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INTRODUCTION 
 

1 Corinthians 1:18 – “For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are  
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” 

 
Hebrews 2:9 – “That he, by the grace of God, should taste death for every man.” 

 
 
The “Power of the Cross of Christ” for Spiritual and Social Transformation    
 
In this technologically advanced, digital age, I still believe in the cross of Christ as the “power of 

God” for salvation. In the midst of this COVID-19 pandemic, accompanied by social unrest, 

insurrection at the U.S. Capitol, and the ongoing quests for social justice; in this politically 

disenchanting and religiously disheartening season, I still confess that there is “power in the 

blood.” You might ask, “What gives me such confidence and assurance that there is still power in 

the blood and salvific efficacy in the cross?” I would have to confess that it is my spiritual and 

intellectual location in relation to the cross. In my 58 short years on this earth, I’ve learned to live, 

move and have my being “near the cross.” I suspect that this statement requires further 

explanation because this faith-profession is not necessarily evident upon initial or casual 

observation of my person. What I mean is that you may never see the outward ornamentation of a 

cross upon my person, whether in the form of a crucifix worn around the neck or certainly not as 

a tattoo upon my body, or even as an emblem embossed upon my clothing (except perhaps, on my 

clergy apparel). For me, the meaning and power of the cross is more profound and enriching than 

mere external ornamentations to be displayed upon the outward person. I think there is too much 

of this kind of social profiling in our world today – that is, falsely created personas for public 

influence and consumption but without any real substance. All kinds of folks, with no commitment 

to Christ or his church, and certainly no commitment to the cross, find it as a popular and 

fashionable cultural symbol to wear on their necks or have tattooed upon their bodies. Thus, such 

outward manifestations provide no evidence of inward transformation or personal commitment 

to Christ. I’m not being judgmental. I’m just making a personal observation that one’s commitment 

to the cross must be demonstrated in one’s life and deportment, whether one wears a cross or not. 

 So, when I profess to live, move and have my being “near the cross”, I am emphasizing and 

characterizing the “power of the blood” and the efficacy of the cross as the transformative elements 

that changed my life, revolutionized my relationships and awakened my liberative worldview. I 

confessed Christ Jesus as Lord and was saved and changed by the teaching of the cross of Christ at 

18 years old. It was my Sunday School teacher, on an Easter Sunday morning, who passionately 

impressed upon the class of young adults the meaning of the cross– “Do you realize that Jesus was 

beaten for you, that he bled for you, that he died on the cross for you?” These words had such a 

profound affect upon me that I was brought to tears, and realizing that my heart was deeply 

touched, my teacher “led me to salvation”. Allow me to pause here for a moment to give a shoutout 

to the learned and committed Sunday School teachers who hold up the second pillar of the church 

– teaching. The first pillar is preaching; so, both preaching and teaching are the two pillars of 
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the gospel and of the church. I can say that since that day, I have sought to stay “near the cross”, 

seeking to understand more profoundly its transformative power both spiritually and socially.  

Many people may not know that it was the teaching and preaching of the cross that most 

attracted the attention of enslaved African Americans (and their descendants) and contributed to 

their conversion to Christianity. A formerly enslaved preacher, Josiah Henson, recounts how a 

white preacher using the text of Hebrews 2:9 – “That he, by the grace of God, should taste 

death for every man,” struck his attention quite profoundly and increased his desire to learn 

more about the crucified Christ. For James Watkins, another fugitive from slavery, the cross of 

Christ was the basis for both spiritual and earthly freedom. He said: “Teach the slave the gospel, 

and you will make him free” – free from sin and their earthly taskmasters! We will explore 

in more detail their testimonies about the cross in African American conversion experiences, but 

the purpose in highlighting these two here is to show how the cross of Christ was not only the 

basis of personal salvation and piety for African American converts who confessed that their 

sins were washed away (atoned) by the blood of Christ, but it was also a spiritual foundation 

for political engagement and nonviolent protests for freedom and against social injustice.  

The first aspect, then, of the transformative power of the cross of Christ is indeed in the 

potency of its atonement for human sin. Hebrews 9:22 tells us that “the law requires that 

nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no 

forgiveness (of sins).” It is here that we profess the power of the blood for atonement. This is 

further expressed in the familiar song, Nothing but the Blood:  

  

        “What can wash away my sin? 

Nothing but the blood of Jesus. 

What can make me whole again? 

Nothing but the blood of Jesus.  

Refrain: 

Oh! precious is the flow 

that makes me white as snow; 

No other fount I know, 

Nothing but the blood of Jesus. 

 

This is a standard hymn of the church and I remember singing this song as I was nurtured in the 

black church. While I still affirm its theological implications, I do have some problem with its 

symbolic or metaphoric language. Now, some of us may sing this song and have no issues with its 

symbolic language at all, but I do. I have no problem, however, with this song as an expression of 

the theological efficacy of the power of Christ’s blood to cleanse human sin. I have no problem with 

my sins being washed away or being made whole again by the blood of Jesus. I understand that 

Christ’s blood has the power to deliver from the slavery of sin. Paul declares this in Romans (6:10a 

and 17): “10 The death he died, he died to sin once for all…. 17But thanks be to God, that you who 

were slaves to sin have become obedient from the heart to the standard of teaching to which you 

were committed, and having (now) been set free from sin, you have come to obey from your heart 
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the pattern of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance.” I praise God for deliverance from 

“the slavery of sin.” But I also want us to see that the power of the blood and efficacy of the cross 

are remedies for deliverance from the sin of slavery. 

Now, I need to unpack this statement (“the sin of slavery”) because we understand the 

“slavery of sin”, but I want to make sure that we understand clearly the “sin of slavery”. Can I tell 

you that the sin of slavery was the creation of a myth of white supremacy resulting in white 

privilege, and to enslave and deny the humanity and dignity of African descended peoples? 

This myth elevated “whiteness” to divinity and “blackness” to the devil to justify human bondage. 

But the cross of Christ was a powerful intervention for enslaved African Americans that helped 

to restore their dignity and humanity, and also to supply to them with the spiritual strength to 

protest and make America live up to its religious and political ideals of freedom and equality.  

This is why it’s difficult for me to sing, “Oh! precious is the flow that makes me white as 

snow.” The symbolic and mythic use of whiteness was employed to denounce and demonize 

blackness; simple color symbolism that took on religious, social and political implications. To be 

honest, the blood is not designed to make us “white” anyway, but to make us clean, cleansed from 

the habitual practice of sin—personally and collectively. So, long before it was customary, I would 

sing to myself once my mind was enlightened, when chanting this song in church, “Oh precious is 

that flow that makes me clean as snow.” I do want to be clean. Don’t you? Furthermore, and more 

importantly, this myth of white supremacy and resulting white privilege created tension and 

division (racial segregation/apartheid) both in society and the church—the body of Christ, 

wherein all Christians were meant to be one; one people of God, on an equal basis (Ephesians 2:11-

22). Here, then, is the other aspect of the cross that is usually overlooked – its power to 

break down the walls and barriers to human unity, equality, dignity and community. This 

aspect of the cross will also be elaborated upon in the course of this Holy Week Study by focusing 

on African American Christian religious experience.  

 

The Purpose and Plan of this Study 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the power of the cross as a component of personal 

spiritual transformation and also as a “spiritual force” for social (and political) 

transformation. We will discover in the course of this study that these crucial elements of the 

cross of Christ are evident the religious experience of black Christians from slavery to freedom. 

While this study will focus on the black/African American Christian religious experience, it is not 

meant to be divisive or to cause “white guilt” and shame (but should this happen, leading to 

antiracist “conviction” (conversion?) and a deeper understanding of and empathy with the black 

struggle in America, to God be the glory!), or to cause black anger and resentment. It is 

imperative, in my estimation, that all Christians learn about and gain an historical understanding 

of the long-term implications and ramifications of slavery’s sinful legacy that resulted in the 

creation of the ideology of white supremacy and white privilege against which we still struggle 

today. Perhaps, in recent days, the most egregious display of such was the senseless and 

heartless public murder of George Floyd (and many others), which is, to be sure, a contemporary 
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example and display of white power and privilege. The Black Lives Matter protests that followed 

were 95% non-violent by the best estimates. But a U.S. Senator in my home state of Wisconsin, 

Ron Johnson, made national headlines recently when he remarked on a conservative talk show 

that he was never concerned for his safety on January 6 because the (white) mob was comprised 

of “people that loved this country,” as opposed to Black Lives Matter protesters who protested 

against a blatant act of injustice displayed on video for the whole world to see. He continues, “I 

knew those were people that...truly respect law enforcement, would never do anything to break 

the law, so I wasn’t concerned.” Besides ignoring the obvious mob violence that was on display 

during that event, even resulting in the death of a capitol officer and multiple injuries of others, 

he had no sympathy for the outcry of the public murder (lynching?) of a black man but offered 

unfettered support for white supremacist insurrectionists at the U.S. capitol. And equally 

disturbing was that many (but certainly not all) of the insurrectionists were professing Christians. 

All of this makes a deeper understanding of the full implications of cross of Christ imperative for 

the church universal. Such an understanding would even aid, in my opinion, the young black, 

Latinx, Asian and white Christian activists who have taken to the streets with a solid theological 

perspective to undergird them. It is unfortunate that this study does not include the valiant 

courage and unwavering commitment of white Christians over the centuries who have joined in 

the struggle for the human equality and dignity of African descended peoples, but this is certainly 

a study for a later day. For now, our focus will be on the African American Christian religious 

experience and how they found in the cross of Christ a powerful source of inspiration against the 

forces of dehumanization. To be sure, the power of the cross is a significant part of my own 

salvation story. 

 I mentioned above the I have sought to be “near the cross” both spiritually and 

intellectually. I have noted briefly my spiritual journey that was initiated by the teaching of the 

cross leading to my conversion experience, but I have not shared my intellectual journey. This 

journey began with my doctoral dissertation, “’Enemies of the Cross of Christ’: A Rhetorical 

Analysis of the Theology of the Cross in Conflict in Paul’s Philippian Correspondence” (1997), 

which became the foundation for my first book, “Enemies of the Cross of Christ”: The Terminology 

of the Cross and Conflict in Philippians (2002). This book was preceded by two articles: “The 

Terminology of the Cross and the Rhetoric of Paul” in The Society of Biblical Literature Seminar 

Papers 1998 (Atlanta, GA: SBL Press, 1998), pp. 677-99 and “Paul’s Anti-Imperial Discourse of the 

Cross: The Cross and Power in 1 Corinthians 1-4,” in Society of Biblical Literature Seminar Papers 

2000 (Atlanta, GA: SBL Press, 2000), pp. 796-823. These works provided sufficient background 

for an initial exploration of the cross of Christ in African American Christian experience in an 

article titled, “Identifying with the Cross of Christ” (in James Noel and Matthew Johnson, eds., The 

Passion of the Lord: African American Reflections [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005]). The 

present study draws from the previous work on the topic of the cross and will benefit also from 

the most recent research undertaken for my anticipated publication, The Cross of Christ in African 

American Christian Religious Experience: Piety, Politics and Protest (forthcoming, Rowman and 

Littlefield, 2022).  
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Finally, this study is important to me not just as a New Testament/Religious Studies 

scholar who engages African American Biblical Interpretation but also as a pastor. I have sought 

to employ the historical African American Christian religious experience in my preaching and in 

my teaching as a pastor for the last 30 years. This study, however, represents my first written 

study, utilizing the literary resources of formerly enslaved persons, that is designed specifically 

for religious instruction for the church, but hopefully, it will not be the last.   

This Holy Week study will begin with an exploration of the theme of the cross in the New 

Testament (particularly the Gospels, Acts and Paul) and how Christ’s cross/crucifixion was the 

ultimate satisfaction (atonement) of the just requirements of the law regarding sin. Moreover, 

we will also explore the various categories of the cross of Christ in the thought (teaching and 

preaching) and practice (worship and community life) of the church. Not only this though, we 

will note the social and political implications of the cross in the Gospels, Acts and Paul. Then, we 

will trace several of these thematic developments in the African American Spirituals, conversion 

narratives, and preaching. Each lesson will conclude with general discussion questions and a set 

of “taking it personally” questions, which are designed to have us engage the material from our 

personal experience. I pray that this study will be spiritually enriching, emotionally satisfying, 

and intellectually stimulating, even as we are social distancing. May God bless our time together. 
 

NOTE: I thought it appropriate to have some discussion of this introductory chapter 
because I do not want to assume that the issues raised herein have not generated some 
questions or are in need of clarification. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 

1) Do you have any questions about any topic or issue raised in this introduction? 
2) Did you learn anything you did not know before from reading this introduction? 
3) Do engaging in discussions about race/ism make you feel uncomfortable? 
4) Do engaging in discussions of race/ism and the Christian religion in an inter-racial setting 

make you uncomfortable? 
5) Do you think such discussions hinder of help the healing process? How so? Why not? 
6) How would you define the term racism/ist? 
7) Have you ever heard the term “antiracism/ist” before? If so, how was it defined? 
8) Do you think black/African descended people can be racist? How so? Why not? 
9) Do you think a study like this can help the universal church to think about matters of 

race/ism and redemption differently? 
10) How can white churches and black churches work together to address the legacy of  
      race/-ism in America? 

 
 
“TAKING IT PERSONALLY”  
 

1) Have you ever had and an experience in an interracial religious setting that made you feel 
uncomfortable or conscious of underlying racial attitudes or behaviors? 

2) What was your reaction when you saw the George Floyd killing/murder? How did it make 
you feel? Did you agree/disagree with the protests that followed? 
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3) What was your experience of the storming of the U.S. Capitol building on January 6, 2021? 
How did it make you feel? 

a. Do you think there was a difference in the way the U.S. Capitol assault was handled 
by law enforcement agencies compared to the BlackLivesMatter (BLM) protests in 
the summer of 2020 in the wake of the George Floyd killing?  

4) What has been your source of strength for dealing with the overwhelming issues race/ism 
in America? 

5) Have you ever been personally involved in any interracial (Christian) efforts to discuss, 
address or ameliorate racism? 
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LESSON ONE 
 
 

“THE GOOD NEWS OF THE CROSS OF CHRIST IN THE GOSPELS,  
ACTS, AND PAUL” 

  
 
THE “GOOD NEWS” OF THE CROSS OF JESUS CHRIST 
 
The “Good News” or Gospel (evangelion) of Jesus Christ indicates the content of a narrative event 

(the incarnation, life, salvific ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ known by scholars 

as “the Christ Event,” which later became inscribed as narratives known as “Gospels”) and also 

the oral proclamation of a message about God’s offering of redemption and salvation to humankind 

through Jesus Christ. The Gospel, thus, identifies Jesus Christ as the Messiah of Israel, as the Son of 

God, and as the second Person of the Godhead whose earthly life and providential death fulfilled 

God’s total plan of salvation. The proclamation of this message satisfies God’s will that all people 

should hear and receive this message which results in salvation. The event that made God’s free 

offering of redemption and salvation possible is Jesus Christ’s death on the cross (and 

resurrection).    

