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Abstract 

In this dissertation, I examine the widespread failure of racial reconciliation work 

between black and white Christians in US American churches. I treat such failure as a 

failure of love, specifically the failure of black and white Christians to love each other as 

enemies. This sets two primary tasks for the dissertation. First, I work to understand this 

failure of love. Drawing on black studies—on the work of Frank Wilderson, in 

particular—I examine what I call the racial enemy relation, which I argue is a 

fundamental antagonism between black people and white people. This antagonism is 

grounded in and perpetuates white supremacist systems of violence and exploitation. I 

turn to affect theory to argue that this enemy relation is obscured by a distorted love. At 

the heart of this distorted love is what Sara Ahmed calls the promise of happiness. In 

short, I argue that racial reconciliation work fails insofar as Christians embrace an idea 

of love that confuses good feelings with good relations and, in doing so, are unable to 

confront the racial enemy relation with faithful love. 

Second, I give a Christian theological account of faithful love that can guide 

intervention into the distorted love of white supremacy and promote a constructive 

approach to love of the racial enemy. In conversation primarily with black, womanist, 

and feminist theologies, I argue for a notion of faithful love as the embrace of the lover’s 

need for the beloved, while holding such love accountable to self-love, love for God, and 
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God’s love for those who suffer. I ground this account of love in an understanding of 

divine love as driven by God’s need for creation, including humanity. Ultimately, I 

argue that in confronting the racial enemy, Christians are called to embrace their need 

for their enemy and to pursue that need toward conditions of mutuality in their broader 

society. 
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Introduction 

Black and white people are enemies. Black and white Christians’ shared faith 

does not negate this terrible reality. Where this truth is ignored, there is no possibility 

for racial reconciliation. Sadly, this is a truth that most US churches—particularly those 

that claim a central commitment to racial reconciliation—cannot accept. Rather, the 

enemy relation between black and white Christians has corrupted that shared faith and 

our efforts to work toward reconciliation. 

These claims seem to fly in the face of Christian love, and thus seem 

contradictory to the Christian faith itself. After all, love is at the heart of Christianity, 

and Christian racial reconciliation work would seem to be one of the most meaningful 

manifestations of that love. I do not dispute this basic notion regarding the importance 

of love. When I claim that understanding this racial enemy relation is key to the work of 

racial reconciliation, I am making a statement about love. The racial enemy relation has 

corrupted the Christian faith, and it has done so by distorting Christian love. 

When white Christians abandon racial reconciliation work or drive black 

Christians away through their persistent refusal to permit black critique or resistance in 

the context of that work, love is at the heart of the problem. That problem, however, is 

not that these white Christians do not love enough, or that their love is insincere. The 

problem is that their love has been distorted by white supremacy, the very evil that 

makes racial reconciliation necessary. Love is at the center of racial reconciliation work 
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in churches, but that love is distorted. That love is not faithful love. The love that leads 

many white and black Christians to perceive black critique and resistance as contrary to 

the work of racial reconciliation—in some cases, even to perceive such critique and 

resistance as hateful—is a love that cannot account for the enemy relation between black 

and white Christians. It is a distorted love that confuses good relations with good 

feelings, such that when racial reconciliation work gets difficult, it is assumed to have 

gone wrong and the black Christians who “make it difficult” are blamed. This distorted 

love is effective at motivating people to join in racial reconciliation work, but fails utterly 

to sustain such work precisely because of its inability to account for the racial enemy 

relation. Love distorted by white supremacy wrongly perceives the acknowledgement of 

an enemy relation as the embrace or enjoyment of that relation. Under the terms of such 

love, the only way to account for the racial enemy relation is not to discuss it and, 

therefore, not to challenge it directly. When black Christians insist on naming this 

relation and calling white Christians to repent for their complicity in its perpetuation, 

we are perceived as stoking the flames of hatred. Black critique and resistance are 

understood and, importantly, felt to be needlessly aggressive, even hateful. In truth, 

however, black critique and resistance are powerful manifestations of love of the enemy 

that are necessary to the work of racial reconciliation. When I focus on enemy relations, 

it is because they must be understood in order for faithful love to be properly perceived 

and practiced. 
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Failures of love 

In challenging a dominant Christian understanding of love, I am neither seeking 

controversy for its own sake nor pulling ideas out of thin air. The questions that guided 

me to my contentions regarding love and enemies arose from reflection on my own 

experiences in Christian communities engaged in racial reconciliation work. I will share 

stories of two such experiences, that my readers might better understand my starting 

point in writing this dissertation. Following these stories, I will articulate the questions 

that lingered in the wake of those experiences and led me to my research, before moving 

on to lay out the course the dissertation will take. 

The first story takes place in the church in which my family are members. Our 

church is a PC(USA) congregation that was formed in 2012 out of the remnants of a pair 

of congregations that hadn’t quite survived their attempts at becoming multiracial 

churches. When we arrived in 2013, it was a predominantly white church, but its 

members expressed a serious commitment to racial reconciliation. I accepted this 

commitment as stated, and that is saying quite a bit. After all, I did not grow up in 

church. My parents had been hurt badly by church people. In 1980s Terre Haute, 

Indiana, churches didn’t have much concern for an interracial couple who were 

skeptical about faith. Though I had a positive experience attending a Roman Catholic 

elementary and middle school, I grew up hating churches. As so many people have, I 

eventually found my way to Christianity, but it was not until a year into my doctoral 
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program that I found myself in a church where I truly believed people were committed 

to working toward racial reconciliation, a church that would have room for folks like my 

parents. 

In the spring of 2015, our church began a sermon series on race and the church. A 

few weeks in, a former pastoral intern gave a sermon in this series. He is a black man, 

soft-spoken, gentle, and well liked. He stood up in the pulpit and condemned white 

supremacy. He called the congregation—himself included—to repent for what he 

named our addiction to a whiteness that is killing us. He bared his pain before the 

congregation and before God. And when he preached the word of God to the people of 

God, the people of God got angry. Not at the white supremacist violence that had 

wounded their brother’s heart. They got angry at him. “This isn’t church,” one elder 

said, in this church that claimed racial reconciliation as central to its mission. “I come to 

church to get away from all of this hate,” said another elder. As for me? I did not know 

what to say. The first church that felt like church to me had just shown a very ugly side 

of itself. 

Around the same time, I was working as a TA for a course on womanist theology 

and ethics. The professor was hardly one to let people walk all over her, but with this 

class, she was beyond patient and gentle. As Duke Divinity School requires its M.Div. 

students to take a class in Black Church Studies, it seemed like the professor was trying 

to make sure that even those students who were not excited about a course on 
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womanism would feel welcome and encouraged to learn. The readings were chosen 

with care, and class discussions left plenty of room for students to express their 

concerns. Still, each week in my section, a group of white women would express some 

variation of the same frustrated sentiment: “It feels like the professor and the authors 

hate white women. We care about racial reconciliation, but all we get in return is anger.” 

I assured them that this was far from the case, but as was the case in my church, I did 

not know how to respond effectively. 

These two incidents—and my lack of clarity in responding to them— left me 

with the questions that would lead me to my research. At first, all I could ask was “What 

is wrong with these white people? Why do they see hate when black people try to help 

them understand how they are involved in the problem they say their faith leads them to 

fight?” I decided to take that question seriously: “What is wrong with these white 

people?” I rejected the idea that these white Christians were acting in bad faith, that they 

did not really believe they were committed to reconciliation. I accepted that they truly 

felt attacked, that they truly were frustrated and burnt out. They perceived themselves 

to be faithful friends who were being treated as if they were enemies. In reality, they 

were enemies who were being loved as such. 
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Argument and outline 

The basic argument of my dissertation proceeds along the lines sketched out 

above, and follows from my initial questions about the apparent moral sickness that 

plagues so many white Christians. I begin by arguing that the racial enemy relation 

between white and black Christians is an irresolvable antagonism. For racial 

reconciliation work to be effective, it must be aimed at the complete dismantling of the 

racial enemy relation, and the systems of white supremacy. Insofar as Christian 

responses to white supremacy and this racial enemy relation have failed to do so, I argue 

that distorted love is largely responsible. The antidote to the poison of distorted love is 

faithful love: the embrace of the lover’s need for the beloved, pursued toward relations 

of mutuality. Christians guided by these understandings of enemy and love have the 

potential to endure and even thrive in the racial reconciliation work that has crushed so 

many. 

This argument plays out over this dissertation’s four chapters and conclusion. In 

Chapter One, I clarify what I mean when I say that white and black people are enemies, 

in the context of Carl Schmitt’s influential friend/enemy distinction and three 

particularly insightful responses to it. Using Frank B. Wilderson, III’s notion of racial 

antagonism as a foundation, I define the racial enemy relation as a fundamental 

antagonism between white people and black people. It is a fatal opposition between 

those who benefit from white supremacist systems of exploitation and violence, and 
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those whose suffering at the hands of these systems is ceaselessly justified at all levels of 

social life. Acknowledging the bleakness of the notion of a “fundamental antagonism,” I 

turn to several black theorists’ and theologians’ accounts of hope and love to 

demonstrate that taking the racial enemy relation seriously neither negates the 

possibility of racial reconciliation, nor requires that we accept a more general posture of 

hopelessness. Rather, taking the racial enemy relation seriously is necessary, should we 

wish to have any hope of living out a faithful Christian love that can oppose white 

supremacy. 

In Chapter Two, I turn to Martin King, Malcolm X, and James Cone, who 

together show the compatibility of deep appreciation for the racial enemy relation and 

powerful visions of hope and love. Through this exploration, I start to uncover a 

distorted notion of love—tied to uncritical acceptance and unconditional forgiveness—

that has captured the legacy of King and laid the groundwork for the regular dismissal 

of Cone’s work in the name of love. More central to the chapter is my exploration of 

black self-love and black love for white enemies. I argue that black self-love is a 

powerful expression of God’s love. Black love for white enemies is accountable to and 

grounded in black self-love, and is expressed in black resistance that is, at the same time, 

a call for white repentance. Even as we explore its possibilities, however, we must be 

conscious of the ways in which black love can be compromised by other forms of 

injustice. As an example, I look at the way in which Cone’s theological work takes for 
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granted the affective labor of black women in its consideration of the power of black life. 

I argue that it is vitally important for black men—especially black male theologians—to 

fully share that burden. 

Chapter Three focuses on that distorted love and its connection to white 

supremacy, that we might understand it better and distinguish it from faithful love. 

Love is the motivating and sustaining force of white supremacy. I argue that this 

distorted love involves the orientation of the lover’s life in relation to an ideal white 

subject. It demands the embrace of those who approximate that subject and the desire of 

those objects and ideals that can help one to approximate it oneself. I draw on Emilie 

Townes’s idea of the cultural production of evil to explain how distorted love is 

produced and circulated. I apply Sara Ahmed’s promise of happiness to account for how 

distorted love is justified and obscured. In churches, I argue, the promise of happiness 

supplants the gospel, such that what threatens happiness—including the black critique 

and resistance I characterize as loving—is assumed to challenge the will of God. To 

account for how distorted love manifests itself in individuals, I turn to Robin DiAngelo’s 

notion of white fragility, which makes it incredibly difficult for white Christians to 

endure the challenge of combatting white supremacy and pursuing racial reconciliation. 

I end the chapter by considering several strategies of intervention into the distortion of 

love by white supremacy. 
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Chapter Four moves past the analysis of distorted love to a constructive 

theological vision of faithful love, taking into account the racial enemy relation. While 

previous chapters primarily stress the political and ecclesial importance of love, this 

chapter explores its theological content and significance, looking both at love itself and 

at how we might think about God in relation to that love. I describe faithful love as the 

embrace of the lover’s need for the beloved, held accountable to self-love and love for 

God. I argue for a vision of God, in turn, as one whose love is not grounded in honor, 

control, and self-sufficiency. Rather, God’s love is characterized by need for creation, 

commitment to that creation, and vulnerability to that beloved creation. Ultimately, I 

argue that faithful love of the enemy—the kind of love that is at the heart of effective 

racial reconciliation work—is the embrace of one’s need for one’s enemy in this faithful 

way. 

In the conclusion, I address the possibility that my account of love of the 

enemy—particularly insofar as I characterize aggressive critique as loving—is 

inconsistent with love of the enemy as portrayed in biblical accounts of Jesus’s life and 

ministry. Specifically, I look at the gospel of Matthew to argue against the idea that Jesus 

saw love as a matter of nonresistance and unconditional forgiveness. Over against this 

mistaken biblical reading, I suggest that in Jesus’s life—at least, as portrayed in 

Matthew—we see love of the enemy that is grounded in commitment and expressed 

through calls to repentance. 
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Choices, inspirations, and hopes 

Before moving on from this introduction, I want to briefly cover some matters 

that provide important context for my work in this dissertation. In working to make this 

a dissertation marked both by relative readability and significant scholarship, I have 

made several choices in addressing the weighty and complex issues involved in the 

question of racial reconciliation. I will highlight three choices I have in dealing with such 

issues, before noting key texts that have shaped my research and laying out my hopes 

for this dissertation. First, while it would be possible to deal with the topic of racial 

reconciliation from a variety of disciplinary locations, this dissertation is a Christian 

theological project, written from a US Protestant perspective. Rather than trying to give 

an account of racial reconciliation work in sociological or historical terms, I aim to 

provide a commentary on Christian thought and practice in relation to racial 

reconciliation in the United States, particularly as love of the enemy is involved. 

The second choice I made was to incorporate theoretical perspectives from other 

fields of study—most prominently black studies and affect theory—in seeking insight 

into the political, economic, and affective operations of white supremacy. In turning to 

these theoretical perspectives, I also found powerful sources of constructive vision that, 

while not explicitly theological themselves, nonetheless offer insights of deep theological 

relevance. Finally, while I have chosen to focus on relations between black and white US 

Christians, I am aware that race is a reality that is neither confined to the borders of the 
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US nor fully explained in terms of black and white. My choice to focus in this way 

reflects both an attempt to limit the scope of my research and a belief that while black 

and white does not exhaust the reality of race, it is a dynamic that merits attention on its 

own, given its historical, political, and ecclesial significance. 

A pair of texts provided important inspiration for my dissertation that is not 

reflected by the relatively minor attention given to them in the chapters that follow. Each 

played a larger role in shaping my approach to the question of love of the enemy than 

they did in building my arguments about the subject. Jennifer Harvey’s Dear White 

Christians and Willie James Jennings’s The Christian Imagination each gave direction to 

my reflections at early stages of my research, and it is important to acknowledge that 

here. Dear White Christians pushed me to take racial reconciliation work as a serious 

subject for study. Further, in considering Harvey’s opting for a reparations paradigm 

over a reconciliation paradigm, I was struck by the realization that most white 

Christians would have difficulty considering reparations not simply because they want 

to keep their money or do not understand the idea intellectually, but because 

reparations feel wrong. This sense that there was something affective at play in failures 

of racial reconciliation work helped to set the course of my research. The Christian 

Imagination—and my ongoing conversations with its author, my advisor—pressed me to 

consider how powerful and important Christian theological concepts could be distorted 
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by white supremacy, even made to serve its evil aims. My notion of distorted love, while 

it does not draw directly on Jennings’s work, is nonetheless deeply shaped by his work. 

Finally, to turn to my hopes, I should make it clear that in writing this 

dissertation, I am not attempting to provide the definitive treatment on racial 

reconciliation, love, or the racial enemy relation. Rather, I hope to contribute to both 

ecclesial work and scholarly conversations. On the one hand, I wish to provide 

theological and theoretical resources for those who are engaging in racial reconciliation 

work, however imperfectly. Much of what I write in this dissertation about such work is 

critical, but such critique is ultimately in the service of that work. I hope that black 

Christians can find something in these chapters that will encourage them and affirm the 

faithfulness of their loving critique and resistance, despite its regular rejection by black 

and white Christians alike. I also want white Christians to come away from this 

dissertation better able to recognize love in its more challenging forms and with a 

greater capacity to endure in the work of racial reconciliation.  On the other hand, I hope 

that by examining love of the enemy in relation to racial reconciliation work between 

black and white US Christians, I provide helpful scholarly discussions of love, enemies, 

and the nature of God. In the end, I hope that this dissertation is of both scholarly and 

ecclesial value, in both its sharply critical and more conventionally hope-filled moments. 
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1. Hope, Love, and the Racial Enemy Relation 

Racial relations are enemy relations, even when they are between friends, lovers, 

or family. Race is a reality that is deeply dependent on the concept of the enemy, 

drawing what substance it has from enmity and the love of the familiar that enmity 

breeds. In this chapter, I argue that in the US (and, one could argue, globally), black and 

white people are enemies.1 It is important that this enemy relation be acknowledged and 

understood as positioned in relations of irreconcilable antagonism something like those 

theorized by Frank B. Wilderson, III. While I could make the argument that such 

acknowledgment and understanding are important generally, I will focus particularly 

on how these enemy relations are of relevance to those who seek to be faithful 

Christians. 

 

Understanding the enemy relation 

In the first section of this chapter I clarify what I mean by the term “enemy.” I 

look at the centrally important work of Carl Schmitt on enemy relations in The Concept of 

the Political and its development in the political theory of Chantal Mouffe, then consider 

                                                      

1 Race is, of course, much more complicated than the distinction between black and white people. 

However, as my focus is on the efforts of Christians and Christian churches to engage in racial reconciliation 

specifically between black and white people, I will mostly restrict my discussions of race to this black/white 

distinction. It is my hope that this does not make the insights in my work irrelevant to those who identify 

neither as white nor black, but can instead be brought into conversation both with work that focuses on 

other races and with work that focuses on race in its more inclusive senses. 
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the ways in which Luke Bretherton and Barnor Hesse build on and critique Schmitt and 

Mouffe. After that, I will turn to a reading of Frank B. Wilderson, III’s Red, White, and 

Black, in which I will highlight his concept of antagonism to focus in on what I mean by 

the racial enemy. 

In The Concept of the Political, Carl Schmitt’s central focus is not the enemy 

relation, but the title concept of the book: the political. In investigating the political, 

however, Schmitt quickly declares that “political actions and motives” are reducible to 

the making of the distinction between friend and enemy. This distinction between friend 

and enemy is distinctively political and is independent of similar antithetical pairings 

such as good/evil, profitable/unprofitable, or beautiful/ugly. While the enemy may be 

perceived and treated as evil or ugly, the distinction between friend and enemy is not 

derived from such moral or aesthetic considerations, but is instead purely reflective of 

“the utmost degree of intensity of a union or separation.” The enemy is, in short, an 

adversary that presents an existential threat to one’s own way of life. However good or 

beautiful an enemy may be, the enemy is an other who is “existentially something 

different and alien” in such an intense way that conflicts become possible with them. 

The determination of such radical threat can be recognized, according to Schmitt, only 

by those involved in that potentially violent relationship.2 

                                                      

2Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, trans. George Schwab, Expanded ed. (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2007), 26-27. 
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This level of threat is not the domain of individuals. Ultimately, only the state 

has the sovereign weight to determine what presents an existential threat to a people’s 

way of being, to determine who is an enemy.3 Personal adversary relationships fall short 

of the level of threat posed by a true political enemy. Instead, “an enemy exists only 

when, at least potentially, one fighting collectivity of people confronts a similar 

collectivity.” Further, personal feelings have little to do with the determination of an 

enemy, as the enemy of one’s people need not be hated personally and Schmitt considers 

it nonsensical to love one’s enemy outside of the private sphere, given the level of threat 

a political enemy presents to one’s people.4 As for those who might seek to assert the 

possibility of loving the political enemy, Schmitt argues that a declaration that a given 

group no longer recognizes enemies does not abolish the friend/enemy distinction. At 

most, an individual may manage to place themselves outside the political community 

and live as a private individual in isolation. A nation that sought to make such a claim 

would not thus diffuse global realities of alliance and enmity, and would merely become 

the protectorate of a state that was willing to protect that nation against its enemies.5 

The enemy is not one to be loved, nor is the enemy one with whom one simply 

disagrees. Instead, the enemy is one with whom there is the continuous possibility of 

lethal, violent combat. While war is the most devastating possible outcome of a 

                                                      

3 Ibid., 43-44. 
4 Ibid., 28-29. 
5 Ibid., 51-52. 
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relationship of enmity, it represents what is always at stake in the enemy relation, as 

“the existential negation of the enemy.”6 It is its ability to employ violence that marks 

the state, the political community, as transcendent over all other forms of human 

association.7 The state, the entity that determines the friend/enemy distinction, exists 

with violence as a perpetual option in a way that private individuals do not. 

With the seriousness of the enemy relation in mind, it is important to note that 

Schmitt denies the notion that humanity, as such, could have an enemy on this planet. 

Any human enemy cannot be the enemy of all humanity, as no enemy ceases to be a 

human by virtue of its being an enemy. Thus, a state that fights in the name of 

humanity, decrying its enemies as the enemies of humanity itself, does no more than to 

“usurp a universal concept against its military opponent.”8 Similarly, religious claims 

that condemn a given political reality as immoral or amoral are “theological 

interference” that confuses political concepts with their moral counterparts, causes 

political consequences without attending to their political nature.9 

In her work on agonistic politics, political theorist Chantal Mouffe does much to 

refine Schmitt’s friend/enemy distinction. In doing so, she demonstrates the constructive 

political value of recognizing this distinction, though her agonistic politics are ultimately 

of limited use in working out a way of responding to racial enemy relations. I will not 

                                                      

6 Ibid., 32-33. 
7 Ibid., 47. 
8 Ibid., 54. 
9 Ibid., 65-66. 
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attempt to give an exhaustive account of Mouffe’s theoretical work here, but will instead 

focus in on her examination of the friend/enemy distinction and the agonistic politics 

that can arise from it. 

Grounding Mouffe’s political theory is her claim that antagonism is fundamental 

to society, with pluralism being dependent on recognition of that antagonism. Mouffe 

argues that political theory can grasp nothing if it does not recognize the “irreducible 

character of antagonism.”10 As the world will never be without antagonism, the belief 

that a final resolution of conflicts is possible puts democracy at risk.11 Only those 

theorists who are able to see that “the people cannot be envisaged as ‘one’” and accept 

that division and antagonism are ineradicable can “think in a properly political way.”12 

Mouffe makes this bold claim not because she accepts that a brutal and 

unrestrained antagonism is the truth of politics, but because she sees the possibility of an 

agonistic politics as the only constructive way forward. She argues that the purpose of 

democratic politics is to transform antagonism into agonism, not fruitlessly attempting 

to eliminate the passions that fuel antagonism, but working “to mobilize those passions 

toward democratic designs.”13 Democratic political processes, such as the formation of 

                                                      

10 Chantal Mouffe, The Return of the Political (New York: Verso, 1993), 1. 
11 Ibid., 8. 
12 Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically (New York: Verso, 2013), 15. 
13 Mouffe  "Religion, Liberal Democracy, and Citizenship," in Political Theologies: Public Religions in a 

Post-Secular World, ed. Hent de Vries and Lawrence E. Sullivan (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 

324-26. It is worth noting, here, that in discussing “passions,” Mouffe refers to the intensity with which 

citizens take sides in relation to “divisive issues,” often in relation to religion. 
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political parties, can help give policy-oriented ways to channel and address what might 

otherwise become a “confrontation between non-negotiable moral values and 

essentialist identities.”14 Politics is the work of creating conditions under which that 

element of antagonistic violence and hostility that cannot be abolished from social 

relations can be “defused and diverted” into a pluralist democratic process.15 

In explaining how antagonism can become agonistic politics, Mouffe makes use 

of two distinctions: enemy/adversary and the political/politics. Mouffe stresses the 

importance of distinguishing between an enemy as one who is to be destroyed, perhaps 

because the enemy threatens democracy itself, and an adversary “whose existence is 

legitimate and must be tolerated,” given that pluralistic democracy requires that one’s 

opponents within the democracy be seen not as enemies, but as adversaries.16 In 

adversary relations, “the presence of antagonism is not eliminated, but ‘sublimated.’”17 

Such sublimation of antagonism, in which conflicts can be dealt with through 

constructive compromise rather than life-and-death struggle, enables the “conflictual 

                                                      

14 The Return of the Political, 5-6. 
15 Ibid., 153. 
16 Ibid., 4. It is important to note that Mouffe seems to either set aside or fail to recognize the issue 

of perception in discussing the distinction between enemies and adversaries. After all, one side of an enemy 

relation may recognize it as such, while the other thinks it is adversarial. To provide an example that is close 

to the subject matter of this dissertation, one could imagine some white members of a church who defend 

the U.S. justice system might think they’re trying to stand up for an orderly society and believe they are in 

an adversarial relationship with some black members of that church who see a different vision for how to 

achieve a peaceful society. The black members of that same church might perceive those white members as 

enemies who are, through their defense of the police and the prison system, complicit in the brutal 

subjugation of black people. In her work, Mouffe appears to take it for granted that it will be clear to all 

parties involved whether they are enemies or adversaries, should they understand this distinction between 

enemy and adversary, but this hardly seems to be the case. 
17 Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically, 8. 
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consensus” that marks agonistic politics.18 This conflictual consensus is not primarily 

between individuals, but between collective identities constituted around clearly 

differentiated positions (such as those defined as conservative and progressive in the 

US), such that politically relevant adversaries are defined by their association with an 

alternative that clashes with one’s own preferred position.19 

The second distinction, between politics and the political, clarifies this question 

of political identity when considered alongside the enemy/adversary distinction. Mouffe 

defines the political as “the dimension of hostility and antagonism that is an ever-

present possibility in human society, antagonism that can take many different forms and 

emerge in diverse social relations.” Politics, by contrast, is the “ensemble of practices, 

institutions, and discourses that seek to establish a certain order and organize human 

coexistence under conditions that are always potentially conflictual because they are 

affected by the dimension of the political.”20 

If the enemy/adversary distinction charts out how collective identities can 

interact—one of which enables agonistic politics, the other making such politics 

impossible, both being conflictual—the distinction between politics and the political 

clarifies that such collective identities arise from within the field of antagonism that is 

the political and as the result of the practices that comprise politics, which also offers the 
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means by which these collective identities can come to conflictual consensus. This 

contrasts with the notion that collective identities might be essential, as though one is 

born with certain interests that necessarily lead to a related set of political views, as 

though poor rural white US Americans are born with a natural affinity for one another 

and a commitment to gun ownership. Mouffe argues that no identity is essential, but 

that we instead identify with collective identities that can be transformed and 

rearticulated through the same means by which they are formed in the same place: 

through the practices and discourses of politics.21 

This notion of identification is central to Mouffe’s agonistic politics, which 

depends heavily on the concept of citizenship. Mouffe argues that “what we should aim 

for in a modern democracy is the political creation of a unity through common 

identification with a particular interpretation of its political principles, a specific 

understanding of citizenship.”22 Citizenship, which is central to democratic politics, is a 

matter of identification. However, citizenship is not one identity among others, for 

Mouffe. One is not a citizen in the same way that one might be libertarian or Muslim. 

Rather, citizenship refers to “the dimension of political community” within which a 

“we” can be constructed through politics aimed toward pursuing the best possible 

approximation of an unattainable common good. It is not a given state of being upon the 
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22 The Return of the Political, 115 (italics in original). 
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founding of a democratic society, but is constituted by the very politics it furthers.23 

Though it is not simply one form of identification among others, citizenship relates to 

the various social positions of an individual not by overriding them, but instead by 

serving as an “articulating principle,” a means by which one’s interests can be molded 

into forms of expression and action that are compatible with agonistic politics.24 Insofar 

as a given group is a group of citizens, that is, those citizens work through the practices, 

institutions, and discourses of politics to address their conflicts with their political 

adversaries, rather than treating them as enemies and seeking their eradication. 

Citizenship is, in some sense, the commitment to treat others as adversaries, and not as 

enemies. 

As citizenship has to be constructed as a form of collective identification, and the 

condition of existence of every identity is the affirmation of a difference, Mouffe argues, 

citizenship requires an other against which it can be constructed.25 Agonistic politics, 

which are directed toward the transformation of antagonistic enemy relations into 

agonistic adversarial relations, require the definition of an enemy, an outside collective 

identity that serves as the “them” over against which a political “we” can be formed in a 

“context of diversity and conflict.”26 It is always possible, further, that a we/them 

relation will turn into a friend/enemy relation such as that theorized by Schmitt, even if 

                                                      

23 "Religion, Liberal Democracy, and Citizenship," 322. 
24 The Return of the Political, 84. 
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it is not a relation between states. For Mouffe, any relation, whether national, ethnic, 

religious, or economic can become a matter of political antagonism if it reaches the point 

at which “they” threaten to negate “our” identity.27 This is not, for Mouffe, solely a 

matter of human psychology or political metaphysics, but is a practical matter. A 

political regime cannot be infinitely plural, but must exclude some values and ways of 

being simply to function. Its “constitutive outside” is vital, as that outside represents 

those ideas which are deemed incompatible with the conception of citizenship active in 

a democracy.28 

Before I account for the ways in which Schmitt and Mouffe help to clarify what I 

mean by the racial enemy, it will be helpful to consider the elaborations on and critiques 

of Schmitt and Mouffe offered by Luke Bretherton and Barnor Hesse. In Resurrecting 

Democracy, Bretherton argues that those who would engage in political thought and 

action need to take the friend/enemy distinction seriously. However, he explores civil 

society as a site of political relationships, rather than the state. For Bretherton, civil 

society is “constituted as the nexus of convergence and communication through which 

other spheres discover their limits and possibilities,” those other spheres being the 

economy, intellectual and religious institutions, family life, and the state.29 As will 

become clear below, this turn toward civil society reflects Bretherton’s preference for 
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29 Luke Bretherton, Resurrecting Democracy: Faith, Citizenship, and the Politics of a Common Life (New 
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defining the friend/enemy distinction, and politics itself, in relation to the possibilities of 

a common life rather than in relation to the possibility of violence and war. 

In turning to civil society as the site of political relationships, Bretherton seeks to 

use the friend/enemy distinction to understand the stated intention of the community 

organizing group Citizens UK to “reweave civil society.” Bretherton argues that civil 

society can only be understood as a “realm constituted through communication, 

cooperation, and conflict” if one analyzes it through a framework that includes attention 

to the friend/enemy distinction.30 The constructive, tense interaction that Bretherton 

places at the core of civil society is vital to the flourishing of human life in community. 

The civil sphere and the various noncivil spheres must use their respective resources of 

reform and change, critique and repair to prevent one sphere from dominating the 

others.31 Even as these processes of civil repair resist the domination of one sphere by 

another, they can themselves favor certain segments of the population insofar as they 

can be hijacked by particular groups and “used to project messages of civil competence 

and incompetence that favor one section of the population.”32 Complicating this tangled 

                                                      

30 Ibid., 201. 
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web of interactions between civil and noncivil spheres is the ongoing establishment of 

entangled friend/enemy distinctions by the many discourses operative in society.33 

In the midst of attempts at domination and processes of civil repair, then, 

Bretherton sees politics as “the negotiation of a common life between – and at times the 

reconciliation of – these divergent and multiple kinds of friend-enemy distinctions and 

the visions of the good they instantiate” and “the attempt to construct a common life by 

moving beyond the friend-enemy distinction through processes that respect the 

otherness of the other, and recognizes the conflicts of identity, vision, and interest 

between friends and enemies.” Drawing on—then moving beyond—Mouffe, Bretherton 

contrasts this understanding of politics with the political (attempts to build a common 

life while leaving in place the friend/enemy distinctions and simply seeking to 

determine the terms of a common life in accordance with one’s own interests)34 and the 

antipolitical (refusal of the possibility of a common life and the attempt to construct an 

                                                      

33 Ibid., 212. 
34 I find that Bretherton, in imagining the possibilities of a common life, does not grapple 
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isolated communal life among one’s own group that will serve that group’s interests). 

