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Series Editors’ Preface

With the first book comparing and contrasting Martin Luther King, Jr.
and Desmond Mpilo Tutu, Dr. Johnny Bernard Hill tells us a critical
and comparative story about the lives and theologies of these two men
who received Nobel Peace Prizes and impacted the course of their
nations, the segregated United States and apartheid South Africa. Hill
focuses on the theme of reconciliation. King has become synonymous
with the U.S. civil rights movement, that is, “love the enemy.” Tutu is
equated with the South African anti-apartheid struggle, that is, “turn
the other cheek.” In the course of unfolding this pioneering narrative
of faith and society, Dr. Hill draws on multiple intellectual traditions.
The book takes the reader on a journey encountering King’s published
books, rare documents from the King papers at Boston University, and
texts at the King Center in Atlanta, various books by Tutu, a host of
writings that set the historical backdrop for segregated United States
and apartheid South Africa, and the thought of modern and postmod-
ern scholars. Hill maintains convincingly that the modern idea of rec-
onciliation reeks with Kant’s distortion of rationality that created an
individualistic and provincial practice of reconciliation. Moreover,
Hill traces the view of reconciliation from biblical times to the present.
The fundamental discovery is the historical separation of personal
autonomy from social equality.

Rather than apolitical individualism and singular inward obsession
with the self, King reworked reconciliation in the context of concern
for neighbor, human dignity, and the beloved community. King gifts us
with “human dignity.” Tutu shares the “ubuntu” alternative. King
arose out of Protestant liberalism of modernity and the southern black
Baptist church. Tutu emerged from his Anglican church and his Xhosa
linguistic traditions. Combining his missionary and indigenous back-
grounds, Tutu links reconciliation to a new notion of “rainbow people
of God.” King appreciated the love of God in all individuals inclusive
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of KKK Christians. Tutu stressed that individuals are fully human only
in relation to others including the Afrikaner Christians. King became
the conscious of America’s soul. Tutu gained fame as protagonist of
South Africa’s wounds.

Furthermore, both figures urge us to pursue interreligious practical
cooperation and reconciliation. Specifically Mohandas K. Gandhi, a
Hindu, influenced both King and Tutu. In fact, Gandhi first began and
fine-tuned the way of life and philosophy of nonviolence in apartheid
South Africa before moving on to his home in India. Tutu matured in
this cultural ethos as well. And King not only read the works of the lit-
tle brown lawyer from India, but also traveled to that country to study
and learn from Gandhi’s contribution to the world. Tutu committed
to nonviolence throughout the heinous Christian terrorism of the
white apartheid government, though he conceded the inevitability of
violence in his own country. Till his death, King pursued nonviolent
ways of living, even during the reign of white Christian terrorism in
the South.

In this rich, first-time portrayal of King and Tutu, Johnny Hill, in
addition, helps us to understand the contributions of the two men to
liberation theologies domestically and in the context of global libera-
tion and reconciliation. The world is shot through with fragmentation,
war, emotional emptiness, multicultural debates, and personal loneli-
ness. Perhaps a way foreword is offered when we experience reconcil-
iation as individual freedom and autonomy defined by justice and
equality.

Dr. Johnny Bernard Hill’s book represents one definite dimension of
the black religion/womanist thought/social justice series—pioneering
conceptual work and boundary pushing effort. The series will publish
both authored and edited manuscripts that have depth, breadth, and
theoretical edge and will address both academic and nonspecialist
audiences. It will produce works engaging any dimension of black reli-
gion or womanist thought as they pertain to social justice. Womanist
thought is a new approach in the study of African American women’s
perspectives. The series will include a variety of African American reli-
gious expressions. By this we mean traditions such as Protestant and
Catholic Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Humanism, African diasporic
practices, religion and gender, religion and black gays/lesbians, eco-
logical justice issues, African American religiosity and its relation to
African religions, new black religious movements (e.g., Daddy Grace,
Father Divine, or the Nation of Islam), or religious dimensions in
African American “secular” experiences (such as the spiritual aspects of

xii Series Editors’ Preface
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aesthetic efforts like the Harlem Renaissance and literary giants such as
James Baldwin, or the religious fervor of the Black Consciousness
movement, or the religion of compassion in the black women’s club
movement).

Dwight N. Hopkins,
University of Chicago Divinity School

Linda E. Thomas,
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago
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Foreword

This foreword is but a short version of my high regards for the witness
of Johnny Hill to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. I have been blessed to
have a long relationship with Hill. He studied with me for several
years at Duke Divinity School where I was Research Professor of
Systematic Theology. During this same period, Johnny supported my
work as an office assistant. It was good to notice his growth in the
academy and the church. Much more could be said about his graduate
study and his entrance in academic service. His service in churches is
also important.

Let me now turn to the splendid work he has accomplished through
his Ph.D. dissertation. He is to be congratulated on the subject-matter
as well as the two theologians he has studied. King and Tutu represent
two denominations and two cultures. Both men performed well
against racism and poverty as church-theologians. Both sought peace
and reconciliation in the midst of an awesome struggle. They sought
liberation from oppression, at the same time that they sought the free-
dom of all people from various forms of struggles.

King and Tutu have had an influence upon the direction of my life.
When I studied and pastored in Scotland, King’s leadership influenced
me to return to the United States for a life of service. Later, King’s
father, (Daddy King), was to serve on the Board of Trustees at the
Interdenominational Theological Center, where I was to serve for a term
as president. King’s influence was to be with me throughout the Civil
Rights struggle and continues. My latest book indicates this as I penned
Bonhoeffer and King.

Archbishop Tutu has also had a lasting influence on my witness.
I knew Desmond Tutu in his youth as I dialogued with African church-
men and thinkers. I was later to visit several African countries.
I worked with Leon Sullivan and wrote on his life and thought, espe-
cially regarding South Africa. I was to visit this benighted country
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before and after Mandela’s reign. Tutu has been a constant companion
as a church theologian for years. He also penned the foreword to my
honorary volume, at the request of Michael Battle who was ordained
by Tutu. The theme of reconciliation has been a theme much used by
Tutu as well as myself.

Briefly, Hill is concerned that two theologians claimed at once a
place in the church and academy. They also belong to the post-modern
period in theological thought, according to Hill’s assessment. I wish
this aspect of Hills’s thought had received more attention, especially
for theologians so attached to the Enlightenment and the West. Both
theologians were comprehensive in outlook and not limited in history
or geography.

Perhaps the most important concern of Hill is that King and Tutu
stressed the importance of social and community oppression and not
the oppression of the individual only. In their own time and place they
addressed systemic racism and other concerns, i.e. poverty. One only
needs to look at King’s “Beloved community” and Tutu’s “Ubuntu”
theology to stress this point. This in no way gives up the concerns for
individual freedom, but it does cover significant ground.

While I cannot cover more territory in the reflection upon Hill’s
important book, i.e. his stress upon Gandhi and other concerns like for-
giveness, the relation of all concerns to social justice, a careful reading
of this book is rewarding. The book is a significant “read” and should
be taken seriously.

J. Deotis Roberts
Professor of Theology

Emeritus, Palmer Theological Seminary
Wynnewood, Pennsylvania

xvi Foreword
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Introduction

The Theology of Martin Luther King, Jr.
and Desmond Mpilo Tutu

Martin Luther King, Jr. and Desmond Mpilo Tutu remain two of the
most pivotal figures impacting theological discourse on liberation
and reconciliation. The purpose of this study is to establish King and
Tutu as theologians of reconciliation. I am also interested in bringing
King and Tutu into dialogue with contemporary discourse on the
themes of reconciliation, social justice, nonviolence, and human dig-
nity. Both were committed churchmen and sophisticated thinkers
who attempted to interpret the Gospel message from the perspective
of those who suffer. I agree with Peter J. Paris who observed that as
Nobel Prize recipients, King and Tutu should be regarded as “moral
exemplars” in a global context.1 Their vision of peace and commu-
nity, though rooted deeply in the Judeo-Christian heritage, has had
lasting value to peoples of diverse languages and regions. In the
American context, Martin Luther King, Jr. challenged the vicious
structures of segregation and moved progressively toward an uncom-
promising critique of capitalism and the demons of American
militarism in the global community. Although domestic in his direct
actions, King was global in his vision and analysis of religious, cul-
tural, and economic developments. In December 1955, King mounted
the pulpit of Holt Street Baptist Church, in Montgomery, Alabama to
challenge the forces of segregation, initiating a movement that would
later transform the landscape of social and political protest world
over. He espoused a global ethic of the beloved community character-
ized by agape (love) and nonviolence. Indeed, he was part of an inter-
national cultural and ideological rebellion against racial and economic
systems of exploitation.
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This legitimate indignation was also seen on the African continent,
especially in South Africa. Although King was not directly involved in
the liberation movements on the African continent, he was aware of
the apartheid South Africa and was in contact with many South African
leaders. King’s thought and witness inspired black South Africans in
their struggle for social and political equality. In 1955, around the
same period when King was beginning the Montgomery Bus Boycott,
inspired by the infamous stance of Rosa Parks by refusing to surrender
her bus seat to white passengers, South African apartheid legislation
was taking shape with forcefulness. In fact, perhaps the most perni-
cious form of apartheid legislation was the Suppression of Communism
Act of 1950, amended in 1954, with wider provisions for security laws
aimed at racial control and degradation.2 The apartheid legislations of
the mid-1950s set the stage for years of repression and black suffering.
As one of South Africa’s most gifted sons, Desmond Tutu began his
journey in the South African antiapartheid struggle in the mid-1970s,
several years after the tragic death of King. Unlike King, Tutu experi-
enced a gradual rise to prominence, from teacher at Madibane High
School and Federal Theological Seminary in Alice, South Africa to
general secretary of the South African Council of Churches (SACC),
and archbishop of Cape Town. His thought and witness was charac-
terized by a long and arduous journey to bring down the apartheid
regime. Events such as the Sharpeville Massacre on March 21, 1960,
Nelson Mandela’s release from prison on February 11, 1990, and his
appointment as chair of the South African Truth and Reconciliation
Commission all contributed to his vision of reconciliation, justice, and
community.

King and Tutu challenged and inspired the Christian church and
wider society to think and act in new creative ways to illuminate the
meaning of human dignity and personhood. King and Tutu emerged
from very different religious, cultural, and social experiences. Yet,
both shared the vehement commitment to speak truth to power on
behalf of the poor and powerless. In many ways, King’s emphasis on
human dignity and Tutu’s creative conception of ubuntu theology
directly challenged modern notions of blackness, community, and
individualism. Their legacies present a stark challenge to any prospects
of doing theology, even in the times in which some now call “post-
modern,” that does not consider the cries of the dispossessed. From
this perspective, King and Tutu hold a wealth of creative resources for
pursuing justice and community in today’s world.

2 Martin Luther King, Jr. & Desmond Tutu

9781403984821ts02.qxd  25-8-07  03:32 PM  Page 2



Challenging the Forces of Modernity

In the shadows of what postmodern scholars describe as the “end of
history,” the configuration of community and justice is illusive, if not
invisible. The lure of capitalism seems to be the precondition for
understanding the meaning of social justice and how persons are to
understand themselves in relation to others. Christian communities
are scrabbling to assess what it means to be faithful to the Gospel in
the context of racial, ethnic, and cultural differences and a world of
expanding globalization. To answer this conundrum, postmodern theo-
logians insist upon a theology absolved of philosophical hegemony.
They call for a recasting of theological discourse in a way that avoids
the nihilistic pitfalls of the metaphysical tradition. In attempts to avoid
what Alasdair MacIntyre describes as a Weberian “vision of the world,”
some have thrown out the pot with the water.3 In other words, the
underside (the experience of the exploited and marginalized) of
modernity did teach us to take seriously the human experience with
suffering in theological reflection. In the modern era, with its domi-
neering forces of capitalism and technology, oppressed people emerged
to challenge these structures head on. King and Tutu remain signifi-
cant exemplars in this regard.

Therefore, it is important to engage in serious and meaningful reflec-
tion on the experiences of those most deeply afflicted by modern ways
of thinking as the way forward. Modes of resistance demonstrated in
the life and thought of Dr. King and Archbishop Tutu speak to this mat-
ter in dramatic terms. Resistance to the stagnating system of American
segregation and the paralyzing legality of South African apartheid
unleashed, in my view, the transcending power of the Gospel in human
history. King and Tutu inject a needed pharmacological remedy to the
often highly individualistic and apolitical notion of reconciliation pro-
mulgated in the modern era and still present today. By comparing
Martin Luther King, Jr. and Desmond Tutu, we discover a necessary
corrective to reconciliation in postmodernity. More broadly, King and
Tutu introduce critical insights to understanding, as D. M. Baillie con-
cedes, “What God was doing in Christ.”4

Both the system of apartheid in South Africa and segregation in the
Southern United States were directed against black- and brown-skinned
people and motivated by an ideologies of white supremacy. Behind
racial distinctions and the destructive meanings often attached to
certain categories is a binary linguistic structure. Apartheid in South

Introduction 3
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Africa and Jim Crow in United States were both produced by the
modern obsession to separate and compartmentalize individuals and
groups as mechanisms of subjugation and power domination. The
relationship between the modern linguistic structure and the Christian
idea of reconciliation is seen in the modern propensity to isolate the
idea of reconciliation to an individual’s moral experience. Albrecht
Ritschl was one of the chief proponents in nineteenth-century Protestant
thought to cast reconciliation as a matter of personal autonomy.
Rationalism and personal autonomy became almost synonymous with
moral superiority. As history has shown, it further led to the diviniza-
tion of whiteness and the negation of blackness. Cornel West provides
a meaningful summary in the following words:

The idea of white supremacy is a major bowel unleashed by the struc-
ture of modern discourse, a significant secretion generated from the
creative fusion of scientific investigation, Cartesian philosophy, and
classical aesthetic and cultural norms. Needless to say, the odor of this
bowel and the fumes of this secretion continue to pollute the air of our
postmodern times.5

The creative genius of King and Tutu speaks to the theological and
ideological underpinnings of these ideas and the structures that sus-
tained them. Because reconciliation still poses a problem today, it is
important to consider the theology of King and Tutu for insight to
approaching questions of difference, fragmentation, multiculturalism,
and pluralism in the present. Rampant global disharmony warrants
another constructive attempt at the idea of reconciliation and the
import of bringing King and Tutu into the conversation. Situations in
the Darfur region of the Sudan, Congo, Liberia, Bosnia/Herzegovina,
Iraq, the Middle East, along with inner-city gang violence all point to
the persistent need for meaningful discourse on peace and reconcilia-
tion. It further reflects how the Christian idea of reconciliation addresses
these concerns individually and socially. Though distant in historical
period, King and Tutu shared a theological commitment that the
salvific work of God in Jesus Christ is ultimately found in a liberated
and equitable community. The lessons learned from the blood, sweat,
and tears of struggle in faithful living displayed in their experiences sup-
plies a needed antidote to liberation and reconciliation in postmodern
culture.

The core of my argument brings into view the unique theological
contributions of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Desmond Tutu in their

4 Martin Luther King, Jr. & Desmond Tutu
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understanding of the salvific work of God in Christ. Behind my analysis
of King and Tutu is a critique of conceptions of reconciliation in the
modern era. There is also the assertion that King and Tutu provide
expressions of how the Gospel moves beyond the individual and the
social. King and Tutu, through their creative visions of community
and reconciliation, challenge modern Cartesian notions of individual
autonomy and rationalism that have seeped into the Christian tradi-
tion. Paul Lehmann provides a lens through which to examine King
and Tutu. According to Lehmann, the critical question is, “What am I
as a believer in Jesus Christ and as a member of his Church to do?”6

King and Tutu did not distinguish individual freedom and autonomy
from social justice and equality. In the same manner that Lehmann
rejects a utilitarian ethic and an ethic of law, King and Tutu press for
a social ethic conditioned by the individual’s concern for the other. In
their thought and witness, these figures cause us to think differently
about the meaning of the Christian idea of reconciliation, particularly
in a postmodern context. As I propose in the final chapter, the work of
King and Tutu inject a fresh and needed antidote into the veins of
contemporary postmodern theological discourse relating to justice,
reconciliation, and the Christian church.

Continuing the Dialogue: A Review 
of the Literature

There were a number of books, speeches, articles, press conferences,
and sermons produced throughout the life of King and Tutu. Some
of King’s most important works include Stride toward Freedom,
The Strength to Love, Why We Can’t Wait, and Where Do We Go
from Here? Other resources helpful in analyzing King’s thought are
found in James M. Washington’s collection, The Essential Writings of
and Speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr. and The Papers of Martin
Luther King, Jr., Volumes 1–5, edited by Clayborne Carson.7 Tutu has
also written several major books that are important in this study,
including Crying in the Wilderness, the Rainbow People of God, Hope
and Suffering, Words of Desmond Tutu, No Future without Forgiveness,
and God Has a Dream. No single text by King or Tutu provides ade-
quate insight into their theological understandings of reconciliation.
A thorough review of the broad ranging corpus of their writings is
efficacious to investigate their contributions to the Christian idea of
reconciliation.

Introduction 5
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Although an extensive body of secondary research is available on
King and Tutu, few scholars have established King and Tutu as major
theologians of reconciliation in particular and Christian theologians,
in general. However, several scholars have made significant contribu-
tions to the discourse on King and Tutu, as well as the themes of lib-
eration and reconciliation. Among these figures are Lewis Baldwin, Rufus
Burrow, John Ansbro, Kenneth Smith, Ira Zepp, James Washington, Noel
Erskine, Rosetta Ross, Walter Fluker, James Cone, J. Deotis Roberts,
John DeGruchy, Charles Villa-Vicencio, and Allan Boesak. Countless
others have added to research on the struggle for freedom and justice
in the South African and American context also. As a religious histo-
rian, Baldwin has stood out in explicating the cultural roots of King in
the African American religious and cultural tradition. In There Is a
Balm in Gilead, Baldwin provides a holistic look into King’s experi-
ence with family, friends, and the Black Church in shaping his thought
and actions. However, Baldwin gives little attention to King’s theology,
especially regarding reconciliation, which is our chief concern. Baldwin’s
account stands in sharp contrast to the intellectual focus of Ansbro,
Smith, and Zepp. John Ansbro’s Martin Luther King, Jr.: The Making
of a Mind offers an extensive appraisal of intellectual influences (from
Socrates to Reinhold Niebuhr) informing King’s critique of American
racial oppression. Though Ansbro’s work is very significant, it falls
short in explicating the distinctive dimensions of King’s thought. In
addition, Ansbro neglects the centrality of community and the theo-
logical quest for reconciliation in King’s work. Smith and Zepp, specif-
ically in Search for the Beloved Community, follow the same line of
thinking as Ansbro. Although they locate the idea of the “beloved
community” at the center of King’s thought and actions, they leave
much to be desired in pointing out the ways in which King’s thought is
original and advances the Christian idea of reconciliation in meaning-
ful and unique ways. These persons, among others, have tended to
attribute King’s thought primarily to the Western philosophical and
theological tradition.

Walter Fluker has attempted to balance his analysis by considering
the intellectual and cultural contributions to King’s thought and wit-
ness. Fluker’s comparison of King and Thurman focuses on the mean-
ing of community as a theological and philosophical ideal and its
implication in the human condition.8 Unlike the current study that is
primarily concerned with Tutu and King’s contributions to the Christian
idea of reconciliation, Fluker is preoccupied with the anthropological
significance of community in King and Thurman.

6 Martin Luther King, Jr. & Desmond Tutu
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There has been a reinvigorated look at King’s theology in recent
years. Rufus Burrow’s study, God and Human Dignity, has, in my esti-
mation, provided the most authoritative account of King’s indebted-
ness to personalism to date. Burrow attributes a great deal of King’s
thinking and actions to his training in the personalism doctrines of
Edgar S. Brightman, Harold DeWolf, and others during his studies at
Crozer Seminary and Boston University. As architects of the black the-
ology movement, both Cone and Roberts have reflected on King’s life
and theology. Cone compared King with Malcolm X, while Roberts
has attempted to evaluate King and Bonhoeffer’s theology.9 Other fig-
ures such as Michael Griffith, Carl Moyler, Don Loyd Davis, Ronnie
Hood, David Groves, Brian Bandt, and Dennis Ray McDonald are
merely a few of the important voices that have also examined King’s
thought. In particular, Brandt’s study, “The Theology of the Cross and
Ethic of Redemptive Suffering in the Life and Work of Martin Luther
King, Jr.” has value to the current study as he explicates the concept of
“redemptive suffering” in King’s theology. He further asserts that
King’s conception of God as a “Redeemer” gives crucial insight to his
stance and optimism toward the plight of the poor and oppressed.

There has not been as much scholarship that specifically addresses
the theology of Desmond Tutu. Most of the research in the South
African context has examined the legal and political significance of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission. That is not to say there has
not been substantial literature written on the theological, historical, and
political context of the antiapartheid struggle. In fact, John de Gruchy
and Charles Villa-Vicencio have written at length about the church’s
struggle in South Africa. While De Gruchy has emphasized the historical
and social mobilizing efforts of South African churches, Villa-Vicencio
has focused on the political and economic dimensions of the anti-
apartheid struggle. Along these lines, Allan Boesak, Steven Biko, Chief
Albert Lithuli, and Nelson Mandela, among others, have been impor-
tant iconic figures contributing to Tutu’s thought and context. In my
estimation, Michael Battle’s Reconciliation: The Ubuntu Theology of
Desmond Tutu provides the most rigorous account of Tutu’s theology to
date. Battle outlines the cultural, theological, and political trajectories of
Tutu’s life and thought, thus paving the way for the present study.

Approaching the Task at Hand

Engaging King and Tutu with postmodern discourse is essential to
understanding social, political, and cultural complexities in the quest for
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reconciliation and social justice today. The language of postmodernity
has stood out in characterizing the changing dynamics of today’s world
brought about through technology, mass media, the market place, and
cyberspace. King and Tutu were determined to not only change hearts
but also social structures. In fact, they saw an undeniable link between
the two. Taking these connections seriously makes it imperative to
reflect on postmodern discourse in the desire to appropriate their
work in contemporary culture. This study focuses on the social, polit-
ical, and economic dimensions of postmodern thought as a cultural
condition and its relationship to language.10 The postmodern theolog-
ical perspective operates out of a general suspicion of presuppositions
regarding the centrality of rationality arising out of enlightenment
anthropological claims. In short, the term postmodern is designated as
the ways in which modern rationality has given way to technological
modes of cultural production. The postmodern perspective, as used
here, will be helpful in understanding contemporary implications of
King and Tutu’s thought.

In chapter 1, I explore major themes that have shaped discourse on
the idea of reconciliation in the modern era. Here, I examine the ways
in which conceptions of reconciliation in modernity were fundamen-
tally distorted by an overreliance on Kantian rationality. This position
contributed to an individualistic way of thinking about reconciliation
that often excludes engagement with social and political realities.
Although Enlightenment thinkers did make some positive contribu-
tions by influencing early-American theologians such as Rauschenbusch
and the Social Gospelers, it is through the thought of King and Tutu
that one sees a balance between individual autonomy and social trans-
formation. First, I offer a brief review of the idea of reconciliation in
scripture. Second, I introduce Thomas Aquinas to talk about the con-
nection between justice and mercy before moving to an account of
Albrecht Ritschl. The historical perspective of Albrecht Ritschl and
nineteenth-century Protestant thought offer insight into the origins of
understanding reconciliation as chiefly an individualized matter. In the
modern era, reconciliation was understood as the individual first being
reconciled to God (through forgiveness). As individuals are reconciled
to God in Christ, the possibility emerges for the formation of Christian
community. Reconciliation with God was principally understood in
moralistic and pietistic terms. It had little to do with social or political
realities. Hence, concern for the poor, widows, and orphans were con-
sumed by a “utilitarian ethic” based on individualistic morality. Here,
I argue that the thought and witness of King and Tutu (in different
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ways) challenges the devastating understandings of reconciliation as
rooted solely in personal autonomy. Consequently, the notion that
reconciliation should be left to the sphere of personal autonomy con-
tributed to harmful consequences on fostering community and bettering
the conditions of the poor and oppressed. Finally, I employ the insights
of Paul Lehmann as a lens to reflect upon how the work of King and
Tutu helps us to move beyond the apprehensions between personal
autonomy and social equality. Lehmann’s perspective on koinonia is
a helpful frame of reference for considering King and Tutu. In part
because for Lehmann, the Gospel is not as much about individual soul
salvation as it is about fostering koinonia (fellowship) with God and
among human beings.

I provide a renewed look at the theology and witness of Martin
Luther King, Jr. as situated in the modern era in chapter 2. The life and
thought of King has been well documented. There is much more to
draw from in a comprehensive analysis of his work—to include both
his intellectual and cultural influences. Although a great deal of litera-
ture has been written about King, his life and thought, the tendency
has been to emphasize his intellectual or cultural influences. In this
chapter, it is my desire to give a comprehensive and critical appraisal
of King’s thought (considering his intellectual and cultural influences)
with an examination of his theological ethics. It will be argued that
King is modern in the sense that he was in fact deeply influenced by the
Protestant liberal tradition. But he also transcended modern thinking
by understanding the limitations of individual rationality. King’s use
of the dialectical method and pragmatic use of agape allowed him to
avoid many of the modern tendencies to compartmentalize and cate-
gorize problems and issues. For instance, King’s method led him to
making connections between racism, capitalism, and militarism, which
was later reflected in his actions.

Nonetheless, King embraced many of the modern presuppositions
concerning notions of human dignity and freedom. He creatively appro-
priated the insights of personalism thinkers such as Brightman, DeWolf,
and Kelsey to understand the inherent dignity and significance of every
human being. He transcended the modern era, however, by appealing to
the “love ethic” of Christ as reflected in the Sermon on the Mount.
Furthermore, through his cultural roots within the Black Church tradi-
tion, he was sensitized to the limits of human rationality. He argued that
human rationality must always be tempered by a sincere concern for
neighbor. It was King’s concern for the other and emphasis on human
dignity that gave rise to his prophetic vision of the beloved community.
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Chapter 3 examines the theology of Desmond Tutu and his idea of
the rainbow people of God. Tutu articulated an understanding of the
Gospel that emphasized the language of forgiveness and reconcilia-
tion. For Tutu, both the church and his cultural influences were primary
resources for theological reflection. Specifically the Anglican Church
and Xhosa tribal traditions served as guiding principles that informed
his thought and actions in apartheid South Africa. Because Tutu was
deeply entrenched within the context of the church’s struggle in South
Africa, I treat the manner in which the church (with its emphasis on
liturgy and moral practices) provided the theological foundations for
his understanding of community and reconciliation. Essential to
Tutu’s theology is the idea of ubuntu—that is, persons are fully human
only in relation to others. Tutu employs this idea to understand the
church, God, and the ethical teachings of Christ. This approach to
reconciliation carefully preserves the particularities of the individual
autonomy, while emphasizing community and the common good. My
intent here is not to reiterate the grand achievements of Michael Battle’s
comprehensive study of Tutu’s thought,11 but to thoroughly consider
how Tutu approaches this tension between the liberal emphasis on
personal autonomy and the communitarian desire for social equality.
During some of the most intense and dramatic moments of the strug-
gle against apartheid, Tutu emerged as priest of a nation. Indeed, he
provided the spiritual and strategic resources for challenging and over-
turning the apartheid regime.

Chapter 4 consists of a comparison between the theology of King
and Tutu. In this chapter, attention will be given to how each thinker
understands the Christian idea of reconciliation and how it critiques
those perspectives expressed during the modern era. In comparing
King and Tutu, I also broach the question of how each thinker envi-
sions the relationship between the church and the world. That is, to
what extent is reconciliation possible for Christian and non-Christian
communities alike for King and Tutu? This will lead us into a discus-
sion of the implications for King and Tutu’s thought regarding social
and political inequalities that continue to exist even within the post-
modern era.

Because of the enormous role Gandhi and the idea of nonviolence
has functioned in the life and thought of both King and Tutu, I devote
chapter 5 particularly to their understandings of nonviolence. I explain
their indebtedness to the creative orchestration of Mohandas K.
Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence, born on the soils of South Africa
and employed on the streets of Birmingham, Alabama, Albany, Georgia,
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Washington, DC, and Selma, Alabama. Throughout the civil rights
movement and antiapartheid struggles for freedom and affirmation of
human dignity, the method of nonviolence served as a fundamental
weapon of resistance. Both King and Tutu firmly maintained their
commitment to nonviolence as the best and most effective means to
change social systems, policy, the state, and even the church.

Although Tutu recognized the inevitability of violence if peaceful
efforts should fail, King never conceded to the wave of legitimate dis-
content from the ranks of black militancy emerging in the mid-1960s.
Voices like Stokely Carmichael, whose name was later changed to
Kwame Ture, refused to dismiss the use of violence in the quest for
freedom and justice. Even within Tutu’s camp, there were a great many
who called for the possibility of violence, including the African National
Congress (ANC) and the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), among others.
Indeed, the idea of nonviolence is deeply embedded in King and Tutu’s
view of God and their wider ethical stances. With that in view, chapter 5
specifically addresses the ways in which their conceptions of nonvio-
lence was employed as a fulcrum that much of their subsequent thoughts
and actions turned.

In chapter 6, I bring King and Tutu into dialogue with the broader
project of liberation theology. Although King and Tutu are not usually
assigned to the school of black and African theologies, much less the
broader project known as liberation theologies, there is a need to
begin anew a critical dialogue with King and Tutu, and the broader
aims of liberation theology. King and Tutu belong to the radical and
transformative voices of the liberation theology. They also demon-
strate the most visible expressions of the task of liberation theologies.
King and Tutu surrendered their lives in the cause of justice and rec-
onciliation. They sought to make real the God of justice who trans-
forms enemies into friends and redeems social systems for the benefit
of unborn generations.

Chapter 7 considers the ways in which King and Tutu’s witness may
be appropriated to understand the nature of liberation and reconcilia-
tion in today’s global context. The life and thought of both figures
reveals a deep concern for not just their own immediate social loca-
tions, but the world too. They were both convinced that the world was
being configured in such a way that local events were intimately tied to
global affairs. King’s untimely death at the Lorraine Hotel in Memphis,
Tennessee in 1968 prevented him from witnessing the explosion of
multinational corporations in the 1970s and the shift from massive
industrialized economies to more information based technologically

Introduction 11

9781403984821ts02.qxd  25-8-07  03:32 PM  Page 11



driven economic systems. However, his increased attention to poverty,
militarism, and global concerns toward the end of his life indicates an
anticipation of many of the current realities of today. Reflecting on
key themes in their work, I bring King and Tutu into conversation
with some critical questions on contemporary discourse regarding lan-
guage, culture, reconciliation, and the quest for social justice today.
Here, I explore the creative resources of their witness to illuminate,
challenge, and overcome the ravages of a world now marked by frag-
mentation, economic exploitation, religious pluralism, and the dizzy-
ing fear of nihilism. I suggest that these figures offer incredible resources
for constructive theological and ethical approaches for seeking justice
and reconciliation.
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1

Exploring the Meaning of 
Reconciliation and Community

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he or she is a new creation; the old has gone, the new
has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to God’s self through Christ and gave
us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to God’s self in
Christ, not counting the sins of men and women against them.And God has committed
to us the message of reconciliation.We are therefore ambassadors of reconciliation.1

King and Tutu, as part of the Judeo-Christian tradition, were heirs of
a long and persistent dialogue over the meaning of God’s reconciling
working Jesus Christ. This chapter brings King and Tutu into
conversation with key voices that shaped the Christian idea of recon-
ciliation. From the themes of forgiveness and reconciliation in scrip-
ture to the perspectives of Thomas Aquinas, J. Deotis Roberts, Paul
Lehmann, and Jürgen Moltmann, this chapter establishes the theolog-
ical platform for understanding how reconciliation functions in King
and Tutu’s work. Of course, the ambiguity surrounding what is meant
by reconciliation compels us to examine the meaning of reconciliation
in scripture and how it relates to liberation. Establishing an under-
standing of reconciliation will help critique and further explain recon-
ciliation in nineteenth-century Protestant thought and how it functions
in King and Tutu. Key passages in the New Testament serve as the
basis for establishing a definition of reconciliation that will guide us
throughout the study. The scriptural and theological definition of rec-
onciliation will also be used as a heuristic devise to evaluate the idea
of reconciliation in nineteenth-century Protestant thought, as well as
in King and Tutu. Treating Albrecht Ritschl and nineteenth-century
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Protestant thought will further prepare us to consider the theology of
King and Tutu relating to reconciliation. In addition, this chapter con-
cludes with a brief consideration of Paul Lehmann’s view of the
Gospel as a prism to begin our analysis of King and Tutu in subse-
quent chapters.

The mere notion that one could explicate the impact of modernity
on reconciliation in an exhaustive sense is absurd. However, it is plau-
sible to consider the general themes that influenced their thought and
current thinking on the subject. The importance of focusing on the
idea of reconciliation during the modern era is seen in the monumen-
tal attempt to understand it in systematic and doctrinal terms. In par-
ticular, Albrecht Ritschl stands out as the one who embarked to trace
the historical dimensions at work in the development of the Christian
idea of reconciliation. He wanted to show continuity in how the idea
of reconciliation developed throughout history. Ritschl influenced an
entire school of thought that flourished during reformation and was
even transported to American shores. He provided the groundwork
for considering the historical and moral life of Christ as the funda-
mental context of God’s work in Christ. He was also deeply affected
by Cartesian notions of personal autonomy and rationalism as central
to what it means to be human. As asserted earlier, the notion that rec-
onciliation is only concerned with the individual moral life (and the
social by implication) must be challenged at its very core.

Bearers of the Word: Reconciliation 
in Scripture

The task at hand is to establish an understanding of reconciliation that
provides a framework for analyzing King and Tutu’s thought. Generally,
there is widespread agreement among biblical scholars that the work of
God in Christ was unification of God and humanity as a focal point.
Though the language of reconciliation is confined to New Testament
Pauline writings, scholars agree that the idea of “oneness” with God and
humanity (and within humanity) is a persistent and reoccurring theme.

Both Martin Luther King, Jr. and Desmond Tutu were preachers
and pastors. Indeed, they were critical thinkers and revolutionary
leaders in their own right. But both figures viewed themselves as ser-
vices in the Christian church. Scripture was fundamental to their self-
identity and what they sought to do. As a young adult, King was very
astute in memorizing scripture to the amazement of his family and
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church community. King drew heavily from Old Testament prophets
such as Micah, Isaiah, and Jeremiah who proclaimed the justice of God
in the world. Both King and Tutu were born into families of a strong
Christian faith. Scripture informed not only their vision of community
but their understanding of their place in the world. In his last speech in
Memphis, Tennessee, King compared himself to the biblical image of
Moses leading his people to the Promised Land. However problematic
and misguided it may have been, King’s use of the Bible was unques-
tionable. The same was true for Desmond Tutu. But Tutu’s Anglican
roots led him to the more liturgical, pietistic, dimensions of scripture
centering on the sacraments and orthodoxy. Tutu’s appropriation of
scripture more closely resembles doctrinal interpretations of reconcilia-
tion in scripture. In both cases King and Tutu brought a very important
perspective to reconciliation in scripture.

But some attention should be given to what biblical scholars have
to say about the meaning of reconciliation in scripture as well. The
two themes of reconciliation and justification claim the lion’s share of
attention concerning reconciliation in New Testament biblical studies.
However, the nature and substance of reconciliation and justification
remains at the center of much debate and scrutiny. In general, one
would search in vain to find the language of reconciliation in the
Synoptic Gospels. The language of reconciliation surfaces in the Pauline
texts, clearly building on this universal and salvific theme of the
Synoptic Gospels. The theme of reconciliation, such as peace with
God, freedom, and fellowship with God, is seen in both Old and New
Testaments. Reconciliation is a Greek term, ������f��b (katallasso),
meaning to change mutually, or collective restoration. One of the most
significant passages reflecting the idea of reconciliation is found in
2 Corinthians 5. Within the delineation of this passage in 2 Corinthians,
chapter 5, there is the Apostle Paul’s defense of his ministry of reconcil-
iation (5:18–19), sandwiched between his exposition on how Christians
are to understand death (i.e., with confidence) and a parenthesis on rela-
tions with unbelievers (6:14–17). In 2 Corinthians 5:19, “God was in
Christ reconciling the World to God’s self.” Here, reconciliation to God
is seen as humankind’s basic need. It implies that the root of human evil
conditions in creation is estrangement from God. God and humanity are
not at one in feeling, thought, and will.2 Although God’s work in Christ
is finished, there is space for the human ability to reject the completed
reconciling work of God.3

An example of how these themes functioned with King and Tutu
might be observed in some of the events of the Montgomery Bus
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Boycott and Tutu’s early experience with apartheid as bishop of
Lesotho. In both accounts, God’s promise of reconciliation as indi-
cated in scripture was put to the test. What is most interesting about
these occurrences was the obstacles to reconciliation within the Christian
church. At the same time when King was beginning to chart the course
for the Montgomery Improvement Association on December 1, 1955,
White Citizens Councils began mobilizing their efforts to suppress
protest. The most dangerous and passionate racist involved in the
White Citizen’s Councils was often recognized in the white community
as upstanding Christian gentleman. Although the Montgomery Bus
Boycott was considered a success, it is highly questionable as to whether
Montgomery was any closer to reconciliation with God and with each
other. Montgomery did reflect the fact that any steps toward realizing
the biblical vision of reconciliation must engage the question of justice.
That justice is an uncompromising factor if one is to walk in fellow-
ship and harmony with God or the other.

Tutu came to realize the same when restless black youths in the poor
townships of Lesotho intensified their passion to bring down the foun-
dations of apartheid.4 During this period in 1978, P. W. Botha was
beginning his tenure as Prime Minister, while Tutu became general sec-
retary of the South African Council of Churches (SACC). As general
secretary, Tutu was emboldened by the reality that there were two
churches in South Africa—the English speaking churches that by and
large sought reform of the apartheid regime and the Dutch Reformed
Churches that supported the apartheid system. He felt it was a
Christian imperative to challenge apartheid and all forms of collective
evil. These early experiences as essentially a pastoral leader of both
communities gave Tutu tremendous insight to the biblical vision of rec-
onciliation. He, perhaps even more than King (who drew heavily from
more philosophical and classical theological traditions), held on to the
biblical promise of reconciliation. He counted on the idea that ulti-
mately God divinely orders the universe and creation in a just and equi-
table manner. For Tutu, and King as well, while it is God who justly
orders creation, God invites human beings to participate in God’s
divine plan and make straight the path of God’s way in the world.

According to Norman Madsen, reconciliation is an act solely by
God, completed by God through Christ.5 Found without sin, Christ
redeems humanity for God’s self, thus perfecting humanity for God’s
intended purposes in creation. God, in Christ, was reconciling. But
as biblical scholars have pointed out, the order of the phrase in
2 Corinthians 5:19 is problematic, partly because of the Greek word
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order: “God was in Christ the world reconciling to God’s self.” There
are three possibilities:6 (1) reading the verb, was (en), independent of
the participle, reconciling; Christ is not present elsewhere in Paul’s let-
ters, and an incarnational emphasis is not otherwise present in this
context; (2) reading reconciliation as an imperfect periphrastic con-
struction (perhaps an Aramanism), thus obtaining “in Christ God was
reconciling” Thus, “in Christ” is essentially equal to “through
Christ.” That is to say, because of what God was doing in Christ
through his death, burial, and Resurrection, humanity now can be rec-
onciled to God. Those reconciled to God are heirs of the sonship of
Christ, entering into the fellowship of God. Those in fellowship with
God create a community of fellowship, being reconciled both within
human relations and with God. G. R. Beasley-Murray’s observations
are suggestive along these lines when he writes:

Paul singles out one crucial element of God’s new creative activity in
Christ—that of reconciliation. God through Christ reconciled us to
himself. This reconciliation had to be achieved in order that there might
be a new creation of righteousness and that men might participate in it.
Apart from Christ man [humanity] is alienated from God, doomed to
death, and without hope of entering God’s new world of life and holi-
ness. Accordingly the God who effected reconciliation gave us the min-
istry of reconciliation. He [God] made the provision that it should be
proclaimed to men [humanity], that they should experience its power,
and so enter the new world.7

Reconciliation presupposes that there was a preexisting enmity
between God and humanity that has now come to an end. Justification,
says Beasley-Murray, speaks to how reconciliation was brought about.
This classical view of justification takes into account the Augustinian
notion of the Fall. By looking at the incredible optimism of King and
Tutu, it is plausible that for them although sin is a reality there is a
unique propensity of human beings for good. If this was not the case, I
am sure that after such tragic events as the death of four little girls
in Birmingham in 1963 and the tragic massacre of innocence in
Shapeville, South Africa in 1960, there would be little grounds for con-
tinuing their quest for peace, justice, and fellowship. King and Tutu
agreed that God has given human beings the capacity for moral agency
and it is ultimately up to the individual and communities to participate
in God’s redemptive plan in history. In this regard, justification does
not negate or militate against the prospects for human good, but
creates the conditions for its fulfillment in the here and now.
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Both King and Tutu would agree that humanity has been “justified”
or made right through the activity of God in Christ on the Cross. The
Cross is the quintessential event that makes reconciliation possible.
Reconciliation and justification were not distinctive events. On the con-
trary, the act of the Cross is an immutable part of being justified and rec-
onciled with God. Forgiveness, therefore, becomes the receptacle for
entering into the reconciling activity of God in Christ. I think that Tutu,
in particular, drew heavily from this particular strand. The centrality of
forgiveness in Tutu’s work was made abundantly clear throughout his
leadership against apartheid, but brought to bear moreover as chair of
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). Tutu, with the newly
elected president, Nelson Mandela, introduced the creative possibilities
of the TRC as a way of forging a new path of healing, restoration, and
redemption of the nation. Nelson Mandela’s new government, in 1995,
passed the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act. With
this initiative, the TRC was established with the idea that South
Africans had to forgive each other of past transgressions if there was any
hope of sustaining peace and nation-building efforts. Of course, behind
Tutu’s commitment to forgiveness in South Africa was a deeply embed-
ded faith in Christ as its author and wellspring.

Forgiveness in Scripture and 
the Christian Narrative

Although King and Tutu were able to apply the idea of forgiveness to
the realm of race relations and social transformation on a grand scale,
forgiveness has always played a prominent role in interpreting the
Christian message. Vincent Taylor, in Forgiveness and Reconciliation,
has possibly led the most significant study emphasizing forgiveness
as the center of reconciliation in scripture.8 Taylor examines New
Testament teachings regarding forgiveness, justification, and reconcil-
iation. He draws on the Apostolic preaching as including a vehement
message of forgiveness. Acts 2:38 is a call to repentance and baptism
in the name of Christ in order for forgiveness to take place:

Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the
name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”9

Forgiveness makes possible a right relationship with God that was
better than before the relationship was broken. E. B. Redlich writes,
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“Forgiveness is full restoration to fellowship.”10 The question of
reconciliation in the New Testament proceeds heavily from the lan-
guage of forgiveness. It implies a sort of forgiveness that affects all
human interpersonal relationships. In the New Testament, forgiveness
is not directly linked to reconciliation. Rather, it is a prerequisite to rec-
onciliation. Before reconciliation is possible, forgiveness must occur.11

Forgiveness is represented, not as equal to reconciliation, but as deal-
ing with that which may be an obstacle to reconciliation, namely sin.
Taylor’s reading of these passages says that the stage antecedent to the
act of reconciliation is forgiveness. Finally, forgiveness for Taylor sets
the conditions for humanity to partake in the reconciliation made
possible in Christ.

From what has been said thus far, there is sufficient evidence to
suggest that reconciliation has two dimensions. On the one hand, it
speaks to the work of God in Christ to remove the hostility between
God and humanity. To this end, the reconciling work of God in Christ
has been fully achieved. The invitation to participate in the work of
God in Christ has now been extended to all humanity through for-
giveness and mercy. On the other hand, God has chosen to make God’s
appeal through human agency. King and Tutu shared the belief that
God works in and through human beings to fully realize God’s plan of
reconciliation. In the pilgrimage of King and Tutu, there is a clear con-
nection between the biblical vision of reconciliation and the pursuit of
community and justice in the here and now.

According to scripture, the message of God’s reconciliation in
Christ becomes intelligible through human practices and community.
That does not mean the reality of reconciliation is dismissed without
human participation. The reality of reconciliation still remains con-
stant whether or not humans are involved. At the same time, human
practices give meaning and expression to what God has already done
in Christ. Practices such as love of neighbor, forgiveness, nonviolence,
and prophetic witness are ways in which the world becomes intimately
acquainted with the reconciling work of God in Christ. As such, rec-
onciliation is also applicable to how social and political systems are
ordered. The reconciliation of God in Christ affected the whole of
creation, including social, political, and economic institutions. Hence,
reconciliation cannot be limited to individual knowledge and repen-
tance in relation to God. The individual’s relationship with God is
indeed imperative. In fact, without individual moral agency, the work
of God would be coercive and contrary to the nature of God. But
individuals also exist within social groups and political and economic
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systems. Furthermore, how do we understand the relationship between
the mandates for justice and the need for forgiveness in the process of
reconciliation? Considering Aquinas might offer some constructive
theological resources for addressing this tension.

Thomas Aquinas and 
the Language of Justice

In addition to scripture, Aquinas has been played a major role in
shaping the discourse about the Christian idea of reconciliation. As a
Medieval theologian, Aquinas emphasized justice and mercy as two
sides of the same coin when thinking about reconciliation with God
and humanity. In postmodernity, there is a need to rethink what it
means to balance the demand for justice with the imperative of for-
giveness. Conceptualizing justice, in particular, means embracing
an understanding of justice that finds its ultimate meaning in God.
Furthermore, in that God makes all forms of justice intelligible, it is
through God in Christ that it is given shape, form, and full expression.
Aquinas shines light on this view, while extending its meaning in prac-
tical applications as well. In Question XXI of The Summa Theologica,
Aquinas investigates whether there is justice and mercy in God.12

What is surprising here is that King, in particular, was able to apply
Aquinas language about justice to challenge unjust laws. In the mem-
orable Letter from Birmingham Jail in 1963, King references Aquinas’
distinction between eternal and natural laws. Unjust laws, such as Jim
Crow segregation, must be directly confronted and changed because
they fall out of harmony with God’s eternal law of the universe.
Birmingham was in many respects the most heated crucible of the civil
rights movement. King described the summer of 1963 as the culmina-
tion of the Negro revolution. If that was the case, then certainly the
city of Birmingham was the Bastille of black liberation. Even amid the
tragic murder of four little girls attending Sunday church services at
Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, the fragile dichotomy of justice and
mercy was tested to its very depths. Though Tutu rarely, if at all,
makes any direct appeals to Aquinas in his work, he nevertheless
proclaimed the sovereignty and power of God in world affairs, over
human laws.

For Aquinas there are two kinds of justice—commutative justice
and distributive justice. Commutative justice refers to the direct
exchange of goods and services. It applies to the temporal and material
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reality of daily existence. As Aquinas illustrates, commutative justice is
isolated solely to the process of buying and selling. Distributive justice,
writes Aquinas, applies to the equal distribution of resources consis-
tent with the being itself. According to Aquinas, distributive justice
may be likened to the human experience of rulers and stewards. He
writes:

Whereby a ruler or a steward gives to each what his rank deserves. As,
then, the proper order displayed in ruling a family or any kind of multi-
tude evinces justice of this kind in the ruler, so the order of the universe,
which is seen both in effects of nature and in effects of will, shows forth
the justice of God. Hence Dionysius says: We must needs see that God
is truly just, in seeing how He [God] gives to all existing things what is
proper to the condition of each; and preserves the nature of each one in
the order and with the powers that properly belong to it.13

Aquinas’ conception of commutative and distributive justice is very
similar to the idea of restorative and retributive justice developed by
Tutu and South African leaders. According to John De Gruchy, South
African leaders wanted to do something different in the hopes of
constructing a lasting peace. They recognized that really there are two
forms of justice—restorative justice, which seeks community, healing,
and restoration; and retributive justice, which requires reparations or
a direct return of what was lost. I believe that tracing the roots of this
distinction holds resources for thinking about justice in a postmodern
world. Aquinas is an important figure who undoubtedly contributed
to this idea.

As is the case for Tutu and South African leaders, the language of
justice (and any attempts to realize justice in human affairs) presupposes
certain claims about justice and the nature of God. For Aquinas, God is
lovingly just and justly loving. God is justice perfected and the embodi-
ment of what it means to be just. As such, God relates justly to all of
God’s creation and deals with creation at the point of creatureliness.
Drawing from Aristotelian influences in the hierarchy of substances,
Aquinas suggests that the manner in which God acts justly depends on
the being itself. D. Stephen Long describes Aquinas’ logic in terms of
crime and natural law.14 According to Long, “Thomas Aquinas under-
stood law as embedded in a hierarchical structure grounded in the mind
of God.”15 The eternal law stands at the top of the hierarchy as God’s
plan for creation. natural law, subordinate to eternal law, was the
“participation in the eternal law by rational creatures.”16
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Ansbro observes, as does Long, that King used Aquinas’ logic to
justify civil disobedience as a means of nonviolent protest.17 Aquinas
provided a theological orientation for approaching institutional law
and state rule, while recognizing a rule of law superseding all others.
In Etienne Gilson’s explication of laws in Thomistic thought, he con-
tends that law seeks maintenance of the common good. The “good of
the community” constitutes the legitimacy and intent of law.18 Gilson
does not relate Thomistic understanding of law to his conception of
justice. He describes law in relation to the moral life. The centrality of
the “good” in the created order guides the law both in content and
direction. Every law, says Gilson, “is ordered for the attaining of
happiness.”19

For Aquinas, God’s justice is also truth. God’s justice is intrinsic to
God’s wisdom. Similar to the work of an artist, says Aquinas, the
justice of God is truth because it reflects God as God is—namely just.
Truth, as one of the moral virtues, can be known experientially or
through rationalism. Yet what is the relationship between truth, as
rational deduction, and God’s justice in relation to the human moral
life? Are questions of moral law left solely to the individual moral
intellect? Aquinas seems to suggest that truth and justice, as a function
of rationalism, is held in check by the eternal law expressed in the
Mind of God. Gilson surmises Aquinas’ position toward truth and the
virtue of justice when he recounts:

The moral virtues introduce into the will the same perfections which the
intellectual virtues introduce into knowledge. Some moral virtues regu-
late the content and nature of our operations themselves, independently
of our personal dispositions at the moment of acting. This is the partic-
ular case of justice, which assures the moral value and rectitude of all
operations in which ideas of what is due and not due are implied. Thus,
for example, the operation of buying and selling supposes the acknowl-
edgment or rejection of a debt to a neighbor, and depends upon the
virtue of justice.20

In order for justice to be intelligible, there must be a presupposition
of certain truths in the first place. As such, it appears that God is the
perfection of truth and justice. In the moral life, one cannot exist with-
out the other.