 

THUS, THE CROSS OF CHRIST IS: 
 
Theological. It is a part of “God-talk” (theo – “God” and logos – “discourse” = “discourse about 

God”), which in short, this is a good and brief working definition for the term “theology”.  A 

“theology of the cross” can thus be summed up in the familiar passage that many Christians learned 

in Sunday School as children; that is, John 3:16(-17)— “For God so loved the world that he gave his 

one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17(For God 

did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through 

him).” While this is a good theological foundation for a theology of the cross, there is no mention 

of the cross in these verses. However, the verses preceding John 3:16(-17); that is vv. 14-15, do 

have a symbolic reference to the cross: “14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so 

the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.” It is 

interesting to me that the symbolic reference to the cross involves “lifting up a snake or serpent” 

on a pole (see Numbers 21:9). To be sure, the action of Moses which brought healing to a hurting 

people, is a type or symbol of the action accomplished by the cross of Christ.  

 

Spiritual. The event of the cross and crucifixion were not a part of popular Jewish ideas about the 

coming Messiah. Although the prophet Isaiah noted that the “Servant of the Lord” would be “a man 

of suffering, and familiar with pain” (Isaiah 53:3; or in the KJV, “a man of sorrow and acquainted 

with grief”), many looked for a Davidic-type military leader who would throw off the yoke of 

Gentile oppression. Thus, the idea that the Son of Man would suffer, and die required some 

explanation (Jesus tried to explain this to the disciples on several occasions; see Matthew 17:22-

23; 20:17-19), but ultimately, the disciples would not understand its necessity until after the 
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resurrection. The Gospel of Matthew 16:13-28 recounts the response of the disciples to Jesus’ 

inquiry regarding his identity: “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” The disciples offered a few 

popular responses, but Peter replied correctly, “You are the Messiah [Christ], the Son of the living 

God.” Then Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by 

flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven.” What was revealed to Peter was Jesus’ messiahship, 

but that he must suffer and die on a cross, Peter and the other disciples did not fully comprehend. 

This is why, when Jesus told the disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer: “He then began 

to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, the chief 

priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again” 

(Mark 10:31). Then, Peter took Jesus aside and rebuked him. Jesus however, responded to Peter, 

“Get behind me Satan…,” because Peter’s spiritual eyes (nor that of the other disciples’) were not 

able to see this truth at the time. But after the resurrection and an intense search of the scriptures, 

they came to understand the spiritual significance of Jesus’ suffering and cross (see Luke 24:6-9; 

John 2:17, 22; 12:16; 14:25-26; 16:12-13; 20:9; 21:24).    

Although they had their difficulties with one another (see Galatians 2:6-14), Peter and Paul 

shared in common not only the call to preach the gospel as apostles but also their common 

misunderstanding of Jesus’ message and mission in the early stages of their encounters with him. 

For Peter, as noted above, it was his misunderstanding during the ministry of the “earthly Jesus” 

and his journey to the cross of Calvary. But for Paul it was his misunderstanding of the “risen 

Jesus”, particularly how the Messiah of God could ever be the one who died on a Roman cross 

because Deuteronomy 21:23b states: “anyone who is hung on a pole [tree] is under God’s curse.” 

(NIV) This revelation of the necessity of the cross and suffering of the Messiah did not come to 

Peter until after the resurrection and visitation of the risen Christ (Matthew 28:16-17; Mark 16:14-

15; Luke 24:12, 34; John 20:19-30). Paul, as a strict Pharisee, could not be convinced that somehow 

Deuteronomy 21:23 could be overcome, unless God revealed it to him! This is what happened on 

the Damascus Road when the vision of the risen Christ changed his course from persecutor of the 

church of Christ to preacher of the gospel of Christ (Paul shares this testimony three times! See 

Acts 9:1-9; 22:6-11; 26:12-18). This transformative encounter with Christ made it necessary for 

him to see the cross and crucifixion differently; it was a hidden mystery that was hidden but 

now revealed to those who have the Spirit of God (1 Corinthians 2:10). We see his new 

perspective in 1 Corinthians 2:6-8— “We do, however, speak a message of wisdom among the 

mature, but not the wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing.7 No, 

we declare God’s wisdom, a mystery that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory 

before time began. 8 None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not 

have crucified the Lord of glory.” But God has revealed these things (about the cross of 

Christ) to the believer through the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 2:10[-16]) What Paul once fought against 

himself, is no longer hidden to him. He now realizes that the cross of Christ was a part of God’s 

hidden plan all along. He even understands Deuteronomy 21:23 in light of this new revelation of 

Jesus Christ: he can now exclaim— “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming 

a curse for us, for it is written: ‘Cursed is everyone who is hung on a pole [tree].’   4He redeemed 

us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so 
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that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.” Paul now understood that cross of Christ 

was God’s means of opening the doors of salvation to the Gentiles (nations) as was promised in 

the prophets (for example Zechariah 8:23): “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘In those days 

ten people from all languages and nations will take firm hold of one Jew by the hem of his robe and 

say, ‘Let us go with you, because we have heard that God is with you.’”  

 

Providential. The gospel was a part of God’s redemptive plan for humankind, which was foretold 

in the prophetic scriptures. Several prophets predicted the life and ministry of the Messiah. Isaiah 

7:14, for example, informs us: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will 

conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.” This speaks of the birth 

(incarnation), meaning and significance of the Messiah. Isaiah 9:6-7 is even more telling and 

descriptive of the Messiah’s reign: “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the 

government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the greatness of his government and peace there will be no 

end.” It is amazing to me that the child that is born is called “Might God” and “Everlasting Father”. 

Certainly, only by the will of the “Everlasting Father” could such an event occur. Yet, this “Prince 

of Peace” would suffer and die on a Roman cross. It is no wonder that Isaiah has been called “the 

Gospel Preacher of the Old Testament”. His writings are divided into two parts: chapters 1-39 

record the historical aspects of the prophet’s ministry, and chapters 40-66 record his poetic 

prophecies. This has been seen as symbolic of the Old Testament totaling 39 books and the New 

Testament totaling 27 books, which equals the 66 books of the Bible. Even in Isaiah’s book itself, 

there seems to be a prophetic ordering of the Bible. But there is more. Isaiah used a word in his 

writings that also seems prescient (“having foresight” or “predicting future events”) of the 

proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  He uses the term “glad tidings” (Hebrew, basar), which 

is translated in Greek as “good news” (evangelion, the term used in the Septuagint [Greek 

translation of the Hebrew Bible] and the New Testament). This term appears, interestingly, in the 

second part of Isaiah’s writings (Isaiah 40:9; 52:7; Isaiah 61:1) and some believe it is a prediction 

of the preaching of the gospel or “good news” in the New Testament (along with the prediction of 

the establishment of a new covenant in Jeremiah 31:31-34). 

 

Propitiation. The death of Jesus Christ on the cross propitiates us before God (that is, “appeases,” 

“conciliates,” “makes favorably inclined”). Paul understands the death of Christ on the cross, on 

the one hand, as “God-given”. In Romans 8:32, he says— “He [God] who did not spare his own 

Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him [Christ], graciously give us 

all things?” On the other hand, Paul could describe Jesus’ death as “self-giving,” as in Galatians 

2:20— “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now 

live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” In short, 

Paul is in agreement with the Gospels that Jesus’ death is an atonement or atoning sacrifice for 

human sin as described in Romans 3:25a— “God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, 

through the shedding of his blood to be received by faith….” As in the sacrificial system of the 

Jewish Temple wherein animals were sacrificed “on our behalf” or to cover for human sins, Jesus 



 12 

“gave himself for us”; “was offered for us”; “died on our behalf,” once and for all as a remedy to 

cleans and eliminate the consequences of human sin— because “The death he died, he died to 

sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God” (Romans 6:10). 

 

Proclaimed/Preached. Thus, the “good news” (Gk., evangelion, “good news/tidings”— eu- = 

“well”, “good” and angelion = “angel” or “message, news”) must be proclaimed! (evangelizesthai 

= “to preach the gospel”!!!) After Jesus reveals himself to the disciples who met him on the Emmaus 

road: “Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 46 He told them, ‘This 

is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 47 and 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at 

Jerusalem. 48 You are witnesses of these things.’” (Luke 24:45-48) We know now that preaching 

the “glad tidings” or “good news” was already foreshadowed in the prophets.  

Peter’s first sermon shows us this very thing; that the goal of preaching the gospel is to 

bring about repentance! An examination of Peter’s sermon in Acts 2:14-41 reveals that there is a 

particular pattern to early Christian preaching or the gospel: 

 
(1) The promises of the OT have now been fulfilled, and the messiah has come.  

(2) Jesus is the messiah.  

(3) Jesus did mighty deeds by the power of God.  

(4) Jesus was crucified according to God’s plan.  

(5) Jesus was raised from the dead by God.  

(6) Jesus was exalted by God and made “Lord”.  

(7) Jesus will return for judgment and the restoration of all things.  

(8) Everyone who hears this message should repent.  

 
This pattern of early Christian preaching shows the importance of the prophetic writings in 

understanding Jesus’ messiahship, deeds of power, and especially that his crucifixion was no 

accident! It was a part of God’s plan. But so also was the resurrection and exaltation of Jesus as 

Lord with the promise of his return as judge. Upon hearing this message, individuals are compelled 

to receive it and the forgiveness of sins, so that they might be found worthy when Jesus returns. 

From Acts 2, we see that Peter’s preaching of the gospel was certainly productive. After his sermon, 

many who heard him were pricked in their hearts and asked and said to Peter and the other 

apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?” (2:37) 38 Peter replied, ‘Repent and be baptized, every 

one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the 

gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for 

all whom the Lord our God will call.’ 40 With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded 

with them, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.’ 41 Those who accepted his message 

were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.” This was the 

beginning of the church as “the body of Christ” and the remembrance of his sacrifice and death 

served as a model for communal life and social interactions, as they “broke bread” with one 

another and lived together in community (Acts 2:43-47; see also Acts 4:32-37).  



 13 

Likewise, for Paul, it was by preaching a message about a crucified Jewish savior and 

messiah that he established various churches in the Greco-Roman world (1 Cor 1:17, 23). The 

preaching (and narrative) about the cross was central to Paul’s message and ministry and was also 

a characteristic mark of his communities. The preaching of the cross revealed that the purpose of 

the eschatological event, that is, the decisive action of God through Jesus Christ— exemplified in 

the death, burial and resurrection that inaugurated the “last days” (“eschatology” means, “last 

things/days”; see 2 Cor 5:19)— was the establishment of a new community (the ekklesia, 

“assembly” of believers or the church as “the body of Christ”). This understanding of the cross was 

crucial for Paul’s calling and orientation as an apostle (1 Cor 2:1-5; 3:10-17; 1 Thes. 1:5-7).  Paul 

said, “For when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, since I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if 

I do not preach the gospel!” (1 Corinthians 9:16) The gospel that both Peter and Paul preached is 

the message about Jesus’ passion (“suffering”), death (on a cross) and resurrection (from the 

grave/tomb), which is the essential core of the gospel. Paul emphasizes the essential element of 

the cross in his preaching when he says, “For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you 

except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” (1 Corinthians 2:2) Paul, indeed, made the cross and 

crucifixion the focal point of his preaching. There are some other terms that Paul would also use 

for the proclamation of the gospel, like the phrase logon lalein, “to say/speak the word’; 

kerussein, “to announce” or “to herald”; katangelion, “to proclaim”. Paul could also describe the 

proclamation of the gospel as the “gospel of God” (1 Thes. 2:2, 8-9; 2 Cor 11:7) or “gospel of Christ” 

(Rom 15:19; 2 Cor 12:12) with no distinction in meaning. Whether “of God” or “of Christ” it was 

the one and the same gospel.  

Moreover, a significant component of “preaching the gospel” is to make disciples! 

(Matthew 28:18-20) We should not simply be “hearers of the word” but “doers of the word.” 

Discipleship should move us from hearers to doers, proving the preaching of the gospel to be 

productive and paradigmatic!  

 

Paradigmatic. The cross of Christ should be proclaimed for the purpose of producing disciples.  

Jesus sets the ultimate example or paradigm (“model”) of discipleship in John 13:12-17 wherein 

he washes the disciples’ feet. Imagine that? The one who was in the beginning with God  and 

through whom the world came into being (John 1:1-3), knelt down and washed the feet of mere 

human beings. In this act, he set an abiding example of service for the disciples. Then he said to 

them “Very truly I tell you, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than 

the one who sent him. 17Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them” (v. 

16-17). In Mark 9:33-37 Jesus provides the example of a little child to represent the humility of the 

disciple. This is followed up in Mark 10:15 where Jesus presents a child again as the model of 

humility for the disciple. He says: “Truly I tell you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God 

like a little child will never enter it.” Jesus did not simply expect humility from his disciples, he 

modeled it: “… just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life 

as a ransom for many.” Then, on an earlier occasion, Jesus said to them, “Whoever wants to be my 

disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” (Apparently, this example 

did not sink in easily with the disciples; see Mark 10:35-45)  
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Paul’s understanding of discipleship as self-denial or a “denial of the old self” is similar. For 

him, the cruciform life of discipleship begins with a correct understanding of baptism (Romans 

6:1-11). The disciple’s baptism is symbolic of a “death to the past” (practice of sinful behavior) and 

a “resurrection to new life” (new ethical, principled life guided by the Holy Spirit— Romans 6:12-

23; Galatians 5:13-26). He explains it this way: “We are those who have died to sin; how can we 

live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were 

baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order 

that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new 

life.” (vv. 2b-4) It seems that Paul did not just instruct his audience in this pattern of discipleship, 

he also modeled it himself. This can be seen most clearly in what has been termed the “Christ 

Hymn” in Philippians 2:5-11 and in Paul’s personal statement of privilege/loss/gain in Philippians 

3:3-11.  