Against the political and the antipolitical, and in support of politics, Bretherton proposes 

that citizenship, proper engagement in civil society, be understood as involving 

neighborliness, which does not require friendship, the denial of differences and conflicts, 

or total determination by such differences and conflicts.35 Instead, Bretherton describes 

neighborliness in the following fashion: 

Being a neighbor entails recognizing enmity and difference (and their 

consequences and costs) while at the same time acknowledging that ‘we’ 

exist in a common world of meaning and action and then acting in ways 

that broker a common life amid enmity and move toward reconciliation 

and reciprocity.36 

 

Given that politics involves the construction of a neighborly society in the midst 

of conflict, Bretherton argues that means of working through the “hostility, suspicion, 

and fear intrinsic to political and antipolitical responses to the other” are needed.37 

Bretherton puts forward broad-based community organizing, the mode of politics 

employed by the Industrial Areas Foundation, as offering a way of moving through 

conflict toward neighborly engagement. The promise of such organizing, for Bretherton, 

lies in how it does not attempt to bring marginalized groups into enjoyment of the 

privileges held by dominant groups in society, but instead brings marginalized and 

privileged groups together in a “liminal in-/out-group zone” that challenges the 
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boundaries between groups and works toward identification of those shared interests 

that could serve as the basis for a common life.38 

Bretherton longs for, and believes that in broad-based community organizing he 

has possibly found, a politics capable of conceiving others not primarily as presenting 

the existential threat that is central to Schmitt’s thought, but instead as offering a 

constructive possibility. This hope is reflective of the Christian character of Bretherton’s 

political thought. Bretherton’s thought is a response to Jesus’s command in Matthew 

10:16 that his disciples be “wise as serpents and innocent as doves,” which Bretherton 

takes as a demand that “good, that is, moral, political judgments attend to the world as it 

is.”39 As such, the strategic attention that Bretherton pays to the friend/enemy distinction 

is not somehow in lieu of faithful practice, but is itself a manifestation of Christian 

discipleship. He moves beyond Schmitt’s insistence that the enemy is never less than 

human to an insight shared by Mouffe and broad-based community organizers: one’s 

enemy is, in fact, “an adversary whose existence is legitimate and must be constructively 

engaged.”40 What enables such hopeful politics for Bretherton represents a firm rebuttal 

to Schmitt’s clean separation of religion and politics and to Mouffe’s insistence that 

imagining an end to antagonism is destructive to democratic projects: namely, belief in a 

world beyond enmity: 
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The ability to imagine an eschatological end to antagonism can make 

possible the conversion of the political and the antipolitical into politics 

because this world is not all there is and so does not have to be the bearer 

of all meaning and purpose. If politics is simply a contingent, this-

worldly, “secular” endeavor that is nevertheless located within a cosmos 

that has meaning and purpose, then I can relinquish control trusting that 

the other and I exist in what Mouffe calls a “common symbolic space.” I 

can thereby compromise without compromising the end of history.41 

 

Insofar as the religious make Schmitt’s fears reality and, as Bretherton puts it, “convert 

material conflicts into Manichaean conflicts of good and evil and refuse to either listen to 

and learn from others or reject the possibility of a common life in the face of 

disagreement,” such zealotry reflects that they are, in fact, idolatrously, and thus 

sinfully, “overinvested in this-worldly projects of salvation.”42 Such potential for 

idolatry does not, for Bretherton, negate the political importance of belief in an 

eschatological end to enmity. 

Where Bretherton critiques the inability of Schmitt and Mouffe to see beyond a 

world of violence and strife, even as he values the realism of their analyses, Barnor 

Hesse offers an account of the racialized nature of the Western political that provides a 

much needed corrective to Schmitt and Mouffe, while also putting a finer point on 

Bretherton’s analysis of politics. In “Marked Unmarked: Black Politics and the Western 

Political,” Hesse focuses on a distinction between politics and the political, though he 

relates these terms differently than Bretherton does. As discussed above, Bretherton 
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makes a distinction between a neighborly politics and a cynical, solely self-interested 

political. Hesse, by contrast, draws on Mouffe’s distinction to define politics as ontic and 

the political as ontological. That is, politics refers to the practical processes by which a 

shared (if not necessarily equitable) life is worked out, while the political refers to the 

intangible nature of and basis for those processes. In light of this distinction, Hesse 

argues that Western political theory has “generally disregarded the ontology of the 

political” in favor of fetishizing politics. Insofar as the liberal democratic strand of 

Western political tradition identifies politics as “dispute and debate in the 

administration of the public space and public life,” that which either lies outside the 

public life or lacks value within it seems apolitical. Effectively, activities that take place 

outside of formal political institutions are not political, such that the everyday 

administrative activities that are defined as politics also exhaust the Western 

understanding of the ontological/political.43 

The supposed coincidence of politics and the political in the West are 

problematic insofar as liberal democratic Western politics are represented as universal. 

However, if one looks beyond such self-representation on behalf of those installed 

within the formal institutions that would seem to constitute Western politics, it becomes 

clear that the political in the West is shaped in the mold of “the hegemony of 
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Europeanness/whiteness and the subalterneity of non-Europeanness/nonwhiteness.”44 

Whiteness is the “empty signifier” of the Western political order. That is, whiteness 

refers to no particular phenomenon, but instead represents the “incommensurable 

totality” that is Western society. As such, whiteness “has an enduring temporal 

institution that defines, naturalizes, and renders racially normative a social totality that 

it partially institutes, partially recognizes, and partially obscures.”45 With this awareness, 

Hesse argues, we can see that black politics (which is apolitical within the terms of 

Western political theory) simultaneously takes the two forms of “the irrepressible 

symptom of the political’s creolization and the emancipation of politics from its race 

performativity.” As irrepressible symptom, black politics exposes the colonial and racial 

realities that have shaped and continue to haunt Western politics, even as that politics 

demands that its legacies of colonialism and racism be obscured for the sake of its 

representation as universal. As a politics of emancipation, black politics challenges the 

ways in which Western politics demands participation in the performance of one’s race 

and, thus, acceptance of the institutional consequences of such performance.46 

The racialization of the Western political positions Hesse for a critique of Schmitt 

and Mouffe. In Hesse’s reading, the political for Schmitt is defined by antagonism (with 

the potential for war, as discussed above) and politics is the negotiation of friend/enemy 
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relationships between states. As whiteness definitively shapes Western states, as well as 

their organization in a larger political order, and Schmitt relegates non-state actions to 

the realm of the nonpolitical, the nonpolitical is racially constitutive, with both politics 

and the political falling within the realm of whiteness. This is borne out in Schmitt’s 

work, as Schmitt insists that the British Empire was a democracy despite the fact—a fact 

Schmitt himself notes—that it did not extend equal voting rights to nonwhite subjects, as 

they outnumbered white subjects. For her part, Mouffe writes of the necessity of a 

“constitutive outside” to democratic politics, but does not see the way in which the 

political is racialized, rather than being a simple part of human nature, such that this 

constitutive outside comprises the nonwhite peoples of the world. Hesse describes the 

(non)political situation of nonwhite populations as follows:47  

Foreclosed from the designation of the political and yet subject to its 

regulatory politics are the “others,” the terrible majority, the colonized, 

segregated populations without politics, occupying the non-European, 

nonwhite terrain of the nonpolitical, the constitutive outside of the 

Western tradition.48 

 

Such outsiders are, then, not simply political enemies and can hardly be adversaries, but 

are “in their radical alienness or alterity” the enemies of the political itself, evoking “not 

simply non-Western or nonwhite difference but antagonism generated in enmity to the 

racially normative order of the Western political.” Ultimately, the friend/enemy 
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distinction that Schmitt places at the center of politics and Mouffe’s vision of agonism 

among adversaries are subordinate to an unspoken distinction between friend of the 

political and enemy of the political.49 

Returning briefly to Bretherton, Hesse’s critique stands in an ambiguous relation 

to Bretherton’s use of Schmitt and Mouffe. On the one hand, Hesse’s critique of the 

political seems compatible with Bretherton’s desire for a broadening of politics to 

include out-groups and his envisioning of something beyond what currently defines the 

political. On the other hand, Bretherton does not focus on race as constitutive of the 

political (in Hesse’s sense) or the friend/enemy distinction and it is unclear whether or 

not the liminal in-/out-group space Bretherton describes as the space of broad-based 

community organizing provides a challenge to the political itself, though perhaps this 

lack of clarity reflects the extent to which politics as Bretherton envisions it is very much 

an ongoing process with outcomes that can’t be neatly predicted. 

As I move closer to a clear account of the racial enemy, by way of a reading of 

Wilderson’s Red, White, and Black, it is important to gather together the most helpful 

insights offered by Schmitt, Mouffe, Bretherton, and Hesse. Schmitt offers the possibility 

of discriminating between the friend/enemy distinction and those distinctions that we 

might apply to friends and enemies: good/evil, beautiful/ugly, profitable/unprofitable. 

In taking this seriously, we can see the possibility of acknowledging enemy relations 

                                                      

49 Ibid. 



 

32 

while not only refusing to demonize our enemies, but even loving them. We are opened 

to the possibility of seeing goodness and beauty in the enemy, of wanting and needing 

the enemy, even while we retain a clear awareness of antagonism. 

While her vision of agonistic politics is problematic in light of Hesse’s critique, 

Mouffe still provides a useful insight into the nature of antagonism. Mouffe 

demonstrates that conditions of opposed interests or values do not have to lead 

necessarily to outright hostility. Politics is not, in other words, subject to the kind of 

determinism that Schmitt envisions, in which threat necessarily leads to hostility.  

Bretherton offers a pair of helpful ideas. First, he demonstrates that friend/enemy 

distinctions can overlap and interact as different groups acting in various civil and 

noncivil spheres of society draw different distinctions between friend and enemy. It is 

possible for any two people or groups to be caught between friendship and enmity. Of 

particular interest for this dissertation is the way in which white and black Christians 

can be positioned as friends by our shared faith, but as enemies by the racial order 

within which we live. Second, Bretherton goes further than Mouffe toward opening the 

possibility of acknowledging the friend/enemy distinction without discarding the 

potential for shared action toward a common life. Tied to this potentiality are the value 

of an eschatological horizon50 upon which lies a world without enmity and the caution 
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that such shared action between enemies requires wrestling with the mutual fear and 

distrust that is inherent to enemy relations. 

Hesse, for his part, offers some constraints within which Bretherton’s vision of 

politics among enemies must be worked out. Hesse illumines the racialized nature of the 

Western political, such that any politics that seeks to build a common life must 

interrogate the basis on which it stands. Should such critical awareness be lacking, a 

supposedly common life might be built upon the deaths and suffering of those 

participants who cannot conform sufficiently to the whiteness that defines the political. 

With these possibilities and cautions in view, I move forward in working out a 

notion of enemy relations that can support a helpful conception of loving the racial 

enemy. Guiding this continued investigation into enemy relations are three questions. 

The first shapes my reading of Wilderson: how does enmity relate to race in the United 

States and how do we define the enemy in this context? The second guides my response 

to Wilderson’s Afro-pessimist insights: what is the place of hope in a world structured 

by racial antagonism? The third question turns from hope to another theological virtue, 

love: what can love do politically for black people, if we can imagine it as something 

other than a played-out, even disingenuously suggested, response to the enemy 

relation? 
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Focusing on racial antagonism 

In Red, White and Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms, Frank B. 

Wilderson, III takes film as an entry point into an interrogation of the inability of 

theories of political economy to account for the existence of “the Black, a subject who is 

always already positioned as Slave.”51 In my reading of Wilderson, I will bypass the 

aspects of his work that deal directly with cinema studies, which are vital to his own 

project but much less so to my own, opting to focus on his reflections on political theory 

and enemy relations. This being the case, I will look first at the concept that will stand at 

the core of my own conception of the racial enemy: antagonism. 

In attempting to account for the racial realities of U.S. politics, Wilderson draws a 

distinction between conflict and antagonism. Conflict denotes a “rubric of problems that 

can be posed and conceptually resolved,” while the term antagonism applies to an 

“irreconcilable struggle between entities or positions, the resolution of which entails the 

obliteration of one of the positions.” That is, when there is clear disagreement or 

competition between groups, it is possible for such tension to be either resolvable 

through clearer communication and perhaps reallocation of resources, or unresolvable 

by any means shy of the elimination of the entire structure within which the tension 

exists. It is as an instance of the latter type of relation that Wilderson understands racial 
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relations in the United States. Black/Slave52 and White/Settler/Master, with 

Red/Uncivilized53 caught in the middle, cannot possibly make peace without the 

elimination of one of the positions, and consequently of race itself, because their 

existence is entirely dependent on their relation to one another.54 

This antagonistic relation manifests itself in political discourse through the 

medium of grammar—that which is taken for granted as the basis of communication. 

Political discourse in the United States is grounded in a particular “ontological 

grammar, a structure of suffering” that makes certain forms of suffering and suffering 

by certain subjects intelligible, while obscuring others. These structures of suffering 

stand, according to Wilderson, in antagonistic relation to one another, such that the 

understanding of some suffering necessarily makes other suffering unintelligible.55 

These antagonistic grammars of Red, White, and Black suffering are founded on 

different relationships to violence. Wilderson argues that the Slave and the Uncivilized 

are positioned by exposure to gratuitous violence, while the Settler/Master is positioned 

                                                      

52 Throughout Red, White, and Black, Wilderson capitalizes terms of racial position in order to 

highlight their “importance as ontological positions and to stress the value of theorizing power politically 

rather than culturally” (Wilderson 2010, 23). When discussing Wilderson’s work, I will follow his 

convention in writing these terms. 
53 While I will reproduce Wilderson’s capitalization of racial positioning terms outside of direct 

quotes, I will replace his term “Savage” with “Uncivilized,” given the particularly hurtful history of the 

former word. This does not indicate that I believe Native American people are uncivilized, any more than 

my reproduction of Wilderson’s term “Slave” suggests that I believe black people are rightfully slaves. 

Rather, I believe it preserves the function of the term used by Wilderson while leaving behind at least some 

of that term’s specific history. 
54 Wilderson, 5. 
55 Ibid. 
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by freedom from the gratuitousness of violence, though not from violence itself.56 On the 

one hand, the Black and Red positions are defined by how suffering caused by violence 

that is generally unwarranted by the stated rules and laws of the United States does not 

translate into intelligible political discourse. On the other hand, the White position is 

marked by how suffering caused by such gratuitous violence can be translated into 

intelligible political discourse. In other words, when there is an organized reaction to the 

murder of a Black teen by police officers, that reaction is not perceived as properly 

political, but is instead interpreted as rioting or as gratuitously violent itself. A similar 

protest on behalf of a murdered White teen would be perceived as political and as 

justified. 

In rooting his understanding of grammars of suffering in the different relations 

of differently hued bodies to violence, Wilderson draws on Frantz Fanon’s discussion of 

the colonial inequity of violence in The Wretched of the Earth. Fanon asserts that 

colonialism is not an intelligent entity, but is instead “naked violence and only gives in 

when confronted with greater violence.”57 This being the case, Fanon argues, the 

colonized can free themselves only through violence.58 Even as the colonized opt for 

“counterviolence,” however, they can expect to be met by disproportionately brutal 

                                                      

56 Ibid., 31. 
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reprisals from the colonizers.59 Wilderson argues that such unequal relationships to 

violence do indeed structure society, though only violence against the Settler/Master—

against the colonizer, in Fanon’s Algerian context—conforms to a grammar of suffering 

that enables formal political redress. The violent police reprisals against crowds of 

protesters that have received widespread attention in recent years, as well as the 

inability or unwillingness of government officials to take effective action against the 

police officers and departments involved, demonstrate the extent to which Black 

suffering simply falls outside the grammar of suffering that structures political discourse 

in the United States. 

Wilderson follows two instructive and related lines of inquiry, in maintaining 

this attention to grammars of suffering. First, he investigates the concept of humanity 

and the lines that divide those who are treated as human from those who are not. 

Second, Wilderson offers a critique of civil society, which claims to be inclusive but is in 

fact founded on a preference for a grammar of suffering that privileges White suffering 

and thus makes unintelligible, even inhuman, Black and Red suffering. 

Wilderson remarks that, “due to its exceptional capacity to escape racial markers, 

Whiteness is the most impeccable embodiment of what it means to be Human.” Moving 

a step beyond that claim, Wilderson argues that not all people are fully Human, their 

degree of humanity corresponding with their proximity to Whiteness. Thus, “some of us 
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are only part Human (“Savage”) and some of us are Black (Slave).”60 Drawing on 

Orlando Patterson, who argues that social alienation and not forced labor defines 

slavery, Wilderson insists that the Slave, that personification of the Black grammar of 

suffering, is “an anti-Human, a position against which Humanity establishes, maintains, 

and renews its coherence.”61 Pressing Patterson’s claim further, Wilderson argues that 

this existence as anti-Human defines the ontological status of Blackness in such a way 

that what defines Black existence is not exploitation and alienation, but accumulation 

and fungibility, not the absence of relations, but the structuring of relations through the 

economic institutions of ownership and exchange.62 

The ontological relation of Whiteness to slavery explains, for Wilderson, why 

African slavery did not present a contradiction to the ethical foundation of global civil 

society. Mastery became the very basis of White ontology through the denial of any 

ontology to the Slave other than that which marked Black flesh as subject to sale and 

ownership.63 Citing Peter Dorsey, Wilderson claims that in the American Revolution 

specifically, a notion of Humanity arose out of distinction from the Slave, as exploited 

(but not enslaved) Humans sought their own emancipation, effectively using the plight 

of the Slave as the basis for their own dreams of freedom.64 Not only freedom, but 
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Human capacity (that is, a sense of being active in events in the world, possessing 

potential for growth and development) is parasitic on the Slave and the Uncivilized, as 

White capacity makes sense only through its different relation to violence that those of 

inhuman and incapable Red and Black people.65 

Whiteness can grasp its own capacity, be present to itself, coherent, by its 

unavailability to the a priori violence of Red genocide, as well as by its 

unavailability to the a priori violence of Black accumulation and 

fungibility. If it experiences accumulation and fungibility, or genocide, 

those experiences must be named, qualified, that is, “White slavery,” or 

the Armenian massacre, the Jewish Holocaust, Bosnian internment, so 

that such contingent experience is not confused with ontological 

necessity.66 

 

The violence that defines Black incapacity, that turns bodies into flesh “ripped apart 

literally and imaginatively,”67 positions the Black/Slave in constant vulnerability, as “an 

object made available for any subject,” and thus destroys any possibility of ontology.68 

This violence, inaugurated in the Middle Passage and refined on the slave plantation, is 

“both gratuitous (not contingent on transgressions against the hegemony of civil society) 

and structural (positioning Blacks ontologically outside of Humanity and civil society).” 

It is repeated generation after generation in order to maintain civil society as the realm 

of Humanity,69 that subset of human animals who are rightly subject only to contingent 
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violence, that which can be neatly justified and explained in terms of the stated 

procedures and laws of civil society.70 

In turning to Wilderson’s second line of inquiry, it is helpful to note what 

Wilderson is not attempting to do in interrogating Whiteness as constitutive of 

Humanity. Wilderson is attempting neither to demonstrate injury suffered by Black 

people at the hands of White people, nor to highlight repressive practices that racist 

institutions have engaged in, such that he might suggest a solution to the problem of 

racism. Instead, Wilderson seeks to show that Black Humanity is “a paradigmatic 

impossibility in the Western Hemisphere.”71 As such, he directs his critique against civil 

society, that convergence of institutions that ostensibly serves as the site of the working 

out of equality, and the political and cultural discourses that maintain this notion of civil 

society. 

Wilderson argues that “civil society represents itself to itself as being infinitely 

inclusive,” and supporting that representation through political and cultural discursive 

practices, film being that which he investigates most closely. This inclusivity takes the 

form of an invitation into various “social identities that other races are able to embody 

without contradiction, identities such as worker, soldier, immigrant, brother, sister, 

father, mother, and citizen,” but this invitation is made in bad faith, according to 
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Wilderson.72 Civil society is founded on “‘healthy’ rancor and repartee” in the academic, 

political, corporate, and other realms, and such engagement depends on relative societal 

stability. Wilderson points out, however, that “for Black people, civic stability is a state 

of emergency.” That is, civil society is stable only for White people, as this stability is 

maintained through “the U.S. paradigm of policing which (re)produces, repetitively, the 

inside/outside, the civil society/Black void, by virtue of the difference between those 

bodies that do not magnetize bullets and those that do.” The stability, then, that allows 

for a certain sphere of open discourse that is free from violent reprisal, is compatible 

with violence against Black people by police and effectively, though not officially, 

“deputized” White people.73 Wilderson insists that this uneven relation to violence is at 

the foundation of civil society is something that eludes even those White people whose 

progressive politics compel them to oppose the police, given that such opposition comes 

up short as those White progressives gloss over the white supremacist structure of this 

violence in favor of a condemnation of the actions of bad, or possibly mentally ill, police 

officers.74 Ultimately, Wilderson argues that violence is at the heart of an “idiom of 

power” that marks the racial relations upon which Western civil society is built, and 

which is most insidiously expressed in the United States.75 As long as civil society takes 

as its condition of possibility the vulnerability of Black people to violence, there is no 
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way for Black people to lay claim to any ontology free from accumulation and 

fungibility, and thus, no way forward for any form of Human life that is not White. 

I will briefly highlight two lines of Wilderson’s thought that will be crucial to this 

dissertation. First, the distinction he draws between antagonism and conflict is helpful 

on a variety of levels. The antagonism/conflict distinction suggests a model of 

misunderstanding, in which two parties agree that something is a problem, each really 

seeing the problem, but perceiving each other as not seeing and exaggerating the 

problem, respectively. In considering racism, then, one person may say “Yes, racism is a 

major issue and we are moving past it, so why do you make everything about race?” 

while another might say “Racism is as bad as it has ever been and assertions that we are 

moving past it are part of the problem.” Each person might acknowledge that racism is a 

problem, and both might agree that a great variety of actions and even structures in 

society are racist, but that disagreement about whether racism is a matter of resolvable 

conflict or fundamental antagonism can lead the two parties to see each other as missing 

the point entirely. With this in mind, we can ask why one might wrongly understand 

race as a matter of conflict rather than antagonism, assuming Wilderson is correct in 

claiming that race relations are antagonistic, and I am correct in following him. Most 

importantly to this project, as I will lay out shortly, the antagonism/conflict distinction 

definitively shapes the concept of racial enemy relations with which I will work in this 

dissertation. 
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The second helpful line of thought offered by Wilderson points out the way in 

which a certain grammar of suffering shapes civil society and, in doing so, crowds out 

other such grammars. This connection provides solid ground from which I can ask why, 

not just how, civil society favors some over others even as it claims to be inclusive. To 

that point, I will note that this connection between civil society and grammars of 

suffering bridges broad, abstract questions of ontology, practical political considerations, 

and the affective dimension of racialized subjectivities. As I turn to affect theory later, 

then, I do so precisely because it can investigate at once the political, the personal, and 

their relation to one another, or perhaps their inextricability from one another. 

So, at the end of all this wrestling to understand Wilderson’s theoretical 

exploration of antagonism, I can return to the two-part question that guided my turn to 

Wilderson: how does enmity relate to race in the United States and how do we define 

the enemy in this context? In the United States, race is a reality that positions people in 

antagonistic and violent relation to one another and does so in a way that seems 

simultaneously natural and contingent. Racial relations are, by definition, enemy 

relations. As for how we define the enemy in the context of US racial antagonism, it is 

perhaps most clear to say that the racial enemy is a member of a group whose well-being 

demands the material deprivation of one’s own group in a society structured by 

racialized gratuitous violence. Whatever their commitment to each other, fondness for 

each other, or even their history of working together, any given black and white people 
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in the United States are enemies, whose personal, professional, and political friendships 

do not negate the antagonistic relation into which US American society places them. 

Friendships are important, and I am not suggesting that black and white people 

cannot be friends while racial enemy relations persist. I am, however, arguing that such 

interracial friendships are inherently corrupted, their personal and communal 

significance hijacked by white supremacy. To point at an interracial couple, as though 

physical attraction and emotional compatibility necessarily point beyond themselves to 

the fall of white supremacy, is to spread that corruption. Insofar as interracial 

friendships might thrive, they must involve a shared commitment to the work of 

dismantling white supremacy and racial enemy relations. Friendships are not free of the 

influence of racial enemy relations, but they have the potential to disrupt them, should 

friends love each other deeply enough to do the difficult work of struggling against 

white supremacy. 

Before I move on to discuss how I can respond constructively to Wilderson’s 

critical work, I need to acknowledge Wilderson’s critique of theoretical accounts of Black 

suffering, given that in this dissertation, I will rely on just such an account. Wilderson 

argues that in order to participate in the academy, Black theorists are required to 

proceed as though “the Black is present, coherent, and above all human,” such that we 

must disavow the very ontological incapacity that is our reality. This “structural 

adjustment” serves the stability of civil society insofar as it channels and defangs Black 
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critique, distorting it into collegial debate.76 Given that they require a disavowal of the 

place of racialized violence in society from Black theorists, Wilderson insists that 

theoretical disciplines and political traditions such as “film studies, feminism, 

psychoanalysis, and Marxism” are inherently White.77 Such disciplines are unable to 

account for the grammar of Black suffering, standing “speechless in the face of 

gratuitous violence.” As such, they involve the construction for Black people of some 

kind of coherent subject position that would enable emancipation through “some form 

of discursive, or symbolic, intervention.” Such construction is, however, necessarily 

within the terms of civil society and thus offers the illusion that Black people are not 

subject to the gratuitous violence and cultural commodification that mark Black 

existence.78 In effect, theoretical treatments of Black suffering that would offer an 

account of that suffering, or a prescriptive response to it, do nothing more than to 

reinforce an illusory Black capacity that mystifies the gratuitous violence at the heart of 

civil society. 

As much of my project relies on the reworking of Wilderson’s insights regarding 

antagonism into a framework within which I can seek answers to my questions, I need 

to offer some response to Wilderson’s challenge to projects like mine that would seek to 

move forward largely on the basis of civil society and its dubious stability. In short, 

                                                      

76 Ibid., 38-40. 
77 Ibid., 247. 
78 Ibid., 56. 



 

46 

while Wilderson lays out a damning critique of civil society and the violence at its heart, 

such damnation does not have to have the last word in a theological project that clings to 

the hope that redemption for our world is possible. The theological nature of my own 

questions and concerns places Wilderson’s preoccupation with ontology in a context 

that rejects a White supremacist ontology as exhaustive of life’s possibilities. Wilderson, 

in other words, accepts ontology—by which I mean that mode of thought that grounds 

our practices and beliefs in an organized and fundamental (if possibly unarticulated) set 

of beliefs and assumptions—as definitive and condemns the society built upon that 

ontological basis as irredeemably corrupt. 

Where I diverge from Wilderson is in my refusal to give ontology the same 

weight that he gives it. I agree with him about the ways in which White supremacist 

ontology and its vision of the Human result in the unintelligibility of Black suffering. I 

am not convinced, however, that the question is one of either accepting White 

supremacist ontology or finding an alternative form of life-giving ontology. I am not, in 

other words, interested in seeking the redemption of ontology. Rather, I find that 

Wilderson’s analysis opens up for us a way of moving past the snare of ontology, 

though he declines the opportunity to do that exploration himself. 

Specifically, Wilderson’s concept of “ontological grammar” points to a better 

way to think about ontology than as a framework of realities that delimit the 

possibilities of social life. Ontology can appear to be how we might articulate a set of 
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understandings that shapes our perception of reality as a whole. It is a way in which we 

can make sense of ourselves, but such neatly defined “sense” has its problems. What 

Wilderson attacks in Red, White, and Black is an ontology that frames all of life in relation 

to violence, and the relative exposure of different bodies to that violence. As a matter of 

grammar, rather than of the discernment of absolute truths, ontology can be thought of 

as a way of talking about our lives and giving them coherent shape through our words. 

That is, ontology does not accurately capture reality; it provides the rules by which we 

tell the stories of our lives, stories which we then accept as reality. Insofar as ontology is 

allied with power, ontology functions to justify some lives, some experiences of the 

world, some stories, and to dismiss others. Ontology is used to discriminate among the 

feelings we might have in relation to events and structures in the world, fixing a given 

set of feelings as properly corresponding to reality. For example, if a person reacts with 

fear to a police officer, or with numbing despair at the shooting of a black teen by a 

police officer, that person can be framed as incorrectly perceiving reality, in light of the 

ontology critiqued by Wilderson. Ontology defines what feelings that are properly 

human, properly political, etc. and, consequently, sets up certain institutions and social 

structures to be preferable to others. 

If we view ontology as a matter of grammar—and here I am not simply talking 

about the denial of being to black people, but of the mode of thought that enables such 

denial of being—we see that ontology works by placing rules on our communication. It 
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takes our means of sharing experiences with one another and makes it into a means by 

which certain experiences can come to define those of others. Ontology is not reality, but 

a method of taking a given set of claims about reality, demonstrating its internal 

coherence, and asserting its correspondence to reality. By constraining language, 

ontology offers those who buy into it the sense that their perception of reality, that their 

feelings about reality have an authority conferred by the grammar that polices their 

expression of those feelings. In other words, ontology lets people feel that their feelings 

are truer, or more closely represent reality, than those of people whose feelings don’t fit 

into the structures of ontology. To be blunt, ontology prioritizes white people’s feelings 

over black people’s feelings79 by demanding that the communication of all feelings be 

held accountable to the grammatical scheme that constitutes racial antagonism. 

Wilderson demonstrates the extent to which White supremacy has used this function of 

ontology to exclude black people from being, closes down the idea that an alternative 

ontology is possible for black people, given that fundamental exclusion, then leaves his 

reader to ponder how, even whether or not, to respond. I respond to Wilderson by 

pursuing an alternative; not an alternative ontology, but an alternative to ontology.  

 To anticipate what I’ll spend the rest of this dissertation working toward, I want 

to argue that we can build our life together on a basis other than a shared set of 

assumptions about reality, through a means other than the imposition of conformity. 
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Shared feelings, rather than a shared understanding of reality, can support an 

alternative way of being to the White supremacist structures of antagonism laid out by 

Wilderson. We can strive for practices of communication that bridge distinct realities, 

rather than unifying some realities and crushing those that do not fit. And through such 

practices, we might move away from an ontology that demands we prove the legitimacy 

of our existence in accordance with the rules of its grammar, and toward a way of living 

together in which we help each other to feel that our lives are worthy of being lived. We 

can reach for an affective grounding to our lives, rather than an alternative ontological 

ground. Such a hopeful response to Wilderson likely seems out of place, which is why I 

turn now to the place of hope in the world of racial antagonism described by 

Wilderson—that is, the world in which we live. 