Aquinas also addresses the question of whether mercy and truth are
reflected in God’s creative activity in the world. Aquinas understands
mercy to mean the “removal of any kind of defect.” Aquinas seems to
suggest that even in God’s act of judgment, God’s mercy is in God’s
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judgment since God cannot do that which is not consistent with God’s
wisdom and goodness.21 Aquinas finds God’s mercy in the act of
creation as being “proper” to all that God does. Divine justice, for
Aquinas, presupposes the work of mercy. That is to say, mercy arises
out of God’s abundant goodness. An important point for understand-
ing the idea of reconciliation in Aquinas is seen in his account of justi-
fication. Because of God’s love and “infused” mercifulness, the sinner
is justified. Through this justification, the sinner is reconciled to God,
thus providing the basis for reconciliation of neighbor. Justice and
mercy are preserved as preexistent in the goodness and wisdom of God
before creation. Thus, it becomes possible for God to interweave God’s
justice and mercy in God’s ordering of creations and includes a plan
for redemption as well. Joseph P. Wawrykow, in God’s Grace and
Human Action, explains God’s redemptive plan in Thomistic theol-
ogy.22 According to Wawrykow, Aquinas’s theology intends to express
the affirmation of God as creator. God’s act of creation is a function
of God’s sovereignty and freedom.23 Of fundamental importance in
Thomistic theology, is that the world does not “make a difference to
God.” Creation does not, in any regard, affect the perfection of God.
However, in God’s freedom, God chose to express the divine goodness
in a special way, as demonstrated in the understanding of human sal-
vation. Human salvation is constituted by God’s creative love.24 The
basis for all existence and reality is achieved through God’s creative
love. Reconciliation, then, would be a function of God’s creative and
redemptive plan since the beginning of creation. The human responsi-
bility is to complete the end to which he/she has been created, which is
God. Reconciliation is merely a means by which to achieve the ulti-
mate end in God. Of course, King and Tutu affirmed both justice and
mercy as rooted in the nature of God. However, they recognized that
God’s justice and mercy must be made visible in the concrete realities
of human suffering. In the context of American and South African
apartheid, they professed that justice and mercy could not be relegated
to the realm of individual morality alone, but that it must seek to
transform social and political system that sustain human suffering.

Albrecht Ritschl and Nineteenth-Century 
Thought

On December 16, 1995, Tutu convened the first TRC session at his res-
idence at Bishopscourt. It was also the Day of Reconciliation, a national
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holiday. In these proceedings, Tutu was challenging many of the modern
foundational assumptions about the meaning of reconciliation. Before
these events, the language of reconciliation laid dormant in the annals
of classical Western Protestant doctrine. After Tutu, the term reconcil-
iation became synonymous with community, healing, restoration, and
hope. Events such as this shaped Tutu’s ideas about reconciliation.
Tutu, and certainly King as well, were part of a longer historical
dialogue on the meaning of the Gospel. Before moving on to King and
Tutu’s perspectives we should first take a close look at the roots of
reconciliation in modernity.

In order to understand the contributions of King and Tutu to the
Christian idea of reconciliation, critical reflection is needed on how it
was conceived in the modern era, particularly in the religious fervor of
nineteenth-century Protestant thought. It would be presumptuous to
suggest that one could observe one unified vision of reconciliation in
nineteenth-century Protestant theology. In fact, nineteenth-century
thought, in general, covered a wide range of philosophical and theo-
logical perspectives. The divergent systems of figures such as Ritschl,
Schleiermacher, and Kant represent of themselves the vast differences
of the period. However, I wish to suggest that modern presuppositions
regarding human reason and individualism distorted certain aspects
of the Christian idea of reconciliation. Nineteenth-century Protestant
theology was not altogether a negative movement. It was responding
to the hegemonic religious mysticism and feudalistic control of the
classical and medieval periods. Especially as represented in Albrecht
Ritschl, it marked a defining moment in shaping the Christian idea of
reconciliation in the modern era to the present. For that reason, an
analysis of Ritschl and nineteenth-century Protestant thought is imper-
ative for advancing my original thesis.

It is important to clarify how nineteenth-century Protestant theol-
ogy is seen as a historical, philosophical, and theological movement
in response to the problems of the classical (or premodern) period.
Nineteenth-century Protestant theology was, in fact, a movement of
modernity. It was essentially modern in its presuppositions and overall
outlook. Modernity was marked by a dramatic privileging of rational-
ity as the essential path toward truth. Modernity also has to do with
the social and intellectual transformations taking place during the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. It represents an epistemological focus
on terms and categories in a way that produces a binary linguistic struc-
ture. Hence, in the modern era, we see the development of racial and
ethnic categories dispensed with attached meanings and hierarchies.
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Systems of apartheid and Jim Crow segregation, inasmuch as they were
constructed as a means of social control and racial subjugation, were a
product of modern language and thinking. The modern preoccupation
with individualism, rationalism, and efficiency, led to a view of black-
ness that was cast as social, irrational, and inefficient. What King and
Tutu were challenging in their creative and provocative peaceful mili-
tarism were the political structures and linguistic foundations of mod-
ern Western culture. They also challenged the undercurrents of white
supremacist Western ideologies and individualism that were subse-
quently engrained in the very fabric of the high aims of nineteenth-
century thought.

The historical perspective of Albrecht Ritschl and nineteenth-century
Protestant thought shines light onto the origins of understanding rec-
onciliation as chiefly an individualized matter within the framework
of modernity. Insofar as in the modern era, reconciliation was under-
stood as the individual first being reconciled to God (through forgive-
ness), and as individuals are reconciled to God in Christ, the possibility
emerges for the formation of Christian community. Reconciliation
with God was ultimately understood in moralistic and pietistic terms.
On this note, I do not think that morality or pietism necessarily con-
tradicts the communal focus of King and Tutu’s work. But for recon-
ciliation to remain in the realm of individual morality and pietism
would leave the human as, in the words of Tutu, subhuman. The
notion of an individual self-sufficient human as subhuman will be
examined further in subsequent chapters. But an important note is that
nineteenth-century Protestant thought emphasized individual auton-
omy and rationalism in its interpretation of reconciliation. It neglected
the intrinsic communal character of God’s work in Christ to establish
divine fellowship with God and creation.

Protestant thought during the nineteenth century was a product
of Enlightenment claims about reason and human consciousness
consuming the landscape. The emphasis on “rationalism” was mani-
fested in a staunch rejection of institutional religious conceptions. As
observed, particularly in Ritschl and Schleiermacher, nineteenth-century
Protestant thought was a compromise to somehow give scientific and
philosophical plausibility to Christian faith claims. Ritschl embraced the
theoretical and analytical elements of the Enlightenment and appropri-
ated them to establish a scientific-historical method of understanding
Christianity. Ritschl attempted to employ the historical scientific
method in order to understand the Christian idea of justification and
reconciliation in doctrinal terms. He appropriated Schleiermacher’s
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assertion that if Christianity was to gain intellectual legitimacy in the
modern era, it had to think systematically and dogmatically.25

Overwhelmingly, the Enlightenment’s emphasis on rationalism
dramatically influenced nineteenth-century readings of the idea of rec-
onciliation in the Synoptic Gospels and Pauline writings. An attempt
will be made here to respond to the question of how modern priori
conjectures on the authority of reason has influenced readings of the
Christian idea of reconciliation. Also, how do the liberation efforts of
Martin Luther King, Jr. and Desmond Tutu lead to rethinking classical
notions of reconciliation with its doctrinal orientation?

Although many figures stand out during the modern era, the work
of Ritschl, Schleiermacher, and Kant represent divergent trajectories in
the development of Christian thought in the modern era. Considering
these figures may offer insight into some of the major theological
foundations that shape how we think about the idea of reconciliation
in postmodernity. Recognizing the impact of this epoch on theological
discourse, two prominent theologians, Karl Barth, and Paul Tillich,
offer a comprehensive approach to nineteenth-century Protestant
thought.26 As one might assume, Barth and Tillich emphasize different
trajectories that tend to characterize the period. Our first step is to
understand exactly what was meant by reconciliation with regard to
the major figures that shaped the tone and breath of the discourse.
Second, some treatment of Ritschl’s legacy, made visible through
figures like H. H. Farmer and James Denney, is certainly in order.

The Problem of Individualism, Morality,
and Reconciliation

Ritschl employed the historical scientific method in order to under-
stand the Christian idea of justification and reconciliation in doctrinal
terms. In his investigation, Ritschl assumes that justification and rec-
onciliation are intertwined with the “doing and suffering of Christ as
His direct operations, which are necessarily presupposed in order to
the awakening in us our consciousness as believers.”27 At the heart of
any discussions about Christian theology are ideas and presupposi-
tions concerning the salvific work of God in Christ revealed in history.
Ritschl’s account of reconciliation recognizes the place of justification
and forgiveness of sins in the reconciliation process as bringing about
the Christian community as a reconciled community.28 Through the
believer’s reconciliation with God through the forgiveness of sins,
there emerges a distinctive community bound by Christian love and
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compassion in fellowship and truth. This reflects Ritschl’s overall
preoccupation with the “ideal moral life.” To begin his task, he inves-
tigates the theological and philosophical ideas that have historically
articulated attempts to understand and represent the doctrine of
reconciliation.

When contrasted with Ritschl, there are substantial epistemological
differences with King and Tutu’s approach. For instance, Ritschl’s
analysis of reconciliation begins with the individual, and then flows
from Christian community to the world. The point of departure for
King and Tutu, however, is community and justice. Of course, King
was more concerned with preserving the idea of God as personal and
the import of individual human personality in relation to God. But
even during some of the most turbulent moments of the antiapartheid
struggle Tutu remained committed to the centrality of community to
understanding God, salvation, and reconciliation. According to Tutu’s
biographer, Steven Gish, the Anglican bishop was deeply concerned
throughout his pilgrimage about the dangers of viewing the Gospel
as a private and disinterested reality. For Tutu, the Christian faith
demands that one takes action against oppressive forces that seek to
demean one of God’s children.

Tutu spoke out a context where individual reconciliation and moral
piety translated into support for the status quo. To simply pray for the
wisdom of the government and do nothing was to indirectly partici-
pate in the government’s atrocities. One of the activities that prompted
Tutu to intensify his theological disregard for individualism and call to
social justice was the results of the Bantu Homelands Citizen Act of
1970.29 The Act essentially revoked any remaining citizenship rights of
black South Africans and placed them in geographic locations based
on ethnicity. The Act also ordered that blacks were only given tempo-
rary permissions to enter into “white” South Africa. The racial and
ethnic categorization of black South Africans is but an example of
modern ways of thinking and white supremacist ideals. Challenging
notions of individual morality at the expense of social responsibility
was, for Tutu, a function of liberation as it was reconciliation. Many
of the South African churches, including English-speaking and Dutch
reformed churches, were products of nineteenth-century Protestant
thought. This came through in the church’s reluctance to deal with the
social and political atrocities before them.

King and Tutu were certainly not opposed to individual autonomy
and rationalism. Both were highly trained scholars who openly
embraced many aspects of the Western intellectual tradition. They also
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understood that being human was much more than being a rational
freethinking agent. They recognized that human nature is also consti-
tuted by its relationship with others. In this respect, King and Tutu
stand in direct opposition to nineteenth-century thought.

In nineteenth-century thought, in general, the emphasis on individ-
ual autonomy was guided by the idea of human nature as marked by
consciousness and rational thought. To be human meant being a free-
thinking individual. The underlying assumption of Enlightenment dis-
course is a rejection of human nature as inherently sinful or evil. What
one finds are themes of human nature as essentially “moral,” “reli-
gious,” and endowed with “potentiality.” Ritschl, for instance, cer-
tainly influenced by Kant, viewed human nature not as inherently
sinful but as morally incomplete. Immanuel Kant’s emphasis on the
consciousness of moral freedom and of moral guilt was, for Ritschl,
his chief contribution to the Christian idea of reconciliation.30 As
Ritschl maintains, Kant’s synthesis of freedom and moral law provides
the basis for accepting notions of an absolute standard of moral law.
Kant situates this idea in the context of his discussion of absolute obli-
gation of the moral law. Unlike Kant who supposes that humanity is
essentially good and evil by nature but having a propensity toward the
good, Ritschl views nature as morally incomplete. Hence, salvation is
understood principally as overcoming the limitations of finitude in his-
tory. The culmination and fulfillment of the human personality is best
achieved through the ethics and message of Christ in history.31

Barth is correct when he purports that in Ritschl we see “that mod-
ern man wishes above all to live in the best sense according to reason,
and that the significance of Christianity for him can only be a great
confirmation and strengthening of this very endeavor.”32 Perhaps a
critical question of consideration is: In what ways does Ritschl
account for questions of human freedom and will in the historical
Christian narrative? In his presuppositions of reconciliation, he
exclaims:

It is no accident that the essential peculiarity of man—the fact that he
judges himself under the idea of freedom—is demonstrated by reference
to repentance and the condemnatory sentence of conscience. For though
men are involved in sin, the consciousness of guilt is the most luminous
proof that they have still not utterly fallen a prey to natural necessity.
And conversely the practical certainty of freedom is the indispensable
and fundamental condition of our making ourselves responsible for the
transgressions of a past time, or for the whole chain of our empirical
character.33
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Ritschl does not go as far as affirming human nature as inherently
sinful. Rather, he understands human nature to be in the process of
becoming. Ritschl’s reading of Kant demonstrates his willingness to
affirm some inherent goodness in human personality. The human
person may consciously recognize the need for “repentance”—a con-
scious and rational acknowledgment of past transgressions. Therefore,
the ideal life is achieved through the Christian idea of forgiveness,
which properly removes the presence of guilt. Furthermore, through
the ethical life of Christ, a paradigmatic model of the ideal life
becomes the object.

Within the context of the civil rights movement and antiapartheid
struggle, individual moral development was supposed to be in service
of the liberation of the oppressed. The ethical life of Christ, for King,
means showing human beings how to live in community with others,
not the culmination of moral and rational superiority. Tutu would
make similar claims by arguing that Christ was the “man for the
other.” The whole life of Christ was concerned with living in a way that
liberates, heals, restores, and celebrates the dignity of the other. The
Albany movement, considered the “motherload,” in King’s pilgrimage
was a major occasion for the significance of looking to Christ as a
source of liberation, hope, and healing. When King arrived in Albany,
Georgia he encountered a climate of chaos and rebellion. Police Chief
Laurie Pritchett was a crude and cruel figure who had learned lessons
on the art of repression from Alabama officials and the Freedom Rides.
To uphold segregation, Pritchett used laws protecting public order as a
means of suppressing protest and quailing violence. His strategy proved
effective and left Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee leaders,
Charles Sherrod and Cordell Reagon, confounded. The complexities of
the Albany campaign was merely a reminder for King that if Christ,
and subsequently the Gospel message, was to be meaningful, it had to
speak courageously and prophetically to human suffering.

Ritschl’s account as merely an ethical model and resource for reach-
ing individual moral perfection would be inadequate and dangerous.
As he declared in a sermon entitled, “Thou Foul,” he cautioned that
any religion that concerned itself with the soul but forsakes the social
and political conditions that damn the soul is a dry, dead, do-nothing
religion in need of new blood.

Christ and the Perfection of Human Rationality

Nevertheless, given the tremendous influence of Ritschl’s thought, it is
worth exploring his perspectives, particularly related to Jesus as the
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Christ. The “saving work of Christ” as essentially moral and rational
appears to be Ritschl’s primary preoccupation. What characterized the
saving work of Christ, and how are we to understand this activity in
relation to the human experience? Ritschl seeks to historically uncover
the implications and the theoretical views on the work of Christ in his-
tory. The Christian conception of reconciliation, he says, can only be
appropriately comprehended by the “removal of the one-sided or
mutual contrariety between the Divine and human will.”34 Ritschl
draws heavily on an historical and scientific method of analysis,
reflecting his indebtedness to Hegelian thought. Hegel adopts a more
generic historical appraisal rooted in the Geist in human conscious-
ness. From this footing, Ritschl examines the historical themes in
Christian theology that have attempted to interpret the salvific work
of Christ. Methodologically, Ritschl employs Schleiermacher’s three-
fold attributes of Christ in history as “prophet, priest, and king” in
order to approach his task. Ritschl also aims to present a “survey of
the moral effects of the Life, Passion, Death, and Resurrection of
Christ towards the founding of the Church.”35

Ritschl’s christology is further entrenched in historical perspectives
from the classical period up to the modern era. The early Greek and
Latin church fathers, as Ritschl observes, viewed Christ’s death as a
legalistic transaction between God and the devil. The God-man
(Christ) was delivered over to the devil as a price for sinful humanity.
In this view, sin was conceived as a “mechanical subjection to the
devil.” The idea of redemption from this perspective is seen as totally
unrelated to human agency. The problem with this view is that the
“devil” loses possession of that which was considered “payment.” The
conclusion is simply that God had intended this “deception” from
the beginning, which contradicts the justice of God. As Ritschl points
out, figures such as Anselm and Abelard identified this contradiction
in grave detail and went a step further by postulating sin in a legal and
moral sense. Of particular interest to Ritschl’s account of the doctrine
of reconciliation are Anselm’s doctrine of Christ’s sanctification and
Abelard’s doctrine of reconciliation as the elect community through
Christ. For Anselm:

His [God’s] sanctification for the sins of the human race, in removing
the obstacle which had hindered God in that work of perfecting
mankind which was a necessity to Him, affords the condition by which
the glory of God immediately becomes again operative towards the
beautification of men [humanity].36
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The act of Christ is sanctification, which offers an example to all
humanity as to how to relate to God and to others. In this way, recon-
ciliation is brought forth through the sanctification and example of
Christ.

Ritschl does not go as far as Anselm in terms of the example of
Christ, but does recognize Anselm’s ethical contribution as it relates to
reconciliation. Inasmuch as the suffering of Christ is an example for
humanity’s relationship to humanity, honor was restored to God
through Christ’s sanctification (as the death of Christ was a ransom
paid to the devil for the sins of humanity). Hence, human beings
should hold to the concept of compensation of damages to injured
parties to restore or sanctify relationships. Ritschl appears to favor
Abelard’s position over Anselm. Abelard takes into account the total-
ity of the life of Christ, Christ’s doing, suffering, and death. Abelard
views the life of Christ as duty for the honor of God, but Christ’s death
was not duty. Conversely, for Anselm, Christ’s death had a legal and
ethical effect. It meant payment for human sin upon God and an
example upon humanity. Abelard purports that “the idea of reconcili-
ation gives value to the whole life, doing, and suffering, of Christ,
since all may be comprehended in His [Christ’s] duty to God.”37 As
such, the objects of salvation are Christ’s elect. Though the catholic
resolution to love God may be free, Christ has freed only the elect
from the grip of the devil. Ritschl brings these two positions together
to relate the idea of reconciliation within the context of a divine
Christian community. The community Ritschl speaks of is subse-
quently made possible through the suffering and death of Christ.

Ritschl’s Enduring Legacy and 
the Idea of Reconciliation

King and Tutu inherited an understanding of reconciliation with
ripples in the lake of Christian experience still being felt today.
Ritschl’s project prompted the emergence of scholars attempting to
explain the Christian idea of reconciliation in doctrinal terms. The
implication of this move was a further distancing of the idea of recon-
ciliation from the social, political, and economic spheres of human
existence. Among those making attempts to advance Ritschl’s project
are H. H. Farmer and James Denney. By no means are Farmer and
Denney the only figures to put forth a doctrine of reconciliation. They
merely serve as models of Ritschl’s influence and how it continues to
pose stumbling blocks in contemporary theological discourse. Generally
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speaking, the theological doctrine of reconciliation claims that God was
in Christ reconciling humanity to God’s self through the Resurrection.
In so doing, the partition of human sin was removed by the redemp-
tive act of God in Christ. This perspective affirms the agency of Christ
in whom God has reconciled the world unto God’s self and therefore
giving to humanity the ministry of reconciliation.38

Farmer makes a profound contribution to the doctrine of reconcil-
iation in his emphasis on the personalism of God in relation to human
relations. Farmer, in The World and God, proposes that in the loving
revelation of God’s self in Christ dwells the truth that offers the ability
to accept reconciliation.39 The central focus for Farmer is the loving
revelation of a personal God that makes reconciliation with God and
within humanity possible. Farmer affirms, “Reconciliation to God
through Christ is not, and never can be, apart from the fellowship of
those in whom that reconciling work is also being wrought out.”40

That is to say that reconciliation is intrinsically linked to God and
humanity.

Though humans must reach up to God for reconciliation, there is
also an element of human responsibility to one’s fellow human beings.
Farmer posits “the discernment is given that as the holy love of Christ
is in the midst of all this evil, so also is that on which it rests and by
which it is sustained, namely the holy love of God.”41 In Reconciliation
and Religion, Farmer observes the personal relationship of God with
humanity. According to Farmer, Christian revelation focuses on human-
ity’s unification and reconciliation through the personal relationship
of God with humanity and within humanity itself.42 Farmer argues
that the personal desire for fellowship with God informs the norm
for fellowship with self and with others. Because humans yearn for a
personal and intimate relationship with God, they seek to understand
self. In so doing, they are able to understand self in relation to others.
Farmer’s contribution to the doctrine of reconciliation has been
his emphasis on the personalism of God in relation to humanity.
Subsequently, that has informed human relations in a quest for unity.

The works of James Denney advances an understanding of the
centrality of the love of God as manifested in Christ, which makes
reconciliation possible.43 Against Farmer and Ritschl, Denney insists
reconciliation is not possible apart from the person of Christ. The love
of God is what inspires reconciliation through Christ, bringing about
transformation in ethical character and personality. Humanity, for
Denney, is in need of reconciliation because of estrangement due to
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sin. Denney posits that it is through the love of God that the gift of
reconciliation is realized. For Denney, the gift of reconciliation is
harnessed in the moral life of Christ. It is not God who is reconciled to
humanity, but humanity who is reconciled to God. This is unequivo-
cally because of God’s love. The emphasis on the love of God in
Denney’s doctrine of reconciliation can be seen when he observes:

When we say that because God is love, immutably and eternally love,
therefore He does not need to be and cannot be reconciled, we are
imputing immutability to God in a sense which practically denies that
He [God] is the living God. If sin makes a difference to God—and that
it does is the solemn fact which makes reconciliation of interest to us—
then God is not immutable, and His love is not immutable, in the sense
assumed. He has experiences in His love.44

Farmer and Denney help us to visualize the far-reaching influence
of Ritschl’s thought. Ritschl also established a new breed of scholar-
ship advanced in the work of those such as Ernest Troeltsch, Adolf
Harnack, and Walter Rauschenbusch. In this light, Ritschl’s influence
extends both positively and negatively to Protestant liberalism, libera-
tion theology, and even the prophetic witness of Martin Luther King, Jr.
and to a lesser degree, Tutu. In terms of twentieth-century Protestant
thought, Ritschl planted the seeds for movements such as existential-
ism, Protestant liberalism, and especially the Social Gospel movement.
For example, through his student, Adolf Harnack and his A History of
Dogmas, we might observe how Ritschl’s project surfaced in the
thought of Walter Rauschenbusch and Reinhold Niebuhr, in particu-
lar. By opening the door to look critically at the historical and material
life of Christ as a means of doing theology, Ritschl laid the founda-
tions for assuming a historical and anthropological approach for
theological reflection.

A thoroughgoing understanding of reconciliation must incorporate
these areas of human experience as well. As we will observe in later
chapters, neither King nor Tutu made significant distinctions between
personal and social reconciliation. They saw the critical intersection
between the individual’s relationship with God and the social, political
and economic forces affecting the individual as inseparable. Roberts
brings this perspective into view more thoroughly. Roberts further clar-
ifies what we mean by reconciliation and its intrinsic connection to the
social, political, and economic liberation of the poor and marginalized.
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J. Deotis Roberts and the Idea 
of Reconciliation

Now that we have surveyed what we mean by reconciliation in scripture,
and the perspectives of Aquinas and Ritschl, it is important to clarify
the theological dimensions of reconciliation and its links to liberation.
A contemporary of King and Tutu, Roberts situates classical under-
standings of reconciliation with the black liberation struggle in America
and throughout the African diaspora. The theological perspective of
Roberts offers a credible model for understanding how liberation
and reconciliation are intertwined in the Gospel narrative. Robert’s
theology lacks a clear scriptural focus and draws heavily on classical
philosophy to think about reconciliation, but he does ground his theo-
logical outlook with the experience of the poor, penniless, and power-
less. Speaking from the African American experience, he argued that
authentic reconciliation (as rooted in scripture) involves liberation of
the oppressed. Conversely, the process of reconciliation is cheapened
and weakened without the actualization of liberation. For Roberts,
there is an inescapable connection between the two. Roberts sees “lib-
eration theology” as associated with the vigorous manner of interpret-
ing the message and mission of Christian churches in Latin America.45

Both liberation and black theology deal with real life situations as
experienced by the theologians and those for whom they interpret the
faith. Apropos the nature of the Christian faith to reconciliation,
Roberts indicates:

Black theology has a special contribution to make to the Christian
understanding of reconciliation. Love in Christian context for the black
Christian is to be applied horizontally as well as vertically. In fact, it
cannot be genuine Christian love if it is not ethical as well as spiritual.
There can be no unilateral expression of love between man and God,
which does not include the brother.46

In his analysis, reconciliation between human relationships is inter-
twined with reconciliation between God and humanity. In order to
have reconciliation within human relationships, parties must come to
recognize their fellows as being made in the image of God. The inter-
relationship between reconciliation among human beings and between
God and humanity was behind King’s attack on segregation. King
stressed “integration” within his conception of reconciliation. For
Roberts, the idea is not integration, but “interracial.” That is to say,
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one is not absorbed into the other, but maintains their sense of identity
and personhood. Reconciliation among humanity and God implies
persons living in community. Persons are therefore compelled to treat
such a one with dignity and respect. This also means that one cannot
stand to see other human beings oppressed or experiencing injustice
for this disgraces intrinsic value given by human beings. In this
way reconciliation is the end, while liberation becomes the means.
Liberation becomes the vehicle by which to achieve the ultimate end of
reconciliation between God and humanity. This is achieved by the love
of God, first in Christ and Christ in the believing Christian working as
witness of Christ in the world. Roberts clarifies this understanding of
the relationship between reconciliation and liberation:

Reconciliation is always to be placed in conjunction with liberation.
What we seek is a liberating experience of reconciliation . . . It is an
urgent responsibility thrust upon us that we seek to “heal our land” by
purging it of racism. In this matter as in all others, judgment begins at
the house of God.47

In this sense, the marriage between reconciliation and liberation is
indivisible. From the perspective of an oppressed people, the under-
standing of God who delivers us from sin cannot be separated from
God who promises freedom, justice and an abundant life. What God
is doing in our time is being hampered because of the injustice experi-
enced in the lives of God’s children. As agents of the reconciling activ-
ity of God, we are commissioned to confront the personal and social
evils that seem to challenge what God is doing in our midst to recon-
cile humanity to God’s self. That God was in Christ reconciling the
world to God’s self and giving us the ministry of reconciliation means
that as agents (ambassadors) of God we must confront those evils that
oppose the will of God in the world. Roberts confronts this issue from
the nucleus of the problem, which is racism that serves as a crevice
between blacks and whites. Theologically, Roberts brings this under-
standing to bear when he asserts:

Reconciliation is an integral part of the gospel. Reconciliation is the
very essence of the good news. God in Christ is reconciling in the world
and Christians are called to be agents of this reconciling gospel. The
“whole” gospel includes reconciliation. The revelation of God includes
what “ought to be” and what “must be” as well as what “is.” . . . The
cross is the arch-symbol of our faith. There is no forgiveness from God
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unless we confess our sins. God’s grace is available, but it is not
automatic.48

In Black Theology in Dialogue, Roberts affirms the centrality of
liberation as being found in Christ and his church,49 that Christ has
been deeply understood as “friend” and “brother,” one who identifies
with the suffering of blacks and feels their pain and has had special
meaning in black theology. The Christ of Howard Thurman, Roberts
supposes, is concerned about human beings who are oppressed.50 In
this sense, Christ is designated as liberator, like Latin American liber-
ation theologies. From the perspective of those who suffer and are
oppressed, Christ as liberator invokes a God who shares our pain,
poverty, and suffering in this world.

Roberts also draws heavily from Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his under-
standing of Christ and the mission of the church. Roberts writes, “In
his Sanctorum Communio, Dietrich Bonhoeffer has made the under-
standing of Christ central to the meaning of God, personhood, and
community.”51 Bonhoeffer upheld the relationship between faith and
community, suggesting that Christ is the ultimate initiator of concrete
action. From these influences, Roberts delineates the mission of the
church as being a ministry of both “liberation” and “reconciliation.”
That the Christian church has a ministry of liberation and reconcilia-
tion means its mission is to heal and disturb. The message flowing from
the Christian faith and subsequently the church is a healing balm and a
word of judgment at the same time. As Roberts posits, “Jesus, who is
Lord of the church, is its priest and prophet.”52 Ultimately, the church
must arrive at the triumphant point when “the ecclesia of God will
become the basileia of God in the summing up of all things.”53

Concerning agape (love) and the ministry of Christ, Roberts pro-
poses that Christ established a new understanding of what is meant by
love. When Christ said, “You shall love the Lord your God” and “You
shall love your neighbor,” he summarized the biblical meaning of love at
its core. Christ creates a new and profound order that proclaims divine
mercy that brings forth forgiveness—grounded in God alone.54 The
experience of being forgiven of sins brings about a new overflowing
power that has the capacity to form new relationships and pave way for
new paradigms of living. It is this new relationship of God to humanity
through Christ that sets the foundation for a new relationship of person
to person. Rudolf Bultmann illustrates this point when he observes:

Love does not mean an emotion which quickens the spiritual life and
makes it sensitive, but a definite attitude of will . . . The command is
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you must love; the will is called to action . . . The man is addressed with
the implication that he is placed by God under the necessity of decision
and must decide through his free act. Only if love is thought of as an
emotion is it meaningless to command love; the command to love shows
that love is understood as an attitude of will.55

The ultimate aim of God’s love is the new humanity in Christ. Divine
love renders forgiveness and mercy that a person who is called in love
and forgiveness should serve the neighbor.56 Love, says Roberts, is the
willingness to serve and sacrifice and make allowances, to share and
sympathize, to lift up the fallen and restore the erring community. This
conception of love is strikingly similar to King’s conception of love
based on the love ethic of Christ and the Swedish theologian Anders
Nygren. King believed that love is a radical transformative force and
the grounds for meaningful fellowship and community. Though King
elevated the ethical life of Christ as the expression of the meaning of
love, Roberts looks more to the Christological and Trinitarian lan-
guage to think about the meaning and prospects of love in human
affairs. What we gather from Roberts is that the relationship between
liberation and reconciliation is indistinguishable in the Christian nar-
rative. Because one is forgiven and given a new humanity in Christ
means that a new set of priorities take center stage. Roberts, however,
leaves much to be desired regarding the Trinitarian framework of rec-
onciliation. Scripture, Aquinas, Ritschl, and even Roberts all allude to
the prominence of the Trinitarian God, but leave much to be desired in
adequately making the connections of such a God to the quest for jus-
tice and human fellowship. For that, we must look to Moltmann who
gives insight to the Trinity as the God fellowship that is extended to
human beings.

Reconciliation and Hope in the 
Thought of Jürgen Moltmann

In many ways Moltmann’s perspectives on the Trinity further illumi-
nates King and Tutu’s focus on human fellowship and community.
Moltmann offers an invaluable framework for understanding the
ways in which reconciliation in human affairs (and the hopefulness it
entails for suffering humanity) is grounded in a social understanding
of the Trinity and the imago Dei (Image of God). For Moltmann,
human relations ought to resemble the Trinity, where the divine
Persons of the Trinity share love, fellowship, and harmony. In order to
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discover Moltmann’s understanding of human relations, we must
appraise Moltmann’s social doctrine of the Trinity. To establish a
frame of reference to examine Moltmann’s conception of the imago
Dei in the doctrine of the Trinity in Eastern and Western Tradition, it
is essential to look at Trinitarian doctrine of the two traditions closely.
The Western doctrine of the Trinity rooted in Augustinian thought has
been monotheistic, whereas, God is one Person within whom three
aspects or modes can be distinguished.57 In Eastern Orthodoxy, the
three are conceived as three divine persons.58 Major figures have char-
acterized modern Trinitarian thought, namely Karl Barth and Karl
Rahner with the filioquist conception in the West. Florovsky and
Lossky, on the other hand, have articulated a “monopatristic” under-
standing in Eastern Orthodoxy.

Moltmann’s approach to these thinkers is advantageous in setting
the stage for analyzing King and Tutu’s thought. King and Tutu not
only thought critically about the nature of God and the Trinity, but
also sought to combine rigorous theological engagement with the sac-
rificial praxis. On many occasions King pointed to the interrelatedness
of all life. Human beings, for King, are caught up in an inescapable
mutuality where the reality of a personal God was operating. There is
little evidence that King fully developed his understanding of the
Trinity. But his dissertation at Boston University, entitled “Comparing
the Conception of God in Paul Tillich and Henry Wieman,” is a clear
indication that King was deeply concerned with how God can be all-
powerful, yet gentle and personable. On the other hand, as an
Anglican priest, Tutu embraced the Trinitarian God and constantly
invoked the idea of a God who loves fellowship so much that God
fellowships with God’s self in the Trinitarian life of God.

Eastern and Western Trinitarian Traditions

I think it is imperative to reexamine the historical origins of the doc-
trine of the Trinity in light of the poor, persecuted, and marginalized
peoples of the world. In many respects, King and Tutu advanced the
Trinitarian tradition as they called upon the God of justice and fel-
lowship as the quintessential source of what it means for humanity to
live peaceably together. Their visions of community were inspired by a
God who, for them, was recognized as the One who demands nothing
less than complete liberation, where the dignity and freedom of individ-
uals was mutually shared and celebrated. As will be observed later on in
the study, King and Tutu (in particular ways) challenged individualistic
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Cartesian meanings of the Trinity and human nature. As witnessed in
Ritschl’s project and still practiced in many churches today, many
Christians think of the Trinity as an afterthought. The witness of King
and Tutu, however, sensitizes and cautions individuals to think criti-
cally about the God who seeks community, fellowship, and reconcilia-
tion as a point of departure in reaching out to a fractured and broken
humanity.

Before going further into Moltmann’s social conception of the Trinity,
a brief overview of Eastern and Western Trinitarian understandings is in
order. In the West, the Trinity has primarily been a methodological prin-
ciple, a priori, in viewing the triune God.59 Though neglected, the theo-
logical doctrine of energies emerged in the fourteenth century by
Archbishop Gregory Palamas of Thessalonika. Bishop Palamas was the
first to develop a systematic formulation of the doctrine.60 Major theolo-
gians such as Dietrich Ritschl, Anna Marie Aagaard, and George
Maloney have been instrumental in developing the Western Trinitarian
conception as well.61 Because of this, it is difficult in the West to single
out one distinct “doctrine,” or conception of the Trinity.

In general, the history of Western Trinitarian thinking can be found
in the late-antiquity philosophy and the hierarchy of ideas. In early
Greek-philosophical thought, Plotinus understood the structure of the
cosmos in three ways being the One, intellect, and soul.62 In essentially
this “hierarchy of ideas” are material things at the lowest level leading
all the way up to the One, a combination of the intellect and soul
in the cosmos. This descriptive reality offered by Plotinus is what
provided the seeds for the Western understanding of the Trinity (i.e.,
God as One person with three aspects or modes of being). Influenced
by neoplatonic thought, Augustine embraced the concept of the unity
of God and God’s simplicity.63 Because of the “simplicity of God,”
God’s “trinitarian activities constitute God’s trinitarian being.”64 For
Augustine, Reid argues:

there is not just a correspondence between the unity of God’s being
and the unity of God’s actions (this necessarily follows from the principle
that one essence has one energy or effect or function), but an identity of
being and action.65

Hence the being of God cannot be separated from the actions of God.
“God is what God does,” in Augustine’s view.

Although King and Tutu stand within the Western Trinitarian tradi-
tion, their theological commitments to community and reconciliation
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would have been more thoroughly grounded with within Eastern
Trinitarian thinking. Regarding the historical developments of Eastern
Trinitarian thinking a decisive shift was the rejection of the early
church to accept subordinationist understandings in favor of the
Nicene emphasis on the consubstantiality of the three hypostases. This
led to the distinction in the East between the essence and the energy of
God.66 In Aristotelian anthropology, the notion of will was present and
attributed to the highest essence or existence. So the energy of God was
equated with the will of God. In this debate, the question of creation
has been inescapable. Reid indicates, “God really enters into a rela-
tionship with, and is present in, creation, without any implication that
God’s nature is somehow exhausted in this involvement.”67 Therefore,
Eastern Trinitarian thought locates ineffability to God’s essence. That
the distinction between the essence and the energy of God is made in
the East is what leads to the equality of God as three persons in Eastern
Trinitarian thought. As Reid states, “In the East, the trinitarian nature
of God was taken for granted, and the task was to clarify the relation-
ship between creator and creation.”68 It is this distinction that is not
necessarily made in the West that seems attractive to Moltmann. The
Eastern understanding of Trinity embraces a socialistic conception of
the Trinity where there is equality of the divine Persons. Though him-
self a German scholar, Moltmann is more inclined to cling to Eastern
Trinity formulations, but he does not go all the way by retaining the
personal nature of Western Trinitarian concepts. So it is at this point we
move to Moltmann’s understanding of the Trinity, yet how does
Moltmann reconcile the conflict between Eastern and Western concep-
tions and where does that lead him as it relates to the original design of
human relations found in the imago Dei?

Moltmann’s Social Doctrine of the Trinity

Viewing Trinity as a model for human fellowship and community is
more prevalent in Tutu’s thinking, than with King. Both King and Tutu
looked to God to ground their vision of community and human fel-
lowship. Moltmann’s concept of the Trinity is considerably important
to building a theology of reconciliation and establishing a framework
for reflecting on King and Tutu’s thought. Moltmann is important
because he helps us understand that community and human reconcili-
ation is also a matter of reflecting the reality of God. The anti-
apartheid efforts in South Africa, for instance, was not just about a
political or social attempt to forge some type of utopian world. It was
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about demonstrating God’s reality and way in the world. For instance,
when the World Council of Churches (WCC) held a conference in
1966 in Geneva on Church and Society, they were attempting to live
out God’s commandment of love, fellowship, and justice. These ideas
are not simply true for God’s directive for human behavior. It presup-
poses an already existing model within the life of God, flowing in
overflowing abundance to creation and human community. The 1966
conference of the WCC led to a special commission to reflect on the
church’s role in confronting apartheid South Africa. The commission
prepared the document, Message to the People of South Africa, pub-
lished in 1968.69 This document would firmly propel the church to the
forefront in its protest of apartheid. Its prophetic call to end apartheid
was rooted in an understanding of God who not only calls for humans
to live in community and harmony, but reflects this fellowship in a
Trinitarian reality.

Moltmann helps to further develop the idea of what it means to say
that God is a God of community, fellowship, and interrelatedness.
Moltmann’s portrayal of the Trinity as the fellowship of God, extended
to human community, actually illuminates and exposes the deep theo-
logical roots of community and interrelatedness. In The Trinity and
the Kingdom of God, Moltmann constructs a Trinitarian understand-
ing of human relations, where “the trinitarian fellowship of the three
divine Persons as a model for true human community which is both to
reflect and to participate in God’s own trinitarian life.”70 Richard
Bauckham delineates Moltmann’s Trinitarian language in relation to
“human freedom.” Human freedom for Moltmann is central to how
one views the relationship of persons in community. How does one
balance the rule of God, as creator and great Lord of the universe,
with human freedom? The “rule of God” would establish a hierarchi-
cal view of God as absolute monarch, thus giving precedent for the
same pretensions within human relationships. But Moltmann chal-
lenges these claims through the doctrine of the Trinity. In contrast,
Moltmann advocates a social Trinitarianism. Moltmann’s social
doctrine of the Trinity entails “God as three divine subjects in inter-
personal relationship with each other—a fellowship of love.”71 Hence
what follows is a “fellowship and a process of expression of divine life
through mutual manifestation” in the life of God. “God’s trinitarian
history with the world is a history in which the three divine Persons
relate both to each other and to the world.”72 Moltmann would pro-
pose that we are to understand the nature of human relations through
the mutual dependency and fellowship of love shared within the Trinity.
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That the Trinity is a process of living relationships of love between the
three Persons and open to the inclusion of the world usurps the notion
of a divine monarchy.

Throughout Moltmann’s illustrious career, he has sought to revolu-
tionize modern understandings of God. Warren McWilliams posits
Moltmann’s understanding of the Trinity as essentially a “trinitarian
doxology.”73 Whereby, Moltmann seems to have combined the Western
emphasis on individualism and the Eastern emphasis on socialism.
McWilliams claims that earlier in Moltmann’s career he neglected the
distinction between the “economic and the immanent trinity.”74 This
was primarily observed in Moltmann’s The Trinity and the Kingdom.75

As Moltmann continued to develop his mature perspective in under-
standing this relationship, he now holds a “reciprocal relationship”
between these two aspects of God’s nature.76 McWilliams postulates,
“the traditional distinction between the economic Trinity and the imma-
nent Trinity is based on the differentiation between God’s inner, eter-
nal essence (immanent Trinity) and God’s activities in the economy
(oikonomia) of salvation (economic Trinity).”77 That Moltmann wres-
tles with the relationship between the immanent Trinity and the eco-
nomic Trinity defines the core of his understanding of the Trinity.

In Moltmann’s Crucified God, he proposes that the two traditions
must be taken into account if one is to begin to rethink what it means
to ponder the doctrine of God.78 Moltmann says, “There are two
traditions in Christian theology which have taken account of this
‘revolt’ in the Christian concept of God: the development of the doc-
trine of the Trinity and the elaboration of the theology of the cross.”
Moltmann rejects the apathy principle of Hellenistic philosophy, while
arguing for the pathos or passion of God revealed in Christ. As
McWilliams writes, “Moltmann’s linking of the passion of God on the
Cross and the doctrine of the Trinity parallels in many ways the think-
ing of Eberhard Jungel in God as the Mystery of the Universe,” where
Moltmann accepts Karl Rahner’s rule and contemplates a God who
suffers.79 Paul S. Fiddes, in reflecting on Moltmann’s social under-
standing of the Trinity, observes:

he insist that what is visible at the cross is true of the being of God
throughout history; there is an ever-present situation in which a divine
Father suffers the loss of a Son, a Son suffers the loss of a Father, and a
Spirit of self-giving love and hope flows between them.80

So in God’s own Trinitarian history of suffering, the whole of human
history is open to God. God opens God’s self to include this history of
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suffering, where “oppressed and forsaken people can find themselves
within the situation of a suffering God, and so can also share in God’s
history of glorification.”81

According to Moltmann, the Trinity is openly revealed in a differ-
entiated form.82 Through the “suffering God,” Moltmann’s under-
standing of the Cross is essential to his Trinitarian scope. “If the
doctrine of God is built on the Cross of Christ, the distinction between
God’s inner essence (immanent Trinity) and God for us (economic
Trinity) ‘seems to be abandoned,’” says McWilliams.83 At the center
of the doctrine of the Trinity is the Cross of Christ, says Moltmann.84

God’s experience in Christ, particularly as it relates to the Crucifixion,
points to the fact that any doctrine of God has to be Trinitarian.

The Imago Dei and Community

As we will see in later the study, the concept of the imago Dei was one
of the most important themes in their work. Very rarely, however, in
Christian history has the imago Dei been used as a means of liberation
or demanding the rights of an oppressed group. King and Tutu’s use of
imago Dei was critical to show that segregation and apartheid were
not just social and political issues. They were also theological prob-
lems. Because all human beings are made in the imago Dei, all life has
significance and dignity. Exploring Moltmann’s approach to the imago
Dei is helpful as a theological platform. Moltmann gives insight and
depth to imago Dei in a way that is consistent with thought and wit-
ness of King and Tutu. For instance, the image of God for Moltmann
is not in terms of the isolated autonomous individual. Rather, the
image of God is mutually inclusive of the human community reflecting
the interpersonal life of the social Trinity. God made “humanity” in
the image of God as a collective community of fellowship with each
other and the divine. The Trinitarian perichoresis [co-indwelling] ini-
tiates a pattern of personhood as that of individuals in relationship.
Since the divine Persons are themselves in their distinction from and
(equally) at-oneness with each other, this establishes the paradigm for
understanding the equality in human relationships.

Moltmann asserts in his The Trinity and the Kingdom of God that
the imago Dei cannot be understood in its fullness outside and apart
from human sociality.85 Moltmann adds, “If we take our bearings
from the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, personalism and socialism
cease to be antitheses and are seen to be derived from a common foun-
dation.”86 Moltmann offers a medium between the Western emphasis
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on personalism and the Eastern emphasis on socialism. Therefore,
social personalism or personal socialism becomes necessary antecedents
to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. Bauckham attempts to sum-
marize Moltmann’s project here suggesting that the concept of God as
divine monarch, which provides a basis for human domination and
hierarchical structures at the expense of freedom, the social Trinity
provides a model for human community where people are free for
each other and find freedom in relationship with each other. If indeed
this is so, how has the imago Dei shifted from its original designation
and where are the possibilities for success in human relationships to
reflect that of the Trinitarian fellowship of the Godhead? In God and
Creation, Moltmann traces the historical development of the under-
standing of human beings as the image of God. Moltmann claims that
the imago Dei was the original designation of human beings. The mes-
sianic calling of human beings, imago Christi, where we are called to
conform to the image of Christ precedes the eschatological glorifica-
tion of human beings: Dei est homo.

For Moltmann, the true likeness of God, image of God, is to be
found not in the beginning, out of its original designation. Rather, it is
to be found at its end and the center of its goal is manifested in the
present and during every moment of history. Although I am concerned
about the eschatological hope of Dei est homo, the question of how
human beings are to live in peace in the here and now is an urgent
question. Amid the Middle East crisis, is there a message for peace?
That God’s original designation of human beings in the image of God
is to reflect the social Trinity presents great meaning for understanding
how human beings are to live in a state of peace and justice.
Moltmann, I am sure would argue that because of the Trinitarian fel-
lowship, of love, justice, and harmony that exist in the interpersonal
relationship between Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit, human beings
are eternally linked to this relationship through grace. Hence, the risen
Christ is the image and glory of the invisible God on earth and
through these fellowship human beings (in the context of human rela-
tionships) becomes what they were created to be.

Moltmann encapsulates what is being said here himself when he
writes:

Created as God’s image, human beings are not merely restored from
their sins to this divine image through the messianic fellowship with the
Son; they are also gathered into the open Trinity. They become “con-
formed to the image of the Son.” (Rom. 8.29)
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This does not merely presuppose that the eternal Son of God becomes
human and is one alike themselves; it also means that as a result
human beings become like the Son and, through the Holy Spirit, are
gathered into his relationship of sonship, and in the brotherhood of
Christ the Father of Christ becomes their Father also. This is to say
that through the Son the divine Trinity throws itself open for human
beings. The Son becomes human and the foundation for the image of
God on earth. Through the Son, human beings as God’s image on
earth therefore acquire access to the Father. As God’s image, human
beings are the image of the whole Trinity in that they are conformed
to the image of the Son (imago Christi). According to Moltmann,
“Human beings are imago trinitatis and only correspond to the triune
God when they are united with one another.”87

Because Moltmann in many ways combines the two while adding
his own distinctive touch, the scope of this study could not adequately
appraise Moltmann’s position. We are able to understand the contribu-
tion of Moltmann’s thought to a Trinitarian understanding. Moltmann
in many respects illuminates and advances King’s focus on the per-
sonal God who lifts up and preserves human dignity and Tutu’s God
of Trinitarian God of fellowship, forgiveness, and community. The
implications of Moltmann’s position are far reaching and important to
how human beings reflect and live out the true imago Dei found in and
created by the triune God.

Conclusion

On the basis of what has been said thus far, the basic idea of reconcil-
iation in scripture is recognized as the work of God in Christ, bringing
forth unity with God and humanity. It has also been made clear that
the idea of reconciliation cannot be isolated to the individual’s rational
and moral life. What we find is a redemptive component to the idea of
reconciliation that speaks to a holistic view of life. This view does not
distinguish the individual’s moral life from the social, political, and
economic systems existing in human creation. Seen in this perspective,
reconciliation also brings to bear a mounting critique upon Ritschl’s
conception and similar musings during the modern era. Ritschl pres-
ents the reader with a rich historical survey of major theological voices
in history concerning the atoning work of Christ. Though Ritschl
attempts to present a “scientific” and unbiased approach to the his-
torical study of Christian theology, he is firmly situated in the modern
experiment by presupposing that scientific investigation holds primacy
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over other forms of theological inquiry. Hegel’s historical dialectic
appears to be an underlying theme in Ritschl. That is to say, Ritschl
assumes a type of “progressivism” in the development of Christian
theology and dogma. However, by taking serious the social and his-
torical development of Christian theology, especially concerning justi-
fication and reconciliation, Ritschl sets the stage for the subsequent
rise of Protestant liberalism, paving the way for such figures a Tillich,
Rauchenbusch, Niebuhr, and Brightman. Harnack seems to have
simply continued the theme established in Ritschl’s project. Though
Harnack tends to be preoccupied with presenting historical evidence
of the life and work of Christ, Ritschl is more concerned with the the-
oretical formulations of salvific activity of Christ in the historical
moment. Ritschl is also deeply indebted to Schleiermacher’s distinc-
tion between “redemption” and reconciliation. Although Ritschl does
not follow the ontological presuppositions of Schleiermacher and Kant,
he creates the discursive space for a “moral” critique of the salvific
work of Christ. Hence, the work of Christ was centralized to the idea
of forgiveness of sins and personal salvation. Through the scientific
categorization process, Ritschl overlooks the interrelationship between
justification and reconciliation, thereby reducing the ontological sig-
nificance of the work of Christ to moral and ethical aspects. By sup-
posing there is a theological distinction between justification and
reconciliation, Ritschl repeats the same flaws indicative of the modern
era. Nevertheless, Ritschl’s historical account of the “doctrine of justi-
fication and reconciliation” is a major achievement in the history of
Christian theology. Ritschl shows the vast amount of discontinuity in
the doctrine. Here we observe that the doctrine of justification and
reconciliation are unfinished works continually being shaped and
formed through the march of history.

Ritschl was also instrumental in developing an individualistic
understanding of reconciliation as normative for Christian thought
and practice. By negating the social, political, and economic dimen-
sions of reconciliation, Ritschl instituted a model of individual salva-
tion grounded in human rationality. Of course, Ritschl was a man of
his time. He was responding to the rigid theological hegemony of the
church and very much a part of the avant-garde culture of his day.
Nevertheless, Ritschl’s project was incredibly significant in formulat-
ing a “doctrine of reconciliation” that viewed the activity of God in
Christ working chiefly in the moral life of individual persons alone.
The consequences of Ritschl’s perspective led to lack of social, politi-
cal, and economic engagement in the public sphere. His influence is
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indisputable not only in the context of nineteenth-century thought,
but even in the postmodern times, of which we now speak.

Aquinas, Roberts, and Moltmann also illuminate the delicate con-
nections of liberation and justice with the mandates of forgiveness and
reconciliation. Aquinas shows that the idea justice is intrinsic to the
very nature of God and thus deeply related to God’s ordering for
creation. But Aquinas equally emphasizes the centrality of mercy,
expressed in God’s act of forgiveness. For Aquinas, justice and mercy
go hand in hand. One does not exist without the other. Mercy meets
and exceeds the demands of justice, creating the space for forgiveness
and reconciliation to occur. Roberts, as a classically trained historical
theologian, goes beyond Aquinas by suggesting that the Christian idea
of reconciliation is only intelligible as a liberating act. He postulates the
notion of reconciliation-with-liberation as the essential characteristic
of God’s work in Christ. Similar to Roberts, Moltmann makes claims
about the interrelatedness of reconciliation (as God’s plan for harmony
in the created order, human community and togetherness) and the
problem of human suffering and the quest for human dignity. Although
Moltmann draws from a number of resources, his reliance on the
Trinitarian perspectives of the Eastern Orthodox tradition is apparent.
The social nature of the Eastern Orthodox Trinitarian God, for
Moltmann, is a powerful and provocative illustration for God’s inten-
tion for humanity. According to Moltmann the Trinitarian God serves
as the quintessential source of hope, healing, and restoration for bro-
ken and wounded human relations. God is not simply three indepen-
dent, freethinking, divine personalities coexisting for a single purpose
and telos. Rather, the Trinitarian God is depicted as a mutually depen-
dent God, a relational God, and communal God. That the very nature
of God is One that exists within the reality of perpetual fellowship and
harmony. God, as Trinitarian fellowship, extends to humanity the invi-
tation to participate in this divine fellowship, made possible by the sac-
rificial life, death, and Resurrection of the crucified God, Christ.

