simply mirrored the foibles of the Church at large. I argue, how-
ever, that Christian spirituality has sustained the Black Church through
time and region, both with respect to her inner dynamics and external
tensions.

The overall structure of the book aims for a communal view of African
American Christian spirituality and its varving impacts, It cannot be
stated strongly enough, however, how mportant it is to illuminate the
Black Church as a fluid entity, constantly wrestling with the tensions
of her inherent sense of purpose, manifested sometimes magnificently,
and other times failingly. The emphasis in Chapter 4 will bear this out,
although I may not convince everyone that the Black Church’s purpose
is 1o create community, especially between the Western and African
worlds. Certainly, however, most readers will agree, not to the exclusion
of events in the African and non-Western world in general {formation
of independent states, symbolic meaning of Ethiopia, etc.), that more
work can be done on understanding the connections between the non-
Western world and Africa.

Chapter 7 is tremendously important and subtly speaks to the kind
of shadings needed throughout. It broaches a number of current needs
and concerns. Issucs of Christian commitments and health arc terribly
viral. By discussing eight convictious of the Black Church, I commend
sensitivity as 1 embark upon the contemporary relevance of the Black
Church for her future existence. An additional item should not be over-
looked: the relationship between the Black Church and vonth culture,
the hip-hop generation, which in many respects is forming its own set of
spiritual criteria, drawing upon but not limiting itself to the Christian
tradition. T'o some extent Chapter 6 addresses the relationship between
African American Christian spirituality and contemporary music, but
extensive work remains 10 be done. This leads me to return to my
earlier question in a different form: can African American Christian
spirituality be contained within the confines of the institutional Black
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Church? Tas it ever been? This is a vital question to ponder in light of
numerous sectarian movemnents and the increasing attraction of African
derived traditions and Islamn, erc., which have permeared the community
for at least the last century. I propose that within such particularity
there also exists the universal. Thus, readers from all backgrounds are
invited to see relevant interconnections for how all people are made in
the image of God. Remembering that “the personal is political” will
also help us remain true to the “balance™ of community broadly defined
as African Christian spirituality. This means identifying the hisroric and
creative tensions between the sociopolitical and the individual that have
always been present, no less than the conflict between institutions and
personal manifestations of faith.

In Chapter 2 [ set forth my argument that the Black Church is consti-
tuted by communitarian and interpersonal spirituality, I do this first by
briefly exploring the sociohistorical context in which the Black Church
emerged. In the West, especially from the time of the Enlightenment, the
self has been understood as a distinct individual, with unique value and
distinet rights. Persons have the right to make something of their lives,
to take responsibility for their life direction, to use their talents and
gifts to the full. Such emphasis puts supreme value on the right of self-
determination, self-achievement, and self-satisfaction. What is weak in
this dimensional worldview, according to African American Christian
spirituality, is the bonding of the person with the community, Particalarly
in White America, individual self-determination has been exalted over
the needs of the community, giving rise to the “individualism” which
found its most skewed expression int the “Me Generation” — my needs
above all else. This racial and cultural value has profoundly influenced
all facets of North American life, including spirituality.

In Chaprer 3 1 offer a contrasting cosmology to that of Western
spirituality, through the emergence of slave religion in America and
its new particularity of worship. Such worship demonstrates that the
meaning of human life in the Black Church flows from the community
to the person; whereas in White Amierica there is often an inverse flow
of meaning originating in the individual that sometimes leads to com-
munity. Instead of the latrer Cartesian epistemological method, worship
in the Black Church constitutes new identity, in which the individual
becomes conscious of herself only through social interaction. It is from
such communal epistemology that I construct a more communal way to
understand the Black Church, one of the great legacies of American
religious experience.