 

Afro-pessimism and black optimism 

By way of exploring what hope could mean in a world structured by seemingly 

fundamental antagonism, it will be helpful to sketch out two trajectories in black studies: 

Afro-pessimism, which I have already mentioned in passing as descriptive of 

Wilderson’s work, and black optimism. Wilderson himself describes Afro-pessimism as 

follows: 

The Afro-pessimists are theorists of Black positionality who share Fanon’s 

insistence that, though Blacks are indeed sentient beings, the structure of 

the entire world’s semantic field—regardless of cultural and national 

discrepancies—“leaving” as Fanon would say, “existence by the 
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wayside”—is sutured by anti-Black solidarity.  Unlike the solution-

oriented, interest-based, or hybridity-dependent scholarship so 

fashionable today, Afro-pessimism explores the meaning of Blackness 

not—in the first instance—as a variously and unconsciously interpellated 

identity or as a conscious social actor, but as a structural position of 

noncommunicability in the face of all other positions; this meaning is 

noncommunicable because, again, as a position, Blackness is predicated 

on modalities of accumulation and fungibility, not exploitation and 

alienation.80 

 

Insofar as Afro-pessimism perceives blackness to be a problem—and it certainly does, to 

the extent that blackness is viewed as inseparable from anti-blackness—it does not see it 

as a problem to which scholarship should be seeking an immediate solution, but rather 

as a problem that has not yet even been properly understood. In an Afro-pessimist view, 

blackness is a form of life—always exposed to death—that traps those who fall into it for 

consumption and exchange by any who can align themselves with White supremacist 

mastery. 

Jared Sexton, in seeking to give some breathing room to Afro-pessimist thought 

amid what he perceives as acrimonious denunciation,81 describes Afro-pessimism as 

taking suffering as its object, being “an attempt to formulate an account of such 

suffering, to establish the rules of its grammar.”82 Importantly, Sexton is clear that Afro-
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pessimism is not pessimistic in the sense that it denies any possibility of resistance to 

White supremacy. In this, he follows Wilderson, who writes: 

If, when caught between the pincers of the imperative to meditate on 

Black dispossession and Black political agency, we do not dissemble, but 

instead allow our minds to reflect on the murderous ontology of chattel 

slavery’s gratuitous violence—seven hundred years ago, five hundred 

years ago, two hundred years ago, last year, and today, then maybe, just 

maybe, we will be able to think Blackness and agency together in an 

ethical manner.83 

 

Sexton situates such thought on the “cutting edge of black studies: that infinitely 

narrowing margin of practical-theoretical activity that provides us with weapons,” and 

describes it most powerfully as “a reading of what is gained and lost in the attempt—

the impulse—to delineate the spatial and temporal borders of anti-blackness, to delimit 

the ‘bad news’ of black life, to fix its precise scope and scale, to find an edge beyond or 

before which true living unfolds.”84 

Together, Sexton and Wilderson highlight that which makes room for hope in 

response to Afro-pessimism. Stark as their picture of the world is, Afro-pessimists are 

not going out of their way to deny any possibility of life together. Rather, they are 

working to demonstrate that our world goes out of its way to deny any possibility of life 

together by making the very being of some dependent on the denial of such ontological 

capacity to others. Setting aside my concerns about ontology, I will point out here that 
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while Afro-pessimists look closely at the apparent ubiquity and power of White 

supremacy and lament the ineffective nature of most anti-racist work, they do not 

foreclose all possibilities of resistance. They do not make hope easy, but neither do they 

crush it entirely. 

Of course, I cannot indefinitely set aside my concerns about ontology as I look 

for hope in the Afro-pessimism’s wake. In search of a perspective that takes seriously the 

Afro-pessimist critique of a white supremacist world, while also pointing toward life 

beyond ontology, I turn to the black optimist work of Fred Moten. Responding to the 

work of Wilderson and Sexton, Moten celebrates Afro-pessimism for the way in which it 

encourages us to investigate nothingness without moving immediately to shore up our 

sense of being in the terms of the very ontological system that denies black folks any 

being. Afro-pessimism, in Moten’s reading, supports us as we refuse to look away from 

the meaningless void that is the place of black life in a world structured by white 

supremacy.85 Afro-pessimism is the study of the impossibility of the love of blackness. In 

other words, it is those who are told we are unlovable insofar as we are black looking at 

the extent to which that unlovability is reinforced by state-sanctioned violence, cultural 

and political vilification, and economic strangulation. Moten’s thought “moves not in 

that impossibility’s transcendence but rather in its exhaustion,” such that he neither 
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looks away from that unlovability nor grants it status as a fundamental reality of our 

world, but instead seeks the spaces in which it fails to make the love of blackness truly 

impossible. This exhaustion is not a clean triumph of black life, but the dogged 

persistence of black life to the point of the failure of that which would extinguish it. Such 

exhaustion is itself a mode of life that denies the impossibility of black life as more than 

a matter of accumulation and fungibility, but as vibrant life together, as sociality.86 Afro-

pessimism and black optimism, therefore, stand in close relation to one another. Moten 

describes the two as “not but nothing other than one another,”87 such that “if pessimism 

allows us to discern that we are nothing, then optimism is the condition of possibility of 

the study of nothing as well as what derives from that study.”88 

Moten’s exploration of nothingness presents a challenge to ontology. In seeking 

the places where ontology’s reach falters, Moten highlights the way in which the notion 

of subjectivity is used to equate blackness/nothingness with death. Insofar as blackness 

has been assumed to be social death—the alienation of some from meaningful status or 

relation to others—Moten argues that blackness has been captured by “the imposition of 

the subject’s necessity rather than the refusal of the subject’s possibility, which, in any 

case, the imposition founds and enforces.”89 That is, being a subject—an individual 

whose existence stands apart from others and is the foundation of its own meaning—is 
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not something that blackness fails to support, that black people fail to embody. Rather, 

the very notion that we need to be subjects is imposed on humanity, with blackness 

singled out as that which cannot possibly generate subjects. I will pursue the importance 

of the relation between blackness and subjectivity shortly, but for now what I need to 

stress is that Moten argues that blackness is not, in fact, created by white supremacist 

ontology, though naming it as “black” is an artifact of white supremacy. Rather, 

blackness—that which does not fit into the model of subjectivity promoted by 

ontology—precedes ontology. Ontology does not create a mode of life together that fails 

to live up to its promises; ontology attempts, and fails, to fully capture a form of life 

together that does not require its structures to breathe and move. Moten describes this 

mode of life that precedes and, to some extent, eludes ontology as follows: 

What I assert is this: that black life—which is as surely to say life as black 

thought is to say thought—is irreducibly social; that, moreover, black life 

is lived in political death or that it is lived, if you will, in the burial 

ground of the subject by those who, insofar as they are not subjects, are 

also not, in the interminable (as opposed to the last) analysis, “death-

bound,” as Abdul JanMohamed (2005) would say.90 

 

In light of the conceivable independence of blackness from ontology, Moten asks 

“what if the thing whose meaning or value has never been found finds things, founds 

things?”91 What if, in other words, that which escapes ontology is able to sustain life in 

the absence of ontological meaning? What if there are things we assume to be necessary 
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for life—security, self-determination, order—that trap us in the racial antagonism 

outlined by Wilderson, and are not truly necessary for life, because we can find 

alternative ways to sustain life together? These questions are crucial, because if we are to 

ask where hope can be found in a world structured by racial antagonism, we must seek 

such hope in what Moten describes as “dispossession,”92 in being denied the rights that 

are seemingly fundamental to human life. To be clear, I do not read Moten as suggesting 

that black people should actively seek to forfeit what protections we manage to make 

use of in the face of a world that is designed to kill us, whether through the sharp crack 

of a police officer’s pistol or the slow progress of stress-related heart disease. Rather, 

Moten—along with Wilderson, Sexton, and others—rejects the idea that salvation is to 

be found in taking advantage of a white supremacist system. We are to look for hope not 

in structures that kill us, even as they claim to offer us life, but in the openings revealed 

by the death dealt by those structures. We are to look for hope in homelessness and in 

the hold of the slave ship. 

Homelessness is a persistent reality of blackness, which never finds itself at home 

in this world, but is always forced into a fugitive flight from the powers that seek to 

secure it as the negative reflection of a perfect white world. Moten argues that this 

recurring homelessness is a gift that can be embraced by those who live in blackness. It 

is not an unambiguous blessing, but Moten is confident that we can study “what it is to 
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own one’s dispossession,” and find something in homelessness that cannot be found in 

the poisoned ground of the home offered by white supremacy.93 That something, found 

only in the flight from a home that one has been refused, is life shared with others in 

openness and in common dispossession.94 

What enables the sharing of life in homelessness is what Moten finds revealed in 

what he calls the “fantasy in the hold of the ship,” drawing on an image in Wilderson’s 

Red, White, and Black.95 The hold of the slave ship is, for Moten, the place where it is 

made most clear that to be black is to be nothing in this world. And yet life continued in 

the nothingness of the hold.96 Stripped of any sense of coherence in relation to time and 

space, slaves in the hold were forced into a way of being that did not rely on such 

ontological markers. The experience of slaves in the hold suggests to us what is needed 

for an escape from the trap of ontology. As Moten puts it, “in the hold, blackness and 

imagination, in and as consent not to be a single being, are (more and less than) one,”97 

such that “what’s at stake—here, in displacement—is a certain black incapacity to desire 

sovereignty and ontological relationality.”98 Blackness, in other words, presents us with 

an opportunity, if we can—or are forced to—embrace it. Immersion in that which is 
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nothing, exposed to violence and degraded as barren of culture, gives us the possibility 

of imagining—even experiencing—life together that is not bound to the service of white 

supremacy, that does not insist on the maintenance of sovereign power in the interest of 

achieving personal sovereignty, and that does not shirk away from connection to the 

point of deep and life-defining intimacy. Such an experience is, for Moten, always a 

matter of fantasy, even as it is truly lived out. Insofar as Moten believes we can find a 

utopia deep under black waters, he sees our way there not primarily as an exit from our 

present world, but as a rejection of it, even as we live in a world that could care less 

about our attempts at living a better life.99 

While I have an interest in drawing together the insights of Afro-pessimism and 

black optimism, there is some value in distinguishing these twin trajectories of black 

thought, as the distinction turns on a question that is central to the place of hope in my 

account of the racial enemy relation. That question is simple, and hardly new: should we 

devote our energy to exploring the possibility of a different way of living while we 

remain caught within the antagonism that is? To put it another way, assuming that we 

do hope for something better, should we focus entirely on dismantling an evil world, or 

should we try to live our better life together within that evil world? It is in trying to 

answer this question—with the insights of Wilderson and Moten in mind—that I turn to 
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three black scholars of religion who address the question of hope without losing sight of 

the evil that reigns in our world: Joseph R. Winters, Vincent W. Lloyd, and Keri Day. 

 

Hope and the eschatological 

I will, by the end of this section, offer a way of theorizing hope that I find to be 

compelling, given my adoption of Wilderson’s notion of antagonism as reflecting the 

reality of racial enemy relations. I want to make it clear, however, that I am not only 

reading Winters, Lloyd, and Day to make the case for my own view. Rather, I intend to 

demonstrate through these readings that there is a diversity of ways to conceive of hope 

in a world structured by racial antagonism. Taking an Afro-pessimist view of the world 

seriously does not eliminate the possibility of finding hope; it brings hope into touch 

with practical, political struggle. 

In Hope Draped in Black, Joseph R. Winters lays out a distinction that both offers 

both a critique of much antiracist political struggle and a way forward for such action. 

This distinction—between progress-dependent optimism and melancholic hope—helps 

illuminate the crucial place of hope in the avenues of thought and action opened up by 

Wilderson and Moten. Winters critiques the concept of progress that, in relation to racial 

reconciliation, encourages us to “assume that Americans are situated on a progressive 

trajectory that continues through time” and will culminate in the irrelevance of race. The 

optimism that sustains and is sustained by this notion of progress, when conflated with 
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hope, “cultivates expectations of a better future by marginalizing or downplaying 

dissonant memories and attachments.”100 

Winters insists on the value of the very attachments and memories that are 

marginalized by progress-dependent optimism as follows: 

These dissonant attachments—to traumatic events, unfinished struggles, 

neglected histories, and the recalcitrant dimensions of that past and 

present that resist closure and the eagerness to “move forward”—are 

necessary to challenge current configurations of power, especially since 

the effectiveness of power depends partly on its ability to produce 

forgetful subjects.101 

 

It is not by forgetting pain and shutting it out through attention to illusory progress that 

one will find meaningful hope.102 Instead, Winters suggests the value of a “melancholic 

hope,” which incorporates the idea that “a better, less-pernicious world depends partly 

on our heightened capacity to remember, contemplate, and be unsettled by race-

inflected violence and suffering.”103 Such a hope does not primarily make us feel more 

optimistic about the world or easily generate alternatives to our current situation of 

racial antagonism, but instead “opens up spaces for contestation, tarrying, revision, and 

reimagination.”104 
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This hope accounts for what Winters sees as the jazz-inflected reality of social 

change. Rejecting the notion that change comes through unqualified unity, Winters 

argues that while change does require the coming together of different communities to 

seek common goods, it also depends on “introducing and heightening tensions, conflict, 

and dissidence that are concealed by the tendency to privilege or assume unity.”105 

Similarly, Winters refuses the notion that we should hope for “something like 

transparent communication between selves,” a state implied by progress narratives that 

suggest we will one day come to recognize our common humanity and set aside all the 

experiences that have shaped us to see the world differently. Instead, Winters takes jazz 

as a model of change, arguing that “jazz gestures toward the possibility of 

communicating through cuts, breaks, and wounds,”106 offering us hope that change can 

come in response to our attention to these ruptures in our social worlds, ruptures that 

many of us cannot truly ignore in favor of sham unity. Winters’ melancholic hope 

embraces the painful memories and sensibilities that many of us cannot discard and 

harnesses them as the tools by which a better world can be imagined. 

Where Winters suggests a hope definitively rooted in the experiences and 

struggles of generations of black US Americans, Vincent W. Lloyd’s response to Afro-

pessimism is grounded in a specifically Christian notion of hope. In “Afro-Pessimism 
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and Christian Hope,” Lloyd contrasts worldly hope and Christian hope in a way that 

interacts interestingly with Winters’ distinction between hope and optimism. Lloyd 

argues that worldly hope, or optimism, is a “disposition enabled and sustained by 

worldly circumstances,” incapable of persisting through severe adversity, while 

Christian hope is the fruit of faith made visible by such trials.107 Thus, where Winters 

casts optimism as an ineffective—even counterproductive or disingenuous—means of 

promoting change, Lloyd presents optimism as a matter of improper dependence on 

worldly circumstances, rather than the power of God. And in contrast to Winters’ 

account of a hope that emerges from a history of suffering and perseverance, Lloyd 

portrays hope as a Christian’s appropriate and forward-facing response to the call to “be 

committed to a vision of the future in which goodness prevails, a time when violence 

and suffering end,”108 while rejecting the past as inaccessible.109 This hope is, for Lloyd, 

not a matter of individual disposition as is optimism,110 nor is it to be found in the 

emergence of singular figures of black agency in the midst of a white supremacist 

world.111 Instead, Lloyd sees hope as a “virtue entailing affect that circulates, that swirls 
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amidst the body of Christ,”112 taking form in “communities of virtue that could nurture, 

sustain, and properly order the Black rebellious spirit.”113 

It might be tempting to say that Lloyd’s vision of hope is vulnerable to Winters’ 

critique of progress-dependent optimism, given its orientation toward the future and 

apparent dismissal of the past. After all, Lloyd claims that Christians are “called to 

thrive, to have a radiance guaranteed by the eternal happiness they know is to come – to 

have a radiance that itself participates in that happiness.”114 This could be read as a 

suggestion that Christians ignore painful histories and simply delight in a future of 

happiness that is guaranteed by exactly the kind of trajectory of progress rejected by 

Winters. Lloyd’s refusal to tie hope to the past, however, does not represent an attempt 

to forget traumatic events as much as it reflects Lloyd’s appropriation of Afro-pessimist 

insights. Lloyd sees Afro-pessimism as arguing that Western metaphysics root the denial 

of black being in the severing of black people from our history through slavery, 

incarceration, and death. Rejecting those modes of thought that rely on “fantasy images 

of Africa, newly created rituals to remember ‘the ancestors,’ and, at the intellectual level, 

a fixation on the experience of slavery as overdetermining Black experience,” Lloyd 

argues that we ought to turn to the future as the basis of our hope, even as we live in full 
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awareness of suffering in our present world and the history that has led to it.115 It is 

precisely through a refusal to focus too closely on the past and a hopeful orientation 

toward the future that Lloyd believes we will be able to confront suffering in the 

present.  

Even if we accept that Lloyd does not suggest that we simply ignore the 

suffering of the past, but instead argues that focusing on a bright vision of the future will 

help us to confront the suffering of the present, it is still important to understand how 

Lloyd’s certainty that the future will be better is different from the sort of optimism 

critiqued by Winters. This difference lies in how Lloyd conceives of the relation of God 

to black churches, and black communities more broadly. Drawing on the work of 

Edward Schillebeeckx, Lloyd suggests that God is to be understood as “wholly New,” 

currently unknowable just as freedom from centuries of white supremacy is 

unimaginable. We are to reach toward God, our blessed future, in our resistance to those 

forces that would bind us and in our efforts to build something new. This orientation 

toward the future is founded in Christ’s bringing life from death and rejection of false 

hopes, such that Christ serves as the norm which guides black church community in 

their construction of new institutions and practices.116 Lloyd’s future orientation is not a 

means of hiding from pain, but of accepting the absolute necessity of something new 
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and dismissing the notion that something new is to be found in a past that has been 

denied us by white supremacy. In his vision of future-oriented hope, Lloyd 

demonstrates the importance of the affective dimension of Christian faith, of the 

potential for an affectively-oriented practice to free us from the web of ontology. 

A third conception of hope that retains an awareness of the evil in our world is 

offered by Keri Day, in Religious Resistance to Neoliberalism. While Winters grounds hope 

in the space created by melancholic attachment to the past and Lloyd sees hope as a 

matter of orientation toward an unknowable future, Day opts for a hope that is 

grounded in a realized eschatology, which “points to the possibilities for rebirth, 

renewal, and ‘becoming’ in the present as the seeds of hope have already been planted 

in the past that await to be actualized.” This kind of hope sees no conflict between 

human activity and divine activity outside the bounds of what we perceive as human 

history. Instead, hope for the transformative power of each kind of activity is held 

together with hope for the other, “fostering rich imaginations about hope.”117 

The eschatological imagination that Day argues is characteristic of womanist 

religious projects, and accordingly characteristic of the religious lives of the black 

women from whom these projects draw their revelatory inspiration, does not just 

envision a better future. Rather, it bears the potential to cast a vision of the conditions for 
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the possibility of that better future,118 a “new socio-economic order, governed by ideas of 

love, solidarity, and hope.”119 A hope grounded in realized eschatology can not only 

serve as encouragement and normative guidance for action in the present, as theorized 

by Bretherton, it can also offer practical direction to our immediate political efforts. 

Importantly, and in distinction from the notion of an eschatological horizon employed 

by Bretherton, Day insists that our eschatological vision need not lead us to imagine a 

perfect future. Rather than falling prey to such “enchantment,” what is most needed is 

vision that is closely connected to our own social worlds, yet points beyond them to 

“alternative worlds located in the present.”120 

The practical nature of this hope is reflected both in its effects and in its very 

nature. Hope, for Day, is not a virtue, but is a practice of commitment to “liberative 

projects of human flourishing.”121 Day argues that it is helpful to conceive of hope as a 

“social practice oriented toward love and justice.” For women of color who actively lead 

social movements, this hope embodied in social practice is found in “the ordinary and 

mundane practices of their everyday lived experience.” In their everyday lives, that is, 

many women of color exercise their faith through practices that help them to “fashion 
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new possibilities toward love, justice, and freedom” amid their present struggles and 

hardships.122 

These struggles are not an impediment to hope, as Day distinguishes hope from 

optimism by arguing that where optimism “attempts to reform within the hegemony of 

the visible,” hope is a radical activity that “hinges on making visible ‘the invisible,’ that 

is the invisible practices of vulnerable, suffering populations who point toward new 

futures of love and care based on their social practices.” Such radical hope takes despair 

and darkness as its preconditions, as only an awareness of the horrors of our world can 

allow the alternative worlds of vulnerable populations to shine forth. Such alternative 

worlds, and the radical hope they manifest, do not offer redemption from this world but 

redemption of this present world” through cooperative and collective action.123 

This notion of alternative worlds (which I will also call “projects of alternative 

living”)124 will ground the discussion that concludes this chapter, and much of the rest of 

my dissertation. Before turning to a brief exploration of what—besides radical hope—

might make such alternative worlds possible, I want to first reflect on how the visions of 

hope offered by Winters, Lloyd, and Day demonstrate the viability of hope among those 

who do not shy away from knowledge of the reality of racial antagonism, then move 
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toward a notion of hope that can more specifically ground my consideration of the 

conditions of possibility of alternative worlds. 

Each of the notions of hope I have covered here offers something distinct. In 

exploring the idea of melancholic hope, Winters suggests that hope can arise precisely 

from our awareness of the suffering in the world, specifically from our memory of 

histories of suffering. Such melancholic hope can open up spaces for critique and 

reimagination. Lloyd’s notion of hope casts hope as Christianity in practice amid the 

trials of a fallen world. Such hope is focused on the affective, rather than on an ontology 

grounded in a history that is lost to so many black people. Day grounds a radical hope 

in a realized eschatology, presenting such hope as manifesting itself in the alternative 

worlds in which vulnerable populations live lives of love even as they resist the 

dehumanizing structures that surround them. These three accounts of hope make it clear 

that, when we take Wilderson seriously and agree that the world is deeply structured by 

racial antagonism, we can still hope—and in fact may need to—if we want to engage in 

the activity of resistance and the construction of alternative worlds. To do so, Winters, 

Lloyd, and Day agree, we must clearly distinguish the clarity of hope’s vision from a 

forgetful and comfortable optimism. Further, we must explore the practical dimension 

of hope, not accepting the idea that feeling better about a world structured racial 

antagonism is good enough. Such hope can draw from the resources of the past or the 

future, but those resources must be brought to bear in empowering action in the present. 
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Still, while each of these accounts is compatible with Wilderson’s analysis of 

racial antagonism, none of them takes that account as their starting point. I find it 

necessary, therefore, to offer an improvisation on their accounts of hope, in order to 

connect the imagining and living of alternative worlds directly to the notion of the racial 

enemy with which I am working. As a response to racial enemy relations, then, hope 

must support the kind of affective grounding to our lives that can supplant the 

ontological ground that Wilderson reveals is a function of white supremacy. Hope must 

enable us to feel that black lives have value and substance in the face of a world that 

insists not only that black suffering and its expressions are unintelligible noise, but also 

that violence against black bodies is necessitated by the very order of that world. The 

hope is that such affective grounding can foster projects of alternative living, as to live 

differently requires that we feel differently about our world and the people in it, from 

our immediate visceral responses to each other’s suffering to the judgments that nestle 

deep in our hearts. Hope, then, is a matter of remaining open to alternative affects, that 

we might live in alternative worlds. 

 

Love as alternative affect 

It is in search of affective grounding for alternative worlds that I turn to love. In 

making this turn, I am not saying that love can somehow ground an alternative world 

apart from the influence of other affects, nor am I arguing that “negative” affects such as 
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anger or sorrow are somehow less meaningful or practically important than love. I am, 

rather, acknowledging that the turn to love is the distinctively (though not uniquely) 

Christian element in the US American imagination in relation to the enemy relation. 

Later in this dissertation, I will critique the distortion of love by white supremacy and 

suggest a more helpful theological account of love. For now, I will simply accept that 

love is the core of the Christian response to the enemy, given its significance in the 

reading of scripture and the powerful witness of modern Christian figures such as 

Martin King, not to mention the effect of its repetition over decades in pulpits across the 

country. I turn to love, then, because while someone else might be able to imagine a 

Christian theological response to the enemy relation that is not grounded in love, yet 

still has some hope of informing the lives of churches in the United States, I cannot. 

In looking to love, however, I intend to hold it accountable to practically-driven 

hope that stubbornly presses forward in the awareness of racial antagonism. Following 

the distinctions made by Winters, Lloyd, and Day between hope and optimism, I will 

not turn to love out of a vapid optimism, as though love can easily mend wounds and 

unite enemies. Here, I will paint a picture of love as the foundation of an alternative 

affect structure. I will suggest that a different way of loving can enable different ways of 

feeling sorrow, rage, and the full range of human emotions that arise in response to and 

as the source of political realities. Later, I will discuss what love is in a distinctly 

theological sense, but for now I will look at its political effects, specifically for black 
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people in a white supremacist land. I will, in other words, demonstrate that love is not 

just an idealistic response to the enemy relation. As I conclude this chapter, I suggest 

that there are two key things that love can do for black people in the US: love can help 

us to see differently, thereby opening up possibilities for living differently, and love can 

help us to endure seeking and sustaining an alternative world surrounded by a world 

that can suffer no competitors. 

Keri Day offers a powerful vision of love as a practice of seeing that guides the 

shaping of alternative forms of community. In Religious Resistance to Neoliberalism, Day 

argues for the importance of an “affective politics” for black feminist and womanist 

political engagement. By affective politics, Day refers to “the cultural politics of 

emotions and how emotions work to align political subjects to certain causes and 

political commitments,” such that it is “in and through the body and its emotions that 

love and subsequent commitments associated with love become possible.”125 In other 

words, it is not enough to have reasoned debate around political principles that promote 

compassion and justice, if these principles are to have a lasting impact on society. Love-

bound political principles require “emotional support to ensure their stability over 

time,” as intolerance and injustice work at the level of feelings and visceral reactions to 
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the bodies around us, drawing strength from the structures that shape those feelings and 

reactions.126 

Specifically, Day argues, these structures shape us in ways that threaten our 

humanity at a fundamental level, drawing us into objectifying relationships. Day 

describes this conflict between humanity and the “acquiring mode” of objectifying 

relational activity as follows: 

Material objects and objectifying relationships are life denying in the 

sense that they have no capacity to give, share, love, or create. Human 

beings or humans “becoming” are constituted by dynamic processes that 

are evolving, ever changing, and alive. To be human is to be present to 

one’s human capacities to love, give, share, create, and participate in 

productive activities that unite one to oneself, other humans and creation. 

Hence, to be human is to be “alive.” Being “alive” as human beings is to 

engage in productive activity or non-alienated activity. In non-alienated 

activity, I experience myself as the subject. Non-alienated activity “is a 

process of giving birth to something, of producing something and 

remaining related to what I produce.”…The crisis of an acquiring mode is 

that it supplants non-alienated activity (which is to love, share, and give) with 

life denying objects of alienated activity (the acquiring of material things), which 

vitiates and destroys what it means to be human.  This attitude or mode of 

living thus is not life giving. Instead, it robs us of our humanity.127 
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Such relations, reduced to matters of acquisition and utility, strike me as closely 

corresponding to the relations of accumulation and fungibility that define the position of 

the Black/Slave in Wilderson’s thought. But while Wilderson, as discussed above, offers 

no way forward in response to these relations, Day outlines their effects to draw out 

ways in which they can be—and are currently being—resisted. Ultimately, the effects of 

this acquiring mode and its reduction of human beings to things culminate in the 

dissolution of attachments. As mere things in a world of things, “people have no deep 

attachment to themselves or to others, not because they do not care but because relationships 

are so thin and empty due to the cultural promotion and celebration of selfishness and 

narcissism.”128 Feelings—or their apparent absence—have political and social impacts. 

Reclaiming our capacity to feel for each other, to love one another, is therefore an 

inherently political activity, serving as a means of combating the function of soul-

crushing structures at their most personal level. Day finds the roots of this capacity to 

feel for each other—to feel each other—in the erotic, “a passionate life force and creative 

energy that fuels all of our endeavors and loving acts of labor in the world.”129 The erotic 

is inherently bodily, fundamentally oriented toward mutuality, and in drawing us into 

community held together by “connection, desire, and freedom,” resists discourses and 

institutions that both devalue the body as somehow incompatible with the pursuit of 
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truth and bind those bodies in non-mutual, hierarchical relations.130 The erotic is political 

in how it is not simply private, but is “shaped by and in movement toward another 

person, idea, or object.”131 Such movement is not marked by the assumption of “a naïve 

‘oneness’ or unity,” but is “the struggle to respectfully work together toward justice 

even in the midst of our differences,” even as this power of desire and connection is ever 

beset by the potential for consumeristic corruption, twisting what could bring us 

together into a dangerous source of distrust and disconnection, leaving people “unable 

to be vulnerable and ‘love big’ within their social contexts.”132 

The key to combatting this corruption of the erotic, and the distrust and 

disconnection it breeds, is the way in which loving rightly is seeing rightly. Day 

describes the power of love as a way of seeing as follows: 

Love reframes and expands our vision of ourselves and others so that we 

are able to trust and consider the interests of others. Love is not merely 

external acts (although there is an external component) but an internal 

attitude in which one’s vision is re-ordered toward what is truly moral 

and ethical. And this love is not concerned with the results or “fruits” of 

such love. The task is “loving forth” love in others. For example, when 

being rooted in love, one can see the possibilities of the good in one’s 

neighbor, even enemy, rather than embracing a radical distrust of others. 

One can also love without being desirous of something in return. To be 

certain, this internal attitude sponsored by love is not a naïve acceptance 

but an open-eyed ethic of right relationships that understands the call 

individuals have to love others without reservation.133 
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This way of seeing, capable of drawing forth love in others, is “not merely what one 

sees, but how one sees,” such that what is of vital importance is the way in which we are 

shaped and formed to see others. The extent to which each person is shaped by love to 

see others in—and thereby transform others through—love grounds the practice of love 

in a community.134 In how it flows through individuals and into communities, black 

feminists and womanists conceive of love as a “politics of claiming, embracing, and 

restoring marginalized, subjugated subjects (such as black women) within personal and 

political relationships.” Love is a public and political practice that enables new forms of 

community, alternative ways of being together, by drawing individuals toward each 

other through affective bonds that are enabled by the vision of love.135 

Love can open up possibilities for living differently, insofar as it is a way of 

seeing, but it can also sustain the ways of living that are revealed by that way of seeing. 

Hope, after all, is not self-sustaining in the face of a world that reacts to projects of 

alternative living by abandoning them, starving them of resources, isolating them from 

broader community, and bringing the repressive force of the state to bear against 

them.136 It is because of his ability to articulate the power of love to sustain black life—

ever a way of being otherwise in a white supremacist world—that I turn to James 

                                                      

134 Ibid., 71 (italics in original). 
135 Ibid., 109 (italics in original). 
136 Povinelli, 118. This insight is drawn from the work of Elizabeth Povinelli, which, again, I discuss 

in Chapter Three. In drawing on Povinelli in this way, I benefit from work I have done together with Amy 

R. Barbour. 
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Baldwin, drawing in concert on essays from throughout his lengthy career,137 with the 

aid of Ed Pavlić’s commentary on Baldwin’s work. 

Though he died in 1987, Baldwin taps into the ongoing reality that day-to-day 

life as a black person is a matter of endurance, even absent any attempts to actively 

oppose the structures and effects of racial antagonism. Musing on the gradual crushing 

of his father’s spirit and its poisoning by increasing bitterness, Baldwin wrote of the 

“weight of white people in the world,” a terrible imposition with which black people in 

the US have had to live for generations.138 This weight manifests itself in the lives of 

black people in four ways that Baldwin illuminates. 