Through the Lens of Paul Lehmann and 
the Idea of Koinonia

Going beyond the doctrinal shackles now allows us to rethink con-
ceptions of reconciliation in light of the liberating contributions of
Martin Luther King, Jr. and Desmond Tutu. Before moving into our
analysis of King and Tutu, however, a brief consideration of Lehmann’s
understanding of the Gospel is essential to this project. Lehmann
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offers an adequate transition from the origins of the doctrinal concep-
tion of reconciliation in modernity to the idea of reconciliation
advanced in King and Tutu. I introduce Lehmann at this moment as a
lens through which to view King and Tutu. By looking at King and
Tutu through Lehmann’s account of the Gospel, more texture and
depth is given to my original thesis that King and Tutu help to over-
come the problem of reconciliation as only concerned with the indi-
vidual moral life.

Lehmann is seldom mentioned among those who have made con-
tributions to the field of liberation and reconciliation. However, his
thought emerges out of a context of resistance to collective evil and
sensitivity to social transformation. Lehmann became close friends
with a young German theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, during the
Third Reich in Hitler’s Germany. Bonhoeffer completed his disserta-
tion, Sanctorum Communio, at the University of Berlin with Adolf
von Harnack, Hans Lietzmann, and Reinhold Seeberb. In particular,
Harnack was a disciple of Ritschl and certainly had a major impact on
Bonhoeffer as well. This was especially true in terms of the meaning of
the Cross concerning human affairs. Bonhoeffer was concerned with
the significance of the suffering of Christ as it relates to systematic
forms of oppression that affected not only individuals but also whole
societies. He would carry this sensibility with him throughout his
international experience and in his encounter with Lehmann.

After receiving the Sloane Fellowship, Bonhoeffer joined the faculty
at Union Theological Seminary in New York City. It was at Union that
Lehmann and Bonhoeffer became close friends and dialogue partners.
Lehmann and Bonhoeffer shared a profound commitment to making
the Gospel relevant to the marginalized and politically disenfran-
chised. Though Bonhoeffer was concerned with the plight of the Jews
in Nazi Germany, Lehmann pursued the question of political and legal
justice as it relates to the Cross of Christ. When it comes to how per-
sons, particularly Christians, are to live in community, Lehmann
rejected both a utilitarian ethic and an ethic of absolute law. Instead,
he argued for a “contextual ethic,” rooted in the activity of God, fel-
lowship, and the situation at hand.88 The Gospel, and certainly the idea
of reconciliation, could not be defined in simply individualistic terms or
a utilitarian ethic determined by pragmatic and individual interest.
According to Lehmann, the function of the Christian community is
essentially the formation of the ethical and moral life of the individual.
Christian ethics for Lehmann derives from and within Christian
koinonia. He describes koinonia as “‘a new fellowship-reality’ between
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Christ and the believers, between the head of the body and its
members.”89 Lehmann says that Christian ethics is in effect koinonia
ethics because the activity of God in Christ remains unintelligible
apart from the community of faith, or the ecclesia[in-gathering]. The
reality of the church serves as the basis and ongoing space whereby the
meaning of God’s revelation in Christ is observed and celebrated.
Through liturgical practices in the context of the church, the answer to
the question of “what God is doing in the world” is expressed and
lived out. Hence, it is impossible to legitimately know not only what
God is doing but the meaning of justice distinct from faith community.

At the center of Lehmann’s koinonia ethics is a Trinitarian founda-
tion. The fellowship and creative energy of the Father and Son rela-
tionship, out of which the Spirit proceeds, makes possible a new
koinonia community in the world. In other words, the fellowship from
within God, Son and Spirit is reflected in the koinonia community
inaugurated and sustained through the Cross. In this light, one
observes how the Gospel is not solely limited to the individual, but is
only meaningful in the context of community. Lehmann understood
this community to be primarily the church. However, he recognized
that the koinonia ethic is one that continues to seek relationship with
the other. Consequently, the koinonia ethic recognizes that humans
exist as persons in community. There is a powerful fluidity that con-
tinues to circulate between the individual and community and vise
versa. Inasmuch as Christ entered the world into human community,
for community, and whose presence is manifested in the realization of
community.

It is from this perspective that a reading of King and Tutu can be
properly situated as a continuation of Christian doctrinal formation.
Of course, neither King nor Tutu explicitly uses the language of
koinonia when referring to fellowship or community. There is no clear
evidence that King or Tutu ever seriously read Lehmann at all.
However, the meaning of Lehmann’s discourse would not be foreign to
either figure since King and Tutu grounded their thought and witness
in an early church conception of community and fellowship, as does
Lehmann. Paul Lehmann affords us the opportunity to appreciate the
depth and complexity of King and Tutu, and their immense contribu-
tion to Christian theology. Lehmann’s conception of the koinonia ethic
also provides a unique prism to understand the relationship between
theology and praxis in their thought. Both King and Tutu believed that
Christian theology is only meaningful as it speaks to the concrete
issues of human suffering and community in the world. Hence, the
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quest for community and reconciliation was not simply a practical
strategy for social transformation; it was also a theological message of
what God was doing in the world. King and Tutu’s witness was a
theological presentation of the Gospel that privileged Christian prac-
tices and community over against individualism and rationalism. With
Lehmann in full view, let us now plunge into King and Tutu’s thought
with diligence and assiduousness.
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2

From Every Mountainside:
Reconciliation and the Beloved Community

Sometimes I feel discouraged and feel my work’s in vain; but then the Holy Spirit revives
my soul again.There is a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole; there is a balm
in Gilead to heal the sin sick soul.1

Nearly fifty years ago, Martin Luther King, Jr. entered into the pages of
human history as theologian, pastor, husband, teacher, and leader.
After receiving his PhD from Boston University in June 1955, King
assumed the pastorate at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, a position
that would be the launching pad of his courageous witness against
racist social and political structures in American society. From his ini-
tial struggle with leadership as head of the Montgomery Improvement
Association (MIA) to his tumultuous journey as president of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), King’s enduring
footprint in the Christian church, theology, and the world witness are
felt till today. In this chapter, I am interested in exploring the multidi-
mensions of King’s theology and conception of the “beloved commu-
nity.” A thorough consideration of King’s cultural and religious
influences will set the tone as the foundations of King’s thought and
actions.2 It is also my intention to render an analytical appraisal of the
major themes in his theology, establishing King as a major theologian
of reconciliation. Of course, the vision of the beloved community
espoused by King has very seldom been mentioned in the same breath
as the Christian idea of reconciliation.

King is rarely included in the diatribe of contributions to Christian
ethics in general. At the same time, King remains one of the most
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influential religious leaders of the twentieth century. His efforts
impacted not only the Christian church but also American society and
the global community. In many ways, King’s conception of the beloved
community continues to provide meaningful sources of reflection for
formulations of community and reconciliation. With that in mind, this
chapter sets out to do the following: (1) look briefly at the historical
context of King’s thought and witness; (2) examine King’s thought in
relation to his cultural roots; and finally (3) explore the various dimen-
sions of King’s theology, including his conception of God, Jesus Christ,
humanity, community, and his eschatological vision.

I would agree with James Cone who observed that King’s ideas,
particularly concerning the American dream, could be situated in two
historical periods. From the Montgomery Bus Boycott, beginning
December 5, 1955, until the passing of the Voting Rights Bill in August
1965 was the first epoch. It was a time of profound optimism and rel-
ative successes in King’s leadership and thinking. During these years,
King concentrated heavily on the Southern realities of segregation.
After the passing of the Voting Rights Bill of 1965, he turned his atten-
tion to the problem of poverty and militarism. He shifted his strategic
initiatives during the period between 1965 and his untimely death in
April 1968 to issues of poverty and antiwar activism. Through it all,
he remained terribly consistent in his commitment to peace, nonvio-
lence, the God of justice, and redemptive hope.

It must be said early that King did not explicitly use the language of
reconciliation. His vision of the beloved community was expressed in
the language of “freedom,” “justice,” “equality,” and “human dig-
nity.” The idea of reconciliation seen in scripture, in King’s estimation,
was not simply for “Christians” alone. It was intended for all human-
ity, including persons of different cultures, faiths, and worldviews. The
“love ethic of Jesus” epitomized what it means to live in community
and to exist in a cooperative relationship with God. It is not my desire
to make a direct correlation between King’s beloved community and
the Christian idea of reconciliation. Rather, it is to show how the beloved
community serves as an exemplar, more faithful to the Christian idea of
reconciliation as presented in scripture. King viewed the salvific work
of God in Christ ultimately as working to bring about a harmonious
human community. Like many postmodernist theologians, King
grounded his theology in Christian practices. He was committed to the
idea that the God who moves and directs history also operates in the
human community to liberate the hearts, minds, and souls of those
who suffer. Although King recognized the importance of being
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personally reconciled with God, he maintained that this reconciliation
was made intelligible and meaningful in the quest for freedom and jus-
tice. It was not simply an existential pragmatic conception of freedom
and justice drawn from the wells of Locke, Rousseau, Kant, Hegel,
Bacon, Nietzsche, Hume, and others. Rather, Dr. King planted his
ideas of justice, freedom, and community firmly in the soils of the bib-
lical prophetic tradition and the African American religious experience
in the Black Church. His ideas were further expanded, clarified, and
deepened in the rich chambers of theological reflection during his
formal studies and even amid the fires of protest.

On the Winds of Change: King’s 
Social and Political Context

King’s conception of reconciliation was fundamentally shaped by the
social, political, and historical climate of the day. In many regards, the
period of the 1960s in which King played a prominent leadership role
was not only a social and political movement. It was cultural as well.
It was essentially a grassroots movement consisting of churches, stu-
dent groups, and black intellectuals working together.3 Martin King,
Jr. was part of a larger community of freedom fighters seeking to chal-
lenge the stagnant forces of modernity and white supremacy. It is,
therefore, necessary to briefly appraise King’s relationship with the
broader elements of the resistance movement during the era. It is also
important to note King’s complex relationship with more radical
voices of black nationalism, like Malcolm X, before proceeding to the
influences of Daddy King, Mays, and Thurman.

Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Roots of 
Black Religious Radicalism

While being a global figure whose life and legacy has meaning to indi-
viduals from all walks of life, King also had deep roots within the tra-
dition of black religious radicalism. King did not invent the idea and
practice of prophetic resistance and carrying in the banner of black lib-
eration and freedom. He received a trust fund of incredible theological
and strategic resources for linking faith with political action and
protest. As a third generation African American Baptist preacher, King
graciously embraced his place and legacy in a long succession of black
preaching and radicalism. Subsequently, King’s thoughts and actions
were a product of this tradition and deserves some attention as the
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historical and cultural origins and distinctive characteristics of his
thought. For this reason, a brief survey of this tradition is in order.
That black radicalism in America exhibits religious ancestry presup-
poses some understanding of what is meant by religious. By most
accounts, in the context of Garnet, religion (specifically Judeo-
Christianity) was used as a means of justifying the slavery machine by
dehumanizing persons of African descent, eternally condemned to a
life of servitude. A hermeneutic painted with the eyes of white suprem-
acy and capitalistic interest produced a reading of the Christian bible
that excluded the suffering of the enslaved African. For Garnet, Allen
and Jones, and Crummell religion meant a radical reinterpretation of
the biblical record beyond the boundaries of “institutional religion,”
yet religious in the sense that it sought to interpret their conception of
the “divine” through the lens of the lived experience and suffering of
African peoples. King was inculturated into the tradition of Garnet,
Allen, Jones, and Crummell where black religion was synonymous
with black liberation and uplift. It was the duty of black religious lead-
ership to find creative ways to advance the cause of the race and speak
to the suffering of black masses. With this understanding of “reli-
gion,” we will consider the following religious leaders as planting the
seeds of resistance in the black radical tradition.

Henry Highland Garnet was critical in forming a new theoretical
and biblical framework for addressing the suffering of Africans in
America. He developed a new means of resistance drawing on the
same resources that had once oppressed.4 King drew from the tradi-
tion of Garnet that the bible is not about condoning the oppression of
black people. On the contrary, the scriptures were concerned with the
liberation of the oppressed as seen in the biblical story of the Exodus.
Garnet’s thought and inspiration came from David Walker and his
Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World.5 Along with the
Ethiopian Manifesto of Robert Alexander Young, Walker’s Appeal
had a profound impact upon Garnet and subsequent radical religious
leaders of the period.6 Walker recognized the agonizing contradiction
between the biblical claim of an all powerful and loving God and the
crucible of slavery in American society. In his Appeal, Walker pro-
pounded the idea that the biblical record spoke directly to the libera-
tion of enslaved Africans and the ultimate destruction of the institution
of slavery. Garnet, taking up this theme, expanded it to involve revo-
lutionary, even violent, liberation of African descendants at home and
throughout the African diaspora.7 Garnet trumpeted the radical call
for unity and resistance, appropriating the Exodus as a source of
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empowerment and as a theoretical framework. In his address at the
Female Benevolent Society in 1848, he said:

Let there be no strife between us, for we are brethren, and we must rise
or fall together. How unprofitable it is for us to spend our golden
moments in long and solemn debate upon the questions whether we shall
be called “Africans,” “Colored Americans,” or “Africo American,” or
“Blacks.” The question should be, my friends, shall we arise and act like
men, and cast off this terrible yoke?8

The contribution of Garnet’s thought is reflected in his ability to pres-
ent a revolutionary hermeneutic that takes into account those who are
oppressed. This factor was of grave importance for King as well. It was
King’s unique ability to recall the radical dimensions of a liberating bib-
lical God that ignited the souls and feet of Black Church folk. He incor-
porated Garnet’s belief that God had ordained the black struggle for
liberation. Further, that through a messianic vision, God would lead
the colored peoples of the earth to final victory. Eddie S. Glaude, Jr.
locates Garnet’s thought in the broader discourse of “political messian-
ism,” drawing from Michael Walzer.9 The political messianism of
Walzer provided Garnet with the moral and theoretical foundations
necessary to attract the black masses and white sympathizers. Garnet’s
sense of urgency to bring an end to the institution of slavery and its
derivative forms of economic and political subjugation, emerges from
his “pragmatic view of race shaped by an ironic use of moral reform
that took seriously the cycle of existential pain and unrest that pene-
trated deeply the lives of African Americans, slave or free.”10 Garnet
was part of a climate of resistance, to a large extent, set into motion
and expanded by such figures as Allen, Jones, and Crummell.

Richard Allen, Absalom Jones, and Alexander Crummell, among
others, added to the climate of radical resistance in the face of oppres-
sion. A brief word about these persons would be helpful to further
demonstrate how black radicalism in America finds it roots in reli-
gious expression. Gayraud S. Wilmore, in his Black Religion and
Black Radicalism, supposes that as members of the Black Methodist
Church, Allen and Jones represent some of the earliest expressions of
political resistance to slavery and institutional oppression.11 No doubt,
King understood this historical experience when he said in his first
public message as president of the MIA that the only thing oppressed
people in America have at their disposal is the weapon of protest. Allen
and Jones, in their opposition and rejection of the White Methodist
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Church, established the African Methodist Episcopal Church, marking
the first black religious denomination in America. As a momentous
event in the history of black radicalism, Jones and Allen demonstrated
nationally the radical self-determination of blacks to be free. Jones and
Allen directly challenged notions of racial inferiority and the absurdity
of these ideas in white society.12 These actions set into motion a storm
of resistance for other radical black groups and institutions to follow. ,

Crummell also drew heavily from the ideological and religious
influence of his predecessors, Allen and Jones. Crummell also con-
fronted the religious contradictions he saw in the institution of slavery
and Judeo-Christianity as reflected in the biblical record. Crummell
expanded the views of Jones and Allen by positing a vision of “provi-
dence” for blacks in America and divine retribution for slaveholders.13

In this “providential” plan, blacks would return in triumphal glory to
Africa, serving as missionaries and agents of renewal and restoration.
In Africa and America, Crummell writes:

I feel as if I could laugh to scorn all the long line of malignant slave-
traders who have defiled and devastated this wretched coast of Africa,
and fling in their teeth the gracious retort of Joseph: “As for you, ye
thought evil against us, but God meant it unto good, to save much
people alive.14

Crummell, along with Garnet, Jones, and Allen, appropriated a bibli-
cal hermeneutic that radically transformed how blacks understood
their social condition in the shackles of slavery. In so doing, they pro-
vided radical seeds of resistance that would continue to evolve in the
black radical imagination of how blacks have sought to interpret and
respond to the insanity of racial oppression in America and through-
out the diaspora. Prior to the events in Montgomery in 1955, King
stood on the shoulders of former freedom fighters like the figures
mentioned. He also called upon the wisdom, experiences, and histori-
cal lessons of W. E. B. Dubois, Booker T. Washington, Marcus Garvey,
Adam Clayton Powell, and Sojourner Truth, to name a few. With this
historical and cultural cadre, King was equipped to meet the challenges
of the years ahead.

In the Crucible: The Civil Rights Era and
a Climate of Hate

There are essentially three elements that influenced the context for
King’s work.15 Those were (1) images of “North” and “South” in the
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American consciousness of the 1950s and 1960s; (2) the emergence of
a resistance movement among the Southern black masses; and (3) the
resurgence of black nationalism in the North, especially as defined by
black Muslims and Malcolm X. For blacks, the image of the South
was “Egyptian captivity.” Marked by unjust laws of segregation and
blatant terrorist organizations like the Ku Klux Klan, the South was
viewed as dangerous and demeaning. These forces led to the emer-
gence of the civil rights movement, championed by some Northern
whites and mostly Southern blacks. The ideals symbolized in the
Declaration of Independence and Constitution were used to confront
the injustices of the South. Their purpose was to ensure equal access to
the democratic system and to live in the freedom of their own poten-
tiality. As Cone suggests, “they wanted to put an end to southern bar-
barism and broaden the processes of liberal democracy so blacks could
live without fear and also share in the sociopolitical development of
America according to their interest and individual abilities.”16

Deriving from the desire to enter fully into the liberal democratic
process, young blacks emerged to form the resistance movement.
Beginning with the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955–1956, the
movement developed into sit-ins (1960), freedom rides (1961), the
Albany Movement (1961), the Birmingham Campaign (1963), March
on Washington (1963), and other mostly Southern protests. The senti-
ments of black nationalism rose with the development of these forms
of resistance. Unlike black nationalist leaders, King was an integra-
tionist. He believed in the idea of a multicultural community of per-
sons with a mutual recognition of differences. However, the voices of
black nationalism were not as optimistic about American’s treatment
of its black citizens. Led primarily by Malcolm X and the Nation of
Islam, they considered separatism as the best path toward freedom.
For Malcolm X, whites could not be trusted.

Like King, Malcolm X was a product of the tumultuous climate of
change reflecting the heat of the late 1950s through the 1960s.
Malcolm also lived through some of the most brutal moments in South
African history. Though Malcolm was familiar with the African strug-
gles against colonialism and apartheid in South Africa, there is little
evidence suggesting he maintained relations with those involved in the
South African struggle. Although Malcolm X’s father was a Christian
minister and outspoken activist during his time, Malcolm X drew
much of his theological resources from the Nation of Islam. Three
factors that informed Malcolm X’s theological and social critique of
American society were his early experiences with family and subsequent
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problems with delinquency, involvement with the Nation of Islam,
and his eventual international experience (with the trip to Mecca as
the definitive event).

To fully understand the nature of Malcolm X’s social critique of
American society means to grasp the cold reality of his childhood
experience corresponding to white society. According to Cone, Malcolm
X looked upon the American social condition from the vintage point
of the “black masses living at the bottom of the social heap.”17

Reflecting on the difference between his childhood and King’s,
Malcolm X recounted, “while King was having a dream . . . the rest of
us Negroes are having a nightmare.”18 In many ways, Malcolm
exposes the blind spots of King’s optimism. Too often, interpretations
of King and the civil rights movement dismiss Malcolm’s message of
bitterness and hopelessness shadowing the consciousness of black
America. There are no state-sanctioned holidays for Malcolm. There
are no monuments erected in Washington for Malcolm (now under
construction for King). But Malcolm’s message, life, and witness to the
underside of the American dream renders a stark reality check about
the triumphs of civil rights and social transformation. The son of Early
Little, Malcolm X was born in Omaha, Nebraska. Cone asserts that
Malcolm considered his childhood a “nightmare” attributed largely to
white hatred. Malcolm X, in his autobiography, reflects upon his
earliest memory of many traumatic events that would follow. In this
experience, Malcolm X recounts:

I remember being suddenly snatched awake into a frightening confusion
of pistol shots and shouting and smoke and flames. My father had
shouted and shot at two white men who had set the fire and were run-
ning away. Our home was burning down around us. We were lunging
and bumping and tumbling all over each other trying to escape. My
mother, with the baby in her arms, just made it into the yard before the
house crashed in, showering sparks. I remember we were outside in the
night in our underwear, crying and yelling our heads off. The white
police and firemen came and stood around watching as the house
burned down to the ground.19

Much of the violence from whites was repressive in order to quiet
Malcolm X’s outspoken father. Early Little was an itinerate preacher
who embraced the nationalistic ideology of Marcus Garvey, serving as
president of the Omaha branch of Garvey’s UNIA (Universal Negro
Improvement Association). Early Little’s vehement promulgation of
Garvey’s message would eventually lead to his death and further
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hardship in the Little household. After his father’s death, Malcolm’s
family drifted into deeper poverty, forcing the family to take public
assistance. Because of the mental condition of Malcolm X’s mother,
Louise Little, he and his siblings became wards of the state and took
shelter in different homes. Cone asserts:

with no parental love to affirm his personhood and to instill in him the
self-confidence that he was as good as anybody else, he, though gifted
and popular, did not have the emotional strength to cope with a white
society that refused to recognize his humanity.20

A critical event in Malcolm X’s development that had a fundamental
impact on his view of white society occurred with his English teacher.
Although the young Malcolm held initial aspirations of becoming a
lawyer, his eighth grade English teacher determined this was an unre-
alistic path for a “nigger,” suggesting he become a carpenter instead.
Unlike Niebuhr’s pessimism of American society rooted in theological
and ethical analysis, Malcolm’s pessimism spawned from his bitter
encounter with racist whites early in life. Malcolm X’s childhood gave
way to a life of delinquency that would later result in a prolonged
prison sentence. It was in prison, however, that Malcolm X would
undergo a social and religious transformation through the teachings of
Elijah Muhammad.

If Malcolm X’s childhood and family experience provided the
framework for his pessimistic analysis of American society, the expo-
sure to the Nation of Islam intensified his nationalistic orientation and
laid the groundwork for his view of “separatism.” The Nation of
Islam could not have been more different from the Black Church expe-
rience in which King served. As the unabashed leader of the Nation of
Islam, Elijah Muhammad sought a religious ideology that would offer
dignity and respect to the black man in American society. According to
Cone, Muhammad characterized his movement as “antiwhite” and
“anti-Christian.”21 In his critique of white America, Malcolm X (prior
to his break with the Nation of Islam) believed the white man to be the
devil both historically and naturally.22 Malcolm X had a keen aware-
ness of the complex social issues affecting the urban poor and the his-
torical legacy of oppression among many Western nations. Hence,
unlike King who saw possibilities of reconciliation and hope for liber-
ation, the young Malcolm X was convinced the white man was the
embodiment of evil. Therefore, the only response for Malcolm X was
“complete and total separation.”
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The affirmation of black history and culture in the Nation of Islam
influenced his understanding of black nationalism considerably. In this
sense, Malcolm X’s critique of white America was also a celebration of
black history and culture. Responding to a bombardment of criticism
as being racist Malcolm X responded in the speech, “The Ballot or the
Bullet”: “Our gospel is black nationalism. We’re not trying to threaten
the existence of any organization, but we’re spreading the gospel of
black nationalism.”23 C. Eric Lincoln, in The Black Muslims in
America, insists that black Muslims (Malcolm X being one of its chief
proponents) have made a science of black nationalism.24 He maintains
that they have “made black the ideal, the ultimate value; they have
proclaimed the black man to be the primogenitor of all civilization, the
Chosen of Allah, ‘the rightful ruler of the Planet Earth.’”25

Prior to his pilgrimage to Mecca, Malcolm X posited a “defensive
offensive” of black nationalism and separatism as a response to the
American system of racial oppression. Lincoln delineates several areas
that characterized black nationalism as exemplified in the black Muslim
movement: group consciousness, avoidance, acceptance, and aggression.
Group consciousness refers to a state of mind held by individuals with an
awareness of their particularities alongside other groups and serves as a
defense mechanism for the preservation and attainment of values they
deem important. Avoidance emerges out of concern for physical, psy-
chological, and economic security. The urgent cry for social, political,
and economic separatism that Malcolm preached reflected this senti-
ment. Though acceptance often means recognizing what one cannot
change about one’s social condition, Malcolm rejected notions of accom-
modation to any forms of oppression in American society.

In his autobiography, Malcolm is recorded as saying “If you pull a
knife halfway out of a man’s back, that’s not progress; . . . only until
you pull the knife all the way out and begin attending to the wound does
progress take place.”26 Malcolm X’s critique of American society was
expressed as a bitter rejection of any notions of racial, cultural, or his-
torical superiority held by whites. Like Garvey, Malcolm praised the
beauty of black humanity and celebrated the historical contributions of
blacks throughout history. Dyson’s Making Malcolm describes the black
nationalism of Malcolm X as a response to the erosion of communal
identity and as a strategy to struggle against the cultural effects slavery,
political disenfranchisement, and centuries of subjugation.27 Malcolm’s
brand of black nationalism, says Dyson, serves as a powerful tool in
contemporary black nationalism, yet elicited a dynamic program of pro-
gressive black politics. Though Malcolm was restricted to the teachings
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of Elijah Muhammad, during this period he also broadened and refined
the meaning of black nationalism. Self-determination and affirmation of
black dignity and personhood was Malcolm’s resounding message prior
to and even after his pilgrimage to Mecca.

However, a major change did take place in Malcolm’s critique of
American society after his visit to Mecca and Africa. While he was
consistent in his indignation of America’s treatment of blacks, he now
showed a spirit of racial cooperation and a sincere concern for all of
suffering humanity. Theologically, Malcolm no longer held the exclu-
sionary belief that all white men were evil. Malcolm’s international
experience substantiated a new way of viewing the racial situation in
America. Malcolm began to focus in on the economic and political
conditions affecting whites and blacks. Notions of separatism and
antiwhite sentiments were replaced with a call for unity and interna-
tional pressure as a means to deal with the race problem. Malcolm X
remained consistent in his pessimistic view of the American political
landscape. However, now his sense of pessimism was tempered by the
possibility for unity and international cooperation to address human
suffering. Malcolm shared this sentiment in an interview with Harry
Ring, “I’m for whatever gets results . . . that gets meaningful results
for the masses of our people.”28 Malcolm, like Reinhold Niebuhr, rec-
ognized the depth and reality of human sin that made sweeping social
change in America virtually impossible. Niebuhr and Malcolm, never-
theless, shared a “realistic optimism” about the human condition.

The notion of black integration could only lead to blacks being fur-
ther dependent on whites for their livelihood.29 The impact of nation-
alism is critical to understanding King’s emphasis on the “love ethic”
as a means of enacting change in American society. Further, King’s cri-
tique of American ideological hypocrisy was a result of the religious
and cultural dimensions of his experience coming to bear with full
force upon the American psychic. It is evident that his cultural context,
in his relationship with his father, “Daddy King,” and encounters with
Mays and Thurman provided the basis and ongoing inspiration for his
thought and leadership in the movement.

King’s Cultural Roots as Seeds 
of the Beloved Community

King’s experience within the African American religious tradition and
growing up in a community steeped in struggle and mutual dependency
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provided a framework for his conception of the beloved community.
Scholars of King have tended to focus on the intellectual influences he
encountered at Crozer Seminary and Boston University, while down-
playing the impact of his cultural influences. Although these contribu-
tions have been immense, the cultural dimensions of King’s experience,
rooted in the African American community, must never be denied.
King’s cultural roots not only planted the seeds for his interpretation
of Western philosophical ideas, but also provided the basis and ongo-
ing inspiration for his campaign against injustice in American society.
These sentiments may be summarized in the words of J. Deotis
Roberts when he writes, “Any real appreciation of King’s approach to
ethical decision making must begin with a look at his experience of the
black family, church, and community.”30 Roberts further insist that
this was the basis of his worldview and the lens through which he
shaped his reality. In the spirit of Lewis V. Baldwin, who has written
extensively on King’s cultural roots, the contributions of Benjamin
Elijah Mays, Daddy King, and Howard Thurman are worthy of serious
reflection in relation to King.

Certainly, there were other cultural influences on King such as his
paternal grandmother who lived with the King family for many years,
grade school teachers, friends, and other family members. However, I
focus on those persons most instrumental in shaping King’s sense of
“call” and model for a ministry of social justice and nonviolence.
These three figures not only held a poignant place in King’s cultural
development as a minister, scholar, and family man, but also helped to
sharpen King’s vision of the beloved community and his sophisticated
intellectual repertoire. Daddy King, Benjamin Mays, and Howard
Thurman extended to Martin King, Jr. a legacy of resistance to social
injustice rooted in the African American religious tradition. At the
heart of this tradition is the institution of the Black Church of which
Martin King, Jr. was an ostensible heir, a prince of the Black Church
tradition. Through his vision of the beloved community, King embod-
ied the hopes, dreams, and aspirations of his forebears who groomed
and supported him during his pilgrimage.

“Daddy” Martin Luther King, Sr. and 
the Black Church

King emerged from a long succession of black preachers. As a fourth-
generation black Baptist minister, the idea of being deeply involved
with the church was not unreasonable. King’s father, affectionately
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known as “Daddy King,” was well respected and quite active in the
black community in Atlanta, Georgia. Daddy King was also influential
in civil rights movement in the city and through his involvement with
the National Baptist Convention, United States.31 Through this model
of leadership, King was sensitized to the sting of Southern racism and
the unflagging responsibility to resist its unjust systems. Reflecting on
his father’s life in his autobiography, King states, “With this heritage,
it is not surprising that I also learned to abhor segregation, consider-
ing it both rationally inexplicable and morally unjustifiable.”32 The
deep religious convictions of Daddy King’s mother left an enduring
imprint upon his psyche as she would often say, “God provided.”33

This intrinsic familial insistence on the faithfulness of God directly
related to the young King’s experience in the church community. For
King, the Black Church and his father provided the theological foun-
dations and framework for his subsequent encounter with Protestant
liberalism at Crozer and Boston. Although King rejected the funda-
mentalism and emotionalism he saw in his father’s practices, King
nonetheless embraced the prophetic and liberating dimensions of
Christianity reflected in his experience at church. Baldwin’s definitive
account of King’s cultural roots emphasizes the church’s continuous
and profound impact upon his life and work.34 According to Baldwin,
the Black Church significantly informed King’s personal and intellec-
tual formation as much as, if not more than, his own family.

With a combination of his cultural roots in the Black Church tradi-
tion and his intellectual pilgrimage, King determined that authority for
social and political ordering rested in the love ethic of Christ. The cen-
trality of the love ethic for King had grounds in his cultural and intel-
lectual experiences. Culturally, the Black Church, in practices of social
witness, fellowship, and kindness, was an important source for making
his intellectual tools intelligible and not merely theory. Though
“Daddy” King was a major role model for Martin King, Jr. as far as the
Black Church was concerned, King also looked for a balance between
the passion of religious conviction and the depth of critical thinking. His
exposure to figures like Benjamin “Bennie” Mays at Morehouse College
would further offer him a blueprint for his own life and thought.

Benjamin Elijah Mays and the 
Morehouse Experience

Long time chaplain of the Martin Luther King, Jr. Chapel at
Morehouse College, Lawrence E. Carter, Sr., in Walking Integrity, has
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produced perhaps the most substantial expositions of Mays’ influence
on King to date.35 Carter critically explores the life of one of the giants
in black leadership and higher education during the mid-twentieth cen-
tury.36 Dr. Mays’s outlook was formed in the Southern tradition where
God and education went hand in hand. While at Morehouse, Mays
came into contact with Mordecai Wyatt Johnson. Johnson, who was
then pastor of the First Baptist Church of Charleston, West Virginia,
would become a significant mentor to Mays and, as has been docu-
mented, would have a profound influence on Martin King, Jr. as well.

Although many scholars have noted Mordecai Johnson’s role in
introducing young Martin King, Jr. to the thought of Mahatma Gandhi,
the influence of Mays has been less visible. As with Mordecai Johnson
of Howard University, Mays was fascinated by Gandhian philosophy.
He visited India many times during his life. Mays’ influence on King
was felt not only in terms of Gandhi but also toward King’s conceptu-
alization of the church and of himself as a minister. Initially King had
aspirations to study law. He was turned off by his father’s fundamen-
talist views and overly emotional style of preaching. But after encoun-
tering Ben Mays, the minister and scholar, King found a model that
would allow him to be a critical thinker and passionate clergyman
simultaneously.

In 1933, Mays published his book, The Negro’s Church, a text that
critically examined the multiple dimensions of African American con-
gregations. As Carter writes, in his assessment Mays demonstrated
“how desperately the black church needed trained leadership.”37 It
became apparent that Mays understood there was little concern for
intellectually trained clergy, either internal or external to the church.
He was intentional about identifying and preparing young men for
leadership in the freedom struggle. Deeply rooted in the black religious
tradition, Mays exhorted students to high moral and religious ideals
emphasizing service and developing the mind.

“Bennie” Mays was also an important, though often overlooked,
forerunner to the black theology movement of the late 1960s and early
1970s. One of the signets of black theology, represented in James
Cone, J. Deotis Roberts, Major Jones, and others, is that knowledge of
God must begin with serious reflection on black suffering. Furthermore,
“God” chose to identify God’s self as a first-century disenfranchised
jew named Jesus. Ultimately, God is on the side of all oppressed peo-
ples in the struggle for freedom and justice. According to Carter,
Mays, in his dissertation entitled “The Idea of God in Contemporary
Negro Literature,” was among the first to posit that African American
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conceptions of God draw from their social condition.38 Mays’ thought
was deeply affected by the Social Gospel movement of the 1920s and
1930s led by Walter Rauchenbusch.39 Rauchenbusch was certainly not
Mays’ only influence, important as he may have been. Mays was heir
to a proud tradition of black religious leadership rooted in protest and
resistance dating back to Richard Allen, Absalom Jones, Henry
Highland Garnet, Henry McNeal Turner, and others.40 These influ-
ences propelled Mays toward a life of preparing young men for leader-
ship to stand against social injustice. In his many speeches and
conversations, Mays often shared with young students, including King:

You are young and beautiful, you are not responsible. If you were born
with physical defects, you are not responsible. If you were born with a
brilliant mind, you are not responsible. If you live in slums, you are not
responsible. If you live in a high class neighborhood, you are not
responsible. Therefore, you have no reason to boast and become arro-
gant because you were born privileged or to feel ashamed and unworthy
because you were born poor. You are only responsible for how you use
your God given talents.41

Mays compelled his students to not only recognize the dehumanizing
social forces around them, but to respond with a desperate sense of
personal responsibility and creativity. This enduring emphasis on
social change and academic excellence emerged in the life of young
King as Mays quickly became an important figure in it and among the
King family. In recalling his Morehouse experience, King expressed
the feeling of freedom to have open discussions on social issues and
race.42 The relationship between Mays and King, though spawned
during the chapel sessions on campus, carried over into King’s family
life. Benjamin Mays and Daddy King were very well acquainted with
each other. Daddy King served as a member of the Morehouse Board
of Trustees. In addition to being a close family advisor during King’s
public tenure during the civil rights campaigns, Mays also served on
King’s ordination council at Ebenezer Baptist Church, where Daddy
King served as pastor.

George P. Kelsey, who was chairman of the Department of Religion
at Morehouse, also shaped King’s mental conception of the prototyp-
ical minister. According to Carter, through these figures King “visual-
ized his ideal of what a minister could be and came to see that the
ministry could be intellectually respectable as well as emotionally sat-
isfying.”43 Mays also became associated with another figure, Howard
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Thurman, who studied at Morehouse College, while Mays had taught
there, earlier in his career. Thurman, like Mays, would also have that
Morehouse connection with King and become an important spiritual
mentor and intellectual predecessor.

King and the Spirituality of Howard Thurman

The overwhelming influence of Thurman on King cannot be over-
stated. Contrary to many arguments supporting the notion that King
adopted very few intellectual ideas from black scholars or his cultural
surroundings, Thurman’s theology directly linked the life of Christ as
a first-century Jew with suffering blacks. This thinking was a driving
force behind much of King’s work.44 Behind King’s notion of the
beloved community and reconciliation was Thurman’s notion of com-
munity. This was especially the case regarding Thurman’s understand-
ing of the love ethic of Christ. The love ethic of Christ, and Gandhian
principles of nonviolence as a strategy, served as pillars of King’s
thought and actions. Because of the importance of the love ethic of
Christ in King’s thought, we will closely consider the intersections of
Thurman and King in this manner.

As author, minister, prophet, poet, and mystic, Thurman drew upon
vast experiences and a keen spiritual sensitivity in order to shape his
theology. Thurman’s theological conception of community also pro-
vided seeds for the latter development of “Black Theology” as a dis-
tinct discipline. The theme of reconciliation is essential in examining
the theology of Thurman. The “community” Thurman envisions is the
embodiment of reconciliation in action. For Thurman, reconciliation
entailed the threefold relationship between God, the individual self,
and the world. Thurman emphasized the centrality of human person-
ality in the formation of community. Unlike Fluker, comparing the
ideal of community in Thurman and King, our purposes here are to
understand how Thurman’s theology impacted King’s thought and
action.45 Stewart’s critical analysis shows the multiple dimensions seen
in Thurman’s theology.

In looking at Thurman’s thought, one cannot divorce his intellec-
tual experiences and influences from his cultural experience with fam-
ily and community. Thurman’s theology has often been understood
within the context of process theology. Thurman holds a high regard
for nature and views the activity and nature of God as continually
transformative. For Thurman, nature offered a unique insight into the
inner life. Amid the incessant storms of the beaches of Daytona, natural
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metaphors, analogous to the human spirit, would be a reoccurring
theme in Thurman’s writings. In his autobiography, Thurman recounts:

The ocean and the night together surrounded my little life with a reas-
surance that could not be affronted by the behavior of human beings.
The ocean at night gave me a sense of timelessness, of existing beyond
the reach of the ebb and flow of circumstances. Death would be a minor
thing, I felt, in the sweep of that natural embrace.46

Although Thurman experienced many hardships related to family
tragedies and entrenched racism in the South, the social context of the
Black Church and community provided strength and spiritual resources
necessary to endure these struggles, as with King. Another important
similarity Thurman shared with King involved their family life and
early experience with the Black Church. The belief of “somebodyness”
was implanted into the heart of young Thurman within the context of
the church and stayed with him throughout his life and ministry. That
sense of somebodyness was also imbedded in young King. Ansbro,
Garrow and Smith, and Zepp have attempted to relate this sense of
somebodyness to the idea of human dignity reflected in Boston per-
sonalism and the schools of Protestant liberalism in which King stud-
ied.47 But King knew what these ideas meant before setting foot on
those Northern campuses. King shared the experiences of Thurman,
which explains why they would later become close friends and fellow
freedom fighters.

Thurman’s intellectual and spiritual formation established firm
foundations from which to stand amid the tempest of struggles before
him as his ideology began to take form. While Thurman’s social and
cultural experiences were pivotal to his thought, his intellectual pur-
suits provided a forum to further develop his thinking. Some of those
who influenced Thurman were George Cross, of Rochester Seminary,
Olive Schreiner, Rufus M. Jones, and Mohandas K. Gandhi, among
others. As Fluker indicates, Thurman explored multiple streams of
theological and philosophical ideas. Consequently, no single perspec-
tive would be adequate in approaching Thurman’s thought. Although
these persons had a profound effect on Thurman’s thinking, his theo-
logical and spiritual creativity is undeniable. For instance, Thurman
understands the “self” as having both inner and outer dimensions.
Religious experience is the primary means by which to understand and
cultivate these dimensions. Thurman’s The Creative Encounter offers
an interpretation of religious experience concerning the individual and
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his/her relationship to society.48 Religious experience means “the
conscious and direct exposure of the individual to God.”49 Howard
Thurman, in his Jesus and the Disinherited, presents a powerful reflec-
tion of the manner at which God is on the side of the oppressed, the
poor, the marginalized of our society with their “backs against the
wall.” Thurman was writing to “those who need profound succor and
strength to enable them to live in the present with dignity and creativ-
ity.”50 In many regards, Thurman offers a remarkable “1940s” ver-
sion of a Christocentric liberation theology by surveying the “world of
the oppressed and asking how it might be possible for human beings
to endure the terrible pressures of the dominating world without
losing their humanity, without forfeiting their souls.”51

The individual moral life plays a fundamental role in Thurman’s
conception of reconciliation. Speaking to the intricacies of reconcilia-
tion, Thurman asserts that reconciliation applies both to the individ-
ual life and the social life.52 Inner turmoil, for Thurman, is intrinsically
connected to social disharmony and strife. Reconciliation seeks to
resolve both the inner and outer contradictions of the human experi-
ence. It overcomes division and brings forth wholeness. According to
Thurman, the inner being ultimately becomes whole through a rela-
tionship with the divine and that relationship extends to broader
human relations.

Thurman also had a profound appreciation for the inner resources
or what he calls “inward center” (the heart and soul of the dispos-
sessed) of those who have throughout history stood valiantly against
the brutal feet of oppression. He imparted this truth to King. In fact,
when King was stabbed during a book signing in New York City on
September 20, 1958, Thurman came to counsel him. During the visit,
he urged King to take the needed rest and develop his inward spiritual-
ity. Luther E. Smith, Jr., in Howard Thurman: The Mystic as Prophet,
posits that community for Thurman is a consequence of the “sense of
self.”53 Smith highlights Thurman’s notion of “unity” as a central motif
in relating the “sense of self” to all other dimensions of life and reli-
gious experience. The idea of “unity” as it pertains to Thurman’s con-
ception of community, says Smith, is “characterized by its ability to
allow persons (and nature) to actualize their potential. In actualizing
potential, persons come to recognize and realize their worth and pur-
pose for life.”54 A sense of self promulgates stability amid the tumul-
tuous outward experiences of life. One’s self-awareness or lack thereof
informs all other experiences. Religious experience, for Thurman, is
measured and interpreted by the sense of self. The intelligibility of
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religious experiences begins with the sense of self. The idea of finding
one’s purpose in the world and connecting it with a sense of “self”
would be critical for King as he understood his role as a black “Moses”
leading African American people to the “promised land” (as articu-
lated in his final “Mountain Top” speech in Memphis, Tennessee).
According to Fluker, Thurman’s claims about the self may potentially
lead to subjectivism and isolationism.55 Fluker is correct in observing
Thurman’s tendency to leave all modes of interpretation to personal
experiences, characterized as a sense of self. However, Thurman seems
to ward off such temptations through an elucidation of the individual
in relation to community. Thurman understands the sense of self does
not exist in isolation. Rather, there is an inherent need within the self
to connect with others. The beginning of outward connection is the
encounter with God. The human spirit, says Thurman, “seems inher-
ently allergic to isolation.”56

In his distinction between the “inward” and “outward” dimensions
of religious experience, Thurman illustrates the unity of life and com-
munity. The two dimensions of religious experience are mutually
inclusive. That is, it is impossible to separate the personal and intimate
nature of religious experience from the outward interactions and
occurrences of life. The outwardness of religion is where the resources
of self-awareness become affirmed and intelligible. “Experience must
make sense,” Thurman declares. Inward religious experience aids in
finding understanding to the simple and sometimes unexplainable
facts that happens.57 Interpretation means examining the facts and
understanding the meaning of the facts in relation to one’s lived expe-
rience. Thurman’s emphasis on the inner and outer dimensions of reli-
gious experience supplied King with the necessary tools to envision a
theology of reconciliation that links the individual moral life to the
social and political realities in the public sphere.

King’s Conception of God

With the significance of King’s family, church, and community influ-
ences clearly established, we are now ready to examine King’s theo-
logical ethics. King’s conception of God is pragmatic in orientation,
yet ontological in substance and scope. At the center of King’s view of
God was the idea that human persons are “coworkers” with God in
the quest for liberation and community. Like James Cone and other
liberationist theologians, King believed God was on the side of those
who suffer. King’s God was a God of liberation and reconciliation. He
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drew heavily on the liberating themes of the Old Testament Exodus
paradigm and the prophets to advance his understanding of justice,
human freedom, and liberation. However, it was the love ethic of
Christ and the vision of community reflected in the Sermon on the
Mount that King used to develop his understanding of community and
fellowship. For King, God was not some transcendent, holy other,
entity detached from the harsh realities of human suffering. King
resolved that the nature of God is revealed and made intelligible in the
quest for social transformation and community. He perceived recon-
ciliation as a process of community building and the redemption of
social, economic, and political systems.

A number of intellectual foundations, including his cultural experi-
ences, contributed to his theological understanding of God. John J.
Ansbro, in Martin Luther King, Jr.: The Making of a Mind, treats
other important influences in King’s conception of God.58 Indeed,
there were many contributions to King’s theology, too numerous to
name. As has already been stated, King drew from a deep well of cul-
tural and intellectual influences in formulating his thought. However,
some stand out in helping us to understand some of his more domi-
nant themes. Among these were Paul Tillich, Anders Nygren, George
Davis, L. Harold DeWolf, Paul Ramsey, and Howard Thurman.59 King
affirmed Tillich’s notion that God is the ultimate ground and basis for
human existence. Like Tillich, King believed that to reach one’s full
potential as a human person means to participate in the activity of
God. The activity of God, for King, was a space of justice, peace,
wholeness, and community. God revealed His self in the redemption,
healing, and restoration of the outcast and marginalized.

King’s God spoke to the personal needs and concerns of those who
suffer. As Noel L. Erskine observed, King would reject the God of
Tillich as “impersonal” and “wholly other.”60 In his dissertation at
Boston University, entitled, “A Comparison of the Conceptions of
God in the Thinking of Paul Tillich and Henry Nelson Wieman,” King
critiques Tillich’s God as overly ontological.61 Instead, he embraced
the personal dimensions of God as a redeemer, who relates to persons
in intimate and familial ways. King’s God could be expressed in the
familiar refrain he often called forth, “God is a mother to the mother-
less, and a father to the fatherless.”62

Of course, the influences of DeWolf and Davis are apparent in
King’s conception of God and the universe as it relates to social justice
and the plight of the oppressed. Like DeWolf, King recognized the lim-
itations of human reason and presented a “rational plausibility” of an
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assent to the existence of a God Who has created man and the world,
and Who cares for man—an assent that is a presupposition of the
Christian faith.63 King drew an understanding from DeWolf that
offered the basis for his belief that the struggle for freedom would be
successful and had cosmic companionship. His belief that humans are
“coworkers” with God in social transformation was funded by the
affirmation of God as “Redeemer.” King understood God as the all-
powerful creative force that redeems individuals, social systems, and
institutions. Just weeks into the Montgomery Bus Boycott campaign,
on January 30, 1956, King was speaking at one of the MIA’s weekly
mass meetings when he received news of his house being bombed.64

King’s wife, Coretta was at the house with their two-month-old
daughter and a family friend. King rushed home from the meeting to
find his house bombed and hundreds of people poised for violence and
retaliation. Although no one was injured, the bombing sent shock-
waves throughout the city and those present were far from relieved.
They felt that if the perpetrators would harm a preacher who stood for
nonviolence, then no one was safe. On the steps of his mangled home,
King announced, “unearned suffering is redemptive.” He recognized
that ultimately one could be prepared for the sacrifices required to
seek justice and liberation because of the redemptive qualities of
human suffering in the process. Theologically, he believed that as the
God who redeems, He has chosen to use human persons as agents of
His transformative power in the world. Inasmuch as it is through prac-
tices, expressing the love ethic of Christ, that the nature of God is
revealed. Drawing from the influences of Rauchenbusch, King main-
tained that God was moving through and ordering human history
toward a community of love and mutual interdependency.

King and Edgar S. Brightman

As indicated, there were several important influences shaping King’s
ideas about God. However, Brightman may well have had the most
compelling impact in King’s thinking. Brightman’s giant presence in the
field of personalism dominated the landscape at the time. While study-
ing at Boston University, King took several classes with Brightman. In
fact, Brightman served as King’s advisor for some time. Brightman’s
project, overall, attempts to examine the relationship between what
he describes as “divine dignity” and human suffering.65 Brightman’s
influence upon King is evident in his emphasis on human suffering
and religious experience in the idea of God. In Brightman’s analysis,
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understanding who God is cannot be divorced from the meaning of
religious experience in general and human suffering in particular. The
God of theism, he contends, conserved both themes, yet left God “too
dignified to be helpful and too helpful to be dignified.”66 Traditional
theism was helpful in making the idea of transcendent dignity of the
divine self-existence and God’s relation to suffering humanity an intel-
ligible prospect. Aquinas is criticized as upholding divine dignity while
neglecting the imperative of human suffering in approaching the idea
of God. For Brightman, attributes of God, such as God’s omnipotence
and impassibility, distanced God from the reality of human suffering.
To understand the paradox between divine dignity and human suffer-
ing, Brightman introduces his conception of the “Given” in God that
frustrates the achievement of the highest value. The Given may not
only account for natural evil, says Brightman, but also potentiality, the
devil, and the irrational.67 He challenges the Thomistic idea of God as
wholly impassible and therefore unable to respond to reality of human
suffering.

One of the reasons King was attracted to Brightman and other
personalist thinkers was because of their strong sensitivities toward
social issues. Brightman and other personalism thinkers thought very
critically about social and political realities responsible for massive
human suffering and wanted to understand the nature of God in this
respect. As a revision of traditional theism, Brightman argued for lim-
itations in the divine nature of God. God is infinite in God’s will and
knowledge but limited as it relates to the Given in the being of God.
This divine nature suggests a personal God who is both creative and
finite. The meaning of religious experience is critical to Brightman’s
understanding of religion in relation to God. He draws parallels with
scientific inquiry and the meaning of religious inquiry. As nature is
considered that which science seeks to describe, so God is one who
religion seeks to worship. Both are forms of exploration and seeking.
The search for God, says Brightman, lead to varieties of conceptions of
what God is, and have all held in common that God indeed is. The
idea of God, for Brightman, is best understood from the perspective of
religious experience.

The efficacy of religious experience is critical in probing the idea of
God. For Thomas, human religious experience is suspect since human
beings are limited as intellectual beings. While God is pure act, human
experience involves potentiality. The potentiality of human existence
hinders our understanding regarding the idea of God. Yet, in order for
the idea of God to be intelligible, to any extent, requires some likeness
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of the essence of God in the intellect, which for Aquinas is “the light
of glory strengthening the intellect.”68 But how does Aquinas reconcile
the significance of religious experience as it relates to human suffering
and what it means to speak well about God? Brightman elucidates that
the idea of God exhibits “both the religious man’s sense of the divine
dignity and also his sense of human suffering.”69 The synoptic Gospels
speak to the reality of human suffering, he contends. Also, though
dignified, the God of the synoptics seeks to lift the weight of suffering
humanity. This is against the idea of sin as the cause of human suf-
fering. Brightman affirms Harnack’s idea that the Hellenization of
Christianity through the influence of philosophy on theology was sec-
ularization. That is to say the interest of divine dignity usurped the
interest of divine suffering.