 

 Jesus Christ (Philippians 2:5-11) Paul (Philippians 3:3-11) 
Privilege/Gain “Equality with God”/divinity (v. 6) Jewish birth/circumcision/a 

Pharisee (vv. 3-6) 
Loss/Sacrifice “Emptied himself” of divine privilege 

Became human/died on a cross (vv.7-8) 
Loss of status in his Israelite 
heritage (vv. 7-8) 

Exaltation/Gain  Exalted as Lord/divine privilege with 
God restored (vv. 9-11) 

“knowing Christ as 
Lord”/righteousness by 
faith/hope of resurrection 
(vv.9-11) 

 
Paul’s example of discipleship models the example of Jesus Christ and his willingness and 

disposition to abdicate the power and privilege of equality with God (isa theo) for the sake of 

redeeming or bringing salvation to humankind. Jesus did not simply encourage humility and self-

sacrifice from his disciples, he modeled it when he told them and showed them that “…  the Son of 

Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” Then, 

Jesus said to them, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their 

cross and follow me.” This is the core characteristic of discipleship the Paul also models. 

 

Communal/Social. The purpose of the preaching/proclamation of the gospel was/is to create and 

establish a new community—the church as the body of Christ. It would seem to follow then that 

the ethos (“character”) of the community of faith as the Body of Christ would in some way exhibit 

the example of its Lord. I mentioned above that baptism (Romans 6:1-11) is a symbolic imitation 

of the disciple into Jesus’ death and resurrection, but it is also an initiation rite into the “body of 

Christ”. When one believes and is baptized, she or he becomes a member of the believing 

community, the church (ekklesia) of Christ (see also 1 Corinthians 12:12-13). What disposition of 

the cross should guide the community of believers? As a result of baptism in the likeness of Jesus’ 

death and a “resurrection” to new life, Paul says further: “For we know that our old self was 

crucified with him so that the body ruled by sin might be done away with, that we should no longer 

be slaves to sin— because anyone who has died has been set free from sin” (Romans 6:6-7). Thus, 

the “old self” has been symbolically/spiritually crucified, and the new life in Christ is also a 
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cruciform life— that is, a life governed by the reality that the “old self” has died on the cross and a 

new life has begun that is guided by a new set of principles. In 2 Corinthians 5:14-15 Paul says it 

this way— “For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and 

therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for 

themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.” Therefore, cruciform 

lifestyle is one that is lived not for one’s-self— meaning, charting one’s own course in life outside 

of God’s plan and purpose or living selfishly without any regard for others—but for Christ, in order 

to do his will. Paul places emphasis on the proper attitude and deportment of the disciple of Christ 

in Philippians 2:1-5— “Therefore if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if 

any comfort from his love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and 

compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being 

one in spirit and of one mind. 3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in 

humility value others above yourselves, 4 not looking to your own interests but each of you 

to the interests of the others.” This cruciform attitude was exhibited in Christ Jesus, and Paul 

makes the link to Christ’s “attitude” in in v. 5: “In your relationships with one another, have the 

same mindset as Christ Jesus…” That mindset is expressed in vv. 1-4 and then demonstrated in 

the “Christ Him” regarding he one who “relinquished” divine privilege to die as a human being 

on a cross to accomplish human salvation (2:6-11). But the disciple of Christ is not to shrink in the 

face of adversity or wither in the heat of challenge.  

  

Confrontational. The proclamation and language of the cross (stauros/stauroo) was essential in 

Paul’s appeals to his communities (as noted above in their common life together governed by a 

cruciform attitude), and it was also important in his attacks against his religious opponents who 

competed with him for influence over the communities he established. For example, when 

troubled by opponents who tried to lead the church astray in Philippi, he called them “enemies of 

the cross of Christ” (Philippians 3:18) or he could say in Galatians 6:12 that his opponents who 

promoted circumcision “want to make a good showing in the flesh” because they do not want to 

be “persecuted for the cross of Christ.” In his own defense in regard to the cross, Paul declared: 

“May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has 

been crucified to me, and I to the world.” What Paul means is that the world has nothing to offer 

him now that he has found Jesus through the cross (hence, “the world has been crucified to me”), 

and it seems now that the world has trouble accepting what he has to offer it—the gospel of the 

cross of Jesus Christ (hence, “and I [have been crucified] to the world”). Could it be that many in the 

Greco-Roman world of Paul rejected his gospel of the cross because they accepted the 

proclamation of another gospel that offered a savior and lord who did not suffer on a cross, but 

used the cross itself as his demonstration of power? 

 

Political? This has been a much-debated issue in the church universal from the beginning—was 

Jesus “political”? Was Paul and the other apostles political? Is the gospel political? We must 

determine what is meant by the term “political” before we can make a decision. Accordingly, 

“political” (or “politics”) carries the meaning of “exercising or seeking power in the governmental 
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or public affairs of a state” or “relating to the government or public affairs of a country.” 

(Dictionary.com) Jesus certainly was not political in these terms. In John 18:36 when Pontius Pilate 

asks him, “Are you king of the Jews?” Jesus responds, “My kingdom is not of this world.” Some have 

used this passage as indisputable proof of Jesus’ apolitical stance (along with other passages—

Mathew 22:15-22 [Paying taxes to Caesar]; Acts 5:36-38; 21:38 [Jesus’ messiahship is different 

from other messianic claimants]), but this is not necessarily so. First, there was no distinction 

between religion and politics in the ancient world; the separation between the two is a modern 

invention. When Jesus turned over the tables in the temple because of the unethical money 

exchangers, when he “called out” Jewish religious leaders for unjust practices, when he advocated 

for the poor, women and Samaritans, he was disrupting the current social, religious and political 

order. Some have said that he never spoke out against Rome, but he was aware of their unjust 

exercise of power and did not want his disciples to follow their authoritarian example (Mark 

10:42-45). In short, Jesus’ actions and message made him a political threat, even if one grants that 

it was not his direct intention to be “political”. New Testament scholar Marcus Borg suggests that, 

“Politics are at the center of the story of Jesus. His historical life ended with a political execution. 

Crucifixion was used by Rome for those who systematically rejected imperial authority…. In the 

world of Jesus, a cross was always a Roman cross.” It is certain that Jesus preached a message with 

political implications — “The kingdom (reign) of God”—which undoubtedly represents 

allegiance to an alternative sovereign power over against that of Rome. If that’s not “political”, I 

don’t know what is! 

As a matter of fact, Jesus’ preaching, and that also of his subsequent followers, disrupted 

the religious, social and political order of the ancient world. Such disruption of social and religious 

order is narrated in Acts 17 where some disgruntled Greeks and Jews, when they could not find 

Paul and Silas because of their preaching and disruption of their religious practices, led some other 

believers in the city to the civil authorities shouting, “These people who have been turning the 

world upside down have come here also….” (17:6) This incident reminds me of a statement by 

the late Archbishop Oscar Romero who declared, “A church that doesn’t provoke any crises, a gospel 

that doesn’t unsettle, a word of God that doesn’t get under anyone’s skin, a word of God that doesn’t 

touch the real sin of the society in which it is being proclaimed — what gospel is that?” (The Violence 

of Love) What kind of gospel is that, indeed! Even if we are not aware of the socially and politically 

disruptive power of the Christian gospel in the ancient world, Roman imperial authorities were 

aware of it because it represented a counter-gospel to Rome’s own “Gospel of empire”!  

The Roman imperial period began in 42 B.C.E. (a new designation= “before the common 

era”; the old designation was B.C.= “Before Christ”) under Julius Caesar (Rome’s imperator, 

“commander”) who was assassinated in 44 B.C.E and war ensued. Octavian, Caesar’s adopted son, 

however avenged his adoptive father’s death and ended the civil war when he defeated Marc 

Anthony in 31 B.C.E. at the Battle of Actium in Greece, and this introduced significant changes in 

imperial rule (bringing an end to the Roman Republic). Because Octavian ended the civil war and 

restored stability to the republic, he was conferred the title “Augustus” (meaning, “sacred” or 

“exalted”) and became the first emperor of the Roman Empire—Augustus Caesar (succeeding 

rulers would adopt the title “Caesar”). His reign brought about a presumed “golden age” of peace 
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and prosperity that was termed the Pax Romana (“Roman Peace”). This new age was heralded 

(indeed proclaimed!) in various inscriptions of the period. One inscription from Greece composed 

in 9 B.C.E. is quite telling. It reads: 

 
“Since Providence, which has ordered all things and is deeply interested in our life, 

has set in most perfect order by giving us Augustus, whom she filled with virtue that 

he might benefit humankind, sending him as a savior (soter) both for us and for 

our descendants, that he might end war and arrange all things, and since Caesar 

through his appearance (phanein) has exceeded the hopes of all former good 

messages (evangelia), surpassing not only the benefactors who came before him, 

but also leaving no hope that anyone in the future would surpass him, and since for 

the world the birthday of the god (theos) Augustus was the beginning of the good 

messages (ton evangelion) for the world that came by reason of him…” 

 
A few important observations are in order. First, the emperor’s victory and reign were announced 

(proclaimed!) as a “gospel” (evanglion)— “good news” (and the term is used in other writings and 

inscriptions of the era throughout the Roman empire). Second, from this inscription it is apparent 

that Augustus Caesar was considered by many under his reign to be a savior (soter), a benefactor 

of humankind, and a god (theos). Third, his birth, life and deeds (especially, ending the war and 

establishing peace) was believed to have brought about universal blessings to humankind, all of 

which was arranged by providence (by the divine). The word used in the inscription meaning “to 

appear” (phanein) describing Augustus’ appearance in the world, enhances the “divine element” 

of his manifestation and also of the very “gospel of Augustus.” Finally, in other writings and 

inscriptions, Augustus is referred to as a “son of god” (Greek, huios theou; Latin, divi filius).  

It seems clear to me that the Gospels’ and Paul’s understanding of Jesus as the Messiah, Son 

of God, and Lord (Dominus/Kyrios; another term used for the roman emperor, as in the saying, 

“Caesar is Lord!”), and even their use and understanding of the term, “gospel” (evangelion) was 

in competition with that of the “Gospel Rome!” While Paul’s opposition to prevailing, political 

realities is not outspoken or overt, his readers and hearers could not have missed certain “hints” 

in his writings. For example, in 1 Thessalonians 5:3 in a passage where Paul talks about the return 

of Jesus as Lord and reigning King (1 Thes. 4:1—5:12), he says: “While people are saying, “Peace 

and safety,” destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and 

they will not escape.” This is certainly a reference to the Roman Peace (Pax Romana) that was 

heralded and celebrated in the empire. But in the gospel of the earthly rulers of Rome, the “power 

of the cross” was used as a tool of terror. The “terror of the cross” was one of the ways to maintain 

the Pax Romana, which was reserved for criminals, to punish slaves, and castigate seditionists 

(those who unequivocally rejected imperial authority). As a tool of destructive power, it was 

utilized to instill fear and social control over subject peoples. In short, it was such a humiliating 

public spectacle, romans citizens were granted the right to be beheaded rather than crucified. In 

their quest for power and control, the earthly rulers crucified one whose real power and prestige 

they were totally unaware. Paul makes this reality know in another place, when referring to the 

preaching the gospel of the cross and crucifixion of Christ (1 Cor. 2:1-16), he says: “None of the 
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rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.” 

From Paul’s perspective, the world and its Caesar were misguided in their understanding of who 

was the true king and “lord of glory.”  

Perhaps, we can gain greater insight into Paul’s Christology (the understanding of the 

nature and function of Jesus as the Messiah) by exploring again the “Christ Hymn” (Philippians 

2:6-11) where we might suggest that in the world of Paul, one had to make a choice between Christ 

or Caesar! We will start the comparison by exploring the meaning of a Greek apothegm (“a concise 

saying or maxim”) that is characteristic of the Greco-Roman understanding of kingly rule and royal 

power: 

 
What is a god? Wielding of power.  

What is a king? Like a god (isotheos).  

 
As we noted with the Priene Inscription above, there is an important verbal parallel between this 

Greek maxim and Philippians 2:6. We noted in the brief examination of the Christ Hymn above that 

Christ Jesus “did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied 

himself…” (Philippians 2:6-7) Like the Greek maxim, the Christ Hymn uses the word, isa theo 

(isa—“equal” or “like” and theos—“God” = “equality with God”). The kings of the world and the 

Roman emperors wanted to dominate and wield power over humankind like gods, but the one 

who was truly God abdicated power (“emptied himself”) to become human in order to lift up 

and redeem humankind. The human kings wanted to “act like gods,” but the one that “has equality 

with God” became human (just as in John 1:1-4, 14) and suffered death on the cross. At Jesus’ 

exaltation where “every knee will bow and tongue confess”, the Christ Hymn does not declare that 

“Caesar is Lord,” but that “Jesus Chris is Lord” (Phil. 2:11).   

The “gospel (evangelion) of Jesus Christ,” which Paul called the “discourse of the Cross” (1 Cor. 

1:18— ho logos ho tou staurou) turns out to be a rhetoric of power—God’s power, to inaugurate 

a new age with a new Lord, a new message (evangelion) and a new community.   

In the final analysis, the gospel of the cross of Jesus Christ is theological, is proclaimed, is 

propitiation, is paradigmatic, is communal/social, is revealed/spiritual, is confrontational, and is 

certainly political! The cross of Christ is anti-imperial! It challenges one’s ultimate commitment 

to worldly kings and ruling regimes or to God and Christ. This can be seen in Paul’s appeals to the 

Philippians in 1:27-29 where they are encountering external threats (religious [and political?]) 

and internal strife. He tells them: “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves (politesthe) in a manner 

worthy of the gospel of Christ” (1:27). The Greek term could even be translated, “in your life as 

citizens” (politesthe) walk in a manner worthy of the gospel.” One cannot miss that the 

transliterated Greek word, politesthe, contains the familiar English stem “poli-” from which we 

get our English word “politics.” But there is more. In Philippians 3:20, Paul uses another related 

word to the one above— politeuma, which can be translated in English as “commonwealth” or 

“citizenship”. He tells the embattled community at Philippi, “But our citizenship (politeuma) is in 

heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior (soter) from there (not a fake one here on earth but), the 

Lord Jesus Christ, 21 who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his 

control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.” (3:20-21) 
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Anyone who thinks that the gospel of the cross of Christ does not engage the political realities of 

its day, has not read Paul or the Gospels closely enough. To be sure, the gospel of Jesus Christ was 

in competition with that of Rome, but I love the way Philippians 3:21 ends: “…the Lord Jesus 

Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will 

transform….” I am convinced that the gospel of the cross of Christ can transform not only the 

individual, but society as well. 