First, the near ubiquity of white people in positions of power, petty and grand, 

brokering employment and death itself, causes black people to act on a daily basis, such 

that “a Negro learns to gauge precisely what reaction the alien person facing him [sic] 

desires, and he produces it with disarming artlessness.” Such acting requires that one 

disavow, or even cover over entirely, one’s bitterness.139 This need to manipulate the 

perceptions of those one confronts is perhaps most acute in encounters with the police,140 

but the lesson that black people must work to make people like us, lest we chance 

                                                      

137 To be clear, my priority in this section is not to contextualize Baldwin’s insights in relation to the 

events of his life and the world around him, at various stages. Rather, I read Baldwin’s essays as a body, in 

the belief that they help to illuminate an enduring, if fluid, reality tied to the equally enduring racial 

antagonism discussed by Wilderson. 
138 James Baldwin, "Notes of a Native Son," in Collected Works, ed. Toni Morrison (New York: 

Literary Classics of the United States, 1998), 65. 
139 "The Harlem Ghetto," in Collected Works, ed. Toni Morrison (New York: Literary Classics of the 

United States, 1998), 50. 
140 "Equal in Paris," 106. 
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finding ourselves entirely defined by the images and feelings inspired by our skin, is 

often one learned early in life.141 To be black in the US is to live in constant awareness of 

the ways in which a stray word said in an angry tone, a lingering gaze, or the admission 

of some measure of self-doubt can cause a carefully constructed life to crumble with 

terrifying speed. That awareness and the behaviors it inspires are exhausting. 

Second, and as suggested by the need to adapt one’s self-presentation as 

demanded by one’s immediate situation, black people are forced to struggle for identity, 

even a sense of our own humanity. Baldwin suggests that one way to be black is “to 

accept what the world tells you about your mother and your father, your brother and 

your sister; and what the world tells you—in many ways, from the language of the 

lawgiver to the language of the liberal—is that ‘your’ people deserve, in effect, their 

fate,” and that you ought to be happy for any help white people might see fit to give 

you.142 Further, insofar as one plays a role that will help one to survive in a world being 

strangled by white supremacy, “the world tends to trap and immobilize you in the role 

you play; and it is not always easy—in fact it is always extremely hard—to maintain a 

kind of watchful, mocking distance between oneself as one appears to be and oneself as 

one actually is.”143 And to the extent that what one “actually is” is largely a matter of 

ongoing production, black people are forced to engage in such production in the context 

                                                      

141 "Stranger in the Village," 119. 
142 "Every Good-Bye Ain't Gone," 775. 
143 "The Black Boy Looks at the White Boy," 271. 
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of incredible pressure to accept that our being is nothing other than nonbeing, that our 

past is humiliation144 and our future is mediocrity.145 We are presented with an image of 

humanity that is white, such that to be black is to be judged as striving after that white 

image, as though white people possess some intrinsic quality—inherited from Europe—

that is needed by black people.146 To be clear, it might be obvious from my earlier 

comments regarding ontology that I do not place too much weight on the notion of 

identity. Still, in a world that does give identity weight, a continuously frustrated search 

for identity—even if that only means one is searching for a way to present oneself 

coherently to the world, and not that one needs such coherence for one’s personal well-

being—is another trial to be endured. 

Third, black parents are placed in the difficult position of preparing their 

children for a world structured by white supremacy. On the one hand, black parents 

have to teach our children to survive in a world where being black is sufficient cause for 

their state-sanctioned murder.147 Behind the parental authority of black parents “stands 

another, nameless and impersonal, infinitely harder to please, and bottomlessly cruel,” 

                                                      

144 "A Talk to Teachers," 679. 
145 "My Dungeon Shook: Letter to My Nephew on the One Hundredth Anniversary of the 

Emancipation," 293. 
146 "Down at the Cross: Letter from a Region in My Mind," 340. 
147 I can still recall my father—a black police officer—playing a game with me at the mall during 

my early teen years. We would stand behind white women who were sitting on the mall benches. We 

wouldn’t do anything aggressive, aside from being black male bodies in relative proximity. Inevitably, these 

women would draw their purses close, then walk quickly away. We never talked explicitly about these 

experiences, but I was taught early on that my body was threatening, and that the burden was on me to 

allay the fears of the white people who could make life difficult, even impossible, for me. 
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demanding that however much their parents adore them or know that they are innocent, 

black children learn that they are not allowed to behave as white children do148—except, 

of course, for when they must. On the other hand, even as black parents must show our 

children what it is to be despised by the world, we are confronted with the task of 

creating in our children “a stronger antidote to this poison” than we have found for 

ourselves.149 Writing of his baby nephew, named for himself, Baldwin wrote that, “here 

you were: to be loved. To be loved, baby, hard, at once, and forever, to strengthen you 

against the loveless world.”150 Even as we have to teach our children to respect a law 

that ever threatens to crush them, we have to grapple with the truth that to teach our 

children to respect that law is to raise them to surrender their self-respect.151 Baldwin 

characterizes black parenting—insofar as it is an awakening of children to the tension in 

which they will live, and in awakening them offering them their only chance at finding a 

new way to live in that tension—as being “the custodian of an inheritance,” passing on a 

burden as it was passed to oneself, and knowing that the child will have to bear that 

burden long before the parent can lay it down.152 

The fourth way in which “the weight of white people in the world” bears down 

on black people is in how it incessantly presses rage and hatred into black lives. There is, 

                                                      

148 Baldwin, "Down at the Cross: Letter from a Region in My Mind," 302. 
149 "Notes of a Native Son," 78. 
150 "My Dungeon Shook: Letter to My Nephew on the One Hundredth Anniversary of the 

Emancipation," 292-93. 
151 "A Report from Occupied Territory," 734. 
152 "The Devil Finds Work: An Essay," 566-67. 
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according to Baldwin, “not a Negro alive who does not have this rage in his [sic] 

blood—one has the choice, merely, of living with it consciously or surrendering to it.”153 

Such rage is, as discussed above, potentially lethal, leaving black people with the need to 

somehow hide our rage. However, Baldwin argues that this is an impossibility that will 

ever haunt black lives: 

Also, rage cannot be hidden, it can only be dissembled. This dissembling 

deludes the thoughtless, and strengthens rage and adds, to rage, 

contempt. There are, no doubt, as many ways of coping with the resulting 

complex of tensions as there are black men [sic] in the world, but no black 

man can hope ever to be entirely liberated from this internal warfare—

rage, dissembling, and contempt having inevitably accompanied his first 

realization of the power of white men.154 

 

Importantly, Baldwin denies that one ought to simply accept rage: 

But to accept this rage and misery as a source of comfort is to enter one of 

the vicious circles of hell. One does not, after all, forgive the world for this 

horror, nor can one forgive oneself. Because one cannot forgive oneself, 

one cannot forgive others, or, even, really see others—one is always 

striking out at the wrong person, for only some other, poor, doomed 

innocent, obviously, is likely to be in striking range. One’s self-esteem 

begins to shrivel, one’s hope for the future begins to crack. In reacting 

against what the world calls you, you endlessly validate its judgment.155 

 

Rage is passed down, generation to generation,156 as part of the burdensome inheritance 

of which black parents are sacred custodians. 

                                                      

153 "Notes of a Native Son," 70. 
154 "Stranger in the Village," 121-22. 
155 "Every Good-Bye Ain't Gone," 775 (italics in original). 
156 While this language might seem to arise naturally from Baldwin’s work, I actually owe it to Amy 

R. Barbour and one of our many conversations during our time together at Union Theological Seminary in 

the City of New York. 
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It might seem, given Baldwin’s career-long preoccupation with these four 

burdens of black life, that Baldwin would hardly be able to offer much in the way of 

hope-sustaining love. However, just as I contend that a keen awareness of the enemy 

relation is a necessary precondition of a redemptive love of the enemy, Baldwin’s 

consciousness of these burdens is what made it possible for him to cast a compelling 

vision of how love can enable black people to endure their weight, the weight of white 

people in the world. Baldwin existed in a space of tension that surfaces explicitly in his 

work, from time to time. Baldwin lived in, and wrote of, the tension between what 

Winters might call a melancholic awareness of suffering and what Lloyd might see as a 

hopeful openness to the new.157 

Musing on the funeral of his father, Baldwin himself describes this tension as 

follows: 

It began to seem that one would have to hold in the mind forever two 

ideas which seemed to be in opposition. The first idea was acceptance, the 

acceptance, totally without rancor, of life as it is, and men [sic] as they 

are: in the light of this idea, it goes without saying that injustice is a 

commonplace. But this did not mean that one could be complacent, for 

the second idea was of equal power: that one must never, in one’s own 

life, accept these injustices as commonplace but must fight them with all 

one’s strength.158 

                                                      

157 Lloyd’s account of hope is explicitly Christian, while Baldwin’s relationship to Christianity was 

complicated. In making this connection to Lloyd, I am not suggesting that I believe Baldwin is simply 

manifesting Christian influences, though of course Baldwin himself is aware of the ways in which he was 

shaped by the churches of his youth. The extent to which Baldwin’s thought is Christian thought is an 

interesting question, but it does not concern me here—or anywhere, really—and I make no claims to be able 

to fathom an answer to that question. 
158 Baldwin, "Notes of a Native Son," 84. 
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The need to navigate this tension gracefully is necessitated, for Baldwin, by the twin 

truths that hatred destroys the one who hates and that love does not come easily when 

the world is so ready to deal out hate to the one who loves.159 Black people who would 

reject the self-destruction promised by hatred are left with a hard choice, once they 

realize just how poisonous hatred is: 

In order really to hate white people, one has to blot so much out of the 

mind—and the heart—that this hatred becomes an exhausting and self-

destructive pose. But this does not mean, on the other hand, that love 

comes easily: the white world is too powerful, too complacent, too ready 

with gratuitous humiliation, and, above all, too ignorant and too innocent 

for that. One is absolutely forced to make perpetual qualifications and 

one’s own reactions are always canceling each other out. It is this, really, 

which has driven so many people mad, both white and black. One is 

always in the position of having to decide between amputation and 

gangrene. Amputation is swift but time may prove that the amputation 

was not necessary—or one may delay the amputation too long. Gangrene 

is slow, but it is impossible to be sure that one is reading one’s symptoms 

right.160 

 

Ed Pavlić reads gangrene as negotiation with whiteness, in which the black person 

absorbs “the power, complacency, ignorance, and innocence” that mark how white 

people view their relation to black people. Amputation is “the attempt to cease the 

negotiation and compartmentalize to rid one’s (black) self of the contemptuous 

assumption of its white image (and one’s “white” self of the contempt of the black one) 
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in the mirror.”161 Consciousness of hatred, then, leads to a choice between two 

exhausting options. On the one hand, black people can try to isolate ourselves from the 

whiteness we would hate and uproot the effects whiteness has had in our understanding 

of ourselves. On the other hand, we can attempt to mitigate the effects of continued 

negotiation with whiteness, in the hopes that its perpetual psychic incursions will not 

undercut our efforts. In effect, then, even the attempt to free oneself from the burden of 

hatred—and even should one manage to do so, this hardly suggests that one would be 

free from the rage one feels in relation to a hateful world—simply adds one of two new 

burdens to black life, without eliminating the others.  

How, then, are black people to not only endure under all these burdens, but also 

strive for a world in which we might cast them off? In Who Can Afford to Improvise?, a 

text that reads Baldwin’s work and life through the lens of the jazz to which Baldwin 

listened, Pavlić takes Baldwin’s amputation/gangrene dichotomy as a point of entry into 

Baldwin’s own way of managing the tension between awareness of suffering and 

openness to the new. Baldwin, Pavlić argues, believed that amputation was an illusory 

possibility, that “one can, indeed, die from gangrene even in a phantom limb,” having 

deluded oneself into looking away from the whiteness that was going to be the cause of 

one’s death. Baldwin sought to find a way to tolerate the risks of gangrene—to endure 

                                                      

161 Ed Pavlić, Who Can Afford to Improvise?: James Baldwin and Black Music, the Lyric and the Listeners 

(New York: Fordham University Press, 2016), 25-26. 
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its creeping progression—in the hope that a viable choice might be found where none 

currently existed.162 

It is as a means of enduring the risks of gangrene and bearing the burdens of 

black life that a powerful notion of prideful love emerges in Baldwin’s work. By Pavlić’s 

reading, Baldwin sees pride as the refusal to rely on the world for the social change one 

believes necessary, and a corresponding commitment to work toward such change 

oneself. Pride is rooted deep within a person, granting autonomy as they work for 

change. Such autonomy cannot, however, exist in isolation, lest it slip into romantic 

fantasy and pride work only to soothe vain pretensions of heroism. For pride to create 

the change it enables its possessor to seek, it requires connection. Pride, then, exists in 

what Pavlić describes as a “political interior,” a privacy that does not remain secret, but 

reaches out toward others.163 Pride is formed deep within the individual, but is sustained 

and made effective only through its connection with others, such that what Baldwin 

sought was “a way to connect energies in disjointed realms of experience,”164 bringing 

together the personal, even spiritual, power of individual pride and the sustaining 

power of human social connection. In fact, the very change within the depths of an 

individual’s being that enables pride to come to life is dependent upon interaction with 
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others, as Baldwin had learned during his life that “collective action and mutual 

recognitions” were necessary to such change in the individual.165 

This kind of connection that draws forth the desire to work for justice in others 

sounds much like the vision of love described by Day and, in fact, this desire to trust and 

connect with others is essential to love, as Baldwin wrote in 1964 in relation to violence 

at the heart of the US: 

But we are unbelievably ignorant concerning what goes on in our 

country—to say nothing of what goes on in the rest of the world—and 

appear to have become too timid to question what we are told. Our 

failure to trust one another deeply enough to be able to talk to one 

another has become so great that people with these questions in their 

hearts do not speak them: our opulence is so pervasive that people who 

are afraid to lose whatever they think they have persuade themselves of 

the truth of a lie, and help disseminate it; and God help the person who 

simply wants to love, and be loved. Unless this would-be lover is able to 

replace his or her backbone with a steel rod, he or she is doomed. This is 

no place for love…In any case, wherever love is found, it unfailingly 

makes itself felt in the individual, the personal authority of the 

individual. Judged by this standard, we are a loveless nation. The best 

that can be said is that some of us are struggling. And what we are 

struggling against is that death in the heart which leads not only to the 

shedding of blood, but which reduces human beings to corpses while 

they live.166 

 

The longing to connect with another that is love and the “steel rod” that Pavlić 

names as pride are mutually necessary. Pride without love becomes vain romance, and 

love without pride is doomed to die in a world in which death ever works to corrupt the 
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erotic. Only a prideful love can sustain us as we endure the burdens of black life and 

strive toward an alternative way of living. Such love could only be, in Baldwin’s words, 

a miracle able “to outlast death, which can cause life to spring from death.”167 

The two modes of love discussed in this section—Day’s vision of love and 

Baldwin’s prideful love—display the potential for love to ground an alternative affect 

structure. If we follow Day and Baldwin in understanding love as an energy, manifested 

in practices that connect those who would otherwise be isolated in their striving for 

change and that draws even greater love forth from them, we can see how love might 

modulate other affects. The rage that Baldwin locates in the heart of every black person, 

when harnessed by this love, can be channeled against white supremacist institutions 

through collective actions and practices of communal accountability. The sorrow that we 

rightly feel in looking upon black suffering can be shared, deepening the connection 

upon which we depend for our political practice. The happiness we find in seemingly 

apolitical music or play can similarly serve to strengthen our bonds of love, rather than 

serving as insulation in our attempts to look away from an ailing world or numb our 

awareness of our own suffering. Our hope for an alternative way of living depends on 

such an alternative affect structure, which itself turns on our ability to tap into the power 

of love, in the full awareness of the racial antagonism that haunts and threatens to 
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corrupt any attempt to connect with one another while looking away from white 

supremacy’s enduring legacy, imposing power, global breadth, and seductive intimacy. 

Love and its distortion, then, will be the subject of much of the rest of this 

dissertation. In the next chapter, I focus in on the theological dimension of love by 

turning to Martin King and James Cone. King and Cone offer powerful theological 

accounts of black love that bring together the insights of Day and Baldwin and that are 

accountable to a hope informed by awareness of the enemy relation that is racial 

antagonism. Each offers a compelling account of a love that can enable black people to 

see the world and those within it with new eyes, pridefully endure the gap between the 

world as it is and the world as we long for it to be, as well as burn away the masks of 

innocence that prevent white people from repenting in the face of their monumental sin. 

In the next chapter, then, I turn to King and Cone, whose attempts to teach this nation 

how to love the racial enemy have been whitewashed and marginalized, respectively. 
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2. Black Self-Love and the Racial Enemy in King, 
Malcolm, and Cone 

In the previous chapter, I make the case for a notion of the racial enemy as a 

matter of irreconcilable antagonism: the structurally opposed economic and political 

interests of white and black people in the United States. Racial enemy relations cannot 

be resolved through discussion and relationship building, as they infiltrate even the 

closest interracial relationships. The only way out of these enemy relations is the 

complete destruction of the social structures that position people as racial enemies. With 

this grim reality in view, I argue that hope and love remain both vitally important and 

viable, if we understand them properly. Hope must be grounded in an appreciation of 

the struggles that have sustained black people up to this point. Such a hope can help us 

to feel at the core of our being that black lives truly do matter in a world that seeks to 

crush them. This kind of hope can also foster openness toward those alternative projects 

of living that can work to dismantle racial antagonism. The survival of such projects is, 

in turn, dependent on a prideful love that seeks out connection with others in 

community, brings forth in them the strength to love themselves and others, draws forth 

love from others, and absolutely rejects pretensions to innocence that stand in the way of 

such radical and transformative connection. 

I turn now to Martin King, Malcolm X, and James Cone for two main reasons. 

First, each of these figures offers a powerful account of love that is both informed by 
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racial enemy relations and accountable to the hope described above. These accounts of 

love will, later in this dissertation, help me to offer a theological account of love of the 

enemy in a way that avoids the pitfalls of the thinkers discussed in this chapter. Second, 

while I will give a particular reading of these three accounts of love, my reading is 

hardly the dominant reading. Drawing out common misunderstandings of the notions 

of love that are central to King, Malcolm, and Cone will shed light on a distorted notion 

of love. This distorted notion of love as uncritical acceptance and forgiveness will be the 

focus of the next chapter, and is responsible for significant failures in efforts toward 

racial reconciliation. 

In this chapter, then, I am not attempting to provide a definitive biography of 

any of these figures. Rather, I highlight the way in which each thinker grounds love of 

the white enemy in black self-love, and argue that this key insight should be central to a 

Christian vision of love of the racial enemy. I will demonstrate that Cone brings together 

the best in Martin and Malcolm,1 but needs to press still further in taking seriously the 

value and burden of affective labor.2 It is in relation to the role of affect in connecting 

black self-love and love of the racial enemy that I will turn to Delores S. Williams’s 

critique of Cone and other black male theologians. By considering Williams’s critiques 

and Cone’s response to them, I will address the significant and well-documented issues 

                                                      

1 Of course, Cone regularly describes his work as such a synthetic effort. 
2 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017), 58. Sara Ahmed 

uses this term, though my use of it is more heavily influenced by the work I have done together with Amy 
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of sexism and invisibilization of women that should never be separated from Cone’s 

better insights. My point, then, is not to say that any combination of Malcolm X, Martin 

King, and James Cone’s ideas is sufficient, but instead to focus on a pair of highly visible 

Christian theological treatments of love of the enemy in a way that can both be fruitful 

and bring into focus the distorted love that has whitewashed their thought—even their 

very lives, where possible—and marginalized them where necessary. 

 

Situating the misreading of King 

My point of entry into this exploration of King, Malcolm, and Cone is Jennifer 

Harvey’s account of the popular misreading of King, particularly in relation to the 

concepts of love and reconciliation. Critiquing the Christian understanding of race that 

she calls the “reconciliation paradigm,” Harvey argues that King’s notion of beloved 

community has been hijacked for decades by white Christians’ attempts to flee from and 

ignore the challenge made by Black Power. In this section, then, I will briefly recall 

Harvey’s broader project, present what she sees as a proper reading of King on beloved 

community, and cover her account of the white flight from Black Power that distorts 

white Christians’ reading of King. 

In Dear White Christians, Jennifer Harvey challenges the adequacy of how 

predominantly or partly white “liberal, progressive, and prophetic Christian 
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communities respond to race.”3 She describes their approach as the “reconciliation 

paradigm.” The reconciliation paradigm frames racial separation as the key racial 

problem for Christians and togetherness as its solution.4 While racial diversity is to be 

valued, race is confusingly seen as a distraction from our shared identity as humans 

made in God’s image, with reconciliation possible if we honor “the truth that at our core 

we are one and the same.”5 This reconciliation paradigm has failed, Harvey insists, and in 

failing, it calls into question the vision of reconciliation that grounds it: the notion of 

beloved community that emerged in the civil rights movement,6 particularly in the work 

of Martin King. 

In critiquing the distortion of beloved community, Harvey touches on what 

grounded King’s vision, and has been lost in its mutation into the reconciliation 

paradigm. Drawing on James Cone’s work, Harvey rejects the idea that King’s beloved 

community was “a sentimental vision of unity and love,” as King could not imagine this 

community grounded in love coming into being “without the prior actualization of 

freedom and justice.”7 In the notion of beloved community, King gave social form to his 

“theological vision of the oneness of humanity.”8 While it is possible that white Christians 

                                                      

3 Jennifer Harvey, Dear White Christians: For Those Still Longing for Racial Reconciliation (Grand 

Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 1. 
4 Ibid., 19. 
5 Ibid., 28-29 (italics in original). 
6 Ibid., 2. 
7 Ibid., 82. 
8 Ibid., 34 (italics in original). 
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believe they are drawn to this theological vision, Harvey argues that in settling for the 

flawed reconciliation paradigm, white Christians are running away from the challenge 

of Black Power (and the reparations paradigm that Harvey favors) much more than 

they’re embracing King’s vision.9 To anticipate an argument I will make in the next 

chapter, the tragic truth is that the theological vision of white Christians—those who 

seek reconciliation, anyway—has been corrupted by their affective fragility, their 

inability to emotionally withstand the critiques of Black Power. 

The rise of Black Power is what Harvey sees as the crucial piece of historical 

context for the transformation of King’s beloved community into the reconciliation 

paradigm. Understanding how white Christians responded to Black Power replaces the 

mistakenly “triumphant tale of successful social transformation” with an awareness of 

the “festering and deepening racial alienation” that characterized the end of the civil 

rights movement.10 This alienation, marked largely by black anger and white denial, 

remains a powerful force in shaping black-white relations today because “white 

Christians have not collectively gone back, re-engaged, and apologized.”11 

How, then, have white Christians fled from the critique of Black Power into a 

distorted understanding of King’s beloved community? Two dynamics have marked 

this theological and political white flight. First, in looking at the response of white 

                                                      

9 Ibid., 40. 
10 Ibid., 103. 
11 Ibid., 3. 
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Christians to the May 4, 1969 “Black Manifesto”—a document that called for reparations 

by white churches and synagogues, delivered by James Forman as a sharp interruption 

to worship at New York’s Riverside Church12—Harvey argues that white people 

responded to Black Power’s critiques of whiteness by doing their best to ensure that 

whiteness was hidden from view in that response.13 This response consisted of a focus 

on the “scandalous nature” of the Manifesto’s presentation (including the threat of 

police intervention upon further disruption), positioning black bodies as dangerous and 

black political action as improper, ultimately directing attention to the activity of black 

people, rather than the legitimacy of the demand for reparations from white people.14 

This pattern of decrying black political means15 and disregarding the moral and social 

critiques and demands embodied by those political actions carries on to this day, as seen 

in many white responses to Black Lives Matter demonstrations. 

The second dynamic that has characterized white flight from the critique of Black 

Power is the failure of white Christians to embrace the particular work that, as white 

people, they have to do in the pursuit of racial reconciliation.16 White Christians have 

“failed to collectively or in a sustained manner resist and refuse white supremacy over 

                                                      

12 Ibid., 108. Harvey offers an extended account of the dramatic delivery of and dismal response to 

“Black Manifesto” in Chapter 3 of Dear White Christians. 
13 Ibid., 134. 
14 Ibid., 136-38. 
15 Of course, like the delivery of the “Black Manifesto,” black political activity rarely results in harm 

warranting the police response that accompanies it. 
16 Harvey, 41. 
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and over again.”17 As such, “to be white is to exist in a state of profound moral crisis.” 

White racial identity is shaped by association with the evils of white supremacy in such 

a way that Harvey argues that white people are called to radically transform the 

meaning of whiteness.18 

While white Christians have distorted King’s vision of reconciliation in beloved 

community through their attacks on black political action and evasion of responsibility, 

this does not mean that King’s theological vision has no value for us. The seemingly lost 

vision of reconciliation grounded in freedom and justice that Harvey laments can be 

retrieved, but only insofar as we do not see King’s work as fundamentally about how 

black people might love white people. Instead, if we can set aside the legacy of white 

flight from Black Power, we can see that King’s vision of love was, first and foremost, 

rooted in his love for black people and is a vision of black self-love that results in love 

for the white enemy. In search of one who might carve away the pallid, necrotic flesh 

that has infiltrated the heart of King’s theology, I will turn now to Malcolm X. 

 

Malcolm and Martin 

In turning to Malcolm to explain King, I am not suggesting that the best way to 

read Malcolm is as an interpretive lens for a better viewing of King. Malcolm X’s 

                                                      

17 Ibid., 55. 
18 Ibid., 56, 59. I, of course, would argue that whiteness must be destroyed entirely as a social 

position in the course of the total dismantling of white supremacy and the structures of race that support it. 



 

94 

political and religious thought is of great value in its own right. I am, however, 

following James Cone, who argued that “they complemented and corrected each other; 

each spoke a truth about America that cannot be fully comprehended without the 

insights of the other.”19 When Christians read the work of King, the best way for us to do 

so is through a deep appreciation for Malcolm. The two figures have been positioned 

against one another, largely resulting in yet another way keep whiteness out of view, 

but what must be retrieved is a sense of the prideful black self-love that was central to 

the thought and life of each of these leaders. This black self-love will guide my reading 

of Cone, and is the key to making good on my proposal to uncover the causes of the 

distorted vision of love that has plagued Christian efforts at racial reconciliation and to 

offer an alternative vision of love. In this section, then, I will argue that Malcolm X’s 

fiery rhetoric should not be understood as hateful to white people, but rather as the most 

visible and clear articulation of the racial enemy relation in the US American public 

consciousness. I will then show how black self-love, not hatred for white people, was the 

core of Malcolm’s response to the racial enemy relation. Finally, I will offer some 

thoughts on how Malcolm X and Martin King can be understood in relation to one 

another. 

                                                      

19 James H. Cone, Martin and Malcolm and America: A Dream or a Nightmare (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 

Books, 1991), 246 (italics in original). 
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The Hate That Hate Produced, a documentary miniseries produced in 1959, 

exemplifies what remains a common view—arguably the dominant view—of Malcolm 

X. The documentary presents the Nation of Islam, and Malcolm as its most public 

spokesperson, as motivated by hate for white people. This hate is portrayed as an 

unsurprising response to centuries of anti-black violence, but is nonetheless seen as 

unconscionable and irredeemable.20 While my aim is not to defend the Nation of Islam,21 

it would be a mistake to present Malcolm X as entirely separate from the religious 

movement that shaped his early ministry. I do not want to claim Malcolm as a one-

dimensional preacher of love, whose every questionable statement can be attributed to 

his role within the Nation of Islam and separated wholly from his own beliefs. I am not, 

in other words, trying to make Malcolm into a reflection of a whitewashed Martin. I 

want to understand both figures more fully. However, to understand Malcolm as 

primarily motivated by and preaching hate is to chain his entire being to his most 

extreme statements. I am not going to argue that Malcolm never said a spiteful word, 

but will instead show that Malcolm’s “hateful” speech is actually a demonstration of his 

grasp of the racial enemy relation as I have outlined it: that is, as a matter of intractable 

                                                      

20 Manning Marable, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention (New York: Viking Penguin, 2011), 160-61. 
21 This simply is not my aim here, though I am not claiming that such a defense would be 

impossible. 
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social and economic antagonism. Malcolm’s clear, forceful articulation of this enemy 

relation has been misunderstood as hate.22 

Malcolm was certainly aware of the likelihood that white people would view 

him as hateful. Testifying in 1963 on behalf of incarcerated Nation of Islam members 

who wanted to hold religious services, Malcolm insisted that “Many whites have a guilt 

complex about the race issue and think that when Negroes come together hate is 

discussed.”23 Knowing that he would likely be seen as hateful as long as he continued to 

build religious community among black people, Malcolm simply did not bother trying 

to convince white people he wasn’t talking about hate: he did not believe they had the 

spiritual, intellectual, and emotional capacity to hear anything else in his words. 

Malcolm himself insisted that condemning white supremacy “doesn’t mean that 

we’re anti-white, but it does mean we’re anti-exploitation, we’re anti-degradation, we’re 

anti-oppression,” and against white people insofar as they are committed to 

exploitation, degradation, and oppression of black people.24 Similarly, Malcolm claimed 

that he did not stand against America, but against what America was doing wrong 

domestically and in its colonial ventures.25 However, he argued, white US Americans 

                                                      

22 In the next chapter, I will get into the affective structures that make it particularly enticing for 

even politically progressive white people to view Malcolm as hateful. Here, though, I will focus on Malcolm 

in his own right and as an aid to a helpful understanding of King. 
23 Marable, 241. 
24 Malcolm X, "The Ballot or the Bullet," in Malcolm X Speaks: Selected Speeches and Statements, ed. 

George Breitman (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1990). 
25 "Prospects for Freedom in 1965," in Malcolm X Speaks: Selected Speeches and Statements, ed. George 

Breitman (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1990), 149. 
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could hardly recognize the nuances of his stance because their prejudice led them to live 

in fear of attempts of nonwhite people to seek justice.26 As such, Malcolm offered clear 

direction regarding attempts to appeal to white US Americans’ conscience: “Don’t 

change the white man’s [sic] mind—you can’t change his mind, and that whole thing 

about appealing to the moral conscience of America—America’s conscience is 

bankrupt.”27 

Malcolm X’s diagnosis of the US as terminally infected by white supremacy 

aligns closely with my notion of the racial enemy relation. Identifying the position of the 

black person in the US as that of an “ex-slave,” Malcolm insists that white people are the 

common enemy of all black people: 

We have a common enemy. We have this in common: We have a common 

oppressor, a common exploiter, and a common discriminator. But once 

we all realize that we have a common enemy, then we unite—on the basis 

of what we have in common. And what we have foremost in common is 

that enemy—the white man [sic]. He’s an enemy to all of us.28 

 

Over against life as an ex-slave, “when you get the white man [sic] over here in America 

and he says he’s white…he means he’s boss.”29 To Malcolm, black life in the US amounts 

to incarceration,30 as the country is not a democracy, but a police state31 that “cannot 

                                                      

26 "The Ballot or the Bullet," 36. 
27 Ibid., 40. 
28 "Message to the Grass Roots," 4-5. 
29 "After the Bombing," 163. 
30 "Message to the Grass Roots," 8. 
31 "The Harlem "Hate-Gang" Scare," 66. 
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produce freedom for an Afro-American.”32 Racist policing is necessary to the operations 

of US capitalism, making it impossible for a white person to believe in capitalism and 

not also believe in racism.33 The defense of capitalism requires, further, that those who 

have the most control over this system of exploitation obscure its injustice by labeling 

“those who indict it without compromise as racists and extremists.34 To the extent, then, 

that black people won’t quietly—even enthusiastically—accept our place as fuel for the 

capitalist machine, as ex-slaves “freed” only to be subjected to further exploitation, the 

US does not want us here.35 

This is hardly the viewpoint of one driven by hatred for white people. Rather, 

Malcolm kept in view the enemy relations that make it impossible for white people to 

seek their own well-being in US American terms without accepting the exploitation of 

black people. As such, Malcolm refused to pretend that the accomplishments of the civil 

rights movement somehow represented the dissolution of racial enemy relations. Rather, 

he declared that “if you stick a knife in my back, if you put it in nine inches and pull it 

out six inches, you haven’t done me any favor.”36 

In short, hatred was not central to Malcolm’s speech and ministry, even as he 

professed that he did not think “we should run around trying to love somebody who 

                                                      

32 Ibid., 68-69. 
33 Ibid., 69. 
34 Ibid., 71. 
35 "Message to the Grass Roots," 4. 
36 "Twenty Million Black People in a Political, Economic, and Mental Prison," in Malcolm X: The Last 

Speeches, ed. Bruce Perry (New York: Pathfinder Press, 1989), 38. 
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doesn’t love us.”37 Even the extent of Malcolm’s lack of belief in the moral capacity of 

white people must be qualified in light of his ministry after his Hajj, the pilgrimage to 

Mecca that marked his shift away from the Nation of Islam toward Sunni Islam. 

