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What People Are Saying 

 
“Robert Franklin is one of America’s most insightful social commentators.  He is both a public intellectual 
and faith-inspired activist in the tradition of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  His book, Crisis in the Village, is 
the best contemporary analysis of the state of black America.  It is a challenge for deep reflection, a 
passionate vision for change, and a prophetic call for commitment.  This is Franklin at his best and a 
must-read for everyone who cares about the black community and, indeed, about America.” 
 
 —Jim Wallis, author of God’s Politics and President of Sojourners/Call to Renewal.  
 
 
“Robert Franklin is one of the most prophetic leaders and visionary thinkers of his generation.  This 
challenging book warrants our close attention." 
  
—Cornel West, Princeton University 
 
 
“In Crisis in the Village Robert Franklin provides us with a much-needed blueprint that doesn’t just tell us 
what’s wrong in Black America, but gives specific suggestions for what we can do to change and make 
things right.  It should be required reading for everyone concerned about the future of Black children, the 
Black community, and America.” 
 
—Marian Wright Edelman, President, Children’s Defense Fund 
 
 
"Robert Franklin's Crisis in the Village is a bracing and bold call for spiritual and social healing in the 
black community. With characteristic clarity and eloquence, Franklin challenges the entire black world, 
and the broader society alike, to marshall its resources to address the critical issues confronting black folk 
today. Franklin's brilliant scholarly intervention is both timely and necessary, and should be read by all 
who desire to help bear, and relieve, the burden of the black vulnerable." 
 
—Michael Eric Dyson, author of Is Bill Cosby Right? Or Has the Black Middle Class Lost Its Mind? 
 
 
“Franklin artfully petitions us to rediscover, reawaken and resume traditions and values of a cultural ethic 
that created generations of great thinkers and doers, and guided the African American community to 
overcome when it appeared, by most standards, there was no way out of our despair.  Crisis in the 
Village is an inspiring strategic plan for rebuilding intra-community excellence and social accountability 
that promises to re-energize ‘sleeping giants’.” 
 
—Ambassador Andrew Young, President, Goodworks International, Atlanta, GA, Past President of the 
National Council of Churches, Ambassador to the United Nations, Presidential Medal of Freedom 
honoree, and author of A Way Out of No Way and An Easy Burden. 
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Q & A with author Robert M. Frankin 

1. What is the crisis in the village? 
  
First, I understand crisis to be a state of rapid transition that requires strategic thinking and decisive 
action for positive outcomes.  Most people are familiar with the Chinese symbol for crisis represents 
both danger and opportunity.  I believe that three institutions that have played a key role in the 
successful journey of African American citizens, families, churches and colleges are (I call them 
“anchor institutions) are facing a unique crisis.   
 
The family faces a crisis of commitment evidenced by the declining rate of marriage and increasing 
rates of divorce, father absence, and domestic violence, and high rates of nonmarital births.  In fact, 
in the decades following emancipation, African American households saw more families of married 
couples with children than we see today. We seem to be in a free fall that will require strategic action 
for the sake of millions of children.  
 
The churches face a mission crisis as they are expected to serve simultaneously the three fourths of 
the community that seems to be coping or thriving well and that one fourth of the black population that 
lives in poverty. Many churches grapple with hard choices and conflicting demands about where they 
invest their time, talent and treasure. Many simply go with the ‘paying customers.’  And, historically 
black colleges and universities (HBCUs) face what I call a “crisis of moral purpose.” They struggle to 
compete with majority institutions for the best and brightest faculty and student talent.  
 
Many of the institutions no longer emphasize their distinctive role of preparing leaders who will serve 
their communities. W.E.B. Du Bois called them “missionaries of culture”. If the HBCUs become simply 
another set of institutions that are engaged in supplying talent for the marketplace and lose sight of 
their historical service missions, they will have poorly served a community that faces serious 
challenges and be regarded by many as excellent but irrelevant. 
 
 
 

2. Why did you write this book? 
  
Because it hasn’t yet been written. I wrote it because I have seen an abundance of books out there 
that describe the problems of the African American community at the turn of the century and fifty 
years after the Civil Rights Movement.  And, there are lots of books that analyze the underlying 
reasons and causes for problems such as multi-generational poverty, political apathy, high rates of 
public health threats like obesity and HIV-AIDS.  But, there are fewer than you might think that offer 
practical visions and strategic thinking about how to move forward.   

 
 
 
3. How is this book different from other books that speak of crisis in African American 

communities? 
 
I’m trying to do several things that are somewhat unique: 
 
a. I’m attempting to enlist specific institutions that should pay more attention to the crisis,  
b. Assign specific roles to them based upon their distinctive assets,  
c. Elaborate an accountability framework so that no one gets off the hook if we are losing ground,  
d. Incorporates a developmental approach to action mobilization because not all organizations are 

ready to engage in policy change or economic development, but they can start with the simpler 
things like ensuring that every child has a group of people who pay attention to her or his 
progress, health, safety, and character, 
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e. Appeal for broad public support recognizing that the black community cannot solve these problem 
without help from many allies and benevolent institutions, and 

f. I’m hoping to mobilize every willing and able person to tackle the problems that now threaten our 
families, our communities, and our democracy.  

 
 
 
4. What are you asking people to do to reverse the crisis? 
 

I think the reversal begins with personal renewal and commitment to community uplift.  But, that 
ongoing process of personal commitment and dedication to reversing the negative social trend lines 
for our children and youth must lead to a community conversation about how we all intend to 
undertake that task.  Then, we should divide the labor, respect the distinctive assets of each 
institution or person, enlist the help of organized philanthropy to pay for this process, and invite allies 
throughout the society to assist us in this important labor. 
 
 

 
5. You refer to the crisis faced by “anchor institutions” in the black community.  What are anchor 

institutions? 
 
Anchor institutions are the bedrock of civil society. They are those foundational institutions that 
socialize us to become productive and good people.  They are moral communities and institutions. In 
my definition, they are the family, church and school or college. 

 
 
 
6. Who is the audience for this book? 
 

I hope that every caring adult will read this work and join the movement. I would especially invite 
college and graduate students, church leaders, college faculty and administrators, philanthropists, 
journalists, and other stakeholders in the village renewal process. 
 
 
 

7. Does the book have any policy recommendations? 
 

Implicitly, yes.  Other books focus on policy change to help families, encourage faith based 
institutions, and strengthen HBCUs.  My focus is upon the less obvious, less public but critical hard 
work that people must do to form good children and adults. But, that village work must be supported 
by enlightened and compassionate public policy.  Such policies should devote more resources to 
child care, health coverage, enabling parents to earn more money, training people for work, helping 
formerly incarcerated people to return to their communities in productive ways, and so on. That 
requires good policy and the moral will of people to make better communities. 

 
 
 
8. What are you hoping young people will do to reverse the crisis? 
 

I’d like to put young people to work holding community leaders and adults accountable for doing the 
right thing for the community.  With their omnipresent personal technologies (cell phones and so on), I 
think that they could use those resources to monitor our community progress and challenge us to stay 
focused.  I don’t think this has yet been expressed by other writers and leaders. 
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9. What is the state of marriage in black communities? 
 

The numbers of black marriages have declined significantly in the post-Civil Rights Movement years.  
Today, many young people are clueless about what a healthy date is, the meaning of terms like 
“fiancée” and “engaged”, and they have little contact with their fathers.  I call this a “crisis of 
commitment”. If we care about the well being of our children and about the fulfillment of adults, I think 
that we need to re-focus attention on the state of marriage in black communities. This book offers 
practical suggestions about how to move that conversation and process forward. 

 
 
 
10. What is the state of the black church today? 
 

Although it is impossible to generalize about the state of black churches, I am worried about what I 
call their “mission crisis”.  The proper community service mission of many churches is now threatened 
by the popularity of the “prosperity gospel” movement. But, I also make a distinction between the 
“gospel of prosperity”, a secular, American cultural tradition, the “prosperity gospel”, a distortion of the 
message of Jesus, and “prophetic stewardship”, the most adequate and attractive way of practicing 
the love ethic of Jesus while using our material resources. 

 
 
 
11. How is this book different from what Bill Cosby, Juan Williams, and Michael Eric Dyson have 

said and done? 
 

I know all of these leaders and have great admiration for each of them.  But, they are all part of what I 
call the African American improvement industry.  That industry includes three genres of discourse: 
descriptive, analytic, and prescriptive.  Some focus on describing the social crises of urban black poor 
people, as Cosby has done.  Some focus on analyzing the challenges, explaining how and why we 
got here, Williams, Dyson and many others do a lot of this.  But, the third category of prescribing 
where we go from here is a much smaller field of literature.  That is where “Crisis in the Village” 
makes its greatest contribution.   
 
 

 

 3



 

CRISIS IN THE VILLAGE 
Restoring Hope in African American Communities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For further informatio
Bob Todd, Fortres
 

 

 

 

 

 

By  

Robert M. Franklin 

 

Sample Chapter 2 

Original Unedited Manuscript 

n and to discuss speaking opportunities or interviews with the author please contact 
s Press, (612) 330-3234, Htoddb@augsburgfortress.org, www.fortresspress.org 

mailto:toddb@augsburgfortress.org


 
CRISIS IN THE VILLAGE 

Restoring Hope in African American Communities 

 

Contents 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

Introduction 

My Voice Amidst the Crisis 

The Characteristics of Enduring Institutions 

Strange Silence 

Shock Docs Don’t Work 

Moral Agency and Leadership 

Improving the Improvement Industry 

 

Chapter 1. Families: A Crisis of Commitment 

What Everyone Should Know  

What’s Wrong? 

Promoting a Culture of Healthy Relationships 

Barriers and Threats 

What’s Right? 

Assessing and Responding to Cosby 

Resources for Healthy Dating and Marriage 

A Suggestion for Talking about Same-Gender Relationships 

 

Chapter 2. Churches: A Crisis of Mission 

What Everyone Should Know 

What’s Wrong? 

The Threat of the Prosperity Movement  

The Gospel of Prosperity and the Prosperity Gospel 

The Corrective: Prophetic Stewardship 

What’s Right? 

 

Chapter 3. Colleges: A Crisis of Moral Purpose 

What Everyone Should Know 

 2



What’s Wrong? 

The Legacy of Benjamin Elijah Mays 

Transforming Purposeless Students 

What’s Right? 

Community Service  

Setting the Captive President Free  

 

Conclusion 

Practical Steps Towards Renewal 

Reconciliation and Social Transformation 

Making Village Assignments  

Rituals of Personal and Village Renewal 

Village Wide Conversation 

Charismatic, Servant Leadership 

Comprehensive, Strategic Action Plan 

Philanthropic Investment 

Multiracial, Interfaith Coalition of Conscience 

 

A Sermon on Village Renewal 

 

Notes 

 3



CRISIS IN THE VILLAGE 

Restoring Hope in African American Communities 

Chapter Two 

Churches: A Mission Crisis 

In 1996, The Reverend Henry Lyons became the president of the National Baptist Convention, the 
nation’s largest denomination. Lyons took pride in cultivating large corporations for gifts and investments 
based on the apparent inflation of the membership rolls of the Convention. While Lyons was on a trip to 
Africa, his wife discovered evidence of his having an extramarital relationship, including the deed to a 
lavish mansion co-owned with another woman, not far from his own home. Lyons’s wife allegedly set fires 
in the mansion and was arrested for arson, calling national attention to the story. As the story unraveled, 
allegations of grand theft, racketeering, and other charges emerged; Lyons in turn was sentenced to 
prison, divorced, and lost his congregation. Although Lyons served a modest-sized congregation rather 
than a megachurch, his drive for personal wealth accumulation as president of the National Baptist 
Convention symbolized a new threat to the integrity of black clergy culture. Indeed, the theme of 
prosperity rather than the biblical mission of love, service, and justice, better describes the chief aim of 
many churches.  

* * * 

Black churches have earned a noble place in the complicated history of American democracy and 
American Christianity. Even before the republic was founded, there were black congregations.1 And there 
is something awe inspiring about the fact that congregations founded by African slaves and free blacks 
were the only places where they could experience some semblance of the freedom about which 
America’s Founding Fathers spoke. Nearly two hundred years later, those same churches initiated the 
modern civil rights movement and helped to transform America from a society based on racial apartheid 
to one where ethnic and religious diversity flourish. Black churches showed the rest of American religious 
communities that faith could be a force for serving the common good. Their numerous cultural gifts of 
music, preaching, and spirituality have become global exports that have enriched many cultures across 
the globe.  

Unfortunately, I’ve discovered that many educated people do not know basic information about America’s 
black churches. Whenever I talk about the history, mission, culture, and achievements of the black 
church, audiences, no matter what their age, class, or ethnic identity are amazed by the story and want to 
know more. They immediately appreciate the fact that black churches are American institutions with which 
they should be familiar. Indeed, black churches helped to define the terms in which American democracy 
and freedom would be discussed. So before discussing the problems that face the church, consider this 
short list of “need to know” facts about the black church. Far from trivia, this information is part of 
American religious history with which all educated people should be familiar. 

 

What Everyone Should Know about Black Churches 

1. The cultural roots of the black church extend back to Africa. That makes them “quasi-African 
institutions.” In order to understand the black church in America, it is important to understand the African 
roots of black church culture and spirituality. From 1619 (when the first Africans arrived in Jamestown, 
Virginia) until the 1740s, most African slaves were not encouraged or permitted to join Christian churches 
out of fear that they would claim equality to white people and demand equal citizenship rights. Africans 
were permitted to continue practicing African traditional religion. After the Great Awakening revivals 
began to sweep across the South, tens of thousands of Africans converted to Christianity for the first time 
and soon thereafter independent black congregations emerged. 
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2. The black church in America, despite its African heritage, is a profoundly “American” institution. Indeed, 
the birth of the black church preceded the birth of America as a republic. There were African Baptist 
congregations in the South as early as 1773 (Silver Bluff, South Carolina), several years before the 
American Revolution. As such, the black church is another example of early American institutional 
inventiveness. The best and worst of American values, habits, and practices found their way into the 
“institutional DNA” of the black church. 

3. Slave religion was a complex fusion of at least four elements: African traditional religion, Catholic 
popular piety, Protestant evangelicalism, and Islam.2 The thought and practices of early black churches 
were a cultural gumbo of these and other elements that expressed both the creativity of the African 
population and the capacity of the American society first to tolerate, and later to celebrate, the complex 
character of black churches. 

4. Early American congregations were interracial. As Africans became Christian in the United States, they 
worshiped in the same churches as their white masters and owners. But as their number grew to exceed 
the somewhat small white church-going public, both whites and blacks agreed that it would be better to 
establish separate black churches. In some cases, black people felt pushed out of the interracial 
churches and founded their own congregations in protest of religious racism. 