 

Transformational. Paul speaks of the power of individual transformation in two familiar 

passages. 2 Corinthians 5:17 reads: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: 

The old has gone, the new is here!” How did this new creation come about? Paul explains this a few 

verses below: “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God.” (2 Cor 5:21) While Paul does not mention the cross here, the sacrificial 

death of Jesus lies clearly in the background – “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us….” 

The power of personal transformation is also evident in Romans 12:1-2: “Therefore, I urge 

you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 

pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this 

world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve 

what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” Since Christ’s sacrifice was pleasing to God, 

now the believer is exhorted to become “a living sacrifice”, so that like Jesus, they will be able “to 

approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” 

Lest we think that the message of the cross is only about personal transformation, it is 

important to note that Paul also talks about the cross as God’s power to transform human social 

relationships, or in other words to produce a “new people” and a new basis of social relations (see 

Romans Roman 4; 9:22-26). In this final note, I will highlight Galatians 3 and how the preaching of 

the cross brought about a new social reality for humankind. In short, Paul begins this chapter 

noting that before the Galatians very eyes he preached “Jesus Christ…publicly exhibited as 

crucified!” (3:1) Their reception of this message granted them the Holy Spirit (vv. 2-5) and just as 

Abraham believed and it was reckoned to him as righteousness, they too must continue to live by 

faith (vv. 6-10) because “cursed” is anyone who does not obey the whole law (vv. 10-13). But those 

who have been redeemed by Christ (who “redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a 

curse for us [on the cross])” (v. 13) are not under the law but faith. So, now that faith has come, 

“for all of you who were baptized into Christ.... There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor 

free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. (vv. 27-28). This 

represents the three categories that have been used to divide humankind—on the basis of race, 

class and sex. In the final analysis, the preaching of the gospel of the cross of Christ had/has the 

power to break down the walls of division in human social relations whether that wall be 

racial/ethnic (Jew or Greek), class/status (slave or free) or sex/gender (male or female). This 

view of the cross of Christ established the basis for an egalitarian view of society that recognizes 

the intrinsic value and equality of every human being— “all are one/equal in Christ Jesus.” It is this 

aspect of cross of Christ that will galvanize African American thought and reflection, providing 
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them with hope and inspiration to seek salvation and deliverance not only from the “slavery of 

sin”, but equally as important, to challenge and overcome the “sin of slavery.” 

 
DISCUSSION 
 

1) Did you learn anything new from this lesson that was particularly interesting to you? 
2) Mark 10:35-45 James and John request a seat on the right and left of Jesus “when he comes 

into his glory”.  
a. How does Jesus respond using an analogy of crucifixion and suffering?  
b. How do they miss Jesus’ cruciform message of discipleship? 

3) Choose one of the passages below and discuss how it challenges and yet, promotes the 
productivity of the disciple/discipleship. (In those passages that include the term “cross” 
as a component of discipleship, discuss the role of the cross in shaping the discipline of 
discipleship.) 

1) Matthew 7:15-27, 2) Mark 8:34-38, 3) Luke 14:25-33, 4) John 13:34-35,  
5) 2 Peter 1:5-11)  

4) Why would Jesus, considered by some to be an apolitical, spiritual leader die on a cross as 
a political seditionist (one who insights rebellion) against Rome? 

5) How might Jesus’ example of washing the disciple’s feet in John 13:1-5 be similar to the 
Christ Hymn of Philippians 2:6-11?  

6) Why do you think Jesus was worthy to be exalted in Philippians 2:6-11? 
7) Paul said in Philippians 3:7-11 that he was willing to “suffer the loss” of everything and 

forsake his very ethnic and religious heritage for the surpassing value of Knowing Jesus as 
Lord.  

a. Do you think this should be the attitude of everyone who desires to follow Jesus?  
b. Why might such a notion be problematic in the African American historical context 

and experience of slavery?  
8) Have you ever thought of the cross and the gospel as confrontational or political before? 
9) How can Christ’s example in the “Christ Hymn” help us to think about the role and function 

of leadership?  
10) Have you ever thought before of the cross of Christ as breaking down walls of division    
       and promoting the potential for human unity?  

 
“TAKING IT PERSONALLY” 
 

1) Did you learn something new from this lesson about discipleship that you can apply to your 
discipleship journey? 

2) What did you learn that was personally challenging for you? 
3) Describe your experience of baptism.  

a. Did your baptismal experience include an understanding of its symbolic and 
spiritual relationship to Jesus’ death and resurrection as in Romans 6:1-6? 

4) Do you think of your baptism as a washing away of sins or an initiation rite? 
5)  Have you sought in your discipleship journey to truly seek to cultivate the “mind of Christ” 

as noted in Philippians 2:5? 
a.  How can Philippians 2:1-4 help us in this endeavor? 

6) What have you been doing to experience transformation by the “renewing of your mind”? 
7) What have you been doing to engage in the transformation of society?  
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8) Have you ever thought of Jesus’ ministry as involving “political” issues and realities or just 
spiritual issues and realities? Has your position changed? 

9) Have you ever encountered personal difficulty engaging in politics? 
10) Do you think Christians in general or clergypersons (pastors or ministers) should be     
       involved in politics or serve in a political office? 

11) Some Black and Womanist theologians have asserted that the language and model  
      (paradigm) of servanthood in the gospels should no longer shape the black church’s                
       understanding of discipleship because such language and ideas was used by the     
       American slaveocracy to reinforce their conformity to ideas about their duties as slaves.  
       What do you think about this?   
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LESSON TWO  
 
 

“THE CROSS OF CHRIST IN THE AFRICAN AMERICAN SPIRITUALS  
AND CONVERSION EXPERIENCES” 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The “Christ Hymn” in Philippians 2:6-11, discussed in our last lesson, represents one of the earliest 

expressions of the Christian faith in ancient Gentile communities. Paul used this presumed hymn 

that was sung in the church of Philippi to encourage the kind of example exhibited therein—of a 

savior who condescended to become human, suffer as an innocent victim the abuses and indignities 

human violence, and ultimately, die on the cross. But he didn’t remain in the grave—he got up! The 

Christ Hymn could also be interpreted as expressing a brief narrative outline of salvation showing 

how believers came to be a part of God’s plan of salvation by means of Jesus’ incarnation, death on 

the cross, and exaltation, with the reception of “the name that is above every name” (Philippians 

2:9). African American spirituals also celebrated Christ’s incarnation (“Go tell it on the mountain , 

that Jesus Christ is born), his death on the cross (“Surly He Died on Calvary”), and his exaltation 

(“Ride on King Jesus, No man can-a hinder thee”). Enslaved African Americans formed a unique 

view of Jesus as intimately associated and concerned with their social dilemma. As in Rome, some 

in America who supported a slaveholding ideology wanted to wield power and “act like gods” 

lording authority and dominance over other human beings. But in Jesus, African Americans found 

a “humble savior” who was “with them” as they too suffered innocently the indignities of human 

brutality. 

 
AFRICAN AMERICAN (NEGRO) SPIRITUALS: CHANTING THE MEANING OF THE CROSS 
 
African Americans, as a result of the “Great Awakening(s)” of the 1740s (and beyond) and their 

massive “conversion” to Christianity, over a short period of time would imbibe enough of biblical 

knowledge, mostly through preaching and oral instruction, to move from passively receiving the 

proclamation of the cross of Christ to actively employing its meaning and significance in their own 

preaching, singing and worship.  The cross of Christ would also eventually be used in the battle 

against slavery and inequality. An ex-slave in the antebellum period (ante= “before” and bellum = 

“war”— the period before the U.S. Civil War) expressed the significance of Jesus’ death for the 

liberation ethos among blacks by claiming “that he learned from his mother and father the 

potentially revolutionary doctrine ‘that God is no respecter of persons, but gave his son to die for 

all, bond or free, black or white, rich or poor,’ and that ‘God protects those whom he chooses to 

sanctify for some task’.” (Raboteau, Slave Religion, 305) This potentially “revolutionary doctrine” 

that he learned from his parents placed emphasis on the significance of Christ’s death for human 

freedom, equality and unity. The important reference to Jesus’ death is a part of an essential arsenal 

of biblical passages that supported enslaved black’s arguments for their human dignity, freedom 

and equality. The emphasis on the cross can be found in the slave songs (Spirituals), conversion 
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narratives, sermons, and testimonies. To be sure, “The cross was the foundation on which their 

faith was built.” (Cone, Cross and Lynching Tree, 21) 

 
The Meaning of the Spirituals 
 

A report by a certain Rev. Davies is quite instructive regarding the importance of singing 

for early black Christian worship. Rev. Davies began his ministry in Hanover, VA in 1747 and by 

1755 he was able to furnish the enslaved blacks under his ministry with some books from the 

Society of Bibles including some of Watt’s psalms and hymns. He reports in a “thank you” letter to 

the generous doners that he distributed the books “to the great joy of the Negroes.” He further 

informs the doners that “The books were all very acceptable” but, 

 

none more so than the psalms and hymns, which enable them to gratify their 

peculiar taste for psalmody. Sundry of them have lodged all night in my kitchen, 

and sometimes when I have awakened about two or three o’clock in the morning, 

a torrent of scared harmony has poured into my chamber and carried my mind 

away to heaven. In this seraphic exercise some of them spend almost the whole 

night. I wish, Sir, you and other benefactors could hear some of these sacred 

concerts…. The Negroes, above all the human species that I ever knew, have an ear 

for music and a kind of extatic [sic] delight in psalmody, and there are no books 

they learn so soon, or take so much pleasure in as those used in that heavenly part 

of divine worship.” (Colcock Jones, Instruction of the Negroes, 26) 

 

Mr. Davies offers an etic (outsider’s) view of the worship and the singing of slaves that transpired 

in his kitchen. A formerly enslaved individual, Peter Randolph, offers an emic (insider’s) view of 

what happened when the enslaved worshipped outside of white observation and oversight, yet 

confirming what Davies observed as an outsider. In describing what took place during these 

private gatherings and secret meetings Randolph says,  

 
Enlightened people call it excitement; but I wish the same was felt by everybody, 

so far as they are sincere. The slave forgets all his suffering, except to remind 

others of the trials during the past week, exclaiming: ‘Thank God, I shall not live 

here always!’ Then they pass from one another, shaking hands, and bidding each 

other farewell, promising, should they meet no more on earth, to strive to meet in 

heaven, where all is joy, happiness and liberty. As they separate, they sing a hymn 

of praise. (Sernett, African American Religious History, 67)  

 
It is clear from both perspectives (insider view and outsider view) that the enslaved 

community yearned for greater spiritual refreshment in their own communal meetings than they 

could experience in white church settings or control. So, as Randolph explains, many of the 

enslaved would often “steal away to Jesus” by assembling in their own quarters, the woods, and 

“hush harbors” away from the patrols. In their own communal gatherings, they could sing, pray, 
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testify, console each other and gain encouragement from black preachers and exhorters who 

shared their same emotional sentiment and social condition.  When they lifted up the name of 

Jesus, they found the courage to endure their pain and “hold forth the vision of a better day when 

there would be no more cowskin lashes.” (Sernett, African American Religious History, 63; 67) 

Their emphasis on a future hope of a better day should not be construed as otherworldly or 

ethereal. Howard Thurman suggests that statements like, “Thank God! I shall not be here always” 

or “Take the world and give me Jesus,” is a false and simplistic characterization of black religion.  

He proposed that,  

 
A ‘saved soul’, as symbolized by conversion and church membership, gave you a 

personal validation that transcended time and space, because its ultimate 

guarantor was God, through Jesus Christ. It was nevertheless of primary 

importance to the individual living in ‘real’ time and ‘real’ space, because 

membership in the ‘fellowship of believers’ provided the communal experience of 

being a part of a [community] and gave the member a frontal sense of worth that 

could not be destroyed by any of life’s outrages. (Thurman, Autobiography, 18) 

 
This sense of personal validation and self-worth experienced in a fellowship of believers 

finds notable resonance in the spirituals. W.E.B. Du Bois characterized the mood, tone and ethos 

of these communal musical compositions as “sorrow songs” in his classic collection of essays, The 

Souls of Black Folk (1903).  But Gayraud Wilmore warns that the gloomy melancholy of the 

spirituals should not lead some to believe that slave religion was one of “unrelieved gloom and 

grief—a religion of lost souls flailing hopelessly against a wall of darkness.” (Wilmore, Black 

Religion and Black Radicalism, 34) While the spirituals communicate echoes of sorrow and 

sadness, they express these moods, on the one hand, as common and customary aspects of human 

existence, as inevitable components of human life. On the other hand, they reflect also the heart of 

a people longing for spiritual and social freedom from the brutal reality of enslavement.  But this 

is not all, the spirituals also can express a self-conscious mood of jubilation (against those who 

might think the “sorrow songs” are all sad!), as the spiritual, “Good News” declares:  

 
De white folks call us a noisy crew,  

  Good news, O, good news! 

But dis I know, we are happy too, 

  Good news, O, good news! 

(Sernett, African American Religious History, 130)  

  

The ability of enslaved blacks to express happiness in their midst of their enslavement should not 

be seen as validating the proslavery propaganda that the enslaved population was “happy and 

content” with their enslavement. On the contrary, their ability to express joy and happiness in the 

midst of their thralldom should be seen as an act of defiance: that no matter what was said or done 

to them, they would not allow their enslavers to have complete sovereignty over their souls.  
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Such jubilant moments are certainly attested in slave testimony (as noted howbeit, in 

defiance of slavery’s inhumane assault on their humanity), but the overall reality is that slave 

religion and the spirituals were born of the brutal experience of slavery and unimaginable 

suffering. And it is for this reason that the cross of Christ would become a prominent theme in 

many of the spirituals. (Cone, Spirituals and the Blues, 46-52) It has been argued that the emphasis 

on the cross in the enslaved community was so prominent that “cross-bearing” becomes a central 

focus of the slave community’s theological understanding. For many African American Christians, 

the suffering (passion) and cross/crucifixion (death) of Jesus spoke in a unique way to their 

situation as a community of the oppressed. Thus, in the African American Christian religious 

tradition, the Spirituals are the place to begin for exploring the meaning of the cross of Christ 

because several of them emphasize identification with Jesus’ crucifixion and passion. 

 
The Cross of Christ in the Spirituals 

 
The cross and crucifixion of Jesus Christ has functioned in several ways in the African 

American Christian religious tradition. For many, the suffering and death of Jesus spoke in a 

unique way to their situation as a community of the oppressed. Enslaved blacks found it 

natural to identify with the sufferings of Jesus because it was analogous (comparable) to their own 

situation. In his life and example, they found a close and intimate ally, which they depicted in the 

spirituals as an ever-present and intimate friend: 

He have been wid us, Jesus, 

He still wid us, Jesus 

He will be wid us, Jesus, 

Be wid us to the end. 