Chapters 4 and § discuss the profound effect of Black theology in
relation to how African American Christian sensibilities have tended
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toward the correct relation of personhood. Radical, moderate, and
conservative voices in Black theology all sought consensus of thought
for how black people could relate fully 1o fellow human beings in light
of the oppression of racism i Americd. African Christians would not
allow African American Christians to become disconnected from the
communal pursuits of Christan spirituality. Such consensus from African
Christians comes from a spirituality in which persons act in concert
with the community and not apart from it. Despite the arguments even
among Black Christians about how racism should be addressed, there
remained a consensus of Christian identity that demanded the following
spiritual practices: confession, forgiveness, and repentance. There was
an understanding that when good was dong, it was good for the whole
community, including all socioeconomic contexts; and when evil was
commmitted, the shame affected the same.

In Chapter 6 I discuss the political impact of the Black Church in
America. Because the spirituality of the Black Church is interpersonal
and communal, the civil rights movement was a natural action derived
from the history, worship, and theology of the Black Church. Seldom
known, however, is that many of the major Black Church leaders (who
de facto were leaders of the civil rights movement} were also inspired by
communitarian spiritualities coming out of the Eastern world, such as
Gandhi’s Safyagraba movement and more currently the Dalai Lama’s
concept of compassion for all. This leads me to believe that the com-
munitarian sensibilities of the Black Church extend beyond the United
States. Will the Black Church continue to be the major context from
which major civil rights leaders emerge, especially in light of some of
the more radical political voices of some African Americans? The extent
to which the Black Church in America continues to explore how indi-
vidual and communal fulfillment are inextricably tied together is the
extent 10 which the Black Church in America can continue to be a light
to the nations.

What is African?

The link between community and African spirituality becomes obvious
in the discovery of human identity. Although 1 seek to make such a
discovery in more of a theological sense, a great deal of positive work
has already been done in connecting Africa to human identity.”” Of
course, such positive work has been done through the efforts of
paleoanthropologists {the study of human origins), who agree with
Desmond Tutu that human origin derives from Africa.
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One of the most hotly debated issues in paleoanthropology focuses
on the origins of modern humans, Ifomo sapiens., Roughly 100,000
years ago the world was occupied by a morphologically diverse group
of hominids. In Africa and the Middle East there was Homo sapiens,
in Asia Homo erectus, and in Europe Homo neanderthalensis. Around
30,000 vears ago this taxonomic diversity vanished and humans every-
where had evolved inro the anatomically and behaviorally modern form.
The nature of this transformation is the focus of great deliberation
between two schools of thought: one that stresses multiregional con-
tinuity developing out of Africa, and the other that suggests a single origin
for modern humans out of Africa. The one thing each school agrees
upon is that there is a common link for humanity: African ancestry.”

Instead of the often shortsighted debate about the validity of evolution
in Western Christian churches, it seems to me that theological discourse
as it relares to African Christian spirituality has a great deal to learn
from this paleoanthropological assumption. Most of all, what we have
to learn is that human identity cannot be separated from the fullness
of African identity. [ describe such identity as fullness because of its
variegated and dynamic nature. T want to recover both the fullness
of African identity and relate snch fullness not just to “black™ people,
but to the deeper understanding of human and divine community. In
this sense, African American Christian spiritnality does not exist for
unself alone, burin a real sense, displavs a catholic reality of interrelational
spirituality.

What does the fullness of African identity look like? I assume here
that any attempt at definition requires contrasts. My contrast of Western
and African views of the human person does not seek mutual exclusion;
rather, it attempts to invite the reader into understanding the wider
view of the communal person in the African perspective, instead of
the naturally assumed Western worldview. No doubt, some will be
unsympathetic to this contrasting of Western and African worldviews,
thinking that such determinations are much more complicated than
[ can display. {This is a worthy criticism that subsequent chapters
will seek to address.) For example, an initial reviewer accurately noted
that a “Western Enlightenment worldview™ is certainly different from
a “Western” view. My method of contrasting African and Western
sensibilities, however, attempts o show why human identiry can never
be separated from communal identity. The following question makes
our discussion more concrete: does Augustine count as an African — or
is he Western? This is a crucial question for me because Augustine is
often identified as initiating the “Western” Christian view of the self.
My answer, in light of my thesis for a catholic Black Church, is that
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Augustine is both Western and African. So, when we encounter the
contrast between Western and African, mutual exclusion is not assumed.
In light of the above example and my desire toward the fuliness of
African identity, my account of African spirituality must find congruent
relationship to other Western treatments of the “self,” such as Charles
laylor’s, whom we discuss below. What this book sceks to affirm is
that communal spirituality and its links to Africa can no longer be
treated as accidental and peripheral, especially in Christian theology.
Let us now delve into this discussion.