For Brightman, human suffering requires a God who is actus
purus—actuality without potentiality. Like Aquinas, Brightman wants
to maintain God’s immutability, which God is without potentiality
and is unchanging. God’s immutability does not negate God’s concern
for suffering humanity. “Human suffering requires a God who can
love; divine dignity requires a God who is impassible and for whom,
therefore, love is divested of significant content for the human suf-
ferer.”70 Human suffering demands a God who is able to respond to
the pains of human experience. Divine dignity suggests an impassible
and unchanging God in both will and knowledge.

Suggesting an alternative view, Brightman insists upon the idea of
God as an interpreter of human experience. The God of human experi-
ence acts justly in light of that human experience in recognition of divine
dignity and for the relief of human suffering. In asserting this claim, is
Brightman able to maintain divine dignity in relation to God’s attrib-
utes? To hold that God’s divine dignity can be maintained in the face of
human suffering, Brightman points to the existence of dualism both in
human experience and in all religious forms. This dualism is seated in
consciousness and located in the object of religious worship. Brightman
seems to be positing a struggle between God’s nature and God’s will
within God’s own inner life. Hence, there are limitations within the
divine nature. Limitation in the divine nature is seen in that God is other
than what God is not. To claim God has a divine nature presupposes
God does not have a human nature. Therefore, God is limited since God
cannot be what God is not. Brightman seems to suggest that the Given
is played out in the relationship between God and that which is not
God, namely creation. He maintains that the eternal nature of the divine
consciousness includes both form and content as eternal facts.
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God is the rational explanation of cosmic order and interaction,
hence the embodiment of reason and will. Because God knows all and
wills what is best, God is eternal, good, and wise. This causes a prob-
lem for the theistic conception that creation is related to God’s con-
tent, says Brightman. The Given is the nature of consciousness itself.
Inherent in the nature of God, the Given raises problems of dualisms.
Thus it is a limitation within the divine nature, “a problem for the
divine will and reason.” The Given is viewed as an eternal problem or
task in the eternal nature of God. Brightman holds that the Given is
best resolved throughout eternity. The Given is not eliminated, but
through divine will and reason it may be used for the purposes of God.
Hence, “the divine perfection, then, is an infinite series of perfectings.
Perfection means perfectibility.”71 Brightman’s claim of successive per-
fectabilities in God seems incompatible with Thomistic thought. Since
for Thomas God is pure act-of-being, God is absolute perfection. That
“Perfection” requires perfectibility suggests incompleteness and defect.
For Aquinas, in God are all perfections, since God is “universally per-
fect.”72 Furthermore, Aquinas purports God as subsistent being, thus
containing the whole perfection of being. Rightly so, the Given may
possibly offer explanations for the activity of God and suffering in
human experience as well. The reality of the temporal becomes the
forum for God’s mastery of the Given. The Given replaces the func-
tionality of potentiality, the devil, and the irrational. This would do
away with dualism, since the Given is within the divine nature. If there
were a dualism, it would only exist as process within the “Supreme
Person.”73 Brightman’s theology raises serious questions about King’s
appropriation of personalism. Brightman’s impact on King is quite
apparent. At the center of King’s theology is a deep commitment to
alleviate human suffering. Furthermore, religious experience as a
matter of Christian practice provided the power and impetus for con-
fronting the dogs of segregation and envisioning the teachings of
Christ as a form of nonviolent militancy and resistance.

King and the Love Ethic of Christ

Although King celebrated and embraced the Christ of faith and saw
the work of Christ as transforming unjust social systems in history, he
most often alluded to the Christ of history. Inasmuch as King’s
Christology was deeply connected to the love ethic of Christ. The love
ethic of Christ referred to the ethical teachings and moral life of Christ
as reflected in the Gospels. The core of the love ethic concept was
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agape (love)—a self-sacrificial, unconditional, love that flows from
God. Drawing from his ethical teachings, and observations from
Gandhi and Thurman, King argued that the Person of Christ served as
a moral example pointing humanity toward the intended purposes of
God in creation. For King, the Person of Christ in the human experience
becomes meaningful when the love of God is shared with the other. The
love ethic of Christ stands at the center of King’s Christology. His view
of Christ is grounded in the practical material realities of the human
condition. While King’s view of God seems to heavily reflect personal-
ist influences, his Christological formulations are intricately tied to the
practices of Christ, expressed in agape.

In order to fully comprehend King’s Christology and its relation to
the love ethic of Christ, one must look to the thought and influences
of Thurman upon King. Mozella Mitchell says the conversion process
is self-created by the concept of love.74 Melvin Watson describes
Thurman’s concept of love as being essential to his understanding of
religious experience—both personal and social.75 Watson explains:

To be loved is the experience of having been totally dealt with. Love is
the experience through which an individual passes when he relates
to another human being at a point which is beyond all good and evil.
To be loved is to be dealt with at a point where one’s own confidence
operates—to have one’s trust activated.76

He professed that the Christian conception of love is the foundation of
power and the source of justice. King distinguished between eros,
philia, and agape. Drawing heavily from Nygren’s view of love as self-
sacrifice, King emphasized agape as an abiding principle in his thought.77

In the Gospel and epistles, Nygren viewed agape as a self-sacrificing
love that flows from God into sinful humanity, giving humans the
capacity to recognize their sinfulness and to forgive and love their ene-
mies. He indicated that agape does not require a sentimental or affec-
tionate emotion. This love regards every human being, friend or foe, as
a neighbor. For King, agape involves the recognition of the fact that all
human life is interrelated. King asserted that humanity must be seen as
a single process. Agape requires that we be our brother’s keeper.
Borrowing from George Davis, the practice of agape would enable
humanity to move toward the recognition of human dignity and the
universal realization of justice. This understanding was rooted in the
belief in an all-powerful and benevolent God who guides history with
His loving purpose. King maintained that God was on the side of the
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oppressed in their struggle for freedom and this enabled and empowered
the practice of agape realized in nonviolent action.

The centrality of “love” related to the inward aspects of religious
experience is seen in the human longing both to love and to be loved.78

King’s notion of the beloved community explicated in his book Strength
to Love is reflected in Thurman’s ability to relate the love ethic and
community. Thurman views love as a crucial element in the formation
of community since it establishes a response to other human beings. In
the structure and development of the human personality, love is a
learned behavior that teaches the human personality how to relate and
interact with like creatures. That communities are collections of indi-
vidual personalities makes the principle of love an imperative for the
existence of harmony and reconciliation. One of the ways this idea is
expressed in the adult life is in the desire to be cared for and given
attention in spite of what Thurman calls the “residue of the world.” In
other words, there is a deep and profound longing for a personal
encounter where one can lay aside false pretenses and express one’s
true self.

King certainly had this experience when after returning from a mass
meeting during the Montgomery Bus Boycott, he received yet another
threat. Only, on this occasion the threat cut to the core of King’s deep-
est fears and concerns for his family. He kneeled over a cup of coffee
in the kitchen and prayed that God would come to his aid at a per-
sonal level since the burdens of leadership seemed too great to bear.
King recounted that something inside of him told him to stand up for
justice and truth, and that he would not be alone. King’s deep com-
mitment to the love ethic of Christ was alive in his personal life and
wider understanding of human nature. The nature of human existence
demands recognition and acceptance simply as being human.
Although this need for love extends to other people, Thurman con-
tends that it finds fulfillment and utter triumph through an individ-
ual’s experience with God.79 In Fluker’s analysis, Thurman associates
all love with God.80 God is love and the source of all love. In the light
of God’s blinding love, one is brought to the realization of their true
personhood and laid bare in truth and humility. Loving and being
loved in this manner means the exclusion of pretensions, stereotypes,
and abstract judgments.81 Love demands particularity, not generality.
In Disciplines of the Spirit, Thurman contends:

The experience of love is either a necessity or a luxury. If it be a luxury,
it is expendable; if it be a necessity, then to deny it is to perish. So simple
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is the reality, and so terrifying. Ultimately there is only one place of
refuge on this planet for any [person]—that is in another man’s heart.
To love is to make one’s heart a swinging door.82

Thurman argued that love makes possible the actualization of recon-
ciliation as it moves and operates in the sense of self. This is quite sim-
ilar to the classical notion of reconciliation in Scripture whereby one
becomes reconciled with neighbor only as a consequence of being rec-
onciled with God. Without Thurman’s insights, it would have been
nearly impossible for King to ground the lofty theological and philo-
sophical ideas at Crozer and Boston with the crucible of black suffer-
ing in the South. Drawing from Thurman, King related the radical
implications of the love ethic of Christ to political resistance and the
development of community. Ultimately, he would use the love ethic of
Christ as the bedrock for his vision of a just and reconciled society.

The Quest for Human Dignity

Human dignity, nonviolent protest, and social transformation all con-
verged in King’s thought. He held a very optimistic view of human
nature. King believed that through the power of agape, even the cru-
elest individuals in human society could be redeemed. Drawing from
personalist thought, he maintained that persons, as they are made in
the image of God, are endowed with inherent dignity and eternal sig-
nificance. He embraced an Irenaen approach to human nature, argu-
ing that human nature and society as a whole, was in the process of
becoming. Unlike Niebuhr, he did not generally accept the notion that
human nature is inherently sinful. On the other hand, King acknowl-
edged the limitations of human potentiality. He took seriously Niebuhr’s
idea that individuals, not social systems, could be transformed. At the
same time, he moved beyond Niebuhr to personalist theology.

King’s reception to the personalist doctrine allowed him to identify
with insights on the dignity of the human person from a variety of
sources. Among those were Immanuel Kant, whose emphasis on ratio-
nality, freedom, and responsibility influenced many personalists; Edgar
Brightman, whose moral laws demanded the formation of values in
the person and in the community; Reinhold Niebuhr, whose under-
standing of the potential of individual and collective man for evil chal-
lenged any excessive optimism; and the existentialists, both theistic
and atheistic, who championed the value of the person while stressing
the limitations that hindered human freedom. In particular, Kant’s
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demand for respect of the dignity of human personality, where “all
men must be treated as ends and never as mere means” established
the groundwork for the idea of a “moral obligation” to confront
collective evils.83

Although King did not explicitly develop a theological anthropol-
ogy, much of his views on human nature are intertwined with the
quest for social transformation and protest. According to King, to be
human meant resisting evil and injustice. Ansbro deals with several
sources of King’s formulation of the idea that one has a moral obliga-
tion to resist collective evil. Some of those influences were Henry
Thoreau, Socrates, St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, Mahatma
Gandhi, and Reinhold Niebuhr. Thoreau’s “On the Duty of Civil
Disobedience” maintained that one must refuse to cooperate with an
evil system.84 The objective for Thoreau was to produce revolutionary
ends and a change in the political order to preserve human dignity.
Thoreau articulated the radical nature of protest to King in the face of
societal stagnation. Thoreau wrote:

Action from principle—the perception and the performance of right—
changes things and relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does not
consist wholly with any thing which was. It not only divides states and
churches; it divides families, aye, it divides the individual, separating the
diabolical in him from the divine.85

For King, protests were not intended to be revolutionary in that way,
but regarded the law as the highest appeal, named the Constitution
only in so far as it is in harmony with the moral law of the universe.
Using Socrates as an example, King in his “Letter from Birmingham
Jail” wrote, “To a degree, academic freedom is a reality today
because Socrates practiced civil disobedience.”86 King also referred to
St. Augustine’s contention in De libero arbitrio that an unjust law is
no law at all.87 Regarding disobedience of unjust laws, King pointed to
the doctrine exposed by St. Thomas Aquinas that “an unjust law is a
human law that is not based on the eternal law and the natural law.”
Human nature, then, was subject to and conditioned by eternal and
natural laws. In the quest for freedom, one could not separate what
constitutes being human from the eternal and natural laws shaping
human nature. The insistence of freedom in the thought of King is
clear in his position about the relationship between eternal law and
human law. Eternal law was God’s plan for creation and divine wis-
dom. Human law should be in harmony with eternal law. These ideas
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were the building blocks of the philosophical and theological reasoning
to address the problem of collective evil. All that was left was a
method that would be effective in the hands of an oppressed people as
they sought to bring into harmony human and eternal law.

King was also influenced by Reinhold Niebuhr’s theology on social
change. For King, Niebuhr’s most important contribution was his
refutation of extreme optimism about humanity’s natural capacity for
good, like in Protestant liberalism, without yielding to antirationalism
or semifundamentalism.88 The influence of works like Niebuhr’s
Moral Man and Immoral Society and An Interpretation of Christian
Ethics helped shape King’s understanding of the mission of the church
in that the church must not only be concerned about the individual
soul of human beings but also with the social structures and institu-
tions that impact the soul. In reading Niebuhr, King was attracted
to Niebuhr’s understanding of the dynamics of social systems. King
struggled with the question of how systems of segregation and false
notions of white supremacy can be held by so many and goes unchal-
lenged. He saw in Niebuhr the invisible forces that operate in social
relations; that individuals are motivated by self-preservation and
preservation of the common ideas of the group. Niebuhr’s explication
of “sin” as both individual and social helped King to understand the
depths of the problem. But had King fully accepted Niebuhr’s thought
uncritically, he would have never moved beyond stagnant pessimism
to transformative optimism. Although Malcolm X relied on personal
experiences and his Islamic beliefs to inform his critique, Niebuhr
appealed heavily to Judeo-Christian theology and history to shape his
thought. Son of a pastor and brother to H. Richard Niebuhr, Reinhold
Niebuhr professed a theological, cultural and political critique of
American society. A number of factor influenced Niebuhr’s theological
assessment of race relations and social conditions in America. Among
those factors were his family life, ministry experience, and his theo-
logical formation. While growing up, Niebuhr was tutored in Hebrew
and Greek. He was introduced early to the complexities of Christian
thought and biblical studies, allowing him to have profound insight
into essence of Christian thought, as well as those theological forces
that have shaped American culture for centuries.

During King’s initial studies at Crozer and later at Boston, he
embraced many of Niebuhr’s presuppositions about human nature
and society almost uncritically. Throughout his pilgrimage, though,
King continued to struggle with Niebuhr’s ideas. Niebuhr later joined
the faculty of Union Theological Seminary in New York, where he
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produced the magisterial work, Moral Man and Immoral Society.89 In
this study, Niebuhr offers a scathing critique of American society with
the existence of a false “optimism” resulting from the peculiar dynam-
ics of collective evil. Niebuhr observed that the compelling power of
group identity might undermine individual good will. In short,
Niebuhr surmises, “man can be moral in a way society cannot.”90

Motivated by self-interest, groups are inherently subject to aggressive
and evil acts in order to preserve the interest of the group. Niebuhr is
convinced that individuals do have the ability to do good, thus tran-
scending the lures of collective evil. He draws examples from such
messianic figures as Gandhi and Christ. For Niebuhr, the capacity
for “self-transcendence” promotes the possibility for positive social
change in human history. He spells out the tension between the forces
of collective evil and individual transcendence when he writes:

A realistic analysis of the problems of human society reveals a constant
and seemingly irreconcilable conflict between the needs of society and
the imperatives of a sensitive conscience. This conflict, which could be
most briefly defined as the conflict between ethics and politics, is made
inevitably by the double focus of the moral life. One focus is in the inner
life of the individual, and the other in the necessities of man’s social life.
From the perspective of the individual the highest ideal is unselfishness.
Society must strive for justice even if it is forced to use means, such as
self-assertion, resistance, coercion, and perhaps resentment, which can-
not gain the moral sanction of the most sensitive moral spirit. The indi-
vidual must strive to realize his life by losing and finding himself in
something greater than himself.91

The essence of Niebuhr’s social critique reflects a deep pessimism
about social change occurring in groups, yet a profound sense of pos-
sibility deriving from individual transcendence. Making a similar
move in his The Nature and Destiny of Man, Niebuhr offers further
insight into the anthropological state of the human condition.92 In the
Pauline-Augustinian theological tradition, Niebuhr emphasizes
“pride” and “sensuality” as the chief sins afflicting the human condi-
tion. Niebuhr describes the sin of pride as failure of the human person
to raise her condition to unconditioned significance.93 Sin of pride, for
Niebuhr, is exacerbated when associated with group allegiances, or the
social life of the individual. Bertrand Russell observed, “of the infinite
desires of man, the chief are the desires for power and glory.”94

Although the propensity for power does exist in all human life, it is
heightened among individuals and classes with an increased share of

80 Martin Luther King, Jr. & Desmond Tutu

9781403984821ts04.qxd  29-8-07  02:35 PM  Page 80



social and political power. Niebuhr’s theological conceptions of pride
substantiated him being placed in the camp of Christian realism.
Because of his theological and social critique of pride as the driving
force behind racial and economic oppression in America, he posited a
cautionary “pessimism” when it comes to transforming large groups
of persons. Like Malcolm X, Niebuhr did not envision sweeping social
change, especially among those in power. Nonetheless, both posited
certain political and social advances that could improve the life of
oppressed people.

When King encountered Rauschenbusch, he found an alternative
framework for the possibilities of social change. Rauschenbusch’s per-
spectives on human nature and the Gospel inspired King’s sense of
optimism. Rauchenbusch argued that Christ by his words and deeds
was similar to the prophets in mind, manner, and in the love of his
heart above them all. Ansbro suggests Rauchenbusch found in Christ
a definition of goodness that King later found also in personalism.
That Christ desired to establish a society founded on love, service, and
equality provided the basis for rejecting the pursuit of wealth at the
sacrifice of justice. From Rauchenbusch, King recognized the revolu-
tionary spirit of Christ and therefore the church has the moral obliga-
tion to condemn conditions that do not embrace this love ethic,
especially evil systems related to economic conditions that stifle spiri-
tual growth. The greatest contribution of Rauchenbusch was that the
Gospel deals with the whole man, not only with his soul but also with
his body and his material well-being.

Indeed, it was not until King began to seriously consider other
thinkers such as Rauchenbusch that he begins to critique Niebuhr as
being overly pessimistic, and perhaps even fatalistic, in the possibility
of social change. Rauchenbusch, as the premier proponent of the
Social Gospel movement, argued that the “Kingdom of God” is demon-
strated in serving the needs of the poor, penniless masses. He observed
that the life of Christ, in its identification with the poor, reflected a
Gospel that transforms social conditions and speaks to the material
necessities of those who suffer. Both Niebuhr and Rauchenbusch recog-
nized the inherent evils that existed in American society and operative
in social and political structures. Where they disagreed was how to
respond to such structures. Better yet, what is the nature of the church
in relation to such social ills as poverty, unemployment, poor housing,
and so on? In the Nature and Destiny of Man, Niebuhr outlines what
he thinks are the limitations and possibilities of social transformation
in terms of human agency. Niebuhr held that because of the entrenched
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nature of sin as pride that motivates social groups, certain social struc-
tures would never be fully redeemed. They can, however, through
legislation and advocacy be made livable.

Ecclesiological Foundations of 
the Beloved Community

King’s ecclesiology was articulated principally in his ideas about the
beloved community. His writings seem to suggest that his view of the
church and community was not limited to institutional religious struc-
tures. Indeed, King recognized the particularity of the Christian church
as instituted by the salvific work of God in Christ. In establishing the
SCLC King understood that the base of the movement was in the
Black Church.95 He saw the Black Church, in particular, and Christian
church, in general, as a fundamental agent in bringing about the
beloved community. At the same time, King expanded his view of the
church and Christian community as extending to all humanity. The
task of the Christian church was to model and express the beloved
community to the wider society. In King’s thought, there is no clear
distinction between the concept of the beloved community and the
actualization of justice. King’s understanding of the church was, in
broad terms, considered a community of persons who demonstrate the
form of love toward each other that was exhibited in the life and prac-
tices of Christ. Reconciliation, it would seem, also becomes actualized
in this beloved (agapagos) community. As we consider how King
advances the Christian understanding of reconciliation, it is important
to observe that King saw the idea of reconciliation intertwined with
liberation of the oppressed. The language of reconciliation was rarely
used in King’s writings, sermons, and speeches. One does find a theo-
logical emphasis on the activity of God as seeking to transform human
relationships and bringing about community and social harmony.
Drawing on the Sermon on the Mount, along with his cultural and
intellectual influences, he conceptualized the idea of the beloved
community as his call for action.

Smith and Zepp affirm how “the vision of the Beloved Community
was the organizing principle of all King’s thought and activity.”96 The
heart of this community was inclusiveness based on love and justice.
Reconciliation and liberation within King’s conception of the beloved
community were axial contingencies from the beginning of his
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involvement in the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Recounting the mission
of the Boycott, King insisted it “the end is redemption; the end is the
creation of the beloved community.”97 The beloved community could
be described as a community transformed by the power of love and
affirmation of human dignity. This was seen in the purpose and goals
of the SCLC when King stated “the ultimate aim of SCLC is to foster
and create the ‘beloved community’ in America where brotherhood is
a reality.”98 Central to King’s conception was integration, where unity
and equality were a reality.

Ansbro maintains King’s construction of the beloved community is
an amalgamation of many sources in his intellectual development that
included the Hebrew prophets, the New Testament, the founding
fathers, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Rauschenbusch, the existentialists, Nygren,
Gandhi, Niebuhr, Ramsey, Thurman, DeWolf, Brightman, Muelder, and
Davis.99 Personalism, lead by DeWolf and Brightman, dominated in
influencing King’s thought as it relates to the beloved community. The
beloved community, according to Ansbro, requires that “In their pri-
vate lives and as members of a caring community, they would regard
each person as an image of God and an heir to a legacy of dignity and
worth with rights that are not derived from the state but from God.”
The centrality of human dignity and inherent human worth was the
abiding principle in King’s promulgation of the beloved community.
Innate human dignity as divinely given is what informed much of
King’s attack on segregation. Segregation was counter to the reality
and actualization of the beloved community, because it denied the
possibility of brotherhood met with justice and human dignity.
Reconciliation for King involved integration and the creation of a
society where barriers of separation are no longer present. Not only
desegregation, but also full integration was a fundamental part of his
vision for the beloved community.

Desegregation, says King, results in a condition where “elbows are
together and hearts apart. It gives us social togetherness and spiritual
apartness. It leaves us with a stagnant equality of sameness rather than
a constructive equality of oneness.”100 King, like Tutu, recognized the
interconnectedness of human existence. Reconciliation embodies the
understanding of the mutual dependence of persons living in commu-
nity. In other words, the self cannot truly be the self devoid of others
within the community. For King, this meant that humanity was a
family that needed each other. Reconciliation as realized in the con-
ception of the beloved community not only involved liberation for
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black people, but for all humanity as well. In Where Do We Go From
Here: Chaos or Community, King contends:

All men are interdependent. Every nation is an heir of a vast treasury of
ideas and labor to which both the living and the dead of all nations have
contributed. Whether we realize it or not, each of us lives eternally “in
the red.” . . . The agony of the poor impoverishes the rich; the better-
ment of the poor enriches the rich. We are inevitably our brother’s
keeper because we are our brother’s brother.101

Reconciliation, for King, involved a sense of inclusiveness of all peo-
ples and cultures. The necessity and urgency of this integration of all
persons into one human family stems from the idea of mutual depen-
dency and interrelatedness. With this cogitation of King’s beloved
community as reconciliation, the concern for justice also extended to
all humanity. The quest for liberation for blacks in America was also a
quest for justice to others who suffered injustice and oppression.
Because humanity is mutually dependent, concern for justice and lib-
eration must also include everyone. In his prophetic proclamation that
“injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere,” King’s vision of
the beloved community brought together the two themes of reconcili-
ation and liberation. Bringing together these two themes, King was
able to appeal to the idea of the American Dream, absorbed in his vast
understanding of the beloved community.

King’s dream, as delivered in his historic “I Have a Dream” speech,
indicated that its roots were within the American dream. The
American dream for King was located within a conception of the
Judeo-Christian faith that involved a futuristic hope of a Holy
Commonwealth or “a land of the free and home of the brave.” John
Howard Yoder proposes that King’s “dream” as seated in the Christian
hope for history is a “profound reflection of how the American dream
has fused together the Christian hope with secular ideas of success that
includes not just a few blacks but rather all American citizens.”102

King illustrates what he means by his dream when he writes:

The dream is one of equality of opportunity, of privilege and property
widely distributed; a dream of a land where men will not take necessi-
ties from the man to give luxuries to the few; a dream of a land where
men do not argue that the color of a man’s skin determines the content
of his character; a dream of a place where all our gifts and resources are
held not for ourselves alone but as instruments of service for the rest of
humanity.103
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The affirmation of human dignity and mutual interdependency that
play a central role in King’s “dream” are salient to his understanding
of the beloved community. To be reconciled means to recognize the
human dignity and inherent worth of human personality. To do so
would mean to struggle for the liberation of those walls that obstruct
persons from sharing in the fullness of community. DeWolf’s influence
on King’s understanding of the beloved community is seen in his book
Crime and Justice in America: A Paradox of Conscience. While recog-
nizing the realism of Niebuhr, DeWolf emphasized the power of love
and justice in the creation of a beloved community. DeWolf foreshad-
ows King when he wrote “Even Reinhold Niebuhr with all his ‘realis-
tic’ warnings about the ‘impossible possibility’ of love in the social
order, assumes it as the Christian ideal.”104 Like DeWolf, in recogniz-
ing the problem of human sin and collective evil in bringing about the
beloved community, King also held true to the notion that humanity
was moving toward his vision of the beloved community. His vision
of the beloved community celebrated the idea that “the God we
worship . . . is an other-loving God Who forever works through
history for the establishment of His [God] kingdom.”105

Crooked Ways Made Straight: The Eschatological
Hope of the Beloved Community

For King, the end of history, or the “consummation of the ages” rep-
resented the fullness of the reality of the Kingdom of God. Reflected in
the beloved community, the eschaton would be expressed in the per-
petual reality of God’s presence in community and human fellowship.
King very rarely made reference to the Kingdom of God in the classi-
cal sense. At the center of King’s eschatology was the assertion that the
goal of human existence was both unity with God and humanity and
harmony among humans as well. Drawing from Rauschenbusch, King
affirmed an optimistic and transformative view of the Kingdom of
God. He visualized the Kingdom as a possibility in the immediate
human condition. King accepted Rauschenbusch’s basic claim that
through the improvement of living conditions and recognition of the
sanctity of human life, social groups and institutions could be trans-
formed. Furthermore, political and economic institutions could be
redeemed and incorporated within the Kingdom of God. In King’s
mind, the end times would result in the Kingdom of God lived out in
the form of the beloved community. It would be seen in the abundance
of love, peace, justice, and social harmony.
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Clearly, King held a very utopian view of the end times when refer-
ring to the reality and possibilities of the beloved community. King
also held that humans are moral and rational agents with the capacity
to choose good or evil. Reflecting on the destructive potential of devel-
oping militaristic technologies, King warned, “Together we must learn
to live as brothers or together we will be forced to perish as fools.”106

He grounded his views on the end times in the prophetic tradition of
the Old Testament prophets. Because God is a God of love and justice,
God invites humanity to share in the vision and intentions of God in
creation. King argued that the God of history would ultimately estab-
lish God’s way in the world. The Kingdom of God, for King, was at
once present and coming into existence. It was present in that God
dwells in and among communities where the love ethic of Christ is
practiced. The Kingdom of God is also in the process of becoming,
since incessant reality of evil and suffering reveals it has not reached
ultimate consummation.

Conclusion

Now that we have assessed at length the theological and cultural influ-
ences that shaped King’s thought and action, it is important to analyze
both the strengths and weakness surrounding the man and his mis-
sion. Martin Luther King, Jr. did not encounter classical theological
and philosophical thinkers (at Crozer and Boston University) with an
empty slate. The impact of Daddy King, Mays, and Thurman on
King’s life and thought is beyond measure. Personalism and the
Protestant liberal tradition of Crozer certainly helped King to further
develop into a sophisticated thinker. It was to a large extent through
Daddy King, Mays, and Thurman that King developed his sense of
identity and mission in terms of his place in American society. Much
of what King had been taught and embraced at Crozer and Boston had
already been felt and experienced at Morehouse College and among
his family and friends.

One cannot discount, however, the contributions of the schools of
Protestant liberalism (at Crozer) and Boston personalism. Figures such
as Edgar S. Brightman, Peter Anthony Bertocci, and L. Harold DeWolf
provided enormous theological depth to King’s analysis of race condi-
tions in America and its religious underpinnings.107 The memorable
“Letter from Birmingham Jail” reflects the extent to which King drew
from his philosophical and theological training under Brightman and
DeWolf in particular. King’s cultural resources not only gave him a
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sense of self and “somebodyness,” which he shared with black masses.
It also gave King an expression of his conception of the beloved com-
munity. Since childhood, nurturing individuals surrounded King. At
every stage of his development and even during his public ministry as
leader in the civil rights movement, King had powerful networks at his
disposal and skills of organizing and inspiring people, which were
embedded in the Black Church tradition. King was part of a wider
community of persons who were committed to the quest for freedom
and justice in the North and South. King’s philosophical and theolog-
ical language received from Crozer and Boston allowed him to speak
to diverse audiences (whites and black elites especially) and even to the
international community.

King’s genius as a scholar and his commitment as a civil rights
leader cannot be divorced from the cultural environment of which he
lived, breathed, and moved. King’s cultural resources, to include his
familial and church environments, are reservoirs out of which he drew
his conception of community.

At the heart of King’s theology was a God who seeks to redeem and
transform individuals, institutions, and social systems. He advances
the Christian idea of reconciliation by causing us to think differently
about the reconciling work of God in Christ. King understood the
import of personal and social transformation when it comes to recon-
ciliation with God. Drawing from Brightman and DeWolf, King cele-
brated God as a Divine Personality who relates to human persons in
very intimate and particular ways. At the same time, King held to the
belief that God is personal and is concerned with sustaining the inher-
ent dignity of every individual. He would reject the individualistic
characteristics of Ritschl’s understanding of reconciliation. Instead,
there is extensive evidence to suggest that King would regard reconcil-
iation as a matter of personal and social concern. Therefore, reconcili-
ation carries with it a form of social, political and economic liberation.
Liberation, for King, meant seeking to transform hearts, minds, and
social structures such as governmental institutions, unjust laws, and
social groups. In King’s mind, we see no apparent distinction between
seeking freedom and liberation of the marginalized and the quest for
reconciliation. For King, reconciliation is made possible in Christ yet
made intelligible by reality and practice of the beloved community. His
thought and actions all seemed to point to this end in profound and
enduring ways.
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The Rainbow People of God:
Reconciliation and Apartheid

Yes,God save Africa, the beloved country.God save us from the deep depths of our sins.
God save us from the fear that is afraid of justice. God save us from the fear that is
afraid of men. God save us all.1

Tutu’s thought is essentially a response to the pain and persecution
wrought by South African apartheid. On October 7, 1931, just two
years after the birth of King, Tutu was born in Klerksdorp in the
southwestern Transvaal province, to Zachariah and Aletha Tutu.2

After surviving infant sicknesses that left him near dead, his grand-
mother assigned him the middle name, “Mpilo,” meaning life. This
name would come to have far more meaning than his grandmother
could have imagined. Though small in stature, Tutu was and is a giant
figure in the struggle for freedom and dignity in South Africa. Tutu’s
thought and witness emerged from a climate of deep racial hostility,
African ethnic diversity, and human suffering. Early Dutch settlers, as
early as 1652, developed a society based on white supremacist ideas. The
British in South Africa abolished slavery in 1833. But the tug-of-war
over the treatment of black South Africans continued up until the fall
of the apartheid government in 1990.

Because of the enormous racial, ethnic, cultural, and religious
diversity of South Africa, Tutu often described his nation as a “rain-
bow.” Given the history and social realities in South Africa, it is not
surprising that Tutu would commit himself to a life of justice, peace,
holiness, and reconciliation. He is primarily concerned with how per-
sons are to live in community together, and how God reveals God’s self
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through others. Tutu uses the Bantu concept of ubuntu to describe his
theology. Ubuntu means “humanity” and is taken from the familiar
Xhosa saying, “ubuntu ungamntu ngabanye abantu.” (Each individ-
ual’s humanity is ideally expressed in relationship with others.)3 This
concept, for Tutu, is grounded in a classical doctrine of Creation,
where all human beings are made in the image of God (imago Dei). It
is also rooted in an African cosmogony that understands human rela-
tionships as the primary context of God’s activity in Creation. The
denigration of human life, then, goes against the very nature of God’s
intent for humanity.

Before analyzing Tutu’s thought in detail, I provide a brief survey of
those sociological and philosophical perspectives that at first glance seem
to foreshadow Tutu’s thought. Specifically the work of T. H. Green,
Emile Durkheim, and Charles H. Cooley are introduced as the theo-
retical context of earlier modern thinking on the subject. This is an
important step in order to show how Tutu’s thought moves beyond
many of the presuppositions of modernity. He adds a unique dimen-
sion to the Christian idea of reconciliation with his concept of
ubuntu and the notion of an “African Christian spirituality,” as will be
explained. Following the sociological and philosophical perspectives,
we move to general influences that have shaped Tutu’s theology. Those
influences often took the form of the social and political context of
apartheid, the activities of the church, and the developments and inner
workings of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(SATRC). Finally, the last part of this chapter is devoted to Tutu’s
theology, ranging from his conception of God to his eschatology.

Like King, Tutu’s life played a major role in the development of his
thought. The son of a schoolteacher and African Bantu chief, Tutu was
educated at Johannesburg Bantu High School before studying to be a
teacher at Pretoria Bantu Normal College. In 1954, Tutu finished the
Bachelor of Arts degree at the University of South Africa and after a
short-lived teaching career he ventured to London to study theology,
where he earned the Bachelor of Divinity and Master of Theology
degrees at the University of London, United Kingdom. It was in
London that Tutu began his administrative roles as a member of the
Anglican Church of England. Tutu assumed a position as Dean of
St. Mary’s Cathedral in Johannesburg. It was in this role that Tutu
gained the notoriety and respect that lead him to become bishop of
Lesotho from 1976 to 1978. From there, Tutu was appointed the first
black general secretary of the South African Council of Churches
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(SACC), a position of incredible strategic and organizational significance
in forming communities of resistance.

Like King, Tutu is a theologian of the church. He viewed his work as
a theologian to be in service to the church and the people of God. He
also recognized that the church is not just for Christians. Rather, its
mission is to model and bear witness to God’s way of peace, justice,
and fellowship in the world. Hence, a critical analysis of Tutu’s rela-
tionship with churches and religious communities in South Africa is
foundational for understanding his thought and action. Tutu’s theology
is a combination of his experience with South African language and
culture, as well as orthodox Anglican theology. Described by Michael
Battle as “communitarian spiritually,” Tutu viewed reconciliation as a
matter of spiritual self-awareness in relation to the other, and ulti-
mately the wider created order. The Anglican influence on Tutu’s
thought is immediately evident as he places a major emphasis on sacri-
ficial Christian practices such as prayer, the Eucharist, forgiveness, and
giving. In fact, Tutu would carry this emphasis on Christian practices
with him in his role as chairperson of the SATRC, established in 1995.

The first meeting of the TRC took place at the residence of the arch-
bishop of Cape Town, on the Day of Reconciliation on December 16,
1995. Tutu assumed his position in full clerical Anglican regalia.
Although the commission was enacted at the behest of the African
National Congress (ANC), Tutu saw his position on the commission
as an agent of God. He believed that through the commission, God
was revealing to the world God’s divine plan to bring about commu-
nity and reconciliation to a broken and fragmented humanity. In
Tutu’s mind, there was no distinction between his mission to serve the
church and his work as a commissioner of the state.

In a real sense, through Tutu the church and the state converged to
create a bloodless revolution of mind, body, and spirit. Bloodless does
not mean there was no loss of life. In fact, hundreds lost their lives in
the struggle to end apartheid and even before the apartheid policy
took place in the mid-1960s. However, with the release of Nelson
Mandela and the immediate establishment of the commission, black
South Africans achieved access to the political process. Through this
political transformation, they were given a resounding voice to their
struggle for freedom and human dignity. The TRC, then, becomes
vitally important to comprehending not only the mind of Tutu but also
his broader aims as a theologian of the church and national symbol of
healing and restoration.
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Tutu and Theoretical Perspectives 
on Community and Otherness

Tutu’s unique understanding of human relationality has appeared in
various ways through others in the fields of sociology and political
philosophy. Illuminating some of those perspectives will be helpful in
fully engaging Tutu and his concept of ubuntu. Tutu’s views on com-
munity and reconciliation were very much engrained in the sociopolit-
ical and cultural context of South Africa. It is also important to note
that Tutu is part of a larger historical, multidisciplinary, conversation
about, as Dwight Hopkins observed, what it “means to be a human
being—a person who fulfills individual capacities and contributes to a
community’s well-being.”4 Sociologists, Charles Horton Cooley, Emile
Durkheim, and political philosopher, T. H. Green, generally represent
the major trajectories related to Tutu’s “ubuntu theology.” Tutu’s
theology, though profoundly theological, is very concerned with the
social makeup of human beings in the here and now. Because of Tutu’s
method of celebrating difference for mutual understanding and illumi-
nation, it would be the natural order of things to use these voices as a
pathway into Tutu’s theology and ministry of reconciliation.

Cooley developed an extensive system of thought regarding rational-
ity based on conscience emerging from human relationships. Societies,
for Cooley, were organic wholes, whereas individuals and social groups
were uniquely intertwined. His ideas were epitomized in his book,
Human Nature and the Social Order.5 Here, Cooley outlines his the-
ory of the “looking-glass self.” According to Cooley, individuals
develop self-understanding on the basis of how they feel others view
them. Randall Collins and Michael Makowsky have observed that this
idea has three dimensions: (1) we imagine our appearance or image in
the eyes of others; (2) we imagine some judgment of that appearance;
and (3) we experience some self-feeling such as pride or mortification.6

Cooley maintained that society, as a whole, is framed and held
together based on how individuals are perceived through the eyes of
others. Individuals, in turn, project themselves in social life based on
these perceptions in ways that either affirm or reject these perceptions.
For Cooley, “primary groups” are the spaces where individuals are
shaped and nurtured, interpersonal relations occur, and the founda-
tions of civil society laid.7

Durkheim was also concerned with human interpersonal relations.
However he went a step further by arguing that contractual agree-
ments and rituals held human relationships together. For him, at every
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level of human existence are ritualistic mechanical norms and rules
that inform the self and the self in relation to the other. Mostly known
for his book, The Division of Labor in Society (1893), he surmised
that while individuals operate out of contractual agreements, those
agreements presuppose some form of trust or morality to hold them
together. He deemed this phenomenon as “precontractual solidarity.”
Durkheim proposed that this sense of solidarity or moral feeling is a
consequence of the human need to belong to groups. He used “rituals”
to describe the various forms of social interactions shared between
individuals in a given group. Durkheim introduced an elaborate
system to characterize the social life, which he believed were simply
“social facts.” The Durkheimian analysis presented a rigid structuring
and categorization of social realities and offered it up, not as theory,
but as priori. Durkheim, in association with Augusta Comte, repre-
sented the genesis of the modern field of sociology. Specifically,
religious experiences for Durkheim were characterized in terms of
empirical observations. John Milbank brings to bear the significance
of Durkheim’s project and sociology, as well as its implications on
theology and religious experience when he writes:

For sociology, religion is a component of the protected “human”
sphere, although this sphere is sometimes [for Durkheim] made to coin-
cide with the schematic possibility of theoretic understanding. But
although religion is recognized and protected, it is also “policed,” or
kept rigorously behind the bounds of the possibility of empirical under-
standing. Hence sociology is inevitably at variance with the perspectives
of many traditional religions, which make no separation between “reli-
gious” and “empirical” reality, and who do not distinguish their sense
of value from the stratified arrangement of times, persons and places in
their own society.8

Cooley and Durkheim disregarded the spiritual and theological
aspects of human interpersonal relationships. As an outgrowth of
Enlightenment thinking, these thinkers and their counterparts denied
the activity of God at work in human relationships. If it could not be
empirically proven, it was denied entrance into the gates of intellectual
legitimacy. Conceptions of reconciliation during this era, as seen in
Ritschl, were obliged to accept many of the claims about empirical real-
ities. As a consequence, the idea of reconciliation further protruded to
the realm of individual morality.

During the same historical period, T. H. Green introduced his theories
on “political obligation.” Green proposed that humans are constituted
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by relationships and social interactions. He developed a social ontology
that ends in a “common wealth” ethic of social responsibility and polit-
ical necessity. According to Green, the function of the state is to serve
the common good. Human persons, he argues, find meaning in the
realm of social relations (i.e., only through social relations does an indi-
vidual know what it means to be human). As such, the state should
advance the interest of the whole. If a society is to survive, it must
address the needs and concerns of the individual in relation to the
wider society. Green maintained that the state’s sole purpose for exist-
ing is to facilitate and encourage the “nature” processes of social rela-
tions. One important distinction between Tutu and Green (and Cooley
and Durkheim as well) is that Green was not a theologian. He did not
explicitly narrate the social dimensions of human existence through
theological lens. As will be seen later in this chapter, Tutu views human
social relations as not simply a social fact, but a theological mandate of
God’s divine purposes for humanity. The church in South Africa, in
particular, would reflect this theme as it organized in protest and mass
demonstrates against the apartheid regime.

In the Heat of Repression: The Social
and Political Context of Apartheid

Tutu recognized that challenging the system of apartheid would not
come without a cost. Certainly this was the case in the South African
social, political, and historical context. Tutu’s context, though similar
to King in many ways, was radically different. Understanding the
differences between these contexts allows us to explore more precisely
the nature of Tutu’s social critique and his witness. Like in the United
States, oppression in South Africa was primarily along racial lines.
Because the struggle to end apartheid in South Africa extended over
several decades, it is necessary to limit our scope to the context of the
1950s and onward.

Baldwin’s Toward The Beloved Community examines the relevance
of King’s conception of the beloved community toward the struggle in
South Africa.9 Primarily three forces produced Tutu’s conception of
community in South Africa. First, black South Africans were in the
majority, while in America blacks were in the minority. Similarly, seg-
regation was perhaps the chief symbol of social and political subjuga-
tion. Second, in America King was able to appeal to the federal
government for support. This was not the case in South Africa. In

94 Martin Luther King, Jr. & Desmond Tutu

9781403984821ts05.qxd  25-8-07  03:34 PM  Page 94



South Africa, the federal government was critical in perpetuating
unjust laws. Third, religious and nonreligious groups played a vital
role in creating the atmosphere of resistance. Unlike in America, ini-
tially the use of nonviolence was not as successful. Chief Albert J.
Luthuli, a contemporary of King’s, led the Defiance Campaign along
with the ANC in 1952–1953. Luthuli attempted to use the principles
of nonviolence, articulated by Gandhi and King, as an approach to
apartheid. Nonviolence in South Africa during the 1950s was not as
successful because of the lack of a “natural rights” tradition as illus-
trated in the Constitution and Declaration of Independence. Moreover,
Luthuli and the ANC viewed nonviolence as a social strategy and not
as a way of life. Mokgethi Motlhabi proposes that “for them [black
South Africans] nonviolence was mostly only a strategy, while for
Gandhi and King it was also a way of life as well as a theological and
moral principle.”10 Massive repression campaigns took place in the
mid-1960s that led to the imprisonment of hundreds of ANC leaders,
including Mandela. The ANC was forced underground and became
increasingly disillusioned at the possibility of peaceful resolutions to
dealing with the plight of black South Africans.

Divided Pews: The Church and Apartheid in South Africa

As a priest, bishop, and archbishop of the Anglican Church, Tutu’s
thoughts and actions dramatically reflected the moods, attitudes, and
theology of liberation permeating black South African churches dur-
ing the apartheid struggle. For that reason, any serious reflection on
Tutu’s thought must take into account the role of the church in the
antiapartheid struggle. For our purposes, we will only consider those
years Tutu’s presence was most felt upon churches. During the period
1976–1994, Tutu was actively engaged in the church’s struggle against
apartheid. In August of 1976, Tutu was appointed bishop of Lesotho.
Two years later, he became general secretary of the SACC. He also
served as bishop of Johannesburg and archbishop of Cape Town. Tutu
stood at the forefront of the churches’ witness in South Africa. But it
would be remiss to suggest that Tutu was alone or the mastermind
behind the church’s activities. He was part of a larger continuum of
individuals, churches, religious groups, and activists who openly chal-
lenged the apartheid regime. To that extent, I understand Tutu as
belonging to the prophetic voice of the church in South Africa. The
difficulty in distinguishing Tutu from the actual administrative and
organizational structures of the church in South Africa was that many
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of the actions Tutu took in South Africa was on behalf of the churches
he represented. He was among its chief leaders, thinkers, and outspo-
ken members. For that reason, it is important for us to say a word
about the church in South Africa as a collective body of believers who
called for the end to apartheid. The church, in its liturgical practices
and social witness, was perhaps the primary source of Tutu’s theology.
His theology developed as a response to the complexity and division
within the church in South Africa.

Clarity must first be given to what is actually meant by the “church”
in South Africa. There were primarily two arms of the church in South
Africa—the Dutch Reformed Church and the “English Speaking”
churches throughout the region. As the climate of new religious ideas
emerged in the 1980s, churches associated with the SACBC11 and SACC
became more persistent and adamant in their stance against apartheid,
which was definitely a positive dimension of the church. However,
because the church vacillated over the legitimacy debate, room was
given for the South African regime to continue its reign of terror. It was
not until the Lusaka Statement of 1987 (which sought to clearly define
the role of the church in the apartheid struggle) that the church had to
make a decision about its position toward the government.

During the late-1970s and early-1980s, the Dutch Reformed Church
in concert with the apartheid regime intensified their support of
apartheid and the legitimacy of the regime. In response, Tutu and the
SACC crafted the Kairos Document.12 The document criticized both
the theologies of the state as well as the church. Baldwin’s words are
suggestive, “The Kairos Document critiqued biblical and theological
models that encouraged Christians to follow policies of nonaction and
nonresistence in relation to the apartheid.”13 Drawing from this grow-
ing wind of discontent, Tutu remained at the forefront in organizing
mass protest and mobilizing churches under the banner of a God who
liberates the oppressed and even forgives the oppressor. Tutu’s strategy
was to convince supporters of the apartheid regime that their survival
depended upon their recognition of the humanity of black South
Africans, inasmuch as the humanity of those in power was intrinsically
bound up with the treatment of their neighbors who happened to be
black and primarily Christian.

Characterized by Borer as the “spiral of involvement,” both the
SACC and the SACBC became more and more politicized, causing the
church to become a visible sign of the Kingdom of God. There was hes-
itation particularly from members of the SACBC who were consistent
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in their caution to various issues concerning the legitimacy debate.
However, the SACBC continued to oppose South African occupation
of Namibia.14 With its 1982 Report on Namibia, which noted the
atrocities of the South African military in the area, took a powerful
stand and called for a “Day of Prayer” in November of 1982. In so
doing, it seems that the SACBC placed a tremendous amount of pres-
sure on the regime externally, while the SACC continued to engage in
internal pressures of nonviolence. The stance of the SACBC against
the SADF (South African Defence Force) in Namibia also focused
on the issue of “conscription.” In an official statement, A Call for an
End to Conscription, issued in 1985 by the SACBC, it observed,
“Many young men who are conscripted each year into the SADF are
experiencing crises of conscience as they become aware of the role that
they are being expected to play in the black townships, and elsewhere
in RSA [Republic of South Africa].”15 Moves such as these caused
even more tension. Archbishop Denis E. Hurley, president of SACBC
at the time, remarked that the “evolution of the Church towards an
ever increasing concern about the social, political, economic and cul-
tural dimensions of human life, is a fact of our time.”16

The SACC made a prophetic stance when it declared apartheid a
theological heresy. The Reverend Allan Boesak, then vice president of the
SACC, made a powerful witness by his affirmation of apartheid as heresy
and suspending the proapartheid, white Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerk
(or Dutch Reformed Church) from its membership. As Borer points
out, this was immutable to the future of the church’s political involve-
ment because it prompted the church to take more seriously its role in
the struggle against apartheid. It was this move, Borer argues, that
“challenged the churches to leave the realm of abstract speculation
and to start seriously contributing towards making a new political dis-
pensation in South Africa a reality.”17 As a result, the SACC under-
went a four-year-long campaign known as the Eloff Commission of
Inquiry, which investigated SACC finances and investment activities.

The church, while prophetic, was in some ways ineffective in its
witness when during the same time it struggled with the legitimacy of
“counterviolence” by the ANC and the legitimacy of the government
as a whole. Borer observes how Reverend Peter Storey took a clear
stance against the use of violence whether by the ANC or the govern-
ment. Although defending nonviolence, Borer maintains “Storey’s
position was basically one of standing on the sidelines.”18 Storey’s
prophetic stance on the platform of nonviolence was a powerful
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witness to the Kingdom of God amid a turbulent climate of violence.
However, one is led to ask whether Storey’s neutrality may have been
appropriate in light of the present conditions.

This seemed to intensify the nature of the witness by the churches
in response to this harassment that caused them to become even
more politicized. Because the state, within its constitution, claimed
divine affirmation of apartheid, individuals like Archbishop Hurley
responded:

We cannot accept the new constitution because, far from recognizing the
right to participation of all in the economy, in politics, education and cul-
ture, it continues to enshrine the apartheid principle of separation . . .
separate, unequal and powerless.19

In addition to the Soweto uprising and intensification of the liberation
struggle, P. W. Botha’s South African regime was beginning to be viewed
more and more as unjust and illegitimate. Amid it all, the church—both
SACC and SACBC—remained faithful and consistent in its opposition
and stance against apartheid.

Although the churches were faithful in many regards, the church’s
witness was weak in the sense of vacillating over the issue of involve-
ment and the state’s legitimacy. Particularly as it relates to the
SACBC, they were continually cautious and indifferent concerning
the state’s legitimacy.20 Because of this timidity, the regime may have
been viewed as justified to some extent and able to continue its reign
of terror upon South African blacks. It is difficult to say how events
would have unfolded had the church declared the state illegitimate
early in the struggle. However, we can say that because of this
procrastination and “sitting on the fence,” as noted by Catholic theo-
logian Albert Nolan, the state was able to maintain some sense of
implicit support and continuation of injustice against black South
Africans.

Out of this orientation, Tutu’s thought was shaped and formed. His
view of God is a product of his involvement with the church, in its
resistance to the apartheid regime. Speaking the truth was the primary
form of political activity of the church during this period. By con-
demning unjust legislation and human rights abuses by the govern-
ment, the church and its leaders began to fill a major void caused by
the removal of ANC and other political leaders from their society.21

What resulted from this proclamation of truth was a declaration of the
state as illegitimate by the SACC. These historical movements laid the
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platform for the church’s resistance to apartheid and the important
forces that impacted Tutu’s theology. The establishment of the SATRC
was a culmination of this resistance. Although commissioned by South
Africa’s new president, Mandela, Tutu saw this action as an extension
of the work of the church. He viewed the commission ultimately as an
expression of God’s salvific and transformative work of Jesus Christ in
the world.