In de mornin’ when I rise, 

Tell my Jesus huddy [howdy] oh; 

I wash my hands in de mornin’ glory, 

Tell my Jesus huddy, oh  

 

This spiritual shows that for enslaved African Americans Jesus did not allow them to walk this 

“tedious journey” by themselves. They declared that Jesus has been with them (in the past), is 

present with them in their current moment (“he still wid us…”) not ever forsaking them and will 

be with them in the time of death (“be wid us to the end”). This spiritual conveys the slaves’ 

confidence in Jesus as an ever-present friend throughout their lives. Did not Jesus promise his 

abiding presence to be with the one who believes in him? (Matthew 28:20; John 15-4-8) But there 

is also hope for the slave beyond the grave as expressed in the phrase, “in de mornin’ when I rise,” 

which refers to the resurrection of believers. On that “great getting’ up mornin’” they will see and 

join in eternal joy with the one who had already been with them in their earthly life. And they make 

their greeting personal: “Tell my Jesus huddy oh.” As noted above, this expresses their sense of 

closeness and intimacy with Jesus as intimate friend. 
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Jesus was an ever-present friend indeed and he is the one who also “found” enslaved blacks 

and helped them to bear their heavy trials (cross) and to keep their stability in a cruel and 

unstable world, as the next spiritual declares: 

 

Who found me when I was lost? 

Who helped me to bear my cross? 

Who fixed me up, turned me ‘round, 

Left my feet on solid ground? 

I know it was Jesus! 

I know it was my Lord! 

 

This spiritual begins with three rhetorical questions in the first four stanzas. In the first and second 

stanzas, the enslaved singers ask the question: “Who found me when I was lost?” Who helped me 

to bear my cross? The last two stanzas state that it was Jesus who was active in “finding them” 

when their soul was lost (“I know it was Jesus!”). This theological reality is certainly confirmed by 

Luke 19:10— “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost” (see also Matthew 18:11). The 

second rhetorical question, “Who helped me to bear my cross?” is a reference not only to the cross 

of discipleship but also the “cross of suffering the burdens of life.” This element is documented in 

the freedom narrative of Louis Hughes who was an escaped slave who settled in Milwaukee, WI. 

In his narrative, recounting his experience of slavery, he states that “it was pathetic (“arousing 

pity, especially through sadness”) to hear them [slaves] pray, from the depths of their hearts, 

for them who ‘despitefully used them and persecuted them.’” (Matthew 5:44; Luke 6:28) He 

notes, however, that, “This injunction of our Saviour was strictly adhered to. The words that 

came from the minister were always of a consolatory kind. He knew the crosses of his fellow 

slaves and their hardships, for he had shared them himself.” (Hughes, Thirty Years a Slave, 53-54) 

Hughes’ statement indicates that the enslaved population heard orally the word of God and did 

their best, even under these extreme circumstances, to adhere to them. But even being illiterate 

because they were not allowed to read or write, did not hinder their spiritual growth. Hughes 

relates further: 

 

It was common to have one or two exhorters on the plantation who claimed to be 

called to do service for God, by teaching their fellow men the principles of religion. 

God certainly must have revealed himself to these poor souls, for they were very 

ignorant—they did not know a letter of the Bible. But when they opened their 

mouths they were filled, and the plan of Salvation was explained in a way that 

all could receive it. It was always a mystery to the white brethren how the 

slaves could line out hymns, preach Christ and redemption, yet have no 

knowledge even of how the name of Christ was spelled. They were illiterate to 

the last degree, so there is but one theory, they were inspired. God revealed unto 

them just what they should teach their flock, the same as he did to Moses. 
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This “inspired” preaching, teaching, and singing, was a result of the converted slaves’ spiritual 

transformation. The spiritual put stated it this way: Jesus had “fixed them up and turned them 

round, and place their feet on solid ground.” (Stanza 3) This indicates their “new life in Christ” and 

how their new orientation in Christ has placed their feet (lives) on solid ground or provided 

stability as reflected in Psalms 40:2— “He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; 

he set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand.” Thus, the questions raised in the first 

four stanzas are answered with assured confidence in the last two stanzas (5 and 6): “I know it 

was Jesus! I know it was my lord!”  

Since Jesus was their intimate friend and ultimate source of stability, it is not surprising that 

Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross would appeal to them also because they too had been 

rejected, beaten, and murdered. In Jesus’ cross and crucifixion enslaved blacks saw their own 

life-situation, and with unfettered imagination described what they felt and saw. From their 

imaginative descriptions of Jesus’ passion and crucifixion in their songs, they emphasized a very 

human Jesus. They passionately described his suffering and pain and imagined themselves 

present at the crucifixion. 

 
Were you there when they crucified my Lord? 

Were you there when they crucified my Lord? 

Oh! Sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble. 

Were you there when they crucified my Lord?  

 
This spiritual opens again with questions to the hearers: “Were you there when they 

crucified my Lord? If you were there, then you would know the horrors of the cross and just 

thinking about it would “make you tremble.” The deep pathos of this spiritual is continued in the 

succeeding stanzas that recount the narrative of the crucifixion: 2) Were you there when they 

nailed him to the tree? 3) Were you there when they pierced him in the side? 4) Were you there 

when the sun refused to shine? 5) Were you there when they laid him in the tomb? 6) Were you 

there when he rose up from the dead? This last stanza has a different ending; there is a change in 

the third line of the 6th stanza: “Sometimes I feel like shouting ‘Glory, glory, glory!’” Why this 

alteration in the form at this place in the song? It is because when Jesus rose from the tomb, his 

victory over suffering and death was manifested, and in Christ’s victory over his death and the 

grave lay the hope of the slaves’ liberation from sin and slavery. 

Another spiritual also finds the community of enslaved believers at the foot of the cross. 

Just as Jesus was present at their side during their trials and suffering, they were also present at 

Jesus’ side witnessing his pain. Like them in their own suffering, Jesus seems powerless to change 

his own fate. The image conveyed in this spiritual could be that of the suffering of any one of the 

slaves themselves whom the others had to watch as he or she bled and suffered under the 

scourging whip. This spiritual presents a very human Jesus and emphasizes his pain and suffering 

with poetic rhythm and profound emotion.  

  
They nail my Jesus down 

They put him on the crown of thorns, 



 28 

O see my Jesus hanging high! 

He look so pale and bleed so free: 

don’t you think it was a shame, 

He hung there hours and  

died in dreadful pain?  

 
The enslaved again make a personal claim on Jesus: two times saying, “My Jesus.” (Line 1 and 3) 

Like them, Jesus died in shame but despite his pain and suffering, as another spiritual states: “he 

never said a mumbling word, he jes hung his head and he died.” Interestingly, in terms of the 

pain and suffering of enslaved blacks, Frederick Douglass applied Isaiah 53:3 to the experience of 

his fellow slaves: “They were in very deed men and women of sorrow, and acquainted with 

grief. Their backs had been made familiar with the bloody lash, so that they had become 

callous.” (Douglass, Narrative, 46) They too, certainly, knew the dreadful pain of suffering. 

While they were careful to keep their criticisms about their present oppressors in check (or 

in code!), they did not hold back their judgments about the people who perpetuated such a crime 

against Jesus (and by analogy, could unleash their sentiments about how American slavery 

treated them): 

 
The cruel people! 

The cruel people!  

The cruel people!  

The cruel people!  

  
They crucified my Lord. 

They crucified my Lord. 

They crucified my Lord. 

They crucified my Lord.  

  

This spiritual is again personal, calling Jesus “my Lord.” Identifying with Jesus, as is apparent now, 

was a common experience for the enslaved. “Peter Randolph emphasized how Jesus’ suffering 

served as an example of the hardships of enslaved people: ‘The slaves talk much of the 

sufferings of Christ; and oftentimes, when they are called to suffer at the hands of their cruel 

overseers, they think of what he endured, and derive patience and consolation from his 

example.” (Randolph, Sketches, 34) To be sure, Jesus died an innocent victim of cruel injustice; the 

same kind of injustice that many slaves had experienced. Jesus’ suffering caused one freedman to 

reflect: “Every Christian who has passed through affliction, has been inclined, I doubt not, to 

inquire of his God the reason for his torments, and I know that some have exclaimed, “O God, why 

forsakes thou me.’” (William Anderson, Narrative, 90.) Anderson reflected on a question that has 

plagued the suffering for centuries—if God is in control of the universe, how could God allow such 

violence, suffering and abuse upon the downtrodden. (Powery and Sadler, Genesis of Liberation, 

139) 
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While such questions were certainly a part of the slaves’ dilemma, the singing of the 

spirituals provided the buoyancy of hope and inspiration that kept their souls from sinking 

beneath the waves of theodical questioning. (Theodicy=theo—“God”, dike—”justice”= “Justice of 

God”; summarized in this way: “Why do bad things happen to innocent/good people, if God is good 

and is in control of the world? Such reasoning can cause one to lose faith.) Louis Hughes provides 

insight again from his narrative about the emotional effect of singing and worship on the psyche 

of the enslaved.  

 

After singing he [the exhorter/preacher] would always speak to them of the 

necessity for patience in bearing the crosses, urging them to endure “as good 

soldiers.” Many tears were shed, and many glad shouts of praise would burst forth 

during the sermon. A hymn usually followed the sermon, then all retired. Their 

faces seemed to shine with a happy light– their very countenance showed that 

their souls had been refreshed and that it had been “good for them to be 

there.” These meetings were the joy and comfort of the slaves, and even 

those who did not profess Christianity were calm and thoughtful while in 

attendance. (Louis Hughes, Thirty Years, 54) 

 

From Hughes’ depiction of slave worship and in that of many others like him, the healing and 

inspirational quality or communal worship is evident. In such worship experiences the cross of 

Christ played an important role and function not only in providing hope and inspiration but also 

in restoring value and worth to the soul. It is apparent from these spirituals on the passion, death 

and cross of Jesus that many enslaved blacks believed that Jesus died on the cross especially for 

them, and that they had a unique relationship with him. His passion and cross/crucifixion was a 

symbol of their own suffering and hardships. Undoubtedly, they also knew of the agony of rejection 

and the pain of “hanging on a tree.” According to James Cone, “[t]hrough the experience of being 

slaves, they encountered the theological significance of Jesus’ death: through the crucifixion, 

Jesus makes an unqualified identification with the poor and the helpless and takes their 

pain upon himself.” (Cone, Cross and Lynching Tree) 

Along this same line of thought, they made an insightful comparison: since Jesus did not leave 

them alone in their oppression, they would also join with him in his suffering. They could 

imaginatively and ritually in their singing and worship, join with Jesus in his suffering and he with 

them because of their understanding of time: “In the spirituals…a sense of sacred time operated, 

in which the present was extended backwards so that characters, scenes, and events from the Old 

and New Testaments became dramatically alive and present.” Like them, Jesus suffered and died 

the death of a slave (Phil 2:7: “…but he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave…”), but his 

death also to put an end to all human bondage and suffering as evidenced by his resurrection and 

exaltation (Phil 2:9-11). This means that the cross was not the end of God’s drama of salvation– 

there was also vindication!   
 

THE CROSS OF CHRIST IN AFRICAN AMERICAN CONVERSION EXPERIENCES 
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Enslaved African Americans’ conversion to Christianity did not come easily or quickly for various 

reasons. For about two hundred years (from the 16th-18th centuries = 1500s—mid-1700s) their 

incorporation into the body of Christ was hindered by several questions: Did “heathen” Africans 

have a soul that could/should be saved? If so, did conversion to Christianity entail their humanity 

and freedom? The most important question, however, for the proslavery advocates was: “How 

could we make blacks Christians and also keep them as slaves?” The answer to this question was 

the creation of “Christian Slavery”— a view of Christianity that sought to make the perpetual 

enslavement of African peoples compatible with the gospel and also a justification for their 

evangelization: to Christianize and civilize them through enslavement (conceived as a “civilizing” 

agent). Aiding in the process of conversion was the preaching and teaching of the cross of Christ. 

A humble, nonviolent, quietly suffering Jesus as demonstrated in his passion and crucifixion, would 

certainly aid as an example for the enslaved to cherish and emulate. Charles Colcock Jones, a 

plantation missionary of the early to mid 1800s, provides a report from a missionary society form 

the early 1800s that states, “…they [black converts] have manifested a greater desire for the word 

of life and visited the house of God more diligently, and our testimony of the sufferings and death 

of Jesus appears to find more entrance into their hearts.” (Colcock Jones, Instruction of the Negro, 

46) In addition, Jones notes that a certain Bishop Ives of North Carolina addressed his convention 

on the important “subject of providing for our slave population a more adequate knowledge of the 

doctrines of Christ crucified.” (Colcock Jones, 52) The particular impact of the teaching and 

preaching of the cross of Christ was undoubtedly recognized as aiding in the conversion and 

catechesis (instruction) of the enslaved. This reality is confirmed by a South Carolina enslaved 

black man named James L. Bradley who entered Lane Seminary in 1834 and explained how his 

conversion to Christianity was initiated by the teaching of the cross. “In the year 1828,” he says, “I 

saw some Christians, who talked with me concerning my soul, and the sinfulness of my nature. 

They told me I must repent, and live to do good. This led me to the cross of Christ; and then, oh, 

how I longed to be able to read the Bible.” (Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism, 263) 

But African Americans would find more than their enslavers expected in their appropriation of the 

Bible and the cross of Christ.  

CONVERSION NARRATIVES IN SLAVERY AND FREEDOM  
 
Many enslaved individuals reported in their conversion narratives that Jesus spoke directly to them 

and in many cases, they also included visions of Jesus Christ. Peter Randolph in his narrative, 

however, depicted his conversion account in 1855 with no spectacular vision of any kind and this 

frustrated him to some degree that Jesus would not communicate with him as he did with some 

other of his fellow enslaved. But in the end, he was content and at peace with this reality: “the eyes 

of my mind were open, and I saw things as I never did before.” (Randolph, Sketches, 26) While 

Randolph could not report having a remarkable conversion experience, his spiritual eyes were 

opened. The narratives of the individuals explored in below will show this mixture of dramatic 

and undramatic conversion experiences, but nonetheless, heartfelt and sincere. 

 
Jarena Lee 
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Jarena Lee, a black woman itinerant preacher of the early 19th century, is the second woman 

on historical record in America to seek and request ordination to the preaching ministry. Just as 

other women during her time and beyond who felt an inclination to preach, she claimed an inner 

spiritual authority validated by the experience of potent visions as evidence of a call and 

commissioning to ministry. It was within these visionary and other deeply emotional spiritual 

states that the cross of Christ emerges in her narrative consciousness as a powerful symbol of 

personal conversion and importunate call, and also as a potent force for continual spiritual 

transformation and growth.  