Ultimately, Malcolm believed that God could heal those white folks who embraced 

Islam, but only insofar as those white people could stop being white. He came to see 

whiteness as primarily a matter of attitude and action, and only secondarily a matter of 

complexion.38 Manning Marable describes Malcolm’s hope succinctly: 

In an era when some white entertainers still blackened their faces to 

perform, Malcolm challenged whites to examine the policies and 

practices of racial discrimination. Before postmodernists wrote about 

“white privilege,” Malcolm spoke about the destructive effects of racism 

upon both its victims and its promulgators. Toward the end of his life he 

could imagine the destruction of racism itself, and the possibility of 

creating a human social order devoid of racial injustice. He offered hope 

that whites could overcome centuries of negative socialization toward 

blacks, and that a racially just society was achievable. He did not embrace 

“color blindness” but, like Frantz Fanon, believed that racial hierarchies 

within society could be dismantled.39 

 

                                                      

37 "After the Bombing," 177. I will address the issue of hatred in Chapter 4, so I will say here that I 

believe Malcolm’s stance toward white people for much of his ministry did amount to hatred in the sense 

that I will put forward. In relation to love understood as embraced need for the beloved, I see hatred not as 

the kind of resentful attachment that is often attributed to Malcolm (perhaps a distorted version of love), but 

as the absolute rejection of one’s need for the other. Malcolm may have hated white people insofar as he 

simply saw no use for them and perhaps thought the world would be better off without them. I suspect, 

however, that Malcolm’s hatred was directed toward whiteness, rather than white people, as evidenced by 

the post-Hajj shift I discuss below. In any event, even if Malcolm could be said to hate white people, 

whether through dismissal or resentment, such hatred was hardly central to his thought, but is instead 

simply what is most notable to white listeners and readers. 
38 Marable, 309-10. 
39 Ibid., 484. 
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It is important that Marable rejects the idea Malcolm embraced color blindness, as it is 

important to resist the temptation I noted at the beginning of this section; that is, the 

desire to remake Malcolm in the image of an already whitewashed Martin King. 

Even at his most hopeful and open, however, Malcolm never surrendered his 

fierce critique of US American whiteness. After all, Malcolm’s condemnation of 

whiteness was grounded in his deep, powerful love for his black brothers and sisters. 

James Baldwin articulated this sense that, when it came to the danger Malcolm posed to 

white supremacy, any perceived hatred for white people paled in comparison to the 

danger of Malcolm’s love for black people: 

What made him unfamiliar and dangerous was not his hatred for white 

people but his love for blacks, his apprehension of the horror of the black 

condition, and the reasons for it, and his determination to work on their 

hearts and minds that they would be enabled to see their condition and 

change it themselves.40 

 

Malcolm’s love for black people not only empowered his critique, but worked in the 

hearts of black people to create the kind of prideful self-love Baldwin saw as necessary 

for black people, and did this by combating black self-hatred. 

Ta-Nehisi Coates credits Malcolm with the transformation of the word “black” 

from something that would “invite a fistfight” if thrown around among black folks to a 

                                                      

40 James Baldwin, "No Name in the Street," in Collected Essays, ed. Toni Morrison (New York: 

Literary Classics of the United States, 1998), 412. 
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symbol of pride and beauty.41 Malcolm decried the way in which slavery had stolen the 

languages of those who were enslaved, leaving their descendants to understand their 

suffering largely in terms presented to them by their masters.42 Black people were taught 

to feel “imprisoned or chained by black skin, black features, and black blood,” and to 

hate that which we felt held us in the condition of slavery.43 Malcolm’s critique was 

fueled by his love for a people who had been made to hate themselves, but who had 

never succumbed fully to that self-hatred.44 

It was no meek love that stoked those embers of self-love into the blazing fire of 

Black Power. Cornel West describes Malcolm X as “the prophet of Black rage,” precisely 

in how his love for black people inspired a communal black self-love. According to 

West, Malcolm felt that black people were “a devalued and degraded people in need of 

psychic conversion.” Malcolm “spoke love to Black people,” working to inspire the self-

love that would be necessary for black people to stop seeing themselves “through white 

lenses” and to build institutions that would direct their rage against the structures that 

dehumanized them. And because such self-love could quickly result in death for black 

                                                      

41 Ta-Nehisi Coates, "The Legacy of Malcolm X," in By Any Means Necessary: Malcolm X: Real, Not 

Reinvented: Critical Conversations on Manning Marable's Biography of Malcolm X, ed. Herb Boyd, et al. (Chicago: 

Third World Press, 2012). 
42 X, "After the Bombing," 162. 
43 Ibid., 169. 
44 Talib Abdur-Rashid, "The Meaning of Manning Marable's Biography of Malcolm X," in By Any 

Means Necessary: Malcolm X: Real, Not Reinvented: Critical Conversations on Manning Marable's Biography of 

Malcolm X, ed. Herb Boyd, et al. (Chicago: Third World Press, 2012), 31-32. It is important to acknowledge 

that Malcolm X’s love for black people was an expression of his faith. As a Muslim, Malcolm found himself 

driven to confront injustice, rather than wait for divine intervention. 
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folks in a country ruled by white supremacy, Malcolm worked to “exemplify in his own 

life the courage and sacrifice that any truly self-loving Black person needs to confront 

the frightening consequences of being self-loving in American society.”45 

As West suggests, Malcolm’s black self-love had collective, political implications, 

even as it worked to heal the hearts and minds of individual black people. Coates 

describes this political side of Malcolm’s thought as the notion of “collective self-

creation: the idea that black people could, through force of will, remake themselves” in a 

world that encouraged black self-hatred and enforced black poverty.46 Rick Ayers argues 

that Malcolm was “the most clear, consistent, and successful popularizer” of key tenets 

of Black Power: fostering black pride and beauty, shifting from seeking rights to 

building power, recognizing black US Americans as part of a global majority, 

recognizing domestic colonialism, questioning nonviolence, recognizing white people as 

a hindrance to black leadership, demanding that white people work against racism in 

their own communities, and critiquing the black middle class.47 

Malcolm cast his political vision as the formation of a black nationalist network 

that could take shape as either a political party or an army, depending on what was 

necessary to secure the political, economic, and social well-being of his people.48 Black 

                                                      

45 Cornel West, "Malcolm X and Black Rage," in Teaching Malcolm X, ed. Theresa Perry (New York: 

Routledge, 1996), 139-40 (italics in original). 
46 Coates, 93. 
47 Rick Ayers, "Malcolm X Still Inspires Today," ibid., 61. 
48 X, "The Ballot or the Bullet," 41. 
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nationalism was, for Malcolm, the political and economic expression of black self-love. 

He sharply criticized King’s mode of nonviolent resistance: 

This is the way it is with the white man [sic] in America. He’s a wolf—

and you’re sheep. Any time a shepherd, a pastor, reaches you and me not 

to run from the white man and, at the same time, teaches us not to fight 

the white man, he’s a traitor to you and me. Don’t lay down a life all by 

itself. No, preserve your life, it’s the best thing you’ve got. And if you’ve 

got to give it up, let it be even-steven.49 

 

Malcolm believed that King and his allies were leading black people to suffer in silence, 

while fighting for the wrong goals. He criticized King’s movement as “the only 

revolution in which the goal is loving your enemy…in which the goal is a desegregated 

lunch counter, a desegregated theater, a desegregated park, and a desegregated public 

toilet,” and argued that the true goal ought to be land, “the basis of freedom, justice, and 

equality.”50 Malcolm’s issues with King were not derived from a hatred for white 

people, but rather from a love for black people and a keen awareness of racial enemy 

relation. He was not insistent on attacking white people, but instead wanted black 

people to develop the political and economic power to end white supremacist violence 

and bring an end to white liberal subversion of black organizations. 

This is not to say that Malcolm X was entirely right and Martin King was entirely 

wrong. Cornel West offers a powerful critique of Malcolm: he feared the “culturally 

                                                      

49 "Message to the Grass Roots," 13. 
50 Ibid., 9. I would argue that Malcolm offers an excellent critique of the whitewashed version of 

King, but does not actually grasp the central goal of King. As I will discuss below, King also sought to care 

for his people and was driven by a fierce love for them. The difference in their preferred means of political 

action, however, made each seem dangerously misguided to the other. 
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hybrid character of Black life.” Believing that acceptance of the ways in which black and 

white culture are deeply intertwined would both minimize the terror of white 

supremacy and prevent black people from having any future apart from white 

supremacy, Malcolm simply could not envision a future in which the bonds between 

black and non-Muslim white US Americans could be anything other than chains.51 This, 

more than religion, political strategy, or rhetorical style, is the significant difference 

between Martin and Malcolm. 

Before turning to King, though, I will briefly review the oft-obscured 

commitments and consciousness that my reading of Malcolm can help us to see in the 

work of King. Malcolm X was keenly aware of the racial enemy relation between black 

and white US Americans. He was motivated by a fierce love for black people in his 

critique of white supremacy, and sought to combat black self-hatred by any means 

necessary. He embodied black self-love in his prophetic courage, which was necessary 

because he pursued the political implications of black self-love in a white supremacist 

nation. If we look if at King with Malcolm’s virtues in mind, we will be able to see how 

King’s understanding of love cannot be reduced to a program of endless forgiveness and 

uncritical acceptance of white people. 
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Martin King’s tough mind and tender heart 

Hopefully, my reading of Malcolm X makes it clear that I do not simply see him 

as a foil for King, whether or not Malcolm is cast as a villain in that use. However, as my 

ultimate goal is to offer a constructive Christian theological account of love of the racial 

enemy, King takes priority in my analysis. King offers a Christian theological vision of 

love of the white enemy in the context of a deep awareness of racial enemy relations and 

a powerful commitment to black self-love, including its political dimension. It is 

precisely in his affinity with Malcolm X that King’s life and thought have been distorted, 

and that critical edge and prideful black self-love are what I will uncover here, that the 

potential of his theological vision can be explored. 

As Jennifer Harvey notes, King has been twisted into a romantic optimist whose 

notion of beloved community was “a sentimental vision of unity and love” that can 

coexist with—is, in fact, blissfully ignorant of—ongoing white supremacist violence and 

exploitation.52 However, King insisted that a clear awareness of the racial enemy relation 

was fundamental to pursuit of a world in which the bonds between black and white US 

Americans would not, as Malcolm feared, serve always to bind black lives to white 

whims. This is made clear in King’s call, grounded in his understanding of the character 
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of Jesus Christ, for Christians to possess not only a “tender heart,” but also a “tough 

mind.”53 

While King blames “softmindedness” for a gullibility and fear of change that 

sustain race prejudice among white people, he insists that black people must also avoid 

this vice: 

Softminded acquiescence is cowardly. My friends, we cannot win the 

respect of the white people of the South or elsewhere if we are willing to 

trade the future of our children for our personal safety and comfort. 

Moreover, we must learn that passively to accept an unjust system is to 

cooperate with that system, and thereby to become a participant in its 

evil.54 

 

While I will later address the problem with King’s stated desire to win the respect of 

white people, it is important not to overlook his absolute rejection of white supremacy 

and even of passive acceptance of it. King saw the “toughminded” pursuit of justice, 

paired with the “tenderhearted” desire for reconciliation that is generally 

overemphasized, as reflecting the nature of God: 

At times we need to know that the Lord is a God of justice. When 

slumbering giants of injustice emerge in the earth, we need to know that 

there is a God of power who can cut them down like the grass and leave 

them withering like the green herb….But there are also times when we 

need to know that God possesses love and mercy. When we are staggered 

by the chilly winds of adversity and battered by the raging storms of 

disappointment and when through our folly and sin we stray into some 

destructive far country and are frustrated because of a strange feeling of 
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homesickness, we need to know that there is Someone who loves us, 

cares for us, understands us, and will give us another chance.55 

 

Jesus, who King accepted as God incarnate, died for the sins of other. He never 

attempted to explain evil away, but instead “recognized that the force of evil was as real 

as the force of good.”56 

King saw forces of evil at work, and he did not fail to identify them by name. In 

short, King saw white supremacy as the enemy of black people—and all Christians who 

would serve the will of God—though he did not see all white people as enemies. It 

should be immediately clear that King’s notion of the enemy differs from my own. Later, 

I will show that his account of love of the enemy is nonetheless useful to my effort to 

articulate a love that responds to racial enemy relations as intractable structural 

antagonism. For now, it is important to recognize that King does not take the “enemy” 

lightly in working to love the enemy. In February 1957, shortly after the formation of the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference, King made it clear that he placed blame for 

“the crisis in race relations” at the feet of “reactionary elements in the South,” who 

responded to Brown v. Board with legislative obfuscation and terrorizing violence, while 

failing to recognize that black people would no longer back down from such 

confrontation.57 He would later insist that segregationists were fully responsible for any 
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violence they initiated in response to black protest.58 Even in his “I Have a Dream” 

speech, which has likely been used more than any of King’s other works as a tool for 

fashioning the meek King critiqued by Jennifer Harvey, King describes Mississippi as “a 

state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression.”59 

In that same speech, King warns his black listeners against distrusting all white 

people, as “many of our white brothers [sic]…have come to realize that their destiny is 

tied up with our destiny.”60 This embrace of white allies does not, however, represent a 

lapse in King’s awareness of the racial enemy relations that constrained his movement. 

Late in his life, while commenting that many white liberals were in the process of 

learning to shed their paternalistic sense of black inferiority, King made it plain that he 

had no illusions that most white US Americans could truly accept black people as their 

political and economic equals: 

Yet the largest portion of white America is still poisoned by racism, which 

is as native to our soil as pine trees, sagebrush and buffalo grass. Equally 

native to us is the concept that gross exploitation of the Negro is 

acceptable, if not commendable. Many whites who concede that Negroes 

should have equal access to public facilities and the untrammeled right to 

vote cannot understand that we do not intend to remain in the basement 

of the economic structure.61 
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King specifically condemned the press for distorting the views of white people and 

encouraging them to congratulate themselves for relatively little progress.62 Much 

earlier, in his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” King insisted that it is “an historical fact 

that privileged groups seldom give up their privileges voluntarily,” such that “freedom 

is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.”63 

King saw white supremacy, rather than white people, as the enemy against which he 

fought. It is clear, however, that he knew that many white people aligned themselves 

closely with that enemy and could not even imagine life without white supremacy, even 

if they lamented their own lack of vision. Malcolm’s sense of the identity of the enemy 

lies closer to my own notion of the racial enemy. However, King also worked in the 

awareness that racial enemy relations were real, powerful, and threatened the lives and 

souls of black people. 

Like Malcolm, King’s activity against the enemy of black people was motivated 

by his deep love for his people. That prideful black self-love was foundational for King 

and, in its relation to his Christian theological vision, extended into a love for the white 

enemy. To move quickly from King’s awareness of the racial enemy relation to an 

apparent resolution in his willingness to embrace white US Americans is to miss entirely 
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the way in which that embrace was conditioned entirely by King’s love for black people 

and his sense that his love reflected God’s love for black people. 

King’s love for black people resembled Malcolm’s in that it inspired in him an 

intense desire to combat black self-hatred. Where Malcolm spoke the language of a still 

nascent Black Power, King used his preacher’s language to share with his black 

audiences the dignity and determination he saw in them. In describing the state of the 

movement at the founding of SCLC—at the same time that King condemned the 

resistance of Southern whites to school integration—he lauded what he perceived as an 

ongoing change in black people: an unwillingness to accept “injustice and exploitation” 

grounded in the sense that every black person is “somebody,” a beloved child of God 

whose dignity demanded the destruction of segregation.64 King rejected the idea that 

black freedom fighters were dependent on white paternalism, claiming that “the most 

powerful force that is breaking down the barriers of segregation is the new 

determination of the Negro.”65 

Like Malcolm X, King’s campaign to promote black self-love expressed itself in 

terms of collective political action. Malcolm embraced a black nationalism that called 

into question King’s nonviolent integrationism. While King was fully committed to 

nonviolence, he nonetheless offered a serious challenge to those black political 
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organizations that, like his own, sought to work with the white political establishment. 

Responding to the critiques of Black Power, King lamented that “a glaring weakness in 

Negro life is lack of sufficient mutual confidence and trust.” He attributed this weakness 

to the skill of white leaders in “flattering and cultivating” black leaders, who would then 

change “from the representative of the Negro to the white man [sic] into the white man’s 

representative to the Negro.” Heeding at least something of the challenge of Black 

Power, King expressed the need for “organizations that are permeated with mutual 

trust, incorruptibility and militancy.”66 If James Baldwin has the right of it, King 

provided just this sort of incorruptible, militant leadership. According to Baldwin, King 

did not manipulate the political will of his followers for his own gain or for the benefit of 

white “allies.” Rather, from the beginning of his ministry in Montgomery, “once he had 

accepted the place [his congregants] had prepared for him, their struggle became 

absolutely indistinguishable from his own, and took over and controlled his life.” And 

much like Malcolm, King embodied a prophetic courage that was prepared to deal with 

the consequences of black self-love, as King stood with his people, “suffered with them 

and, thus, he helped them to suffer.”67 

King was a political leader driven by his love for black people. This love, in turn, 

was definitively shaped by his understanding of God’s love for black people, and the 

                                                      

66 "Black Power Defined," 307-08. 
67 Baldwin, "The Dangerous Road before Martin Luther King," 643-44. 



 

112 

divine power that backs that love. In the battle against the evil of white supremacy, King 

believed divine power was the key to victory. However, because he believed that God 

wished to cultivate our own ability to resist evil, King argued that while human power 

is insufficient to remove evil from the world, divine power will not do so without 

human participation.68 Our participation is itself dependent upon divine power, as 

“reason, devoid of the purifying power of faith, can never free itself from distortions and 

rationalizations.”69 In the United States, King believed, democratic ideals held the 

potential for human participation in the battle against the evil of white supremacy.70 In 

particular, King saw US American Christians as called to be “the light of the world,” 

opposing any earthly institution or custom that conflicts with God’s will.71 I will later 

critique King’s faith in the US and its people, but for now it is enough to note that King 

saw God’s power at work through the participation of US Americans in the struggle 

against white supremacy. 

Our participation in God’s power, in turn, is to take shape through our 

participation in divine love. For King, God is love, “the great unifying force of life.”72 

Through “overflowing love as the free gift of himself [sic] on the part of God” and the 

human reception of this love in perfect obedience, humanity and God will be “made one 
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in a marvelous unity of purpose.”73 As loving is participation in God’s being, love is “the 

most durable power in the world.”74 King uses the Greek word agape to describe the 

kind of love that marks the being of God and, in turn, the participation of the obedient in 

God’s being. Agape is not a matter of affection, but instead “means understanding, 

redeeming good will for all men [sic], an overflowing love which seeks nothing in 

return.”75 It reacts to the need of the other—especially the “enemy-neighbor from whom 

you can expect no good in return—to be loved and to belong “to the best in the human 

family.” Agape will go to any length to restore community, as seen on the cross, “the 

eternal expression of the length to which God will go in order to restore broken 

community.” Even as it is self-sacrificing, King sees this divine love as the expression of 

real and definitive divine power. Alongside his claim that God will go to any length to 

restore broken community, King insists that “the universe is on the side of justice.”76 

As loving the enemy is a matter of participation in divine love for King, and he 

characterizes that love as powerful and healing, black love for white enemies is a means 

by which God saves humans. Even as King describes agape as self-sacrificing, it must be 

understood that this love for white enemies is rooted in black self-love, of both spiritual 

and material relevance. The nonviolent resistance in which agape is to be manifested 
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“first does something to the hearts and souls of those committed to it,” inspiring self-

respect, strength, and courage.77 Hate, by contrast, would wound black souls: 

Hate is just as injurious to the person who hates. Like an unchecked 

cancer, hate corrodes the personality and eats away its vital unity. Hate 

destroys a man’s [sic] sense of values and his objectivity. It causes him to 

describe the beautiful as ugly and the ugly as beautiful, and to confuse 

the true with the false and the false with the true.78 

 

Like Baldwin, King wanted black people to love our white enemies so that our pride and 

basic capacity to love could continue to survive under white supremacy. 

King’s concerns were not only spiritual, but also practical and material. King 

followed the model of Jesus, who he insisted “is not an impractical idealist: he is the 

practical realist.” In seeking the salvation of black souls, then, King was deeply 

committed to the material—particularly economic—well-being of his people79 and 

believed “the command to love one’s enemy is an absolute necessity for our survival.”80 

He believed that black material survival, not to mention flourishing, required a 

favorable societal context. He wrote of the “inescapable network of mutuality” within 

which black people’s economic and social lives were caught. King saw no way for this 

network of mutuality to transition into peace and justice through violence, but insisted 

that a peaceful end required peaceful means.81 King wanted black people to survive and 
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thrive, and believed self-sacrificing love of the enemy embodied in nonviolent resistance 

was the only way to transform society for the better.82 King has been misunderstood as 

accepting the status quo, insofar as he rejects violent resistance to a violent order, but it 

is clear that King would not accept any social structure that would restrict the life 

possibilities or crush the spirits of black people. King rejected violence as ineffective, as 

well as immoral, but he also rejected any notion of moderation that might mean 

“slowing up in the move for justice and capitulating to the whims and caprices of the 

guardians of the deadening status quo.”83 For King, love of the white enemy is the slow 

and exhausting, but sure, path to spiritual and material salvation for black people. 

Insofar as King was concerned with the salvation of white people—and he truly was—

that concern could not be understood to overshadow his commitment to black self-love 

without distorting his understanding of the spiritual and material effects of that love. 

King has become a symbol of the potential for black people to suffer endlessly 

while continuing to believe in white innocence. This distorted, whitewashed image of 

King must be rejected by any who would either understand him rightly or seek the 

beloved community that was his vision. Still, there are four features of King’s thought 

that need to be critiqued and rehabilitated or rejected as necessary: his faith in 

“America,” his belief that divine omnipotence made progress inevitable, his 
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overemphasis on forgiveness as a practice of love, and his acceptance of human agape as 

an unqualified good. In critiquing King on these points, my goal is not to pass judgment 

on the life and work of a great figure. Rather, it is to provide some measure of 

instruction for those who would conjure that great figure in addressing contemporary 

matters. 

The first two issues are problems with King’s view of the US, its history, and its 

future. King valorized US American values and embraced a certain national pride that is 

deeply problematic given Frank Wilderson’s insight that the US is inherently white 

supremacist. King failed to see the deep level at which enmity works in the US, even as 

he understood that “our nation was born in genocide when it embraced the doctrine that 

the original American, the Indian, was an inferior race.”84 Despite this awareness, 

however, King cast evil as an aberration in the US, rather than as a central commitment. 

He wrote as though the civil rights movement was engaged in fulfilling the vision of the 

“Founding Fathers.”85 This understanding of their vision suggests that the Constitution 

and Declaration of Independence were intended to include “all men,” and that the 

country has simply failed to live up to the democratic vision at its core.86 Even in 

condemning the Vietnam War, King could only go so far as to worry that “if America’s 
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soul becomes totally poisoned, part of the autopsy must read Vietnam.”87 King held to 

the belief that the US was fundamentally about freedom and that the work of protest 

was about preserving its true identity. In reality, though, the US has always relied upon 

the exploitation of and violence against black and brown people. To the extent that US 

Americans like King and those who followed him have made this country into a place 

that seems like slavery was an aberration, it is wrong to claim that they have been 

uncovering the truth of the US. Rather, they have been fashioning, of their own blood 

and sweat, a way of life to which the racial enmity at the heart of the US is deeply 

inimical. The Constitution is a beautiful document, but what beauty it has springs not 

from the vision of slaveowners, but from the struggles of those who have demanded 

something better than the US should ever have been able to offer. 

King’s excessive faith in America is tied to his conviction that all history is in the 

hands of an omnipotent God. According to King, “at the center of the Christian faith is 

the conviction that in the universe there is a God of power who is able to do exceedingly 

abundant things in nature and in history.”88 This reality ensures that evil systems can 

only last so long before “they are cut down like the grass and wither as the green 

herb.”89 In critiquing King on this point, I have no interest in contesting his desire to see 
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those who struggle find peace, nor do I believe he downplayed the difficulty of that 

struggle: 

Admitting the weighty problems and staggering disappointments, 

Christianity affirms that God is able to give us the power to meet them. 

He [sic] is able to give us the inner equilibrium to stand tall amid the 

trials and burdens of life. He is able to provide inner peace amid outer 

storms. This inner stability of the man [sic] of faith is Christ’s chief legacy 

to his disciples. He offers neither material resources nor a magical 

formula that exempts us from suffering and persecution, but he brings an 

imperishable gift: “Peace I leave with you.” This is that peace which 

passeth all understanding.90 

 

The inner peace that King grounds in divine omnipotence is crucial. Divine omnipotence 

and the certainty in progress that it fosters are not. I will say more on this in Chapter 

Four, when I turn to my constructive theological account of love. For now, though, I will 

say briefly that insofar as the center of the Christian faith is a God who can do amazing 

things, it is the responsibility of Christians to maintain a proper sense of wonder when 

regarding the victories over evil that occur on the small scale. It simply is not inevitable 

that the mighty will fall, or that those who lay them low will be any kinder than their 

predecessors. The peace that King speaks of, and the resistance it can enable, are 

wondrous miracles in the context of a country that has, for centuries, been set to the task 

of harnessing the energy and labor of black and brown people, then crushing whatever 

is left over. In short, if Christians can embrace a melancholic hope, we do not need to 

believe in an omnipotent God or inevitable progress. 
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Turning from King’s understanding of the US, its history, and its future, there 

are two features of King’s notion of love that should inspire caution. First, King’s 

emphasis on forgiveness should never be removed from its context within a practice of 

political resistance. It is possible for King to be used to further the flight from 

responsibility of which Jennifer Harvey convicts white Christians. Forgiveness can be 

weaponized against black Christians, as a burden to be borne in the absence of the 

repentance of white Christians. However, King saw forgiveness as the means by which 

resistance could be made spiritually sustainable and by which white Christians could be 

called to repent. King characterized forgiveness as a “permanent attitude” and warned 

of the ugliness that retaliation can bring into one’s life and world.91 He described those 

who sustain the dominance of white supremacy as “victims of spiritual and intellectual 

blindness,”92 to which I would add an affective numbness, for which I will account in the 

next chapter. Forgiveness, for King, was not an alternative to critique and resistance, but 

central to them as a manifestation of Christian love in practice. 

Less explicitly practical, but perhaps more important, is a problem with King’s 

very concept of love, agape. King seems to accept agape as an unqualified good, as though 

what is born from self-sacrificing love is necessarily pure. Even insofar as we might 

think of humans’ self-sacrificing love for one another as a manifestation or effect of 
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divine love for humanity, this kind of love is far from flawless. Agape can harm both the 

lover and the beloved, without deception entering the picture, as womanist thinkers 

have consistently proclaimed. Genuine, self-giving love can take the shape of surrogacy. 

To say this is not to question the sincerity of that love. Rather, it is to insist that love is 

morally ambiguous, that self-sacrifice and affection are not proof against exploitation. 

Even as I will later put forward love as that to which Christians are called, I will insist 

that self-sacrifice ought not be understood as the essence of that love, but as one possible 

practical manifestation of it. 

With an eye to the ways in which we should be cautious of King’s work, I will 

now outline four vital contributions he makes to my discussion of love of the racial 

enemy. First, King makes it clear that white people need black people to help them 

overcome their dependence on white supremacy. I might argue that King has too much 

faith in the democratic values of the US, but he does not suggest that white people will, 

given enough time, realize the error of their ways and fulfill the promise of the 

American dream. Rather, King makes it clear that the only hope for a future free of 

white supremacy lies in the efforts of black people to bring their white brothers and 

sisters to repentance. 

Second, King balances a primary concern for the well-being of black people with 

an awareness of the social relations in which that well-being must be found, as well as a 

genuine concern for others, whether the white racial enemies of his people or the 
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Vietnamese military enemies of his country. Even as he shied away from Black Power, 

King insisted on the importance of black political organization lead by black people of 

integrity and commitment. Also, insofar as he stressed forgiveness and was reluctant to 

take the kind of militant, sometimes separatist stance that characterized Black Power, 

King’s concerns were with the spiritual well-being of his people and his confidence that 

nonviolent resistance was the only path to black peace and prosperity. 

Third, King embraced his own recommendation that followers of Jesus need to 

have both a tough mind and a tender heart. King never refrained from condemning evil 

where he saw it, even when it was politically costly, as in his criticism of the Vietnam 

War. On the eve of his assassination, reflecting on a previous attempt on his life, King 

reported that as he lay in the hospital after being stabbed, he found true comfort in the 

kind words of a white high schooler.93 Somehow, King could see the evil of white 

supremacy and feel its blows upon his body, yet still accept encouragement from white 

people. Somehow, he never became bitter, even though he drew closer and closer to an 

awareness of the depth of evil in the US. We can hope that this kind of endurance is not 

simply a quirk of King’s, but more widely available. 

Finally, King demonstrated the political efficacy of love and hope. King’s 

leadership did not set the country on a straight path to racial harmony, though the 

Obama presidency may have lulled some into a complacent belief in that narrative, for a 
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time. It would also be misleading to suggest either that King somehow caused political 

change on his own or that the SCLC was singularly effective in its protests. Even so, 

King demonstrated the political power of love, such that we can ask what the notion of 

love being developed in this dissertation might be able to sustain. It is in the interest of 

developing this notion of love more fully that I turn to the work of James Cone. 

 

Cone’s Black God as the God of love 

It is in Cone’s work that I find a firm foundation for my account of love and the 

racial enemy. Read in light of his desire to “reconcile Christianity and Black Power, 

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s idea of nonviolence and Malcolm X’s ‘by any means necessary’ 

philosophy,”94 Cone draws together the best in King’s and Malcolm’s explorations of 

love in the context of an awareness of racial enemy relations. In this section, then, I first 

make the case for reading Cone as a theologian of love by addressing J. Deotis Roberts’s 

flawed reading of Cone’s work. I then outline how Cone thinks of the racial enemy 

relation and highlight the historical and theological roots of his understanding of the 

enemy relation. Finally, I discuss Cone’s treatment of love—divine love for humanity 

and the black self-love and love for white enemies that arise from it—as well as his 

vision of reconciliation. 
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Cone’s work has been the subject of much controversy. While consistently 

responded to his critics and thereby secured his status as an influential Christian 

theologian, he did not specifically present his work as centering on love. As such, it is 

possible for one to read Cone’s responses to his critics and come away with an 

appreciation for the solid foundation of his black theology, without seeing the extent to 

which love is central to that theology. In looking at how Roberts misread Cone’s early 

work, then, I am less interested in defending Cone as a theologian and more determined 

to give an account for how we need to understand Cone’s work if we are to see the 

central place of love in his theology. 