A Stately Priest:Tutu and the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission

The SATRC was paramount in shaping Tutu’s thought and concep-
tion of reconciliation.22 It chronicled the activities taking place
around one of the most significant efforts in history to build a nation
on peace and reconciliation. The ANC suggested the commission
during negotiations with DeKlerk’s administration after the ANC ban
was lifted. The ANC was also under assault for human rights viola-
tions during the antiapartheid movement. They felt the need for
internal investigations that led to the support of an independent com-
mission to look into all human rights violations, even from the liber-
ation groups themselves. Establishing a commission would be the
most effective way to investigate their own atrocities and those com-
mitted by the state.23 The challenge before transitional leaders was
how to deal with the past in such a way as to build a constructive
future for the nation and its people. The TRC took into consideration
the transitions of Eastern and Central Europe, and also those of Latin
American countries like Argentina and Chile, in particular. Generally
speaking, the purpose of truth commissions is fact finding. The task
is to lift the veil of silence and secrecy of the past. South Africa’s TRC
was instituted in late-1995 after the passing of the Promotion of
National Unity and Reconciliation Act. Tutu was appointed as chair,
along with seventeen other commissioners. The activities of the com-
mission were published in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of South Africa, volumes 1–5.24 It was presented to President Mandela
on October 29, 1998.

Although the commission was criticized for being partial to achiev-
ing reconciliation at the expense of truth, it was very important in
establishing the basis for a credible and relatively peaceful new South
Africa.25 Patti Waldmeir’s Anatomy of a Miracle chronicles the activi-
ties that marked the end of apartheid and significant events that have
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birthed a new South Africa.26 Waldmeir draws a sufficient description
of the commission when she writes:

It was a quasi-religious idea: that members of the security forces (and
others) must confess their crimes before the commission, which would
have the power to grant them amnesty. Families of victims would then
have the satisfaction of knowing what was done to their loved one, and
by whom. But the perpetrators would not be prosecuted.27

The influence of the ANC in the commission’s conception and formu-
lation is an understatement. Because of the ANC’s sensitivity to African
culture, tradition, and heritage, they were able to help create a forum
that was not retributive, but restorative in the spirit of reconciliation.
ANC members insisted that an alternative commission, such as the
Nuremberg-style war crimes trials, would be disastrous for South
Africa. Many ANC leaders understood the necessity of healing and
knew that South Africa could not heal itself.28 Journalist Antjie Krog
followed the activities surrounding the commission from the begin-
ning. Krog observed the priestly role of Tutu and the courage of the
victims and their families to forgive, paving the way for the process of
reconciliation.29 The influence of Tutu on shaping the mood of the
TRC is emphasized by Krog in the way that Tutu ran the sessions and
the people who sat on the commission. Tutu was able to give credence
to the traditional Judeo-Christian conception of reconciliation that we
find in Taylor, Ritschl, Farmer, and Denney. Tutu went farther by
making the victims the healers. Krog captures Tutu’s response when
asked what kind of people he would like to see on the commission.
Tutu responded:

People who once were victims. The most forgiving people I have ever
come across are people who have suffered—it is as if suffering has
ripped them open into empathy. I am talking about wounded healers. A
commissioner should be buttressed by spiritual life.30

Overall, the accentuation on forgiveness and confession within the
TRC makes it consistent with the biblical call to reconciliation.
However, the modern theological claim demands that individuals must
first be reconciled with God, and in doing so the capacity for human
reconciliation is made possible. The commission in South Africa was
both secular and religious in so far as it highlighted the biblical princi-
ples of forgiveness and confession. The modern doctrinal idea of
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reconciliation places these terms in relation to God, having implica-
tions to reconciliation within human relationships. Nevertheless, the
power of forgiveness and confession within the TRC permitted the con-
ditions for beginning the arduous task of reconciliation.31 The TRC
played a fundamental role in reflecting the emphasis on forgiveness and
the idea of “restorative justice” found in Tutu’s thought. The TRC,
ultimately, was a public and political platform that gave expression
and visibility to Tutu’s theology—a theology grounded in the church,
its liturgy and its proclamation of God in Christ.

Tutu’s Ubuntu Theology

God, for Tutu, is of both justice and forgiveness, in the Thomistic
sense. As with Aquinas, Tutu believes justice and forgiveness are
intrinsic to the nature of God. He rejected a utilitarian and humanistic
understanding of justice that is not grounded in forgiveness and mercy.
Tutu adamantly maintained that God demands justice and is partial to
those who suffer and whom the world marginalizes. He also held that
God was also merciful, seeking to heal and rebuild torn relationships.
God seeks to “transfigure and transform the world” in a way that
reflects God’s love and justice. In his book God Has a Dream:
A Vision of Hope for Our Time, Tutu relates the nature of God to the
transfiguration of Christ.32 As God seeks to transform Creation, the
nature of God does not change. Love, justice, and grace become essen-
tial features that characterize who God is and the manner in which
God expresses God’s self in the world.

Attributes of love, justice, and grace, as principle characteristics of
God are exhibited in community. Even the Trinitarian relationship
between God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit model the form of fel-
lowship God intends for humanity. At the center of Tutu’s conception
of God is a communitarian ethos founded on a Trinitarian model.
Tutu rejects the notion of an individualistic transcendent God that is
detached from community and the other. According to Tutu, God is
transcendent. God’s incorruptible righteousness, truth, and justice are
beyond Creation. At the same time, God is not so aloof that God is not
intimately connected and sensitive to suffering humanity.

There is a close relationship between Tutu’s concept of ubuntu and
the affirmation of the Trinitarian God. The Trinitarian God suggests
that the goodness and character of God derives from the mutual love,
fellowship, and creative energy that flow among the Trinity and that
further seeks to guide human relations into this divine community.
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Tutu challenges the modern assumptions about an individualistic God
that seeks individual relationships. While God respects and honors
our uniqueness as individuals, God views the ultimate good in the
realm of community and social harmony. The following is illustrative
as he writes:

According to ubuntu, it is not a great good to be successful through
being aggressively competitive and successful at the expense of others.
In the end, our purpose is social and communal harmony and well-
being. Ubuntu does not say, “I think, therefore I am.” It says rather:
“I am human because I belong. I participate. I share.” Harmony, friend-
liness, community are great goods. Social harmony is for us the
summum bonum—the greatest good. Anything that subverts, that
undermines this sought-after good is to be avoided like the plague.
Anger, resentment, lust for revenge, even success through aggressive
competitiveness, are corrosive of this good.33

Tutu’s way of thinking poses a direct challenge to Cartesian and
Kantian thinking that declares individual reason as the ultimate mea-
sure of what it means to be human. As was argued earlier, Kant’s influ-
ences spilled over into nineteenth-century Protestant theology, which
paved the way for an imbalanced individualistic and pietistic expres-
sion of Christianity that negated concern for the other and for com-
munity. Tutu does not see individual reason or individuals as free
moral agents. However, he holds that the goodness of God is intrinsi-
cally found in the common good or the good of the other.

As a theologian of reconciliation, Tutu’s God is a God that seeks to
alleviate human suffering, while also restoring fractured relationships.
Tutu, like King, shared a common belief that God celebrates freedom,
justice, equality, and community. In fact, for Tutu the God who
revealed God’s self in Christ makes these terms intelligible to Christians
and the wider social order. Tutu, along with King, consistently main-
tained that God’s gift of the Gospel message was a gift, not merely for
Christians, but for the entire world. That the God who revealed God’s
self in Christ was the God who celebrates difference and calls the
world into a community dominated by love and mutual understand-
ing. In the process of reconciliation, God seeks to liberate and redeem
social systems, economic and political institutions, and history as well.
But what is problematic in Tutu’s ubuntu theology of reconciliation is
whether the nature of God is too intertwined with humanity and the
quest for community.
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As history has shown and contemporary society makes painfully
clear, there is a staunch rejection of community, both within institu-
tional Christianity and beyond. Postmodern culture reflects a sense of
fracturing and brokenness perhaps never before seen in human history.
In addition, if the nature of God is revealed in community, and modeled
in the divine fellowship of the Trinity, can there be any particularity
among God the Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit? Furthermore, in the
quest for human community, which looks to the Trinitarian God for
example and inspiration, can the idea of community withstand the ten-
sions of difference and otherness? Ultimately, Tutu’s God is a God of
liberating reconciliation, seeking to balance the theological dictum of
community with the desire to overcome human suffering.

Christ: A Man for the “Other”

On many occasions, Tutu declared that it is in Christ that we under-
stand how God’s love becomes meaningful and significant in the
human condition. He would have nothing to do with the idea of a
Christ that is only concerned with individual moral piety (as impor-
tant as it may be). But this morality must demonstrate itself, as with
Christ, in service to the lives of others. The ministry of Christ, he
maintains, was not “otherworldly.” Christ was concerned with the
concrete material and spiritual circumstances of human life. Essentially,
for Tutu, Christ was a “man for others.” Since all of life belongs to
God, both sacred and secular, there are no dimensions of the human
experience or human persons that Christ does not relate to.

At the center of Christ’s life, activities and message of the Gospel were
concern for the other. Christ, for Tutu, is the source of redemption and
hope for those who suffer and for sinful humanity. As an extension of the
Hebrew prophetic tradition, Christ related individual piety with the
material and spiritual well-being of the social, political, and economic
spheres.34 Unlike the modern inclination to compartmentalize and
“police out” the activity of God, relegating it to the “private sphere,”
Christ speaks to all persons and all systems. According to Tutu, Christ
rendered faith in God meaningful by responding to the practical needs of
people—the need for food, clothing, shelter, physical health, love, for-
giveness, and the like. Speaking to the ruling body of the Anglican
Church in South Africa on reasons for the SACC’s activities, he observed:

Jesus describes himself as the ransom, and the ransom is paid to set free
those who are kidnapped . . . Indeed the liberation is to be set free from
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sin, the most fundamental bondage, but Jesus was a Jew and he would
have known nothing about an ethereal act of God—God’s liberation
would have to have real consequences in the political, social and eco-
nomic spheres or it was no Gospel at all. It was liberation from bondage
and liberation for the service of God and his [God’s] creation, liberation
so that we might become fully human with a humanity to be measured
by nothing less than the humanity of Christ himself.35

The unity that God desires within humanity and with God’s self in
Christ is invariably linked to the practical concerns of the human con-
dition. Behind Tutu’s understanding Christ is what Battle describes as
“communitarian spirituality.” The notion of communitarian spirituality
seems to develop through our identity as Christians in the body of
Christ—a peculiar community of Christians. Here, the primary source
of a communitarian Christian spirituality derives from Christ. Because
Christ is (or ought to be) the source of our Christian identity, it is
impossible to share in the identity of Christ in isolation.

This is best illustrated through the Lord’s Supper. What is more
indicative of community than the sharing of bread and wine? Through
the Eucharist, the person of Christ gives full expression to what it
means to be in fellowship with God and other human beings. For Tutu
this idea has two dimensions. On the one hand, Christ, through prac-
tices such as the Eucharist, prayer, forgiveness, almsgiving, and the
like, serves as the quintessential model and redemptive inaugurator
Christian identity and community. In Christ, the Christian church and
the world may be able to understand what it means to be an autonomous
person living at one with God and others. The God who revealed
God’s self in Christ works in Christ to bring individuals and groups
into fellowship with God. Very similar to King’s view of Christ as char-
acterizing the “love ethic” and the moral authority of the universe,
Tutu has a view of Christ that encompasses liturgy as well. Liturgical
practices in the life of Christ may be understood as a means for spiri-
tual and material transformation. Tutu would use liturgy as a revolu-
tionary force for political witness. Black South Africans held many of
the critical support roles in the public sphere during apartheid. In the
same way Oscar Romero, the El Salvadorian bishop, would hold mas-
sive Eucharistic celebrations in protest to the state; Tutu and the
church would hold “stay-a-ways” and “pray-a-ways.” These strate-
gies would encourage church members to stay home from work or
refrain from working and pray as a symbol of protest. These efforts
would often cause major disruptions in social, political, and economic
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activities since many black South Africans were laborers, housekeepers,
sanitation workers, and clerical assistants.

On the other hand, Tutu emphasizes the spiritual significance of the
life of Christ in facilitating the development of community. He intro-
duces the notion of “African Christian Spirituality,” in shaping distinc-
tions to more individualistic forms of spirituality. By this, he means that
spirituality is not simply an individual matter, but it is the creative
force in Christ that brings together the individual and the other. Tutu
argued that Christ was the source of spirituality, a spirituality that is
both communal and transformative. According to Tutu, Christian
spirituality must be concerned about individual morality and social
transformation. To disassociate this relationship would be foreign to
the Gospel as revealed in Christ. Tutu avoids the compartmentaliza-
tion often characterizing modern philosophical and theological suppo-
sitions. He draws close connections between social transformation
and individual spiritual formation. As he observes:

Soon after church and business leaders helped to broker a National
Peace Accord in South Africa in 1991, I talked to my fellow bishops
about the need for contemplation as well as activism during the transi-
tion to democracy. I talked about the importance of the hidden, the
inner life, of pouring oil and balm on wounds, of nurturing our people
for the tasks of transformation. This was not pietistic. I knew it was
important to cultivate an authentic spirituality of transformation in that
transition period of much flux, bewilderment, violence, and turbulence.
This authentic spirituality of transformation is the basis for any true and
lasting transfiguration in our world. Discovering stillness, hearing God’s
voice, is not, as I have said, a luxury of a few contemplatives. It is the
basis for real peace and real justice.36

As an exemplar and spiritual force of social transformation and com-
munity, Christ is the primary agent of God’s work of reconciliation in
the world. In the life of Christ, we observe the practices that bring
about personal and social transformation. Christ has extended to the
world, through personal and communal practices, the opportunity to
participate in God’s activity in the world. It is through the person of
Christ that the idea of reconciliation and community has meaning.
Rather than focusing on the complexities related to the humanity and
divinity of Christ, Tutu accepts the liberationist view of Christ as
God’s transformative agent in the world. The humanity of Christ,
then, becomes the manner in which Christ identifies with the suffering
and pain of those whom the world has marginalized. In the end, Tutu
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celebrates the person of Christ as an extension of a Trinitarian God—
the God who comes to establish a community in fellowship with God’s
self and with the other.

Created for Community:
Tutu’s Conception of Human Nature

The core of Tutu’s view of human nature is that human beings are
made in the image of God. Hence, individuals are constituted by their
relationship to others. To be in isolation as a human being means to
not be fully human. Quite similar to Green’s understanding of human
nature, Tutu declares that to be made in the image of God means to
share in a common humanity and fellowship. As humans who are made
to live in community and fellowship, humans are also free moral agents.
He brings together the idea of a kind of communitarian ontology with
the belief that humans are also free moral agents.37 According to Tutu,
being created for community and fellowship does not negate individ-
ual freedom and moral agency. Individual freedom and moral agency
is fully realized when it shows concern for the other. On the other
hand, human freedom and moral agency is denigrated when it causes
harm to the other or seeks to serve self. Human freedom, he argues, is
a freedom that ultimately comes from God. The freedom humanity
enjoys has been given by God, to be used to the glory of God by serv-
ing others. These sentiments are made clear when he illustrates:

To be human in the understanding of the Bible is to be free to choose,
free to choose to love or to hate, to be kind or to be cruel. To be human
is to be a morally responsible creature, and moral responsibility is a
nonsense when the person is in fact not free to choose from several
available options. That is how God created us. It is part of being created
in the image of God, this freedom that can make us into glorious crea-
tures or damn us into hellish ones. God took an incredible risk in creat-
ing us human beings. God has such a profound respect, nay, reverence,
for this freedom He [God] bestowed on us that He [God] had much
rather see us go freely to hell than compel us to go to heaven.38

Tutu further develops his understanding of human nature through the
concept of ubuntu we referred to earlier. Tutu draws a connection
between ubuntu (what it means to be human) with the notion of
“communitarian spirituality” that guides the human experience with
difference and otherness. The idea of ubuntu expresses, “persons are
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ends in themselves only through the discovery of who they are in
others.”39 Ackerman, in her Becoming Fully Human, places this quest
for identity (particularly African Christian identity) within the context
of our stories. As Ackermann posits, “differences and otherness are
our reality.”40 Ackermann locates this understanding in the context of
stories that all humans experience. Communitarian spirituality pro-
motes the ubuntu understanding that “a person is a person through
other persons.”41 Persons can develop some sense of who they are only
in community with others. Through relationship with others, the con-
cept of Christian identity and personhood ultimately is formed and
molded.

For Tutu, the idea of reconciliation is seen in terms of a spiritual
community whereby the humanity of others shapes the identity of self.
Tutu submits, “A self-sufficient human being is subhuman.”42 Human
nature is inextricably linked to the differences of others. From Tutu’s
perspective, the awesome sin of apartheid, like slavery in the United
States or the Holocaust in Germany, was marked by a total and
emphatic denial of the humanity and divine worth of the victimized
peoples:

The evil of apartheid is perhaps not so much the untold misery and
anguish it has caused its victims (great and traumatic as these must be),
no, its pernicious nature, indeed its blasphemous character is revealed in
its effect on God’s children when it makes them doubt that they are
God’s children.43

Tutu, in his interview with Bill Moyers on PBS (April, 1999) expressed
that at the core of racism, discrimination, and humiliation is a denial
of the innate divine significance of all human beings as made in the
image of God. He purports that persons treat each other unjustly
because they do not see the intrinsic worth from God in the other.
Although Tutu does affirm the sinfulness and fallenness of humanity
(in the Augustinian sense), he is finally optimistic in his view of human
nature. Even after his experiences with the anguish of South African
apartheid and his activities with the TRC, he still holds a high view of
human nature. Like Kierkegaard who affirmed the potentiality for
good in human nature, Tutu believes there is an enormous possibility
for good among human beings. Furthermore, he declares that God
“relies on us to help make this world all that God has dreamed of it
being.”44 In being created in the image of God, humans are also God’s
ostensible agents of transformation in the world. Subsequently, it is

The Rainbow People of God 107

9781403984821ts05.qxd  25-8-07  03:34 PM  Page 107



through humanity that God has chosen to extend God’s work of
reconciliation in Christ.

The Rainbow People of God:
Tutu’s Vision of Community

The church and Christian community, for Tutu, are considered the
quintessential agent for expressing God’s reconciling work in Christ to
the world. According to Tutu, the church is not simply a vehicle for
social transformation. It is the space in which the reality of God’s love
is made meaningful and extended to all creation. As distinguished
from King, Tutu held many prominent positions in the Anglican
Church’s hierarchical system. Tutu supposed that an apolitical church
is contrary to the Gospel. The work of God in Christ was intended for
all of Creation, including social, political, and economic systems. Like
King, Tutu affirmed that the church was not simply for Christian
believers. It also served the function of demonstrating to the world
God’s original intentions for human community in right relationship
with God.

When Tutu emerged on the national stage, he was deeply ensconced
as a leader in the South African Anglican Church. Quite different from
his predecessors in the ANC, the church was Tutu’s primary space for
evaluating South Africa’s social and political context, while serving
as the authority for determining the legitimacy of the state. Tutu’s
uncompromising identification with the church is reflected in an open
letter he wrote to Prime Minister B. J. Vorster as Dean of St. Mary’s
Cathedral in Johannesburg (1975):

In short, I am writing to you as one human person to another human
person, gloriously created in the image of the selfsame God, redeemed
by the selfsame Son of God who for all our sakes died on the Cross and
rose triumphant from the dead and reigns in glory now at the right hand
of the Father; sanctified by the selfsame Holy Spirit who works
inwardly in all of us to change our hearts of stone into hearts of flesh.
I am, therefore, writing to you, Sir, as one Christian to another, for
through our common baptism we have been made members of and are
united in the Body of our dear Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ. This Jesus
Christ, whatever we may have done, has broken down all that separates
us irrelevantly—such as race, sex, culture, status, etc. In this Jesus Christ
we are forever bound together as one redeemed humanity, black and
white together.45
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Tutu relied heavily on the church and Christian theology to advance
the antiapartheid struggle. His first approach was to call on Dutch and
English Churches to remain “faithful” to the Gospel of Christ through
solidarity with black South Africans. Tutu used the language of “faith-
fulness” to articulate the role of the church in the struggle. If churches,
and Christians for that matter, were to be considered “faithful,” they
had to be engaged in bringing about the liberation of the oppressed.
For Tutu, to be a faithful Christian means to pursue community and rec-
onciliation with the outcast, marginalized, and subjugated of society. He
saw the church as an agent of social transformation and a catalyst of
liberation and reconciliation. The church, with Tutu at its helm, served
as the primary means of resistance in the antiapartheid struggle in the
late-1970s until the early-1990s with Mandela’s release from prison.
In addition, the church also played a major role in shaping Tutu’s
thought and actions. While Tutu served as a leader in the church, he
was also deeply moved by his fellow clergymen and individual
Christians. His thinking reflects both his love and commitment to the
church and its critical place in the antiapartheid struggle.

Although Tutu’s ecclesiology expanded way beyond the bounds of
institutional religious structures, he views the church, in particular, as
change agents in the world. He believes the church, as instituted by
God in Christ, is called to bear witness to the power of God by speak-
ing the truth and aiding those who suffer unduly. His understanding of
the church, and ecclesiology more broadly, may be summarized in the
following quote taken from a sermon in Pretoria to a Presbyterian
Church Assembly on September 18, 1978:

The Church of God must say that despite all appearances to the contrary,
this is God’s world. He cares and cares enormously, his is ultimately a
moral universe that we inhabit, and that right and wrong matter, and
that the resurrection of Jesus Christ proclaims that right will prevail.
Goodness and Love, Justice and Peace are not illusory, or mirages that
forever elude our grasp. We must say that Jesus Christ has inaugurated
the Kingdom of God, which is a kingdom of Justice, Peace and Love, or
fullness of life; that God is on the side of the poor, of the hungry, of the
naked, with whom the Church identifies and has solidarity.46

He goes on to announce that the Church of South Africa must be the
prophetic church that challenges oppression and seeks to reclaim and
affirm all persons as children of God. Tutu’s ecclesiology is deeply
planted in the idea that the Kingdom of God is “now and not yet.” The
Kingdom of God, for Tutu, was not some static imaginary organism,
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but a concrete reality that makes real the possibilities of freedom,
justice, and community in the world. The Kingdom of God, as it is
both present and yet to come, is intrinsic to how he understands the
church, and certainly the idea of reconciliation as well. As we move
into Tutu’s eschatology, it is important to bear in mind that Tutu’s
thought moves frequently among these conceptual categories and
descriptions. Hence, some elements of Tutu’s understanding of the
church and ecclesiology are found in his ideas about the Kingdom of
God as well.

Making Way for the Kingdom 
of God on Earth

Tutu’s eschatology is grounded in the idea that the Kingdom of God is
continually upon humanity—redeeming individuals, groups, institu-
tions, and even history. He rejects the notion that the Kingdom of God
is realized in the afterlife. Rather, it is a consequence of both the pres-
ent and the eternal. The telos of God’s activity is to bring all things
into a unity with Christ. From this point, Tutu basically expresses his
formulation of the Kingdom of God as a Kingdom of unity, justice,
and love. As a Kingdom of unity, Tutu asserts that the Kingdom of
God ushers in a community that restores human relationships, break-
ing the bonds of racial, ethnic, religious, economic, and other differ-
ences. In this Kingdom, differences do not disappear. Differences
actually become visibly clear and are celebrated in the space of God’s
love. In this space, God’s love invites individuals and groups to God’s
self. For Tutu, the Kingdom of God is a spiritual and material reality
where difference is celebrated and upheld as the majestic tapestry of
God’s creativity. In this Kingdom, he argues, there are no outsiders.
But all “belong in the one family, God’s family, the human family.”47

The Kingdom of God reflects a unity that embodies difference
and diversity. The Kingdom of God overcomes these distinctions by
highlighting and even promoting differences for the sake of unity. Of
course, the immediate problem with this idea is that differences, espe-
cially religious and ideological ones, often result in the exploitation of
the other. So how can there be a celebration of difference when the dif-
ference of the other may lead to persecution and suffering?

Tutu seems to respond by suggesting that the Kingdom of God is
not only a Kingdom that seeks to establish unity in Christ, it is also a
Kingdom of justice. The idea of justice for Tutu is akin to a Thomistic
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conception. Justice is rooted in God who reveals God’s self in a way
that characterizes God’s justice in the world. God’s justice, realized in
the Kingdom of God, is shown in the life and activities of Christ. For
instance, the justice of the Eucharistic celebration expresses that in
spite of their differences (or rather because of their differences) all per-
sons are invited to share in the body and blood of Christ. The justice
of God dictates that all persons are offered an equal share and oppor-
tunity to participate in what God is doing through Christ. In contrast,
the problem with apartheid was that it sought to dehumanize black
South Africans, while privileging whites.

In order to further comprehend Tutu’s understanding of the Kingdom
of God as a Kingdom of justice, a brief analysis of Aquinas’ concep-
tion of justice is in order. Aquinas makes a distinction between commu-
tative justice and distributive justice.48 In contrast to “commutative”
justice that refers to fair exchanges in the market place, “distributive”
justice is rooted in a divine order reflected in nature and human will.
In keeping with distributive justice, the justice of God is as such
because it is true. The Medieval theologian points to Dionysius to say,
“God is truly just,” and also God’s justice is truth. Aquinas contends,
“Justice, therefore, in God is sometimes spoken of as the fitting
accompaniment of His [God’s] goodness.” For Aquinas, God’s justice
is also merciful. Mercy does not negate the justice of God, but rather
makes it even truer. Mercy recognizes the goodness of who God is and
how God reveals God’s self in human affairs.

Very similar to this idea is the notion of “restorative justice” that was
the subject of much discussion and controversy between Tutu and his
countrymen. John De Gruchy observed this unique demonstration of
justice as altogether different.49 According to De Gruchy, “reconcilia-
tion is about building bridges, about allowing conflicting stories to
interact in ways that evoke respect, build relationships and help restruc-
ture power relations.” God’s covenant with Creation, he argues, sought
to heal and restore God’s relationship to the world. Through Christ,
God’s project of reconciliation was ultimately a mission of restoration.
Tutu, in his emphasis on forgiveness and mercy, in the quest for healing
and reconciliation, helped to enliven the concept of restorative justice as
an efficacious path toward peace and nation-building.

Although the idea of restorative justice is not unique to the South
African context, the manner in which Tutu holds up “forgiveness” as
the fulcrum on which justice hangs is significant in itself. It sheds light
on Tutu’s distinctive contribution to the Christian idea of reconcilia-
tion. Tutu appears to argue that God’s justice, as realized in the Kingdom
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of God, goes beyond the utilitarian notion of justice based on simple
reciprocity and retribution. But the Kingdom of God is a condition
where justice is understood in terms of God’s truth. As such, this truth
was made plain and given full expression in Christ.

In addition to unity and justice as characterizing the Kingdom of
God, Tutu also points to the centrality of love. Love, as expressed in
the life and practices of Christ, directs and conditions the Kingdom of
God. It is the creative force that moves individuals as agents of God’s
transformation in the world. The love of God in Christ makes possible
the perpetuity of fellowship, community, and what he describes as the
“delicate network of interdependence.”50 Similar to Lehman’s notion
of a koinonia ethic that conditions Christian community and serves as
an example for the world at large, Tutu views love as making visible
the Kingdom of God at all levels of human interaction—social, politi-
cal, economic, religious, and the like. Tutu draws on the eschatologi-
cal vision of Teilhard de Chardin, in Le Milieu divin, to advance his
understanding of love in establishing God’s Kingdom on earth.51 The
following reflection from Tutu is suggestive:

All over this magnificent world God calls us to extend His kingdom of
shalom—peace and wholeness—of justice, of goodness, of compassion,
of caring, of sharing, of laughter, of joy, and of reconciliation. God is
transfiguring the world right this very moment through us because God
believes in us and because God loves us. What can separate us from the
love of God? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. And as we share God’s love
with our brothers and sisters, God’s other children, there is no tyrant
who can resist us, no oppression that cannot be ended, no hunger that
cannot be fed, no wound that cannot be healed, no hatred that cannot
be turned to love, no dream that cannot be fulfilled.52

Overall, it is evident that Tutu’s eschatology is situated firmly in the
context of community and human relationships. The realization of
God’s Kingdom in the world comes by way of personal and social
transformation. God’s presence in the world is affirmed and celebrated
when individuals and societies embrace difference and strive toward
community. As it relates to his eschatological vision, Tutu uses the
imagery of the transfiguration of Christ to talk about God’s final
Kingdom being established on earth. Like the transfiguration, the
Kingdom of God ultimately says, “nothing, no one and no situation is
‘untransfigurable.’”53 The Kingdom of God comes to transform and
transfigure the minds and bodies of those who suffer. Its objective is to
restore persons, groups, and systems to their proper teleological place
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in God. The Kingdom of God, therefore, is the condition where God’s
“dream” of justice, mercy, love, and community come into fruition.
Instituted by Christ, the Kingdom of God is “a Kingdom of Justice,
Peace and Love, or fullness of life; that God is on the side of the
oppressed, the marginalized and the exploited.”54 It was his eschato-
logical hope in the Kingdom of God and the finality of God’s work in
Christ that propelled Tutu and fellow freedom fighters forward during
the most troubling waters of the antiapartheid struggle—a struggle
that still inspires many across the globe.

Conclusion

Tutu compels us to take seriously the relationship between community
building and socioeconomic and political transformation in the doc-
trine of reconciliation. Tutu gives attention to God’s supremacy over
all creation. In other words, reconciliation was chiefly a covenant
between God and Creation, as De Gruchy has observed. The process
of reconciliation is concerned with the transformation of the whole of
Creation, including the social, political, and economic spheres that
condition the individual human experience. Because human beings
were created in the image of God to live for others and in relation to
others, all structures or institutions that divide or denigrate human
beings must be vigilantly contested.

On these very grounds, the legitimacy of the state was questioned in
South Africa. Led by the ANC, tribal leaders, and some churches, the
people began to question the legitimacy of the state based on its denial
of the people’s ability to strive toward self-actualization. Tutu seeks
to demonstrate that to be human means to be in community with
others—socially, politically, economically, and morally at least at some
level. His notion of “ubuntu theology” that emerged out of his African
culture and Anglican theology recognized the importance of Christian
personality within the context of community. With Tutu’s communi-
tarian spirituality (as Battle explains), there is a sense in which the
individual is not free until all are free. Rooted in the South African
context, Battle affirms this understanding by adding, “no one is a per-
son in South Africa until blacks attain the freedom to express their
God-given personhood and humanity.”55 Communitarian spirituality,
then, interlocks the spiritual well-being of the individual with that of
the community.

The Anglican cleric provides the resources to further explore the
manner in which individuals and societies are interconnected in God.
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Through the vision of the TRC, Tutu led the people of South Africa to
confront the past, grapple with its hideousness, and expose the
wounds of a racist history of exploitation. Finally, we may conclude
that Tutu’s emphasis on forgiveness and justice as essential to the
process of reconciliation does advance the classical notion of reconcil-
iation in modernity. Tutu opens the door for a reconsideration of the
implications for God’s work in Christ as it relates to global economic
trade, public education, the criminal justice system, and not the least
of which poverty. Because of Tutu’s insights and witness, we are led to
think differently and more comprehensively about the nature of God’s
reconciling activity in Christ, that while the work of God in Christ is
at work in the individual moral life, it also seeks to overcome rugged
individualism, compartmentalization, and fragmentation. In short,
the Kingdom of God and subsequently the task of reconciliation is to
heal and restore persons, societies, and even political and economic
institutions to God’s self.
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4

Ambassadors of Reconciliation:
Comparing Martin Luther King, Jr.

and Desmond Mpilo Tutu

Lord, bless Africa; May her spirit rise high up; Hear thou our prayers 
Lord bless us.

Lord, bless Africa; Banish wars and strife; Lord, bless our nation 
Of South Africa.1

Lift ev’ry [sic] voice and sing;Till earth and heaven ring. Ring with the harmonies of
liberty;
Let our rejoicing rise; High as the list’ning [sic] skies. Let it resound loud as the
rolling sea.2

As theologians of reconciliation, King and Tutu offer substantial
insights into how the work of God in Jesus Christ goes beyond the
sphere of individual moral reflection. Though emerging from different
religious, cultural, and social realities, King and Tutu are strikingly
similar in life and thought. Both experienced a relatively stable and
nurturing home life. Both were very well educated and exposed to the
Western intellectual tradition. Both were pastors and committed
churchmen. At the same time, there are differences between them. For
instance, King never really questioned the legitimacy of the federal
government. It was always a matter of whether America would live up
to its high ideals with respect to black freedom. In the South African
context, the very legitimacy of the government was at the center of the
church’s witness. Tutu, along with other leaders came to this conclu-
sion when it drafted the Kairos Document. Blacks were promised very
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little, if any, rights at all under the apartheid government’s constitution.
The struggle in South Africa was for basic human rights. When the
South African Council of Churches (SACC) published “A Message to
the People of South Africa,” it proclaimed that apartheid was “unchris-
tian” because it obstructed the ability of God’s people to fellowship
freely and unconditionally.3 In response to the document, Prime
Minister B. J. Vorster threatened clerics. He cautioned that it would be
dangerous for clergy to “do the kind of thing here in South Africa that
Martin Luther King, Jr. did in America.”4

In spite of the warning, Tutu was deeply affected by King’s legacy in
America. Tutu’s rise to international profile in the mid-1980s led to
several trips to the United States. He became well connected to promi-
nent Episcopal congregations in New York and many saw parallels
between Tutu and King. Of course, some such as Jerry Falwell and
Patrick Buchanan did not welcome Tutu in America. But members of
the Black Church community, such as Leon Sullivan of Zion Baptist
Church in Philadelphia, were major supporters. Sullivan exerted pres-
sure on American businesses operating in South Africa to develop
strong nondiscriminatory practices and promote black training and
advancement in the workplace. On January 20, 1986, Tutu graciously
received the Martin Luther King, Jr. Peace Prize at Ebenezer Baptist
Church in Atlanta, Georgia. In the presence of King’s widow, Coretta
Scott King, Tutu said he did not belong in the same league as King.5

Pointing to their differences in terms of nonviolence, Tutu remarked
that unlike King he was a “peace-lover” not a “pacifist.”6 Because of
the harsh conditions of apartheid, Tutu could understand why vio-
lence for some seemed to be the only alternative. Though different, in
the final analysis Tutu agreed that they both shared a deep passion for
justice, peace, and reconciliation.

King and Tutu emphasize the themes of reconciliation and libera-
tion as synonymous to the salvific activity of God in Christ. To speak
of one means to speak of the other. They are joint processes in the
redemption of human beings to God’s self. King understands reconcil-
iation in terms of the establishment of the “beloved community.” Tutu
approaches the idea of reconciliation by employing the concept of
“ubuntu theology,” described by Michael Battle as a distinctive “African
Christian spirituality.” In many regards, they both envisioned a condi-
tion where human relations are interdependent and nonviolent inter-
action of radical love transforms human society in social, political, and
economic realms.
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It is evident that King and Tutu shared a great deal in common
when it came to the question of nonviolence. After all, they both were
freedom fighters and church theologians who led campaigns in the
quest for justice and reconciliation. But this question will be taken up
in more detail in the next chapter. Perhaps not as apparent are the
theological differences that fueled their activities. For instance,
because of his personalist influences, King seems more interested in
preserving the dignity and humanity of individual persons. Ultimately,
for King it is the community that must uphold the dignity of the indi-
vidual. Tutu, on the other hand, sees the individual as ontologically
created for others. Inasmuch as the realization of human potential and
personhood, as created in the image of God, is achieved through “del-
icate networks of interdependence.” King and Tutu do find a vast
amount of agreement. However, their theological differences, though
not extensive, do surface in their views on God, Christ, the church,
human nature, and the Kingdom of God. Nevertheless, even in their
differences they both proclaimed the centrality of community and jus-
tice (in the individual and social spheres) as the culmination of God’s
plan in Christ for human beings.

God the Reconciler

King and Tutu’s conception of God reflected a commitment to con-
fronting social ills and taking seriously the urgency of human suffering
in the present. According to King, God was a “coworker” with human-
ity. A person yields to God’s will to become a coworker with God in
the fulfillment of God’s divine purpose in creation. In contrast, Tutu is
very Trinitarian in his understanding of God. He says very little about
who God is apart from God’s revelation in Christ and the Holy Spirit.
Accordingly, Tutu views God as God of fellowship and community.
God reveals who God is through others. In that, the more individuals
seek to know others, they gain a deeper awareness of God. The theo-
logical differences between Tutu and King, in terms of God, could be
described in Rufus Burrow’s analysis of King as “personal communi-
tarianism.”7 The undercurrents of Boston personalism are seen in
King’s explication of God as Personal. It is God who seeks to empower
and lift up the dignity and personhood of human beings in a way that
brings into the human experience the reality of God. God limits God’s
self to preserve the individual moral and rational agency of humans.
As God seeks to transform creation, God as a divine personality guides
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the individual personality and human history toward God’s ultimate
eschatological vision. For King, this vision is seen in the beloved com-
munity. The following observations by King are suggestive:

This is the meaning of faith. If we want to solve the race problem, this
is it. We can’t do it alone. God will not do it alone. But let’s go out and
protest a little bit and He [God] will change this thing and make
America a better nation. Do you want peace in this world? Man cannot
do it by himself. And God is not going to do it by himself. But let us
cooperate with him and we will be able to build a world where men will
beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks
and nations will not study war anymore.8

God has extended to humanity the opportunity to participate in God’s
activity in the world. That activity is characterized by the alleviation of
human suffering and the promulgation of social transformation.
Somewhat different from King’s view, Tutu’s ubuntu theology appears
to emphasize human effort through community as the fundamental
space where knowledge of God comes into being. Unlike King, Tutu
appears to highlight the Trinitarian nature of God as the basis for
establishing community and fellowship among human beings. Tutu
begins his conceptualization of God from the perspective of commu-
nity, no doubt drawing from his African cultural roots (as he points
out in the language of ubuntu). In Tutu’s thought, God has created
humans for community. The image of God is an image that reflects a
Trinitarian God, where the fellowship within the Godhead is extended
and projected to the human experience.

Perhaps the primary difference in Tutu’s concept of God and King’s
is recognized in God’s relationship with humanity. For King, God
seeks to preserve the human dignity of individuals. Therefore, the task
of individuals and communities is to protect the inherent dignity and
worth of every person. The process by which this occurs for King is
through agape, the love that flows freely from God to humanity. In
contrast, Tutu begins his theological reflection on God from the per-
spective of community. Operating out of what Battle describes as
“African Christian spirituality,” Tutu purports that the nature of God
is communitarian. Furthermore, knowledge of God is found through
difference and otherness. The creative energy that flows between per-
sons is the space in which humans participate in the activity of God.

In the end, King and Tutu are in widespread agreement that God
seeks to liberate persons the world marginalizes. They view God as a
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redeemer. God redeems not only individuals but social, political, and
economic areas of human experience as well. By explicating a version
of Boston personalism that deals with human suffering, King portrays
God as one who seeks to establish a community where all individuals
have intrinsic significance and eternal value. He demonstrated that the
activity of God in the redemption of humanity involves elevating the
potential and significance of human personality—individually and in
the context of community. Similarly, Tutu views God as embodying
community and fellowship. The community reflected in the Trinitarian
God is the ostensible force that seeks to liberate and reconcile fractured
relationships and social structures.

The Radical Life of Christ

We now turn our attention to who Christ is for King and Tutu. As
stated in earlier chapters, King’s Christology focuses on the “love
ethic” of Christ. Tutu, on the other hand, elevates the sociality of
Christ—that Christ was above all a “man for others.” Tutu, of course,
would not deny that the love ethic of Christ is an essential guide for
human relationships and more broadly, all aspects of human life.
However, Tutu would go further by saying that Christ, as fully God
himself, is best cast as one whose essential attribute was living for oth-
ers. In King’s eyes, the love ethic of Christ was a paradigm of human
behavior to be modeled by persons of all religious traditions and cul-
tures. In short, for King, Christ was not for Christians only but for all
humanity. That is to say, persons of all different religious and/or cul-
tural backgrounds could look upon the practices of Christ as a road
map to govern human society.

King and Tutu hold that Christ is the quintessential revelation of
God to humanity. But while King focuses on the ethical dimensions of
Christ, Tutu appeals to the spiritual manner in which Christ informs
community through liturgical practices. The love ethic of Christ
derives from King’s conception of love that he appropriates from
Anders Nygren. Nygren, who made the distinction between agape and
eros, sensitized King to how love functions in Christ to establish com-
munity. As agape flows from God to humanity, Christ gives dramatic
expression to this love in action. Tutu holds a similar view of Christ as
an ethical example of how human beings are to live in community. At
the same time, Tutu goes beyond this view by drawing on the spiritual
and liturgical dimensions of Christ’s life as a means to fight social
injustice. Such practices as personal devotion, prayer, the Eucharistic
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celebration, forgiveness, and quiet meditation all serve as critical
resources for confronting systematic evils like apartheid. Spiritual prac-
tices, for Tutu, are just as essential as loving the neighbor.

Both theologians concluded that Christ is a liberator of the poor,
downtrodden, and marginalized. In the establishment of the Kingdom
of God on earth, Christ comes to redeem and restore humanity to its
intended place. In terms of the redemption of God, King saw Christ
as an extension of the Old Testament prophetic tradition. Like the
prophets, Christ has also come to redeem individuals, groups, eco-
nomic and political organizations, and divided racial communities.
God’s redemption, exemplified in the life of Christ, is realized finally
in the beloved community. Truly, Christ is redeemer for Tutu as well.
Because of the desperate call for racial reconciliation and healing fol-
lowing Nelson Mandela’s release from prison in 1990, Tutu also por-
trayed Christ as a source of restoration and healing.9 As an agent of
restoration, Christ was a visible embodiment of what it means to hold
together the delicate balance between justice and mercy. As he chaired
the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), Tutu
was greatly scrutinized for focusing on “forgiveness” and “reconcilia-
tion.” Boraine, in chronicling the activities of TRC, says of Tutu:

It was with such a philosophy [of atonement and forgiveness] in mind
that Desmond Tutu called upon the political leaders in South Africa to
make some symbolic act of atonement. Showing great sensitivity and
awareness of the human psyche, he did not ask this only of the former
apartheid leaders. He asked Nelson Mandela to make a public act of
atonement at the site of the Church Street bombing by ANC cadres,
which had led to the loss of civilian lives. He asked Mangosuthu
Buthelezi to make a similar act of atonement at KwaMakhutha in
KwaZulu-Natal, where women and children had been massacred by IFP
supporters . . . . Tutu appealed to all of them, “Would it not be won-
derful if the leaders of these political parties could go to the site of a
notorious atrocity committed by his side and say, ‘Sorry—forgive us.’
With no qualifications, no ‘buts or ifs.’”10

The social and political context played a major role in shaping King
and Tutu’s understandings of Christ. It was, in many ways, necessary
for King to emphasize the prophetic nature of Christ’s life and message
as a way of advancing the cause of justice while proving that the estab-
lishment of the beloved community was the ultimate goal. In stark
contrast, Tutu and postapartheid leaders had to reckon with how to
maintain peace throughout the country. The ANC’s (African National
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Congress’) insistence on the establishment of the TRC, with Tutu at
the helm, proved to be a wise and theologically prudent undertaking.
Tutu was unapologetic about his priestly role on the commission, with
his affirmation of Christ as restorer and healer. In his book, No Future
without Forgiveness, he advances the idea of forgiveness as the basis for
the possibility of any lasting peace, justice, or community. Forgiveness,
for Tutu, creates the conditions for justice and community to be in any
way achievable. To summarize, it is in the person of Christ that for-
giveness and justice become intelligible and meaningful in the lives of
Christians and even the wider social order as well.

Sin and Human Potentiality

King and Tutu both appealed to an Augustinian understanding of
human nature. They acknowledged the sinfulness of human nature. At
the same time, they expressed a very optimistic view of human poten-
tiality. King looked to Niebuhr to understand human nature. Especially
early on in his theological education, King uncritically accepted
Niebuhr’s critique of human society. Reflecting on the Montgomery
Bus Boycott experience, King wrote:

In spite of the fact that I found many things to be desired in Niebuhr’s
philosophy, there were several points at which he constructively influ-
enced my thinking. Niebuhr’s great contribution to contemporary theol-
ogy is that he has refuted the false optimism characteristic of a great
segment of Protestant liberalism, without falling into the anti-rational-
ism of the continental theologian Karl Barth, or the semifundamentalism
of other dialectical theologians. Moreover, Niebuhr has extraordinary
insight into human nature, especially the behavior of nations and social
groups.11

But King, like Tutu, was dissatisfied with the pessimism of Niebuhr.
He appropriated the optimistic views of human nature from personal-
ist thought, which argued for the immense possibilities of human per-
sonality in God. King determined the idea of self is a function of the
human personality. His theology reflected personalism thought led by
DeWolf and Brightman. He understood the self as having sacred
worth and dignity. The human personality has eternal value and worth
precisely because of the Person of God as Creator. For King, the human
personality has been created by a personal God who affirms the free-
dom of human personality—freedom to deliberate, of self-expression,
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and freedom guided by responsibility. King’s conception of community
embraces such notions as “friendship” among equals. In fact, King
often commented that the objective of civil disobedience and nonvio-
lent resistance was to turn enemies into friends. In “Pilgrimage to
Nonviolence,” King outlines six basic tenets to his understanding of
nonviolent resistance. The second tenet articulates what he sees as the
supreme intent:

Nonviolence does not seek to humiliate or defeat the opponent, but to
win the opponent’s friendship. As such, its ultimate goal is redemption
and reconciliation. “The aftermath of nonviolence is the creation of the
beloved community.”12

Conversely, Tutu follows T. H. Green’s model of human nature as
essentially social. Human beings were made for community and “del-
icate networks of interdependence,” according to Tutu. Although human
beings are bound together by intricate social networks, they are not
necessarily created for social relations in King’s thought. Tutu’s social
ontology of human nature argues that although humans are capable of
great evil, they are also capable of incredible selflessness. The more
persons live for others, the more they become fully human as created
in the image of God.

It would be misguided to suggest that somehow King and Tutu were
utopian and unrealistic concerning their view of human nature. On the
contrary, they were very cognizant of the depths that humans could
plunge. History, in both countries, had taught them as much. The
killing of four innocent little girls in the Birmingham bombing and
Sharpeville Massacre of 1960 made that painfully clear to both. In
fact, Tutu and King viewed evil and human sin as the root cause of
racial oppression and disharmony among human beings.13 On one
occasion King surmised that evil is a force in the world that “works
against wholeness and harmony in creation. Evil is real and is charac-
terized by disorder, disruptiveness, intrusion, recalcitrance, and destruc-
tion.”14 The struggle within the divided human will is where evil lurks.
In a similar manner, King recognized human sin as manifesting evil
forces. He understood sin to be grounded in notions of human free-
dom and limitation.15 King emphasized the social ills caused by sin,
reflected in selfishness, pride, and ignorance. In his “Letter from
Birmingham Jail,” King responded to indifferent white clergymen held
hostage by the system of segregation.16 Similarly, Tutu appealed to fel-
low Christians, arguing that the reality of persons being created in the
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image of God is a means of overcoming the sin and evil of apartheid.
As persons are made in the image of God, Tutu also affirmed human
freedom and moral agency. King and Tutu, even in the face of evil,
were hopeful about the capacity for humans to choose what is just and
right. It was this sense of “hope against hope” (as Cornel West puts it)
that provided the inner resources seeking justice and reconciliation.

King appealed to the Christian conscience and the urgency of human
suffering caused by segregation. King posited the idea of agape as the
ultimate means for confronting social and political injustice. While the
legitimacy of the state was in question for Tutu in South Africa, King
attacked what he and others considered unjust laws. He enlisted
Augustine’s position in De libero arbitrio that “an unjust law is no law
at all.”17 However, according to Ansbro, Augustine would not have
supported civil disobedience. Because the authority of the ruler comes
from God, for Augustine, one is summoned to obedience and rever-
ence regardless of how evil a regime may be.18 In contrast, King held
that one has a moral obligation to disobey any law that does not con-
form to God’s eternal law.19 King believed social change is brought
about through challenging unjust laws.

Tutu’s understanding of human nature can also been seen in his cri-
tique of humanism. According to Battle, Tutu distinguishes between
Western humanism and how he understands humanism in the African
context. Humanism in the West, argues Tutu, is a function of eco-
nomic systems and guided by market forces;20 Tutu purposes that the
individual is isolated and seen as dependent upon one’s own energies
and abilities. This form of humanism encourages isolationism and ideas
of personhood characterized by self-determination. Tutu argues that
humanism within the African context is unintelligible outside of com-
munity. That is to say, a person’s environment and familial associa-
tions constitute fully what it means to be human. According to Battle,
“In the African concept of ubuntu, which Tutu appropriated for his
own purposes, human community is vital for the individual’s acquisi-
tion of personhood.”21

Community, Resistance, and 
Social Transformation

The idea of community, whether as the Christian church or in the
wider social order, was the basis of much of King and Tutu’s thought
and actions. As mentioned earlier, King articulated his ecclesiology in
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the language of the beloved community. As for Tutu, the concept of
ubuntu was used to describe his understanding of community. There is
no clear distinction in King and Tutu between the ecclesia, as the
church established by and for Christ, and the ways in which persons
are to live together with neighbor in the world. The mission of the
Christian church is to show the world how God desires for humans to
live together in community. What King and Tutu both observed was
that the Christian church, as with the wider social order, was ingrati-
ated in a fallen sinful condition too. Hence, the destiny of the Christian
church community was intertwined with the wider social, political,
and economic dimensions of human life. There was an inescapable
relationship between Christian community and the problem of racial,
ethnic, cultural, and economic differences. Specifically, the task of the
Christian church was to be God’s agent of reconciliation and restora-
tion in the world. For King, God has established God’s church in the
world to serve as a guidepost for human community in relationship to
God. Certainly, Tutu would find agreement with the church as a light
to the world and agent of social transformation. But the church is also
the body of Christ; the ingathering of those called out and redeemed
into the Lordship of Christ. The ultimate expression of the church,
and its message of justice and community to the world, is witnessed in
the Eucharistic celebration. Practices such as Eucharistic sharing,
“binding and loosing,” and martyrdom are key expressions of faith-
fulness.22 Hence the church has the twofold function of “serving God
and ruling the world.”

King also viewed history differently and found that the significance
of human suffering, though contradictory to secular society, is a spiri-
tual force that has been made possible through Christ. Jane Elyse
Russell offers an analysis of some nonviolent church communities.23

In particular, the Anabaptist movement and John Dear’s “ecclesiology
of nonviolence” are of specific interest to this study.24 Dear points to
the witness of King and Oscar Romero to illustrate examples of such
nonviolence-based communities. The centrality of human dignity and
inherent human worth was the abiding principle in King’s promulga-
tion of the beloved community.

The innate worth or human worth as divinely given is what informed
much of King’s attack on segregation. Segregation opposed the reality
and actualization of the beloved community because it denied the pos-
sibility of human fellowship. It militated against God’s vision of justice
and human dignity. Reconciliation for King involved integration and
the creation of a society where barriers of separation are no longer
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present. Not just desegregation, but full integration was a fundamental
part of his vision for the beloved community. Desegregation, says
King, results in a condition where “elbows are together and hearts
apart. It gives us social togetherness and spiritual apartness. It leaves
us with a stagnant equality of sameness rather than a constructive
equality of oneness.”25 King, like Tutu, recognized the interconnec-
tedness of human existence. Reconciliation embodies the understand-
ing of the mutual dependence of persons living in community. In other
words, the self cannot truly be the self devoid of others within the
community. For King, this meant that humanity was a family that
needed each other. In one of his famous quotes, he remarks, “We are
tied together in the single garment of destiny, caught in an inescapable
network of mutuality.”26 The quest for liberation for blacks in America
was also a quest for justice to others who suffered injustice and
oppression. Because humanity is mutually dependent, concern for
justice and liberation must also include everyone.