5. The black church also preceded the origins of the black family as a legally recognized institution. At a 
time when marriage and family life among slaves was illegal and often impossible, slave owners often 
supported the founding of black congregations hoping that a “servant-centered” gospel would instill traits 
of obedience, quiescence, nonviolence, and loyalty. Honoring marriage vows was more troublesome and 
disruptive to the slave economy, which thrived on breeding and the spontaneous sale and trade of 
Africans, practices that discouraged sustainable familial bonds. 

6. The black church has been and continues to function as the hub of civil society and the center of social 
life in most black communities. It was the community’s source of aid and philanthropy, a center for 
learning and literacy, a zone for political education and mobilization, an organizer of financial capital, and 
keeper of a collective cultural memory. During the relief efforts after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, we saw 
local congregations engage in rapid-response life-saving activity that prevented an even greater tragedy. 

7. The black church is typically an asset-rich institution and generally one of the wealthiest institutions in 
the community. It often owns its sanctuary and other property, manages a weekly cash flow, enjoys 
influence with, and access to, financial institutions, employs people, makes charitable donations to the 
community, and is a symbol of collective economics (saving, pooling resources, acquiring land and 
property, and so forth). Often the church itself is a financial institution or sponsors a credit union that 
holds savings and makes loans. Collectively, black churches control billions of dollars in assets that can 
be leveraged for the good of the community. 

8. Black churches were incubators for black colleges. In some instances, the colleges were either 
founded in the church (Spelman College) or held classes in church buildings (Morehouse College). 
Churches supported the growth and vitality of institutions of higher education and were advocates for 
intellectual development and academic achievement. Black churches nurtured and satisfied the 
educational longings of a people that had been prevented from attending formal schools or learning to 
read. From their beginnings, as a whole, black churches were not anti-intellectual institutions. But, over 
time, as many churches assimilated the parochialisms and cultural habits of their white neighbors, many 
black churches embraced an anti-Enlightenment posture suspicious of innovations in science and 
religion. 

9. Black churches have been and continue to be political power brokers in the village. As one of the few 
places in which black people could gather on a regular basis, churches picked up the agenda of pursuing 
freedom and full participation in American society. The political culture of black churches was 
multidimensional and spanned the spectrum from nonpartisan voter education to endorsement of 
preferred candidates to supporting clergy and laity who sought elective office. Among their many political 
strategies, some sought to negotiate and cooperate with political power structures to produce change, 
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while others emphasized the need for a more radical approach to change. Still others rejected politics and 
focused solely upon saving and rescuing souls from the corrosive nature of secular society.  

10. Black churches have been therapeutic institutions fostering a culture of psychological freedom, mental 
health, and self-esteem. Churches promoted a sense of personal pride and value along with the ego 
strength necessary to face daily assaults on their self-worth and dignity. In black churches, everyone 
could attain status, hold office, wear a title, have responsibility, and be affirmed for their contribution. 
Insiders amusingly observe that there are often more titles than actual jobs to be done. But everyone 
feels important, and that goes a long way when you’re trying to nurture personal responsibility, power, 
and moral agency.  

11. Black churches have functioned as extended family networks. As surrogate families where members 
were referred to by family role titles such as “sister,” “brother,” and “mother,” most people in the church 
could feel part of a larger social network of caring people. Although “church as extended family” was the 
ideal, often churches recapitulated the discriminatory practices and hierarchies according to gender, race, 
class, and sexual orientation found in the larger society. 

12. Today, the vast majority of African American Christians are clustered in a dozen denominations. We 
lack fully reliable figures on the total number of black congregations in the United States. Our best 
estimates place that number between fifty thousand to sixty-five thousand congregations that break into 
three large families: Baptist, Methodist, and Pentecostal-Holiness. Indeed, approximately eighteen million 
blacks belong to the eight largest historically black denominations (National Baptist Convention, USA; 
National Baptist Convention of America; Progressive National Baptist Convention; National Missionary 
Baptist Convention; African Methodist Episcopal Church; Christian Methodist Episcopal Church; African 
Methodist Episcopal Zion Church; and the Church of God in Christ [COGIC]). But there are significant 
numbers of black people in predominantly white denominations such as the Roman Catholic Church (3 
million), the Episcopal Church (750,000), the Presbyterian Church (USA), and the United Methodist 
Church. This fact requires that caution be exercised when speaking of “the black church” as if it were a 
single, monolithic institution. I use the term “black church” with that caution and caveat in mind. Moreover, 
it is a useful and elegant form of sociological shorthand that facilitates helpful distinctions.3

13. Black churches were the cultural incubators for several expressions of American genius. Churches 
helped to encourage the flourishing of individual talent and innovation that gave rise to the spirituals, 
blues, jazz, gospel, Motown, hip hop, and a variety of other musical traditions. Some churches were 
antagonistic toward “secular” art forms, however, even those that were born within the church itself 
(gospel music).  

14. Today’s megachurches are products of the traditional black church and are beginning to expand and 
redefine that tradition. Congregations with thousands of members have social, political, and economic 
power that is unprecedented in black church history. Unfortunately, a cleavage between the tradition and 
these innovators has emerged. Black megachurches cluster in urban centers such as Los Angeles, 
Dallas, New York, Atlanta, Chicago, Houston, and Washington, D.C.4

15. The historical influence of black churches appears to be in decline. Scholars have demonstrated that 
congregations in low-income communities have modest outreach to the surrounding community. Most 
black churches are “commuter congregations” in which a majority of members reside one or more miles 
from the sanctuary. Their members tend to lack profound knowledge of the local neighborhood and do not 
offer a broad range of social services to their neighbors.5  

Each of the above items could occupy an entire book; indeed, several good books have been written on 
these topics, many of which are listed in my endnotes for those who wish to pursue further reading. The 
purpose of this book is not simply to state facts but to raise an urgent set of questions whose answers will 
put our feet in motion to solve the crises. But in addition to raising questions for village discussion, I’d like 
to propose a specific set of mission assignments that, if taken seriously and revised appropriately, could 
become the basis for an exciting community revitalization. 
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How can churches avoid the dangers and distractions of the “prosperity gospel” movement? 

How can the church be challenged to take greater risks on behalf of the least-advantaged members of the 
community? 

Given the authority of clergy in the black church tradition, how can the village assist clergy to become 
more effective? 

How can clergy be encouraged to avoid the distractions and seductions of ego inflation? 

What can be done by all of us—churches, laypeople, clergy, and the public at large—to recover the 
church’s declining moral authority?  

How may the church renew its own spiritual identity and practices?  

 

What’s Wrong? 

The Prosperity Movement 

I am convinced that the single greatest threat to the historical legacy and core values of the contemporary 
black church tradition is posed by what is known as the “prosperity gospel” movement. That movement, 
however, is only symptomatic of a larger mission crisis or “mission drift” that has placed the black church 
in the posture of assimilating into a culture that is hostile to people living on the margins of society, such 
as people living in poverty, people living with AIDS, homosexuals, and immigrants.  

I regard this to be the fundamental challenge for the church. It is not a new challenge. Christians have 
grappled with their relationship to material goods and opportunities in this world since the first century. 
But in our era something new and different has emerged. Today, prominent, influential, and attractive 
preachers and representatives of the church now are advocates for prosperity. Perhaps this could only 
occur at a time and in a place where two conditions exist. First, Christianity is the dominant faith tradition; 
second, the nation permits and rewards extraordinary inequalities of wealth and power. This new face of 
an old problem constitutes the crux of the church’s mission crisis.  

The gospel of assimilation provides sacred sanction for personal greed, obsessive materialism, and 
unchecked narcissism. That distorted gospel dares not risk a critique of the culture and systems that 
thrive in the presence of a morally anemic church. This is more than a concern about the encroachment 
of the “prosperity gospel” movement that receives so much negative attention. Rather, this is a more 
thorough and comprehensive distortion of the religion of Jesus. 

To be a successful (different from faithful) pastor in today’s world is to confront the ever-present 
temptation to sell one’s soul, compromising one’s vocation and ethical responsibilities, in exchange for or 
access to wealth. One Houston-based minister observed that when the church gets a mortgage, “poor 
people” become just another church program. Poor people were central to Jesus’ own self-definition but 
they are often relegated to one of many service programs of today’s corporate church, simply another 
item on the services menu.  

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me for he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent 
me to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim release to the captives, recovering of sight to the blind, to 
deliver those who are crushed and to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord. (Luke 4:18) 
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Most pastors are under pressure to become “large figures,” people of importance. Many religious leaders 
are preoccupied with establishing a large footprint in the soil of history. They are expected to build great 
sanctuaries and establish great works that will outlive them. Biblical scholar Michael Joseph Brown 
observes, “We live in a society that evaluates success on the basis of numbers. Many denominations and 
congregations have adopted a corporate mindset. I liken it to the fast food industry where the number of 
patrons served is the measure of success. In my more cynical moments, I expect to be driving down the 
street one day and pass a church sign that reads: ‘Over 2,000 Members Served.’ Congregation size, 
income, number of services are possible by-products of ministerial excellence. They do not constitute 
excellence in themselves.”6

One can imagine the temptations that confronted the Reverend Mr. Lyons while president of the National 
Baptist Convention. As we reflect on his story and on the smaller challenges of most clergy and laity, 
consider the following testimony from an early biblical religious and political figure: 

 

Biblical Portrait of a Large Leader 

I made myself great works. I built myself houses. I planted myself vineyards. I made myself gardens and 
parks and I planted trees in them of all kinds of fruit. I made myself pools of water. . . . I also had great 
possessions of herds and flocks, above all who were before me. . . . So I was great, and increased more 
than all who were before me. . . . My wisdom also remained with me. Whatever my eyes desired, I didn’t 
keep from them. I didn’t withhold my heart from any joy . . . then I looked at all the works that my hands 
had worked and behold, all was vanity. (Ecclesiastes 1 & 2)  

This testimony from the book of Ecclesiastes is often attributed to King Solomon but was probably the 
“composite” voice of many ancient figures. It sounds a lot like a hip-hop rap lyric waiting to be put to 
music. But, it also resembles the “guild talk” I hear at all kinds of clergy gatherings across the ethnic and 
denominational spectrum. Pastors like to brag about the kingdoms they have built and the monuments 
they will leave behind. 

But the tragedy is that one fourth of the black community lives in poverty while many clergy and churches 
are distracted and seduced by the lure of material wealth. When churches devote more time to building 
their local kingdoms, something political scientist Michael Owens has called an “edifice complex,” and 
less time to nurturing and uplifting poor people, they are struggling with a mission crisis. 

My understanding of the religion of Jesus suggests that the church is God’s gift to the world to express 
God’s love for humanity and to implement God’s vision of a renewed creation. If that is the case, then 
people in the church and in the community should hold churches accountable to their vocation and 
identity. Churches must retrieve their autonomy from the culture and work to transform social institutions 
and practices in ways that help rather than harm the most vulnerable members of the community. That is 
the mood and social profile of the religion of Jesus. 

 

A Prosperity Field Trip 

One Sunday, I visited the church of my Atlanta neighbor, the Reverend Creflo Dollar. I attended with an 
open mind, as I was anxious to learn more about this popular pastor’s interpretation of the Christian 
message. For a few years I had heard about the burgeoning ministry of the World Changers Church and 
felt I should see for myself. I wondered, “Why are thousands upon thousands of people voting for this 
interpretation of Jesus?” In addition, several seminarians and friends whom I know and respect are active 
members of the church.  
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Arriving late (an incorrigible habit of mine!), I found a parking space “far from the peaceful shore,” nearly 
three blocks from the sanctuary. The hike to the sanctuary was so far that I momentarily forgot where I 
was headed and began to window shop the stores en route to the church, perhaps unconsciously getting 
into prosperity mode. I gathered my wits and continued the pilgrimage. Slightly winded, I finally arrived 
and entered the enormous domed sanctuary, taking a seat near the front. I discovered that I wasn’t late at 
all. Everything was neat and comfortable. The blue carpet and plush pew covers were welcoming. The 
huge rotating globe and other props on stage subtly reminded one that what happens here is intended for 
a global television audience.  

I looked around, searching for a familiar face. Recognizing none of the eager and focused faces seated 
all around, I focused on the altar as the choir entered. After the choir sang a couple of numbers, the 
pastor entered the sanctuary dressed in a business “power” suit and took his seat. He took a moment to 
scan the entire congregation, perhaps ensuring that everything was in order, then he focused on his 
notes for the day. 

Moments later, he was standing behind the pulpit. Most black preachers begin their sermons in a 
conversational way. They acknowledge the presence of special guests and familiar faces and invite 
people to relax and laugh before they begin the journey toward an encounter with the “holy.” But this was 
a bit different, perhaps because the stage lights and television cameras were operating. Dispensing with 
all of the “old school” black church conventions, he went right to the text for the day. No mention of 
members who were sick and had returned to church appearing better. No mention of the awesome peach 
cobbler that Mother Williams delivered to the office. No time spent on connecting with individual members 
at all. It felt as if we were his audience, not his congregation.  

The first fifteen minutes of his message were encouraging and impressive. I heard evidence of a critical 
thinker who had done his homework and given careful attention to various scholarly sources for the 
selected biblical text. I recall thinking that this sermon could be preached in the chapel of any of Atlanta’s 
seminaries. Then, out of nowhere, he began to testify about a friend who had recently given him a second 
Rolls Royce. He continued, “Now, that’s not the Rolls that you all gave me years ago. See, so don’t get 
mad. This was a gift from a friend. It’s good to have friends.” I wonder if anyone else wondered, “Why 
does he need one Rolls Royce? But, two?” 

More amazing was the affirming manner in which the congregation seemed to affirm this testimony of 
personal indulgence and excess. No one in the church seemed to have the power to hold the preacher 
accountable for exceeding his proper allowance as a representative of Jesus. I do not know Reverend 
Dollar personally and I will reserve judgment about his motives and character, but it does appear that he 
has followed the script for how a successful and affluent corporate executive behaves. He does not seem 
to have entertained the possibility of rewriting that script and offering to other ministers and followers a 
new paradigm of socially responsible affluence.  

In 2006, I delivered a radio commentary on this topic on the National Public Radio program All Things 
Considered.T7 I was out of the country when it aired but received an urgent e-mail from my producer 
indicating that Rev. Dollar’s staff had contacted the station. A letter to the producer was read the next 
week expressing their challenge to my “imbalanced” interpretation of the church’s ministry. 

If most black preachers—and other preachers for that matter—are preoccupied with pursuing the “bling-
bling” life of conspicuous consumption, then poor people are in big trouble. Because it indicates the 
hearts of their chief advocates are “drunk with the wine of the world”8 and incapable of speaking truth to 
power. 

