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· This session begins with a brief re-enactment of an experiential learning exercise. This will be will be used to illustrate some of the major theological challenges posed by racism for churches across the world.
· The aim of the exercise is to assist adult learners in seeing how one’s position and reality in the world leads inevitably to particular ways of imagining the Divine, and the resultant relationship of the Divine to the situation and the context in which the individual or any group of peoples live.

· Who sits where on the bus, let alone who is allowed to sit on the bus itself is a vexed theological question. This question poses sharp theological issues because at the very heart of Christianity itself is the question of ‘who is allowed within’ and ‘who is excluded’ from a faith that claims to be inclusive and available to all, whilst also having internal contradictions at the heart of its modus operandi. 
· The African American Womanist theologian, Kelly Brown Douglas argues that embedded within normative western imperial Christianity is the concept of a ‘Closed Monotheism’ in which the rubric of salvation is reserved for those who claim allegiance to the saving work of Jesus Christ. Christianity not only claims there is only one God, but also argues that this one God is understood through a specific revelation in one particular person. The truth claims of other religious traditions are rejected as being of a lesser substance or altogether false, depending upon the branch of this tradition to which one adheres. 

· One of the crucial elements of learning that emerges from the exercise is the sense that there is an inherent form of ethnocentrism to many forms of religious faith in that the construction of knowledge from within the prism of revealed truth, leads almost inexorably, to notions of preference for some and exclusion for others. Religious scholars such as John Hull have argued that only a form of critical openness to the ‘other’, formed from within the orbit of an inclusive liberal theological ethic can safeguard against the worst excesses of religiously derived models of superiority, which as a corollary, leads to the negation of the other.
 

· At the heart of all religio and cultural contexts are questions pertaining to fundamental truths and the necessary relationship between a priori norms and divergent claims for alternative truths. This dialectical tension exists within nation states, religio-cultural communities, particular ethnic groups etc. 
· Liberation theologians have long argued that the God at the heart of the Judaeo Christian tradition one who is best understood in terms of the concept of Liberation. Liberation theologians, including my own work as a Black theologian in Britain have used the Exodus narrative as a means of establish a generic proof text for the inviolate nature of God who stands on the side of the marginalised and the oppressed. The God who sides with the Hebrew slaves in Egypt is a God who we believe, is also on the side of all those whose material realities within any given contexts is one that resonates to the suffering and the exploitation of the enslaved in this generative Biblical text.

· The usage of the Exodus narrative in the Hebrew Scriptures, by Black and other Liberation theologians is telling. As Randall Bailey reminds us, what is it about dehumanized and oppressed peoples that make them want to so identify with the winners that they sublimate their own concrete, contextual experiences and identify with the oppressors at the expense of other marginalised peoples with whom they so clearly have so much more in common?
 Bailey’s comments pertain specifically to the African American community who read their experience as analogous to the Israelites, when, so he argues, the full sweep of history shows that they have more in common with the Canaanites, the Hittites and the other conquered people in the Exodus narrative.
· The use of violence that is replete within the Exodus narrative, which is exorcised with frightening regularity upon those that are ‘othered’, has been explored with great eloquence and honesty by a number of postcolonial scholars. Naim Ateek
 and Robert Warrior
 remind us that the Exodus narrative functions as a liberation paradigm if one ignores the subjectivity and positionality of the indigenous people whose identity with the land is obliterated by invading forces – people who cloth themselves in the ‘Word of God’. Might we not read this episode as one of ‘Ethnic Cleansing’? So maybe out ‘self righteous’ strictures against the worst excesses of Balkans or in Rwanda need to be tempered by our adherence to the ‘Word of God’ that seems to have no problem sanctioning ethnic cleansing and apparent ‘racialised’ violence?

Warrior, commenting on the Exodus narrative writes


The obvious characters in the story for Native Americans to identify with are 

the Canaanites, the people who already lived in the promised land. As a 

member of the Osage Nation of American Indians who stands in solidarity 

with other tribal people around the world, I read the Exodus stories with 

Canaanite eyes. And, it is the Canaanite side of the story that has been 

overlooked by those seeking to articulate theologies of liberation. Especially 
ignored are those parts of the story that describe Yahweh’s command to

mercilessly annihilate the indigenous population.