As discussed above, in the West, especially from the time of the
FEuropean Lnlightenment, the self has been understood in ways lacking
relationality. Such emphasis puts supreme value on the right of self-
determination, self-achievement, and self-satisfaction. What is weak in
this dimensional worldview, according to African American Christian
spirituality, is the bonding of the person with the community, To illustrate
what I mean, here is correspondence from a student atr my African
Christian Spirituality class at Duke University:

Dr. Battle

Yesterday as you spoke on African Christian spirituality that must be
embeodied, contrasting it with a Western disermbodied spirituality, I thought
about Jungian psychology, of which I know very, very little. {Want to do
some reading there one day.}

{1y Is the Jungian idea of a collective consciousness a disembodied
spirituality?

{2) Given that African spirituality is embedied, and thar Godis) exist
throughout creation, where was God it “the beginning”™ - before creation?
Or am [ not clearly separating “spiritisality™ (which seems ro me 1o be
practicing the presence of God} with “spirit being,” that could be “seen™
like the invisible man movies - if sprayed with powder, would be more
visible?

{3} Is the ultitnate end of the idea of physical embodiment of spirituality
that God is within us collectively, and not also among us collectively? Are
we talking about a shift in thought about the transcendence of God?
Again, I realize that I could be confusing God as spirit with spirituality.
And vet we as Chnistians are 1o exhibit the radiance/fragrance of God, are
we not? That’s pretty embodied.

(4} Are these questions tangential to vour point and f am not even in the
ballpark of what you're setting forth? Is it easier for you to see it, despite
a westernized upbringing and education, because von’ve experienced
Africa in more than a touristy way?

Thanks and have a great day!

Blessings.

Becky?!
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Becky’s questions are in response to the ditficult dilemma of the White
Western mind trying to understand the African worldview, Some say
that this dilemma between the individual and community is illustrated
by Western narcissism. Once upon a time, a beauty named Narcissa
committed the sin of being choosy. As punishment, the gods had her fall
in love with her own reflection, thus wasting a perfectly good wardrobe,
as she was the ouly one 1o admire it. A thousand years ago, when the
earth was reassuringly flat and the universe revolved around it, the
ordinary person had no last name, let alone any claim to individualism.
The self was subordinated to church and king. Then came the Renais -
sance explosion of scientific discovery, humanist insight and, as both
cause and effect, the rise of individual self-consciousness. All at once, it
seemed, the Western self had replaced God at the center of earthly life.
And perhaps more than any great war, invention, or feat of navigation,
this upheaval marked the beginning of our modern era. There are now
20 times as many people in the world as there were in the vear 1,000,
Most have last names, and many of us have a personal identity or
reasonable expectation of acquiring one.”

Counter to the narrative of Narcissa, Charles Taylor, the Canadian
philosopher, and Stanley Hauerwas, the American theologian, help me
articulate the need for the communal self not only in African cultures
but also for Western ones. Taylor’s method helps me keep my African
claims modest and descriptions concrete. What 1 use Tavlor to show
are the strong connections between a sense of identity and a concept
of relationality.” Tle describes how identity became separated from
frameworks and sources as procedural reason and an Enlightenment
view of nature marginalized sources like theological worldviews. For
exammple, Taylor shows that when William James made theology, philo-
sophy, and ecclesiology secondary, he never gave intelligibility to his
discussion of the religious experiences of individuals.™

A similar point is made throughout Stanley Fauerwas’s Gifford lectures,
For Hauerwas, natural theology divorced from a full doctrine of God
cannot help but distort the character of God and thus of the world in
which we find ourselves. Taylor gets to this same point differently. Where
Hauerwas criticizes the natural theologian from a narrative approach to
theology, Taylor criticizes the natural theologian from a more philo-
sophical approach. That is to say that while both Hauerwas and Taylor
criticize those caught in extreme individualism, 1lauerwas argues that
they {like William James) need more of 4 narrative display of communal
spiritual experiences so that individuality becomes intelligible.”