Given the distorting influence of the prosperity movement on authentic Christianity I should say more 
about the phenomenon and say what it is and is not. We should distinguish between the following three 
realities: (1) the “gospel of prosperity”; (2) the “prosperity gospel”; and (3) radical Christian stewardship 
that may include the ownership of material goods. Much confusion occurs today from the tendency to 
confuse or combine these distinct approaches to faith and money. 
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The Gospel of Prosperity: “Greed is Good” 

The “gospel of prosperity” refers to the cultural ideology or message that suggests that the accumulation 
of material possessions, wealth, and prosperity are morally neutral goods that are necessary for human 
happiness. One popular expression of this ideology appeared in the movie Wall Street, where the central 
character declares that “greed is good.” I characterize it as an ideology rather than merely an idea 
because it functions like a powerful, unconscious force that does not revise its position in the face of 
counterevidence. For instance, none of its advocates would admit that possessing material goods in 
excess may actually induce unhappiness. As an ideology, its believers insist upon its correctness, deny 
the legitimacy of other perspectives, and pursue wealth without concern for long-term consequences. 
Prosperity becomes an intrinsic good, and an end in itself.  

Now, most of examples of this vulgar form of material worship do not pretend to be religious, certainly not 
Christian. Rather, they are elements of what might be called America’s largest quasi-religious tradition, 
namely the religion of capitalism. If you look at our economy as a belief system, it makes sense to regard 
its sanctuaries as the local stores and its megachurches are malls. Its theology is the field of economics. 
Its bishops are the CEOs of the Fortune 500 companies. Its missionaries are the salespersons who take 
American business to the uttermost parts of the earth where you can find Coca-Cola™ signs amidst the 
most impoverished and wretched living conditions in the most distant villages of nonindustrial nations. Its 
evangelists are the marketing and advertising departments that create desire for products that we don’t 
need, and its theological teachers are the faculties of America’s business schools.  

Financial enrichment seminars have become an industry unto themselves to advance this American “folk 
religion.” For example, a company called “The Learning Annex” has advertised a seminar or program 
billed as a “real estate wealth expo,” which invites people to pay $99 in order to “discover Donald Trump’s 
real estate secrets all in just one weekend.”9 In addition, several other motivational speakers (including 
the former boxing champion George Foreman) are promised to be on hand to evangelize for wealth, as 
well as seventy-two additional “wealth counselors” to assist people in their financial planning.  

In American history and culture, the gospel of prosperity has been a guiding ideology or myth embodied 
in the Horatio Alger story (among others), who acquired wealth through the heroic exercise of risk taking, 
ingenuity, high energy, inordinate self-confidence, and tireless effort. That’s the gospel of prosperity that 
underwrites American capitalism. The gospel of prosperity is a competitor to authentic Christianity (and 
other faith traditions) and ruthlesslessly seeks to establish its preeminence in the culture. 

In the African American community, one could argue that Booker T. Washington represented a version of 
the gospel of prosperity for the masses at a time when most black people had experienced slavery and 
were now aspiring to pursue the American dream without upsetting the social and racial status quo. He 
insisted that the newly freed black population invest its primary energy in economic self-reliance, hard 
work, and entrepreneurship rather than political empowerment. Washington often spoke of a “gospel of 
the head, hand, and heart.” However, his social context did not make it feasible for many blacks to 
achieve extraordinary wealth. Those who did tended to be generous in their philanthropy, such as 
Madame C. J. Walker. Rather, Washington urged blacks and poor whites to abandon the distraction of 
racial conflict and adopt the virtues of the Protestant work ethic as they pursued material comfort and 
abundance. 

 

The Prosperity Gospel of the Spiritual Entrepreneurs 

Second, there is the “prosperity gospel” that asserts Christian faith is an investment that inexorably yields 
material abundance. I think that Rev. Dollar fits in this category, along with scores of other televangelists 
who live and instruct others on how to “think and grow rich.” Wealth is outward proof of an inner grace 
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and righteousness. Salvation is both spiritual and material. And although the “prosperity gospel” may not 
be as vulgar an expression of greed as the “gospel of prosperity,” both are corrosive and threatening to 
American churches, which are constantly tempted to focus on their own institutional well-being at the 
expense of serving the vulnerable.  

Indeed, the prosperity gospel may be even more insidious and dangerous because it subverts particular 
elements of the Jesus story and of classical, biblical Christianity in order to instill a new attitude toward 
capitalism and riches. That is, it often deliberately suppresses, ignores, and/or deletes language about 
radical sacrifice for the sake of God’s kingdom. In other words, it excludes a core message of the Jesus 
story, namely that which is symbolized by the cross, or what I characterize as “cross talk.” It does not 
linger on the cross because that symbol is an enemy to the underlying confidence people invest in 
material prosperity at the expense of trusting God. “Cross talk,” central to the third tradition I shall discuss 
next, insists that believers share their material prosperity rather than horde it. And at times (not always or 
in every case) the call to share wealth may be so radical that a person is compelled to give it all away in 
order to serve and please God.  

I refer to the clergy who operate from this “prosperity gospel” orientation as “spiritual entrepreneurs” who 
know how to produce, package, market, and distribute user-friendly spirituality for the masses. The 
spiritual product lines that they market rarely make stringent ethical demands upon their listeners. 
Instead, they proffer a gospel of health, wealth, and success designed to help others become more 
affluent. When these leaders serve as pastors of congregations, they function like “entrepreneurial 
ecclesiastical executives” at the helm of corporate organizations. From my experience, worshiping in such 
churches doesn’t always feel like much of a religious experience—and that is by design. Ultimately, I 
would say such congregations and leaders may be changing who they are and are called to be, distorting 
the meaning of church as a community of holy awareness, care, interdependence, sharing, moral 
deliberation, and action. This is another development that must be monitored carefully. 

Similar to the “real estate wealth expo” described above, a parallel program has developed within the 
prosperity gospel community. At the annual Megafest, a religious festival of worship, workshops, and 
family entertainment hosted by Bishop T. D. Jakes, attendees are exposed to a broad array of financial 
advisors and motivational speakers who urge people to improve their modest lifestyles. Although Bishop 
Jakes is not representative of the full-fledged prosperity gospel preachers, his ministry includes an 
uncommon emphasis on material wealth and he appears to be a person of considerable personal means 
who does not speak often about the dangers of concentrated wealth. 

Indeed, it is important not to confuse or conflate clergy who teach financial literacy with those who 
promote prosperity as a religious right and entitlement, especially the extravagant wealth of the pastor. 
Financial literacy includes transmitting information about how to utilize mainstream financial institutions 
and products, avoid predatory lenders, repair bad credit, develop a rational savings plan, incubate small 
businesses, and proceed to home ownership. These are principles of effective stewardship that have their 
proper place in the ministry of every congregation. Indeed, they constitute the foundation of the third 
model we should consider. 

Black Enterprise magazine has developed a “Black Wealth Initiative,” which offers practical tools for 
managing assets. Developed by financial experts and economists, the plan is designed to assist people in 
managing money through a comprehensive savings, investment, and consumer strategy. The program 
identifies the stages of wealth accumulation along with “10 principles of wealth.”10

I include their “Declaration of Financial Empowerment” here because it illustrates an approach to wealth 
acquisition that is inspired more by the values of our capitalist culture than the spirit of historic Christianity. 
To its credit, the declaration encourages many valuable elements of financial literacy and best practices 
(saving, budgeting, home ownership, and so forth) that all rational agents should observe. Many clergy 
teach these same values. But, with the exception of principle # 9—“using a portion of my wealth to 
strengthen my community”—the principles are exceedingly self-centered rather than communally 
oriented. One finds no mention of traditional Christian values such as sharing one’s possessions (Acts 2) 
or sacrificial giving to uplift vulnerable people. Clergy who embrace this approach should at least be 
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aware and honest about the fact that that this ideology lives in tension with prophetic Christianity. It may 
not be worthy of total condemnation, as it contains many useful principles of good stewardship. On the 
other hand, it encourages loyalty to an economic system, to the logic of the market, which does harm to 
poor people in its very process of generating wealth for disciplined investors. Religious people should 
grapple with the moral ambiguity of benefiting personally from a system predicated on exploiting the 
working poor and other vulnerable people.  

 

Declaration of Financial Empowerment 

In order to attain a measure of success, power and wealth, I shall uphold the principles of saving and 
investing as well as controlled spending and disciplined consumerism. I vow to fully participate in the 
capital markets and make a solid commitment to a program of wealth accumulation. Determination and 
consistency will serve as my guides, and I shall not allow external or internal forces to keep me from 
reaching my goals. By adjusting my course and embracing a new mandate that stresses planning, 
education and fortitude, I lay a strong, unbreakable foundation for the preservation and enrichment of my 
family, children and children's children. 

I, [NAME], from this day forward, declare my vigilant and life-long commitment to financial, empowerment. 
I pledge the following: 

1. To use homeownership to build wealth 

2. To save and invest 10% to 15% of my after-tax income 

3. To commit to a program of retirement planning and investing 

4. To engage in sound budget, credit, and tax management 

5. To measure my personal wealth by net worth, not income 

6. To be proactive and knowledgeable about investing, money management, and consumer issues 

7. To provide access to programs that will educate my children about business and finance 

8. To support the creation and growth of profitable, competitive black-owned enterprises 

9. To use a portion of my wealth to strengthen my community 

10. To ensure that my wealth is passed on to future generations  

 

I have committed to this unwavering, personal covenant as a means of bolstering myself, my family and 
my community. In adopting this resolution, I intend to use all available resources, wisdom and power to 
gain my share of the American Dream.11  

This model and the financial messages promulgated by Bishop Jakes, represent the slippery slope about 
which churches and clergy should be cautious as they play the capitalist game according to rules that 
Jesus did not create. For nothing in such plans contains the internal ethical corrective Jesus provided, 
“What shall it profit a person if he gain the whole world and lose his soul?” 
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Prophetic Stewardship 

A third view of faith and money is one I call “prophetic stewardship.” I use the word prophetic in order to 
emphasize that this model represents something of a negative judgment on its alternatives, the secular 
gospel of prosperity and the pseudo-religious prosperity gospel. It seeks to displace them with a more 
radical version of stewardship and “shared prosperity.”12 Here it is understood that the Christian gospel 
includes many goods—spiritual, social, psychological, physical, and material. But none of them, apart 
from the spiritual good of salvation, is promised without qualification. Again, the cross and a disciple’s 
faithful embrace of it may require one to practice what theologian Jacquelyn Grant has called an “ethic of 
renunciation,” in which we may have to sacrifice physical well-being, psychological comfort, social 
support, and material goods for the sake of saving our souls. Is this the meaning of Matthew 6:33, “But, 
seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these things shall be added to you”?  

Prophetic stewardship invites reflection upon the meaning of the values found in passages such as 
Matthew 6:19. There, Jesus engages in “cross talk” as he declares “do not store up for yourselves 
treasures on earth where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but store up for 
yourselves treasures in heaven.” And in Luke 12:15 we read, “Watch out. Be on your guard against all 
kinds of greed, a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” That passage 
precedes the wonderful passage or pericope regarding one person’s explosive accumulation of wealth. 

Luke 12:16 reads, “The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, ‘What 
shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns 
and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And, I’ll say to myself, ‘You have 
plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.’ But God said to him, 
‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared 
for yourself.’” The image of building bigger barns (boxes) for increased inventory always reminds me of 
what someone has called the “Wal-Martization” of retail shopping in local communities.  

And in the Evangelist Luke’s writings, Acts 2:44 indicates that “All the believers were together and had 
everything in common, Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need . . .” 
Although scholarly opinion differs about the extent of this early form of Christian communalism, it is 
certain that when people had a life-changing encounter with Jesus Christ, it also reshaped their attitude 
toward their possessions. 

There is a fourth noteworthy possibility that deserves mention. It is the vocation of Christian asceticism, 
which involves vows of poverty, chastity, obedience, life in monasteries, and so forth. Most Christians do 
not feel called to such a way of life and understand this to be a special vocation for a few special 
individuals. For centuries, the Roman Catholic tradition has preserved and encouraged discernment 
about this understanding of vocation and many courageous souls have devoted themselves to the ascetic 
life. For most Christians, what I am calling “prophetic stewardship” represents the highest and most 
strenuous form of economic sacrifice they are willing or able to embrace. 

To put it clearly, first, the gospel of prosperity (greed is good) is diametrically opposed to Christian faith 
and ethics and merits the church’s vigilant opposition. This is because it permits and rewards moral 
relativism in pursuit of wealth and invests ultimate confidence in the happiness that comes from 
possession. In the second instance, the prosperity gospel is a distortion of authentic biblical Christianity 
and warrants the correction and monitoring of responsible church leaders and laity. That distortion 
manifests itself in varying degrees in the ministries of various preachers who are labeled in this way. 
Since we have no consensus about the definition of the prosperity gospel, which clergy are included 
under this rubric is highly debatable. The important thing here is that this option or orientation is 
redeemable and reversible. And, in the third case, prophetic stewardship is the most adequate and 
authentic expression of a Christian orientation to money. Consequently, Christians should aspire to 
understand, accept, and practice prophetic stewardships. Such stewardship both encourages Christians 
to live in a simple but comfortable manner (leaving a small footprint on the earth), and publicly works to 
change the culture’s prevailing habits of greed. This public move is what makes it prophetic. That is, 
prosperity per se should never become a prominent theme or mark of the faithful Christian life. It should 
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never compete with the cross for center stage. Material acquisition should always be incidental to one’s 
vocation and one must always be prepared to make radical sacrifices for the sake of one’s soul and/or the 
good of the reign of God. This final and most faithful option suggests, tentatively, that it is possible to 
have and enjoy possessions but never to the extent of outrageous greed and prosperity.  

 

How the Community Can Change the Incentives for Prosperity 

Although the ultimate goal of clergy leadership development programs (whether sponsored by theological 
seminaries, denominations, or other institutions) should be to promote a culture of prophetic stewardship, 
we know that some people will need more incentives than others to grow into that perspective. I propose 
that the community, laity, and clergy work together to help change the prevailing culture of compensation 
and material reward. The community should declare that if a clergyperson and/or church demonstrates 
good faith in collaborating with other churches and organizations engaged in renewing the village or, in 
the absence of collaboration, they are working heroically and strategically to make a positive impact on 
our most pressing problems, it will reward these clergy with financial support and personal 
encouragement. Similarly, if clergy are unresponsive to the village-renewal agenda, then the community 
should withdraw its support for superfluous, clueless, or greedy clergy. The message should be clear: “If 
you want to become a popular and prosperous preacher who is admired and loved by the community, 
serve the community in the ways that it needs most. Do the right thing and you will do well. Do otherwise, 
and we will ignore you into obscurity and bankruptcy.” 