Lee was born into slavery in Cape May, New Jersey on February 11, 1783 and at the age of 

seven was sold away from her parents and went to live with a certain Mr. Sharp as a servant, about 

sixty miles from the place of her birth. Lee felt a deep religious conviction at an early age that she 

was “a wretched sinner,” although she noted that her parents were “wholly ignorant of the 

knowledge of God, [and] had not therefor instructed me in any degree in this great matter.” 

(Sernett, African American Religious History, 164) After telling a lie about completing some task 

that her mistress (the wife of Mr. Sharp), asked her to do, whom she had gone to serve as a maid 

when a child of seven, she felt a deep sense of guilt about her dishonesty. This was only the 

beginning of her profound sense of sinfulness and a need for spiritual renewal. 

At about the age of age twenty-one, she went with some others to hear a Presbyterian 

missionary preach and mentions that she immediately felt an enormous weight of sin but did 

not know what to do to alleviate that burden. She had been convicted of sin again —recognizing 

more emphatically that she was a sinner in need of redemption. Tormented about the sinful state 

of her soul and agonizing about finding relief, she became quite ill for about three months and after 

recovering made her way from New Jersey to Philadelphia. She then heard Richard Allen preach, 

and united with the newly established Methodist society under his leadership and finally found 

temporary relief for her soul: “I had come to the conclusion, that this is the people to which my 

heart unites….” Then she recounts her conversion and like other black converts to Christianity in 

this era, her experience was quite dramatic and accompanied with a vison. Lee recounts that the 

biblical text was barely pronounced by the preacher which was: “I perceive thy heart is not right 

in the sight of God.” (Acts 8:21 KJV) She continues, “when there appeared to my view, in the centre 

of the heart one sin; and this was malice, against one particular individual, who had strove deeply 

to injure me, which I resented. At this discovery I said, Lord I forgive every creature.” Then comes 

the vision:  

That instant it appeared to me as if a garment, which had entirely enveloped my 

whole person, even to my finger’s ends, split at the crown of my head, and was 

stripped away from me, passing like a shadow from my sight; when the glory of God 

seemed to cover my in its stead. That moment, though hundreds were present, I did 

leap to my feet, and declare that God, for Christ’s sake, had pardoned the sins of 

my soul. Great was the ecstasy of my mind, for I felt that…all…sins were swept 

away together. That day was the first day when my heart had believed, and my 

tongue made confession unto salvation…. For a few moments I had the power to 
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exhort sinners, and to tell of the wonder and of the goodness of him who had 

clothed me with his salvation. During this, the minister was silent, until my soul felt 

its duty has been performed, when he declared another witness of the power of 

Christ to forgive sins on earth was manifest in my conversion. (Sernett, African 

American Religious History, 167) 

 

Lee’s vision bears witness to the conviction of many enslaved African Americans that one must 

confirm one’s conversion by testimony of a vision or a witness, a role played by the preacher in 

her case. Shortly after her conversion experience she came to a new realization: 

Although at this time, when my conviction was so great, yet I knew not that Jesus 

Christ was the Son of God, the second person in the adorable trinity. I knew him 

not in the pardon of my sins, yet I felt a consciousness that if I died without pardon, 

that my lot must inevitably be damnation. If I would pray—I know not how. I could 

form no connexion of ideas into words; but I knew the Lord’s prayer; this I uttered 

with a loud voice, and with all my might and strength. I was the most ignorant 

creature; I did not even know that Christ had died for the sins of the world, 

and to save sinners…. Being gracious, he took pity on my ignorance. (Sernett, 

African American Religious History, 169) 

This “ignorance” of Jesus’s redemptive death on the cross among some of the enslaved was 

sometimes by the design of their masters who did not want them converted. But this knowledge 

could not be hidden for long and when it was discovered, it had a dramatic effect upon the enslaved 

hearers as evidenced in the experience of Josiah Henson.  

 
Josiah Henson 

I was personally and deeply moved when I read the narrative of Josiah Henson, an enslaved 

preacher who escaped slavery in 1830 and became an abolitionist and founder of a black 

settlement in Canada. He said, in recounting his conversion, that he was struck by a sermon he 

heard at the age of 18 (the same age I was when I was transformed by the cross). Henson recalls: 

“…an incident occurred of so powerful an influence on my intellectual development, my prospect 

of improvement in character, as well as condition, my chance of religious culture, and in short, on 

my whole nature, body and soul, that it deserves especial notice and commemoration.” That 

incident was hearing a message about Jesus’s redemptive death on the cross. He recalls hearing a 

sermon by an upright white Christian man who was a baker by trade and was known especially 

for his detestation of slavery. He neither had slaves nor would he hire one in his business so that 

the slaves’ master might not benefit from his slaves’ labor. This man would occasionally serve as 

a minister of the Gospel. Henson’s mother persuaded him to go hear this preacher one Sunday 

when this man was to officiate the worship service. Henson was somewhat indifferent because he 

had never heard a sermon before: “I was then eighteen years old, I had never heard a sermon, nor 

any discourse or conversation whatever, upon religious topics, except what had been impressed 
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upon me by my mother, of the responsibility of all to a Supreme Being.” When he arrived at the 

meeting place, the preacher was just beginning his sermon from Hebrews 2:9; “That he [Jesus 

Christ], by the grace of God, should taste of death for every man.” Henson recounts further: 

 

This was the first text of the Bible to which I had ever listened, knowing it to be such. 

I have never forgotten it, and scarce a day has passed since, in which I have not 

recalled it, and the sermon that was preached from it. The divine character of Jesus 

Christ, his life and teachings, his sacrifice of himself for others, his death and 

resurrection were all alluded to, and some of the points were dwelt upon with 

great power,—great, at least, to me, who heard of these things for the first time in my 

life. I was wonderfully impressed, too, with the use which the preacher made of the 

last words of the text, “for every man.” He said the death of Christ was not designed 

for the benefit of a select few only, but for the salvation of the world, for the bond 

as well as the free; and he dwelt on the glad tidings of the Gospel to the poor, the 

persecuted, and the distressed, its deliverance to the captive, and the liberty 

wherewith Christ has made us free, till my heart burned within me, and I was in a 

state of the greatest excitement at the thought that such a being as Jesus Christ had 

been described should have died for me— 

 

Henson mentioned that it was the preacher’s emphasis on “Jesus’ death for every man” that 

struck him most profoundly. Hearing about the cross and Jesus’ death for the very first time, he 

recounts the preacher’s penetrating words: “’for the high, for the low, for the rich, for the poor, 

the bond, the free, the negro in his chains, the man in gold and diamonds.’” After hearing 

these words, Henson cried out in: “I wonder if Jesus Christ died for me(?)” Why was it so 

unbelievable for him to believe that Jesus died for him too, just as he had for every other human 

being? He continues: “…for me among the rest, a poor, despised, abused slave, who was thought 

by his fellow creatures fit for nothing but unrequited toil and ignorance, for mental and bodily 

degradation. I immediately determined to find out something more about “Christ and him 

crucified…”  

As he returned home revolving in his mind these things which he had heard, he became so 

excited that he “turned aside from the road into the woods, and prayed to God for light and for 

aid.” This day would forever be marked in his mind:    

 

At all events, I date my conversion, and my awakening to a new life—a 

consciousness of superior powers and destiny to any thing I had before 

conceived of—from this day, so memorable to me. I used every means and 

opportunity of inquiry into religious matters; and so deep was my conviction of their 

superior importance to every thing else, so clear my perception of my own faults, 

and so undoubting my observation of the darkness and sin that surrounded me, 

that I could not help talking much on these subjects with those about me; and it was 

not long before I began to pray with them, and exhort them, and to impart to the 
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poor slaves those little glimmerings of light from another world, which had reached 

my own eye. In a few years I became quite an esteemed preacher among them, 

and I will not believe it is vanity which leads me to think I was useful to some. 

(Henson, Narrative, pp. 11-13) 

Henson, before his encounter with the message of the cross and the knowledge that Jesus died “for 

all humankind,” felt that he had no human value, that he was nothing more than a brute animal fit 

for unrelenting toil. This was the goal of proslavery ideology: to remove or eliminate a sense of 

human value and personal worth in the souls of black folks in order to exploit their labor. 

But in hearing the message of the cross of Christ, Henson’s journey toward wholeness and human 

dignity began and eventually his life would be transformed, and he would preach the gospel 

himself. His transformation did not include a powerful vision but a powerful realization or 

awakening of his worth and human potential. This is the same kind of experience that James 

Watkins would have. 

 
James Watkins 

James Watkins’ encounter with the cross of Jesus Christ was more than just a spiritual 

experience. Like Henson’s, it was an experience that enabled him to see the world differently, 

imagining life with alternative possibilities to that of slavery. He recounted his transformation 

with words that offer insight into what an encounter with Jesus could mean for enslaved people. 

He makes a reference to the cross and freedom in this narrative. “This encounter with Jesus 

became the basis of his conception of liberation and redefined his humanity and cosmic worth on 

theological grounds. Jesus meant freedom.” (Powery and Sadler, Genesis of Liberation, 147) His 

conversion was an experience of enlightenment: 

Gradually as the truths of Christianity broke upon my mind, I felt like a new 

man, and I yearned for freedom with the most intense anxiety. The truths of 

the gospel filled my heart with excess of joy; I became conscious of the sins I had 

been guilty of, and in the joy which overspread my soul I became filled with the 

love of Jesus. Teach the slave the gospel, and you will make him free. Teach 

him that there is a God that loves him, that cares for him, that died for him 

to cleans him from earthly sin, and all the task masters slave owners in the Land 

of Stripes, or any other part of the world, wherever it may be, cannot retain the 

infamous power which the present system grants—property in man. Christianity 

is life, and light, and freedom, instill this in the slave, and you will burst his 

bonds asunder forever.” (Watkins, Struggles for Freedom, 20) 

 

Watkins conversion experience was also an awakening to a “new consciousness” as the truths 

of the gospel enlightened his mind to see his situation of enslavement and the things in the world 

in a new light. He has a consciousness of personal sinfulness and the need for spiritual cleansing, 

but he also had a newfound sense and desire for physical liberation from enslavement engendered 
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by the truths of the gospel: “Teach him [the enslaved] that there is a God that loves him, that 

cares for him, that died for him to cleans him from earthly sin…” If the enslaved are taught these 

truths, “you will burst his bonds asunder forever.” Watkins’ conversion experience wrought within 

him the unquenchable desire to be free in soul and body, free spiritually and socially: from the 

slavery of sin and from the sin of slavery.  After the end of slavery in 1865, many African 

American’s concern for liberation would become more spiritualized and they would conceive of 

freedom as primarily “freedom from sin.” In the early 20th century this freedom would come 

through the holiness movement of the “Sanctified Church”, and later, most notably through that of 

the Church of God in Christ as exemplified in it founder C. H. Mason. 

 
Charles Harrison Mason 
 

In 1907, blacks and whites from all over the nation flocked to 312 Azusa Street in Los 

Angeles. There, under the leadership of the black preacher, William J. Seymour, they witnessed a 

Pentecostal revival, replete with tongue speaking, which the pilgrims carried back to their homes. 

One of those present was Charles Harrison Mason (1866-1961), a former black Baptist preacher 

who in 1894 has been “sanctified” and withdrew from the Baptist church to organize a Holiness 

denomination. Interracial in membership during the early decades, the Holiness movement 

stressed the need to go beyond conversion to seek a “second blessing,” namely, moral and spiritual 

perfection. Together with C. P. Jones, another former black Baptist, Mason called a Holiness 

convention in 1897 and named a new body, the “Church of God in Christ,” after 1 Thessalonians 

2:14. 

 Mason’s conversion is somewhat different from the earlier examples. He had a visionary 

experience when seeking the gift of tongues. In this endeavor, Mason was beset and troubled by 

the “wiles of Satan,” not unlike many others before him. He noted: “As the enemy was trying to 

make me believe the way to receive the Holy Ghost was to be sad, the light of the Word was putting 

his argument out.” The tricks of Satan having no effect upon him, he soon received what he had 

been praying for—the baptism of the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in tongues.  

 

The sound of a mighty wind was in me and my soul cried, “Jesus, only, one like 

you: My soul cried and soon I began to die. It seemed that I heard the groaning 

of Christ on the cross dying for me. All of the work was in me until I died out of 

the old man. The sound stopped for a little while. My soul cried, “Oh, God, finish 

your work in me.” Then the sound broke out in me again. Then I felt something 

raising me out of my seat without any effort of my own. I said, “It may be 

imagination”: Then I looked down to see if it was really so. I saw that I was rising. 

Then I gave up for the Lord to have His way within me.  

 

Mason’s visionary experience of the “baptism in the Holy Spirit,” interestingly, includes a reference 

to the cross of Christ as with the other individuals in this lesson. There are some differences, 

however, that can be noted. First, Mason’s reference to the cross is not a part of a “conversion 

narrative” as such. It is referenced as a part of his transformation not from “sinner to saint” but 
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from the “old man/person to the new man/person” as in Romans 6:1-6. Second, his reference to 

the cross includes an “auditory experience” of hearing the “groaning of Christ on the cross dying 

for me.” This audible encounter was analogous to his own dying “out of the old man.” Finally, the 

cross is referenced as the beginning of a process of sanctification or a cleansing of his soul and his 

transformation from the “old self” to the “new self” before he could receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit. To be sure, the Holy Spirit would come only after the work of Christ on the cross and his 

resurrection and ascension to the Father was completed.  

What Mason’s visionary event reveals is the totally spiritual nature of his experience, by 

which I mean, there are no social or political applications of the cross but spiritual applications 

alone. While not covered in this lesson, Jarena Lee’s experience of the cross will find application to 

challenging the equality of women to preach the gospel in the next lesson, which entails an attempt 

to use the cross as a social-religious intervention in the church society. In the case of Henson and 

Watkins, the cross is an intervention challenging the institution of slavery as well as in the quest 

for freedom from slavery and non-personhood.  