Taylor critiques the probicmatic of modern self understanding and
instead argues for the deeper human desire to be a part of a4 community.
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[e writes: “Talk abour ‘identity’ in the modern sense would have been
incomprehensible to our forebears of a couple of centuries ago.”*
Taylor’s perception of forebears may be solely European. Desmond
Tutw’s claim in the epigraph to this chapter that we are all African by
virtue of human origin in the continent of Africa expands the meaning
of Taylor’s insight to see a deeper communal self. This helps my argu-
ment for an African communal self that does not repeat the mistake of
assuming the primacy of Luropean forebears. Just as laylor refutes
reductive claims of knowing self-identity without reference to the con-
text of “a self” in a good society, so too African Christian spirituality
resists claims of knowing that do not rake into account how 1rue selfhood
can ouly be known in communal settings. Perhaps this is why so many
African societies were conducive to the “other” coming to them through
coloniahism and missionary movements,

Taylor uses the terms “self” and “identity,” each of which has been
defined in multiple ways by sociologists, psychologists, and theologians,
as well as by philosophers. Like Tavlor’s, my work does not attempt 1o
be a sociological or psychological analysis of the self. Although Taylor
tends to slip into European causal explanations of the development of
modern self-identity though his history of ideas, this is not his conscious
intent. No doubt, the reader could say the same of my writing — that |
slip into African American cansal explanations, though this is not my
intention. Thus, you, the reader, are extremely valuable in interpreting
my intentions from my blatant mistakes, So, too, we must all find deeper
appreciation of those traditions outside of our own. For example, African
cultural worldviews could greatly enhance 'Tavlor’s argument for a more
communal self,

Taylor organizes his book Sources of the Seif in three parts. He begins
by outlining his philosophical-moral framework. This framework puts
moral evaluation at the center of human identity. Persons understand
who thev are in large measure by evaluations they make about what
is good, and how that understanding will direct their lives. He ends the
book with a twalold assessment of the modern situation: {1) a con-
sensus o morals such as universal human rights, the demand to reduce
suffering, the ideals of freedom, equality, and self determination; and
{2) a lack of moral sources or agreed upon constitutive goods to undergird
that consensus. Taylor devotes the bulk of the book to a historical
development of three themes that influence the modern identity: {1} a
radical turn inward, {2} the affirmation of ordinary life, and {3} a view
of nature as a source for moral evaluation and self-identity.*’

In exploring these themes Taylor shows how the notion of self changes
through Western history. In the modern era, identity and the good
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commingle, but major developments change the character of both, This
occurred becanse of the idea that reason, as a proper procedure of
thought, became unrelated to a reliable world of order. Reason itself
was now divided, as practical reason became subject to one’s personal
world alone. In the modern era, comumunal truth, so necessary to earlier
theistic views of the self, could no longer be assumed, but now had to
be refated to one’s mward journey. It is important 10 realize that when
laylor discusses the modern era, he is attempting to describe both a
consensus on morals and a poverty of moral sources.