This idea was inspired by the preacher and public theologian Dr. Jualynne Dodson. Speaking to an 
audience at Colgate Rochester Divinity School, she urged that pastors not be given or encouraged to 
drive luxury cars unless they have proven faithful to the community’s needs. Indeed, speaking only half in 
jest, I would suggest that when the community observes pastors driving cars that they do not deserve (by 
fault of poor community service), then residents should offer the “thumbs down” sign when they drive by. 
And for those who are deserving (assuming that they wish to drive such cars), the community should 
render the gift of a “thumbs up” or an approving smile.  

Leslie Callahan, professor at the University of Pennsylvania and pastor of a Pentecostal church, 
humorously suggests that there should be a “one cool car rule” for clergy who wish to serve the 
community and live well without losing their souls. Such a rule might have prevented Rev. Dollar’s sermon 
from detouring onto the Rolls Royce parking lot. 

 

Ministry and Missed Opportunities 

Against the background of the prosperity gospel movement and the seductions of spiritual leaders is the 
more chilling report that many churches located in high poverty neighborhoods are not responding to local 
need very effectively. R. Drew Smith, a senior fellow at the Leadership Center of Morehouse College, 
undertook research in four cities (Camden, Denver, Hartford, and Indianapolis) on the relationship 
between churches and low income residents. His 2003 report, Beyond the Boundaries: Low Income 
Residents, Faith Based Organizations and Neighborhood Coalition Building, states the following 
conclusions: 

 

Two-thirds of the housing complex residents surveyed report having little or no contact with faith-based 
organizations in the previous year; 

Many congregations report having programs of potential value to neighborhood residents but indicate that 
church members take advantage of these programs more frequently than non-members; and, 
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Roughly two-thirds of the congregations report that most of their members live more than one mile from 
their place of worship.13  

These findings only confirm a reality about which sociologists have spoken for many years with respect to 
“commuter churches” that serve people who do not reside in the neighborhood. Smith and others 
underscore the social isolation of low-income, urban residents from the jobs, social services, and poverty-
alleviating networks in their metro areas. And he points to the potential of churches to bridge that distance 
and help to connect people and their communities.  

In 2006, the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies released a report on the black church and the 
White House faith-based initiative.14 Some of its data offered a more positive perspective on the extent of 
church involvement with local communities. One of its key findings was that 93 percent of clergy report 
that they have served people living in the local community and only a small percentage of churches had 
applied for or received funding from the government initiative. Even more interesting was the finding that 
a majority of pastors who sought and received funding could be characterized as “socially progressive,” 
but they were also among the clergy who most disapproved of the initiative. I interpreted this as an 
example of “pastoral pragmatism,” wherein pastors who were initially suspicious of government retreat 
from providing social-welfare services and opposed to partisan manipulation of the black churches also 
were concerned about the misery of people living in poverty and sought to address it with all available 
resources. 

If there is a question about the disconnect between churches and their local neighborhoods, I hope that it 
will become an issue that evokes community conversation about how congregations that do little for local 
residents can revise their ministries to serve those people more effectively. And I hope that the same 
community which criticizes inactive churches will acknowledge and reward those that are active and 
faithful to their mission. 

Based on my observations, many churches are engaged in high-energy ministry, but at the same time 
they are missing opportunities to help people in greatest need. Later in the chapter I offer a model of how 
churches could more systematically learn about and respond to the needs of their neighbors. 

Why are churches so susceptible to misreading or misplacing their moral compasses? The work that 
Jesus left for the church is clearly set forth in the New Testament, and the people he wanted us to assist 
and empower are clearly identified. Moreover, Jesus provided the means for doing effective ministry 
before he departed. So what’s the problem? I would submit that leadership, its quality, performance, and 
education are essential. Before turning to a proposal for making strategic assignments to our churches, 
I’d like to focus on the role of leadership. 

 

Large Men, Little Dreams 

The late preacher Dr. Charles Boddie used to relish telling the story of a Native American chief who 
visited his first black church revival. At the end of the service, a minister asked the chief what he thought 
of the sermon. He replied, “Big lightning, big thunder . . . no rain.” This story brings into sharper focus the 
pretensions of preachers who enjoy presenting themselves as major power brokers (“big ballers and shot 
callers”) but who fail to deliver much for people on the margins of society. 

In an important and insightful essay titled “The Crisis of Black Leadership,” Cornel West writes about a 
crisis in black leadership and suggests that today’s leaders lack two qualities that were present among 
leaders in the civil rights movement era: anger and humility.15 West is concerned about the lack of 
courageous public leadership by black clergy. This is what Tavis Smiley is pointing toward in his ten 
challenges (#9: “Encourage the Black Church to Do More”).16
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The irony is that many black preachers stylistically present themselves to the world as large, powerful, 
and accomplished individuals—large men with little dreams. They ignore the words of the great Chicago 
architect Robert Burnham, who said, “dream no small dreams.” How many of today’s denominational 
leaders, local pastors, or founders of the new megachurches have risked their access to important people 
or revenue streams in order to achieve “higher ground” goals in the arena of social justice, such as 
dismantling penalties against the working poor, expanding health-care coverage, or dramatically 
improving the well-being of children?  

Indeed, the leadership performance of America’s best-known and most visible black clergy should 
become more than the usual “gossip topic” in the village and instead become a cause for community 
action. We must invite and challenge leaders to do the right things, to do them more effectively, and in a 
collaborative manner. Further, we should reward generously institutions and leaders that meet our 
expectations and ignore those who are unresponsive or deliberately clueless. Moreover, we should 
actively isolate, stigmatize, and discourage those who are harmful to our communities. This must never 
be done in a mean-spirited way, but we must not permit leaders who exploit people to think that the 
community approves of such poor stewardship. The community deserves prophetic stewards. 

Large clergy with little dreams should study the examples of risk-taking leadership and prophetic 
stewardship demonstrated by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Pope John Paul II. Dr. King had an 
opportunity to accumulate riches and live a lavish lifestyle but he committed himself to a simple life. He 
did not berate the black middle class for its aspirations to accumulate wealth, but chose not to become a 
symbol of conspicuous consumption. When Pope John Paul II visited Jerusalem, he apologized to Jews 
and Muslims for Roman Catholic complicity with the Nazis and the Crusades. When he visited Africa, he 
bowed to the earth and kissed the ground. Although theologically conservative on many issues, he was a 
prophet on behalf of the social outcasts. For instance, the Catholic Bishops’ “Pastoral Letter on the 
Economy” offers a model of the kind of moral analysis, argument, and suggested activism that black 
churches could easily engage if there was sufficient vision and will to do so. 

Many clergy remain “small” in their dreams and sense of moral responsibility because they have not yet 
risked large things. Recall that the young Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. was very comfortable as the 
pastor of a small, middle-class congregation. His job was to provide pastoral care, administer the affairs 
of the church, and deliver brief, intellectual sermons. But, when the freedom movement accelerated, 
when the zeitgeist (the spirit of the times) stalked and found him, he was compelled to risk much—his job, 
his reputation, his family, his life. He became a great soul in the process. 

But for too many pastors and religious leaders today, small dreams are comfortable and manageable. 
Bishop Charles Blake of Los Angeles once said that small leaders shrink grand projects down to the 
dimensions of their own capacity to control them. Imagine that, reducing a big dream to the size of one’s 
comfort level! Have we considered acquiring the skills necessary to lead and manage large projects? The 
question is, Can the village assist the black church in playing a larger role in its revitalization? And in the 
process of serving the community in more effective ways, might the church itself be renewed?  

 

The Misallocation of Titles and Honor 

One of the symptoms of the mission crisis we face is manifest in the contemporary preoccupation with 
titles and status. Today, the title that a clergyperson bears may be a marker of his or her attitude toward 
the traditions that the elders created and handed down, and of her or his personal self-assessment. One 
should grow suspicious whenever a clergyperson disposes of the title conferred during an official 
licensing or ordination in favor of one that better expresses a personalized sense of significance. Rarely 
do such leaders choose a more humble, self-effacing title. For instance, many who were ordained 
“Reverend,” “Elder,” or “Pastor,” have replaced those conventional titles with self-appointed replacements 
such as “Bishop,” “Archbishop,” “Apostle,” “Dr.,” and so on. Let me emphasize that I am not referring to 
leaders who have earned those titles from legitimate ecclesiastical organizations. My focus and concern 
is with how “self-appointed saviors” are cheapening the value of valued honors and status.  
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Here again, the example of Dr. King provides an important contrast and challenge to such contemporary 
market practices. King did the hard work and earned a doctor of philosophy degree from an acclaimed 
university, and he received a Nobel Peace Prize. But he never adjusted his title upward.  

A short lesson on church titles might be useful for those who are not familiar with “clergy culture.” The 
titles “minister” and “reverend” are generic terms used in church and in secular society to designate a 
person who is an official representative of a religious tradition. Most churches have a set of procedures, 
required learning, and evaluation prior to conferring an official license or ordination. After ordination, a 
minister is entitled to wear the title that her or his church designates as appropriate, such as “elder” or 
“deacon,” both biblical terms. When a minister (usually an ordained person) is appointed to serve a 
particular congregation or sphere of ministry (such as chaplaincy), that person is generally recognized as 
a pastor (a word derived from the Hebrew word ro-eh, meaning “shepherd.” The pastor is the shepherd of 
the flock and responsible for their spiritual nurture, care, and discipline. In the New Testament, many 
church leaders or pastors were appointed to manage large collections of congregations. They came to be 
known as “bishops” (in Greek, episcopos). The bishop is a pastor of other pastors. Some churches permit 
and expect a bishop to continue as the pastor of a local church (or more than one). This is the case in the 
Church of God in Christ, Pentecostal Assemblies of the World, and the Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship. 
Others do not permit their bishops to serve as both a local pastor and a pastor of other pastors. These 
include the AME, CME, AME Zion, United Methodist, Episcopal, and Roman Catholic churches.  

Some church leaders today claim the vocation of “evangelist” or a minister who travels about and 
preaches full time without serving as pastor of a local congregation. Two other biblical titles have begun 
to appear with greater frequency and confusion: “prophet” and “apostle.” According to most Christian 
traditions, a prophet is one who possesses a supernatural gift to see what others do not see, sometimes 
seeing forward into the future and foretelling it. And an apostle is one who possesses the supernatural gift 
to establish (or plant) new churches and ministries wherever he or she travels. These terms are generally 
not used as official designations by contemporary Christian churches. Generally, as a gesture of respect 
for the unique vocation they held in history, the title of prophet has been reserved for the Old Testament 
preachers who spoke on behalf of Jehovah. Similarly, “apostle” has been reserved for the first disciples 
who lived and worked with Jesus and helped to establish the churches following his earthly departure. 

Today, more church leaders in black church culture are claiming and appropriating the titles of “prophet,” 
“prophetess,” and “apostle.” Out of respect for what an individual may understand to be his or her God-
given vocation, it is difficult to make a judgment about this practice. However, I do take offense to those 
who seem to appropriate the title as a marketing strategy or a way to distinguish their ministries from all 
the others in the religious marketplace. In the history of the church, it was never appropriate for a leader 
to simply claim a title, as if selecting a favorite hat to wear. Titles are symbols of the authority a 
recognized tradition vests in a faithful individual. They should not be treated with such disdain. And 
church leaders should not confuse other church members, especially younger people, who are unaware 
of the structure and history of the Christian churches. I would urge the churches in the village to resist the 
invasion of market culture and entrepreneurial ethic of individualism. We should discourage young 
leaders from such aspirations and should isolate and stigmatize those who insist on making a mockery of 
sacred and valuable assets. 

What we are witnessing is the misallocation of status and authority in the black church community. This is 
a disturbing development. The highest term of admiration and affection within the black preacher 
fraternity and sorority is “Doc.” That is the nickname his friends attributed to Dr. King and the one most 
often used for the community’s most admired public theologians, such as Dr. Benjamin Mays, Dr. Gardner 
C. Taylor, and Dr. Samuel DeWitt Proctor. 

 

Carter G. Woodson illustrated the problem in his time with a story. 

The degradation of the doctorate especially dawned upon the author the other day more clearly than ever 
when a friend of his rushed into his office saying, “I have been trying to see you for several days. I have 
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just failed to get a job for which I had been working, and I am told that I cannot expect a promotion until I 
get my ‘darkter’’s ‘gree.’” That is what he called it. He could not even pronounce the words, but he is 
determined to have his “darkter’s ‘gree” to get the job in sight. 

This shameful status of higher education is due in large measure to low standards of institutions with a 
tendency toward the diploma-mill procedure.17  

This phenomenon is duplicated by church leaders who appropriate for themselves titles from church 
history that have a definite, purposeful, and precise meaning. 

  

The Shameful Silence of Clergy 

Commenting on “the shameful silence of too many black ministers,” journalist Earl Ofari Hutchinson writes 
in The Disappearance of Black Leadership, “Many black ministers and church members were stone silent 
on the rollback of affirmative action, the assault on civil liberties, the gutting of job and social programs, 
the slash in health care programs, the disparity in the criminal justice system, the rise in racially-motivated 
violence, the deterioration in public education, the draconian cuts in welfare, the surge in police abuse, 
and homelessness during the 1980s and 1990s.”18 Despite his generally accurate analysis of clergy 
neglect of the social-gospel agenda and his eloquent plea for increased clergy activism, Hutchinson fails 
to frame his case in a way that might evoke clergy action and community accountability. In other words, 
he delivers an indictment and makes the case for a change in clergy behavior but then fails to offer 
specific strategies that could be put into operation and monitored for progress. And like others who opine 
on clergy underperformance, he fails to direct his critique at specific apathetic leaders. In the village, this 
is known as “calling folks out.” 

It may be time to call people out, by position and office if not by name. And this should be done in the 
spirit of the “Woodson test,” namely, “not intended as a broadside against any particular person or class, 
but . . . as a corrective for methods which have not produced satisfactory results.”19  

In order to mobilize a new level of accountability for clergy and other community leaders, a new culture of 
village accountability will be necessary. The community needs to “call out” their leaders and request a 
declaration of their vision for serving and transforming the community. Such leaders should be 
encouraged to explain what they are doing to ameliorate the problems or exorcise the demons that harm 
our children and communal well-being. Borrowing from the business and nonprofit sectors, clergy and 
community leaders should provide an annual report on their activities, accomplishments, and unfinished 
business. 

Carter G. Woodson was also concerned about the state of clergy performance when he criticized the 
unnecessary dissension and cumbersome bureaucracies that plagued Negro churches that imitated their 
white counterparts.  