Twenty-three years after the publication of the first edition of Liberation and 

Reconciliation: A Black Theology, J. Deotis Roberts made it clear that his theological views 

should not be understood “as mainly a personal response to the more radical views of 

Cone.”95 In focusing on Roberts’s critique of Cone, then, I do not want to give the 

impression that this critique is all there is to Roberts’s theological thought. Insofar as I 

can isolate Roberts’s critique of Cone from his larger project, though, there are two 

primary claims worth considering. First, Roberts expresses his own care for white 

people and contends that “compassion, empathy—love in action—is needed” in 

relations between black and white people, while insisting that “Cone confesses an 
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indifference toward whites.” Second, Roberts claims that “James Cone is on the fence 

between the Christian faith and the religion of Black Power,” insofar as Cone does not 

push back against “black militancy and black nationalism” to Roberts’s satisfaction.96 I 

am not interested in proving Roberts wrong, specifically—though I believe my 

discussion of Cone’s theology of love will do so—but instead wish to give an account of 

how Cone’s theology can be misunderstood in this way. 

While it would be possible to look at the work Roberts critiqued, the causes for 

this kind of misunderstanding are more clearly illuminated by Cone’s response to 

Roberts. In short, even in directly responding to Roberts’ accusations, Cone does not 

plainly state “I do care about white people, but here is why that is not the center of my 

theology.” Rather, in God of the Oppressed, Cone argues that while Roberts claims 

liberation as “the precondition of reconciliation,” Cone insists that “only black people 

can define the terms on which our reconciliation with white people will become real.”97 

Going even further, Cone presses Roberts as follows: 

Roberts opens the door not only for white people to be oppressors and 

Christians at the same time, but also for them to participate in black 

liberation and to set the terms of our reconciliation with them. This 

assumption is unbiblical and unhistorical. Indeed, in black history, 

reconciliation and liberation on white terms have always meant death for 

black people.98 
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Later, Cone insists that “every mistake we make regarding white integrity will lead to 

the further entrenchment of our oppression by white people” and that Roberts fails to 

realize that “in his call for reconciliation alongside the theme of liberation, whites would 

hear only the former but completely disregard its connection with the latter.”99 Far from 

assuring Roberts and other readers that he does, in fact, care about white people, Cone 

criticizes Roberts for not being sufficiently suspicious of white people. To make a more 

general point, Cone does not characterize his own theology as a theology of love, much 

less as a theology that can make sense of Jesus’s call to love the enemy. 

There is more at play, however, than Cone’s reluctance to lead with love for 

white people. Insofar as Roberts—and he is hardly alone in this—sees Cone’s embrace of 

elements of “black militancy and black nationalism” as incompatible with love for white 

enemies, he is reading Cone in light of the misunderstandings of Malcolm, Martin, and 

their relation to one another that I have already covered. Just as Malcolm X is wrongly 

seen as rejecting love and King is generally understood as loving precisely insofar as his 

awareness of the racial enemy relation is obscured, Cone is not seen as loving because 

his love is, first and foremost, prideful black self-love. The elements of black militancy 

and black nationalism embraced by Cone are not incompatible with love for white 

people, but are instead the means by which such love can be held accountable to this 

non-negotiable black self-love. 
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My readings of Malcolm X and Martin King, then, have hopefully made clear the 

course my argument will take. To draw out the love that lies at the heart of Cone’s 

theology, I first give an account of his understanding of the racial enemy relation. From 

there, I discuss the various ways in which Cone understands love: human love as rooted 

in divine love for humanity, black self-love as deeply faithful, and love for white 

enemies as embodied in resistance to white supremacy and the offer of repentance. 

Finally, I explore Cone’s vision of reconciliation and highlight the features of his account 

of love that are most helpful to my own project. 

Cone addresses the racial enemy relation on two levels: political and theological. 

Cone grounds the political dimension of the racial enemy relation in the history of white 

supremacy. He describes two primary courses of action white US Americans have taken 

against black people. Insofar as enslaved black labor was necessary to the US economy, 

white people “decreed that blacks were outside the realm of humanity, that blacks were 

animals and that their enslavement was best both for them and for society as a whole.” 

As black labor became less essential, a more liberal mode of white supremacy sought to 

integrate black people into white society in a way that attempted to destroy black 

identity.100 Whether through enslavement, lynching, segregation, or integration, white 

supremacy has consistently cast the United States as a white nation, and “blacks as a 
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subordinate race unfit for governing and therefore incapable of political and social 

equality.”101 Crucially, unlike King, Cone holds all white people responsible for white 

supremacy: 

All white men [sic] are responsible for white oppression. It is much too 

easy to say, “Racism is not my fault,” or “I am not responsible for the 

country’s inhumanity to the black man.” The American white man has 

always had an easy conscience. But insofar as white do-gooders tolerate and 

sponsor racism in their educational institutions, their political, economic, 

and social structures, their churches, and in every other aspect of 

American life, they are directly responsible for racism.102 

 

Most white people can hardly live under the awareness of their guilt, and thus “must 

believe that everything is basically all right,” that white brutality is an exception.103 

Brutality is not the exception, however. Cone insists that “whites have only one 

purpose: the destruction of everything which is not white.” As such, “blacks live under 

sentences of death,” aware that “whites will kill them rather than permit the beauty and 

the glory of black humanity to be manifested in its fullness.”104 Under these 

circumstances, Cone proclaims that “what we need is the destruction of whiteness, 

which is the source of human misery in the world.”105 It is important to note that while 

Cone holds all white people responsible for whiteness, he is not here advocating the 

death of all white people. Rather, Cone holds out the possibility that white people can 
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“become black,” taking the side of oppressed people and working to dismantle white 

supremacy.106 White people are enemies, but what is to be destroyed is the sickness that 

pits them against their brothers and sisters, not those who suffer from it. 

In his awareness of the political dimension of the racial enemy relation, Cone is 

inspired by Black Power. According to Cone, Black Power “says that only blacks really 

know the extent of white oppression” and “seeks to develop black support, but not 

white good will.”107 Black Power refuses to allow white liberals to be friends, “that is, 

enjoy the rights and privileges pertaining to whiteness and also work for the ‘Negro.’” 

Black Power, as channeled by Cone, forces white people to openly take sides, 

abandoning the possibility of “change without risk, victory without blood.”108 

Cone grounds the conviction of Black Power in the slave morality that sustained 

enslaved black people during chattel slavery. Arguing that slaves and their masters “did 

not share the same ethical perspective,”109 Cone proclaims that “black wisdom destroys 

the illusion of good masters.”110 To black slaves, slave owners and other white people 

were living reminders of the inevitability of death and the need to cherish life.111 To the 

extent that they appeared to lack any sort of conscience, white people even seemed akin 

to unfeeling natural disasters such as tornadoes or floods, lacking the “moral capability 
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of listening to [slaves’] protest.”112 To assume otherwise was to invite fatal 

disappointment. Black Power draws on this survival-oriented morality in dismissing the 

viability of moral appeals to white people and favoring the development of community 

among those who had hearts capable of loving black bodies. 

Slave morality went one step further, however, in its reading of the Bible. While 

white people, generally, were understood to lack the moral capability to listen to black 

protest, those who engaged directly in the institution of slavery took on theological 

significance: 

Like God who came and is present in Jesus Christ, Satan also makes his 

presence known in history. Just as God is present in the forces that make 

people human and enable them to struggle against the evils of slavery, so 

Satan is present in the dehumanizing forces that contribute to slavery. 

Satan’s earthly representatives are slaveholders, slave catchers, and slave 

traders.113 

 

For Cone, the political insights of Black Power are insufficient to fully capture the racial 

enemy relation. White people are not simply political adversaries of black people, but in 

accepting that political arrangement, set themselves against God, who takes the side of 

the oppressed.114 

Cone sees the will of God at work in the history of the black struggle for 

liberation.115 Insofar as that is a struggle against white enemies, then, “God cannot be 
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both for us and for our white oppressors at the same time.”116 The cross, as the central 

divine revelation in the Christian faith, “is the most empowering symbol of God’s loving 

solidarity with ‘the least of these,’ the unwanted in society who suffer daily from great 

injustice,” and condemns those who make peace with a white supremacist society.117 

Cone describes any black person who proclaims the enmity between God and the white 

supremacist United States as a “prophet of national doom,” faithfully witnessing to the 

fundamental antagonism between whiteness and the blackness chosen by God.118 

Whiteness, given God’s opposition to it, can be understood as sin, from a 

Christian perspective. Cone grounds his definition of sin in the story of Exodus, arguing 

that for the people of Israel, sin meant “grounding one’s being on some loyalty other 

than [the God of Israel]. It is counting [the God of Israel’s] activity as secondary by 

refusing to define the community in terms of divine liberation.”119 For Christians, sin is 

“a condition of human existence in which we deny the essence of God’s liberating 

activity as revealed in Jesus Christ.”120 In line with this definition, white people are 

guilty of a particular kind of sin. Cone describes this sin in terms that echo Wilderson’s 

description of the central role of whiteness in US American society: 

The sin of whites is the definition of their existence in terms of whiteness. 

It is accepting the condition that is responsible for Amerindian 
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reservations, black concentration camps, and the rape of Vietnam. It is 

believing in the American way of life as defined by its history. 

Most whites, some despite involvement in protests, do believe in 

“freedom in democracy,” and they fight to make the ideals of the 

Constitution an empirical reality for all. It seems that they believe that, if 

we just work hard enough at it, this country can be what it ought to be. 

But it never dawns on these do-gooders that what is wrong with America 

is not its failure to make the Constitution a reality for all, but rather its 

belief that persons can affirm whiteness and humanity at the same time.121 

 

Black people, for our part, sin insofar as we have tried “to ‘understand’ enslavers, to 

‘love’ them on their own terms,” rather than opposing them, even to the point of killing 

them.122 

It may be obvious, given Cone’s understanding of the enemy relation and his 

skepticism regarding the place of love in that relation, that Cone understands love 

differently than King. There is, however, a common framework shared by the two. For 

Cone, as for King, love is rooted in God, must include black self-love, and is extended to 

white enemies as an expression of the divine gift of black self-love. Before addressing 

love further, however, it is necessary to stress that Cone sees liberation as the central 

work of God. God could not be loving, in Cone’s view, unless God expresses that love 

through the work of liberating humans from that which enslaves them. Liberation is 

what Cone describes as the work of Christ, in whom “God enters human affairs and 

takes sides with the oppressed. Their suffering becomes his; their despair his despair.”123 
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Cone rejects any notion of a “God who is on everybody’s side—which means that God 

loves everybody in spite of who they are.”124 God’s love is inextricably tied to the work 

of liberation, which means that God’s love is concentrated among those who most 

desperately need liberating.  

As such, God’s love does not radiate to all people in an identical fashion, as 

white people have turned away from God’s liberating love in their acceptance of white 

supremacy. Rather, God pours God’s love into the hearts of black people, assuring us 

that we have worth in our blackness “because God imparts value through loving,” and 

requiring that we respond in faithful acceptance of God’s affirmation, in black self-love 

that defies the images imposed upon us by white supremacy. Without loving ourselves 

in our blackness, we can truly love neither God nor our neighbor.125 In this light, it 

makes sense that Cone declares that even the most radical expression of Black Power is 

“Christ’s central message to twentieth-century America.”126 Love is meaningless, for 

Cone, unless those who have been declared to be worthy only of a paternalistic mockery 

of love can learn to value themselves as children of God and to love others as equals, 

responsible for their actions and attitudes, responsible for responding faithfully to God’s 

love for black people. 
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Given its grounding in God’s love, Cone understands black self-love not only as 

a reaction to white dehumanization but also as the basis for creating a future for black 

people. As much, then, as black self-love means glorifying what white people despise, 

finding beauty in what white supremacy defines as ugly,127 it is more than a force that 

opposes white supremacy. Rather, it opposes white supremacy because white 

supremacy stands in the way of black people pursuing the freedom that is the goal of 

God’s liberating love. Drawing on existentialist thinkers, Cone defines freedom as self-

definition: 

A man [sic] is free when he can determine the style of his existence in an 

absurd world; a man is free when he sees himself for what he is and not 

as others define him. He is free when he determines the limits of his 

existence. And in this sense Sartre is right: “Man is freedom”; or, better 

yet, man “is condemned to be free.” A man is free when he accepts the 

responsibility for his own acts and knows that they involve not merely 

himself but all men.128 

 

Prideful self-love, based on the acceptance of God’s love for black people, is what Cone 

sees as being able to provide solid ground for the creation of a future for black people.129 

Such a future cannot, as could be inferred from his critique of the US, mean “a share or 

parity in the current American capitalist system.”130 Rather, the future Cone envisions—
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the only form of integration he can accept—is one in which the beauty of blackness is 

accepted not only by black people, but also by white people.131 

In this vision of the future, we can begin to see how Cone imagines love for 

white people proceeding from black self-love. For Cone, black people love white 

enemies through resistance and the offer of repentance. Resistance and the call to 

repentance are not in tension with one another, as those who place too great an 

emphasis on forgiveness might imagine, but are two ways of looking at black love of the 

racial enemy. This close relation of resistance and the offer of repentance reflects the way 

in which black love for white people is grounded in God’s love for white people. Cone 

denies any sense that God does not love white people, but insists “that in a racist society, 

we must insist that God’s love and God’s righteousness are two ways of talking about 

the same reality. Righteousness means that God is addressing the black condition; love 

means that God is doing so in the interests of both blacks and whites.”132 In this racist 

society, “it is blasphemy to say that God loves white oppressors unless that love is 

interpreted as God’s wrathful activity against them and everything that whiteness 

stands for in American society.”133 Divine love for white people cannot be separated 

from divine love for black people, and this love manifests itself in forceful opposition to 
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whiteness and those who embrace it. As such, insofar as black people’s love is grounded 

in divine love, it cannot be extended to white people apart from resistance to whiteness. 

Cone is clear that such resistance should not be confused with hatred or some 

notion of “reverse racism.” He insists that black self-love does not demand the 

repudiation of the white “master’s human dignity, but only his [sic] status as master.”134 

Even in his earliest work, Cone refuses to “rule out the possibility of creative changes, 

even in the lives of oppressors,” decrying such ultimate judgment as a form of 

oppression when wielded by human hands.135 The gospel, Cone avows, “is available to 

all—including white people. But the availability of the gospel is exclusively dependent 

upon a conversion experience, wherein one makes an unqualified commitment to the 

struggle of the poor for freedom.”136 The white church, in particular, “must own that it 

has been and is a racist institution whose primary purpose is the perpetuation of white 

supremacy,” then turn away from that purpose, toward the liberation work of God.137 

Such repentance, whether inside or outside the church, is a matter of white people being 

freed from enslavement to their egos, which have been shaped by white supremacy to 

obey the “law of least resistance.”138 White people have been cut off from the 

                                                      

134 Black Theology and Black Power, 14. 
135 Ibid., 4. 
136 My Soul Looks Back (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1986), 13 (italics in original). Here, Cone 

references the “poor,” rather than black people. However, for Cone, these categories are intimately tied. The 

poor in all societies are those among whom God will be found, while the poor in the US are represented 

most meaningfully for Cone by black people. 
137 Black Theology and Black Power, 81. 
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opportunity to share in God’s love for black people and, therefore, have been cut off 

from the liberatory experience of God’s love in their lives. Black love for white racial 

enemies is crucial to white people’s ability to experience divine love. 

One of Cone’s clearest articulations of love takes the form of a response to the 

second commandment: 

But what does it mean for the black man [sic] to love the neighbor, 

especially the white neighbor? To love the white man means that the 

black man confronts him as a Thou without any intentions of giving 

ground by becoming an It. Though the white man is accustomed to 

addressing an It, in the new black man he meets a Thou. The black man 

must, if he is not to lose sight of his new-found identity in Christ, be 

prepared for conflict, for a radical confrontation…Therefore the new 

black man refuses to speak of love without justice and power. Love 

without the power to guarantee justice in human relations is meaningless. 

Indeed, there is no place in Christian theology for sentimental love, love 

without risk or cost. Love demands all, the whole of one’s being. Thus, 

for the black man to believe the Word of God about his love revealed in 

Christ, he must be prepared to meet head-on the sentimental “Christian” 

love of whites, which would make him a nonperson.139 

 

Resistance and the call to repentance are the means by which black people can respond 

to white supremacy without denying either God’s call to love their neighbors—

including enemies—or God’s deep love for black people. A forgiveness that does not 

demand—and in demanding, take concrete action to secure—political and economic 

justice for black people is a betrayal not only of God’s love for black people, but also of 

the charge to love white enemies. 

                                                      

139 Ibid., 53-54 (italics in original). Though he does not cite him, it seems clear that Cone is 

referencing the “I and Thou” dialogical philosophy of Martin Buber, not introducing some novel use of 
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This mention of forgiveness suggests a critique of King, but my elaboration of 

that critique is best placed within a discussion of Cone’s thoughts on reconciliation. I 

begin with what Cone sees as the ground for reconciliation, then explore his critique of 

King’s agape, before demonstrating how Cone’s vision of reconciliation draws together 

his thoughts on love and the racial enemy. In considering King’s beloved community, 

Cone describes human beings as “made for each other” and “unable to realize their full 

humanity except as they participate in its realization for others.”140 Such ties among 

humans are particularly intense when it comes to black and white people in the US: 

Blacks and whites are bound together in Christ by their brutal and 

beautiful encounter in this land. Neither blacks nor whites can be 

understood fully without reference to the other because of their common 

religious heritage as well as their joint relationship to the lynching 

experience. What happened to blacks also happened to whites. When 

white lynched blacks, they were literally and symbolically lynching 

themselves—their sons, daughters, cousins, mothers and fathers, and a 

host of other relatives. Whites may be bad brothers and sisters, murderers 

of their own black kin, but they are still our sisters and brothers. We are 

bound together in America by faith and tragedy.141 

 

All humans—black and white US Americans in particular—are bound to each other in a 

divine design of interconnectedness. Insofar as these bonds have been corrupted into 

enemy relations of exploitation and antagonism, human fulfillment requires 

reconciliation. Reconciliation, in turn, is possible because God has chosen the poor to be 

                                                      

140 God of the Oppressed, xiii. 
141 The Cross and the Lynching Tree, 165 (italics in original). 



 

138 

“God’s ‘Kingdom of priests’ to all peoples of the earth,” following Jesus in being 

servants to all precisely through their loving resistance to injustice.142 

Cone’s critique of King’s notion of agape is, in effect, that King sees love as 

necessarily self-sacrificing. Cone castigates King for “his dependence on the analysis of 

love found in liberal theology and his confidence that ‘the universe is on the side of 

justice,’” insisting that King fails to take seriously enough white violence in the US.143 

This is not, of course, to suggest that King did not take this violence seriously on any 

level, a claim that would be absurd given King’s personal endurance of that violence as 

directed toward his body and the bodies of his loved ones. Rather, it is to say that King 

fails to understand just how deeply violence is woven into whiteness. Cone views a 

notion of love that emphasizes self-sacrifice as incapable of confronting the heart of 

whiteness: 

This view of love places no obligation on white oppressors. The existing 

laws of society protect them, and their white skins are badges of 

acceptance. In fact, they are permitted to do whatever they will against 

blacks, assured that God loves them as well as the ones they oppress. 

                                                      

142 God of the Oppressed, 137-38. Cone could be critiqued for failing to take seriously enough the 

election of Israel as a distinct event, and not just one part of a larger pattern (see, for example, J. Kameron 

Carter’s critique of Cone in Race: A Theological Account). While such a critique offers an important reminder 

to attend to the Jewishness of Jesus and the often-unacknowledged importance of the people of Israel to 

Christian claims to knowledge and experience of God, Cone’s emphasis on “the poor,” and particularly on 

black people, does not exclude such attention. Cone gives an account of what is most important to him—

God’s work of liberation among black people—but does not see God’s election of Israel as important only 

because it is connected to his own deepest concerns. 
143 Ibid., 203. 
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Love means that God will accept white oppressors, and blacks will not 

seek reprisal.144 

 

Cone rejects King’s agape because it simply does not speak to the reality of white 

supremacy. Where Cone’s own idea of love forces white Christians to either repent or 

reject it entirely, King’s vision of love can be coopted to cast Jesus as a defender of the 

political status quo, a preacher of a gospel that was “spiritual or eschatological, but had 

nothing to do with political, revolutionary struggle.”145 The fruit of King’s agape, in other 

words, is white supremacy that has “camouflaged itself in the Christian garb of love.”146 

The disagreement between King and Cone in relation to love can be understood 

as a matter of tension between their Christological commitments. While King looks to 

the cross and sees divine self-sacrifice, Cone sees divine presence and denial of the 

authority of oppressors. Where King sees a God defined by sacrifice in the context of 

inevitable justice, Cone sees a God defined by struggle in the context of certain love. This 

is not to say that Cone sees no place for self-sacrifice—when, of course, he has been 

critiqued by Delores Williams for his views on redemptive suffering—nor is it to suggest 

that King does not see God as lovingly present and struggling alongside those who 

suffer. Rather, I suggest that when Cone looks at the cross, he takes more seriously than 

                                                      

144 A Black Theology of Liberation, 71. In this section of A Black Theology of Liberation, Cone is not 

directly critiquing King, but is instead critiquing Gordon Kaufmann, who rejected the notion that wrath 
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problem of self-sacrifice that is central to King’s notion of agape. 
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King the ability of people to resist divine power. The cross makes King confident that 

divine love marches steadily toward justice. Cone, writing in the decades following 

King’s death and the desecration of his memory, is acutely aware of the ability of white 

supremacy to praise black self-sacrifice without any intention of reciprocation, and finds 

in the cross a clear sign that black people do not struggle and suffer alone. 

It is precisely in Cone’s resistance to agape that his vision of reconciliation 

becomes clear, bringing together his thoughts on love and the racial enemy. Cone 

believes in the possibility of reconciliation, and his vision is guided by a question that 

ought not be read as rhetorical: “What are we to say to a people who insist on 

oppressing us but get upset when we reject them?” Reconciliation, for Cone, has little to 

do with black people being nice and friendly to white people who blame black people 

for racial tension and are more focused on their need for forgiveness than on the 

injustice that secures their place in the world. Reconciliation cannot involve any 

disavowal of slavery or a numbness to the present suffering of black people. 

Reconciliation cannot, in other words, look like the distorted view of King that has 

defined US American views of reconciliation for decades.147 

Love is central to Cone’s vision of reconciliation. And while that love is not 

defined by indulgent kindness to white people, neither is Cone’s vision of reconciliation 
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guided solely by his concern for black people. Rather, he grounds his vision in that 

offered in the letters of Apostle Paul: 

Reconciliation is not a human quality or potentiality, although it affects 

human relationships. It is a divine action that embraces the whole world, 

changing our relationship with God and making us new creatures. 

Formerly we were slaves; but reconciliation means that we are free. 

Formerly we were separated from God, alienated from God’s will and 

enslaved to the evils of this world. Now we are reconciled; fellowship 

with God is now possible, because Christ through his death and 

resurrection has liberated us from the principalities and powers and rules 

of this present world. Formerly our knowledge of our identity was 

defined by those who had power over life and death in this world. Now 

God has redeemed and reconciled us, so that we know that true life is 

found only in him who conquered death on the cross and was resurrected 

on the third day.148 

 

Given his focus on contemporary black radical politics as a source of theological insight, 

Cone’s vision of reconciliation is perhaps shockingly traditional, emphasizing the divine 

embrace of humanity, Christ’s victory over death, and the rediscovery of human identity 

in the Creator. I suggest, however, that this is only surprising insofar as a white 

supremacist theological tradition has too closely identified humanity with whiteness. 

For Cone, Black Power and other forms of black radical politics are not somehow 

opposed to God’s activity of reconciliation; they are the means through which God 

works to free humanity of its bondage to death and break white supremacy’s influence 

over our identities. Reconciliation is a matter of the divine embrace of all humanity. 

Since white supremacist Christian theology has insisted that black people are farthest 
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from God’s love, Cone’s vision of reconciliation offers a necessary corrective by 

beginning with God’s embrace of those deemed unlovable and insisting that “from 

God’s side, reconciliation between blacks and whites means that God is unquestionably 

on the side of the oppressed blacks struggling for justice.”149 

In this light, it should be clear that God’s universal activity of reconciliation 

makes different demands of—and has different effects on—black and white people. For 

black people, reconciliation requires that we “must accept our new existence by 

struggling against all who try to make us slaves,” committing to “rebel against all white 

masters, destroying their pretensions to authority and ridiculing the symbols of 

power.”150 Importantly, reconciliation requires reconciliation among “black brothers and 

sisters who have suffered the pain of a broken community.”151 By learning to love 

ourselves, embracing each other, and refusing to allow white people to shape our love 

for them in ways that are compatible with white supremacy, black people will find not 

only that we have been justified by God’s breaking of our bonds, but also that we are 

being sanctified, made into a new and holy people as we accept that freedom and refuse 

to define our existence in any way that betrays it.152 

For white people, reconciliation is costly, an experience that “means death, and 

only those who are prepared to die in the struggle for freedom will experience new life 
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with God.”153 As such, the “rare possibility of conversion among white 

oppressors…ought not to be identified with white sympathy for blacks or with a pious 

feeling in white folks’ hearts.”154 Reconciliation is intimately connected with “God’s 

wrathful destruction of white values,”155 with the destruction of cherished security and 

self-assurance. Reconciliation is costly for white people, but the payment of that cost is 

no transaction that results in a renewed white pride. Rather, “white converts, if there are 

any to be found, must be made to realize that they are like babies who have barely 

learned how to walk and talk.” Cone fears that those white people who have formed 

meaningful relationships with black people will use that experience “as evidence against 

blacks, claiming that reconciliation with whites is possible” and undercutting black 

critique of whiteness. The cost paid by white people does not secure renewed pride, but 

is merely the result of receiving a gift for which they could hardly have been prepared: 

“God’s gift of blackness made possible through the presence of the divine in the social 

context of black existence.”156 

Cone has not generally been understood as a theologian of love, but I hope it is 

now clear why I see his theology as a firm foundation for my own account of love and 

the racial enemy. First, Cone takes seriously racial enemy relations. This may hardly 

seem like a controversial opinion, but it is important to emphasize that Cone sees these 
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relations as relations. The racial enemy relations between white and black US Americans 

are stained in blood shared and spilled, animated by love often-misused but still 

powerful. Cone is persistent and thorough in describing the evil of whiteness, describing 

it as diseased and sinful, without identifying it entirely with the white individuals it 

shapes. Black Power, for its part, is a sign and manifestation of divine power in the 

context of that enemy relation, God’s presence among those who resist white power.  

Second, Cone lays out a theology of love that is grounded in a melancholic hope. 

His account of love never downplays the forces arrayed against divine love, but instead 

takes human resistance to those forces as the work of love. This powerful love is brought 

to bear in Cone’s vision of reconciliation, a term that Cone preserves while refusing to 

adulterate its powerful content. Reconciliation, for Cone, is a work of God that demands 

as much from those who would participate in it as Jesus offered up on the cross. In other 

words, Cone views racial reconciliation as something that can only be accomplished 

through divine power, and refuses to believe that divine power is compatible with the 

white supremacy that structures the enemy relations that make such reconciliation 

necessary. 

Before turning to my primary critique of Cone’s work—an extension of Delores 

Williams’s womanist challenge, which has perhaps been conspicuously absent in this 

chapter—I will briefly gather together key insights from Malcolm X, Martin King, and 

James Cone by suggesting a paradigm for love of the racial enemy that will serve as the 
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basis for my own account. If we take these three figures as guides, we can see that love 

of the racial enemy ought to take the form of a rejection of white innocence paired with 

an offer of white repentance, both of which are held accountable to the demands of black 

self-love. In such love, politics and faith are bound together across the contexts of 

individual lives, personal relationships, communal practices, and social systems. 

This paradigm is not quite complete, and its lack reflects a significant flaw in the 

work of Malcolm, King, and Cone. In short, love of the racial enemy not only ties 

together politics and faith, but does so through feelings. As I am discussing love, it 

might seem as though we can take the issue of feeling for granted. However, taking 

feeling for granted is precisely what is problematic about the accounts of love and the 

enemy I have reviewed in this chapter. Importantly, these thinkers’ tendency to take 

feeling for granted is grounded in a more well-documented problem they all share: 

taking the labor—in this case, particularly, affective labor—of women for granted. I am 

not, in other words, unaware that I have given a genealogy of black male thinkers so far 

in this chapter. I have done so partly because there are important strengths in their 

work, but also because this key flaw is useful in pointing a way forward for my account 

of love of the racial enemy. To be specific, while Cone is deeply concerned for the well-

being of black communities, he does not to attend to the way in which communities are 

composed of a web of personal relationships, each of which demands affective labor. As 

such, he overemphasizes traditionally masculine modes of political resistance. 
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Addressing the way in which Cone takes the affective labor of women for granted while 

focusing on the traditionally masculine157 will set the course for the rest of this 

dissertation, which will focus precisely on the necessary role of affect in an account of 

love of the racial enemy. 

 

Love and the heritage of the mother 

In the final pages of this chapter, I first outline key points of Delores Williams’s 

critique of the invisibilization and surrogacy of black women, then look at Cone’s 

response to those critiques. From there, I discuss Hortense Spillers’s “Mama’s Baby, 

Papa’s Maybe” to more closely tie this critique of Cone to the constructive work of this 

dissertation, arguing that equitably distributing the affective labor that is traditionally 

assigned to women—and which Cone fails to properly appreciate—is necessary to make 

Cone’s account of love a practical possibility. Finally, I return to Williams and explore 

her discussion of Hagar and black women’s wilderness experience. In doing so, I 

transform Cone’s theology into a solid foundation upon which I will both thoroughly 

critique the distorted vision of love that enables whiteness and construct my own 

account of love of the racial enemy. 
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In Sisters in the Wilderness, Delores S. Williams charts a course for theological 

scholarship that takes seriously the experiences of black women. As such, she devotes 

some attention to the ways in which James Cone and other black male theologians had 

failed to do so offering critiques that follow from her analysis of the struggles faced by 

black women in US American society. She offers two lines of critique that are 

particularly helpful in relation to Cone’s thoughts on love of the racial enemy: first, that 

in finding redemption in Jesus’s death on the cross, black theology encourages black 

women’s acceptance of surrogacy and, second, that black theology “invisibilizes” black 

women’s experience.158 

Williams argues that black women in the US have endured two kinds of “social-

role surrogacy:” antebellum coerced surrogacy and postbellum “voluntary (though 

pressured) surrogacy.”159 Coerced surrogacy includes those ways in which the naked 

violence of chattel slavery forced enslaved black women to stand in for others. Black 

women cared for white slaveowners’ children in place of their own mothers. Black 

women were forced into the fields to do work traditionally associated with men. Black 

women were made to provide sexual pleasure to white men, in place of white women 
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with whom white men were only to have sex for the purpose of procreation.160 After 

emancipation, poverty compelled black women to continue serving in these roles, if 

under different circumstances and to different degrees.161 Of particular relevance to this 

dissertation is the role of church mother, which Williams describes as an intracommunal 

adaptation of the mammy role that had primarily been a matter of black women caring 

for white children: 

The institution of mothers of the church that developed in some black 

churches after emancipation perhaps has some kinship with the 

antebellum mammy tradition. Like the slave mammy, the mother of the 

church exerts considerable authority in the church family. But more often 

than not she uses her power in a way that does not challenge the power 

and authority of the patriarchal head of the church, usually a male 

preacher. She is often called upon to be a healer of relationships within 

the congregation. She is well versed in and knows how to pass along the 

highest values for living the Christian life. Her power and influence often 

extend beyond the church into her community, because she has been 

empowered by one of the central authority agents of the community – the 

African-American church – to provide care and nurture for the children 

of God.162 

 

The labor of peacemaking and nurturing that might have been considered the 

responsibility of the entire community was, through black churches, regularly delegated 

to an esteemed group of women. While this specific form of surrogacy may seem 

                                                      

160 Ibid., 62-67. Williams makes it clear that, insofar as black women were made to take the place of 

others, that the roles assigned to those others were not theirs by some natural law. White women need not 
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innocuous compared to others—though I will argue shortly that such delegation of care 

is harmful to the entire community—Williams makes it clear it cannot be neatly 

separated from them. Rather, these various forms of surrogacy are all bound together 

theologically with the notion that Jesus’s suffering on the cross was redemptive. 