 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

1) Did you learn anything new from this lesson that was particularly interesting to you?  
2) Have you ever thought of the Spirituals as having theological importance?  
3) Do you think the African American/Black Church should still be considered a “cross-

bearing” community? Why not? If yes, how so? 
4) Why do you think enslaved blacks would accept Christianity knowing it was used to 

promote the institution of slavery and justify their enslavement? 
5) Have you ever heard of the concept of “Christian Slavery” as described in this chapter 

before reading this lesson? What is your reaction to this concept? 
6) Describe how the cross of Christ and the gospel was used to promote slavery and encourage 

slave conversion and piety? 
7) Jarena Lee felt guilty about lying to her mistress. Do you think she should have felt guilty 

for lying to someone who enslaved her? Why? Why not? 
a. Does one’s Christian ethics and morals depend on what situation one is in? 
b. What might this tell us about the souls of black folk under enslavement? 

10) I shared in this lesson (and in the introduction) my reaction to reading Josiah Henson’s    
      conversion narrative. Can you describe what your reaction was to his statement of   
      surprise and wonder that Jesus’ death on the cross included him too? 
11) Discuss your reaction to reading James Watkins’ conversion narrative. How did his  
      experience of the knowledge of the cross of Christ inspire within him the courage to  
      challenge slavery?  

 
“TAKING IT PERSONALLY” 
 

1) Describe your reaction to Louis Hughes’ explanation that the “ignorant” and illiterate 
preachers/exhorters must have been inspired by God and his description of the healing 
ethos of black worship. What do you think the purpose of worship is? 
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2) Describe your reaction when you read Hughes’ description of slave worship and 
preaching showing that they did their best to adhere to Jesus’ teachings on discipleship 
(“But I say to you, love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who 
hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you…” [Sermon on the 
Mount—Matthew 5:44]) even under their enslavement. 

a. Can Jesus’ teachings on loving one’s enemy be “abused” by those in power? 
b. Do you think this teaching is appropriate to suggest to a victim of violence 

(regardless of the type of violence suffered)?  
c. Can this teaching promote passivity and inaction to unjust treatment? 

3) Do you think that Black History Month is the only time the Black Church should consider 
and remember its Christian legacy? 

4) Have you ever questioned “the justice of God” for some situation you experienced of 
witnessed before? What might some enslaved African Americans have questioned God 
about? How did some of them resolve this dilemma? 

5) Have you ever read any of the slave (or freedom) narratives? If so, describe your 
experience. What did you learn? (They are now available online: “Documenting the South: 
North American Slaves Narratives” – https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/) 

6) Have you, like Henson, ever felt unworthy of God’s love and mercy?  
7) Do you feel comfortable sharing your conversion experience? Was it similar/different 

from those presented in this lesson? 
8) What do you think is the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer/disciple? 
9) How does it make you feel to know that the Bible and the cross of Christ (the gospel) was 

used to promote slavery and encourage passivity among the enslaved? 
10)  What do you think we can learn from the conversion experiences of Randolph, Lee,  
       Watkins and Mason that can help us in our spiritual journey? 

 
 
  

https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/
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LESSON THREE 
 

“THE CROSS OF CHRIST IN AFIRCAN AMERICAN PREACHING AND PROTEST” 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

The spirituals have been described as “musical sermons” and African Americans could use them 

to “sing in code” but they also in many cases had to “preach in code” too. Anderson Edwards, an 

enslaved minister who practiced his ministry in Texas, reported the kind of difficulty he 

experienced as he tried to negotiate preaching the gospel of his heavenly Master, Jesus Christ, or 

the gospel of his earthly master, a gospel of proslavery accommodation. He states: “When I starts 

preachin’ I couldn’t read or write and had to preach what Master told me, and he say tell them 

niggers iffen they obeys the master they go to Heaven but I knowed there’s something better 

for them, but daren’t tell them ‘cept on the sly. That I done lots. I tells ‘em iffen they keeps 

praying, the Lord will set ‘em free.” (Raboteau, Slave Religion, 232) It is apparent that many 

slave preachers even under difficult circumstances sought to use their voice and position to aid 

the cause of freedom by the most effective means available to them—preaching and praying. In 

this lesson we will explore how the preaching of the cross offered not only redemption of their 

souls but also helped to inspire hopes for bodily freedom. In addition, preaching provided a 

platform for protest, even in subtle and ingenious ways. 

THE AFRICAN AMERICAN PREACHING TRADITION 
 
Slave Preachers 
 
Slave preachers were able to exercise their ministry without many restrictions, but they had to be 

careful of not speaking of freedom or the mistreatment of blacks in the hearing of whites. The 

preachers, wanting desperately to read the Bible for themselves, tried to model the idea that belief 

in Jesus Christ puts a person’s life on a foundation of good morals, manners, orderliness, and 

ambition to learn and improve one’s station in life. Those who became Christians began their 

elevation by learning how to read. Many were usually illiterate, although some may have gained 

by various means the rudiments of literacy. This did not prevent them from sharing with their 

people the gospel (and even hidden messages of equality) with eloquent preaching. They had to 

labor under a very difficult dichotomy. If they veered to closely to upholding the status quo, they 

were viewed as a mouthpiece of the master; if they verged to close to the gospel of equality, they 

were in trouble with the whites. Albert Raboteau clarifies this situation: 

 
On the one hand, the slave preacher was criticized by former slaves as the 

“mouthpiece of the masters.” On the other hand, some slave preachers preached 

and spoke freedom in secret. The weight of slave testimony suggests that the 

slaves knew and understood the restrictions under which the slave preacher 
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labored, and that they accepted his authority not because it came from the master 

but because it came from God. They respected him because he was the messenger 

of the Gospel, one who preached the word of God with power and authority, 

indeed with a power which sometimes humbled white folk and frequently uplifted 

slaves. (Raboteau, Slave Religion, 238) 

 
Notwithstanding these difficulties, early black preaching could make the proclamation of 

the passion and the cross/crucifixion a central theme with little difficulty. This tradition took place 

early in the black preaching tradition. Black preachers preached “sermons about Jesus’ crucifixion, 

as if they were telling the story of black people’s tragedy and triumph in America. The symbol of 

the cross spoke to the lives of black people….” (Cone, Cross and Lynching Tree, 75) To be sure, faith 

in the passion and crucifixion of Christ helped black folks make sense of their own situation; it 

gave them a voice to express their deepest longing for meaning and purpose. When black 

preachers preached the gospel, they saw in Jesus’ passion, cross and resurrection an answer to 

their own struggle and that of their listeners. With vivid imagery and vibrant metaphor early black 

preachers described Jesus’ passion and the crucifixion and its significance for their black audience. 

Even some whites were moved by their “ungrammatical profundity.” One 19th century 

correspondent from Georgia wrote to the editor of the American Missionary that the blacks he had 

heard speak are “wonderful preachers!” He then recounted a sermon he heard that was of 

remarkable quality. The preacher spoke of the need of atonement for sin. 

 
“Bullocks c’dn’t do it, heifers c’dn’t do it, de blood of doves c’dn’t do it – but up in 

heaven, for thousan and thousan of years, the Son was saying to the Father, ‘Put 

up a soul, put up a soul. Prepare me a body, an I will go an meet Justice on Calvary’s 

brow!” I see the sun when she turned herself black. I see the stars a fallin from the 

sky, and them old Herods comin out of their graves and goin about the city, and 

they knew ‘twas the Lord of Glory.’”  

 
Likewise, George Hepworth, a Civil War correspondent, was deeply impressed by slave preaching. 

Recounting a sermon that he had heard, Hepworth remarked that the preacher’s sermon and 

especially his uses of language and phrase was “very beautiful, and were epic in grandeur.”  

 

He spoke of “the rugged wood of the cross” whereto the Saviour was nailed; and, 

after describing that scene with as much power as I have ever known an orator to 

exhibit, he reached the climax, when he pictured the earthquake which rent the 

veil of the temple, with this extremely beautiful expression; “And my friends, the 

earth was made to endure the tremendous sacrilege, and trembled.” He held his 

rude audience with most perfect control; subdued them, excited them, and in fact, 

did what he pleased with them.  



 40 

It is clear that even without proper “seminary training” or even the ability to read, many slave 

preachers found a way to “tell the gospel story” and move their hearers with their 

“ungrammatically profound” words.  

The next example comes from the experience of Howard Thurman’s beloved grandmother, 

Nancy Ambrose, who was born in slavery and who shared several of her experiences of slavery 

with Howard and his sisters. Thurman recounts an insightful incident his grandmother shared 

with he and his sisters about a slave preacher who came from a neighboring plantation to preach.  

 

Once or twice a year, the slave master would permit a slave preacher from a 

neighboring plantation to come over to preach to his slaves. The slave preacher 

followed a long tradition, which has hovered over the style of certain black 

preachers even to the present time. It is to bring the sermon to a grand 

climax by a dramatization of the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. At 

such times, one would wait for the moment when the preacher would come to this 

grand, creative exposition. Sometimes he would begin in Gethsemane “with sweat 

like drops of blood running down…” or with Jesus hanging on the cross. But always 

there was the telling of the timeless story of the seven last words, the mother at 

the foot of the cross, the darkening sun, and the astonishment of the soldiers—all 

etched in language of stark reality. At the end, he would be exhausted, but his 

congregation would be uplifted and sustained with courage to withstand the 

difficulties of the week to come.  

 

Thurman shared this story as taking place during his grandmother’s time of slavery, but it is even 

practiced until today – the thrilling dramatization of the cross and crucifixion in the sermonic 

climax of black preaching. The effect of this dramatization upon the black worshippers was similar 

to the effect of the singing of the spirituals – the “congregation would be uplifted and sustained 

with courage to withstand the difficulties of the week to come.” The dramatic narration and 

rhetorical reenactment of the events of Jesus’ crucifixion and suffering on the cross was a cathartic 

(“emotionally cleansing, relieving”) experience for black worshippers. But even more, it gave them 

the power and courage, as Thurman says, “to face the difficulties of the week to come.” This slave 

preacher, and others after him, could be commended for accomplishing this much-needed 

emotionally healing act alone through their homiletical virtuosity. But this particular slave 

preacher took the impact of his preaching and message one step further. Thurman narrates 

additionally:  

 

When the slave preacher told the Calvary narrative to my grandmother and the 

other slaves, it had the same effect on them as it would later have on their 

descendants. But this preacher, when he had finished, would pause, his eyes 

scrutinizing every face in the congregation, and then he would tell them, ‘You are 

not niggers! You are not slaves! You are God’s children!’…. When my 

grandmother got to that part of her story, there would be a slight stiffening in her 
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spine as we sucked in our breath. When she finished, our spirits were restored.” 

(Thurman, Autobiography, 20-21)  

 This Negro guest slave preacher used his preaching opportunity to subvert one of the core 

components of the mythology of white supremacy; that the subordination and enslavement of 

African descended peoples was the will of God. The initial attack against this slaveholding ideology 

came through the preaching of the cross and crucifixion of Christ. The preaching of the cross of 

Christ communicated to the enslaved community that they had intrinsic value and worth as 

human beings. They were equally loved by God who permitted Christ to suffer and die on the 

cross on their behalf too, just as for all other human beings. Secondly, he affirmed their identity as 

human beings, counter to what slaveholding ideology tried to create and make of them – “You are 

not slaves!” In the next move in this tripartite exhortation, he affirms their personhood – “You are 

not niggers!” This is what the slavocracy sought to create – a “non-person” who could be treated 

with indignity and used at the whim and will of other human beings. And finally, he reunites them 

as a part of the human family by affirming their union with the divine family of God through Christ 

– “You are God’s children!” Thurman recounts the impact of the preacher’s powerful words on his 

grandmother, a formerly enslaved person: “there would be a slight stiffening in her spine.” These 

words were powerful not only for his grandmother who understood innately the power of the 

preacher’s words, but also for all those enslaved persons who were in earshot of his exhortation. 

It even impacted Thurman and his siblings when they heard her recount the story – “…we sucked 

in our breath. When she finished,” he remarked, “our spirits were restored.” Unlike this preacher 

who employed the message of the cross to restore the dignity and humanity of his people and was 

received warmly by his hearers, Jarena Lee and other women like her who felt called to preach, 

the reception would be much cooler. Nevertheless, she would find in the cross and death of Christ 

a powerful justification of for her preaching ministry.   

 

The Cross of Christ and the Equality of Women 
 
Jarena Lee 
 

For many black women, African Americans’ call to freedom and equality within American 

society should have also entailed equality for women within the church. Jarena Lee, a black woman 

preacher whose conversion experience we explored in the last lesson, came to Rev. Richard Allen, 

the founder of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church, to seek validation for her call to 

preach. Such validation was not immediately forthcoming. Four or five years after her conversion 

and sanctification, she experienced a call to preach filled, which was also filled with visionary 

exuberance: “…to my utter surprise there seemed to sound a voice which I thought I distinctly 

heard, and most certainly understood, which said to me, ‘Go preach the Gospel!’ I immediately 

replied aloud, ‘No one will believe me.’ Again I listened, and again the same voice seemed to say, 

‘Preach the Gospel; I will put words in your mouth, and will turn your enemies to become your 

friends.’’ Seeking assurance that it was indeed God and not Satan speaking to her, she prayed and 

had a vision of a pulpit with a Bible thereon and herself preaching before a great crowd of people.  
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After this visionary confirmation, she went to discuss the matter with Rev. Richard Allen 

but while on her way, her courage began to wane because, as she states, “so terrible did the cross 

appear; it seemed that I should not be able to bear it.” Yet she traveled on and as she approached 

the door of the church she said, “my fears subsided, the cross was removed, all things appeared 

pleasant—I was tranquil.” She told Rev. Allen that the Lord revealed to her that she should preach 

the gospel. Allen replied asking, “What sphere I wished to move in?” Lee responded, “Among the 

Methodist.” Rev. Allen then said, “that a Mrs. Cook, a Methodist lady, has also some time before 

requested the same privilege; who it was believed, had done much good in the way of exhortation, 

and holding prayer meetings; and who had been permitted to do so by verbal license of the 

preacher in church at the time. But as to women preaching...our Discipline knew nothing at all 

about it – that it did not call for women preachers.” Initially Lee stated after hearing Allen’s 

response: “This I was glad to hear, because it removed the fear of the cross—but not sooner 

did this feeling cross my mind, than I found that a love of souls had in a measure departed from 

me; that holy energy which burned within me as a fire, began to be smothered.” She would later 

gain affirmation of her call to preach from Rev. Allen and then she applied the teaching of Jesus’ 

“death for all” as the foundation for the equality of women within the church. Lee says, 

  
“O how careful we ought to be, lest through our bylaws of church government and 

discipline, we bring into disrepute even the word of life.... Why should it be 

thought impossible, heterodox, or improper, for a woman to preach?  Seeing that 

the Savior died for the woman as well as the man...”  