All of the Negro Methodists in the world, if united, would not need more than twelve bishops, and these 
would have time to direct the affairs of both Methodists and Baptists in a united church. There is no need 
for three or four bishops, each teaching the same faith and practice while duplicating the work of the other 
in the same area merely because a long time ago somebody committed the sin of dissension and strife. 
For all of this unnecessary expense impoverished Negroes have to pay.20  

Woodson places the issue of the cost of church bureaucracy on the agenda for village discussion. 
Bureaucracy has a high price tag and poor people should not be coerced into expending their money for 
something that does not help them. If the topic of the “financial costs of church politics” has been 
seriously discussed in the past, I am not aware of it or of its conclusions. Woodson’s idea first struck me 
as audacious and impossible. But, on second thought, I pondered, “Why shouldn’t black church leaders 
rethink the styles of church governance they embrace and perpetuate? And, why shouldn’t the village 
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pressure church leaders to be more efficient and faithful in their governance decisions?” Is it desirable 
that a new church appear in every vacant storefront or empty lot if those congregations exist only for the 
benefit of the pastor and his or her inner circle? Is it not time for the village to be more intentional about 
monitoring what its anchor institutions are doing? 

Needless to say, black Methodists have not taken Dr. Woodson up on his challenge. Yes, there are still 
more than a dozen black Methodist bishops. But I think the most important question is not how many 
bishops there are or how much they cost. Rather, the question is, “What are those bishops doing to 
renew the village, and does that activity justify their cost?” Woodson was not an expert in the study of 
congregations and church life, known as ecclesiology, and may not have understood some of the 
theological reasons for the proliferation of bishops and stewards to care for an expanding church. But he 
placed an important idea on the village agenda for future consideration.  

 

The Teaching Vocation of Public Elders  

One of the great leadership challenges facing leaders today is the lack of accessible wisdom from the 
elders about how to respond to problems that emerge. There is no lack of information. We have 
computers and Web sites and books and conferences for getting more and more information. But we 
sorely lack elders who are willing and able to offer wisdom to leaders. Wisdom emerges from a dialogue, 
a conversation, with a wise person who knows how to listen, to discern, and to offer guidance 
constructively. There are many elders who reside in senior-care communities or homes who are never 
invited to share their wisdom in the church, community, or pastor’s study. This could be changed without 
enormous effort or financial support. What if the local clergy council were to set aside two hours once 
every month to dialogue with a wise senior pastor or community leader?  

The African American church tradition is blessed with a variety of extraordinary leaders who are 
approaching the end of fruitful careers. We need them to become resources for the next generation of 
public theologians and public pastors. Among them are Dr. Gardner C. Taylor, Reverend Andrew Young, 
Drs. Henry and Ella Mitchell, Dr. Gayraud Wilmore, Reverend Benjamin Hooks, and each church 
tradition’s other revered elders. It would seem that, with the institutions, technology, and resources 
available to us, we would find a way to engage the wisdom of these leaders on a more regular basis. 

 

Calling and Recommissioning Jesse 

Without question, the most remarkable black church leader alive today is the Reverend Jesse Louis 
Jackson. His deliberate efforts over the years to preserve his “country preacher” credentials express his 
desire to remain connected to a southern tradition and style of leadership carriage and communication. 
He has done many things well, but perhaps his greatest achievement has been to construct an 
extraordinary life out of the stuff of unpromising material. Born to an unwed mother, he later became the 
quarterback at North Carolina A&T University, student-body president, and a protégé to Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. and Dr. Samuel DeWitt Proctor, his college president. He became a formidable civil rights protest 
leader and preacher who sometimes upstaged Dr. King. He founded his own civil rights organization, 
which he promptly outgrew. He was a kingmaker for the Chicago’s first black mayor and other elected 
officials around the country. In search of a larger parish and pulpit, he ran for president twice and became 
a liaison to the continent of Africa for President Clinton. He won international praise and scorn for a series 
of risky but successful ambassadorial interventions on behalf of captive U.S. soldiers, and for a Cuban 
child, Elián González, held in Miami against the protests of his father in Havana. All those who know the 
Jackson family know that he and his wife have reared an extraordinary group of children, including 
Congressman Jesse L. Jackson Jr.  
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That said, in view of all that he knows and all of the support that he has called upon from the national 
village, I believe that Jesse owes the African American community something that he is currently not 
providing in sufficient measure. With very few peers, he possesses a unique treasure trove of information 
and experience that would be of benefit to younger leaders but who do not currently have regular access 
to him. With the technology that now exists, this situation could be easily remedied. Even a quarterly 
telephone or video conference between Jackson and younger leaders would create a new mode of 
learning and mentoring in which Jackson could teach and inspire others while being held accountable for 
his activities. For instance, both Howard University School of Divinity and the Interdenominational 
Theological Center have state-of-the-art technology facilities that could broadcast conversations and 
seminars to countless other institutions and individuals. Yet, rather than the occasional teleconference 
call to mobilize clergy or the occasional visit to a campus, I think that Reverend Jackson and leaders of 
his stature should become regular and accessible resources of the black clergy community.  

Some of Jesse’s critics may read this and argue that the community doesn’t need him or any other 
charismatic leader to transmit that style of leadership. They are sensitive to what might be called the 
downside of charisma. Charisma often creates dependence upon the great leader (no one can act or 
innovate unless the “messiah” is present at the meeting) and codependence between the leader and 
followers (they need the messiah and the messiah needs to be needed). Charisma tends to concentrate 
power in a single leader who becomes vulnerable to attack by outsiders and susceptible to the usual 
human frailties that compromise so many leaders (money, sex, power, or drugs anyone?). Charisma 
tends to undermine and devalue other styles of leadership (bureaucratic, grassroots, collaborative team, 
and the like). One of the best discussions of cooperative and complementary leadership during the civil 
rights movement can be found in sociologist Aldon Morris’s book The Origins of the Civil Rights 
Movement.21 Using the conceptual framework inspired by the great sociologist Max Weber, Morris 
reminds us that during the 1950s and ’60s all types of leadership cooperated for the common good and 
success of the movement.  

Jesse’s much-publicized moral failing of fathering a child outside his marriage has not sidelined him as it 
might have done a mere mortal. But I fear that rumors of his “headline-grabbing” habits and aggressive 
fund-raising tactics may leave his final legacy tottering in the balance. It would be tragic to see Jackson 
move into his mature years without the moral authority that he has earned through a lifetime of service.  

 

Preparing the Next Generation of Public Pastors and Theologians 

One of the challenges ahead is the preparation of thoughtful leaders for the church and society. I have 
characterized them as public theologians.22 It is understandable that denominations have not required 
formal graduate theological education, but it is not acceptable that they are not moving in that direction. If 
the churches are not going forward and serving the community effectively it may be because their leaders 
are not sufficiently educated to essential knowledge for negotiating our complex social environment. 

One of the influential bishops in the A.M.E. church was Daniel Alexander Payne, in whose honor the 
Ohio-based seminary is named. Payne was committed to raising the intellectual bar for black clergy. As 
one of the most influential bishops in the A.M.E. Church and president of one the first institutions of 
African American higher education in this country, Payne challenged religious and private black 
institutions to develop higher standards of academic excellence. He advocated the establishment of 
ministerial reading classes and denominational schools aimed at strengthening the capacity of clergy to 
provide informed leadership. Payne regarded education as a prerequisite for the difficult work of 
institution building and raising the intellectual bar in the leadership community.  
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Public Preaching  

Dr. Irwin Trotter, a professor of homiletics (the study of preaching), has divided the history of preaching in 
North America into three dominant traditions, each with its own distinctive purposes:  

1. The Puritan tradition is exemplified by Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards. Puritan preaching 
appealed to the intellect with the goal of enlightenment. 

2. The Evangelical tradition of preaching is embodied by Rev. Billy Graham and appeals to the soul for 
the purpose of convicting a person of their sin.  

3. The Pentecostal tradition appeals to the spirit of a person for the purpose of evoking praise.23 </NL> 

I believe that the finest black preaching has combined the best of each of these traditions. Dr. King’s 
corpus of sermons perhaps best illustrates this. In my own book, Another Day’s Journey, I provide an 
interpretation of black church culture and its core traits and note that prophetic preaching is rooted in, and 
emanates from, a rich congregational culture with the following features: emotionally expressive, sensory 
engaging worship; cathartic shouting; triumphal song; therapeutic congregational prayer; and politically 
empowering religious education.24

So much of what passes for preaching today is little more than moralizing about a particular issue. Some 
of the moralizing takes the shape of repeating what a particular and favored Bible verse says without 
providing the context or critical interpretation of what these words might mean, including the alternative 
interpretations of what they could mean. Other species of moralizing take the form of personal opinion 
brokering without even the benefit of specific biblical guidance. Usually, these issues are ones that have 
emerged in the context of modernity, that is, a world dominated by modern science, technology, religious 
pluralism, biblical criticism, and individualism. These “new questions” challenge churches (and all 
communities) to puzzle out how they should think, speak, and behave in moral terms. For instance, 
should stem cells from embryos be used in research aimed at discovering therapies and cures to various 
diseases? If one is a strict biblical literalist, one faces a real challenge in responding to such questions. 
For if Jesus didn’t say anything about medical research in the Sermon on the Mount, how can churches 
answer the question that they must ask, “What would Jesus do?”? Indeed, the very posing of the question 
sets in motion an important intellectual and spiritual discernment process that I believe is healthy and 
productive, even when clear answers are elusive and slow to come. 

The worst of such preaching assumes the form of motivational speaking (usually about wealth 
acquisition) and the annoying habit of insisting that people repeat some phrase repeatedly, such as 
“Touch your neighbor and tell them . . .” I don’t mind this practice once or twice during a service but some 
pastors abuse the tradition until it comes to resemble a crude game of “Simon says.” Preachers who 
abuse this rhetorical device should be concerned about diminishing the dignity and majesty of sacred 
worship. 

Preachers should not simply proclaim their moral conclusions in such matters as closed and final 
judgments. Rather, they should teach people how to reason and to reach conclusions in light of their 
discernment of the witness or message of at least four sources. 

 

The witness of sacred Scripture and revelation 

The witness of tradition, church history and the testimony of elders 

The message of contemporary culture and science 

The witness of reason and personal experience  
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After all, when the church and the pastor are not present, each believer should be equipped to begin 
thinking through the basics of Christian ethics. Moral instruction involves research, testing the fidelity of a 
moral claim against Scripture, tradition, reason, and cultural information, as well as teaching the 
congregation to engage in moral discernment and deliberation before making bold, absolutist statements 
of “God’s will.” 

And while we’re on the topic of moral instruction, I hope that black churches and preachers will not lose 
the gift of poetic voice (idiom) that has been part of the genius of black preaching. Too much 
contemporary preaching employs flattened rhetoric that does not persuade the intellect, does not touch 
the emotions, and does not ignite the imagination in the way King’s best preaching did. Poetic voice is the 
black preacher’s skill for speaking to the imagination and ear of the listener. Poetry is different from prose. 
It transgresses the usual rules of straightforward, logical, discursive language. It paints pictures for the 
mind to savor. You can use a thousand words to describe the strange smile on a simple woman’s face, or 
you can show them Leonardo da Vinci’s 1506 masterpiece Mona Lisa. You can try to convey with words 
what happens when the fury of orchestra and choir are united or you can let them hear Handel’s 
“Hallelujah Chorus” and they will stand to their feet in awe and tears. You can describe the democracy’s 
unrealized possibilities now awaiting our action, or you can listen to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s, “I Have a 
Dream” speech. Indeed, I hope that seminaries and college departments of English will somehow help to 
recover the tradition of fusing prophetic vision with poetic voice. 

 

Resolving Gender Tensions 

There is another dimension to the leadership challenge in the black church: the gender dimension or fault 
line. With respect to women in ministry, a long-standing divide continues to separate black churches: 
some churches fully acknowledge the gifts, promise, and rights of women to ordination and equal access 
to ministry leadership while others do not. The Reverend Suzanne Johnson Cook notes that black 
churches as a whole are making progress on the issue of gender justice. She points to two significant 
developments: first, the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church in recent years has elected two 
female bishops; and, second, the fact that she herself has been elected president of the Hampton 
University Minister’s Conference, a traditional male, Baptist stronghold that meets each year for 
leadership development, worship, and fellowship. 

Reverend Johnson speaks of the slow process of acceptance that she has witnessed over many years 
and how both the testimony of reason and of experience confirmed those portions of sacred Scripture that 
affirm women in ministry (Joel 2: “In the last days I will pour out my spirit on all flesh. Your sons and 
daughters shall prophesy . . .” 

She also believes that the contemporary black church is not sufficiently strategic about healing and 
rebuilding the village. “We have no specific mission and no movement. Leaders are shooting at problems 
but not aiming at them.” Also, she notes, “We lack collegiality and tend to be more competitive, more 
lonely, and insecure than is necessary.”25

It would be wonderful if black churches would use these early years of a new century to embrace the 
presence of women in ministry. Churches that are not prepared to leap from the status quo of 
nonordination to the ideal of equal opportunity and rights should consider a number of developmental, 
incremental steps toward the end of fulfilling God’s desire for God’s “sons and daughters to prophesy.”  

Churches should invite existing female clergy to become consultants who reflect about their experience 
and provide advice to congregations and denominations in transition. All churches could learn, for 
instance, from the experience of Bishop Vashti McKenzie of the AME Church. She was ordained, served 
as local pastor (and a very effective one, at that), and later elected bishop. In the process, neither her 
local congregations nor the AME denomination faltered, lost members, or reaped divine judgment. Is it 
possible that her experience was a message from God to all other churches? 
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Churches should reform their credentialing practices to ensure that all men and women who seek 
ordination for specialized ministries undergo a standard leadership formation curriculum. This should 
include taking required courses, working as apprentice ministers with a seasoned veteran, and practicing 
various arts of ministry (counseling, preaching, teaching, administration, leading worship, and so forth) 
under the supervision of a committee. This would improve the quality of all ministers in our village. 

Churches that are interested in entering a period of discernment about ordaining women could also 
establish a probationary ordination during which a careful review of each candidate would be undertaken. 
Following the probation, ordination would be conferred or denied.  

Yet, generally speaking, many black denominations, such as the National Baptist Conventions, do not 
ordain women, although a steady number of women from these traditions feel called to ministry and 
pursue theological education. Many of them arrive at seminaries and have difficult choices to make. I 
have counseled with many who have struggled with departing their home denomination to affiliate with 
one that not only would ordain and appoint them to a church, but also provide adequate compensation for 
their ministries and retirement.  