While most black male theologians, including Cone, had not challenged 

atonement theology,163 Williams rejects the idea that “sinful humankind has been 

redeemed because Jesus died on the cross in the place of humans, thereby taking human 

sin upon himself.” This theological formulation allows Christians only “the question of 

whether Jesus on the cross represents coerced surrogacy (willed by the Father) or 

voluntary surrogacy (chosen by the Son) or both,” but does not leave open the 

possibility that surrogacy is against God’s will.164 In short, atonement theology 

encourages black women who are regularly exploited through surrogacy to accept such 

surrogacy as consistent with the workings of salvation and therefore must be cast aside. 

Williams raises her second critique, regarding the invisibilization of black 

women’s experience, in relation to biblical hermeneutics. Black male theologians such as 

Cone have lifted up the exodus story as a sign that God is a liberator. In doing so, they 

have failed to acknowledge the plight of those who God does not liberate, such as the 

Canaanites whom the people of Israel displace. These biblical figures who are not 
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liberated by God, Williams argues, are those whose stories most closely resemble those 

of black women, who regardless of the relative levels of freedom enjoyed by black 

communities, have continued to be exploited through institutions of surrogacy.165 

Compounding this problem of biblical hermeneutics, black communities have focused 

on “strengthening models of black masculinity,” exalting the ways in which black men 

protect their communities and downplaying the ways in which women serve as 

protectors.166 In the work of Cone and other black male theologians, this has been 

manifested as the assumption of “an androcentric black history.”167 In looking at how 

God is at work within black people’s lives, Williams argues, Cone fails to actually look at 

the lives of black women. As such, he stresses liberation without properly 

acknowledging the theological and ethical importance of “survival and a positive 

quality of life for black women and their families in the presence and care of God.”168 

Even before the publication of Sisters in the Wilderness, Cone had begun to make 

strides toward correcting the failings that would lead to Williams’s critiques. Later, in 

The Cross and the Lynching Tree, he would respond more directly to Williams’s critique of 

redemptive suffering. Through a brief review of Cone’s efforts to address the problems 

of invisibilization and surrogacy, it will become clear that while Cone makes great 

strides in addressing sexism—both in his work and in society—he ultimately fails to 
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move beyond his masculine perspective toward a human wholeness that lies beyond 

strict gender divisions. While Cone increasingly acknowledges the importance of 

women’s experiences and the work black women have done to hold black communities 

together, he remains content to allow affective labor to be the responsibility of women. 

Cone has responded to the issue of invisibilization with both lament and 

attempts to correct his fundamental oversight. In the preface to the 1989 edition of his 

first book, Black Theology and Black Power, Cone comments, “I am embarrassed by its 

sexist language and patriarchal perspective.” He ultimately decided to leave that 

language as a reminder of his failings and contextualized that decision as follows: 

Whites have learned how to use less offensive language, but they have 

not changed the power relations between blacks and whites in the 

society. Because of the process of changing their language, combined with 

the token presence of middle-class African-Americans in their 

institutions, it is now even more difficult to define the racist behavior of 

whites. 

The same kind of problem is beginning to emerge in regard to 

sexism. With the recent development of womanist theology, as expressed 

in the articulate and challenging voices of Delores Williams, Jackie Grant, 

Katie Cannon, Renita Weems, Cheryl Gilkes, Kelly Brown, and others, 

even African-American male ministers and theologians are learning how 

to talk less offensively about women’s liberation. Many seem to have 

forgotten that they once used exclusive language. Amnesia is an enemy of 

justice. We must never forget what we once were lest we repeat our evil 

deeds in new forms. I do not want to forget that I was once silent about 

the oppression of women in the church and the society. Silence gives 

support to the powers that be.169 
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Cone clearly connects a critique of his own sexism to the critiques he has leveled against 

white people in response to the critiques black women leveled against him, and has 

consistently worked to honor the intention he expresses in these paragraphs. More 

constructively, Cone has worked to account for the experiences of black women in his 

discussions of black history and black experience, as he does in For My People, the book 

that provides Cone’s “theological interpretation of the civil rights movement and of 

other race-related issues stemming from it.”170 In For My People, Cone devotes a chapter 

to black women’s experiences in and contributions to black churches. Further, he 

addresses the issue of sexism in the context of his broader discussions, and does not 

confine his attention to women’s experiences to that single chapter.171 Insofar as Cone 

might be said to continue to participate in the invisibilization of black women’s 

experience, it is not because he does not try to see, but because he is somehow unable to 

see. 

This continued participation in invisibilization can be clarified by looking at 

Cone’s most extensive response to Williams’s critique of Cone’s participation in black 

women’s surrogacy through the notion of redemptive suffering. In The Cross and the 

Lynching Tree, Cone addresses surrogacy in the context of lynching, in which “women 

were sometimes substituted for black men who happened to escape white mob 

                                                      

170 For My People: Black Theology and the Black Church, 1. 
171 See, for example, For My People, 96-98 and 203-204. 
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violence.”172 He acknowledges the fact that while black men might run from such 

violence, black women often felt compelled to stay where they were and try their best to 

secure the safety of their children, finding the strength to do so in their faith.173 Cone 

expresses his admiration for the way in which black women were better able to 

“navigate the complex relationship between survival and dignity in the violent 

patriarchal South” than black men.174 He exalts the militant activism of Ida B. Wells-

Barnett175 and the inspiring resistance of Billie Holiday.176 Ultimately, he argues177 that 

redemptive suffering is not necessarily a harmful concept for black women, as it has 

inspired powerful lives of resistance that should be honored: 

To say that black women “transformed America through their suffering” 

is not intended to valorize their suffering or suggest that God willed it. I 

intend only to acknowledge the great sacrifice my mother and other black 

women made to ensure a better future for their children and their 

community. Like Jesus, black women (as well as men) sacrificed their 

lives for others, especially their children, as in the case of Laura Nelson, 

who was lynched for defending her fourteen-year-old son, accused of 

stealing meat. Dying for others was not unusual for black women, and 

they taught their sons and daughters to give back to the community, to 

give even their lives for freedom. Despite the dangers, they believed 

Jesus, their protector and friend, would walk with them and would see 

them through hard trials.178 

 

                                                      

172 Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree, 121. 
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175 Ibid., 126-33. 
176 Ibid., 134-38. 
177 Ibid., 150. His argument here is closely in line with that of JoAnne Terrell (in Power in the Blood), 
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Cone argues that women have not only sacrificed just as much as men for the sake of 

black liberation and survival, but have also held together communities and passed on 

the best of themselves in doing so. It is in failing to fully account for this additional 

work, the affective labor of nurture and connection, that Cone errs most instructively. 

The lesson of this error will be made clear through a reading of Hortense Spillers’s 

“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe.” 

In discussing the role of gender in black communities, given the 1965 Moynihan 

Report’s claims that supposedly matriarchal black families suffer by being out of step 

with a patriarchal culture,179 Spillers makes what has become a famous distinction 

between body and flesh: 

But I would make a distinction in this case between “body” and “flesh” 

and impose that distinction as the central one between captive and 

liberated subject-positions. In that sense, before the “body” there is the 

“flesh,” that zero degree of social conceptualization that does not escape 

concealment under the brush of discourse, or the reflexes of iconography. 

Even though the European hegemonies stole bodies – some of them 

female – out of West African communities in concert with the African 

“middleman,” we regard this human and social irreparability as high 

crimes against the flesh, as the person of African females and African 

males registered the wounding. If we think of the “flesh” as a primary 

narrative, then we mean its seared, divided, ripped-apartness, riveted to 

the ship's hole, fallen, or “escaped” overboard.180 

 

Spillers goes on to describe the flesh as “carrying” the male and the female. Gender-

carrying flesh is capable of being “ungendered.” Black women’s flesh was ungendered 

                                                      

179 Hortense J. Spillers, "Mama's Baby, Papa's Maybe: An American Grammar Book," Diacritics 17, 

no. 2 (Summer 1987): 66. 
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through lynching, which stripped female bodies of the state of being protected that was 

considered properly feminine,181 while the middle passage ungendered both male and 

female bodies by reducing them to financially quantifiable flesh.182 While the body is 

that which is constructed as male or female through social conventions, then, the flesh is 

that which persists even in the absence of such social structure, capable of being 

touched, hurt, marked, counted, and killed. 

It is difficult to untangle flesh and its wounding in Spillers’s discussion, perhaps 

because what Spillers calls “flesh” has most clearly been revealed through its wounding. 

Still, I take from Spillers’s distinction the notion that there is something to us that is 

deeper than gender, and that could be thought of in relation to sensations and 

experiences other than suffering. To return briefly to Cone, I argue that he manages to 

acknowledge female bodies—that is, the experiences and contributions of women as 

women—and sees the connection between the flesh of black men and that of black 

women, in the context of suffering. However, what Cone fails to see, and what Spillers 

helps me to see, is the common power that male and female bodies can draw from their 

flesh. 

While Spillers rejects the Moynihan Report’s claim that black communities and 

families suffer from some social pathology—or even that they are actually matriarchal—
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she does acknowledge that black people have been denied the social tools of Western 

patrilineal kinship. While this denial is historically rooted in slave codes, it has had a 

continued de facto impact in the decades since emancipation. Black children do not, in 

short, belong to their fathers in a way that can be consistently asserted over against the 

power of the state or the desires of white citizens. Neither, however, can they properly 

belong to their mothers, given that patrilineal kinship is socially dominant. All black 

children are, in effect, illegitimate. As such, Spillers argues that “the African-American 

male has been touched, therefore, by the mother, handed by her in ways that he cannot 

escape, and in ways that the white American male is allowed to temporize by a fatherly 

reprieve.”183 

Where white males are more or less forced by US American society to disavow 

the influence of their mothers on them, black males are bound by that same society to 

acknowledge that maternal influence. And where the Moynihan Report and the line of 

thinking it represents see pathology in this reality, Spillers sees potential: 

Because of this peculiar American denial, the black American male 

embodies the only American community of males which has had the 

specific occasion to learn who the female is within itself, the infant child 

who bears the life against the could-be fateful gamble, against the odds of 

pulverization and murder, including her own. It is the heritage of the 

mother that the African-American male must regain as an aspect of his 

own personhood – the power of “yes” to the “female” within.184 
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Now, Spillers’s primary aim in raising this possibility is not to shift the focus of her 

article to black men, but is instead to articulate the social and symbolic role of the black 

mother.185 Still, her brief gesture toward the possibility of a black male who claims “the 

power of ‘yes’ to the ‘female’ within” stands as an articulation of precisely what Cone 

fails to do. Cone, in his discussions of black women’s experiences, works hard to say 

“yes” to black women. He does not, however, seem to realize that black men could tap 

into the powerful “female” affective resources that might allow us to also engage in the 

work of nurture and connection that black women have shouldered. 

With this gap in Cone’s imagination clearly in view, we can return to Williams in 

search of a theological lens with which I can correct Cone’s vision of love of the racial 

enemy. As I noted in passing, Williams critiques Cone for applying a particular ethical 

criterion—participation in the divine work of liberation—in evaluating theological and 

political positions, as this criterion does not properly take into account the experiences of 

black women. She proposes, as a means of reconsidering the theological and political 

values that a Christian should embrace, an alternative ethical criterion: promotion of 

“survival and a positive quality of life for black women and their families in the 

presence and care of God.”186 
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Williams grounds this ethical criterion in what she calls black women’s 

“wilderness experience.” This concept serves to bring together Williams’s practices of 

biblical hermeneutics and her attention to the lives of contemporary and historical black 

women. In explaining wilderness experience, Williams turns to the biblical story of 

Hagar, the maid of Abram/Abraham and Sarai/Sarah, as told in Genesis 15, 16, and 21. 

In this story, Sarah forces Hagar to have sex with Abraham and bear his child as Sarah’s 

surrogate mother. After the birth of her son, Ishmael, Hagar is treated cruelly by Sarah 

(with Abraham’s approval) and runs away into the wilderness, only to be told to return 

to her owners by an angel of God. Later, when Sarah gives birth to a son, Isaac, she and 

Abraham cast Hagar and Ishmael out into the wilderness to secure Isaac’s inheritance. In 

this second time in the wilderness, God, speaking from heaven, directs Hagar to the 

resources she and Ishmael need to survive.187 

Williams uses Hagar’s wilderness experience as a symbol for the experiences of 

black US American women: 

This Hagar symbolism provides a historically realistic model of non-

middle-class black womanhood. Contrary to Anglo-American ideals 

about “true womanhood,” this African-American notion affirms such 

qualities as defiance; risk-taking; independence; endurance when 

endurance gives no promise; the stamina to hold things together for the 

family (even without the help of a mate); the ability, in poverty, to make a 

way out of no way; the courage to initiate political action in the public 

arena; and a close personal relation with God. Her field of activity is both 

the private and public domain. Affirming this model of womanhood, the 
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black community can celebrate the moral, intellectual, spiritual and 

emotional strength poor black women have exercised as they withstood 

trouble and trials in a hostile world.188  

 

Historically, this wilderness symbolism has been claimed by black women both before 

and after emancipation and has placed communal and personal experiences, both 

positive and negative, in context of one another: 

This symbolic sense of wilderness held together what the community 

took to be women’s positive body experience (pregnancy, motherhood, 

nurturehood), the slave’s positive religious experience in the antebellum 

wilderness (which involved the body) and the community’s experience as 

an ethnic body in the free world of postbellum America. This sense of 

wilderness held together black women’s negative experience of 

oppression (through sexist bondage and the surrogate situation) and the 

community’s negative experience of racial bondage and continuing 

manhood struggle. It held together black women’s positive struggle for 

autonomy, through resistance and rebellion, and the community’s 

positive struggle for self-determination through resistance, rebellion and 

being cast out of slavery. 

The postbellum notion of wilderness (with Hagar and child as its 

content) emphasize black women’s and the black community’s negative 

economic experience of poverty and social displacement. It held together 

women’s positive encounter with God, which provided hope for the 

future through the community’s liberation struggle. The black postbellum 

notion of wilderness brought together black women’s experience of 

holding the family together with the community’s experience of black 

male impotence in relation to the economic straits in which his family 

found itself. This postbellum African-American symbolic sense of 

wilderness, with Hagar at its center, makes the female figure symbolic of 

the entire lack community’s history of brutalization during slavery; of 

fierce survival struggle and economic servitude after liberation; of 

children being cheated out of their inheritance by oppressors; of threat to 

the life and well-being of the family; of the continuing search for a 
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positive, productive quality of life for women and men under God’s 

care.189 

 

The symbol of the wilderness experience allows Williams to theologically articulate the 

experiences of black women in a way that rejects the surrogacy and invisibilization of 

black women by centering them as the agents of God’s work of providing resources for 

survival and the achievement of quality of life. 

Williams’s centering of the wilderness experience of black women, together with 

Spillers’s revelation of the possibility for black men to tap into the resources that have 

sustained black women through that wilderness experience, provides the means of 

correcting the flaws in Cone’s conception of love of the racial enemy. Cone takes 

seriously the power of white supremacy in its resistance to divine love, and presents 

love of the white racial enemy as involving a rejection of white innocence and an offer of 

white repentance, always held accountable to the demands of black self-love. However, 

even in his attempts to address Williams’s critiques, Cone does not see the importance of 

affective labor. Cone does not seem to realize that we cannot take it for granted that a 

compelling account of love will account for what makes love work. Williams and Spillers 

point us in the right direction, suggesting that all black people can tap into affective 

resources that can sustain us as we nurture our self-love and work to connect with white 
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people who struggle to cast off their pretensions of innocence and embrace their need 

for repentance. 

I am not, in applying Williams and Spillers in this way, claiming that men can 

somehow be complete, self-sufficient humans who do not need women if we can just say 

yes to the female within. Neither am I dismissing the real historical experiences of black 

women who have had to hold things together when many men have failed to do what I 

believe is possible for us. Rather, I argue that that it is not enough for black men to 

acknowledge and theoretically incorporate the contributions of women without looking 

inside to find how they should have come from within ourselves. Black male theologians 

who would combat sexism even as we combat racism must see that black women should 

never have been left to bear by themselves the burden of attending to communities’ 

affective labor and its matters of survival and quality of life. It is not enough, in other 

words, for black male theologians to acknowledge black women’s experience and learn 

from it; we need to be transformed by it, just as Cone believes white people need to be 

transformed, deep inside, that they might better love God and God’s children. 

I want to move straight to the potential for a fuller vision of love of the racial 

enemy such as I have touched on here, but to do so would be to ignore the wilderness 

within which we wander, the wind that sustains the destructive storm that is whiteness, 

the sweetness that disguises its poison and lures white people into believing that they 

need not listen to Cone or the many faithful black Christians of whom he is a prominent 
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example. Black Christians can call for repentance until the sun burns out, but unless 

white Christians can respond to that call, white supremacy will continue to defy the 

divine love of God that holds open space for reconciliation. In the next chapter, 

therefore, I will diagnose a distorted vision of love that is a fundamental aspect of 

whiteness, and which plagues any attempt at reconciliation. 
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3. Distorted Love 

White supremacy is driven and directed by love. Whiteness itself—the vague 

racial position that confers privileges secured by the normalization of the vulnerability 

of black and brown bodies to legal and extralegal violence—is something we are taught 

to love, whether that love takes the form of the explicit white nationalism that has 

buoyed Donald Trump’s presidency or the politics of black respectability exemplified by 

Barack Obama’s presidency. Far from being a simple, pious solution to racism, then, 

love is at the heart of the problem. Insofar as love may be central in furthering racial 

reconciliation, faithful love must be distinguished from the distorted love that nurtures 

white supremacy. That is, insofar as love may be instrumental in dismantling white 

supremacy, faithful love must be distinguished from the love that demands that black 

Christians ignore racial enemy relations when we face our white brothers and sisters, 

offering them forgiveness that they might retain their progressive pride while in 

proximity to those from whose suffering their own privilege has been wrought. 

In this chapter, I give an account of love, as distorted by white supremacy. This 

distorted love is a problem for white people who excuse themselves with it and thus 

harden their hearts against God’s love, as so many Pharaohs. It is also a problem for 

black people, both those who allow it to constrain their own love and those who are hurt 

by how it guides white people to treat them. Though I will offer an extended theological 

discussion in the next chapter, this chapter could be understood as an account of the 
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corruption of the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love. This distorted love 

strangles the faith of white Christians, leaving it nearly incapable of receiving or 

responding to the demands of God’s love—the call for repentance discussed in the 

previous chapter—partly through the offering of a deceptive optimism masquerading as 

hope. 

Before addressing this distorted love directly, I note three failures of connection 

and empathy that are distinct from the problem I take on, then return briefly to Jennifer 

Harvey, whose discussion of the flaws of the reconciliation paradigm provides a helpful 

starting point for my account. Each of the first three failures is important in its own 

right—and may well be more widespread than the issue I am addressing—but none of 

them are as influential when it comes to the breakdown of passionate and committed 

reconciliation efforts. First, as is the case throughout this dissertation, I am not 

examining the complete disregard for black lives that marks the political and ecclesial 

lives of some white Christians. Second, I am not discussing the wild delusion that is the 

impression that black people are generally happy with the state of things in the United 

States, or the wider world. Third, I am not exploring the failure of some white Christians 

to recognize the need for something that resembles repentance in relation to white 

supremacy. Taking these qualifications together, I am not talking about those failures of 

love that make white Christians believe that reconciliation efforts are unnecessary, either 
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because widespread black suffering is acceptable, does not exist, or pales in comparison 

to what they consider the proper mission of the church. 

Jennifer Harvey, who similarly focuses on those white Christians who are 

committed to reconciliation, provides a helpful account of their failures to follow 

through in those efforts. While I will argue that her compelling critique gives white 

Christians too much credit, it nonetheless provides a helpful beginning to my discussion 

of distorted love. In short, Harvey suggests that white Christians fail to adequately 

pursue racial reconciliation because they are afraid of the reparations that true 

commitment to reconciliation demands, that social transformation cannot come without 

cost.1 Favoring the notion of repair over reconciliation, at least as a practical framework, 

Harvey argues that while repair offers neither easy answers nor final solutions, it 

“generates a clear, compelling standard by which to organize our activism and move 

from an unflinching, honest look at the differential impact of white supremacy into 

actions that attempt to address and redress that impact.”2 

The notion of reparations, however, is notoriously difficult for white people to 

even consider seriously. Emilie M. Townes, whose work I turn to shortly, provides 

insight into this difficulty: 

Reparations talk is ultimately not about Black folk. It is about White 

power and privilege sashaying around with Christian triumphalism, 
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empire, and imperialism. This kind of imperialism lets White supremacy 

off the hook and it feeds into empire building. It fails to address 

whiteness as a racial construction that functions as privilege and power 

over national and global stages. Attempts to talk about reparations for 

Black folk, domestically or globally, falter because of the ability or 

inability of elite Whites and their kin to recognize that they have attained 

their power and privilege on the backs of the poor, the darker skinned, 

the feminine. The elite White imagination creates a world complete with 

images built on stereotypes of utter otherness.3 

 

The white imagination referenced by Townes will be at the center of my discussion of 

her work, but for now it is more important to focus on what she describes as the 

“inability” of some white people to recognize what provides them with power and 

privilege. Townes’s description of this as an inability is not hyperbolic. However, it is 

not simply a cognitive inability; it is an affective inability. Harvey points in this direction 

when she claims that when white people engage what I describe as racial enemy 

relations “through a reparations paradigm, they register in an even deeper key. They 

should shake us at our core.”4 What Harvey gestures toward, but does not explore, is the 

reality that many white Christians are not only afraid of the demands of repentance, but 

that they are unable to reconcile such demands with their experience of the world or 

with their faith. The racial enemy relations that make reparations such a compelling 

framework for Harvey cannot be confronted by these white Christians precisely because 

to do so would “shake” the foundations of their world. The demands of repentance, in 
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short, come across as both wildly unrealistic and cruelly aggressive. Harvey suggests 

that white Christians are afraid of reparations. While that may be true on some level, I 

argue that white Christians are generally incapable of getting as far as the kind of 

earthshaking fear that Harvey envisions, and that the cause of this lies in a distorted 

love. 

In this chapter, I explore this diseased love, its pathology, and the possibilities of 

its treatment. First, I discuss how it is structured and propagated at the societal level by 

bringing Emilie Townes’s work on the cultural production of evil and the fantastic 

hegemonic imagination together with Sara Ahmed’s discussion of affective economies. 

Next, I look at how this distorted love is manifested through individuals’ emotions. I 

connect James Cone’s critique of a white inability to feel black suffering with Sara 

Ahmed’s work on happiness and Lauren Berlant’s discussion of cruel optimism. Then I 

offer Robin DiAngelo’s notion of white fragility as an explanation for how distorted love 

hampers reconciliation work by eroding their emotional and spiritual endurance. After 

reaffirming the degree to which this distorted love exceeds the ability of most white 

Christians to overcome it, I return to DiAngelo and Ahmed for possible interventions, 

then conclude by setting up the constructive theological work that will take up the rest 

of this dissertation. 
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The production and circulation of distorted love 

Distorted love is manifested most noticeably in the lives of individuals, in their 

inability to perceive love in loving critique and their perception of their racial enemies’ 

suffering as an aggressive disruption of their happiness. However, those individual 

manifestations of distorted love are connected. Distorted love is not just a particularly 

common individual moral failing. It is tied into the cultural production of evil described 

by Emilie Townes. 

In Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil, Townes illuminates how 

what she terms the “fantastic hegemonic imagination” shapes narratives and images 

that reinforce structural evil, describing this process as “the cultural production of evil.” 

Townes argues that structural evil is not only maintained by the “rational mechanisms 

that hold forms of oppression and misery in place,” but is “also maintained by more 

heuristic forces that emerge from the imagination as emotion, intuition, and yearning.”5 

Townes certainly finds quantifiable matters of employment practices, police violence, 

educational disparities, and ecological neglect to be important. Those “rational 

mechanisms” of oppression cannot, however, tell the whole story of structural evil. 

Those quantifiable mechanisms require some measure of societal consent. Townes 

targets her analysis at this dimension of structural evil, exploring its cultural production 

by highlighting “the systematic construction of truncated narratives designed to support 
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and perpetuate structural inequities and forms of social oppression.”6 In critiquing these 

narratives (e.g., the mythical figure of the welfare queen), Townes takes it for granted 

“that the story can be told another way.”7 

How stories are told is a function of the employment of the concepts of memory 

and history, with some narratives being granted the status of objective historical fact and 

others being marginalized as subjective memory. Drawing on the work of French 

historian Pierre Nora, Townes rejects the idea that memory is “a personal activity 

corrupted by the teller’s choice of words and his or her sense of how to shape the story,” 

while history is purified of such subjectivity through the collection of evidence and 

proof. Rather, history is a matter of reconstructing what has passed and locking it into a 

fixed form, each event connected to others through chronological continuities, while 

memory is a dynamic process of remembering and forgetting. History is, in effect, the 

attempt to shape and constrain the ongoing mutation of memory, aligning how 

individuals think about the past with that fixed historical form.8 We see this every 

Martin Luther King Day, as various groups and individuals curate the events of King’s 

life and compete to convince the public that if King was alive, he would be aligned with 

this or that political party or movement. While histories compete, they do not do so on 
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an even playing field. Rather, there are dominant histories that are challenged by what 

Nora calls “microhistories:” 

In contrast to revisionist history that more conservative forces often 

denounce, microhistories are the ignored or forgotten or discounted 

histories of real people experiencing the ebb and flow of their societies 

and their cultures. They are microhistories only because the larger society 

selects certain markers of the past and invests the with symbolic, political, 

and theological significance while ignoring others. Put more bluntly, the 

histories of dominant cultures and societies have most often bolstered 

ruling ideologies, philosophies, or states that run roughshod over 

competing ideologies that do not carry commensurate abilities to exert 

coercion and/or force.9 

 

In short, some histories are backed by force, while others struggle to lay claim to the 

“symbolic, political, and theological significance” that could give them the influence of 

history, rather than being dismissed as private and unreliable memory. 

Townes adds, turning here to German-American scholar of literature Werner 

Sollors, that the line between history and memory is regularly racialized, with 

“objective, rational, and true” history aligned with white people and “subjective, 

emotional, and suspect” memory aligned with black people.10 As such, individuals’ 

personal beliefs about the past will be backed by the force of “symbolic, political, and 

theological significance” insofar as they align with narratives that serve the interests of 

white people. This dominance of white history over all people’s memories is a product 

of what Townes calls the “fantastic hegemonic imagination.” 

                                                      

9 Ibid., 14-15. 
10 Ibid., 15. 



 

171 

Townes reads the work of Michel Foucault and Antonio Gramsci together to 

explain this concept. Townes adapts Foucault’s account of imagination and fantasy. 

Foucault sees imagination as the human capacity to dream up possibilities. Arguing that 

the imagination is required to operate in relation to what science deemed plausible, 

Foucault introduces the fantastic as that which exceeds those boundaries, whatever one 

might dream up while reading about what is deemed to be realistic. Townes presses 

beyond Foucault and claims that the fantastic is “not limited to the worlds of literature 

but goes beyond to form a part of the cultural production of our realities—it is in the 

very fabric of the everyday.”11 There is an element of everyday life that, from the point 

of view of a black observer, seems to fly in the face of reality. Black people are treated as 

if we are completely different beings than we are, as welfare queens and violent thugs, 

as if we have been mistaken for characters dreamed up in a flight of wicked fantasy. 

Such fantasy is only one element of the fantastic hegemonic imagination. 

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony is equally important: 

Essentially, hegemony is the set of ideas that dominant groups employ in 

a society to secure the consent of subordinates to abide by their rule. The 

notion of consent is key, because hegemony is created through coercion 

that is gained by using the church, family, media, political parties, 

schools, unions, and other voluntary associations—the civil society and 

all its organizations. This breeds a kind of false consciousness (the 

fantastic in neocultural and sociopolitical drag) that creates societal 

                                                      

11 Ibid., 18-19. 
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values and moralities such that there is one coherent and accurate 

viewpoint on the world.12 

 

The notion of the fantastic hegemonic imagination brings together this critique of 

hegemonic ideas with the awareness that these ideas fly in the face of black people’s 

experiences of reality. 

The fantastic hegemonic imagination, then, is a set of ideas that serves white 

interests. It is unmoored from material reality, and aimed at securing consent for 

systems of exploitation and violence that take black people—black women, in 

particular—as their targets. It primarily works through the production and propagation 

of stereotypes, images that capture people within themselves, making black women, to 

stick with Townes primary concern, truly appear to be greedy and irresponsible welfare 

queens, violent troublemakers, or unconditionally nurturing mammies. These images, 

tools of the fantastic hegemonic imagination, shape the memory of individuals, such that 

one’s experiences with real black women are transformed into encounters with some 

combination of these stereotypes.13 Of course, not all encounters are in the flesh. 

Whether or not black bodies are present in a community, commodified images of black 

people are there, doing the work of the fantastic hegemonic imagination.14 

The fantastic hegemonic imagination is at work in everyone, regardless of their 

race or gender, as it “sets in motion whirlwinds of images used in the cultural 

                                                      

12 Ibid., 20 (italics in original). 
13 Ibid., 12.  
14 Ibid., 52. 
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production of evil.”15 Images like that of the welfare queen not only affect how people 

who do not belong to a targeted group view that group. They also affect how groups are 

able to understand and express themselves: 

For marginalized groups such as Black folk in the United States, part of 

the challenge is to enact memory and history in culture without 

crumbling under the hegemonic demand that all these groups must 

display a heavily romanticized and impossible “genuineness” in a society 

founded on miscegenation, assimilation, and a discrete autonomous self 

that is independent and self-directing. In other words, the challenge is to 

resist measuring Black realities by the ideological stereotypes, the 

denigrating myths, of the fantastic hegemonic imagination.16 

 

Referencing W.E.B. Du Bois’s critique of white historians who worked to sanitize the 

Confederacy, Townes notes that in those who are not part of a given targeted group, the 

fantastic hegemonic imagination has a powerful ability to compel its subjects to forget 

experiences and historical events that contradict its narratives and images, to forget the 

very people who are being covered over by these images.17 

The fantastic hegemonic imagination tells a certain story, and Townes insists that 

this story can be told another way—in many other ways—and, because stories engage 

people affectively, it can felt another way. While she notes the importance of emotion in 

relation to these stories and images, however, she does not take feelings as an object of 

inquiry and analysis. In terms of this dissertation, she demonstrates that images are used 

                                                      

15 Ibid., 21. 
16 Ibid., 21-22. 
17 Ibid., 26-27. Townes argues, further, that these stereotypical images can be used to combat the 

fantastic hegemonic imagination. I will address this later in this chapter. 
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to secure racial enemy relations, but does not show how these images are tied to the 

manipulation of feelings. In search of insight into how images are related to emotion, 

then, I turn to Sara Ahmed.18 

In The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Ahmed introduces the notion of “affective 

economies,” which will help to explain the affective dimension of the fantastic 

hegemonic imagination. Given that both “affect” and “economy” are highly contested 

terms, I will explain how Ahmed uses each before proceeding into a discussion of 

affective economies. Affect, as discussed by Ahmed, represents the mutual influence 

between activities at the societal or communal level (e.g., entertainment, politics) and 

seemingly private, individual feelings. Economy, as she uses it here, loosely adapts Karl 

Marx’s critique of capitalism and focuses on how human labor produces value, which is 

then circulated along with the objects that have been invested with that value.19 

Affective economies, then, are patterns of exchange within which objects invested with 

emotional value circulate between people and through institutions. These objects not 

only include physical objects (e.g., flags, needles, people in the flesh), but also reports of 

objects, as well as fantastic images of the sort discussed by Townes. 