On the other hand, Tutu believed that ultimately the capacity to
confront apartheid was grounded in the liturgy and language of the
church. Tutu, as an Anglican priest, maintained that Christian con-
cepts, such as forgiveness and reconciliation, are applicable not only to
the church but also to all human relations. Tutu maintains this lan-
guage is intelligible to all humanity and essential to overcoming injus-
tice and division. For Tutu one can only have true knowledge of self,
the world, and God through the knowledge of others.27 Ubuntu, says
Battle, declares “persons are ends in themselves only through the
discovery of who they are in others.”28

Actualizing the Kingdom of God on Earth

King and Tutu may have arrived at many of the same conclusions
regarding the Kingdom of God in the world, however, they seem to have
different sensitivities as to the configuration of the Kingdom of God and
redemption of Creation to God. Unlike Tutu, King had not witnessed
the visceral triumph of the freedom struggle in the United States. In fact,
King was in the gallows of protesting for the rights of sanitation work-
ers in Memphis, Tennessee when he was assassinated. In contrast, we
are fortunate to partake in Tutu’s evolving and optimistic view of the
Kingdom of God, which he regards as God’s “transfiguration” and
“transformation” of creation to God’s self. The Kingdom of God, for
Tutu, must find practical expression if it is to be meaningful, especially
to those who are on the fringes of this new and emerging postmodern
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society. Accordingly, for Tutu, reconciliation in South Africa is not a
destination. Rather it is a process of building a new community, a new
people, and a new nation. The Kingdom of God, especially in the con-
text of South Africa, means building a sustainable sense of community
and nationhood affecting all areas of human experience. Villa-Vicencio
in A Theology of Reconstruction deals with the theological, political,
economic, philosophical, and legal debates surrounding the new South
Africa. Rightly so, Villa-Vicencio locates the process of reconciliation
within the complex realm of social and political liberation. More and
more as the story of the new South Africa begins to unfold, the language
of reconciliation, once considered almost a cliché, centers around social
and political issues of land ownership, wealth distribution, and social
stability. Of particular interest is land ownership and redistribution.
Villa-Vicencio points to the theological necessity for ownership in the
factors that control the lives of people. He writes:

Theologically central to this focus, as already made clear in the earlier
chapters on human rights, is the need for people (as agents of God in
history) to participate in the creation of their own future, both econom-
ically and politically.29

In South Africa while blacks maintain political control, economic
power remains in the hands of whites. So could there be reconciliation
devoid of economic equality? Moreover, what is the relationship
between economic justice and reconciliation? Theologically, Villa-
Vicencio proposes, God’s creation regarding land ownership ought to
be used for all of God’s children, and not merely for the privileged few.
John Paul II submits, “If the common good requires it, there should be
no hesitation even in expropriation.”30 The language of reconciliation
in South Africa (and the Kingdom of God more precisely) also means
a commitment to not only a “colorless” society, but also a society of
fair distribution of land ownership. M. Douglas Meeks, in God the
Economist, concludes that national and global economies must be
seen as part of the “household of God.” In the household of God, peo-
ple must have the basic necessities of life to live. This may even require
redistribution from the pockets of the rich few to the bellies of the
poor many.31 Like in America, the inequities of land and economic
distribution in South Africa are startling:

5 percent of South Africa’s population own 80 percent of the personally
owned wealth.
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Whites effectively own in excess of 70 percent of the land in South
Africa and 95 percent of the “means of production.”

As far as control of industry goes, six corporations ultimately control
companies whose shares account for more than 85 percent of the total
value of shares quoted on the Johannesburg Stock exchange.32

The plea for economic redistribution weighs heavily on the hearts of
many South Africa amid the newness of nation-building. It demonstrates
that reconciliation is an ongoing process of healing and restoration. At
issue is the distinction between what Alex Boraine calls “retributive and
restorative justice” in the reconciliation process.33 Boraine questions
whether these two approaches are contradictory or complimentary in
the move toward reconciliation. The TRC contributed to the concep-
tion of restorative justice, but did not attend to the questions raised by
retributive justice, such as land redistribution. Reconciliation requires
to a large measure a synthesis of both restorative and retributive jus-
tice. Reconciliation with justice requires restorative justice in its vision
and goals. It must seek to restore and heal in order to form a more just
community of persons. In the final analysis, restoration also requires
equality and justice as it relates to material resources as well.

Conclusion

We have observed the extent to which King and Tutu bring scathing
critiques to bear on the individualistic readings of reconciliation char-
acteristic of the modern era. The centrality of human dignity was an
abiding principle in King’s promulgation of the beloved community.
Innate human dignity as divinely given by God is what informed much
of King’s attack on segregation. Segregation was counter to the reality
and actualization of the beloved community because it denied the possi-
bility of brotherhood met with justice and human dignity. Reconciliation
for King involved integration and the creation of a society where bar-
riers of separation are no longer present. Not only desegregation, but
full integration was a fundamental part of his vision for the beloved
community. Likewise, the influence of Tutu on shaping the mood of
the TRC is emphasized by Krog in the way that Tutu moderated the
sessions and reflected in those selected to sit on the commission. The
preoccupation with individual autonomous thinking in the modern
era denied communal responsibilities, relegated to individual subjec-
tivity. Tutu, however, was able to give credence to the traditional
Judeo-Christian conception of reconciliation that we find in Taylor,
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Ritschl, Farmer, and Denney. However, he goes further by narrating
the salvific work of God in Christ as encompassing the social and
political order as well. God reigns over all creation and declares God’s
justice and way of being in the world in all dimensions of life—
personal, social, political, economic, and the like. From this perspective,
Tutu advances the centrality of healing, forgiveness, and restoration in
terms of reconciliation.

In the life and thought of King and Tutu, we find that reconciliation
ultimately means both personal and social liberation. King’s conception
of the beloved community, which informed much of his intellectual,
spiritual, and social quest for justice, brought together reconciliation
and liberation in a way that is authentic to the Christian faith tradi-
tion. That the quest for liberation was not merely a plight to end the
suffering of blacks, rather that it was the emphatic freedom of all who
suffered and the affirmation of human dignity and brotherhood within
the human family. It shows commitment not only to liberation but
also to reconciliation as well. The beloved community, in its vision and
eschatological hope, envisioned a condition where human relations
are interdependent. And that nonviolent interaction and brotherly
love are guiding principles.

King and Tutu’s conceptions are consistent with the traditional
doctrine of reconciliation. However, they go further by emphasizing
the liberating power of reconciliation. That the efforts of many, such
as Tutu, Mandela, Boraine, the ANC, and others, sought to create a
new South Africa, different from the old, is a testament to the power
of reconciliation and the hope it embodies. Through the vision of the
TRC and King’s beloved community, the people of South Africa and
America were able to confront the past, grapple with its hideousness,
and expose the wounds of a racist history of exploitation.
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5

The Power of Nonviolence:
Mohandas K. Gandhi’s Influence on 

King and Tutu

God will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples.They will
beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not
take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.1

We must become the change that we seek.2

King and Tutu embraced the idea of nonviolence. At the same
time, they came to very different conclusions as to its application and
efficacy in all circumstances. Both figures gained inspiration and
strategic insight from Mohandas “Mahatma” Gandhi. Shortly after
the Montgomery Bus Boycott, King was encouraged by Bayard
Rustin, Stanley Levison, and Harris Wofford to take a major trip to
India to study Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence.3 During the visit,
King met with Gandhi’s disciples, India’s political officials, and trav-
eled extensively across India, mainly to Agra, Delhi, and Karachi. The
trip broadened King’s scope of the potential of nonviolence in the
American freedom struggle. Through this experience, King became
acquainted with Gandhi the man. Gandhi’s ability to throw off his
capitalistic desire and personal discipline deepened King’s apprecia-
tion for him. At every phase of King’s leadership and thought, his com-
mitment to Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence was consistent.

The context played a far greater role in shaping Tutu’s understand-
ing of nonviolence. Although he considered himself a “man of peace,”
he was not convinced that the nonviolent strategies of Gandhi and
King would be successful in South Africa. King and Tutu seem to find
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agreement that nonviolence is fundamentally part of what it means to
be Christian. Yet, they looked to Gandhi for practical expression.
They recognized that Gandhi’s practices were consistent with the life
and teachings of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, that Gandhi helped to
advance Christian practices of nonviolence by demonstrating its appli-
cability for social and political revolution.

Because of the role nonviolence played in the life and context of
King and Tutu, I briefly examine the influence of Gandhi as well.
More broadly, I am concerned with initiating a conversation between
Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence and the Christian idea of nonvio-
lence reflected in the teachings of Christ and the Sermon on the
Mount. From this perspective I compare them on the question of non-
violence, and how it functions in King and Tutu’s conception of rec-
onciliation and community. As will be seen, King was an absolutist
when it came to nonviolence. For King, nonviolence was not simply a
strategy to fight injustice. Nonviolence was also a way of life and fun-
damental to what it means to be fully human. Although Tutu embraced
nonviolence as a way of life and strategy, he stands closer to Dietrich
Bonhoeffer as a contextual theologian. Tutu does not go as far as King
in holding a nonviolent stance at all cost. Tutu held that nonviolence
is consistent with the Gospel, but should be contextualized in light
of the reality of human suffering. King, however, followed Mahatma
Gandhi’s principles of nonviolence as an absolute and eternal ideal. At
the core of King’s vision of the beloved community is nonviolence as a
personal and social practice.

This chapter will offer a short review of Gandhi’s life and thought,
followed by Gandhi’s impact on Tutu due to his legacy in South Africa
as a proving ground for nonviolent resistance. Then I continue in
exploring Gandhi’s impact on King’s conception of nonviolence. I also
bring King into dialogue with the pacifist tradition as represented in
the work of John Howard Yoder. It is my hope that by establishing a
conversation with King and Yoder on the question of nonviolence it
will yield fresh insights on the often controversial relationship between
nonviolence and political protest in the Christian tradition.

In the Footsteps of Peace: A Brief Appraisal 
of Gandhi and Nonviolent Resistance

Far too often, theologians have attempted to co-opt the idea of nonvi-
olence solely within the Christian narrative. Before moving on to King
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and Tutu’s understanding of nonviolence, some attention should be
given to the life and thought of Gandhi. Certainly, racist and elitist
attitudes toward traditions outside the purview of the West have fos-
tered a relentless denial of Gandhi’s contributions to Christian thought.
Considering Gandhi’s influence on King and Tutu creates an opportu-
nity for such an exploration. There is little evidence that King or Tutu
had any serious or ongoing relationship with Gandhi on a personal
level. Gandhi was an entire generation removed from King and Tutu’s
pilgrimage. In many studies on King and Tutu, Gandhi receives only a
footnote of attention, in part due to the far-removed historical and cul-
tural context in which he lived. But Gandhi’s unquestionable influence
on King and evolving presence in South Africa demonstrates his sig-
nificance in the life of King and Tutu. When King read Gandhi as a
student at Crozer Theological Seminary, he immediately embraced
Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence as a method of political protest.
Hearing Mordecai Johnson, then president of Howard University in
Washington, DC, give an inspiring lecture on Gandhi, he ran out and
purchased as many of Gandhi’s writings as he could find. He recog-
nized in that moment that Gandhi had something very profound to
say about the freedom struggle. What appears to be less obvious is
Gandhi’s influence on Tutu. Tutu had no dramatic experience or inter-
action with Gandhi’s thought as with King. However, Tutu character-
ized himself as a man of peace and looked to the wealth of resources
in South Africa’s historical experience, of which Gandhi was tanta-
mount. Overall, Gandhi provided enormous resources for both King
and Tutu as they considered the possibilities and limitations of nonvi-
olence as a method of social transformation.

Seeds of Nonviolent Resistance: The Life of Gandhi

In the same manner as King and Tutu, Gandhi’s life was indispensable
in shaping his philosophy of nonviolence. Born on October 2, 1869 on
the west coast of India, into a Vaishnava family of the Vallabhacharya
tradition, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was later given the title
“Mahatma,” or Great Soul, of which he attributed to the people of
India. He belonged to the Vaishya caste, the third category in the
occupational division of the Hindu society. Living at a time when the
barriers between castes were beginning to deteriorate, Gandhi’s grand-
father Uttamchand served for many years as the princeling of
Porbandar in western India. Both the deterioration of the caste system
and his grandfather’s position gave the Gandhi family a newfound
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social status among dignitaries and political structures. Gandhi’s father
also served as prime minister of the small Wankaner state. Because of
his family’s status, Gandhi grew up very cultured and well to do.

Ignatius Jesudasan, in A Gandhian Theology of Liberation, insists
that Gandhi’s childhood and family orientation provided the ground-
work for his later encounters with other religions and political struc-
tures.4 He says, “The family was to be Gandhi’s model or ideal image
of the polis and politics.”5 Jesudasan maintains that the methods
of Gandhi’s adult life were to become part of Gandhi even as a boy.
As a young man, Gandhi absorbed the significance of Shravana and
Harishchandra (Hindu mythical characters who represented the ideal
devotion and duty to parents and honesty respectively) that informed
his attitude toward Christ.6 A common scenario played out in the lives
of Gandhi, King, and Tutu is that all of them came from relatively well
to do, two-parent families. They experienced early on the beauty of
strong familial ties, economic security, and a context in which reli-
gious and moral values were taught and engrained into their personal-
ities. King’s experience growing up in the middle-class neighborhood
on Sweet Auburn avenue in Atlanta, Georgia was emblematic of
Gandhi’s strong family upbringing. As I have said earlier, their families
were as much part of their theological formation as their academic
training. Gandhi, like King and Tutu, was steeped early in the lessons
of integrity, truth, love, and compassion—foundations that would be
guiding forces in their life’s work.

In many regards, the ultimate objective for Gandhi was reconcilia-
tion, built on love, truth, forgiveness, and nonviolence. These truths
were revealed to Gandhi very early in his life. At the age of thirteen,
Gandhi was married, under the arrangement of his parents, to Kasturbai
who was the daughter of a Porbandar merchant named Gokuldas
Nakanji. This union lasted for sixty-two years. Though deeply in love
with his wife, for many years Gandhi was haunted by the “shackles of
lust,” that gave him a relentless feeling of guilt. This feeling heightened
in the event of his father’s death. During the final hours of Gandhi’s
father’s life, he left his father’s bedside to be with his wife, Kasturbai.
His father died moments later. While in England, Gandhi became
familiar with British life and culture. Even while struggling with his
own identity as an Indian in England, Gandhi soon realized that his
ultimate loyalties would be to his home country. Subsumed with
dietary concerns, Gandhi cultivated the discipline that would in the
future be a powerful weapon in the nonviolent struggle to liberate
India. As he became familiar with the customs and etiquette of British
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culture, Gandhi enrolled in the Inner Temple of the Inns of Court,
considered the most aristocratic law studies institution at the time.
Though Gandhi found his legal studies quite easy, he also expanded
his learning of the Hindu heritage. The Bhagavad Gita, Hinduism’s
holy scripture, was tremendously appealing for Gandhi because of his
affinity for action, as glorified in the Gita. The discipline he acquired
in England would later give him an internal power that would be at
the center of his philosophy of nonviolence and self-sacrifice.

Although his philosophical views were beginning to take shape as
he returned to India, he struggled to understand his professional iden-
tity as a practicing attorney. Though knowledgeable about legal pro-
cedures and the laws, Gandhi found practicing law quite unsettling. In
The Story of My Experiments with Truth, Gandhi confesses:

It was difficult to practice at the bar. I had read the laws but not learned
how to practice law . . . Besides, I had learned nothing of Indian
law . . . I had serious misgivings as to whether I should be able to earn
even a living by the profession.7

This failure in many regards was a powerful element of providence
because it lead to Gandhi’s experiments in South Africa and provided
the foundation for his future confrontation with the British Empire on
Indian soil. After failing as a lawyer in India, Gandhi was offered a
case by Porbandar Moslems to represent them as their lawyer in South
Africa for a year. Hungry for new experiences and to see a new world,
Gandhi prepared to leave for South Africa. King and Tutu are related
in their identity within the African diaspora’s freedom struggle. They
are also related by Gandhi’s presence in South Africa and Gandhi’s
obvious influence on King. These connections reveals much about
their shared sources and passion for nonviolence.

Gandhi and Christianity

I highly doubt whether King would have readily embraced Gandhi’s
philosophy of nonviolence or even taken seriously by Tutu if Gandhi
had not had some sensitivities toward Christianity. Although Mahatma
Gandhi did not profess Christianity in the traditional sense, he embod-
ied many of the principles of Christianity in terms of nonviolence, the
“love ethic of Christ,” and in his quests for liberation and political
freedom. Gandhi’s attitude toward Christianity is helpful in seeing
how nonviolence functioned in King and Tutu’s work. While the influ-
ence of Gandhi on King is more direct (as he acknowledged Gandhi’s
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influence and preached his views), Gandhi’s influence on Tutu came in
more indirect ways. The King-Gandhi principle of nonviolence was
tested in the refiner’s fire in South Africa. According to Lewis Baldwin,
the sharp polarization in South Africa among religious, tribal, and
racial lines made the use of nonviolence a formidable challenge.8

Violent and often sporadic clashes between factions within the African
National Congress (ANC) and the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) con-
tributed to a culture of fear and intensified white backlash. Gandhi’s
ideas were introduced during the most intense periods of violence in
South Africa in the 1980s as leaders looked for peaceful alternatives.9

Many of Gandhi’s ideas are not in keeping with some of the most
fundamental beliefs regarding Christianity. First, Gandhi’s perspective
is insightful when talking about Christian practices, especially nonvio-
lence. Gandhi found many of the teachings of Christ compatible with
his conception of “satyagraha” and “ahimsa.”10 This was especially
the case regarding the Sermon on the Mount. For Gandhi, the sermon
represented the most powerful expression of his ideas. In the Sermon on
the Mount, Christ articulates alternative reality to worldly notions of
power and domination. Satyagraha seeks to appeal to the inner psyche
of human experience, similar to Schleiermacher’s notion of “feeling.”11

Satyagraha, through nonviolence, attempts to tap into the conscience,
where the degradation of the other also spells self-degradation and the
destruction of the other also means self-destruction.

Gandhi exhibited appreciation for the ethical teachings of Christ.
For Gandhi, the teachings of Christ balance the basic human desire for
dignity and self-worth amid the social and political forces at work in
the individual life. In the sermon, Christ presents the Gospel message
as liberating for the marginalized and a pathway toward community
and relationality with God and others. The Sermon on the Mount
addresses the concern for individuals to exercise rational capacities in
moral behavior. It also situates the actions of the individual within the
context of the universal redemptive act salvation. Gandhi also recog-
nized that liberation was not merely material but carried over to
social, political, and economic spheres. Genuine liberation means
wholeness for both the individual and community.

Gandhi came to this realization during his pilgrimage in South
Africa. Prior to his assault on the British colonialism in India, Gandhi
developed and refined many of his core ideas of nonviolence among
poor communities of South African Indians seeking political represen-
tation and racial dignity. In his memoirs, Satyagraha in South Africa,
Gandhi recounts how South Africa was a proving ground for his ideas
on nonviolent resistance. Here, Gandhi also expressed his sincere

134 Martin Luther King, Jr. & Desmond Tutu

9781403984821ts07.qxd  25-8-07  03:35 PM  Page 134



appreciation for Christian ethical teachings on nonviolence and rejection
of materialism. While pursuing law in London Gandhi had met many
encounters with Christians, but observed a profound contradiction
between his understandings of the teachings of Christ and Western
Christian practices. Drawing from these experiences, Gandhi looked
to the ethics of Christ as an expression of satyagraha. Gandhi main-
tained that nonviolence leads to centering of one’s self with creation.
In that sense, nonviolence also means withdrawing participation in
indirect associations with violence. Gandhi had a global awareness of
the interconnectedness of the marketplace and the degree to which
capitalism (through worker exploitation, manipulation of local gov-
ernments and markets, etc.) perpetuates and fuels violence abroad. By
advocating disciplining one’s spending practices, Gandhi made con-
nections between individual capitalistic practices with political and
economic domination. Nonviolence, therefore, held physical and onto-
logical dimensions. In the quest for truth and righteousness, nonvio-
lence was nonnegotiable, either in word or deed.

Although Gandhi’s understanding of Christianity supports the quest
for liberation and reconciliation in terms of nonviolence, a denial of
materialism, and ethics, he could not accept one of the most basic con-
cepts to classical Christianity—that Christ died for the sins of the
world, and in doing so redeemed all of humanity. Nonviolence stands
at the core of Gandhi’s belief system. Therefore, in Gandhi’s estimation
if Christ died for sinful humanity then somehow God used violence for
God’s own purposes. In which case, violence could somehow be attrib-
uted to God. Gandhi also could not go along with the idea that
“Christ” was the only way in which God had manifested God’s self to
humanity. Gandhi held that manifestations of the divine were universal
in scope and could not be limited to one particular religious expression.

Gandhi, like King, ultimately saw nonviolence as an absolute.
According to him, nonviolence arises from what it means to be
human. Nonviolence meant rejecting all forms of violence and coer-
cion, including psychological and emotional forms. Of course, King
did not accept Gandhi’s views on capitalism and Tutu could not follow
Gandhi’s absolutist position on nonviolence. Nevertheless, they did
see Gandhi’s life and conception of nonviolence as the quintessential
example of Christ’s teachings related to nonviolence.

Gandhi’s Footprints of Peace in South Africa

In many regards, South Africa can be considered a proving ground for
Gandhi and the method of nonviolent resistance. The significance of
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Gandhi in South Africa has been neglected in modern scholarship,
particularly as it relates to the Truth and Reconciliation movements
currently enacted by the new South African government. Long before
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), Gandhi on African
soil utilized the power of ahimsa and satyagraha to eventually win
important rights for Indians in South Africa. Yet, what is the rela-
tionship between Gandhi’s presence in South Africa and the subse-
quent liberation movements in South Africa, including the TRCs
instituted? Since these commissions are now being implemented in
many parts of the world, to what extent has Gandhi’s influence
affected these movements?

When Gandhi first arrived in South Africa, he would have an expe-
rience that would forever change his way of thinking. When asked by
a Christian missionary years later about the most creative experience
in his life, Gandhi told the story about his Maritzburg Station
encounter. Gandhi remarked candidly when he wrote:

The train reached Maritzburg, the capital of Natal, at about 9 p.m.
[A white man entered the compartment] and looked me up and down.
He saw that I was a “colored” man. This disturbed him. Out he went
and came in with one or two officials. They all kept quiet, when another
official came to me and said, “Come along, you must go to the van
[third class] compartment.”12

Though he showed his first-class tickets, Gandhi was forced from his
seat and later beaten, all the way to his destination in Pretoria. This
experience gave Gandhi profound insight into the Indian condition in
South Africa. Not different from the experience of Rosa Parks in
Montgomery, Alabama, this encounter of humiliation and degrada-
tion would contribute to the transformation of a shy and timid
Gandhi into a powerful and dynamic leader. Although Gandhi had
only planned to stay for a year in South Africa, he soon became
engulfed with the political struggle of the Indian people in the coun-
try. Fischer posits that a week into his arrival in Pretoria, Gandhi
summoned the Indians of the city to a meeting, a meeting that
included not only Indians but also Moslem merchants as well.13 In
order to “present to them a picture of their condition,” Gandhi beck-
oned his people to have both political and personal responsibilities.
The Indian merchants were denied opportunities and scolded for their
sanitary misgivings. Regular meeting with the Indian merchants lead
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to the Natal Indian Congress, with Gandhi as its leader.14 Because of
Gandhi’s nonviolent organizing activities, he was not a foreign
personality in the mind of Tutu. Unlike Gandhi, Tutu could not
altogether accept nonviolence as a universal principle. It is quite under-
standable how Tutu would arrive at such a position. In the 1980s espe-
cially, the South African apartheid regime devised a sophisticated
strategy to eliminate antiapartheid efforts. Decades earlier in March
1960, sixty-nine black South Africans engaged in nonviolent protest
against Pass Laws were killed by South African police at Sharpeville.
It came to be known as the Sharpeville Massacre. In America, King
was outraged. During this time, King was active in two organizations
geared toward supporting a free South Africa—American Committee
on Africa (ACOA) and the American Negro Leadership Conference
on Africa (ANLCA). Through these two organizations, King dia-
logued with South African activists like Albert Lithuli to continue its
prophetic witness to nonviolence in their native lands. The Sharpeville
Massacre and King’s early efforts to encourage nonviolence in South
Africa were but a foreshadow of the conditions leading to Tutu’s posi-
tion on nonviolence. Nonetheless, through King’s influence and his
overall legacy in the country, Gandhi provided the space for serious
consideration, even a desperate plea, for the impetus of nonviolence
in their protest.

Nevertheless, Gandhi was an important figure in the work of King
and Tutu. In particular, the South African experience allowed Gandhi
to cross paths with Roman Catholics, Quakers, and Protestants, many
of whom attempted to convert Gandhi to Christianity. Though unsuc-
cessful, Gandhi was nonetheless profoundly influenced by Christianity.
In a sense, Gandhi was a theologian and interpreter of the Christian
legacy centered in Christ. Margaret Chatterjee, in Gandhi’s Religious
Thought, proposes that Gandhi soon made distinctions in his mind
between Christianity, Christians, and Christ.15 Perhaps the most
significant dimension of Christianity that influenced Gandhi was the
Sermon on the Mount.16 In as much as Christianity was concerned
with conversion and service, an inward change of the heart expressed
in action, Gandhi was on board. But Gandhi had very little tolerance
for the “arrogance of the evangelically twice-born.”17 Able to embrace
the idea of a change of heart, which he found consistent with satya-
graha, Gandhi found this change as ultimately resulting in changed
relationships, such as the one between employer and employee or
between Hindu and Moslem.18 Gandhi could not accept the Christianity
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promulgated by those who claimed that conversion leads to salvation
and redemption from one’s sins. Chatterjee postulates:

He [Gandhi] singles out the unacceptability of once for all atonement,
of vicarious suffering, of conversion (in the light of following one’s own
swadharma), of a single God-man, and the belief that there is “none
other name” through whom man can be saved.19

Responding to missionaries in Calcutta, Gandhi replied:

I do not experience spiritual consciousness in my life through that Jesus
(the historical Jesus). But if by Jesus you mean the eternal Jesus, if by
Jesus you understand the religion of universal love that dwells in the
heart, then that Jesus lives in my heart—to the same extent that Krishna
lives, that Rama lives. If I did not feel the presence of that living God, at
the painful sights I see in the world, I would be a raving maniac and my
destination would be the Hooghli [river]. As, however, that Indweller
shines in the heart, I have not been a pessimist now or ever before.20

According to Gandhi, Christ was “a martyr, an embodiment of sacri-
fice and a divine teacher, but not as the most perfect man ever born.”21

Though Gandhi was given a number of books to read on Christianity,
none stuck to him more than Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God Is within
You. Regarding his religious beliefs, Gandhi was a free thinker; he rec-
ognized the flaws in Christianity as well as in his own Hindu beliefs.
He could not accept Christianity on the grounds that it was either “the
perfect religion or the greatest religion.” He had seen transformation
among men and women of other religions as with Christianity and
saw no need to embrace it whole-heartedly.

In South Africa, Gandhi launched a series of campaigns against
unfair taxation and in defense of indentured laborers. Fischer insists
that “Appeal” was the key to Gandhi’s politics. Gandhi’s strategy was
to appeal to the common sense and morality of his adversary.22

Gandhi published two pamphlets: An Appeal to Every Briton in South
Africa and The Indian Franchise, an Appeal. It can be said that
Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence was born out of his experience in
South Africa. Returning from Bombay with his family to stay longer in
South Africa, Gandhi was greeted in Durban by angry white residents.
He was accompanied by about eight hundred Indian passengers as a
show of support and protection for their emerging leader. After leav-
ing the ship, Gandhi was beaten severely and had to escape the mob in
a disguise. The notion of encountering violence through the power of
nonviolence became clearer then. When asked what he would do if
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whites made good on their threats, to what extent could he stand on
his principle of nonviolence, Gandhi replied:

I hope God will give me the courage and the sense to forgive them and
to refrain from bringing them to law. I have no anger against them. I am
only sorry for their ignorance and their narrowness. I know that they
sincerely believe that what they are doing today is right and proper.
I have no reason therefore to be angry with them.23

This conviction was deeply rooted in Gandhi’s religious beliefs. Two
vows became evident to Gandhi, that he should live “a life of celibacy,”
and that he must “accept poverty as a constant companion through
life.”24 The Bhagavad Gita carried special meaning for Gandhi. Much
of the Gita’s teaching centers on sacrifice and nonpossession as a means
to Salvation. Gandhi grew in his religious convictions and progressively
began relinquishing himself from his worldly possessions. For Gandhi,
even the body was a possession in terms of pure Truth. According to
him, the body should be committed to service. Gandhi pronounced:

We thus arrive at the ideal of total renunciation and learn to use the
body for the purposes of service so long as it exists, so much so that
service, and not bread, becomes with us the staff of life. We eat and
drink, sleep and awake, for service alone. Such an attitude of mind
brings us real happiness . . .

And those who have followed out this vow of voluntary poverty to the
fullest extent possible . . . testify that when you dispossess yourself of
everything you have, you really possess all the treasures of the world.25

These sentiments illustrate the formation of a man who would lead the
Indian people in their struggle for freedom and liberation. Perhaps the
most powerful instrument used in South Africa, says Lischer, was a
weekly journal known as Indian Opinion (founded by Gandhi in
1903).26 This material was a way of educating and informing the
Indian community, not only in South Africa but also across the world,
of their condition.

Gandhi read Henry David Thoreau’s Civil Disobedience and even
used this designation to describe the struggle to English speakers. But
this was not fully reflective of what Gandhi felt they were attempting to
do. “Passive Resistance” was also used to describe the Indian struggle in
South Africa. Gandhi combined the terms “Satya (Truth)” and “Agraha
(Force and Firmness)” to create “satyagraha,” that is say “the Force
which is born of Truth and Love or Non-violence”27 Gandhi coined the
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term to distinguish the the struggle taking place in the United Kingdom
and South Africa.28 In Gandhi’s eyes, the meaning is clear:

Its root meaning is holding on to truth, hence Truth-force. I have also
called it Love-force or Soul-force. In the application of Satyagraha I dis-
covered in the earliest stages that pursuit of truth did not permit
violence being inflicted on one’s opponent but that he must be weaned
from error by patience and sympathy. For what appears to be truth to
the one may appear to be error to the other. And patience means self-
suffering. So the doctrine came to mean vindication of Truth not by
infliction of suffering on the opponent but on one’s self.29

The philosophy of satyagraha in practice in South Africa was an
embodiment of ahimsa, the Hindu belief of nonforce or nonviolence.30

The concept of ahimsa is not restricted to Hinduism, it is also common
to the other Indian religions of Jainism and Buddhism. According to
Peter Bishop, of all the Indian religions, Jainism is the strongest pro-
ponent of the concept. Nonetheless, Gandhi understood ahimsa as
truth, for in each lies the meaning of the other.31

Satyagraha proved to be a success in South Africa. But what is the
relationship between this success and later reconciliation movements in
South Africa led by leaders such as Desmond Tutu? Was Tutu himself
influenced by Gandhi’s presence in South Africa and was there a rela-
tionship, a borrowing of ideas, between Gandhi and early black leaders
in South Africa? Though Gandhi’s writings do not suggest such a rela-
tionship, the centrality of forgiveness and confession in Tutu’s under-
standing of reconciliation ignites curiosity about such a relationship. In
Tutu’s No Future without Forgiveness, he recalls his experiences during
the dark days of struggle during the black’s rebellion of the unjust
South African government.32 Here Tutu exposits “True reconciliation
exposes the awfulness, the abuse, the pain, the degradation, the
truth.”33 Similar to Gandhi’s understanding of ahimsa, Tutu embraces
the centrality of truth and confession in the reconciliation process. But
of course, for Tutu this was rooted in Christ. Furthermore, Tutu’s reluc-
tance to accept the principle of nonviolence without reservation may
have been justified insofar as nonviolence presupposes a sense of moral
consciousness. The question of moral consciousness was debatable in
South Africa, as was the case in Hitler’s Germany toward Jews. Some
150 people were killed at Sebokeng in November 1984; nearly 243
people were killed and wounded at Crossroads in February 1985;
another 43 were murdered in Langa on March 21, 1985.34 These
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events merely point the fact that for Tutu, the context was paramount
in reflecting on the question of nonviolence in South Africa.

The Impact of Gandhi on King

Martin Luther King, Jr. took a very different approach to Gandhi’s phi-
losophy of nonviolence. Becoming perhaps Gandhi’s greatest disciple
of nonviolence, King embraced Gandhi’s philosophy as a methodolog-
ical weapon to fight apartheid in America; he took hold of Gandhi’s
principles as a way of life. Through King, Gandhi profoundly influ-
enced the civil rights struggle and countless black freedom fighters in
America. King was influenced by a number of liberal theologians
such as Walter Rauschenbusch, George Davis, and L. Harold DeWolf.
However, King adopted the philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi as a
method to confront the harsh realities of America. James Cone posits:

Though liberal theology influenced King’s philosophical understanding of
love, it was the philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi . . . from India . . . who
provided the intellectual justification and the methodological imple-
mentation of his perspective on nonviolent direct action.35

As early as the second year at Crozer Theological Seminary, King had
become a believer in the precepts of the Gandhian philosophy of non-
violence.36 It was at a lecture King heard by Mordecai Johnson in
Philadelphia that spurred his interest in the Gandhian philosophy of
nonviolence. The president of Howard University, Mordecai Johnson
returned from India and spoke how the power of Gandhi’s satyagraha
gained independence for India. While the biblical legacy of Christ
remained the center of King’s theology, he shared similar views with
Gandhi that appealed to the redemptive nature of suffering related to
the philosophy of nonviolence. When Gandhi remarked, “[It] is the
vindication of truth not by infliction of suffering on the opponent but
on one’s self . . . Rivers of blood may have to flow before we gain our
freedom, but it must be our blood,” he was conveying the essence of
satyagraha. He affirmed, “real suffering bravely born melts even a
heart of stone . . . [it] is the potency of suffering . . . there lies the key
to satyagraha.”37 King matched these sentiments when he wrote:

We will match your capacity to inflict suffering with our capacity to
endure suffering. We will meet your physical force with soul force. We
will not hate you, but we cannot in all good conscience obey your unjust
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laws. Do to us what you will and we will still love you. Bomb our homes
and threaten our children; send your hooded perpetrators of violence
into our communities and drag us out of some wayside road, beating us
and leaving us half dead, and we will still love you. But we will soon
wear you down by our capacity to suffer. And in winning our freedom
we will so appeal to your heart and conscience that will win you in the
process.38

The Judeo-Christian idea of love was consistent with the nonviolent
philosophy of Gandhi for King. Preston N. Williams proposes that
nonviolence and justice were inseparably part of his Christian heritage
and religious understanding of African Americans.39 Williams expresses
that while Tillich, Wieman, DeWolf, and others have a profound effect
on King’s intellectual development, the two abiding pillars of love and
justice emerged from his early experiences as a child from his father
and during his days at Morehouse College among men such as
Benjamin E. Mays, George Kelsey, and William Holmes Borders. In an
essay entitled Gandhi and King: On Conflict Resolution, J. Deotis
Roberts contends that King’s acceptance of Gandhian thought came by
way of several African American leaders.40 Among these were William
Stuart Nelson, Howard Thurman and his wife, and Benjamin E. Mays.

Roberts highlights the influence of Nelson on King’s intellectual
development over and above the prevailing sentiment that much of
King’s formation was drawn from white scholars. Preston Williams
supports this claim when he speaks of Reinhold Niebuhr’s realism and
Paul Tillich’s love as being. On the other hand, Roberts maintains that
Nelson’s study of Hindu and Gandhian thought as well as his meeting
with Gandhi contributed heavily to King’s understanding of nonvio-
lence. According to Roberts, Nelson has been a bridge between
Gandhi and black Americans. Through Nelson’s associations with
Benjamin Mays at Morehouse and Howard Thurman, a forum was
developed that eventually led to King being influenced by Gandhi’s
philosophy of nonviolence.

King in the Pacifist Tradition: In Dialogue 
with John Howard Yoder

Although King did not consider himself a pacifist, he adopted many of
pacifist practices and tenets in his work. This is perhaps due to the fact
that the pacifist tradition in America was perceived as disengaged and
apolitical. On the other end of the spectrum, many within the pacifist
tradition did not embrace King into their ranks. Some look upon King’s
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use of nonviolence as coercive and inappropriately methodical. Also,
some within the pacifist community thought it was problematic for
King to introduce Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence as an example
of Christian practice. King’s use of nonviolence could be construed as
idolatrous within a Christian framework. One of the chief architects
of the pacifist tradition in America was John Howard Yoder, a con-
temporary of King. In general, Yoder and King have greatly affected
contemporary understandings of Christian pacifism. Although Christian
pacifism finds many expressions, King and Yoder were perhaps among
the most visible proponents. As a Baptist minister, theologian, and civil
rights leader, King employed the philosophy of nonviolence as a strate-
gic force to bring about social change. Yoder, on the other had,
embraced nonviolence as a fundamental practice of the Christian faith,
characterizing what it means to be Christian and thus establishing the
grounds for a pilgrim church.41 I believe that bringing Yoder and King
into conversation on the subject of nonviolence will yield fruitful
resources for practices of nonviolence in an extremely violent world.

Years after the contextual issues of King and Yoder surrounding
World War II and the civil rights movement, the critical question of the
efficacy of nonviolence persists. Exactly what is the meaning of nonvi-
olence and how does it function in the Christian church? Furthermore,
what role does nonviolence play in shaping the social and political
spheres? King and Yoder, though different in their historical experi-
ences and the practice of nonviolence, held firmly to the notion that
the modern world could no longer afford to resolve conflicts using vio-
lent and coercive means. In short, the only possible outcome to the use
of violence as either a personal or political practice was self-annihila-
tion. But while King and Yoder share a common commitment to the
idea of nonviolence as a personal practice and social telos, there are
many points at which they part company as well.

King and Yoder find the roots of their ideas about nonviolence
planted firmly in the Christian church. The church, for both figures,
was the primary context and workshop to develop and practice their
pilgrimage of nonviolence. As observed earlier, Gandhi deeply affected
King’s understanding of nonviolence. Nevertheless, the Black Church
provided King with the hermeneutical framework by which to accept
and apply Gandhi’s ideas to his social context in the Jim Crow South.
Rodney Sawatsky considers Yoder a son of the Mennonite Church,
in summarizing the essence of Yoder’s ideas.42 Yoder began his intel-
lectual development through engagement of Mennonite scholars Guy
F. Hershberger and Harold S. Bender at Goshen College. Yoder’s
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experience at Goshen College and Oak Grove congregation would
provide the foundations of Yoder’s exposition of nonviolence. Yoder’s
intellectual development during his doctoral studies in Basel brought
him in contact with Karl Barth. The extent to which Barth influenced
Yoder is seen in his Karl Barth and the Problem of War.43 Yoder was
involved with relief workers in France in his work with the Mennonite
Central Committee. He wrote a great deal about nonviolence while
teaching at Goshen College and in his service on the Mennonite Board
of Missions and Charities. The challenge to understanding Yoder’s
conception of nonviolence is that he wrote so profoundly in so many
different areas and so many different ways. Yoder would not be bound
with the shackles of modern academic discipline. In speaking of how
reading Yoder led to his conversion to pacifism, Stanley Hauerwas
remarks, “You have to work to read a lot of what John wrote, not
because he wrote obscurely but because he found a way to publish in
the most obscure places.”44

To understand nonviolence in Yoder’s theological system is chal-
lenging since pacifism emanates from almost every area of his reflec-
tion. The tradition that Yoder inherited and became an intricate part
of may help to understand Yoder’s conception of nonviolence and
social transformation. Yoder inherited the Anabaptist Mennonite
Church tradition rooted in ideas of reformation and freedom. Key fig-
ures in this movement were Huldreich Zwingli, Michael Sattler, Martin
Bucer, and Wolfgang Capito, among others. The activities surround-
ing this movement led to a split between “state churchdom” and
“Anabaptism.” These splits took place in different places between
1520 and 1540. Yoder maintains that these events were a “prototypi-
cal laboratory of the history of Christian thought about violence.”45

Yoder drew heavily from the Anabaptist movement in their history
of nonviolent resistance.46 The nonresistant witness of the actors dur-
ing the time established a continuing legacy of peace and nonresistance.
Even in a postmodern context, Yoder points to the 1930s’ movement to
distinguish between what is meant by “nonresistance” and “nonvio-
lence.”47 Niebuhr led this effort in drawing distinctions between non-
resistance, active nonviolent combat, and programmatic political
pacifism. The nonresistance aspect of the peace movement referred to
the ideas exposed by Tolstoy and the Mennonites. This model pro-
poses to reflect the teachings and examples of Christ but fails to
address the problem of collective evil. The active nonviolent form of
pacifism refers to the methods used by Gandhi. The latter, as a mixture
of the two, supposedly does not consider the nature of human sin. In
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Christian Attitudes to War, Peace, and Revolution, Yoder digs deeper
into Niebuhr’s position on these forms of Christian pacifism.48 Here,
Yoder locates the civil rights movement with Niebuhr and the wider
spectrum of Christian pacifism.

In line with Franklin Littell and Donovan Smucker, Niebuhr would
perhaps describe King’s activities as a form of pragmatic pacifism.
According to Yoder, Hershberger criticized King’s actions initially as
being coercive, but eventually affirmed King after conversations and
visits.49 After King’s reflections of the Montgomery Bus Boycott in
Stride toward Freedom, attitudes about King’s position as being coer-
cive changed dramatically. As a response to the lack of nonviolent
political engagement from some Mennonites, Yoder offered reasons
why North American Mennonites took a “separatist” attitude toward
the civil rights movement. Clearly, Niebuhr had an effect on Mennonite
conceptions of Christian pacifism and subsequently influenced Yoder
as well. Overall, the distinctions drawn by Niebuhr, and his analysis in
relating Christ to social power, influenced Yoder’s understanding of
nonviolence as it relates to social transformation.

Quite different from Yoder, King was part of a larger conversation
among black religious leaders on strategies that would lead to total
liberation of black Americans. There was a strong link between the
Black Church and Gandhian philosophy prior to King’s pilgrimage.
These figures helped make it possible for King to receive Gandhi’s
views. In particular, Mordecai Johnson and William Stuart Nelson
(then vice president of Howard University) were disciples of Gandhi.
Roberts proposes that Nelson, though little known, is crucial to
understanding Gandhi and King. Nelson studied in India many times
and examined closely the documents that shaped Gandhi’s concept:
The Vedas, The Upanishads, The Ramayana, The Mahabharta, The
Bhagavad Gita, The Laws of Manu, as well as Jaina and Buddhist
documents.50

More than any other African American, Nelson was committed to
understanding Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence. Nelson was in
closely associated with others who had a profound impact on King’s
life and thought. At Howard University, Nelson dialogued with Mays
and others. It was Mays, a close friend of the family and mentor of King,
who influenced him into going into the ministry.51 Howard Thurman,
who also associated with Nelson, invited Gandhi to the United States.
Reflecting on the struggle of blacks in America, Gandhi responded
prophetically, “If it comes true, it may be through the Negroes that the
unadulterated message of nonviolence will be delivered to the world.”52
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In the face of incredible degradation, King continued to pronounce that
nonviolence was not merely a method at the hands of an oppressed
people to fight injustice. It was also a way of life and expressing
community, love, peace, and fellowship.

Yoder’s Ecclesiology and King’s Beloved Community

King’s vision of nonviolence and the church was deeply informed by
his idea of the beloved community. In many ways, looking at Yoder’s
conception of community and human fellowship illuminates King’s
idea of community. Cartwright, in The Royal Priesthood, recognizes
Yoder’s vision of the church as a call for faithful servanthood that ren-
ders the confession of Christ’s lordship as a meaningful activity.53 For
Yoder, the role of the church, intrinsic in its existence, is to serve God
in community as messenger of reconciliation. Cartwright maintains,
“The royal character of this community can be specified in terms of its
participation in God’s intentions for the direction of the world.”54

This is achieved through the embodiment of certain social practices of
faithful Christianity. Practices such as basin and towel, Eucharistic
sharing, “binding and loosing,” and martyrdom are key expressions
of faithfulness. Hence the church has the twofold function of “serving
God and ruling the world. Smith and Zepp affirm how “the vision of
the Beloved Community was the organizing principle of all King’s
thought and activity.”55

King emphasizes the role of the church as serving God through
service to humanity. Unlike Yoder, King did not have an explicit eccle-
siology but some of the aspects of the beloved community do exhibit
some of what Yoder speaks of in his ecclesiology and vision of the
church. King, like Yoder, was concerned with the unity of the church,
but not at the expense of truth. That truth was found in the quest for
freedom of the oppressed. In their differences, both King and Yoder
recognized the urgency of ecumenism. At the core is a call for faithful
discipleship and to recognize where the church has been faithless. In
Yoder’s view, the way forward as it relates to the future of the church
is not to “reinvent” the existing church but to “reimagine” or see the
church in a different light. Herein lies new possibilities and requires a
rereading of history or to see history doxologically.56 In his essay, “To
Serve Our God and to Rule the World,” Yoder insists:

To see history doxologically is to own the Lamb’s victory in one’s own
time. Yesterday Martin Luther King, Jr., one of the victims who in our
century have enabled us to keep talking about the power of meekness,
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would have been fifty-nine. The power of his vulnerability taught us
again something about the weakness of Caesar . . . It took the princi-
pled noncooperation of America’s Black minority to enable elite power-
bearers . . . to make small steps toward being honest with the American
dream.57

Yoder recognized the power of the civil rights movement and King’s
conception of the beloved community. King also viewed history differ-
ently. He observed that the significance of human suffering reveals
God’s triumphant march to set free those in bondage. For King, the
work of God in Christ throughout history has been a struggle to redeem
suffering humanity and to call oppressors to repentance. Hence, the
“Lamb’s victory” is found in the idea that love can conquer hate and
violence must yield to the power of nonviolence. Jane Elyse Russell
offers an analysis some strands of nonviolent church communities.58

In particular, the Anabaptist movement and John Dear’s “ecclesiology
of nonviolence” are of specific interest to this study.59 Dear points to
the witness of King and Romero to illustrate examples of such nonvi-
olence-based communities. Nonetheless, for both King and Yoder, the
question of nonviolence is an intricate dimension to their conception
of faithful Christian community.

The significance of the “powers” in relation to nonviolence plays a
key role in this inquiry. King did not explicitly use the language of
powers. He spoke of moral and spiritual forces and often alluded to
the existence and reality of evil. Whether his understanding of the
powers was similar to that of Yoder cannot be determined. Yoder
begins his chapter on “Christ and Power” in The Politics of Jesus by
disputing popular claims that the radical personalism of Christ has
nothing to do with power structures. The love ethic found in the
thought of King directly links the message of Christ with a nonviolent
witness to the powers. It suggests that the objective is not to destroy or
humiliate the offender, rather it is to befriend such a one through the
love of Christ. Hence, evil is not returned with evil, but evil is over-
come with love. For many, King’s actions were considered a laboratory
for testing theories of social ethics.60 In his analysis, Yoder articulates
the arguments of some regarding the use of nonviolence as a faithful
witness. Niebuhr, like a few during the civil rights movement, criti-
cized Gandhi’s method of nonviolence in order to affect change in
social structures to favor the oppressed as being coercive power and
therefore sinfully selfish.61 Respondents point to the moral integrity of
such movements, as with Gandhi and King, and the use of nonviolence

The Power of Nonviolence 147

9781403984821ts07.qxd  25-8-07  03:35 PM  Page 147



as an expression of that moral integrity. King affirmed that Christians
have a moral obligation to resist collective evil.62

Yoder places this discussion in the context of American progres-
sivistic thought and offers background into what is meant by the
“American dream.” That everyone is affected by the American dream,
which King appealed to, causes one to closely consider the relevance
both had for social and political oppression is undeniable. At the heart
of Yoder’s analysis of King is the “power equation.” The idea that
strength is found in weakness is an abiding principle seen in King’s
project. Says Yoder, “It is the Lamb who was slain who is worthy to
receive power. It is the victim who will see the victory.” King and black
Americans, as victims of oppression, will see the victory. But Yoder
wants us to disentangle the Christian hope for history and the American
dream. The Christian hope for history was the idea that there was “cos-
mic companionship” during the Montgomery Bus Boycott. This “com-
panionship” is what led to the Supreme Court ruling against local
laws just in time. Meanwhile, the American dream postulates the idea
that the Constitution prevailed. Yoder proposes that bearing the cross
for King was a matter of choice and vulnerable faithfulness. Indeed,
this choice was costly and was a faithful witness that made the confes-
sion of Christ of profound depth.

While Yoder and King are different in many regards, they both
shared a passion for faithful witness in the world. A significant part of
that faithful witness is nonviolence—not in a passive sense, but active.
King held that “the most potent weapon available to an oppressed
people in their quest for justice is the weapon of nonviolence.” Yoder
seems to argue that “nonviolent resistance” is good as long as it is
working. For King the motivation behind confronting social and polit-
ical oppression was because it hindered the embodiment of a beloved
community. Hence, seeking to abolish segregation laws nonviolently
was purposed to breakdown the barriers that hindered a community
motivated by love.

Conclusion

King studied Gandhian philosophy with intention of using it for
confronting racial segregation in the South. Tutu views Gandhi’s work
as an inspirational example of Christian practices of nonviolence.
Nonviolence carried more of a spiritual dimension that involved a way
of living Christ-like. That King embraces Gandhian principles of non-
violence is largely due to Christian ethical principles. Gandhi called
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Christ the “prince of satyagrahis,” and embraced the Sermon on the
Mount.63 Tutu, however, never fully accepts Gandhian philosophy.

The use of violence for King was impractical and immoral. Violence
thrives off of hatred rather than love. Hatred and violence only inten-
sifies the fears of the white majority and lessens their shame of preju-
dice. He echoed Booker T. Washington when he said, “Let no man pull
you down so low as to make you hate him.” He also argued that vio-
lence is immoral because it increases the existence of evil. Hate begets
hate, King affirmed. For King, violence was also unreasonable because
it would only be crippled by not being able to appeal to the conscience
of opponents. This would merely raise anxieties and fears and make
possibilities of reconciliation impossible.

King’s pilgrimage to nonviolence as a way of life and strategy of
resistance came as a result of his understanding of the love ethic of
Christ along with his reading of Gandhi’s thought. Though King drew
heavily from a mirage of theological and philosophical perspectives,
the love ethic of Christ provided the basis for his understanding of
nonviolence. One cannot, however, examine King’s conception of non-
violence without also considering the influence of Gandhi. Christ pro-
vided the idea of nonviolence, but Gandhi showed King a method to
apply this principle to fighting social injustice. The love ethic of Christ
was essential in giving King a visual expression of the power of nonvi-
olence and its promises for radical social transformation. Drawing
from the love ethic of Christ, and also Gandhi, King viewed nonvio-
lence as an absolute. One of the assumptions of King’s was that non-
violence appeals to moral conscience. In many instances, the task of
nonviolent protest was to provoke a violent reaction, only to respond
nonviolently. This was done to point out the underlying hatred and
violence that was already present, yet hidden in secrecy.

This is perhaps one of the major weaknesses in King’s thought. To
adopt the idea of nonviolence in all situations means to not take seri-
ously the Niebuhrian critique concerning human sin. For example, the
ethical viability of King’s use of nonviolence may be called into ques-
tion by the willingness to sacrifice even children. King’s insistence to
use nonviolence at all cost may have been too costly. In some instances,
King took part in demonstrations where children were encouraged to
participate in nonviolent protest, to be bitten by dogs and clubbed by
police, without remorse or shame. However, the consistency of nonvi-
olence with King’s goal of the beloved community points to his com-
mitment to reconciliation, but not without liberation. Although King
did not express the language of liberation and reconciliation explicitly,
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in his embrace of nonviolence these themes are salient to his message.
Others would come later who would place the relationship between
reconciliation and liberation in clear terms, building on the liberating
spirit of the movement and the reconciling tradition of the Christian
church.