· Warrior’s claim to identify with the marginalised and oppressed others across the globe has been adopted with great alacrity by my colleague in Birmingham, R.S. Sugirtharajah. In such land mark texts as The Bible and Third World
 Sugirtharajah demonstrates the many ways in which Colonial exegetes ruthlessly exploited the images of violence within Biblical texts as justification for their subjugation of native peoples.
 

· Similarly, within Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical Interpretation
 the author demonstrates the extent to which the decision of Theologies of Liberation methodological and thematic decision to work within the hermeneutical frameworks provided by the ‘Word of God’ leads them to undertake often uncomfortable ‘deals with the text’ in order to preserve its overarching status as the primary source against which human experience is interpreted.
 This means that when the Bible advocates unremitting violence against those who are othered, many Black Liberation theologians (myself included if truth be told) have to find some means of ‘reading against the text’ (thereby still making it normative) as opposed to de-centering it as being the major problem itself. Sugirtharajah cites Latin American Liberation theologians who state that ‘the Bible itself is not the problem, but the way it has been interpreted’.
 
The author makes a sharp critique of Liberationist approaches to the Bible when he states

       There is a danger in liberation hermeneutics making the Bible the ultimate 

       adjudicator in matters related to morals and theological disputes. Postcolonialism 

       is much more guarded in its approach to the Bible’s serviceability. It sees the 

       Bible as both safe and unsafe, and as a familiar and a distant text.

· Sugirtharajah’s comments are directed at the much larger enterprise of contextual hermeneutics than the more narrow concern of this presentation on the latent presence of violence directed against difference within Christian theology and Christian practices and the ways in which these then become sources of inspiration for ethnocentric conceptions of faith based epistemologies or truths. Whilst I would still want to identify myself with the hermeneutical school in Black theology
, nevertheless, I want to question the use of the Bible. I am particular concerned at the ways in which a form of normative hermeneutical posture to the Bible in Black theology seems potentially guilty of explaining away or even sanctifying violence within the Biblical text.

· In advancing this critique, I am aware that I am very much attacking my own methodological point of departure, in that it within this very same Christian hermeneutical frame (one that relies on the Bible as a major source of its modus operandi) that provides the basis for the Black theological ‘angle of attack’. My response must, nevertheless, be constantly on its guard against a form of neo-conservatism that has plagued Black theology since its academic inception in the late 1960s. 
· This, to my mind, is the danger of becoming too enamoured with the normative frameworks of Christian thought that the radical and necessary work of seeking out alternative thematic and methodological constructs that can liberate Black people are abandoned at the seductive alter of White acceptability. My colleague, Michael Jagessar and I have argued previously against the false doctrine of Black acceptability within the White Eurocentrically dominated academy and Church practice.
 
Jagessar and myself write

       Black theology must never seek to sit at the top table or luxuriate in the corridors 

       of power. Black theology adopts the position of the prophet and not that of the 

       priest…Black theology continues to argue for a bottom-up model of structural 

       change and societal and world transformation that eschews any sense of placating 

       the status quo.

· I use these words as much to remind myself of the need to constantly pose critical questions of the Bible and Christian theology, particularly, around the ways in which normative readings of it have enabled the flourishing of violence to be unleashed on Black bodies at the behest of an allegedly benign God of love!
· This exercise also demonstrates the ideological nature of knowledge and truth.
 As many Black people have always stated, “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know and who knows you that counts”.
 The exercise has been used to demonstrate how seemingly arbitrary claims for the superiority of one position over and against others, inevitably leads to tyranny and oppression.
 This exercise enables participants to experience the “abject nothingness” of non-being, which arrived through the pernicious epoch of the Transatlantic slave trade.

· Harry Singleton constructs a comparative analysis of the differing and yet complimentary theological methods of Juan Luis Segundo and James H. Cone, in order to demonstrate how their respective work constructs robust theological models that expose the death-dealing religio-political ideologies of the rich and powerful. 