  

What Henson and Watkins found in the message of the cross that gave them dignity and worth as 

human beings and also encouraged them to challenge the institution of slavery and to seek 

freedom therefrom, Lee also found a solid argument for the dignity of women and their quest for 

freedom and equality in society and the church. In her retort, she suggests that the teachings of 

the death of Christ “for the woman as well as the man” should also be applied to the arguments 

that the church and society have presented for the subordination of women and the denial of their 

call to preach the gospel. While Lee and other women would preach regardless of official 

authorization, some male church leaders began to hear their appeal. 

Elder Ozro Thurston Jones, a late bishop of the Church of God in Christ (COGIC; 1962-68), 

affirms Lee’s view of Jesus’ death on the cross as eliminating the barriers to women preaching the 

gospel. He takes his cue from Paul’s letter to the Galatians. He states his support at a time when 

the role of women in the church was far from resolved and could be quite divisive. He states: 

 
“FOR PERSONS FOR WHOM CHRIST DIED any incidental physical condition is 

no longer a barrier to freedom, or dignity, or value as a person whether that 

physical condition be social distinction, be race (“Jew or Greek”), class (“bond or 

free”), or sex (“male or female”). They all share one spiritual destiny and nature 

and value in Christ. They all are ‘fellow heirs’ of the promise in Christ.” 
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This is a powerful statement and is a bold restatement of Galatians 3:28. While I have added the 

bold face type to his capitalized phrase, the capitalized words are original to his text. He did this 

to emphasize the power of Christs death to eliminate the scocially constructed barriers of race, 

class, and sex and to express how Christ’s death created an equality that opens the doors of 

freedom and equity for all people. Thus, Jones and Lee show the power of the cross to destroy not 

only the spiritual realities of “Death, Sin and the Grave” but also social constructions of racism, 

classism and sexism. However, as we discussed in the conversion narratives, not all of African 

American preachers would employ a social-political emphasis in their application of the cross to 

the African American situation. This is evident with Bishop Daniel Alexander Payne who applied 

the cross of Christ to black social uplift and the development morals, character and thrift. 

 
Black Preaching in the Late Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries 
 
Bishop Daniel Alexander Payne 
 

It should not be surprising that the theme of the cross can be found in African American 

religious instruction and exhortation. This is in keeping with the general tenor of the Christian 

tradition. In the following example, Rev. Daniel Alexander Payne, another leading bishop of the 

AME church in the mid-19th century and founder of Wilberforce University, uses the theme of the 

cross as the basis of black Christian moral and educational fiber. He says:  

 

Let the education of your children penetrate the heart. [T]he education which 

reaches the heart, molds it, humbles it before the Cross, is rather the work of the 

homestead than the common school or college. It is given by the parents rather than 

the schoolmaster – by the mother rather than the father…. But this requires the 

transforming grace of God; requires that our mothers be women of strong faith and 

fervent daily prayers; requires that they live beneath the wings of the Cherubim – 

at the foot of the Cross – loving the God-man “whose favor is life, and whose loving 

kindness is better than life.” 

 
The teaching of the cross is no longer simply to encourage conversion or as a rhetorical force for 

moral suasion in the quest for freedom and equality. For Payne and others in the black church 

tradition of social uplift, the message of the cross is conceived primarily as an aid in the formation 

of piety, character and proper deportment as blacks sought to live circumspectly in the world to 

gain support and commendation from the larger society (“the politics of respectability”). The black 

social uplift tradition desired to show the majority culture that blacks could live morally upright, 

sober and productive lives—that they could assimilate to the dominant culture, which was a subtle 

strategy for encouraging social acceptance and access to opportunity. Even in this less overt 

endeavor for social equality, Bishop Payne could apply the teachings of the cross of Christ. This 

could not be said of his younger successor, Rev. Reverdy Ransom. 

  

Bishop Reverdy Cassius Ransom 
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The Rev. Reverdy Ransom, another AME bishop of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, was considered a “race man,” and his sermons and speeches bear out this designation. 

He was intensely engaged in the social and political struggle for black freedom and equality 

becoming one of the founders (along with W.E.B. Du Bois) of the Niagara Movement, which would 

later develop into the NAACP. In this quest for black equality America, Ransom argues that the 

cross of Christ, understood correctly, should render invalid any and all arguments for black 

oppression. To be sure, America should be the “proving ground” for equality because of the Cross 

of Christ and America’s claim to be a “Christian nation”:  

 

I have said America is God’s proving ground for the Negro. Yea, more, is it not our 

proving ground for God? The Negro, the last untried human reserve God has at 

his command, was suddenly thrust from his native jungle and forest and delivered 

fettered and chained into the severest test that has ever been applied to the 

teachings of Jesus since Christ was lifted up on the cross…. [But] God has 

declared He can take the “things that are weak to confound the mighty.” He says He 

can take the “Things that are and make them as though they were not.” May we not 

look here for love among all brothers to prove and vindicate the all-fatherhood of 

God? Shall the Negro live to voice the cry, “There is no God in the affairs of 

men”? Or shall he and the white man in America prove the cross of Christ 

superior to differences of color and race? 

 

For Ransom, the cross of Christ represents a political intervention in the American system of racial 

oppression. It is indeed a remedy for the malady that has plagued America from the beginning, if 

America had only heeded the undeniable implications of the cross for social equality: “the cross of 

Christ [is] superior to difference of color and race.” 

Ransom employs the cross again not only to argue against racism in America, but he also 

extends it to also include classism. He, first of all, views Jesus struggle in Roman Judea as analogous 

to the American racial and classist situation: “Jesus Christ founded Christianity in the midst of the 

most bitter and intense antagonisms of race and class. Yet he ignored them all, dealing alike with 

Jew, Samaritan, Syro-Phooenician, Greek and Roman.” Ransom views “race” and “class” as the two 

social challenges of Jesus’ ministry that were eradicated by the cross/crucifixion: 

  
The crowning object at which Jesus Christ aimed was, ‘to break down the middle 

wall of partition,’ between man and man, and to take away all the Old Testament 

laws and ordinances that prevented Jew and Gentile from approaching God on an 

equal plane. And this He did, ‘that He might reconcile both unto God in one body 

by the cross, having slain the enmity thereby, so making peace’. [Ephesians 2:14-

15]  

 
Unlike his older predecessor, Bishop Payne, who viewed the cross of Christ as inspiration for social 

uplift, Reverdy Ransom viewed the cross of Christ as “the power of God” for social-political change. 
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To be sure, the cross of Christ when applied properly to the American situation could be a potent 

force for social transformation. The maturation of this pertinent perspective of the cross in the 

black preaching tradition would come to fruition in the ministry and preaching of Martin Luther 

King Jr.  

 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

 
My final example of cross and crucifixion terminology in the black preaching tradition 

comes from the social-religious ministry of Martin Luther King Jr. King’s experience of attempting 

to bring social justice and equality to African Americans and meeting opposition, death threats, 

midnight rides in the back of police cruisers, imprisonment, and even personal doubts as to his 

effectiveness, gave him the conviction that challenging American racism and economic injustice 

ultimately “is the cross that we must bear for the freedom of our people.” For King to be a 

Christian meant that one is to engage in a constant struggle against the forces of injustice:  

 
The cross we bear precedes the crown we wear. To be a Christian one must take 

up his cross, with all of its difficulties and agonizing and tension-packed content and 

carry it until that very cross leaves its marks upon us and redeem us to that more 

excellent way which comes only through suffering.  

 
It would seem with these first two statements that King has introduced a new element into the 

teaching of Christian discipleship—the cross-inspired quest and necessity for social justice! No 

longer is the cross simply a model (paradigm) for the development of personal piety and 

communal harmony; it must also become a model for social engagement and social 

transformation. The power of the cross must challenge and dismantle the unjust structures and 

practices that fragment and deny human worth and create systems of social and economic 

oppression. 

King’s use of cross terminology, thus, can move deftly from the realm of moral suasion to 

employing it as a motivating force for articulating the quest for social change (“social salvation” in 

his terms):  

 
There are some who still find the cross a stumbling block, and others consider 

it foolishness, but I am more convinced than ever before that is the power of God 

unto social and personal individual salvation. So like the Apostle Paul I can now 

humbly yet proudly say, “I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus. 

 
The quest for the achievement of the African American social vision of human unity and dignity in 

a world fraught with racial injustice and political and economic oppression means, for King, that 

one might be labeled an extremist. King understands the criticism of others that labeled him as an 

extremist. For himself, though, he saw his motives in ministry as akin to what Jesus attempted to 

do in his ministry— establish justice and equity, which ultimately resulted in Christ’s own death 
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by crucifixion. Extremism is what characterizes those who fight and struggle for social justice and 

social change: 

  
So the question is not whether we will be extremist but what kind of extremist will 

we be? Will we be extremist for hate or will we be extremist for love? Will we be 

extremist for the preservation of injustice— or will we be extremist for the cause of 

justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary’s hill, three men were crucified. We must 

not forget that all three were crucified for the same crime—the crime of extremism. 

Two were extremist for immorality, and thusly fell below their environment. The 

other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and goodness, and thereby rose 

above his environment. So, after all, maybe the South, the nation and the world are in 

dire need of creative extremist.  

 

King, in the final analysis, could remain hopeful of change, even in the face or racist evils 

and hateful violence perpetuated against black people, because in the cross/crucifixion and 

resurrection of Jesus he could see the ultimate triumph of good over evil, justice over injustice: 

“Evil may so shape events,” he says, “that Caesar will occupy a palace and Christ a cross, but one 

day that same Christ will rise up and split history into A.D. and B.C., so that even the life of Caesar 

must be dated by his name.” Moreover, King also realized that one who is an extremist for justice 

might lose his or her life in the struggle. Thus, he comes to a sobering realization: “When I took up 

the cross, I recognized its meaning…. The cross is something that you bear, and ultimately that 

you die on.” King indeed met his fate struggling for the freedom and equality of African Americans 

as well as other oppressed persons in America. Without a doubt, the cross of Christ supplied him 

with the courage to face his mortality and to “bear his cross for the freedom of his people” even 

unto death.  

 
CONCLUSION  
 
These brief snippets of powerful preachers and sermons indicate the importance of the Jesus’ 

passion, cross and crucifixion in the black preaching tradition. The dramatic and artistically 

colorful descriptions, and the spiritual and social applications of its meanings to the black situation 

in America were in keeping with the general tenor of the Christian tradition: “Jesus died a horrible 

death on the cross ‘for our sins’.” Amos Jones states in this regard: 

 
The crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ is not a new theology for the black 

church and the black community. It has been the dynamic force and unifying power 

of the black church since American slavery. Personal and communal salvation, 

regulation of ethical behavior of members of the believing community, assurance 

of an inevitable victory over the evils of servitude, dehumanization, political and 

social justice, and assurance of eternal life after death were all basic to the slave 

understanding of the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  
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African Americans chose in several cases to employ the language of the cross, not only because it 

represented dimensions of their own situation of oppression, but also because they could join with 

Christ in the struggle for human liberation. As far as many African Americans were concerned, 

Jesus died on the cross and rose again, so that black people—indeed all people— who are 

oppressed might struggle for liberation! Human suffering that emerges from the active 

engagement to challenge political, social, and religious injustices, aligns itself with Jesus’ struggle 

for human liberation.  In the African American Christian religious tradition, many blacks did not 

view their allegiance to the cross and crucifixion as a passive endurance of slavery and racism, 

but rather, as a means of arguing and agitating for the freedom and equity of all peoples. 

This bold and liberative tradition and interpretation of the cross beckons us to follow!! 

 
 
DISCUSSION 
 

1) Did you learn anything new from this lesson that was particularly interesting to you?  
2) Early slave preachers like Anderson Edwards were forced to “preach on the sly”, that is, in 

coded language or in whispers when they were not in earshot of their masters or other 
whiten people. Do you think such preaching should be considered morally suspect or 
dishonest because it involved deception?  

3) What do you think the enslaved community of believers felt about preachers who preached 
a proslavery message in order to please their masters (and perhaps gain certain privileges 
and rewards)? 

a. Do you think there is preaching today that is done to gain privileges and rewards? 
4) Should black preachers today still focus their messages on the gospel of Jesus Christ and 

also concern itself with affirming black humanity and dignity as did the early slave 
preachers? 

a. Or Do you think preaching the gospel alone (devoid of ethnic or racial issues) is 
sufficient to meet the needs of any professing Christian regardless of race/ethnicity? 

5) How would you define good preaching?  
a. Does style and delivery matter most to you? 
b. Does content matter most to you? What content? 

6) When I was coming up, I always wondered why black preachers closed every message, 
regardless of the topic, with the dramatic presentation of the cross (as Thurman 
described)?  

a. Have you ever wondered about this too? 
b. Has this lesson helped to offer you clarity on this question? How so? Why not? 

7) Do you think there is preaching today that continues to accommodate the status quo? 
Would you describe that kind of preaching from your understanding? 

8) Why do you think the black Christian experience (and black Church) challenged slavery as 
incompatible with the gospel of the cross of Christ but accepted the subordination of 
women to men? 

a. Do you think this is unfair and inconsistent morally and ethically?   
b. What are the New Testament scriptures that speak to the role of women in the 

church? What are the New Testament scriptures that speak to the role of slaves in 
the church? Do you see anything in common between them? If so, what? If not, why? 
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9) If the black Christian tradition found the moral grounds and spiritual inspiration to 
challenge slavery, why has it been so slow in seeing sexism in the same light? 

a. Do you think O.T. Jones’ statement can help us to see the power of the cross of Christ 
to address this question? 

10) What do you think preachers today can learn from Ransom and King on the preaching   
      of the cross?   

 
“TAKING IT PERSONALLY” 
 

1) What was your reaction when read about the visiting preacher on the planation that 
Thurman’s grandmother told he and his sisters about, who preached back when she was 
enslaved? 

2) Describe a sermon or message that you heard that had a profound emotional effect upon 
you? 

3) What do you think preachers today can learn from the enslaved preachers discussed in this 
lesson? 

4) What was your reaction when you read the narrative of Jarena Lee’s call to preach?  
a. What do you think she meant when she mentioned “the fear of the cross?” 

5) Do you believe that a woman should have not only the right to preach, but also to hold a 
pastoral office? 

6) Have you ever held membership under the leadership of a woman pastor? If so, please 
share. 

a. If not, would you be willing to hold membership under the leadership of a woman 
pastor? 

7) Describe your reaction to reading Payne’s assessment of the cross of Christ for the 
development of Christian morals and deportment. Why do you think he feels that women 
are more apt to inculcate these values than men? Agree or disagree? 

 