On the other hand, what Tutu brings to bear is a contextual under-
standing of nonviolence. He maintains that the question of nonvio-
lence must be contextualized if it is to have currency. For example, in
the case of a Hitler and the Third Reich or a DeKlerk in apartheid,
should one still maintain a stance of nonviolence when the oppressor
appears to have no conscience? After returning from a trip to the
United States, Tutu issued a statement calling for international sanc-
tions against the South African government for its atrocities. He
returned to observe that in two years some 1200 black South Africans
had been killed due to political unrest. Months later in June 1986,
the government attempted to undermine protests marking the tenth
anniversary of the Soweto uprising, which led to 2,000 people
arrested. Tutu could not ignore the social and political realities of his
countrymen as he thought about the question of nonviolence. Tutu
seems to follow the contextual theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
though he seems to emphasize nonviolence as the best path toward
social transformation and reconciliation. King’s understanding of non-
violence may have been advanced with the contextual theology of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Tutu. In Hitler’s Germany, the church worked
in concert with the state to perpetuate atrocities against the Jews.
Unlike Bonhoeffer and Tutu, King was able to appeal on many occa-
sions to the federal government for legal (and at times militaristic) sup-
port of its nonviolent practices. This was not the case in Bonhoeffer’s
situation when he said that at times it is necessary to “place a spoke in
the wheel.”64

As an Anglican bishop, Desmond Tutu’s position concerning nonvi-
olence in South Africa were crucial. In comparing King and Tutu,
Baldwin suggests that the context of South Africa made it almost
impossible to totally rule out the use of violence in the struggle for lib-
eration.65 Indeed, King and Tutu were both committed to the “libera-
tion of the oppressed as its highest goal,” and envisaged a kind of just
society that would emerge from such a struggle.66 However, Tutu
found this position impractical to accept absolutely. Tutu admittedly
expressed his lack of confidence that nonviolent means (as the one
adopted by Gandhi in India) could be effective only if the oppressor
shows some semblance of morality. That was not the case in South
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Africa. “I doubt, however, that such a Ghandhian [sic] campaign
would have saved the Jews from the Nazi holocaust,” says Tutu.67

However, both were committed to justice and liberation. In the final
analysis, they both share a common vision of community and recog-
nized the rightful place of nonviolence in the liberation of a people.
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6

In Dialogue with Liberation Theology

I count Black Theology in the category of liberation theologies. I would hope that my
fellow Christian theologians would recognize the bona fides of Black and therefore lib-
eration theology, since I don’t want us to break fellowship or cease our dialogue . . . I will
not wait for White approbation before I engage in Black or liberation theology, nor will
I desist from being so engaged I try to convince my White fellow Christian about the
validity of Black or liberation theology, for I believe that the Black or liberation theology
exponent is engaged in too serious an enterprise to afford that kind of luxury.1

Everywhere in Latin America one finds a tremendous resentment of the United States,
and that resentment is always strongest among the poorer and darker peoples of the
continent.The life and destiny of Latin America are in the hands of United States cor-
porations.The decisions affecting the lives of South Americans are ostensibly made by
their governments, but there are almost no legitimate democracies alive in the whole
continent . . . Here we see racism in its more sophisticated form: neo-colonialism.2

Although King and Tutu were committed to reconciliation as the
ultimate goal of any quest for justice and personhood, it was made
abundantly clear in both of their lives that complete liberation was
nonnegotiable. Engrained in their theology of reconciliation was this
irreducible drive toward actualizing the full potential of oppressed
people. They stood shoulder to shoulder in the militant struggle for
freedom from the domineering forces of imperialism, colonialism, as
well as political and economic subjugation. In their reconciling voice
of peace was also a determined and militant proclamation of freedom
and justice. For that reason, it is important to address the relationship
between King and Tutu, as theologians of reconciliation, in the back-
drop of liberation theology, which includes black theology, Latin
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American liberation theology, and womanist theology. King and Tutu
planted the seeds and even produced the fruits of many of the aims
embedded in liberation theologies. Figures such as James Cone, J. Deotis
Roberts, Gustavo Gutierrez, Jon Sobrino, and Jacquelyn Grant have
been important in founding and developing the field of liberation
theology, particularly with respect to the poor. These voices also seem
to reflect more fully the aims and liberating visions of King and Tutu.

This chapter seeks to bring King and Tutu in conversation with the
broader liberation theology movement. The fact is that liberation
theologians and activist were not detached, simply because the dis-
course of one may have taken place in the streets and the other the
library. Scholars and activists alike worked in tandem to bring about
the liberation of the oppressed. There is a unifying force that binds all
forms of liberation. Some contemporary liberation theologians have
observed quite forcefully its interconnectedness with the words:

Liberation theology arises in response to this corporal violation of
human dignity, both as negative critique and emancipatory inspiration.
Simultaneously arising out of the black church in the United States, fem-
inist networks in North Atlantic countries, and grassroots religious
communities in Latin America, liberation theology demystifies the pro-
duction of theology in culture. Because it gives interpretive priority to
sites of pain, social marginality, and freedom praxis, liberation
hermeneutics expose the material alliances of every other theological
and ethical system.3

Liberation theologians, among the ranks of whom I count King and
Tutu, shared a common theme of understanding the nature of God
from the perspective of the poor, outcast, humiliated, and socially, eco-
nomically, and politically disenfranchised. These communities emerged
from the same soils of righteous indignation against human suffering
in all its forms. Here, I will attempt to locate the work of King and
Tutu in the realm of the ongoing conversations in the history and
contemporary discourse on liberation theology.

Liberation or Reconciliation?:
Black Theology in the Life of King and Tutu

Though rooted within the African American religious experience,
the language of black theology has become inclusive of the broader
African diaspora’s struggle for freedom and justice. It emerged from
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the prophetic rage of the black power movement, alongside a maturing
Martin Luther King, Jr. On June 16, 1966, Kwame Ture (then known as
Stokely Carmichael) gave a stirring speech in Greenwood, Mississippi to
a crowd of more than three thousand introducing for the first time the
term, “black power.” King was presiding over an SCLC (Southern
Christian Leadership Conference) staff meeting in Atlanta when the
report came in that James Meredith had been shot, a day after he
started the Freedom March through Mississippi. King’s staff agreed
that they must continue the march on Meredith’s behalf. During the
march, King met a young activist who said to him, “I’m not for that
nonviolence stuff any more.”4 Another person chimed in, “If one of
these damn white Mississippi crackers touches me, I’m gonna knock
the hell out of him.”5 To King’s surprise and amazement, during the
march the student activist began changing the song, “We shall over-
come,” to “We shall overrun.” These sentiments in King’s mind repre-
sented more than anything a cry of disappointment.

The legitimate indignation of Ture and many of the other young
activists had grown weary of ten years of nonviolent protest. After
immense suffering and humiliation, they felt little gain had been made
using the nonviolent strategy. The language of black power galvanized
black youth across the nation, but it was met with ambivalence from
some black and white leaders, particularly King. King interpreted
black power to mean the economic, political, and social means of
blacks to determine their own destiny. The black power movement
was incredibly influential in shaping the future of the black theology
project. In the grand scheme, it certainly impacted King’s thought and
vision of the beloved community. After 1965, King began to recognize
that if the nonviolent vision of the beloved community was to remain
a source of hope for black people, it had to address the bitterness of
poverty.

Black theology also affected the black consciousness movement of
South Africa, led by figures such as Steve Biko and Chief Albert
Lithuli. The themes of black consciousness, power, and theology
flowed together as subsidiaries in the same stream. Allan Boesak, one
of the most prominent theologians and antiapartheid activists in South
Africa, made an insightful distinction between black consciousness
and black power. He noted that black consciousness meant an aware-
ness of the humanity and dignity of being black.6 It communicated
that blacks should no longer be ashamed of their black identity.
Desmond Tutu also appropriated black theology as a resource of
inspiration and liberation. He once observed that black theology
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(or African theology as he called it), and black consciousness in
general, seeks to “awaken the Black person to a realization of his
worth as a child of God, with the privileges and responsibilities that
are the concomitants of that exalted status.”7

For our purposes, we will consider briefly the particular relation-
ship of black theology to King and Tutu. Since James Cone and
J. Deotis Roberts have typically represented the historical trajectories
of black theology, our discussion will be limited to them. Cone and
Roberts locate the African American struggle for liberation within the
South African struggle. Bringing Cone and Roberts into conversation
with the contributions of King and Tutu offers the theological
resources to begin to rethink the nature of liberation and reconcilia-
tion in postmodernity. The idea of reconciliation must take seriously
Cone’s insistence on the material and political liberation of those who
suffer. However, Cone’s argument is incomplete without the claims
about the Christian idea of reconciliation given by Roberts.

Neither Roberts nor Cone, unfortunately, gives us practical solu-
tions for treating the problem of individualism and how to think of
“difference” in a postmodern context. John Milbank’s critique of lib-
eration theology, in Theology and Social Theory, demonstrates the
need for theological discourse to challenge modern linguistic presup-
positions about social realities, on which liberation theologies have
relied.8 The quest for liberation and reconciliation is not simply about
transcending racial difference, but ethnic, racial, and even economic
differences. Tutu’s notion of “ubuntu theology” does advance the idea
of reconciliation as community, but at the same time takes seriously
the particularities of the individual. The Sermon on the Mount, as a
biblical expression of community and individual particularity, in my
estimation, provides critical insight into the limits and promises of rec-
onciliation in our world. Reconciliation for all demands a theology of
difference or a communitarian theology that celebrates difference and
seeks truth in the midst of otherness. It would require a theology exist-
ing within the gap between the real and imagined; between dusk and
dawn; between the now and the not yet.9

Cone and Roberts emerged out of the context of the civil rights
movement, evolution of the black power movement, and on into the
present.10 These figures also seek to explain theology from the per-
spective of the poor and oppressed. Examining their contributions to
the discourse on liberation and reconciliation helps us to thoroughly
consider if reconciliation is at all possible amid the postmodern insis-
tence on individual liberation (often solely understood in material
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terms). Cone, rooted deep within modern theological discourse, views
reconciliation as solely an act of racial and economic liberation in
essentially materialistic terms. In his classical work Black Theology
Black Power, Cone sets out to build a theological framework for
understanding and appropriating the black power movement of the
1960s in religious terms.11 For Cone, black theology means reclaiming
the cultural and religious roots of the black experience in relation to
conceptions of Jesus Christ. Cone seeks to engage in a “theology from
below.” Conceptions of God and the salvific work of Christ are best
developed from the perspective of the poor and oppressed. Because
Christ was a first century Jew, a member of an oppressed community
at the hands of an oppressive Roman Empire, he shares the experience
of suffering and abuse with black Americans and subsequently all who
suffer racial, ethnic, or economic oppression. Cone’s book God of the
Oppressed advances his earlier work, however, he answers his cri-
tiques by taking seriously the language of reconciliation. Cone believes
that reconciliation must take place in the context of liberation.
According to him, only the victim can initiate or fuel the reconciliation
process.

On the other hand, Roberts challenged Cone’s version of black
theology by suggesting that the quest for liberation is not the final act
of the redeeming work of God in Christ. The ultimate goal is reconcil-
iation and community. Roberts’ Liberation and Reconciliation emerged
as a counterweight to the prevailing discourse on liberation theology
during the early 1970s.12 Roberts’ theology is not without its limita-
tions. As I mentioned earlier, the critique Milbank brings to bear on
liberation theologians also holds true for Roberts. Roberts does incor-
porate many of the presuppositions of modernity and rationalism in
his thought. However, Roberts’ has accomplished the delicate balance
in his thought of bringing into harmony liberation and reconciliation.
He also roots this synthesis in a biblical framework. According to
Roberts, the work of God in Christ has as its end the reconciliation of
humanity to God. The salvific work of Christ seeks to liberate persons
from all forms of social, political, and economic subjugation, but the
essence of the Gospel seeks to build a “reconciled” community of
believers in worship and adoration of God. While Cone incorporates
Old Testament prophetic themes to speak of reconciliation, Roberts
appeals to Pauline writings, such as Romans:5, “God was in Christ
reconciling the world unto God’s self, thus giving us the ministry of
reconciliation.” Roberts does not discount the work of liberation. In
fact, in his later works, Black Political Theology, and Black Theology
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in Dialogue, he treats the manner in which theology must be discussed
in relation to the practical realities of human experience. It must also
reflect upon social and political realities in the midst of religious and
cultural differences.

In contrast to Cone and Roberts’, Tutu’s understanding of libera-
tion developed out of the crucible of apartheid in South Africa. Behind
Tutu’s understanding of reconciliation is the concept of ubuntu the-
ology, a theology of difference and otherness. Tutu’s thought could
perhaps be best understood alongside T. H. Green and his social ontol-
ogy. According to Green, the individual does not exist, or think, in a
vacuum. Neither is the individual self-sufficient and freethinking, as
Kant would have us to believe. Rather, persons are dependent upon
“social relations” in order to understand who they are and their place
in society.13 Green challenged many of his contemporaries with what
may be described as a “social ontology,” where individuals are only
human through their interactions and associations with other humans.
Of course, Tutu draws on his experience with the Bantu tribal tradition
and Christology to give a more concrete expression to his understand-
ing of “community” and otherness.

Tutu also views the salvific work of Christ and Christian practices
as essential to the idea of reconciliation. His conception of an “African
Christian spirituality” understands the work of Christ as a communal
event where Christ shares in the suffering of all humanity. It is through
Christ that humanity is afforded the means by which to enter into
community and demonstrate mutual love and appreciation for others.
The most poignant example is observed in the Eucharist celebration.
According to Tutu, in the Eucharist, individuals share from a common
table where the needs of individuals become a shared need. The par-
ticularity of individuals within community is not negated. But the
particularities of the individuals are celebrated for the benefit of the
whole. Throughout Tutu’s writings, we find an urgent insistence on
“celebrating difference.”14 In his memoirs, God Has a Dream, Tutu
purports that it is through difference that the creative work of God is
accomplished in the world. Social transformation occurs when human
beings recognize the necessity of solidarity with persons who are dif-
ferent from us. The idea of ubuntu theology supposes that it is through
difference and otherness that we know more about who we are as
individuals and who God is.

It is my belief that appropriating certain elements of the aforemen-
tioned thinkers moves us toward a model of reconciliation that holds
in creative tension the universal scope of the salvific work of Christ
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and individual freedom. Today’s culture presents a culmination of a
technocratic culture that presupposes the “rights” and freedom of the
individual. Hence, in a postmodern world, notions of reconciliation
must inherently incorporate difference and otherness if it is to find
legitimacy. Overcoming Enlightenment claims regarding the primacy
of individual reason requires a language that “celebrates” difference
and affirms human dignity. The promise of reconciliation for all may
ultimately hinge upon how we are to think about difference and
otherness.

King and Tutu in Dialogue with 
Latin American Liberation Theology

Another matter of immense concern is that the postmodern world has
contributed to a more global, yet fragmented, world. Owing to the
capitalistic economic landscape and increasing technology, the suffer-
ing of one group can be intimately linked to the suffering of others
thousands of miles apart. Engaging King and Tutu, in the sphere of lib-
eration theology, provides the creative space for reflecting on global
suffering and global action, often appearing in local forums. Very little
has been said about King and Tutu’s interaction with Latin American
liberation theology. But King and Tutu’s theological outlook was far-
reaching. King, in particular, was very concerned with America’s
expanding imperialism abroad and the exploitation of American cor-
porations in Latin America. As he turned his attention to the structural
forces that perpetuate systems of poverty, he recognized there was a
pattern of racialized poverty flowing from Western nations across the
globe. He understood that poor people in America, Africa, Asia, and
Latin America had much in common. And through nonviolent resis-
tance, poor people must begin to demand the right to basic human
material needs. The Poor People’s Campaign, initiated in 1967, had as
its primary focus the need to alleviate poverty in America and globally.
As high and audacious as it may have been, it spoke volumes to the
poor masses in America and illuminated the question of poverty and
economic exploitation in international forums as well.

During the period of the Poor People’s Campaign in 1967 and
1968, Latin America was experiencing its own quest for liberation.
Interestingly enough, the issue of land and hunger is among the great-
est challenge for Latin America today and in years past. Roots of
Rebellion, by Tom Barry, illustrates how “the region’s wealth and
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poverty, its history of repression and rebellion can all be traced back
to the use and control of land.”15 Latin American countries have expe-
rienced centuries of exploitation and alienation by the few at the
expense of many. As Guillermo Melendez laments, everyone—from
the Spanish conquistadors out to “discover” the Pacific to the modern-
day drug cartels—has used Central America.16 Also, the reign of
oligarchies have been devastating to the poor of the region. Oscar
Romero, the Salvadoran archbishop assassinated in 1980 for his
identification with the plight of the poor wrote:

The cause of our problems is the oligarchy, that tiny group of families
which has no concern for the hunger of the people, but in fact needs it
in order to have cheap and abundant labor to export its crops.17

Complexities and violence of the Latin American Church and its polit-
ical climate were illustrated through the martyrdom of Oscar Arnulfo
Romero. Known as the “people’s bishop,” Romero responded to the
assassination of a priest in El Salvador and found himself in solidarity
with the poor and oppressed. He began to dwell among the poor and
it was there “he saw the disfigured face of God.”18 Jürgen Moltmann
referred to his form of martyrdom as “participation in the sufferings
of the oppressed people.”19 Indeed, King’s untimely assassination at
the Lorraine Hotel in Memphis, Tennessee in 1968, also exemplifies
this form of martyrdom. The Christian church in America, and more
generally in the West, has been hesitant to recognize King’s death as a
legitimate form of martyrdom in concert with the prophetic and sacri-
ficial witness found in salvation history.

It is important to understand that Latin American liberation theol-
ogy is a conversation partner with King and Tutu in an effort to uplift
the plight of the poor and oppressed. King, in particular, had shown a
global awareness and would not limit his vision to America only.
When King addressed the crowded group of clergymen at Riverside
church in New York, in April 1967, in a message entitled “A Time To
Break the Silence,” he made it clear that any meaningful struggle for
justice must be about preserving justice for all people. His prophetic
stance in speaking out against the Vietnam War demonstrated an
awareness and deep concern for the suffering of all people. King
argued that the same form of exploitation existing in Africa was also
occurring in Asia and America’s backyard in Latin America. America,
with its massive corporations and military machine, exerted heg-
emonic power and control across the world. So the black struggle for
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freedom in America was, in King’s mind, inextricably linked to the
well-being of foreigners as well. As he observed in some of his final
writings:

We have inherited a large house, a great “world house” in which we
have to live together—black and white, Easterner and Westerner,
Gentile and Jew, Catholic and Protestant, Moslem and Hindu—a family
unduly separated in ideas, culture and interest, who, because we can
never again live apart, must learn somehow to live with each other in
peace.20

Tutu’s present work also reflects a global awareness, in his under-
standing of both black and liberation theology. Even before Tutu
received the Nobel Peace Prize on December 10, 1984, he had risen to
international prominence. In spite of his government’s repeated
attempts to restrict his travels, Tutu conducted several tours through-
out the United States, the United Kingdom, and Europe. In 1981, Tutu
preached a riveting sermon at Westminster Abbey in London where he
admonished the Western world for its indifference and support of
apartheid.21 As president of the South African Council of Churches
(SACC) and chair of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC), Tutu became (and continues to be) the symbol of peace,
justice, and reconciliation in South Africa.

Through this dialogue, I believe there will be an opportunity to
form new alliances, fellowships, and coworkers in the ongoing libera-
tion struggle that now appears in the face of the poor. Whether in
the ghettos of urban America or the rural farming communities of
Honduras, Mexico, Argentina, or Brazil, the cries of the poor and dis-
possessed warrant constructive theological approaches to justice. Latin
American liberation theology had similar origins as black theology. In
terms of its beginnings, Juan Luis Segundo S. J., of Uruguay, pro-
pounds that the concept of liberation theology did not begin with the
work of professors or scholars, rather it was by those who were
responding to the social and political climate of liberation during the
early-1960s.22 Years before Gutierrez’s Theology of Liberation, a
major methodological and ideological shift took place across Latin
America. Something began to happen that would establish a new par-
adigm of explaining theology and understanding the Christian faith.
Jon Sobrino argues a fundamental methodological characteristic of
this shift is found in an orientation of consciousness. According to
him, the nature of Latin American theology arises from the position of
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the poor and oppressed. This shift emerged out of an intense political
and social context. A movement developed in Latin America during
the early-1960s that pushed for student control of state universities.
Beginning in Argentina, the movement quickly spread to nearly all
Latin American countries. Hence, the universities became a “state
within a state” and using certain intellectual tools, many began to
challenge and confront conventional ways of understanding their con-
dition. Indeed, even before the first session of Vatican II and the
Constitution Gaudium et Spes (GS)23 in 1965, the fire of liberation
theology had begun. Although definitely concerned about the poor,
the issue of race and its connection to political subjugation was more
explicit in King and Tutu’s approach to theology. Nevertheless, they
articulated a theological outlook that looked to the justice and com-
munitarian nature of God to inform their witness. In general, Tutu
understood theology as a human activity subject to the particularities
and limitations of the one doing theology. One cannot distinguish
theological discourse from the subjective realities in which it func-
tions. This claim is highlighted in Cone’s project. For Cone, the chief
problem with theology emerging out of the Western world is that it is
insidiously informed by white supremacist ideologies. Also the refusal
to acknowledge and confront the racism that informs Western theo-
logical discourse has continued to support the structures of racial
oppression and exploitation worldwide. This theme in Cone’s work is
illustrated when he writes:

We began to see the connections between the black ghettoes in the
United States and poverty in Asia, Africa, and Latin America; between
the rising unemployment among blacks and other poor minorities in the
U.S.A. and the exploitation of the labor of Third World peoples; and
between racist practices of white churches of North America and
Europe and the activities of their missionaries in the Third World.24

Cone observed, as had King and Tutu, that developing a shared theo-
logical movement of liberation provides the creative bridge through
which to fellowship, dialogue, and forge communities of resistance.
King and Tutu’s leadership illustrates the possibilities for social trans-
formation, not just for the African American and African context, but
in the Latin American and Asian worlds too. For instance, after 1965
King’s focus on poverty and economic conditions led him to the slums
of Chicago. In Chicago, King and his young family lived in a small
apartment in one of poor communities on Hamlin Avenue on the West
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Side. To the dismay of his wife, Coretta, King wanted to expose the
harsh realities of black life in the ghetto. By making this move, King
dramatized and linked the racism of the South with the indifference of
the North. He understood full well that racism has the tendency to
shroud the naked realities of poverty and economic exploitation. The
same pernicious capitalistic forces operating in America’s ghettos (like
Chicago) were also at work in Mexico, Honduras, Argentina, and
Brazil. King’s proclamation of human dignity as a foundational prin-
ciple for social action directed his actions, not just in Montgomery,
Albany, and Birmingham, but also in his protest of the Vietnam War
and subsequent charge to subdue the evils of economic exploitation.

King, Human Dignity, and Gaudium et Spes

The idea of human dignity is not unique to King. In fact, human dignity
as a thematic resource for protest is a reasonable point of contact
between King and Latin American theological discourse. Tutu also
emphasized human dignity. But his perspectives on fellowship informed
much of his work. There have been two significant studies of King’s con-
ception of human dignity—Somebodyness by Garth Baker-Fletcher and
Rufus Burrow’s God and Human Dignity.25 What is most interesting is
that while King was using human dignity as the basis of black protest,
the church in Latin America faced a similar struggle. In many respects,
the Vatican II document GS helps to illuminate King’s conception of
human dignity although King did not necessarily look to this tradition
as a theological and ethical resource. Though more conservative than
the activist, GS stressed the importance of human dignity and the imago
Dei as legitimating the Latin American people demands for economic
and political liberation. In GS, the divine image is related to the dignity
of the human person. For it is in the divine image, the God in man, that
dignity and worth is given to human life. Although GS does not define
the term, the meaning of human dignity is located in imago Dei.
Without the God in humanity, without reflecting the God within, the
human person has no value and is but dust of the ground. The roots of
human creation are found in God and apart from God, humans cease to
exist.26 Not only is the dignity of humanity, as in the image of God,
located in the creative act of God, but also in the incarnation and
Resurrection of Christ. The Pastoral Constitution in Article 22 reflects
this understanding when it says:

He [Christ] who is “the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15),
is Himself the perfect man. To the sons of Adam He restores the divine
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likeness, which had been disfigured from the first sin onward. Since
human nature as He assumed it was not annulled, by that very fact it
has been raised up to a divine dignity in our respect too. For by His
incarnation the Son of God has united Himself in some fashion with
every man.

Indeed, GS brings further clarity to what King meant by human
dignity and speaks to the resources within King’s thought for Latin
American theological discourse. Though not restricted to the Latin
American experience, the idea that human dignity derives from
humanity’s relation to God was affirmed in the Vatican II Pastoral
Constitution. For humans are given liberty to relate to God as God
relates to the human person. In this relationship, there is a mutual
sharing and respect on behalf of God to allow freedom and the expec-
tation to make decisions. Hence, to offend the human person means to
offend God and any violation against God is a violation against the
human person. So human activities, as seen in the Pastoral Constitution,
are deterministic of human dignity. King’s thought finds agreement
with the sentiments of GS inasmuch as human activities (social, eco-
nomic, political, cultural, and scientific) are good if they promote
human dignity in the relationship between God and humanity. If these
activities do not respect human dignity and demote this relationship,
then they are bad. As Article 29 articulates:

Human institutions, both private and public, must labor to minister to
the dignity and purpose of man. At the same time let them put up a stub-
born fight against any kind of slavery, whether social or political, and
safeguard the basic rights of man under every political system. Indeed
human institutions themselves must be accommodated by degrees to the
highest of all realities, spiritual ones, even though meanwhile, a long
enough time will be required before they arrive at the desired goal.27

Human dignity is also social in nature since God created human beings
as individuals and as social beings. GS affirms this understanding when
it expresses human nature in the context of society. If human dignity is
to be understood in relation to society, then how are human persons to
interact and function as persons in community? The role of freedom
and responsibility must be necessary antecedents to human dignity in
relation to society. In order for persons to live freely in a social setting,
they must also live responsibly, so as to protect the freedom of others.
Likewise, absolute individualism, seen in capitalism, infringes upon
persons in society by violating the human person through isolation.28
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King illustrated this point when he chose to become involved in what
would be his last campaign among sanitation workers in Memphis,
Tennessee in April 1968. With the slogan, “I Am a Man,” taken from
the lyrics of the classic blues artist Willie Dixon, King marched with
these individuals who were essentially claiming their human dignity
personhood. King’s commitment to human dignity and the poor was
expressed throughout his pilgrimage. However, the indignant and raw
truth of Malcolm X, Watts riots in the summers of 1964 and 1965, and
the crushing nihilism of the urban poor led King to a more direct con-
cern for the poor. He made this stance clear when he said, “I choose to
identify with the underprivileged. I choose to identify with the poor.
I choose to give my life for those who have been left out of the sunlight
of opportunity.”29 King understood that a commitment to preserving
and celebrating the dignity of human beings means living sacrificially
for the other. In his identification with the poor, King illustrated the
theological stances of Latin American liberation theology. King, and
Tutu as well, recognized that there is an unbreakable link between
human dignity and fellowship. The authentic community and human
relationship can only happen when people (in spite of their differences)
respect the dignity and humanity of the other.

Although many scholars have reflected on the idea of human dig-
nity and “somebodyness” in King’s thought, there was very little said
about the connection between individual human dignity and the social
life. According to Pannenberg, human beings are incomplete as indi-
viduals. It is only in relation to community that human potential is
realized and the destiny of humanity is understood. If this is so, then
the question of human freedom in discussing the divine image cannot
be avoided. G. C. Berkouwer, in Man: The Image of God, on human
freedom reminds us that it can be understood only in a relational
sense—vertical and horizontal.30 Berkouwer locates the centrality of
human freedom in relation to the sovereignty of God. According to
Berkouwer that the “man of God” has been the focus for theologians
surrounding human freedom, and not “a self-sufficient ‘being’” sup-
ports this claim.31 Because God is the architect of human freedom, in
creating human beings they have been created to be free—the divine
image as related to human dignity hinges on this relationship. While
placing more emphasis on human freedom within the context of com-
munity, Pannenberg, like Berkouwer, recognizes God regarding human
freedom. Through Christ, humanity is made aware of the divine mutu-
ality existing between Christ, God the Father, and the Holy Spirit.32

Similar to Berkouwer, Erhueh echoes the centrality of God in the midst
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of freedom found in human dignity when he argues “in freedom,
responsibility, love of God and neighbor, that community could grow
stronger until it resembles the true family of God even on earth.”33

Insofar as human freedom must be understood consequentially to
society, the divine image of God in man determines the nature and out-
come of this interaction. Since to be fully human means to reflect the
image of God in man, freedom is understood as the freedom to live out
the divine image. This idea seems to reflect Tutu’s ubuntu theology,
which essentially claims that humans were created for fellowship and
community. In what Michael Battle describes as “communitarian spir-
ituality,” Tutu repeatedly asserted that apartheid was a denial of the
basic human need to be in fellowship with the other. For both Erhueh
and Tutu, human beings were created for freedom and have the capac-
ity to embrace social limitations if they encourage the freedom of
others and enhance the dignity of human persons.34

Overall, the Pastoral Constitution, GS, is an important document
in the Latin American context, and in relation to King and Tutu. It
affirms the solidarity of all humanity, in the image Dei, as bound in its
history and vision of the future. The whole of humanity is in the
process of becoming the church that has been “created good by God,
redeemed by Christ, and sanctified by the Holy Spirit.”35 More broadly,
the church and the world are not in opposition; rather it is through the
church that the light of Christ and hope of redemption is offered to the
world. The destiny and divine calling of the world is the church. In
light of this, the church is servant to the world, in truth, justice, and
righteousness. The point of dialogue for the church and the world is
found in the imago Dei, which all humanity has in common. Through
the dignity of the imago Dei in man, there is room for discussion on
issues of justice, liberation, and truth.36 All of humanity is of value
because of being made in the image of God. Therefore, there is an
interconnection within the human family that requires a concern for
the well-being, the dignity of the person, regardless of culture, eco-
nomic status, place of origin, and the like. Understanding this, the
pontificate of Pope John Paul II resembled this concern due to the
imago Dei in every human being.

The traditional understanding of imago Dei is enhanced by GS by
recognizing the dignity of all human persons, of diverse religions, cul-
tures, races, and social contexts. If the church is to continue to grow
and prosper, it must perform her missionary activity and evangeliza-
tion. If to be fully human means to be in communion with God, made
possible through the redemption of Christ, then the necessity of the
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church cannot be negated in the world. Rather, it is through the church
that the hope of the world lays and subsequently rests. The worth and
dignity of the human person is expressed in the GS and it brings new
meaning to how the world is to value the life and destiny of all human
beings throughout the world.

Partners in the Struggle for Liberation: Gutierrez 
and Tutu on Fellowship and Human Fulfillment

Tutu’s concept of ubuntu holds a great deal in common with Gustavo
Gutierrez’s sacramental theology of human fellowship. Of course, one
of the chief differences between Gutierrez and Tutu’s approach to lib-
eration and community surrounded problems of race, apartheid, and
poverty. Poverty and economic exploitation of the West is Gutierrez’s
primary concern. Poverty was a major concern for Tutu in apartheid
South Africa as well, but the fundamental source of the poor condi-
tions of South Africans was the system of apartheid. The idea of
human fellowship, Gutierrez expresses, is fully realized through the
Eucharist and has profound meaning in its historical biblical origins.
Gutierrez illustrates this by paralleling the Last Supper against the
background of the Jewish Passover. The Jewish Passover saw it as a
celebration of the liberation of the Israelites from Egypt and within the
Sinai Covenant. It is only through the Christian Passover, Gutierrez
asserts, that the Jewish Passover is fully realized. Liberation from
injustice and oppression is predicated on communion with God and
others. This is demonstrated through the institution of the Eucharist
during a meal, which for Jews marked a sign of fellowship and carried
sacred connotations. Moreover, the elements of “bread and wine”
suggest a reference to the gift of creation.

While the idea of human dignity is a dominant theme in King’s
thought and witness, Gutierrez and Tutu have elevated the centrality
of koinonia (fellowship). The New Testament term, koinonia, illus-
trates in its multiple meanings the ideas expressed in the Eucharist
with regard to human fellowship. Essentially, koinonia involves three
truths: a commonality of human goods and resources, union of the
faithful with Christ, and union of Christians with God the Father.37 As
it relates to the common ownership of goods, Gutierrez refers to New
Testament text, “Never forget to show kindness and to share what you
have with others, for such are the sacrifices which God approves”
(Heb. 13:16; cf. Acts 2:44; 4:32). The second designation for the use
of koinonia as union of the faithful with Christ is revealed through the
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Eucharist. In this instance, as believers take part in the bread and wine,
they are sharing in the body and blood of Christ, and therefore have
communion in his sufferings and Resurrection. Union with the Father,
within the understanding of koinonia, relates to the call of God to
have fellowship and share in the life of Christ.

It is this line of reasoning that points toward the communitarian
nature of Gutierrez’s theology and Tutu’s ubuntu theology. Because of
what Christ did through his death, burial, and Resurrection (as cele-
brated in the Eucharist), the union between God and humanity finds
meaning and has prophetic sociopolitical significance. If one is to take
seriously the Eucharist celebration, then the notion of human fellow-
ship is inseparable to union with Christ and God. Human fellowship,
in the form of solidarity, then becomes the gateway to the eternal riches
of the trinity. For Gutierrez and Tutu, the Eucharist then becomes more
than a ritualistic act or symbolic gesture. Rather it means to accept the
life of Christ given for others by the powers of this world and to stand
within the shadow of the Cross and to reach toward the hope of the
Resurrection. This was evident for Tutu, in particular, as he chaired
the first TRC hearing at the East London city hall on April 16, 1996.
A radically public affair, Tutu opened the hearing with a prayer. In the
prayer, Tutu asked God to “comfort the victims, forgive the guilty, and
help the commission reveal the truth and foster reconciliation.”38 As
the people gathered during the hearing, Tutu resembled a priest resid-
ing over a service of the sacraments, not only because he appeared in
his bishop’s attire, but because his presence and language communi-
cated healing, truth, and the space for forgiveness to take place. On
this occasion, Tutu said to those gathered:

We are charged to unearth the truth about our dark past; to lay the ghosts
of the past so that they will not return to haunt us. And that we will
thereby contribute to the healing of a traumatized and wounded people—
and in this manner to promote national unity and reconciliation.39

Therefore, to engage in the Eucharist, means to stand for the things
Christ stands for and to struggle against the same oppressive forces as
Christ did. Like his Latin American counterparts, Tutu did not think
of Christian practices as a function of individual morality alone.
Rather, Christian practices such as prayer or presiding over the
Eucharist were political statements. They were socially transformative
activities to bringing about God’s vision of human fellowship in the
world. Like Gutierrez, Tutu agreed that human fulfillment is bound up
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in one’s ability to enter into relationship with others. Humans are
incomplete without fellowship, community, and a strong sense of
human interrelatedness. The “delicate networks of interdependence”
was for Tutu modeled and reflected in the sacramental practices of the
church. He believed that like presiding over the Eucharist, his work
on the TRC was fulfilling the biblical charge to be “ambassadors of
reconciliation.”

A primary theme in Gutierrez’s theology is the notion of human ful-
fillment found through the liberating activity of Christ to bring about
fellowship with God and fellow human beings. While drawing on his-
torical, ecclesiological, social, and political experiences of Latin America,
Gutierrez presents a conception of God as identifying with the poor
through God’s revelation in Christ—who was born poor and lived
among the poor. This provides an exciting paradigm for Gutierrez’s
theology and sets it apart from all others. Leonardo Boff offers insight
into Gutierrez’s theology of liberation.40 He remarks, “What is specific
about liberation theology [in the Latin American context] lies not in
the fact that, like all theologies, it speaks of God, Christ, the Spirit, the
church, the human being, grace, sin, and politics.”41 Rather it is that it
speaks of all these things from the condition of the poor.

It is this line of reasoning that points toward the communitarian
nature of Gutierrez’s theology and Tutu’s perspectives on human fel-
lowship. Because of what Christ did through his death, burial, and
Resurrection (as celebrated in the Eucharist), the union between God
and humanity finds meaning and has prophetic sociopolitical signifi-
cance. Gutierrez affirms, “Without a real commitment against exploita-
tion and alienation and for a society of solidarity and justice, the
Eucharist celebration is an empty action, lacking any genuine endorse-
ment by those who participate in it.”42 Human fellowship, in the form
of solidarity, then becomes the gateway to the eternal riches of the
trinity. For, “the basis for fellowship is full communion with the per-
sons of the Trinity.”43 Gutierrez explains that the Eucharist then
becomes more than a ritualistic act or symbolic gesture. Rather, it
means to accept the life of Christ given for others by the powers of this
world and to stand within the shadow of the Cross and to reach toward
the hope of the Resurrection. Therefore, to engage in the Eucharist
means to stand for the things Christ stands for and to struggle against
the same oppressive forces as did Christ.

While Gutierrez highlights the need for fellowship and solidarity to
address the issue of poverty, Tutu seems ultimately concerned about
promoting reconciliation and forging community as an end of itself.
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The idea of fellowship for Gutierrez appears to be a method for devel-
oping partnerships, allegiances, and strategic resources in dealing with
the desperate conditions of an impoverished Latin American world.
This was not the case expressed in Tutu’s leadership as general secre-
tary for the SACC, bishop of Lesotho, archbishop of Cape Town, and
chair of the TRC. When Tutu became general secretary of the SACC in
1977, he worked diligently for abolishing apartheid. He also sought
reconciliation within the churches under his care. There was an under-
standing that reconciliation of the churches and liberation of black
South Africans were two sides of the same coin. He resisted the urge to
make SACC a political organization but said, “SACC is neither black
nor a white organization. It is a Christian organization with a definite
bias in favor of the oppressed and the exploited ones of our society.”44

It was certainly not that Tutu was more concerned about community
than social justice. It was his refusal to separate the two or to priori-
tize the one over the other that gives Tutu’s concept of ubuntu its
essential character. As retaliation to Tutu’s prophetic leadership with
the SACC, South African prime minister Botha appointed C. F. Eloff
to serve as chairman of a commission assigned to investigate the SACC
and specifically Tutu.45 The notorious Eloff Commission was deter-
mined to undermine Tutu’s leadership. The commission criticized Tutu
for supposedly inciting racial conflict in the country. However, he
stayed the course in his pursuit of reconciliation. Tutu was ordered
later to testify before the commission in September 1982. During his
testimony, Tutu summarized in effect his theological position by say-
ing that the life of Christ was about the ministry of reconciliation
among human beings. He insisted that apartheid was contrary to
Christianity because it treated some people better than others.46

Conclusion

Issues of racial marginalization and economic exploitation within the
African American, African, and Latin American context are strong
undercurrents of King and Tutu with liberation theologies. I believe
that King and Tutu offer profound theological and ethical resources
for advancing the liberation theology agenda in a time when it is under
assault by more conservative postmodern theological voices. As
theologians of liberation and reconciliation, King and Tutu effectively
made the connections between language about God and Christian
practices. Long before the postmodern call to rethink modern theology
with its nihilistic tendencies, King and Tutu offered up a theological
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vision that places suffering humanity at the center of theological and
ethical reflection. Both King and Tutu brought into question Western
Cartesian notions of the autonomous self as characterizing what it
means to be human. By saying, in effect, that to be human means to be
in fellowship and community, they broadened the vision and scope of
modern and postmodern discourse. What is significant about King
and Tutu’s understanding of liberation theologies is that it deals with
life and death issues. It is more than simply an academic discourse. It
speaks to the concrete, heartfelt, material realities of the human
condition.

In particular, it remains questionable whether Milbank takes seri-
ously this perspective. Is there any other way available to understand
the material conditions of oppressed people in a way that does not
expose the depths of human suffering other than social analysis?
Milbank lumps all “liberation theologies” and “political theologies”
together. It shows he does not take into account the particularities of
each of these traditions. Indeed, there are major differences among
liberation theologians themselves. Milbank’s reading of Gutierrez’s
understanding of “praxis” is not held hostage by social analysis, as he
would suggest. Inasmuch as Gutierrez not only draws on social analy-
sis to make his point, he also appeals to Old and New Testament scrip-
tures, which is grounded in premodern understandings. The essential
meaning of the “poor” as rooted in both the Old and New Testaments
is understood by Gutierrez as the “oppressed one, the one marginal-
ized from society, the member of the proletariat struggling for the
most basic rights, the exploited and plundered social class, and the
country struggling for its liberation. Solidarity with the poor is not an
easy task, Gutierrez says. It may even lead one to a “renunciation of
the goods of this world.”47

Indeed, viewing King and Tutu in the paths of liberation theology
holds great promise for renewed conversations in today’s world. There
is a profound need to recover the radical vision of liberation and fel-
lowship as witness in the life of King and Tutu. Reconciliation was a
means to achieve liberation, as it was an ultimate end. At issue was not
either liberation or reconciliation. It was a matter of both liberation
and reconciliation. Complexities of postmodern culture with the
ravaging effects of technology and profligate materialism pose
immense challenges. But if there are any lessons that can be taken from
King and Tutu, it is that God is at work in human beings, establishing
justice, community, and reconciliation in the world.
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7

Building a Legacy of Peace:
Quest for Justice and Reconciliation 

in a World of Difference

And they said one to another, Behold, this dreamer cometh. Come now therefore, and
let us slay him, and cast him into some pit, and we will say, Some evil beast hath
devoured him: and we shall see what will become of his dreams.1

True forgiveness deals with the past, all of the past, to make the future possible.We
cannot go on nursing grudges even vicariously for those who cannot speak for them-
selves any longer.We have to accept that what we do we do for generations past, pres-
ent, and yet to come.That is what makes a community a community or a people a
people—for better or for worse.2

King and Tutu’s theology seeks to be relevant, not just in a historical
context, but to the social, economic, and political conditions affecting
the poor, marginalized, and powerless in the present. As the world
becomes more global, militaristic, and fragmented, there is a more
urgent need to seriously reflect on the life and legacy of King and
Tutu. Toward the end of his life, King’s determination to end poverty
became more apparent. In 1967, he announced that SCLC (Southern
Christian Leadership Conference) would “dislocate” everyday all
across America.3 In the same year, King organized the Poor People’s
Campaign aimed at exposing the destructive structures of poverty in
America. Despite efforts by the FBI to disrupt the Poor People’s
Campaign, King pressed on. His dramatic shift toward economic jus-
tice and critique of the Vietnam War would be a prophetic forecast to
the storms of globalization, militarism, global HIV/AIDS epidemics,
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healthcare, and other thunderous issues concerning human suffering
today.

Similarly, Tutu’s activism continues to inspire peace, reconciliation,
and justice efforts. In January 1999, after being rejected a decade
earlier, Tutu preached at an Anglican Church on the West Bank and
attended a meeting in Tel Aviv of the Peres Peace Center, of which he
was a board member.4 Tutu was greeted with fascination and intrigue.
It confirmed for him that what occurred in South Africa was a unique
event in human history. Israelis and Palestinians alike now looked to
Tutu for guidance and hope for their situation. Tutu shared with the
group that true security would never be achieved through the barrel of
a gun. True security, he preached, “would come when all the inhabi-
tants of the Middle East, that region so revered by so many, believed
that their human rights and dignity were respected and upheld, when
true justice prevailed.”5 His original commitment had not changed
concerning the need for forgiveness as a means to achieve security for
Israel or to ensure justice for the Palestinians. Tutu’s theological and
ethical commitments, as with King’s, give new meaning to approaches
to current realities such as the war in Iraq, genocide in the Darfur
region of Sudan, civil war in Congo, and police brutality and gang
violence in urban centers across America. Their theology and work
suggest, in different ways, that the work of God in Jesus Christ, the
ultimate meaning of reconciliation at its core, speaks to the multiple
dimensions of the human experience. In short, for King and Tutu, God
has a great deal to say about social and political ordering. The urgent
call of King and Tutu to respond to the crushing effects of systemic
oppression makes an engagement with their thought and postmodernity
as a theological imperative in today’s world.

Hence, what insights do King and Tutu offer in responding to the
mandate for reconciliation and justice in a world more globalized,
divided, and technologically treacherous? King during his life was,
and certainly Tutu continues to be, acutely aware of the quaking fir-
mament of multinational corporations (MNCs), massive media and
technological systems, and the monumental fragmentation of nations,
churches, and ideology. Tutu is still a courageous voice for developing
nations, challenging the destructive nature of unbridled capitalism.

What follows is a critical reflection on postmodern culture, its
relevance to justice and reconciliation, and constructive theological
responses. In this final chapter, I focus on how some postmodern theo-
logical responses to the question of reconciliation and justice might be
advanced by reflecting upon the thought of King and Tutu. First,
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I attempt to clarify the relationship between postmodernity, justice,
and reconciliation. Each of these terms carries with them a great deal
of misunderstanding and conflicting viewpoints. Here, I consider the
issues around globalization, economics, and technology in relation to
community and the quest for reconciliation. Second, by appropriating
elements of King and Tutu’s thought, I reflect on what it means to seek
constructive approaches to a theology of reconciliation and liberation
within a postmodern framework. At this point, I bring to bear the
views of Graham Ward, John Milbank, and Cornel West. They repre-
sent the various trajectories of theological responses concerning post-
modern discourse. In addition, an effort will be made to demonstrate
the importance of converging justice, forgiveness, and mercy in think-
ing about liberation and reconciliation today. Next, there will be a
careful probe of the viability of black theology as a model for justice
and liberation in a postmodern setting, while also pursuing alterna-
tives. I conclude with a broad overview of the primary issues raised, a
critical analysis, and potential ways forward.

Speaking in Unknown Tongues:
Postmodernity and the Problem of Language

In the Jim Crow South and apartheid South Africa, there appeared to
be clear lines between justice and injustice. This was symbolized in the
demeaning signs stating “for whites only” and the Bantu passes given
to black South Africans as a means of controlling movement in white
areas. In today’s world, the language and nature of justice remains illu-
sive. As Gilles Deleuze has observed, the postmodern world has con-
tributed to a condition where justice is in a state of flux. The rise of the
information age has brought with it the question of meaning itself.
Individuals, groups, and cultures all over the world are calling into
question presuppositions about humanity, politics, philosophy, justice,
and even God that flowed from Western philosophical discourse. This
has not been unwarranted. Out of the Western world flowed slavery,
apartheid, colonialism, two World Wars, Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
and the Holocaust, just to name a few. I recognize the postmodern cri-
tique, though still a product of modernity, as an important develop-
ment as it provides a framework for understanding present theological
and social currents around the subject.

The postmodern critique of society is essential to understanding the
present context in which the church is called to bear witness to the
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Gospel, and carry out the ministry of reconciliation. Postmodernity
has been characterized by Gianni Vattimo as the “end of history,” or
rather the end of Western philosophic hegemony of truth and knowl-
edge. That is to say, in postmodern culture we see a heightened suspi-
cion of rationality (science and technology) as the most legitimate path
toward truth. The implications are seen in a fracturing and fragmen-
tation, not only of language, but also of culture and communities.
Because of how technology (mass communication, transportation sys-
tems, electronic communications, etc.) has brought incredibly diverse
groups in close proximity, now cultural, economic, ethnic, and partic-
ularly religious and theological differences are more visible.

Martin Luther King, Jr., and to a lesser extent Desmond Tutu, oper-
ated out of a modern view of the world. However, their use of the lan-
guage of love, compassion, truth, justice, human dignity, and radical
fellowship pierced through the hollow walls of modern structures.
Because of this, they provide insight to pursuits of justice and commu-
nity as we reflect on a more fragmented and disjointed world. In gen-
eral, the context for understanding reconciliation and justice today
can be understood in postmodern terms. The emphasis on language,
economics, and cultural realities in postmodern discourse provides a
meaningful platform for considering the implications of King and
Tutu’s thought. First a word about what I mean by postmodernity and
how it relates to the concerns voiced by King and Tutu concerning the
poor, powerless, and persecuted.

Generally, postmodernity is considered a social and political condi-
tion marked by the end of the cold war and Fordist economic systems.
It speaks to the emergence of complex landscapes of exchange of reli-
gious, ethnic, and political ideas. It is understood as the emergence of
globalization, rise of free trade and MNCs, generated by an informa-
tion-based economy (i.e., information-related occupations and pro-
duction processes; a decline in mass production). These social,
political, and economic forces have come to shape the way language is
construed and disseminated.

This is brought into clearer view in the work of the Canadian
scholar Jean-Francois Lyotard. He observes in the The Postmodern
Condition that postmodernity is marked by “incredulity toward meta-
narratives.” That is to say, there is a cultural and intellectual suspicion
of universal truth claims and an embrace of multiple perspectives and
fluidity. Lyotard shows how self-identity becomes fragmented; the for-
mation of the self is conditioned by a continuous flow of technological
language and information. Notions of truth and even theological
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reflection becomes consumed in a radical subjectivism that forever
seeks the “new and improved.” In the essay, “The Last Refuge of
Nihilism,” James Williams purposes that prior to his death in 1988,
Lyotard began to address his two most ailing philosophical problems
shadowing him throughout his career.6 The first concern for Lyotard
was how we should approach the question of the subject after the
postmodern critique. That is to say, how do we speak of thinking and
of life while considering the actions and decisions of subjects in light
of their self-identify and social development? As William points out,
the other challenge for Lyotard was how to situate a condition for a
reflective identity with the capacity to produce hope and action in con-
temporary thought. The societal changes that occurred reconfigured
the manner in which knowledge is both disseminated and received.7

Reflected in the sciences and technologies, a new form of discourse
was forged into existence, a language that has transformed the modes
of production, mercantilization, and commercialization.

A grand narrative, for Lyotard, describes any particular narrative
that claims to encompass all others. The notion of grand narrative
assumes to absorb innumerable theoretical perspectives into a single
framework. Lyotard seems to argue that the “postmodern” is a with-
drawal from reality or absence of “unity, simplicity, communicability,
etc.”8 In order to recover a sense of the “real,” the goal is to “invent
allusions to the conceivable which cannot be presented.”9 Lyotard
argues that the postindustrial age was the beginning of these changes
in societies. The societal changes that occurred reconfigured the man-
ner in which knowledge is both disseminated and received.10 Lyotard
supposes that modernity operates in the absence of reality, between
the presentable and conceivable. Insofar as it is a quest for the unimag-
inable empowered by the allusion that the unimaginable could be
attained. In short, says Lyotard, the postmodern “puts forward the
unpresentable in presentation itself.”11

This explains Lyotard’s appreciation for difference that seems to be
a guiding principle in his work. Lyotard responded to his contempt for
grand narratives through his conception of difference. Gary Browning,
in Lyotard and the End of Grand Narratives, offers a useful appraisal
of Lyotard’s valorization of difference.12 Browning asserts that
Lyotard views difference as irreducible for reality itself. According to
Browning, Lyotard’s respect for difference derives from his analysis
of the gap between the operation of prescriptives and descriptives.
Lyotard promotes difference as creativity and inventiveness, while
rejecting theories that are totalizing in scope.
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Where Lyotard’s perspectives find visible expression might be seen
in Tutu’s experiences shortly after the fall of apartheid. In 1994, Tutu
visited Rwanda after the genocide where some half-a-million people
lost their lives.13 He went on a tour of the African continent as presi-
dent of the All Africa Conference of Churches, a continental ecumeni-
cal body. He also visited Nigeria, Liberia during its civil war, Angola,
and other countries. Four years later in 1998, Tutu visited Dublin and
Belfast and spoke with Irish leaders about the possibilities of a new lib-
erated Ireland. Through these travels, Tutu observed the need for rec-
onciliation in these communities, and that many parts of the world
looked to South Africa as model for approaching the racial, ethnic,
cultural, and political conflicts in their own lands. Reflecting on the
visit, Tutu said:

none but the most obtuse can doubt that we are experiencing a radical
brokenness in all of existence. Times are out of joint. Alienation and
disharmony, conflict and turmoil, enmity and hatred characterize so
much of life. Ours has been the bloodiest century known to human his-
tory. There would be no call for ecological campaigning had nature not
been exploited and abused. We experience the ground now bringing
forth thistles as soil erosion devastates formerly arable land and deserts
overtake fertile farms. Rivers and the atmosphere are polluted thought-
lessly and we are fearful of the consequences of a depleted ozone layer
and the devastation of the greenhouse effect. We are not quite at home
in our world, and somewhere in each of us there is a nostalgia for a
paradise that has been lost.14

Lyotard looks to the problem of language to understand the cultural
problems of global conflict, exploitation, and social injustice that Tutu
addresses. For Tutu, today’s world is marked by division, brokenness,
and fear of the other. Lyotard sees this as a philosophical problem lan-
guage that undergirds Western culture. If language is the foundation of
society and the building blocks for cultural production, then Lyotard
is correct in his assessment that language is important to forging new
paths of hope in a nihilistic age.