· That in effect, all theologies are at once attempts to frame workable models for talking about the Divine, but they are also ideological constructs for controlling the nature of epistemology (what do we know and how do we know that as truth?), and patrolling the parameters for what is considered normative and that which is deemed aberrant and transgressive. 

· The challenge for the church is to find a way, theologically, of moving beyond any seemingly simplistic notion of ‘outsiders’ and ‘insiders’, which carry the restrictive refrain of essentialism and the notion of hard and fast boundaries that seem to ‘police’ religio-cultural experience (and the normativity of any community) and their accompanying production. As Lartey reminds us, culture is a dynamic, human construction, which rejects any sense of fixity.
 In some respects, human beings are very different from one another, in terms of ethnicity, gender, class, geographical location or historical experience. Yet in other ways, the common experience of being human remains the ultimate unifying concept for all people. 

Lartey sums this up beautifully when he writes

       Every human person is in certain respects:

1. Like all others

2. Like some others

3. Like no other.

· Clearly, it is both difficult and in some respects, dangerous to create fixed lines detailing who belongs to (and presumably can speak for) a particular group or community and who does not belong, with the opposite being the case. When I speak of people being in solidarity with those on the margins, I am conscious of the complexities and philosophical and cultural issues that exists in this form of discourse. How can bring our shared experiences and notions of humanity together in critical partnership, in order to engage with the self and the other? 

· What we need is a radical theology of difference in which ultimate truth is always contested, within the context of what some scholars have identified as ‘shared praxis’.
 It is in the shared commitment to the materiality of human inter-dependence – i.e. we are all more alike than we care or wish to admit – it is in the shared commitment to love our neighbour as ourselves that the radical challenge of co-existing on the bus is both struggled over and lived out with love and integrity. This radical theology of difference begins by acknowledging the ‘otherness of God’. That is, God is both within us and is beyond us and cannot be collapsed into human projections that want to guard some spurious form of religious ethnocentrism. 
· Elsewhere, I have argued that attending to Jesus’ Jewish identity would force many churches and Christian religious communities to question their ethnocentric conceptions of the incarnation, in which a White Jesus becomes the enabler and the guarantor for the false promises of White supremacy.
 Indeed, as the USPG
-Methodist Christian education resource The Christ We Share
 so amply demonstrates, no one community has a monopoly on the ‘Christ of Faith’ who presence is embedded within and yet still transcends the many cultures of the world.
· This more inclusive theology for combating racism can be built around a radical Christology, but can also use alternative models such as the Trinity or even a radical anthropology that locates the presence of the Divine within the embodied reality of humanity and those who are considered to be the ‘other’. In terms of the latter, I have always been amazed at the ways in which Christian theology is happy to spend the bulk of its energies arguing around the minutiae of complex metaphysics but can rarely spare an ounce of that energy in learning how to engage with the embodied reality of the other in our midst?
 In short, we can argue about a God we cannot see and yet have shown much lesser commitment to the embodied difference in the God-given humanity that surrounds us, which we can see.
· This more inclusive will enable us to learn radically new insights about what it means to be church and to be the people of God, instituted by the spirit, in order to bear witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ. A radical re-reading will enable us to see Paul’s injunction in Galatians 3:28 no longer as a proof text to justify a homogenised notion of sameness – in effect a colour blind theology that has captured many evangelicals as a way of ignoring difference; but rather, it becomes a radical ideal in which distinctions between ‘in groups’ and ‘out groups’ are obliterated. 
· In the new ecclesia, Jews do not belong in a more fundamental way than gentiles; equally so for male and female or for free and those who are enslaved. The equality of mutuality that exists within the ecclesia is meant to mirror the dynamic sense of equity for all persons (irrespective of difference) within the ‘Kingdom’ or the ‘Reign of God’.
 A new reading moves us into a model that affirms difference, but outlaws preferential treatment based on ideas of election and pre-ordained acceptance for some and the exclusion of others, on grounds of ‘race,’ gender or sexuality.

This paper consists of a number of extracts taken from Anthony G. Reddie Working Against The Grain: Re-imaging Black Theology in the 21st Century (London: Equinox, 2008).
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