When I served as dean of black church studies at Colgate Rochester Divinity School, I managed the 
nation’s first program intended for women in such predicaments. Established by my predecessors, Drs. 
Henry Mitchell and Gayraud Wilmore, the program provided theological education for people seeking to 
refine their skills for ministry while earning a certificate during a three-year period of evening courses. One 
third of the students were women. One of the women, who belonged to a church known for its strong anti-
women’s ordination stance, came to me secretly to tell me that she was going to pursue the program 
because she felt God had called her to do so. But she pointed out that she would be pursuing this 
education secretly and did not want her pastor to know she was in the program. For three years, she 
faithfully attended and earned the certificate, which was presented during the regular commencement for 
degree candidates. Watching her accept that certificate a tear crept into my eye as she evoked the 
memory of black people who had to “steal away” in order to learn. Her education had a different value 
from that of all the other students who were openly encouraged by their pastors and congregations.  

My hope is to encourage the churches that need to reckon with this issue to trust the Holy Spirit to do 
what is best for the church and not to deprive the churches of gifts that may enrich it at a time of mission 
crisis. 

 

Leading Village Renewal  

Thus far, I’ve tried to indicate that the greatest threat to the mission integrity of the churches is prosperity 
gospel movement in all of its forms. One outgrowth of that threat is the recent preoccupation with titles 
and personal status of the clergyperson/CEO. This entire cultural phenomenon has ushered in a new cult 
of expansion and inflation. Church sanctuaries grow larger and larger whether or not there is a 
corresponding growth in their service to the community. The stature of the pastor grows larger although 
the church members rarely benefit from the personal inflation of the leader’s ego. His or her title changes, 
theirs do not. And I’ve tried to call attention to the missed opportunities for helping those who need it 
most.  

Here, I’d like to take a larger risk (jumping into the deep end of the pool) and be a bit more prescriptive 
about how churches and denominations could lead in village renewal. I suggest that the major families of 
the black church should divide the labor of unfinished business and tackle their respective agendas with 
spiritual restlessness and hope. I do not feel altogether presumptuous in this exercise because I have 
tried to enter into the culture of each of these traditions. I had the privilege of becoming a “black 
ecumenist” while serving as dean of Black Church Studies at Colgate Rochester Divinity School and as 
president of the Interdenominational Theological Center. In those capacities, I have preached and 
worshiped in a broad spectrum of churches, become familiar with their leaders, developed working 
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relationships with many of them, and supervised the leadership formation of their seminarians. Hence, I 
pray that I will be given some allowance to speak in the following way. 

 

Renewing a Culture of Educational Excellence: A Call for Methodist Leadership 

Let me state this boldly and clearly: The black community needs African American Methodists, all of them, 
to step up and take responsibility for leading the educational renewal of the entire village. Given their 
admirable track record of achievement in education, is it not reasonable for the village to expect our 
sisters and brothers to play a more vigorous role in reversing the negative trend-lines on black education? 
What if they were to stun the nonprofit sector by announcing an initiative to ensure educational mentors 
for each and every child in their local neighborhoods (something that many secular nonprofits groups 
have attempted with limited impact)? They could overwhelm mentoring organizations that seek 
assistance with at-risk youth. What if they were to challenge hundreds of black men who now work in the 
corporate, political, and nonprofit sectors to become public schoolteachers for three years? Would that 
not have a direct impact on hundreds, perhaps thousands, of young lives? 

Black Methodists in America have a long history of leadership in promoting a culture of educational 
excellence and literacy. The African Methodist Episcopal (AME) tradition was founded in 1787 in 
Philadelphia by Richard and Sarah Allen and others. In 1862, the AME Church purchased Wilberforce 
University, “making it the first U.S. university controlled by African Americans.” According to 
denominational historian Dennis Dickerson, several AME congregations have established innovative 
church-based alternatives to the public schools. Local congregations have brought hope to impoverished 
neighborhoods that want to see their children excel in school. Moreover, the AME Church has an 
impressive number of schools on the African continent. 

In gross terms, the three major black Methodist traditions (the AME Church, the African Methodist 
Episcopal Zion Church [AMEZ], and the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church [CME], combined with the 
African American presence in the United Methodist Church (UMC), represent approximately twenty 
thousand black Methodist churches and eight million members.26 Twenty thousand churches that could 
become community centers focused on educational excellence and after-school programs and ministries. 
Twenty thousand centers of hope and empowerment that are desperately needed at this time. 

It would be extraordinary and inspiring to see the bishops of these churches mobilize to assert the need 
for urgent action on behalf of the nation’s poorest children and families. These three black Methodist 
denominations, along with black United Methodists, should commit themselves to some focused and well-
coordinated educational initiative that grabs the attention of the entire village and of the public.  

On a practical level this would mean that every community with Methodist congregations could count on 
them as community centers of educational support, mentoring, tutoring, computer resources, and 
assistance in taking standardized tests. Methodist churches would have information about colleges and 
technical schools and resources for students and families that are having difficulty in school. Obviously, 
such an initiative would require cooperation between church leaders and school officials and teachers. 
But many teachers have long waited for the time when the community would offered itself as a supportive 
agent for their educational mission.  

If Methodists undertake this challenge, organized philanthropy in America should rush forward to ensure 
that they have adequate resources to sustain this effort over several years until it can become self-
sustaining. Even acting by themselves, however, African American Methodists have the capacity and the 
potential to make a positive impact on the educational challenges that haunt many black communities and 
smother the will to learn in many black youth. They have the track record of success. They have the 
potential army of volunteers. And if they take up this challenge, they will have earned the right to expect 
financial support from foundations, government, corporations, and private donations. Further, they will 
have earned the right to expect that community members who are serious about the educational 
renaissance of the community will attend and join those congregations. 
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But imagine what could happen if most churches were inspired by this Methodist witness to incorporate 
educational excellence into their ministries. What if all churches were serious in implementing after-school 
tutorials, spelling bees, and educational Olympic Games, increasing their presence and financial support 
for urban schools, and holding public officials accountable for better performance? 

I saw the potential of a new attitude toward educational excellence in the church where I was reared. 
When I was a child, my pastor instituted something called “The Breakfast Club.” The Club met every 
Sunday morning prior to Sunday school and morning worship. Scores of children gathered for academic 
contests, Scripture memorization tests, debate, and commentary on topics in black history and current 
events. We enjoyed milk, orange juice, and “tea cakes” baked by the Mississippi transplants to Chicago. 
Today, the young people who were nurtured in the Breakfast Club, including Craig Marberry, author of the 
popular book Crowns, and the Las Vegas eye surgeon Dr. Tyree Carr, have completed college, are 
employed and rearing bright children, These success stories emerged from one congregation led by a 
caring and committed pastor. It was a life-changing ministry sponsored by a medium-sized church (four 
hundred members) that did not cost lots of money, drew upon the voluntary love and support of lots of 
adults, and engaged hundreds of kids per year. Why can this not be duplicated by hundreds or thousands 
of others? 

This is precisely what former National Urban League president Hugh B. Price urges in his book 
Achievement Matters: Getting Your Child the Best Education Possible.27 In a provocative chapter titled 
“Spreading the Gospel of Achievement,” Price recounts his efforts to launch a “Campaign for African 
American Achievement” in 1996. The Urban League enlisted organizations that were “fixtures in the black 
community for generations and that would be there generations from now.” I’m calling these organizations 
our “anchor institutions.” He notes that the Campaign included the Congress of National Black Churches 
(CNBC), a coalition of eight major black denominations (an organization about which I’ll say more later). 

The Urban League focused on the problem of negative peer pressure applied to children who want to 
achieve but are “ignored by adults or intimidated by schoolmates.” Declaring war on this “anti-
achievement peer culture” he noted the need to “create a vibrant new atmosphere in our community that 
values and celebrates academic achievement.”28 In a multipronged initiative, they began with high-profile 
events aimed at celebrating academic achievers, mobilizing adults to support the messages, and 
encouraging news media to cover positive activities of youth for a change. Through local “Achievement 
Campaigns” that included block parties, street festivals, and parades each year, these events have drawn 
fifty to sixty thousand young participants since 1996. The other major approach included creating National 
Achievers Societies that were “community-based honor societies for students who have earned B 
averages or better in school.” This idea was created by the now-deceased but brilliant educator, Dr. Israel 
Tribble, former president of the Florida Education Fund, which provides scholarships to minority college 
students to pursue doctorate degrees in math and science.29

Since that time, Price notes that,  

 I was present when this Campaign was launched at a CNBC conference and think that its impact was 
limited because no group of clergy claimed it as their rallying issue, making assignments and creating a 
culture of accountability for it. Nevertheless, I think that its basic elements hold promise today for the 
renewal work ahead.  

I submit this proposal to my Methodist family with humility and hope that they will respond positively, or 
explain why not. 

 

Prisoner Reentry and Redemption: A Call for Baptist Leadership 

The black community needs African American Baptists to answer the call for leadership in assisting 
people that have been incarcerated to reenter the village with integrity and support.  
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Consider the power of the Baptist witness in black church history. There would have been no civil rights 
movement without the freedom accorded clergy by the Baptist tradition (back before there were Baptist 
bishops). The only African American clergyperson to run for president twice in the twentieth century was a 
well-known Baptist preacher, Rev. Jesse Jackson. Reverend Al Sharpton, who was a presidential primary 
candidate in 2004 is a hybrid Bapto-Pentecostal minister and founder of the National Religious Action 
Network.  

Based on their reported numbers, the four major black Baptist denominations (the National Baptist 
Convention-U.S.A., the National Baptist Convention of America, the National Missionary Baptist 
Convention, and the Progressive National Baptist Convention) represent an approximate total of thirty-five 
to forty thousand Baptist congregations with an estimated ten million members.30 What may the village 
expect from the presidents and leaders of these Baptist communions? Wouldn’t it be redemptive if 
America’s black Baptists were to take the lead on the issue of prisoner reentry into our communities? 
They would not work alone, for others would be inspired to take their places alongside and in partnership 
with them. But someone has to take the lead and to sustain community awareness, participation, and 
investment in making measurable difference in the lives of our neighbors who have transgressed and 
been punished.  

In the future, experts report that over 650,000 inmates will be released each year into local communities. 
Congregations have an important and unique role to play in welcoming and reintegrating them into the 
community. Unlike secular service providers, they bring to the table the powerful religious capital of 
forgiveness, redemption, and the promise of reconciliation. These resources cannot be simulated in a 
secular framework. They are works of grace and mystery that reach deep into the core of a person. And 
we have seen that they can be transformative. Currently, faith-based reentry ministries differ widely in 
their capacity, resources, and mission. There is a need for a more systematic and comprehensive 
approach to providing support and guidance to these prodigal sons and daughters. 

Prison Chaplain A. J. Sabree says that congregations need to move beyond thinking of prison ministry as 
an occasional visit to the local jail to convene a worship service and deliver basic goods. They need to 
become sponsors of what he calls “prisoner aftercare.” He notes that the women and men who enter 
prison are transformed by that experience and thus congregations on the outside need to know what to 
anticipate when these prisoners are released. Fortunately, there are numerous exciting programs around 
the country engaged in such religious aftercare.  

Let me offer an illustration of how reentry themes can emerge spontaneously. Not long ago, while 
attending worship services at a southwest Atlanta church, something extraordinary happened. Near the 
end of an extended service that celebrated the pastor’s tenth anniversary, he invited a vocal group 
comprised of five young women to sing a concluding song. I was aware of the restlessness of many 
fellow worshipers who had been there for almost three hours. No one seemed thrilled to have another 
song rendered at that particular moment. But as the five young, attractive, African American women 
confidently gathered with microphones in front of the congregation, some anticipation began to stir. One 
of the group members began to “testify,” or tell her personal story:  

I used to be a streetwalker. The men called me “baby,” “sweet child,” “pretty lady.” Then I was arrested 
and the judge called me a hooker and a criminal. But, now I’ve been saved and redeemed and God calls 
me a “child of God.” My name has changed.  

A wave of surprise and excitement suddenly permeated the air. Then the next singer shared her 
testimony. One after the other, they all admitted to crimes of theft, murder, and so on. Then, just before 
they sang, they asked if any other former offenders in the congregation might wish to come and stand 
with them.  

It was a moment of high anxiety. Finally, a young woman from the congregation, then a young man, 
began to walk down the aisle. The young lady mentioned that she had been released just that week. The 
moment was so overwhelming that the pastor jumped into the middle of the developing scene and 
declared, “Some of you are ashamed to own up to your past life, but look at these ladies. Aren’t they 
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showing you courage?” Suddenly others began to come to the altar. The pastor embraced the newly 
released young woman and said, “God knows and God forgives, and we forgive too.”  

There was not a single dry eye in the church. All of this happened within five minutes. We were all 
transfixed and, I think, transformed. For we had all just experienced an unrehearsed ritual of redemption 
and forgiveness that conveyed a new sense of the gospel as a force for change. 

What if churches, mosques, synagogues, and temples were to practice similar and more intentional forms 
of redemptive ritual action? Of course, the ritual would have to be culturally and situationally appropriate 
to the congregation and community. But the somewhat spontaneous process of confession, pardon, 
forgiveness, and redemption that occurred at that one congregation should give all congregational 
leaders reason to pause and consider, “Are there perhaps members of my congregation or community 
who are waiting for the declaration, ‘You are redeemed, welcome home’?” 

I am suggesting that black Baptist churches could and should take the lead, working in collaboration with 
other congregations and traditions to lead the redemptive work that is necessary on this issue. Of course, 
not every Baptist church would need to host a reentry ministry. But they could take responsibility for 
assessing the community need and delegating primary responsibility for various components of an 
effective reentry effort in every community. Also, given their strong track record in the area of political 
activism and civil rights, Baptist churches could provide leadership on the issue of reenfranchising 
previously incarcerated people who are unable to vote in many states. 

We should also bear in mind that making an impact on reentry could have a positive impact on increasing 
the number of marriageable men, increasing the numbers of fathers and mothers who are willing and able 
to return to their parental responsibilities, thus becoming productive members of the community and 
bringing to the children and community their stories of redemption and renewal. 

I offer this proposal to my Baptist family with hope and humility that they will take up this challenge or 
explain why they cannot. 

 

Positive Youth Development: A Call for Pentecostal Leadership 

The black community needs African American Pentecostal and Holiness traditions to step up and answer 
the call for leadership with positive youth development, especially with the most at-risk youth in the 
village.  

Black Pentecostals are not a monolithic group, although they share many family resemblances, not the 
least of which is tracing their roots to the famous Azusa Street Revival that began in Los Angeles in 
1906.31 As a teenager growing up in a large Pentecostal church on the southside of Chicago, I became 
keenly aware of the ability of some churches to attract and retain young people. From my unscientific 
observations, more of them were either Pentecostal or Baptist and Methodist churches with strong 
Pentecostal tendencies. Part of the genius of Pentecostal youth ministry is its awareness that young 
people have high energy, seek to be part of something larger and important, have a need to be cool, and 
to feel safe and protected.  