The piercing question arising in Lyotard’s attempts, that may be
inescapable, is related to how knowledge itself is conceived and under-
stood. Lyotard may be opting for an alternative epistemology situated
within his conception of the sublime. He argues that knowledge and
meaning is not solely subjected to the dictates of scientific knowledge.
Rather a knowledge that may be understood within the gap of the real
and the conceived. However, can the gap be bridged between the
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technical or scientific knowledge (marked by production and function-
ality) and narrative knowledge (to conceive the unconceivable)? Herein
lies the quintessential question Lyotard leaves us with concerning
the relationship between postmodernism and contemporary culture.
Understanding this “gap” underlies, to a large extent, Lyotard’s linger-
ing concern for how knowledge and meaning is constituted and how it
impacts teaching processes. One of the practical spaces where this prob-
lem is played out is in trying to understand the meaning of identity and
language. For instance, for King and Tutu, there was a general agree-
ment as to what it meant to be say, “black” or “African.” In today’s
framework, these terms collapse into a myriad of categories and subcat-
egories as splintering individuals and groups attempt to understand who
they are under the guise of the subjective autonomous self. The collec-
tive consciousness that propelled the radical organizing activities of
King and Tutu in America and South Africa seems impossible in today’s
world of competing identities, visions, ideas, and cultures.

King and Tutu on the Threat of Globalization

Now that we have laid out the problem of language as underpinnings
to the deep roots of social injustice, we now turn to the issue of eco-
nomic justice and globalization. As global figures it has become a very
dismal reality that the voices of King and Tutu, when dealing with the
political and economic complexities of globalization, have virtually
gone unheard. In the years 1964–1967, King turned the attention of
the SCLC, and other national and international leaders, to the issue of
poverty. The Poor People’s Campaign was established in 1967 with
the uncompromising goal of illuminating poverty, with the first step of
postulating a constitutional Bill of Rights for the Poor. His vision of
the beloved community evolved into a global ethic that would be func-
tional both in interpersonal community building and in the realm of
world affairs. Similarly, in a postapartheid state, Tutu continues to
lecture widely around the world and continues to protest the insidious
injustices of the World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF), and
the activities of the G-8 summit.15 Within a postmodern framework,
the church is now faced with the complexities of global economic
systems and their impact on culture and community formation.
Globalization has played a major role in shaping the conditions and
context of postmodern culture. But what do we mean by “globaliza-
tion?” Globalization has been broadly understood as the convergence
of local and global economic trading networks. With globalization,
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local community conditions are interlocked with grandiose economic
exchanges. Globalization for Max Stackhouse refers to the “universal-
ization of the influence of these authorities and regencies as they devel-
oped in the West.”16 The “authorities” and “regencies” for Stackhouse
speaks to those forces and presuppositions that dictate the way cultures
and communities are shaped. In an institutional sense, globalization is
marked by global organizations such as the World Trade Organization
(WTO), World Bank, Vienna Conference on Human Rights, the Kyoto
Conference on Ecology and Global Warming, and the IMF. Institutions
such as these are often characterized as having partial governmental
and regulatory power on an international scale.17

The forces of globalization, technology, mass media, and militarism
have complicated the nature of suffering both personally and collec-
tively. Some have described the postmodern as the triumph of the VCR
(or shall I say the DVD). Indirect participation in capitalism on the
local level now carries global significance. MNCs encourage the con-
ditions for a consumptive culture that does not consider the category
of suffering, a worldview that actually refuses to suffer. To suffer is
alienation and death, and antithetical to what it means to be human.
Michael Budde, in The (Magic) Kingdom of God: Christianity and
Global Culture Industries, proposes that this problem has been accen-
tuated by the shift from a Fordist era (large manufacturing systems) to
a post-Fordist information-based society. Information technology now
becomes the chief means of producing and sustaining wealth and
economic prosperity. These factors also become the chief means of dis-
pensing the reality of suffering from our language. Around-the-clock
infotainment, advertisements, and the ever new “reality tv show” seek
to manufacture a consumptive disposition. As Budde writes, “Capitalism
now needs high, even profligate, levels of consumer spending to func-
tion smoothly; were people to cease consuming once their basic needs
were met, the system would collapse.”18

Drawing on his experience in Slovenia, Slavoj Didek maintains that
the Balkans remind Europe of a past it wishes to forget. This sentiment
manifests itself in racist and sexist expressions. The consequences of
racism and ethnic violence, says Didek, must be challenged with a
more intense indignation toward the common political enemy, which
Didek views as capitalistic in nature. Here, the relationship between
capitalist dynamics of surplus-value and the libidinal dynamics of sur-
plus-enjoyment is employed to discern the forces at work in the func-
tions of capitalism. Coca-Cola, of course, is the chief example of
“surplus-value” with its alluring and destructive tendencies. It points
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to what Didek describes as the “superego-paradox.”19 The empty
promises of capitalism are seen in the market-driven exploitation of
the poor. Didek seeks to explain the pervasive and violent tendencies
displayed within the dynamics of capitalism. Put more succinctly, why
do we continually desire that which we do not need, yet can never get
enough of? The legitimacy and integrity of what constitutes beauty, or
the aesthetically pleasing, is undermined by the capitalist inclination to
assign value. Notions of the good, beauty, the goodness, and truth
become subjective within a rugged individualized framework. We see
this also in Didek’s observations that in the postmodern, conceptions
of beauty, truth, and artistry are determined by economics.

To show the grip of capitalist functions on everyday life and even the
quest for liberation among the oppressed, Didek points to the South
African experience as an example. Indeed, the struggle for liberation in
South Africa was achieved, and ultimately triumphant, through the sac-
rifice of many unnamed freedom fighters. However, even in such an
environment, concessions had to be made with regard to the capitalist.20

Didek offers a “Third Way” over and above a nonexistent second way.
The Third Way, he observes, is “a global capitalism with a human
face,” or a capitalism that both acknowledges and seeks to reduce the
suffering of humanity. Didek echoes the call of Daniel Bell who claims
that the new struggle for liberation must be a process of taming the
“technologies of desire.” Powerful marketing strategies and the insidi-
ous lure of capitalist desire complete the quest for justice, according to
Bell. He surmises that one must look to radical Christian practices, as
seen in the early church and medieval monastic orders (such as the
Benedictine monks), as a way of taming capitalistic desires. Taming
capitalistic desires means replacing them with new technologies, of the
spirit, of faith, of hope.21 Bell, like Didek, presents attractive proposals
for thinking about social justice in postmodernity. Though arriving at
different conclusions as to the way forward, they nevertheless share the
view of the problem of capitalism and fragmentation at the center of
the program. Hence, any pursuits of justice, liberation, and community
must give some attention to these stark realities.

Search for Community and Justice 
in a Fragmented World

King saw emerging on the horizon what Tutu witnessed firsthand—
the birth of a technocratic and materialistic world that reduces
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communities and groups to individual agents of consumption. One of
the most interesting observations King and Tutu lend to thought about
community and justice in today’s framework is that one does not exist
without the other. They surmised, quite imaginatively, that community
and justice go hand in hand. The quest for community was ostensibly
linked to the presence of justice. The relational focus of King and
Tutu’s work is worth considering, not simply as an idealized prospect,
but a functional reality for doing theology and ethics. Hence, bringing
King and Tutu into conversation with the challenges of today’s global,
yet fragmented world, is essential for moving forward with courage
and faithfulness.

Ward has also pointed to the ways in which technology has
changed how persons are being formed personally and socially. Ward
demonstrates this logic in terms of cyberspace. For instance, cyberspace
creates a context where reality is soft, permeable, and autonomous.
Unlike the worship experience where individuals are called together in
celebration and adoration of God together, a new technological reli-
gious experience has developed. Cyberspace and other technological
forms of communication and interaction operate out of the continual
exchange of electronic energy and signals. Described by Bell as “tech-
nologies of desire,” these forces demand thinking differently about
what constitutes justice and liberation. The situation King and Tutu
faced was ostensibly a lack of equal access to democratic social, eco-
nomic, and political arenas. One of the basic presupposition behind
King and Tutu’s theology was that there were clear distinctions between
the oppressed and oppressor. Indeed, the system of Jim Crow segrega-
tion in the South and apartheid in South Africa made these distinctions
painfully apparent. However, the problem of individual consumptive
practices that are exploited by many MNCs and free-market capitalism
now complicate and blur these lines. For instance, as Didek indicated,
through individual retirement accounts, mutual funds, investment
accounts, or even shopping at the local market, individuals or groups
may knowingly or unknowingly participate in their own oppression.

As Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton argued in American
Apartheid, often discriminatory and exploitative practices by large
MNCs perpetuate cycles of poverty and exacerbate the ghettoization of
the poor.22 Consequently, it has led to a failure of public policy.
Programs such as the Fair Housing Act (1968), Civil Rights Act (1964),
and initiatives by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development, though important, have been unable to respond to the
incessant reality of urban poverty.23 William Julius Wilson has
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provided us with extensive evidence that within a postmodern context,
economics plays a far greater role in the perpetuation of poverty among
blacks than race.24 That does not mean race is not a factor. In fact, as
Wilson argues, African American and Hispanic American communities
still absorb the brunt of economic disparities. But the economic activi-
ties within the market forces now play a more significant role in sus-
taining and intensifying desperate conditions for the poor.

The interrelationship between globalization and economics has also
heightened racial, ethnic, and religious conflicts. Amid the fragmenta-
tion of theological and ideological differences there is a clarion call
for recasting what is meant by liberation and reconciliation in post-
modernity. King, in particular, forecast this mounting concern when
he observed:

All inhabitants of the globe are now neighbors. This world-wide neigh-
borhood has been brought into being largely as a result of the modern
scientific and technological revolutions. The world of today is vastly dif-
ferent from the world of just one hundred years ago.25

King recognized that because of immeasurable economic and tech-
nological advances, the ways in which the world was being ordered
would forever be changed. He observed the freedom movements
sweeping across Latin America, Africa, and Asia. According to King,
the world was shifting its basic outlook by calling into question many
of the fundamental presuppositions about human nature and social
ordering coming from Western Europe. As a response, he admonished
that human survival “depends on our ability to stay awake, to adjust
to new ideas, to remain vigilant to face the challenge of change.”26 He
passionately summarizes this view when he writes:

The large house in which we live demands that we transform this world-
wide neighborhood into a world-wide brotherhood. Together we must
learn to live as brothers or together we will be forced to perish as
fools . . . We must work passionately and indefatigably to bridge the
gulf between our scientific progress and our moral progress. One of the
great problems of mankind is that we suffer from a poverty of spirit
which stands in glaring contrast to our scientific and technological
abundance. The richer we have become materially, the poorer we have
become morally and spiritually.27

King sets the precedent for an approach to liberation and reconcilia-
tion that begins with a serious reflection on the relationship between
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theology and difference. While keeping the welfare of the poor and
economically disenfranchised clearly in view, King’s perspective paves
the way for thinking about the quest for liberation and reconciliation
in postmodernity.

Contemporary Perspectives on Social 
and Political Ordering

Behind any push for justice, community, or change in policy is some
notion about how society and political structures should be ordered.
Understanding the social and political contexts that shaped King and
Tutu’s vision of community now enables us to critically examine their
thought in light of contemporary Christian social ethics. Certain con-
temporary thinkers have constructed theories as to the most viable
form of social and political ordering in light of historical insight. King
and Tutu’s conception of reconciliation and their visions for social and
political ordering is informative as we think about what it means to
move toward a more just, humane, and hopeful society. Bringing Tutu
and King into conversation with some of the leading contemporary
voices on social and political ordering is essential. Too often, there are
discussions about which way society should be going without repre-
sentation from the voiceless, marginalized, and oppressed persons
who have unquestionably borne the brunt of ill representation. As
James Cone has pointed out, racism and white supremacist ideals are
still very much part of theological discourse in the academy and
church today. King and Tutu, as persons who demonstrated with the
heads, heart, and feet, offer a vision of authentic Christian witness.
Furthermore, their historical legacies shine light on what it means for
the church to be a gift to the world and how to direct social and polit-
ical life. Although there are a number of outstanding persons who are
engaging the question of social and political ordering today, Oliver
O’Donovan, Jean Bethke-Elstain, and Stanley Hauerwas tend to
represent the pathways of understandings around the subject.

O’Donovan’s perspective on social and political ordering centers
around the Resurrection of Christ. He looks to the Resurrection as a
hopeful and meaningful approach to current affairs. The gist of his
position is that Christians and wider society, for that matter, should
take a “patient” stance when it comes to questions of poverty, war,
racism, and the like. O’Donovan attempts to relate the Resurrection of
Christ to the renewal of all creation.28 The Resurrection of Christ, says
O’Donovan, is intrinsically linked to the Resurrection of all humanity.
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That is to say in the Resurrection event, God made possible the
continuation and the nourishment of that which God has created.29

For King, the Resurrection event pointed to God’s ultimate revelation
in the world. As Walter Fluker maintains in They Looked for a City,
in King’s account, “Christ is the source and norm of the beloved com-
munity and the Cross is the symbol of God’s redemptive love for
humanity.”30 King locates the person of Christ is God’s creation as
making possible a harmonious order in the universe. On the other
hand, O’Donovan argues that language about the world as “created”
means to speak of an order within that creation. There is “a vertical
ordering related to God as creator and also a horizontal ordering
among that which has been so created.”31 O’Donovan proposes that
the teleological relation between the creature and its Creator is
unqualified by generic equivalence. In the created order, however, are
many networks of teleological and generic relations. King would share
O’Donovan’s idea of certain universal or generic moral orderings that
may not be particularistic to the church. That is, there are specific
moral truths that guide human behavior intelligible through God’s act
of creation. For King, Christ is the quintessential example for social
and political ordering in human creation. This perspective, for King,
translated into his nonviolent witness toward institutional structures
as well.

There are significant differences as to how King and O’Donovan
viewed the authority and power of the state. King held that the state
was subject to the higher power of God. Eternal laws must guide the
authority of the state. For King, whenever natural law was out of har-
mony with eternal law, one has a responsibility to seek to resist such a
law. On the other hand, O’Donovan seems to suggest that God sanc-
tions the power of the state. In being ordered by God in creation, one
is obliged to adhere to such structures while relying and trusting in
the wisdom of God to work in the midst of leaders of the state.
O’Donovan’s idea is grounded in an Aristotelian teleology. According
to O’Donovan, “the virtue of the Aristotelian conception is that it
allows us to think of teleological order as a purely natural ordering, an
ordering within the created world which does not beg questions about
what lies outside it.”32

O’Donovan’s approach to ordering society basically amounts to a
“waiting” orientation when it comes in terms of human suffering.
O’Donovan’s perspective, though grounded in the Resurrection,
resembles that of the eight white clergymen in their open letter to King
while he sat in Birmingham Jail. The idea of “waiting” has been a
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dominant theme in white culture to justify and even support the status
quo. It has said in effect that oppressed and victimized people should
not seek to actively change and transform social systems. Rather, they
should wait patiently on the wisdom of God to direct the power struc-
ture. This position appears today in more egregious forms among
many white conservative groups, yet present in liberal circles as well.
According to Jim Wallis, although conservatives have done well to
emphasize personal responsibility, they lack a definitive social ethic
and have abandoned the poor to fend for themselves.33 Liberalism in
the public arena does not fare much better in Wallis’s appraisal.
According to Wallis, liberalism has succumbed to the interest of
MNCs and have translated social concern into social control and
dependency over and above empowerment.34 Both conservative and
liberal spectrums have been very slow to respond to black suffering,
either in America or on the African continent.

This attitude could not have been more apparent than in the
blotched Hurricane Katrina recovery efforts in August 2005. For
nearly four days, African American citizens were left abandoned in a
chaotic, storm-beaten New Orleans. Americans and the world watched
in horror as the events unfolded, while public apathy remained. On
the international front, the genocide in the Darfur region of Sudan
continues to be one of greatest humanitarian issues of our time. The
waiting and patient approach has become a popular stance in many
mainline Protestant denominations. Here, King’s word, penned in the
Birmingham Jail, is as poignant today as it was in 1963 when he
reflected:

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily
given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly,
I have yet to engage in a direct-action campaign that was “well timed”
in the view of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of
segregation. For years now I have heard the word “Wait!” It rings in the
ear of every Negro with piercing familiarity. This “Wait” has almost
always meant “Never.” We must come to see, with one of our distin-
guished jurists, that “justice too long delayed is justice denied.”

For the oppressed, waiting has meant increased suffering and hope-
lessness. Though a generation removed, King’s words still hold mean-
ing for contemporary responses to injustice. O’Donovan’s thought
speaks from the position of privilege with regard to social, political,
and economic structures. For those affected by the prison industrial
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complex, infected and affected by HIV/AIDS, homeless, without
healthcare, and stagnantly unemployed, waiting is not an option. The
reality of human suffering makes waiting and patience a matter of
convenience, not of necessity.

In terms of human suffering, the Christian community is described as
a “suffering community,” for O’Donovan.35 According to O’Donovan,
the church’s suffering is vicariously similar to the suffering of Christ.
He contends that “a chain of suffering is established: each suffers for
the welfare of others; each benefits from others’ suffering. But the
chain originates in the sufferings of Christ.”36 O’Donovan links this
notion of suffering to slavery and determines that Christ had abolished
such notions. The slave has been liberated by the call of Christ, he con-
cludes. A different “standing” as a member of the suffering commu-
nity is acknowledged. For O’Donovan, it would seem that the social
action King sought might be unnecessary since Christ has achieved the
final triumph. What is left is the eschatological fulfillment and affir-
mation of the Lordship of Christ in the present age.

In King’s analysis, the most appropriate response to suffering is to
confront social ills with a sense of urgency. A person yields to God’s
will to become a “coworker” with God in the fulfillment of God’s
divine purposes in Creation. King posits:

This is the meaning of faith. If we want to solve the race problem, this
is it. We can’t do it alone. God will not do it alone. But let’s go out and
protest a little bit and he will change this thing and make America a bet-
ter nation. Do you want peace in this world? Man cannot do it by him-
self. And God is not going to do it by himself. But let us cooperate with
him and we will be able to build a world where men will beat their
swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks and nations
will not study war anymore.37

King’s thought seems to be in agreement with O’Donovan’s idea of a
dualism in the Christian faith. As such, this dualism applies to all
aspects of Christian faith, especially as it relates to social change.
Indeed, King and O’Donovan appear to share the same vision of a
wider social and political ordering, although King suggests that this
social and political ordering is ostensibly symbolized in the person of
Christ. In contrast, O’Donovan locates the Christ event in the act of
Creation and therefore the “wider ordering” may not necessarily have
particular expression in the person of Christ. Rather it is intrinsic to
Creation itself.
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Somewhat different from King’s view, Tutu’s ubuntu theology
appears to emphasize human effort through community regarding
social ordering. This is similar to O’Donovan’s survey of “humanism
as a kind of social ordering,” but not necessarily the only kind.
Humanism, says O’Donovan, is a “kind” of ordering and must be
understood in relation to it ends and the ends of other beings. The
eighth Psalm reflects mankind as located in an order “which he did
not make, joyfully accepting his privileged place within it.”38 God is
praised as Creator, not a human being. The human beings’ ordering-
to-flourish becomes tied to the ordering of all creation. In concern for
all of creation, humanity’s ordering is brought to fruition. Humanity’s
ordering, therefore, becomes an ordering of liberation that liberates
other beings to be in them, for themselves, and to be for God.
According to Battle, Tutu distinguishes between Western humanism
and how he understands humanism in the African context.

That King and Tutu both appealed to Augustine on numerous occa-
sions as support for resisting the collective evils racism and economic
injustice requires us to examine Jean Bethke-Elshtain’s reading of
Augustine as it relates to social ordering.39 King speaks to social order-
ing primarily in racial and economic terms in the quest for freedom and
justice. In contrast, Elshtain delves into the mechanics and specifics of
social relations, roots of development, and broader implications
toward social and political ordering. She writes in Augustine and the
Limits of Politics that a deterioration of family life and the influx of
crime are merely signs of dissipating associations of social life.40

Elshtain contends that Augustine offers a critical analysis of language.
He also gives thoughtful insights on the self and its relationship to the
polis (public sphere) and domus (home) that have enormous implica-
tions toward how we understand social relations. This is a very isola-
tionist approach that does attempt to deal with those forces that harm
family life, such as unemployment, lack of decent housing, and ade-
quate food and clothing. King determined the idea of self is a function
of the human personality. Reflecting personalism thought, led by
DeWolf and Brightman, King understood the self as having sacred
worth and dignity. The human personality has eternal value and worth
precisely because of the Person of God as Creator.

Like Augustine, the centrality of friendship in social ordering was
essential for King as he sought ways to overcome forces that opposed
it. If friendship is foundational to social relations, then what are the
fundamental obstacles to attaining such an end? King’s response to the
question of evil is particularly related to the Augustinian view. King
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viewed evil and human sin as the root cause of racial oppression and
disharmony between human beings.41 Unlike Augustine, King does
not offer a definitive account of evil. He does suppose that evil is a
force in the world that “works against wholeness and harmony in cre-
ation. Evil is real and is characterized by disorder, disruptiveness,
intrusion, recalcitrance, and destruction.”42 The struggle within the
divided human will is where evil lurks. In a similar manner, King rec-
ognized human sin as manifesting evil forces. King understood sin to
be grounded in notions of human freedom and human limitation.43

King emphasized the social ills caused by sin, reflected in selfishness,
pride, and ignorance. In a sermon entitled “The Death of Evil upon the
Seashore,” he believed that evil would eventually be overcome with a
justice and powerful God.44 Ultimately, King observed, “evil in the
form of injustice and exploitation shall not survive forever.”45

In King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” he responded to the reluc-
tance to change in the system of segregation from white clergymen.46

King appealed to the Christian conscience and the urgency of human
suffering caused by segregation. King posited the idea of agape as the
ultimate means for confronting social and political injustice. The love
ethic, for King, was also a foundation for establishing a wider social
order and the basis for confronting collective evils of racism and eco-
nomic oppression as well.

King enlisted Augustine’s position in De libero arbitrio that “an
unjust law is no law at all.”47 However, according to Ansbro, Augustine
would not have supported civil disobedience. For Augustine because
the authority of the ruler comes from God one is summoned to obedi-
ence and reverence regardless of how evil a regime may be.48 In con-
trast, King held that one has a moral obligation to disobey any law
that does not conform to God’s eternal law.49 While King believed
social change is brought about through challenging unjust laws,
Elshtain suggests that changes in social ordering occur through
strengthening the household and aiding in its ongoing development.
The domus holds a central place in Elshtain’s conception of social
ordering and holds the key to subsequent social change.

Elshtain seems to be more in agreement with Tutu in her emphasis
of interpersonal relations and its functionality in social ordering.
Through Augustine, Elshtain discovers what she calls “the language of
Christianity.” This language was directed at women of late antiquity
centers around Christological language of forgiveness, succor, and
devotion. It was a language intelligible to the people, a language of lib-
eration encompassing communities once isolated from the classical
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polis—“women and the poor.” As said earlier, for Tutu power and the
idea of authority is grounded in the liturgy and language of the
church. Tutu, an Anglican priest, maintained that Christian concepts
such as forgiveness and reconciliation are applicable not only to the
church but all human relations.

Like Elshtain, Tutu maintains this language is intelligible to all
humanity and essential to overcoming injustice and division. For Tutu
one can only have true knowledge of self, the world, and God through
the knowledge of others.50 Ubuntu declares “persons are ends in them-
selves only through the discovery of who they are in others.”51

Though King and Tutu would not disregard the importance of
strengthening the household, they were conscious of the social forces
impacting black family life. But it could also be tremendously prob-
lematic to treat only the social structural realities within some atten-
tion to personal and interpersonal responsibility.

Forming Communities of Resistance,
Peace, and Reconciliation

We turn now to our discussion of King and Tutu, in relation to
Hauerwas on the question of nonviolence, community, and justice in
today’s framework.52 Hauerwas’ vision of the church is receiving a
great deal of attention at the moment. This is in part owing to the fact
that Hauerwas offers an alternative vision of the church that counters
the overly “secularized” church. At stake is the recovery of the “inde-
pendence of the church” from its subservience to liberal culture and
subsequently the state as well. Countering the criticism of being a
“sectarian,” Hauerwas does not advocate a total withdrawal from
political involvement. He denies many assumptions and characteriza-
tions attached to the pacifist view. Building on the pacifist tradition of
Yoder, Hauerwas argues that the Anabaptists have been able to pre-
serve practices such as pacifism.53 In so doing, they contribute invalu-
able resources for “resistance against the loss of Christian presence in
modernity.”54 Also underlying the sectarian characterization is the
idea that all politics are but a cover for violence. What Hauerwas calls
sectarian are liberal values explicated by the Enlightenment that
attempt to place national loyalties above Christian convictions.

What is most problematic about Hauerwas’ understanding of the
church is a lack of concern for changing social systems and structures.
He virtually ignores altogether the deep religious roots of America’s
racist past and the church’s duplicitous role in the process. Critical
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current problems like incarceration, global poverty, education and
healthcare, racial and ethnic conflict are for him left to sinful realities
of the world. The task of the church as it relates to human suffering is,
for Hauerwas, a matter of living out Christian practices in the context
of Christian community. Christian practices, he says, are not intelligi-
ble to persons who have not been baptized into the community of
faith. Although God’s grace is at work in all people, cultures, and reli-
gious traditions, the particularity of the Christian faith narrates the
nature of God’s grace throughout.

To the dismay of those who stand within the prophetic tradition of
King and Tutu, some churches have reflected Hauerwas’ understanding
of the church. Characterized by Robert Franklin, these churches pursue
a pseudo-Pentecostal perspective. They attempt to incorporate the reli-
gious fervor and particularity of the early church while acclimating to
American mainstream materialism. T. D. Jakes, Creflo Dollar, Eddie
Long, Paul Morton, and Noel Jones are merely some of those repre-
senting this religious outlook. King and Tutu’s thought offer a scathing
critique to this interpretation of the Gospel. King, in particular, demon-
strated an overwhelming concern for Christianity as a source of libera-
tion and prophetic witness. He recognized that the Gospel message was
about radical transformation of society. For King, the church is called
to reflect the love ethic of Christ and personify important elements to
those universal truths, such as agape, fellowship, nonviolence, and the
like.55 He summarizes his vision of the church in the following:

In spite of the noble affirmations of Christianity, the church has often
lagged in its concern for social justice and too often has been content to
mouth pious irrelevances and sanctimonious trivialities. It has often
been so absorbed in a future good “over yonder” that it forgets the pres-
ent evils “down here.” Yet the church is challenged to make the gospel
of Jesus Christ relevant within the social situation. We must come to see
that the Christian gospel is a two-way road. On the one side, it seeks to
change the souls of men [and women] and thereby unite them with God;
on the other, it seeks to change the environmental conditions of men
[and women] so that the soul will have a chance after it is changed. Any
religion that professes to be concerned with the souls of men [and
women] and yet is not concerned with the economic and social condi-
tions that strangle them and the social conditions that cripple them is
the kind the Marxist describes as “an opiate of the people.”56

Although King preached direct action to promote social change,
Hauerwas holds that Christians are challenged to be a “light” to the
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world. The church as a “disciplined community” has the fundamental
task of teaching what it means to live in a “different community with
a different set of practices”57—practices that bear witness to the whole
world. Hauerwas and Tutu differ in their understanding of commu-
nity. However, they both seem to affirm the role of community in the
formation of moral ordering. For Hauerwas, knowing the essence of
Christian ethics is understood within the context of tradition and
community passed on through time. This community, for Hauerwas,
is the “church.” The church provides the sustenance and theological
resources for moral convictions. It is within the context of this com-
munity that Christian ethical language beliefs about God, Christ, sin,
the nature of human existence, and salvation becomes intelligible.
Therefore, the primary task is to draw from the resources of Christian
convictions to be a faithful community. In being that faithful commu-
nity, it will have broader ethical implications to others. Tutu, in con-
trast, does not limit the possibility for moral convictions to the
Christian faith community alone. According to Tutu, there must be a
diversity of theologies and moral convictions because of our diverse
backgrounds and contexts.58 Recognizing and appreciating the differ-
ences of others is a fundamental principal for Tutu’s conception of
community. For Tutu, our differences allow us to explore our pasts
and be hopeful about the future.59

I have attempted to show here that King and Tutu, in their social
witness, articulated a particular kind of social and political ordering.
This ordering is seen in their vision of differing conceptions of recon-
ciliation. For King, reconciliation is made possible in terms of the
beloved community. Tutu views reconciliation in the form of an eclec-
tic community guided by ubuntu theology. Elements of their concep-
tions of community are seen in some contemporary moral theologians,
as discussed herein. O’Donovan’s conception of the church is similar
to King and Tutu’s insofar as the church is a “suffering community”
that stands in solidarity with the suffering of all humanity. On the
other hand, Elshtain’s conception of the self is consistent with King’s
notion of the dignity and intrinsic value of the human personality.

Moral ordering in King and Tutu’s conception of community most
closely resembles Yoder’s vision of the church. This is especially
the case with regard to the beloved community and nonviolence.
Although Yoder and King are different in many regards, they both
shared a passion for faithful witness in the world. A significant part of
that faithful witness is nonviolence—not in a passive sense, but active.
Yoder seems to argue that “nonviolent resistance” is good as long as it

192 Martin Luther King, Jr. & Desmond Tutu

9781403984821ts09.qxd  25-8-07  03:35 PM  Page 192



is working. King was concerned about not only the liberation of those
who are oppressed, but also the brotherhood and sisterhood of all
humanity. For King, the motivation behind confronting social and
political oppression was that they hindered the embodiment of a
beloved community. Hence, seeking to abolish segregation laws was
purposed to breakdown the barriers that hindered a community moti-
vated by love. Differing from King, Yoder was profoundly passionate
about having a new vision of the church, where different questions are
asked in a different way. The relevance of faithfulness that makes
confessing Christ has substance and meaning was central to Yoder.

Toward a Postmodern Theology of
Justice and Reconciliation

In light of the varied philosophical perspectives, an important question
remains as to how to interpret the nature of oppression and injustice
today. Specifically, how do we bring to bear theological language in
today’s context concerning social, political, and economic disparities?
How do we begin to examine questions of public policy in an age driven
by capitalistic forces and nihilism? Attempts have been made by several
theologians to somehow bring together the Christian theological lan-
guage of hope with the philosophical discourse of postmodernity.
Among them are Graham Ward, John Milbank, John Cobb, and Cornel
West. The diverse perspectives of these key thinkers may offer insight
into the persistent question of human suffering in postmodernity.

As a theologian, Ward uses as his point of departure the Christian
traditions of Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, and Barth. In his book,
Theology and Contemporary Critical Theory, Ward rigorously exam-
ines key figures in philosophy and literature who have shaped post-
modern discourse.60 It would be helpful to direct our attention to
Ward’s critique of some of the aforementioned philosophical perspec-
tives. He draws on the work of Jacques Derrida in his account of the
Resurrection in the essay “The Displaced Body of Jesus Christ.”61

Here, Ward explains:

The body of Christ crucified and risen, giving birth to the ecclesial cor-
pus, the history and transformations of that ecclesial body—each of
these bodies can materialize only in, through and with language. The
continual displacement of their bodies, the continual displacement of
their identities, is not only produced through economies of signification,
it is a reflection (a mimesis or repetition) of an aporetics intrinsic to
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textuality itself. To adopt a Derridean term, the logic of Christ as Logos
is the logic of différance—deferral of identity, non-identical repetition
which institutes and perpetuates alterity: this is not that, or, more accu-
rately, this is not only that.62

Implications for such an analysis in terms of “displacement” would
affirm the messages exposed by many liberation theologians, namely
that the crucified body of Christ identifies with the oppressed and dis-
posed. Ward’s interpretation still remains problematic for such feminist
theologians as Rosemary Radford Ruether because the gender of Christ
as a male (which Ward recognizes) establishes basis for male domi-
nance. For Ward, however, the body of Christ, though gendered,
extends in a processional manner in and for the world. That is, “the
body of the gendered Jew expands to embrace the whole of creation.”63

Nevertheless, Ward is intentional in advocating the primacy of Christ
as incorporating all other bodies as meaningful and significant.

Milbank argues for a similar treatise in his essay, “Postmodern
Critical Augustinianism: A Short Summa in Forty-Two Responses to
Unasked Questions.”64 In this essay, Milbank gives a poignant theo-
logical response to postmodern discourse. He takes to task the post-
modern assumption of enumerable versions of truth linked to
particular narratives. Postmodernism suggests a nihilistic perspective
that locates Christianity as merely “on the level” among other points of
view. I do not accept Milbank’s overall claim that Christianity is a con-
struction of an alternative world altogether, akin to a new Christendom
of some kind. But his emphasis on the ways Christianity confronts
nihilism and is marked by Christian practice is promising. For instance,
postmodern theology, says Milbank, must respond to nihilism by
affirming Christian practice. In the seventh response, he writes:

Whatever its response may be to nihilism, postmodern theology can
only proceed by explicating Christian practice. The Christian God can
no longer be thought of as a God first seen, but rather as a God first
prayed to, first imagined, first inspiring certain actions, first put into
words, and always already thought about, objectified, even if this objec-
tification is recognized as inevitably inadequate. This practice which
includes images of, talk about, addresses to, actions toward God can in
no way be justified, nor be shown to be more rational, nor yet, outside
its own discourse, as more desirable, than nihilism.65

The centrality of Christian theological language translates to
Milbank’s explication of Christian practice and community as well.
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For Milbank, the task of theology is the promulgation of distinctive-
ness and uniqueness of Christian practice within the context of com-
munity. The theme of community, in Milbank’s illumination of Christian
practice, offers profound insight into questions of human suffering in
postmodernity. There is a sense in which Christian practice becomes
more meaningful the more it becomes “stranger.” Christian practices
of charity, forgiveness, and reconciliation become ostensible means of
responding to the plight of the disinherited. Of course some inescapable
questions arise in reading Milbank as to interpreting the nature of
Christian practice in a contemporary context. That is, what is the
essence of this Christian practice? And how does this community of
practitioners relate to the social and political order? There are signs,
however, in Milbank that are reminiscent of the love ethic understood
by King in his conception of the beloved community. The Christian
claim, Milbank remarks, “is that the narratives about Christ show
what love—a difficult and demanding practice requiring more sub-
tlety, style, and correct idiom than mere ‘well-meaning’—is.”66 In
short, he wishes to reassert the centrality of Christian practice, chief of
which is love, as a way forward.

Kathryn Tanner offers an alternative perspective to Milbank, which
in my estimation, is more thoroughly aligned with King and Tutu’s
work. For Tanner, a focus on Christian practices is indeed critical to
approaches to social justice in postmodernity. But Christians must also
move beyond practices and introduce a more just, humane, and com-
passionate economic system for the sake of the poor who are often
overlooked in the economic process. As she rightly observes, “From a
theological point of view financial markets are suspect because they
are almost completely competitive.”67 Financial markets, she argues,
thrive on the free flow of capital on the global scene. If one is to par-
ticipate in the economic process, they must have capital. Individuals
who do not have capital have no authentic means of participating in
the market place, the very system responsible by and large for their
daily sustenance. As King moved progressively toward economic crit-
icism and a radical vision of a just economy, he brought the same cri-
tique to bear as Tanner. King recognized there was something
fundamentally wrong with the capitalistic system in America in its
current state. His proposal to establish a Bill of Rights for the Poor, in
the backdrop of the Poor People’s Campaign, was a strategic initiative
put in place to accomplish this goal. King’s broader economic vision
included concerns for housing, employment, education, and increased
participation in the market place. King’s critique of the economic
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situation in America flowed out of his experiences with the Northern
ghettos in cities like Los Angeles, Chicago, Detroit, and New York.
After the Watts riots in 1965, King joined Bayard Rustin and Andrew
Young in a tour of the city. He recalls encountering a group of young
people who said in the wake of the riots, “we won!” A puzzled King
asked the group of youth how they could say such a thing when his
neighborhood was in ruins. The youths responded, “We won because
we made them pay attention to us.”68 This brief encounter was a vivid
reminder for King that violence would be an inevitable alternative if
the cries of the voiceless were not heard. He understood that the cries
of the urban poor were cries of disappointment over years of neglect,
racial persecution, exploitation, and segregation.

Nevertheless, the recognition and affirmation of difference is a
reoccurring theme in Milbank’s thought. Milbank’s emphasis on
Christian practice reflects profound sensibilities concerning social and
political ordering, which is very similar to West’s “prophetic pragma-
tism” (as will be shown). In particular, Milbank does address ecologi-
cal matters in his essay “Out of the Greenhouse.”69 In this essay,
Milbank illustrates both the limitations and promise of addressing
Christian practices and language in the face of unavoidable social and
political concerns. But one would have to look to Tanner’s conception
of the market place for concrete approaches to thinking about justice,
especially in the economic arena, in the postmodern era.

Cornel West and Justice in Postmodernity

We are still left with the question of what justice and community looks
like within a postmodern framework. Cornel West, as a major propo-
nent of King and Tutu, has more than any other attempted to engage
the African and African American religious experience to contempo-
rary cultural issues. West traces the roots of modern racial problems
and situates the work of King and Tutu firmly within a philosophical
and theological tradition of protest and constructive Christian wit-
ness. I employ West at this point as a way of thinking about what it
means to seek community and justice today. West draws on the narra-
tive force of King’s witness against segregation and poverty in America
as well as Tutu’s leadership in apartheid.

Steeped in the American pragmatism school of William James and
John Dewey, West in particular has described himself as “a Chekhovian
Christian with deep democratic commitments.”70 Chekhov, the noted
German poet and playwright, contributed to West the aesthetic
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insights into the human condition which he associated with his
Christian religious sensibilities. West is essentially a philosopher of
religion and social critic. In this manner, the Western philosophical
tradition is laced throughout West’s work. However, some of West’s
strongest influences are taken from American pragmatism. In particu-
lar, the works of John Dewey, Charles Pierce, and William James have
left an enduring imprint on West’s philosophic outlook. West finds
Dewey the most favored of the three insofar as Dewey emphasized a
sense of historical consciousness and a concern for social and political
matters.71 From this perspective, West builds his intellectual arsenal to
confront the critical question of how blacks have responded to the
oppressive structures of the modern era. Although focusing on the par-
ticularities of the American situation, West attempts to address those
expressions of “self-making” and “self-creating” demonstrated by
those often overlooked in Enlightenment discourse. West determines
to reconfigure modern philosophical claims about reason, human cre-
ativity, and consciousness from the perspective of those most severely
victimized by the oppressive structures produced.

In his book Prophesy Deliverance!: An Afro-American Revolutionary
Christianity, West argues that the Afro-American religious experience
serves as a viable model of prophetic Christianity, exemplified in the
best of Black Church tradition.72 With Afro-American religious expe-
rience as the point of departure, West treats the political and moral
dimensions of American pragmatism. His overall aim is to articulate
an Afro-American philosophy as an expression of American philoso-
phy, strongly considering the Afro-American experience of suffering,
oppression, and resistance.

The social and political context of African descendants throughout
the diaspora is West’s primary concern as he attempts to establish a
distinctive religious philosophy, as praxis for liberation. In his “geneal-
ogy of modern racism,” West traces the origins of notions of white
supremacy and the idea of racial categories. He argues that the mod-
ern conception of racism developed in its present form over several
historical and intellectual periods. Behind this development is the very
structure of modern discourse. The terms, metaphors, notions, and
categories in modern discourse are assigned and regulated conceptions
of truth and knowledge. Many ideas were declared incomprehensible
and unintelligible because of these very structures of discourse, says
West. His major premise, simply stated, is that the authority of sci-
ence, supported by a modern philosophical discourse guided by Greek
ocular metaphors and Cartesian notions, promotes and encourages
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the activities of observing, comparing, measuring, and ordering the
physical characteristics of human bodies.73 For instance, according
to West, the idea of black equality in terms of beauty, culture, and
intellectual capacity was excluded from the epistemological field of
modern discourse. Here is where West’s thought illuminates the signif-
icance of King and Tutu’s work, both at the epistemological and social
structural levels. Not only did King and Tutu challenge political and
economic systems, they also confronted the very foundations of
Cartesian philosophy that supports much of Western intellectualism
and culture. King and Tutu both revealed that to be in relationship
with the other is what it means to be human. that human thinking,
living, loving, and being are all bounded together in the human capac-
ity for fellowship and mutuality.

I would agree with West that the legitimacy of theological language
is deeply woven in its expressed concern for human suffering and the
quest for community. Drawing from the witness of King and Tutu, he
gives insight to who God is for those who suffer in a postmodern con-
text. In short, West helps us to understand that Christianity, and lan-
guage about God for that matter, must speak to the realities of human
suffering or else it will fall into the abyss of nothingness. In his book
Prophetic Thought in Postmodern Times, West addresses some of the
pressing concerns facing American society and how it relates to post-
modern discourse.74 In an attempt to historicize the postmodernism
debate, West deals with questions surrounding the vocation of the
intellectual and technical intelligentsia, more broadly the role of intel-
lectualism in an advanced capitalist society. For West, postmodernism
is primarily viewed as a set of responses related to “the de-centering of
Europe—of living in a world that no longer rests upon European hege-
mony and domination in the political and economic, military and cul-
tural dimensions which began in 1492.”75 American pragmatism, for
West, is significant because of its attention to the American democracy
and constitutionalism. American pragmatism provides the framework
of West’s critique of postmodernism, which he expresses in the
following manner:

The very term “postmodernism” reflects fear of the future; it is a back-
ward-looking term. We witness the nuclear and ideological stand-off
between capitalist (not necessarily free) United States and the commu-
nist (definitely unfree) Soviet Union, both imperialist powers suffering
immense internal decay. The dominated classes in industrial and postin-
dustrial nations have accelerated the speed of their inclusion within the
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liberal capitalist regimes, accompanied by widespread tranquilizing and
depoliticizing by mass culture.

. . . postmodernism is an accentuation and acceleration of the major
developments and processes in European modernism. It is a deepening
of the decline of modernity, with little sense of what is to follow, if any-
thing at all. It bears the birth pains of slow epoch transition, the ironic
excesses of prolonged historical suspension, and the ecstatic anticipa-
tions of a new though not necessarily better, era.76

Any critique of modern discourse and needed responses must take seri-
ously the experiences of those most victimized at the hands of the mod-
ern intellectual and social experimentation. From the orientation of an
“Afro-American philosophy,” West explicates his conception of
prophetic pragmatism—a philosophical perspective demonstrating rad-
ical social responsibility and emphasizing the centrality of community.77

Exactly how West’s conception of prophetic pragmatism is demon-
strated in contemporary religious or political debates is uncertain.
However, he did submit an opinion in George E. Curry’s The
Affirmative Action Debate.78 In this essay, West treats the historical and
moral context out of which the debate emerges, rather than dwelling on
for/against polarities dominating mainstream media. For West, the
question of affirmative action must address the underlying and broader
issues concerning the legacy of white supremacy seen in numerous dis-
parities regarding housing, education, health care, employment, and the
like. West’s prophetic pragmatism falls short of providing specific policy
recommendations affecting the poor and underprivileged. Nonetheless,
he does argue for certain social and political sensibilities that speak to
the reality of human suffering. In so doing, he initiates a firm foundation
for social and political transformation.

Community was a central and abiding theme in both King and
Tutu’s life and thought. In fact, the call for community and fellowship,
with God and neighbor, informed their theology, view of society, and
overall strategic interests. The quest for community, for King and
Tutu, was both an end goal and strategy of liberation. They recognized
that the core meaning of the Gospel was reconciliation and establish-
ing God’s community on earth. At the same time, they both agreed
that in order for people to live in community, justice and human dig-
nity must be personified. With the complexities of fragmentation and
brokenness now intensified within a postmodern and postcolonial
world, significant challenges remain to the pursuit of community.
Reflecting on West’s notions about community may open the door for
new conversations in exploring King and Tutu’s legacy today.
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West’s conception of community carries several dimensions:
(1) Afro-American religious expression; (2) a form of American prag-
matism where truth is evaluated based on its efficacy to enact social
change; and (3) prophetic social and political criticism. It is assumed
in West that there is an agreed upon understanding of what is meant
by community. In one sense, West’s community responds to the per-
sistent social and political strivings of African descendents in general
and American blacks in particular. In his Race Matters, West discusses
the problem of nihilism facing, as he describes, “black America.” He
attributes this sense of nihilism to the disintegration of important
black institutions that once served as buffers between black life and
nihilistic vulnerabilities.79 Here, West points to a politics of conversion
forming the founding principles for addressing the problem. If black
Americans hope to overcome this nagging disease of modernity, West
declares there must be a deep sense of self-love and love for others.
West illustrates such practices when manifested on the national level:

The politics of conversion proceeds principally on the local level—in
those institutions in civil society still vital enough to promote self-worth
and self-affirmation. It surfaces on the state and national levels only
when grassroots democratic organizations put forward a collective lead-
ership that has earned the love and respect of and, most important, has
proved itself accountable to these organizations. This collective leader-
ship must exemplify moral integrity, character, and democratic states-
manship within itself and within its organizations.80

Implicit in West’s thought on community is the presence of the Black
Church. In an interview with Paul Ruffins, West highlights the issue of
leadership as the fundamental matter that must be addressed in con-
fronting racial oppression in postmodernity. The Black Church, for
West, does not encompass the totality of community. Rather, he con-
siders it an important aspect that holds tremendous promise for enact-
ing radical transformation in black communities. Leadership, in the
Black Church, then becomes a critical peace in developing communities
that are transformative and prophetic, recognizing that underneath the
social problems of poverty, joblessness, and the disintegration of civil
institutions, the Black Church plays a critical role in the shaping of
transformative democratic perspective.

Ultimately, West articulates a vision of community that is grounded
in the African and African American religious experience with God in
the trenches of human suffering. West is deeply troubled not only by
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the particular social condition of blacks but also the broader contra-
diction of American democratic principles and the exploitation opera-
tive in American society through monopoly capitalistic structures. In
order to critique American civil society, he draws heavily on pragma-
tism where philosophical ideas are explored and critiqued based on
efficacy or meaningfulness to persons exposing such ideas. West sup-
poses that the African and African American religious experience
serves as a viable model of prophetic Christianity, and subsequently
black radicalism as well.81

Conclusion

Throughout the course of this study, and particularly in this final
chapter, I have sought to establish King and Tutu as major theologians
of reconciliation. I have asserted that King and Tutu not only changed
social and political realities in America and South Africa, but also
introduced important insights to the Christian idea of reconciliation.
In Tutu’s theology, the role of community is indispensable to knowl-
edge of self and of God. Tutu boldly challenges Western Cartesian pre-
cepts about the individual autonomous self. Of course, there is an
inherent danger in negating personal autonomy and Tutu certainly did
not support that idea. On the contrary, Tutu celebrated both personal
autonomy and the centrality of community. Tutu’s core commitment
around this idea never changed. Although Tutu culminated his career
as chair of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), he
became a symbol of reconciliation across the world.

Similarly, Milbank argues that Christian community affirms and
explicates Christian practice as its chief orientation. Milbank, West,
and Ward do not necessarily develop a theological praxis for addr-
essing the needs of the economically and politically disinherited.
Nevertheless, there are strong implications as to the centrality of some
formulations of Christian community. A community with recognition
of difference, and perhaps a sense of social responsibility, is required
to meet nihilism with hope and possibility. West’s insistence upon the
black religious experience as a viable resource for philosophical dis-
course in the postmodern world is significant. The black religious tra-
dition, though modern in its social and historic orientation, has
rendered a radical Christian response to many postmodern structures.
However, West in his insistence on racial and religious categories
seems to repeat many of the problems he critiques in modern dis-
course. That West pushes for social and political sensibilities, situated
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in the prophetic stream of Christian thought, poses a central challenge
to both philosophical and theological postmodern discourse, namely,
that the disquieted voices of the oppressed be heard and understood in
interpreting the postmodern condition, further, that any attempt to
overcome the language of modernity must take seriously the dramatic
recollection of human suffering so deeply scarred by these structures.

Finally, Martin Luther King, Jr. embraced a Judeo-Christian con-
ceptualization of the “beloved community.” The idea of the beloved
community reflects an expanding understanding of community that
embraces difference. King described his theological vision of the
beloved community as a “world house.” It was the realization of
God’s intention for human community. The Christian church was sim-
ply given the gift to share and reflect to all humanity God’s work of
justice, healing, and reconciliation. This is reflected in his critique of
the Vietnam War and the Poor People’s Campaign. For King, the task
of the church and the individual believer was to make the reality of the
Kingdom of God in the world meaningful through lived experience.

In his emphasis on Christian liturgical practices, Tutu also provides
meaningful perspectives on approaches to justice and community in
postmodernity. Tutu stands alongside figures such as Oscar Arnulfo
Romero who responded to the reality of human suffering and quest
for justice and community through the practice and celebration of
Christian liturgy. Both recognized the Eucharist as the central inter-
section where the reality of human suffering and brokenness (person-
ally and collectively) meet a God who redeems, heals, and transforms.
Through liturgical practices such as the Eucharist, forgiveness, giving,
and fellowship, Tutu insisted that human suffering is addressed and
belief in God is made meaningful. Of course, Tutu would also con-
tinue this theme in the South African experience.

Tutu’s concept of ubuntu theology declares that persons are not
ends of themselves alone. They are formed by their relationships with
others. In other words, according to Tutu, we only become who we are
through others. This view celebrates the difference of others. For Tutu,
understanding that God is, and what God is doing in the world, is
revealed in difference and otherness. In particular, Tutu’s work with
the TRC unveils how God is active in the painful process of forging
community. Further, that through community and reconciliation the
activity and presence of God is brought into clear view. In the TRC,
victimized persons were given the forum to share their stories of suf-
fering and persecution. Forgiveness stands at the center of Tutu’s ideas
about community. Tutu argues that forgiveness is the window that
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makes reconciliation possible. Ultimately, the path toward liberation
and reconciliation in a postmodern world must embrace the radicality
of forgiveness. The quest for liberation and reconciliation means
adopting a vision of justice and community that flows from a loving,
caring, and merciful God—the God who revealed God’s self in the
ministry of the broken, yet risen body of Christ.
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