Taylor outlines three options for developing moral sources for the
modern ethic: {1} a no-longer-assumable theistic basis, {2} the power
and dignity of the human person, and {3} expressivistic resonances within
the self. He encourages the search for moral sources especially in the
expressivist area, combining deep personal insight with visions of the
good that may connect with ontside sources. While we may lack a public
consensus on moral sources, moral sources indexed to a deep personal
vision could be convincing for some. At the same time, Taylor wonders
if modern moral scurces can be sustained without a vision of hope or a
religious dimension, “a love of that which is incomparably higher than
ourselves.” Having jettisoned traditional theism as a moral source,
moderns are left with disengaged reason alone to search for a metaethic,

Taylor thinks that the modern moral predicament is dangerous. He
suggests that the gap between moral sources and their articulation must
be closed in order to provide strong reason to be a good person. Part of
our humanity, he argues, is denied by the modern tendency to reject and
denv deep spiritual aspirations and intuitions, Without deeper moral
sources, benevolence exacts a high cost, both in commirment and in a
sense of guilt for not living up to its high ideals. On the other hand,
linking an ethic of benevolence to religious or nationalistic ideology has
led to destructiveness, not only in past centuries but also in our own.
Taylor insists that avoiding this problem is impossible; we must risk one
danger or the other, and neither choice is without cost. On the one side
we risk stifling the human spirit, and on the other we risk the potential
dangers of the power of religious faith.,

Taylor’s task is an important one for understanding my project to
describe the context of the Black Church. Tle astutely follows the center
of the discussion about identity and the good through its carriers in
theology, philosophy, philosophy of science, literature, and the visual
arts. Taylor also works against a sense of chaos and disintegration in
modern life by finding moral threads and weaving them together. His
book celebrates rather than lamenrs modernity, offering creative insights
into furthering the search for moral sources.
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However, are there other sources that Taylor neglects? Any rendering
of history is selective and gaps should be pardonable in such a vast work.
But the absence of anything on African spirituality leaves the reader
without connecting links between Europe and Africa. Taylor limits his
apprehension of moral sources in another way by tracing the history
of a monological self. Although he is aware that (to put it in his own
terms} “the community is also constitutive of the individual”™ and that
“common meanings are embedded in our institutions and practices,”
somehow in this work he loses touch with the communal dimensions of
moral self-interpretation. Although he refers to communities and moral
practices, the medern moral sources he points 10 focus on a disengaged
individual sclf. This is where the Black Church could help him.

Taylor wants to utilize personal resonances of the modern self in
order to get in touch with an ontside order, since no public consensus
on that order is possible. His hunch is that theism may be necessary for
an adequate account of moral sources and this route leaves open that
possibility. He stresses the individual self, although he insists that a
disengaged self offers a wrong view of agency, and he agrees that the
self is socially constituted, If Taylor understands this, it is puzzling that
he focuses so exclusively on modern moral sources that arisc from a
disengaged view of the self. I suppose European history itself moves
one in this direction. Or perhaps he is wrying ro utlize modern self-
perceptions of a disengaged self as a point from which to develop new
possibilities. In either case, African traditions that focus on communal
understandings of the self might have opened Taylor to socially oriented
moral sources. The narrative theology of African American slaves is an
example.

If the dilemma of risk is as serious as laylor claims it is {and I think
it is}, these additional modern moral sources must be seriously con-
sidered. An inability to articulate moral sources may result in 4 consensus
sought through persuasion or even coercion in the absence of reasons
related to moral sources. Disparate values are linked together, conflicts
among goods concealed, and moral sources that could aid evaluation of
those goods remain unexplored. Tavlor’s illumination of some of the
histary behind this moral predicament is a tremendous gift to those of
us who would like to understand better the concept of self and the
moral sources that make such identity more compelling for an under-
standing of the Black Chuech.

Dale Andrews’ book Practical Theology for Black Churches provides
the transition for how the above discussion on the problem of Western
individualism affects the very identity of the Black Church.?” For Andrews,
the effect is a deepening chasm between the varying perspectives of



EMERGENCE QF WHAT [S AFRICAN 19

Black theology and Black churches for knowing the Black Church’s
identity. Like Taylor’s display of the modern era’s confusion of know-
ing what transcends the individual without a framework and moral
sources, Andrews puts his finger on this same problem in the Africau
American community. The resulting identity crisis looks like this. On
one hand, Black theology sees only a refuge image in Black churches,
in which escapism prevails. On the other hand, Andrews describes
a critique of black theologians who root themselves within African
American folk religion instead of faith identity, Ile argues that a faith
identity paradigm of Black ecclesiology emerges historically as the
churches interpreted their own formation and life. 1lence, there should
be no contradiction between pastoral and prophetic ministries in Black
churches, since there is the crucial function in both ministries to maintain
faith identity.