How would our villages be different if the elders and bishops of the Church of God in Christ, the 
Pentecostal Assemblies of the World, and the United Holy Church of America joined together to publicly 
commit to a concrete initiative?32 What would happen if they were to devote their enormous intellectual, 
political, economic, and spiritual capital to working with at-risk urban youth? The moral vision and 
authority of the Pentecostal church would be a tremendous help to village renewal. 

Of course, these churches could not and should not jump into casting a wider net to provide youth 
services by themselves. They would receive valuable support from the vast secular youth-service sector. 
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And, with respect to the more difficult challenge of reaching at-risk adolescents and children, those who 
are gang involved, substance addicted, and/or involved in the juvenile justice system, one promising 
model has emerged in Boston that deserves study and imitation. 

Known as the “Ten Point Coalition,” this ministry established by Reverend Eugene Rivers, Reverend Ray 
Hammond, and Reverend Jeffrey Brown has developed an innovative approach to youth ministry. The 
following are components of their approach. 

 

1. Establish four- or five-church cluster collaborations to sponsor “Adopt a Gang” programs that organize 
and evangelize youth gangs. Inner-city churches would serve as drop-in centers and provide sanctuary 
for troubled youth. 

2. Commission missionaries to serve as advocates and ombudsmen for black and Latino juveniles in the 
courts. Such missionaries would work closely with probation officers, law enforcement officials, and youth 
street workers to assist at-risk youth and their families. They would also convene summit meetings 
between school superintendents, principals of public middle and high schools, and black and Latino 
pastors to develop partnerships that will focus on the youth most at-risk. We propose to do pastoral work 
with the most violent and troubled young people and their families. In our judgment, this is a rational 
alternative to ill-conceived proposals to substitute incarceration for education. 

3. Commission youth evangelists to do street-level, one-on-one evangelism with youth involved in drug 
trafficking. These evangelists would also work to prepare these youth for participation in the economic life 
of the nation. Such work might include preparation for college, the development of legal revenue-
generating enterprises, and acquisition of trade skills and union membership. 

4. Establish accountable, community-based economic development projects that go beyond “market and 
state” visions of revenue generation. Such an economic development initiative will include community and 
trusts, micro-enterprise projects, worker cooperatives, and democratically run community development 
corporations.  

5. Establish links between suburban and downtown churches and front-line ministries to provide spiritual, 
human resource, and material support.  

6. Initiate and support neighborhood crime-watch programs within local church neighborhoods. If, for 
example, 200 churches covered the four corners surrounding their sites, 800 blocks would be safer.  

7. Establish working relationships between local churches and community-based health centers to 
provide pastoral counseling for families during times of crisis. We also propose the initiation of drug abuse 
prevention programs and abstinence-oriented educational programs focusing on the prevention of AIDS 
and sexually transmitted diseases.  

8. Convene a working summit meeting for Christian black and Latino men and women in order to discuss 
the development of Christian brotherhoods and sisterhoods that would provide rational alternatives to 
violent gang life. Such groups would also be charged with fostering responsibility to family and protecting 
houses of worship.  

9. Establish rape crisis drop-in centers and services for battered women in churches. Counseling 
programs must be established for abusive men, particularly teenagers and young adults.  

10. Develop an aggressive black and Latino curriculum, with an additional focus on the struggles of 
women and poor people. Such a curriculum could be taught in churches as a means of helping our youth 
understand that the God of history has been and remains active in the lives of all people.33 </NL> <EXT>  
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As I develop the case for Pentecostal promise in youth ministry, I would underscore the fact that a huge 
part of their effectiveness is rooted in their willingness and skill in transgressing the conventional 
interpersonal boundaries that define bourgeois citizenship. That is, they are willing to violate respectfully 
the boundaries that prompt most people to “mind their own business” in deference to our culture of 
individual liberty. Pentecostals have been more inclined to acknowledge that when others are sinking fast 
in a lifestyle that promises only misery and death, love requires that an urgent intervention be performed. 
Love requires the church to “get in your face” with hope of rescuing those who appear to be doomed.34

Let me illustrate another way in which a local church could initiate a ministry that had great impact on 
young people’s lives. During my years as a graduate student at the University of Chicago Divinity School, 
I attended the church where I had been reared from childhood. One Sunday morning, while seated in the 
class designated for ministers, listening to school and minding my own business, the pastor appeared 
and called me out of class. He told me to follow him to the junior class area. He stopped at the first 
classroom and asked the teacher, “Which boys have been fighting in here?” With a look of surprise and 
relief, she pointed out the two about whom she had been complaining for weeks. He told these young 
teenagers to follow us. He went to the next class and asked of the young female teacher, “Do you have 
any boys that are acting up in here?” She identified one or two also. As he went from class to class, a 
pattern began to emerge.  

First, each class was taught by a woman. There were very few men teaching Sunday school. Second, 
each class had one or two boys that found the class unsatisfactory and had begun to act out their 
frustrations and restlessness. Third, when the boys were asked to depart the class, both they and the 
teacher were relieved. I reflected on this as we continued to make our rounds, resembling the pied piper 
followed by a growing crowd of curious young brothers. 

Finally, Bishop Ford led us to an isolated area of the church, literally underneath the altar of the church, 
where communion materials and choir robes were stored. He declared, “You all sit down, this is your new 
teacher. I don’t want any more trouble out of any of you.” As he departed, leaving me with this group of a 
dozen young men, we all looked at each other with a sense of “Now what?” I asked, “How do you want to 
use this time together?” One young guy looked at me earnestly and asked, “Are we in trouble?” I replied, 
“I don’t think so. But, this is our chance to prove that you are more than troublemakers. So, let’s have fun 
with this and let’s learn from each other.” 

There were nine classes in the entire Sunday school and so our new class came to be known as “Big 10.” 
The boys branded the class with that name and began to take pride in their uniqueness. Each week, we 
gathered and spent a few minutes reviewing the designated Bible lesson and theme for the Sunday. But 
we quickly turned to a different agenda. I asked, “How has the week gone for you and what have you 
been thinking about?” That simple question led to some profound soul searching and sharing. Sometimes 
the boys shared hair-raising tales of seeing a gang-style shooting that week. Some spoke of violence in 
their own households as their mothers fought with boyfriends. We talked about those issues and I tried to 
relate the Gospel lesson to their life experiences.  

One Sunday during Black History Month, I suggested that they memorize the words of “Lift Every Voice 
and Sing.” They looked at me incredulously as if to declare, “We can’t learn all that.” But we began 
singing it each week. One week, we were pressed for time and needed to get back to the assembly, so I 
skipped the song. They protested vehemently. “No, we want to sing the song.” I immediately recognized 
how important ritual had become in the lives of these young men whose daily lives were filled with 
unpredictability. The therapy of our discussions and the coherence provided by the weekly ritual had 
become an important part of their lives. 

When summer arrived and I knew that they would have more time on their hands, I had an idea. I asked 
them, “How many of you have ever been on the campus of the University of Chicago?” Not a single one 
had. Then I asked, “How many have visited the DuSable Museum of African American History?” A couple 
of them had. I asked the pastor if I could borrow the church van to take them out once a week on field 
trips. So, we began to explore parts of Chicago they didn’t know existed. We visited some of Chicago’s 
extraordinary museums, college campuses, parks, beaches, famous homes, and great deep-dish pizza 
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shops. As word got out in the Sunday school about how we had augmented our Sunday class, other kids 
became jealous and wanted to join Big 10. I recall visiting the University of Chicago one Saturday 
afternoon with my class and running into my thesis advisor, Don Browning, who was headed to his office. 
I felt defensive about the fact that I should have been studying for exams and here I was, an apparent 
scout leader with a dozen young black boys, touring the location where the experiments that contributed 
to the first atomic bomb had been performed. But Browning surveyed the situation and my discomfort, 
and even offered a word of encouragement to the young men about staying in school and coming to the 
university to follow in my footsteps. 

Now, years later, I occasionally run into these young men. I regret that I’ve lost touch with some. Most of 
them are doing well. One of them recently called from Chicago and asked me to perform his wedding. I 
am proud of them. I am amazed by the vision and courage of Bishop Ford. And, I am restless to see more 
churches engage in such innovative ministries with young people, especially young men. 

Let me also mention the potential for developing a global dimension to this approach to urban ministry. 
Even as I focus on the potential of such congregations to have an impact on youth in African American 
villages, I think that such potential extends much further abroad. In an address at Harvard Divinity School, 
I tried to develop this point with respect to several global demographic trends that should be monitored.  

In his book Globalization and Survival in the Black Diaspora: The New Urban Challenge, Hunter College 
sociologist Charles Green has compiled an important collection of essays from scholars throughout 
Africa, Europe, North America, South America, and the Caribbean. Green focuses on an interesting 
demographic development that is largely taken for granted—namely, that the “majority of the world’s 
population is urbanized and resides in mega cities, mid-size cities, and suburban areas.”35 Green also 
notes that as people are attracted to the cities, largely in search of jobs and a better standard of living, 
they abandon their land and many of their land-based rituals and traditions. And they arrive at a time 
when the global economy is rapidly becoming an information economy that has little need for uneducated, 
low-skilled labor. We are witnessing the emergence of an international underclass residing in 
overcrowded slums throughout major urban centers of the world. To be blunt about it, the oppressed, 
poor masses of these vast urban villages constitute a traditional Pentecostal demographic.  

When I travel internationally, I often collect religious, folk, and secular music from local cultures. 
Interestingly, the hip-hop genre has become a compelling vehicle for commentary on the phenomenon of 
globalization (the compression of the world’s populations and the dominance of certain cultures) and the 
presence or absence of the holy therein. In my casual survey of global hip-hop music, it would appear to 
have engaged the imagination of youth in a way that much sacred music has not. Much of the sacred 
music is less responsive to developing social facts and, consequently, perceived to be less creative and 
helpful for negotiating postmodern realities.  

Without risking overgeneralizations, much of this music expresses an underlying anger and suspicion 
toward adults and the adult institutions and traditions that have placed youth in these awful 
circumstances. The youth I met in Hanoi, Bangkok, Beijing, Casablanca, Cape Town, Nairobi, and Port of 
Spain were sampling Marvin Gaye as they observed a world defined by war, genocide and concentrated 
wealth: “What’s going on?” 

In light of the track record of Pentecostal efficacy in urban ministry, my hope is that the churches will 
embrace a more vigorous and strategic engagement with the masses, especially the youth of the world 
who are looking for better answers to their existential questions. What is the message of American 
Christians to the street children of Rio de Janeiro who are the victims of violent attacks by police as well 
as armed citizens, or to the marginalized and self-conscious Afro-British youth in London’s Brixton 
neighborhood, or to teens in San Juan, Puerto Rico and Kingston, Jamaica? They all are utilizing a 
common rhetoric of rebellion in their search for meaning and authenticity. These are the young people 
who will not be hired by McDonalds, the largest first employer of young people. They know that they are 
expendable: unemployed and unemployable.  
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Tragically, these kids they may be vulnerable to terrible vocational options in what South African scholar 
Ann Bernstein calls a growing international criminal culture. This culture includes the new “Nigerian drug 
dealers” and the “Russian Mafia.”36 It engages in international money laundering, weapons sales, 
kidnapping, and expanding the sex tourism market. It offers a fast, intense life in which one can score big 
money and live like a great American gangster who dies young and in a blaze of glory.  

How can American churches aid in the healing of this global population of angry and alienated youth, a 
virtual “rhythm nation”? I would propose that a pan-Pentecostal group of leaders consider convening an 
international youth summit to include the most influential and dynamic youth leaders throughout the 
developing world, and include both Christian and non-Christian youth. These talented youth are well 
known by most nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in these communities.  

The summit or “youth congress” might serve two purposes. First, church leaders could listen and learn 
from these young people as they present their pain, aspirations, and struggles. Second, church leaders 
could present current and proposed programs, strategies, and activities in the area of foreign mission and 
youth ministry, and allow these leaders to respond to them in an honest manner. Such youth might 
benefit from exposure to the urban ministry of Boston’s Ten Point Coalition, or international youth leaders 
might be inspired to know of Bishop Charles Blake’s track record of healing the villages and saving the 
AIDS orphans of Africa.  

This is my proposal for my Pentecostal and Holiness church family. I hope they will consider and embrace 
and revise it appropriately or explain why they cannot. 

 

As I talk about the potential good that could be accomplished by dividing the village renewal agenda 
among these three large segments of the black church family, I certainly do not intend to ignore the 
important role of other segments of the black Christian or non-Christian community. My goal is to provide 
an agenda for the village to deliberate and debate and contextualize it for each community. Also, as we 
assess the potential of this vast black church family, we should consider the good that could come from 
greater coalition building and cooperation among the traditions. 

 

Restoring the Collective Power of Black Churches 

In 1978, black church leaders accomplished something that would have pleased Carter G. Woodson and 
defied those critiques that doubt the churches’ ability to unite and collaborate (if not merge). A group of 
senior black pastors, seminary deans, scholars, and foundation executives met to create an ecumenical 
organization comprised of the eight largest historically black denominations, known as the Congress of 
National Black Churches (CNBC), headquartered in Washington, D.C. It was the latest manifestation of a 
long line of black ecumenical organizations that spanned the twentieth century. In its heyday, CNBC 
operated several programs and convened a series of memorable meetings of black church leaders. 
Interestingly, almost no black scholars or seminary professors were present at these meetings, which 
underscores the lack of dialogue between the church’s thinkers and its leaders. Just to give some sense 
of the importance of the conversations, one year two ministers, Dr. James Forbes and Dr. H. Beecher 
Hicks Jr., debated the morality of Christian approaches to sexuality. On another occasion, I heard two 
New York City ministers, Rev. Calvin Butts and Rev. Floyd Flake, debate the virtues of school vouchers 
and increasing support for public education. At other convenings, Senator Bill Bradley, Rev. Michael Eric 
Dyson, and Dr. Cornel West challenged participants to keep alive the social gospel, and pastors such as 
Rev. Eugene Rivers of Boston directly criticized these senior church leaders for their ineffectiveness in 
reaching the “boys in the hood.” Rivers was especially caustic as he urged them to relinquish their own 
hypocrisy in matters related to wealth acquisition and loose sexual morals in order to serve young people 
more effectively. I miss these extraordinary meetings and believe that the richness of black church 
theology and ethics have been impoverished in their absence. The dormancy of this important 
organization represents one of the great tragedies of our time and should be reversed at once.  
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In the absence of the CNBC, another clergy organization emerged in 2004 to revive and sustain the focus 
on social justice. Founded by Dr. Jeremiah A. Wright Jr. and managed by Dr. Iva Carruthers of Chicago, 
the Samuel DeWitt Proctor Conference now hosts an annual meeting in February to gather hundreds of 
social-gospel leaders for a week of leadership-development seminars, worship, fellowship, and renewal. 
(I serve on the board of the Proctor Conference.) Its constituency, however, is quite different from the 
Congress structure. Whereas the Congress sought to engage official representatives of eight black 
denominations, the Proctor Conference seeks to convene and mobilize all black (and other) clergy who 
are committed to the social gospel and public theology. The tent is bigger and more focused and strategic 
in its mission.  

Unfortunately, the Proctor Conference’s impact has been challenged for its courage in providing venues 
to discuss the issue of same-gender marriage and the public stance of some of its leaders who support 
marriage for and the ordination of homosexuals. It remains to be seen whether or not the Congress will 
return to the public fray, and whether or not the Proctor Conference will continue to grow and sustain itself 
for the long haul. If both are able to live and move forward, it will be necessary to achieve collaboration 
and reconciliation among clergy groups with differing cultures and theological-ethical positions. 

 

What’s Right? 

As we turn to consider the sources of promise for renewing the church’s mission, rather than providing an 
inventory of existing best faith-based practices (there are many books that do that well), I’d like to sketch 
two models that offer a vision of how churches can be more faithful and effective in their ministries. The 
first model provides a picture of five different ways of engaging in community-service ministry or, as I 
prefer to call it, public ministry. The second model is adapted from the work of a brilliant African American 
Catholic theologian and bishop. 

 

Franklin Framework  

I’d like to suggest that there are five distinct but overlapping phases of faith-based public ministry. Each 
phase rests upon a body of theoretical knowledge. Each possesses its own learning agenda and classic 
texts. Each possesses an appropriate training agenda and skill set. And each includes best 
implementation practices. The model can be employed in a variety of ways. Three are central for me. 
First, it could be organized as a developmental stairway of learning and implementation that prescribes 
and invites those operating at the early or lower levels to progress or ascend to higher levels of religious 
practice. Second, the model could have a simple diagnostic function in which one would seek to identify 
the primary or dominant tendency present in a congregation or clergyperson’s modus operandi. And third, 
the model could be used as a discernment tool in which congregations or leaders are assigned specific 
tasks based upon their gifts and excellences in ministry. Recall the wonderful image of 1 Corinthians 12, 
which suggests that every disciple has been given a particular gift or set of gifts, and they should use 
them in a complimentary manner to edify the church and glorify God. Finally, as a person or group moves 
beyond the first phase, each subsequent phase makes greater demands and involves a larger 
investment.  

[ED: Insert Chart 2-1] 

 

 Phase One: The Ministry of Charity 
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In charity, the focus is upon direct, immediate relief of pain and suffering. At this most basic level, no 
theoretical knowledge or insight is needed. One simply needs to be a healthy, functional person (not 
necessarily adult) capable of experiencing empathy.37  

 

Phase Two: The Ministry of Support 

In the ministry of support, the focus is upon longer-term but not permanent counseling and assistance 
that facilitates the journey from dependence to self-sufficiency and self-determination. People who are 
moving from welfare to work or moving away from substance addiction to independence and health may 
not primarily need charity but, rather, six months of counseling and hand holding and coaching. At this 
level, people can provide counseling in an informal and well-intentioned way. But they can probably 
deliver a better quality of counseling if they understand the principles and foundational theories in the 
disciplines of psychology, sociology, and public health.  

The training agenda would seek to inculcate basic and general counseling skills as well as more 
specialized counseling skills for people with specific challenges.38 For instance, people who survived 
Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent levee floods may need counseling that understands the dynamics 
of trauma and resilience. People who do not possess this advanced knowledge and skill base may do 
good work. But they could do even more with the additional insight that comes from acquiring training. 
And in practicing their counseling skills, the counselors should have someone who can supervise their 
work and serve as an advisor for the complex and challenging issues that emerge for the counselor while 
she or he provides counseling to clients in need. 

 

Phase Three: The Ministry of Service 

Here churches move beyond providing counseling to providing regular social services to a community, 
perhaps on a fee basis. Eileen Lindner has reported that houses of worship provide more than one third 
of the child-care services in America.39 Ministries of support often involve complying with regulations and 
laws that govern the delivery of services to citizens as consumers. Houses of worship are often called 
upon to provide after-school services of various kinds. Among the most popular have been academic 
tutorial services, recreation and food, health screening and treatment, violence prevention, and teenage 
pregnancy prevention. Often congregations have sought and received grants from the government and 
foundations to support their ministries of social-service delivery. Depending upon the type of social 
service, a different body of theoretical knowledge may be required, such as sociology, juvenile justice, 
human biology and sexuality, and so on. Also, knowledge of the law, organizational management 
principles, and best practices are essential.40  

 

Phase Four: The Ministry of Justice 

When congregations move from providing services, support, and charity to people and focus upon 
representing the needs of people to the public systems and structures of power, they have moved into the 
ministry of justice or advocacy. Congregations have an opportunity to speak truth to power and to amplify 
the voice of the voiceless in the corridors of wealth and decision making.  

Generally, the knowledge required here pertains to the nature of larger social systems, economics, 
politics, theology and ethics. One should know something about the interrelationships between what Paul 
Tillich framed in his book title, “love, power, and justice.” One might benefit from knowing what Reinhold 
Niebuhr meant as he reflected on what happened in Nazi Germany and emphasized that we pay attention 
to the ways that humans behave differently as individuals from when they are in large groups.41  

 33



 

Phase Five: The Ministry of Transformation 

In the ministry of comprehensive community transformation and development, the congregation becomes 
a leader or a co-leader in crafting a vision of the beloved community and then organizing the capital, 
mobilizing the people, negotiating the systems, and hammering out the details in order to develop new 
and better communities. With respect to the knowledge required, I would suggest that it would help to 
become a “Renaissance person,” that is, someone who knows a fair amount about everything. This is 
where the value of that undergraduate liberal arts education really proves its value.42  

But, as all of these levels are developed, I would suggest that the guiding criterion must be, What is in the 
best interest of the children? As we seek to be faithful to the Jesus who loved children and always sought 
their well-being, our decisions about when, where, why, and how we deliver charity, support, social 
services, justice and advocacy, and community development and transformation should be guided by 
how they foster better outcomes for kids. This is where I think that the public ministry and advocacy of 
Marian Wright Edelman and the Children’s Defense Fund offer useful guidance for constructing a matrix 
of effective ministries that provide a “healthy start, a head start, a fair start, a safe start, and a moral start” 
for young people.43

 

A Framework for the Spiritual Renewal of the Village  

Spiritual renewal of the village will require resources that might help us to conceptualize how we are all 
traveling along the same road toward truth, justice, goodness, and beauty. As noted earlier, the model I 
present here Bishop Edward Braxton developed in his book The Wisdom Community.44 The model 
sketches six phases or moments that represent distinct but overlapping manifestations of the conversion 
and transformation journey. 

 

Religious —> Theocentric —> Christocentric —> Ecclesial —> Intellectual —> Moral 

 

Religious Conversion 

In the religious conversion, one moves from indifference toward the mysteries in the universe and life to 
curiosity. When we are curious about such questions as, “What happens to the soul at death?” “What lies 
beyond the farthest galaxy as I peer out into the dark?” or “What is the purpose of human existence?” we 
need to know that such questions are religious questions. Further, one doesn’t have to attend church or 
mosque to ask them. Indeed, we all know that folks in barber shops, taverns, street corners, and beauty 
salons ask these questions all the time. Whether they realize it or not, they are engaged in religious 
discourse and speculation, and they have had already a religious conversion. The theologian David Tracy 
suggests that religious questions are also “limit questions,” as we realize and reflect on the fact that life 
has certain limits.  

 

Theocentric Conversion  

Theo is the Latin word for God (adapted from Greek, deo). Theocentric refers to a “God-centered” 
conversion. Here one moves from curiosity about the mysteries of life to using God language to frame the 
discussion. People who are comfortable using the word or concept of “God” may be said to have had a 
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“theocentric conversion.” In other words, they accept that God had something to do with the origins of the 
universe and human existence. They may not know or be able to explain what role God played, as there 
are many different religious and theological answers to that issue. But they are comfortable asserting that 
God, whatever we mean by that word, exists. Theologian Rebecca Chopp is fond of invoking the work of 
theologian Langdon Gilkey, who used to suggest that theology and preaching are fundamentally engaged 
in trying to “name God” in human experience. 

 

Christocentric Conversion 

The Christ-centered conversion refers to people who have moved from a comfort with “God language” to 
a personal embrace of the historical and metaphysical Jesus Christ. This may be characterized as the 
traditional “Christian conversion” or moment of accepting Christ as a personal savior. This is the “moment 
of decision” for which so much Protestant evangelical preaching aims. This builds upon their previous 
acceptance of God-talk and curiosity about religious questions.  

 

Ecclesial Conversion 

The word ecclesia refers to the church. When Jesus declares, “You are Peter and upon this rock I will 
build my church [ecclesia],” ecclesia refers to the “called-out ones”, the people who are set apart by their 
faith in Jesus. This is the move from an individual faith in Christ to a communal experience of the faith. 
Here, people move from “my faith” to “our faith” as the “body of Christ.” This move is especially important 
at a time when more people are worshiping at home alone in front of the television set or radio. Although 
media ministries are a blessing for people who may be shut in, these may become a cop-out for those 
who do not want to deal with the challenge of relating to other human beings in all of their flaws and 
foibles. The ecclesial conversion challenges such individualism and compels us to join the church and be 
part of the collective community of faith. 

 

Intellectual Conversion 

In the intellectual conversation, people move from a random set of beliefs to a coherent belief system. 
Many people who join the church bring with them a variety of beliefs that may or may not be considered 
orthodox (“straight” or correct belief). People may cobble together a homegrown theology that is 
pragmatic and functional. Such a theology may draw from a variety of faith traditions and blend it with 
popular myths and superstitions that are incompatible with Christian faith. Hence, believers must be 
properly taught to understand the logic of their faith traditions. They should be exposed to the history of 
doctrine or teaching about the nature of God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, the church, sacraments, salvation, 
ministry, and so on. 

 

Moral Conversion 

In the moral conversion, we move from orthodoxy to orthopraxis, a fancy word for “straight” or correct 
practice, practice with a critical, reflective component always aimed at improvement and ongoing 
correction. This is the move from believing correctly to behaving correctly. Often people are not prepared 
to respond to the “call to action” because they have not had a moral conversion. Rather than growing 
angry or impatient with them, leaders are behooved to back up, assess the area of deficiency, and rebuild 
the foundations of their faith.  
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Here again, this model may be used for diagnostic purposes to assess when and where people were left 
behind or where they “got stuck.” I often urge preachers to go back and consider developing a series of 
sermons on the religious moment or conversion. Rather than assuming that everyone is prepared to hear 
a sermon about Jesus (leading to a christocentric conversion), why not consider getting back to what 
people may believe about God or about the nature of reality and truth? 

Perhaps the most remarkable development in black church culture during the post–civil rights era has 
been its spiritual renewal through the expanding influence of the least familiar forms of black church 
tradition, namely, Afro-Pentecostal churches and leaders. This is all the more remarkable because this 
segment of the black church community has not simply been ignored by most church scholars and 
leaders but has long been a source of scorn and suspicion by mainline American churches and by the 
assimilated black affluent class. Indeed, during the 1970s and ’80s, there were significant denominational 
culture wars over how contemporary Christians should regard this segment of the church and its claims 
about the person and work of the Holy Spirit. Riverside Church pastor Dr. James Forbes regarded this 
skirmish as the American church’s opportunity to rediscover and redeem the Third Person of the Trinity in 
their theologies and liturgical lives. 

But today we are in a different place. Nearly all African American churches have tapped into the liturgical 
energy, joy, power, and excitement of doing ministry that has been especially nurtured in black 
Pentecostal traditions. In view of the mission crisis I am attempting to address, it may be time for 
churches at large to give increased attention to underutilized resources that may be able to reverse the 
mission crisis. In other words, African American Pentecostals have opened the door to spiritual renewal 
for other black churches and for the Christian church at large. Our mission crisis will be reversed first and 
foremost by spiritual renewal and revitalization. Beyond that primary commitment and process, there are 
several additional components of a comprehensive renewal agenda. They include the learning agenda 
that addresses what clergy need to know as they go forward (something my model addresses in part). 
There is an ethical agenda that pertains to including female leaders as I have discussed above. There is 
an ecclesiastical reform agenda that includes carefully and critically changing how the church organizes 
itself to accomplish its mission. This is what Carter G. Woodson addressed with searing clarity and 
candor. And there is an economic justice agenda that must involve churches exerting their leverage to 
insist that financial institutions, corporations, and political structures direct capital into ethnic minority 
communities. I have no doubt that churches will continue to advance the economic justice agenda.  

But back to the spiritual, internal reorienting and reenergizing that we need. If all contemporary churches 
embrace the spiritual earnestness and energies that animated black Pentecostal congregations during 
their early years, then we may witness the spiritual renaissance of American churches. This doesn’t mean 
that all churches need to become Pentecostal. Nor do I believe that Pentecostal denominations per se 
are the key to this spiritual rebirth. Frankly, many of them have been compromised by their loyalties to the 
prosperity gospel and right-wing politics. Rather, those who have been nurtured, blessed, and enriched 
by Pentecostal traditions now have access to the radical and life-giving energies that are unleashed by 
the Holy Spirit who is available to all believers and all churches.  

Perhaps Dr. King has advice to church leaders who struggle to renew their missions and reclaim their 
prophetic voices. He faced a similar challenge as he reckoned with the Vietnam War in light of his faith 
commitments. The day was April 4, 1967, one year before his assassination. The venue was the 
Riverside Church in New York City. King said,  

A time comes when silence is betrayal. That time has come for us in relation to Vietnam. The truth of 
these words is beyond doubt, but the mission to which they call us is a most difficult one. Even when 
pressed by the demands of inner truth, men do not easily assume the task of opposing their government’s 
policy, especially in time of war. Nor does the human spirit move without great difficulty against all the 
apathy of conformist thought within one’s own bosom, and in the surrounding world.  

Over the past two years, as I have moved to break the betrayal of my own silences and to speak from the 
burnings of my own heart, as I have called for radical departures from the destruction of Vietnam, many 
persons have questioned me about the wisdom of my path.45  
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Just as Dr. King had to reckon with the call of history and the call of conscience, contemporary black 
church leaders must reckon with the dilemmas, the compromises, and the nonnegotiable conscience 
points that accompany their visibility and potential influence.  

Recall these words from theologian Reinhold Niebuhr:  

Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime. Therefore, we must be saved by hope. 
Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate context of history. 
Therefore, we must be saved by faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone. 
Therefore we are saved by love. No virtuous act is quite as virtuous from the standpoint of our friend or 
foe as it is from our own standpoint. Therefore, we must be saved by the final form of love, which is 
forgiveness.46  
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