The work to resolve the identity crisis in the Black community is
for Black churches to learn from black theologians o resist cscapist
spiritnality that ends up being the etfect of Western individualism. And
the work of black theologians is to construct a better liberation or
prophetic theology that is not detached from the spiritual life of diverse
communities. I commend this work of Andrews as he tries to synthesize
the prophetic and pastoral dimensions within the Black Church. Fis
notion that the prophetic office of Black theology is now required
to ground itself in practical theology is much needed. My criticism of
Andrews, however, is in his simple conflation of Black churches into
American individualism.

Andrews belicves that as Black churches “focus preaching and pastoral
ministries on personal salvation, inner spirituality, and religious piety,
the ideoclogy of American individualism invades their sense of corporate
identity and communal responsibility. The irruption of corporate iden-
tity and communal responsibility only increases amid the struggles for
socioeconomic advancement conditioned by individualism in a systemic-
ally racist society.”** No doubt Andrews would have difficulty with my
ubiquitous claims of communal spirituality within the Black Chnrch {or
even naming 4 single entity as Black Church instead of Black churches).
For him, there is a great bifurcation of the Black community reflected
in the emerging Black middle class, and Black urban vouth or hip-hop
culture. Andrews’ genius is in his narrative of the complexity of the
Black community in America. Such complexity of identity is especially
reflected in the debates of the African American icon Rill Cosby, now
krown for caustic remarks against hip-hop calture. He lambasred the
language of Black urban vouth, decried their decorum, and panned
their parenting. Needless to say, Cosby’s remarks have created a stir in
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the United States, especially within the African American community.
Were his words a legitimate reminder of a prophet’s wake-up call, or 4
misguided attack, lacking pastoral sensitivity?®” Black intellecrual Michael
Eric Dyson illustrates the other side of the debate by defending hip-hop
culture.® Cosby’s message has stirred up a whirlwind of controversy
over social identity and responsibility in the African-American com-
munity. How does one get at defining such identity and responsibility?

Where I think Andrews could go deeper in his attempt at answering
this question is through a gquestioning of his own social scientific founda-
tion. Tor example, he uses Erik Lrikson’s life-stage analysis along with
David Augsburger’s quadrangular schema to forr the foundation of his
judgments for Black churches, Black theology, Black urban youth, and
the Black middle class.™ So, on the one hand, Andrews thinks that Black
churches need the voice of prophetic inspiration to hold preaching and
ministries of care accountable to the reflexive mandates of revelation;™
on the other hand, he concludes that his “ultimate goal is to reground
the liberation ethics of black theology in a prophetic role more con-
vergent with religious folk life in African American churches,”” 1le
seems to assume thar something nostalgic like a religious folk life may
somehow be understood apart from an accompanying faith com-
mitment. Andrews himsell admits this as weakness: “¥What prevents this
project {rom becoming an exercise in nostalgia?”* 11is final conclusion
is helpful in validating his book as important: “I try ... to clarify the
critical impediments to mutual resolution of the dissension between
black theology and black churches.”®” My only concern for Andrews is
that such mutual resolution cannot occur withour Tavlor’s pursuit of
sources that sustain our self-understanding. In other words, there should
be theological analysis of prayer and practice of God’s presence by
African American people if he is going to attempt o describe practical
theology for Black churches, But there is no such display. His claim,
however, that Black churches have been displaced as a central socializ-
ing force of Black humanity because of American individualism is a
vital discussion that must 1ake place {and not only for Black churches!.
It is to such a discussion that we now turn.

Notes

1 Desmond Tutu, Na Future without Forgiveness New York: Doubleday,
1999},

2 Non- African identity is a complicated description since most respected
anthropolegists conclude thar all human beings have ancestry in Africa.
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