                                                      

18 While my acknowledgements record my appreciation of those who have helped me in my work, 

I need to make it clear that my work with Amy R. Barbour has definitively shaped my understanding of 

Sara Ahmed’s work, specifically. While plenty of people have offered helpful insights, pointed me toward 

useful texts and other resources, or even shaped my reading through their teaching, Amy’s influence on my 

work on Ahmed is more deeply formative. We have presented and/or published several co-authored papers 

that engage with Ahmed’s work, and because of our ongoing work together, I simply cannot claim that the 

way I read Ahmed is extricable from my work with Amy. 
19 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (New York: Routledge, 2004), 44-45. 
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Ahmed is clear in stating that emotions themselves do not pass between people. 

Rather, the objects to which emotions “stick” are passed around. It is quite possible for 

different people to have different emotional responses to a given object, though Ahmed 

offers an account (to be discussed shortly) of how these emotional responses are 

coordinated, such that the passing of affectively sticky objects is often, in effect, the 

passing of a given emotion. The emotions that are felt are not understood as somehow 

passed along with the object, but are instead attributed to the object, as if it inspires 

emotions apart from affective economic production and circulation.20 It is important to 

note, as well, that not all objects are equally “sticky.”21 Emilie Townes would explain this 

disparity in terms of the degree of “symbolic, political, and theological significance,” 

whether positive or negative, that has been invested into a given object. Ahmed devotes 

chapters, even books, to this concept of affectively sticky objects and their circulation, 

but I will try to ground them in a concise example. 

A young black man is an affectively sticky object. The sight of a young black man 

walking down the sidewalk toward a person can inspire intense emotional responses in 

that person. Perhaps they will feel fear and, in turn, shame at their fear or anger at the 

black man for “causing” that fear. These emotional responses do not arise from within 

that person spontaneously, as if young black men are naturally frightening. Rather, as 

                                                      

20 Ibid., 10-11. 
21 Ibid., 8. 
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Townes explains, certain stories and images shape that pedestrian’s perception of that 

particular black man. News reports, Facebook posts, movies, presidential debates, 

friends’ anecdotes, and all other sorts of exchanges have presented that person with 

frightening images of young black men robbing, raping, and remorselessly killing. These 

images have little or nothing to do with the man who is approaching this person on the 

sidewalk, and yet they shape the person’s perception of that man. And those images 

invoke emotions. The fear inspired by the news report or movie sticks to the generic 

image of the young black man and has been passed on to this pedestrian. That fear, then, 

sticks to the young black man walking on the sidewalk, as he has been captured by those 

images. Taking the example a bit further, perhaps this pedestrian goes inside their home 

and informs a family member that they were scared by a young black man who 

approached them on the sidewalk. That family member may, without having seen this 

man themselves, be afraid to take their usual stroll through the neighborhood that night. 

Or, perhaps, the circulation of this affectively sticky object will not transmit the same 

emotions. Perhaps, driven by rage at the thought that someone would threaten their 

family, that second family member will grab their handgun and go looking for the 

intruder. Regardless of the family member’s reaction, they will likely blame the young 

black man for the emotions they are experiencing. Emotions stick to young black men, 

and as young black men are interchangeably passed around through word and image, 

emotions are passed with them. 
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This fictional—but hardly fantastic—example helps to illuminate what Ahmed 

means when she talks about the circulation of affectively sticky objects. The impact of 

such circulation, however, goes far beyond the inspiration of individual acts of violence 

or disrupted routines. Affective economies shape individual, communal, and national 

bodies.22 Ahmed explains how this shaping is at the heart of her work in The Cultural 

Politics of Emotion: 

In The Cultural Politics of Emotion, I explore how emotions work to shape 

the ‘surfaces’ of individual and collective bodies. Bodies take the shape of 

the very contact they have with objects and others. My analysis proceeds 

by reading texts that circulate in the public domain, which work by 

aligning subjects with collectives by attributing ‘others’ as the ‘source’ of 

our feelings.23 

 

Emotions, according to Ahmed, are neither practices imposed upon us from outside our 

bodies nor psychological states derived from within them, but instead “create the very 

effect of the surfaces and boundaries that allow us to distinguish an inside and an 

outside in the first place.”24 It is through the experience of sensations that we interpret as 

painful that we gain a sense of those surfaces and boundaries. It is pain that imparts our 

understanding of where our skin is. In making this claim, Ahmed is not trying to 

account for our earliest experiences as infants. Rather, she argues that our 

                                                      

22 While Ahmed does not discuss churches or other religious communities very often, I will 

proceed with the understanding that the kinds of communal processes she describes apply to churches and 

other religious communities insofar as they are communities that function through the activity of 

institutions and processes similar to those of other communities. 
23 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 1. 
24 Ibid., 8-10. 
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understanding of our skin, of our body, lapses. According to Ahmed, “what is crucial is 

that although I have a sense of my body before each new encounter, my body seems to 

disappear from view, it is often forgotten as I concentrate on this or on that.25 Where “pain 

involves the transgression of the border between inside and outside”—a transgression 

that makes that border sensible—ordinary life is defined by the absence of pain and, 

thus, the absence of bodily awareness.26 

These are interesting claims when applied to the individual human body. 

However, they are particularly pressing when considered in relation to communal 

bodies such as nations or churches. Just as physical pain gives an individual human a 

sense of their body’s boundaries, communal “pain” gives a community a sense of its 

boundaries. Such pain is, often, more a matter of debate than a stubbed toe or a surgical 

scar. What experiences truly count as painful for a community is largely determined by 

the ability of various people and groups within a community to impose their claims of 

communal injury on others in the community. As Townes suggests, some stories of pain 

are told publicly and repeatedly, while others are suppressed. Stories of pain can be told 

in different ways, to paint one party or another as the cause of injury or the injured 

party.27 As an example, the September 11 attacks have created a lasting sense that the US 

American body was wounded, and that Muslim terrorists/all Muslims were the cause of 

                                                      

25 Ibid., 24-26 (italics in original). 
26 Ibid., 27. 
27 Ibid., 32-33. This also evokes Wilderson’s discussion of the intelligibility of suffering. Some 

people’s suffering will be recognized as suffering that demands redress, while others’ will not. 
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injury and, thus, outside the US American body, regardless of their citizenship status. By 

contrast, ongoing police violence against black people and increased pressure applied by 

Homeland Security against immigrant families are not widely understood as causing 

pain to the entire US American body, but instead serve to define smaller injured 

communities over against those segments of the US American population that do not 

acknowledge that pain. Such communal pain is not simply used politically to define the 

boundaries of a community, but is “felt on the skin of the individuals who make up that 

community,” felt in the impact of that communal injury on the lives and emotions of 

those individuals.28  

While pain shapes a communal body’s sense of its boundaries, happiness serves 

to regulate the activity of the individuals who make up that body, partly by distributing 

the communal body’s pain among its individual members. Happiness is a means of 

social control. But what does Ahmed mean by happiness? Happiness is a matter of 

“orientation toward the objects we come into contact with.” Generally, we seek greater 

proximity to those objects we associate with happiness, and away from those we 

perceive to be obstacles to or disruptive of happiness. Further, that sense of an object as 

happy or unhappy extends to the object’s context, such that we seek out the conditions 

we associate with a happy object and avoid those we associate with an unhappy object.29 

                                                      

28 Ibid., 34. 
29 The Promise of Happiness (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 24-25. 
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To return to my earlier example, the person who was frightened by the young black man 

might avoid walking during that time of day or down the street on which the encounter 

took place because of their association with the unhappy object that is the young black 

man. The desire to be happy is the desire to remain close to those things that we 

associate with happiness,30 though this association is no guarantee. Happiness is a 

matter of expectation, a promise that one will feel happy in the presence of a given 

object. As with any promise or expectation, however, it can lead to disappointment.31 As 

such, the promise of happiness often involves some sense that if the fulfillment of the 

promise is deferred—whether in being patient for one’s own happiness or in sacrificing 

one’s own happiness to secure another’s—its fulfillment will be even greater than 

originally anticipated.32 

Such deferral of happiness is particularly powerful in relation to happiness’s 

function as a means of social control. When the promise of happiness is a social promise, 

it can serve to make social norms and ideals into affectively sticky objects, such that 

conforming to those norms and ideals seems to be a way to promote one’s own 

happiness.33 This social promise is particularly compelling when happiness is presented 

as being in crisis, with social ideals and norms cast as the key to that crisis. Insofar as the 

members of a community have failed—or appeared to fail—to conform to those norms 

                                                      

30 Ibid., 2. 
31 Ibid., 28-29. 
32 Ibid., 32-33. 
33 Ibid., 11. 
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and ideals, that failure is portrayed as a threat to happiness. The assumption, of course, 

is that the ideals themselves are not inadequate to the task of pointing the way to 

happiness.34 

This social promise of happiness grounds certain moral distinctions, 

distinguishing those who are worthy and capable of being happy rightly from those 

who are not. Insofar as happiness is felt to be in crisis, this is not only because the 

“right” people are failing to attain the fruits of its promise, but also because the “wrong” 

people may appear to be happy, as in the case of the mythical welfare queen who is 

rewarded with a carefree lifestyle and easy money for her subversion of the social ideals 

of hard-work and responsibility.35 While conformity to social norms is a matter of 

discipline—of being taught and of practicing such conformity, assuming one has had the 

opportunity to receive such teaching—it is communicated socially in the “fantasy of a 

moral and middle-class subject as the one who is without habit, who will and can choose 

insofar as they are imagined as free from inclination.” Conformity to social norms is 

assumed to be strictly a matter of choice, as is the associated happiness.36 

                                                      

34 Ibid., 7. This line of reasoning is particularly obvious in political discourses that focus on the 

“traditional family,” and the association of same-sex marriage, abortion, and any number of other practices 

with familial decline and society-wide unhappiness. 
35 Ibid., 13. 
36 Ibid., 34-37. 
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Appearing to be happy about the right things and because of the right choices 

brings one securely within the affective bounds of a communal body,37 while the failure 

to seem happy properly alienates one from that community.38 Within such a framework, 

it becomes clear that happiness is not simply a matter of personal fulfillment, but is also 

a form of emotional labor, in which one’s work is “making others happy by appearing 

happy.”39 This “happiness duty” is particularly clear in the family, a central node in the 

formation of our desires for happiness and itself a particularly significant happy object. 

Ahmed argues that “the family becomes a happy object through the work that must be 

done to keep it together,” which includes the work involved both in knowing what 

makes others in the family appear happy and in appearing happy when you are 

presented with what other family members “know” makes you happy, whether or not it 

actually makes you feel good.40 

Sticking with the family, the work involved in fulfilling this happiness duty is 

unevenly distributed in two senses. First, insofar as women and girls are expected to 

make the family an object of special concern, respectively catering to men’s needs and 

submitting to parental expectations, they are closely associated with the family’s 

happiness. Second, the happiness duty demands that insofar as a person is harmed by 

power or violence, that the proper response is to adjust how they feel about that power 

                                                      

37 Ibid., 38. 
38 Ibid., 41. 
39 Living a Feminist Life, 58. 
40 The Promise of Happiness, 45-47. 
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and violence, rather than to default on their happiness duty.41 As some women and 

children are more regularly exposed to such violence and harmful exertions of power 

than others, they also must labor more diligently in appearing happy for the benefit of 

others. 

The labor of maintaining the happiness of others by presenting oneself as happy 

is not restricted to the family, but applies to relations in wider communities. One such 

manifestation of the happiness duty that is particularly relevant to this dissertation is 

covered by Ahmed in relation to migration and multiculturalism.42 Acknowledging that 

for many, multiculturalism is an “unhappy term”—threatening the happiness of a 

community that had formerly grounded its happiness in its apparent homogeneity—

there is a certain promise of happiness associated with multiculturalism. “Happy 

multiculturalism” involves the projection of happiness into a future in which the 

“problem” of diversity has been solved and interactions between the various members 

of a diverse community will be frictionless and pleasurable.43 In practice, movement 

toward this happy future is marked by the acceptance by migrants of the multicultural 

society’s promise of happiness, which is dependent upon their agreement to forgive and 

forget past suffering, to “get over” their consciousness of racism. Their happiness duty 

                                                      

41 Living a Feminist Life, 60. Of course, many people resist this happiness duty. Ahmed’s account of 

such “killjoys” will figure prominently among the interventions I will cover later in this chapter. 
42 In addressing migration and multiculturalism, Ahmed is dealing with the relation between the 

British nation and those migrants who have come to live in the UK. Her insights, however, are quite 

applicable to the US context, and to US churches in particular. 
43 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness, 122. 
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is, in large part, a duty to refrain from remembering personal or societal histories of 

racism and to embrace the blessing of the happy multicultural society, a society in which 

racism continues to thrive.44 In the British context discussed by Ahmed, happy 

multiculturalism involves the idea that “to become British is to accept empire as the gift 

of happiness, which might involve an implicit injunction to forget or not to remember 

the violence of colonial rule.”45 It is easy to translate this happy multicultural demand to 

Jennifer Harvey’s description of US American churches’ reconciliation efforts, in which 

happiness is not promised by white repentance, but by the possibility of black 

forgiveness and consent to white forgetfulness.46 Like the happy family, happy 

multiculturalism places a much greater burden on some than others. 

Ultimately, Ahmed argues, happiness can eviscerate critique and inquiry: 

Happiness becomes a stopping point; happiness allows us to stop at a 

certain point, rather like the word because. The child asks you questions, 

or I ask questions in a way that people might say is “childlike.” Why this? 

If this, then why that? Why that, then why…? Anything can take the 

place of the does; the empty place that always marks the possibility of 

another question, the endless deferral that reminds us that all answers 

beg questions and that to give an answer is to create the condition of 

possibility for another question. Eventually, you stop. You must stop. 

You have to put a stop to the questions because there are other things to 

do with your time. So you say, “because.” Why because? Because 

“because.” When because becomes an answer to a question the 

conversation can stop. Happiness provides such a because, a “because 

because.” We desire things, because of happiness. Because of happiness, 

we desire things. Happiness is how we can end the conversation about 

                                                      

44 Ibid., 142-43. 
45 Ibid., 131. 
46 Harvey, 137-39. 
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why it is that we desire what we desire. Happiness provides us with a 

full stop, a way of stopping an answer from being a question.47 

 

Happiness can justify anything: 

Happiness becomes our defense; you can defend anything by saying it is 

necessary for happiness, whether that happiness is the happiness of a 

certain one, or the happiness of many. You can attack anything by saying 

that it is the cause of unhappiness. Happiness adds weight to arguments. 

To be on the side of happiness or to be for happiness (as a way of “being 

for being for”) means that you are on the side of the good.48 

 

Happiness, employed as a means of social control, undermines challenges to affective 

economies. We might wish to contest the common association of fear and pain with 

black men or Muslims (presumed to be menacingly brown). We might attempt to 

question why football games are expected to be free of political protest or why we are 

expected to “support the troops” and respect the police, regardless of the consequences 

of the violence they wield. We might ask why our pastor keeps calling God “he” or why 

condemning white supremacy from the pulpit “doesn’t feel like church.” We might like 

to overturn the system with our questions and queries, but happiness always stands 

ready to defend the national or ecclesial body from threats, whether those threats arise 

from without or outside the body. 

Put another way, happiness serves as the simultaneous smokescreen and 

justification for the operations of the fantastic hegemonic imagination. Before moving on 

                                                      

47 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness, 203 (italics in original). 
48 Ibid., 203-04. 
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to focus more narrowly on the distorted love I have promised to cover, I will briefly 

bring together the insights of Townes and Ahmed on the cultural production of evil that 

provides fertile soil for that distorted love. In short, what Townes describes as the 

cultural production of evil involves, in part, the activity of what Ahmed describes as 

affective economies. That is, the production and circulation of certain affectively sticky 

objects—of the images that shape our understanding and emotional reaction to the 

people, places, and things we encounter in the world—serve to bring individuals in line 

with the fantastic hegemonic imagination. The production and circulation of certain 

affectively sticky objects both encourage individual investment in unjust systems and 

undermine critique of those systems of exploitation and violence. 

Four points can help to flesh out the ways in which Townes’s and Ahmed’s 

insights can together illuminate the societal foundations of distorted love. First, each 

makes it clear that both the way in which our society is organized and the narratives that 

justify that organization should not be taken for granted. The systems of violence and 

exploitation that organize our lives in relation to each other’s can be challenged both 

directly and at the level of the ideas and feelings that support them. Second, the 

operations of the fantastic hegemonic imagination and affective economies create, in 

effect, different worlds for different people. To take a simple example, some people live 

in a world in which the police protect their freedom and prosperity from menacing 

thugs. Other people live in a world in which the police are menacing thugs who make 
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freedom and prosperity dangerous ambitions. In the interaction of these different 

worlds, different affective burdens and rewards are distributed. After all, those for 

whom the police are a threat must often behave as if the police are protectors, lest they 

betray themselves to be a threat to the freedom and prosperity cherished by those with 

whom they work and worship. Third, the operations of the fantastic hegemonic 

imagination and affective economies can be understood as societal pressures that close 

down individual and communal relational possibilities. Our reactions to the people and 

communities we encounter are shaped before we make those initial encounters. The 

impressions we give to those we encounter are largely determined before those 

encounters, and with little relation to our personal values or patterns of behavior. 

Finally, this restriction of relational possibilities is accomplished through the circulation 

and production of truncated narratives and stereotyped images, that cause seemingly 

irrelevant feelings to stick to real people. 

What, then, does all of this have to do with love? Just as communal pain is felt on 

the skin of community members, communal happiness—conformity to social ideals and 

norms—is sought in community members’ hearts. The communal promise of happiness 

is made effective through what and who individuals love, by distorting their love. The 

next section will account for how distorted love shapes individuals through the 

operations of affective economies. 
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Distorted love and its defenses 

Sara Ahmed’s work can help in tracking love’s distortion. However, in 

proceeding with Ahmed, I need to note an important way in which my work diverges 

from her own. In short, Ahmed does not share my commitment to the retrieval and 

repair of love.49 Ahmed offers a critique of love, as such, discussing how love works to 

entrench relations of exploitation and violence. In my view, such operations of love are 

signs of the distortion of love, to which I will juxtapose what I find to be a notion of love 

that works against such unjust relations. Ultimately, I find Ahmed’s insights to be quite 

compatible with my account of love of the racial enemy, but I do not wish to 

misrepresent her by suggesting that she draws the same conclusions from her critiques 

that I do. 

Ahmed’s understanding of love is closely tied to her understanding of how 

communities constitute themselves as coherent bodies. Love is what distinguishes an 

insider from an outsider, what marks the line between acceptable difference and 

threatening difference. The nation—and I would argue that this is the case with the 

church—is granted cohesion through its status as a “shared object of love” for its many 

members.50 Insofar as the nation or church is fundamentally white, this community-

binding love is, in part, a shared love of whiteness. For white people, such love is a 

                                                      

49 It may be possible to account for this difference by pointing out that my discipline is Christian 

theology, while Ahmed’s work is in the disciplines of literature and feminist theory. However, there may be 

significant differences between our thought that are not reducible to disciplinary distinctions. 
50 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 135. 
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matter of embracing an ideal image of oneself and projecting it onto others as the basis 

of one’s love for them: 

To love and to be loved is here about fulfilling one’s fantasy image of 

‘who one would like to be’ through who one ‘has.’ Such a love is about 

making future generations in the image I have of myself and the loved 

other, who together can approximate a ‘likeness,’ which can be bestowed 

on future generations. Within this economy, the imperative to love 

becomes an imperative to extend the ‘ideal’ that I seek to have onto 

others, who ‘can’ return the ideal to me. It is clear from the extension of 

self in love, or the way in which love orients the subject towards some 

others (and away from other others), how easily love for another slides 

into love for a group, which is already imagined in terms of likeness.51 

 

In this passage, Ahmed is discussing how love functions in white nationalist groups. An 

ideal “Aryan” subject is embraced as an ideal self by the various members of the group, 

who then seek that ideal subject in one another. The group’s cohesion is maintained by 

the preservation of this sense that the group’s members share in the love of this ideal, 

which they seek to embody as fully as possible. However, Ahmed’s powerful insight is 

in recognizing how this type of love serves as a binding agent not only for white 

nationalist groups.52 This ideal self-seeking love is what binds together the multicultural 

nation, as well. 

Just as the love of a white nation binds white nationalist groups, the love of a 

white nation makes the multicultural United Kingdom coherent, such that it is “‘having’ 

the right emotion that allows one to pass into the community: in this case, by displaying 

                                                      

51 Ibid., 129. 
52 Of course, she does not simply refer to it as a type of love, but as love itself. 
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‘my love,’ I show that I am ‘with you.’”53 While it may be promising to imagine love at 

the heart of a multicultural nation, Ahmed makes it clear that this love “requires that 

some others fail to approximate its form: those who don’t love, who don’t get closer, 

become the source of injury and disturbance.”54 In the white multicultural nation, the 

love that organizes it as a nation only makes sense insofar as the failure of some to 

demonstrate that love can be portrayed as hateful. A nation in which the ideal subject is 

derived from—or is even identical to—the white, property-owning male citizen, is only 

multicultural insofar as it claims to champion the capacity of all people to embrace and 

assimilate to that ideal subject. It simply is not possible, however, for all people to 

embrace and assimilate to that subject. As Ahmed points out, differences are only 

acceptable in the multicultural nation insofar as they are differences that “can be taken 

on and in by the nation, those that will not breach the ideal image of the nation.” 

Acceptable differences enhance, rather than challenge, the existing national ideal.55 Not 

all groups fall within this standard of acceptable difference. For some, approximation of 

the ideal subject is impossible, as it would require that they cut themselves off from the 

very communal resources that sustain them. For others, to show such love of the 

national ideal is considered unethical or immoral, given histories of colonialism and 

other forms of exploitation that were motivated by that national ideal. Others still 

                                                      

53 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 135. 
54 Ibid., 140. 
55 Ibid., 138. 
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simply lack the means to remake themselves into close-enough approximations of that 

ideal white subject. Whatever the cause, the rejection of that ideal subject by any given 

group can be interpreted as a hurtful and hateful rejection of the people of the nation 

and its multicultural character. Challenge of the national ideal, whether through critique 

or disinterest, is perceived as hate. In contrast, the embrace of that white ideal subject 

can be exalted as a nation-sustaining demonstration of love. 

Ahmed specifically addresses the issue of multiculturalism in relation to UK 

politics, but her insights apply quite well to the racial reconciliation work in US churches 

that is the focus of this dissertation. To return briefly to Dear White Christians, Jennifer 

Harvey sees two ways in which the distorted love that Ahmed finds at the heart of white 

national multiculturalism can also be found in churches committed to racial 

reconciliation. First, much racial reconciliation work assumes that what is needed is 

greater inclusion of black Christians in predominantly white churches.56 In effect, racial 

reconciliation is conflated with what Ahmed sees as a love for difference that can be 

assimilated without challenging the ideal image of the community in question. White 

churches want to continue to be white churches, serving the emotional and spiritual 

needs of white Christians, while pointing to their racial diversity as a defense of that 

whiteness. Second, racial reconciliation work is often carried out without critiquing the 

                                                      

56 Harvey, 68-70. To be clear, Harvey neither directly addresses Ahmed’s work nor uses the term 

“distorted love.” 
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way in which whiteness does not simply sit alongside other forms of racial identity, but 

instead represents the “moral crisis” that is investment in the very systems of 

exploitation and violence that serve white interests.57 As such, the love of a “reconciled” 

church that is at the heart of racial reconciliation work is a love that embraces the root of 

the very problem it purports to strive against. 

As I have pointed out, Ahmed does not describe this distorted love as a distorted 

love, but simply as love. She offers a staunch critique of projects that would seek to lift 

up love as our guide to justice and harmony: 

I would challenge any assumption that love can provide the foundation 

for political action, or is a sign of good politics. But what would political 

vision mean if we did not love those visions? Am I arguing against a 

visionary politics? If love does not shape our political visions, it does not 

mean we should not love the visions we have. In fact, we must love the 

visions we have, if there is any point to having them. We must be 

invested in them, whilst open to ways in which they fail to be translated 

into objects that can secure our ground in the world. We need to be 

invested in the images of a different kind of world and act upon those 

investments in how we love our loves, and how we live our lives, at the 

same time as we give ourselves up and over to the possibility that we 

might get it wrong, or that the world that we are in might change its 

shape. There is no good love that, in speaking its name, can change the 

world into the referent for that name. But in the resistance to speaking in 

the name of love, in the recognition that we do not simply act out of love, 

and in the understanding that love comes with conditions however 

unconditional it might feel, we can find perhaps a different kind of line or 

connection between the others we care for, and the world to which we 

want to give shape.58 

 

                                                      

57 Ibid., 57-60. 
58 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 141 (italics in original). 
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While she sees the importance of love in relation to political action, she rejects the idea 

that love can serve as the guiding principle of that action. For Ahmed, love is essential in 

its ability to motivate people to commit to and work toward a vision of a better world. 

However, because love is never free of entanglement in interests that may be unspoken 

or unnoticed, it cannot itself be that vision. Further, neither love nor any other “good 

feeling” can be taken to be a sign that progress is being made toward a just or otherwise 

better world, as “to transform bad feeling into good feeling (hatred into love, 

indifference into sympathy, shame into pride, despair into hope) is not necessarily to 

repair the costs of injustice.”59 Our feelings, including love, are shaped by the unjust 

society against which we struggle, such that we cannot take any feelings as a clear guide 

or indication of the dismantling of that society’s systems of exploitation and violence.60 

Given that I hold to a vision of a better world that does, indeed, take love as its 

guide, I need to clarify what I take from Ahmed’s critique of love. It is helpful that 

Ahmed highlights the ambiguity of love, and good feeling more generally, making it 

clear that the fact that we feel love does not mean we are acting in a way that will 

encourage justice. Such a conflation of good feelings with just relations is a key aspect of 

the distorted love I challenge in this dissertation. The kind of critique and call to 

repentance that black Christians offer in love can hardly be expected to evoke good 

                                                      

59 Ibid., 193. 
60 Ibid., 195. 



 

194 

feelings, nor will it always be offered out of good feelings. Feelings, bereft of an account 

of their formation, cannot guide us well. 

Even in my departure from Ahmed, in that I hold onto love as the basis for 

meaningful justice-seeking activity, her critique of love is helpful to my critique of 

distorted love. Ahmed insists that we must love the political visions we have, but 

remain open to the ways in which they fail to be translated into objects that secure our 

desired visions of the world.61 I argue that it is precisely this inability to let love be open 

to its own failure that causes its distortion. As white Christians seek to dismantle racial 

enemy relations through love, they will be prevented from doing so meaningfully 

insofar as they are unable to receive the good news that what white churches preach as 

interracial love is the betrayal of love. What white churches preach as interracial love is, 

in truth, the embrace of an ideal white subject and the willingness to see that subject in 

darker-skinned people. 

I agree with Ahmed that we cannot assume that anything that draws on love for 

its sustenance is necessarily good. However, rather than taking love from the center—

when it is the beating heart of the melancholic hope that has sustained black radical 

politics, and is no less vital to Christian theology—what is needed is an account of love 

and its distortion. Love must demand just relations, and is not just a privatized feeling 

that satisfies a moral test. In other words, Ahmed is correct to reject love as central, if 
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love is conceived as a feeling, to be harnessed by any political or religious movement 

that comes along. What I will argue, as I turn to my constructive theological argument, is 

that love is not just a feeling, but demands relations of commitment and mutuality. 

There is much more to say about love’s distortion, however, and more to be gleaned 

from Ahmed. 

Ahmed points out the weakness of love that cannot be open to its own failure to 

bring about its desired ends. In its failure to bring about racial reconciliation, distorted 

love marshals other feelings in its defense, most notably fear and shame. Fear and shame 

prevent those who have been captured by distorted love from recognizing that their love 

is twisted, that it serves the fantastic hegemonic imagination of which they are likely 

equally unaware. Both fear and shame defend distorted love by securing the racial 

enemy relation and projecting the illusion that distorted love is both necessary and 

good. 

Discussing US American responses to the September 11, 2001 attacks, Ahmed 

argues that “experiences of fear became lived as patriotic declarations of love” through 

the identification of fearful individuals with the nation.62 The fear of individual US 

Americans for those who looked like Muslims or Arab immigrants was not understood 

by those individuals to be a matter of personal fear or prejudice. Rather, that fear was 

understood to be identical to love for the nation, nothing other than the desire to protect 
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the United States from threats. The effect of fear is to intensify threats, “to create a 

distinction between those who are ‘under threat’ and those who threaten.”63 This 

distinction becomes distance, as those who are afraid withdraw from the “source” of 

their fear.64 Such withdrawal—white people withdrawing from brown people who may 

be Arab Muslims—is not seen as a failure of love because it is experienced as patriotic love. 

The apparent betrayal of multiculturalism is converted into a defense of a nation that is 

declared multicultural under the white supremacist terms discussed above.65 

Fear defends distorted love, as I have said, by securing racial enemy relations. In 

turning away from that which one fears—withdrawing from the possible Arab terrorist 

or black thug—one turns toward the object of one’s love:66 the nation, claoking its 

whiteness in the guise of integrity and enabling fearful citizens to read their failures of 

love as signs of that nation’s peril. To the extent that those who are feared do not cause 

harm to the one who fears, fear is not relieved, but instead transmuted into anxiety.67 

Even if this black or brown person did not cause harm, they could have and the next one 

might. To seek to work through this anxiety would not be to pursue love through 

understanding, but rather to betray love through lack of vigilance, insofar as one is 
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66 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 68. 
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captured by fear’s contribution to the distortion of love. Fear secures racial enemy 

relations and binds love to them. 

Where fear defends distorted love largely by anticipating future threats to the 

beloved nation, shame protects distorted love from evidence of its past failures. While 

fear can be understood as a failure of love in itself—when it is not accepted as an 

expression of love—shame exposes a failure of love, since “if we feel shame, we feel 

shame because we have failed to approximate ‘an ideal’ that has been given to us through the 

practices of love.” However, it is this very exposure of love’s failure that can be 

interpreted as an expression of love, insofar as the failure of love is judged to be 

temporary.68 In expressing shame for a past act of injustice, the nation—or a given 

individual who identifies with the nation—testifies to a past failure of love in order to 

promote present pride. The ability to recognize that a past action was shameful is read 

as the proof of love’s success in educating a misguided heart, whether or not present 

actions contribute to the same kind of injustice that marked the past failure in question.69 

Like fear, shame defends distorted love by securing racial enemy relations. 

However, where fear serves as a means of reinforcing those relations through the 

distancing of people from those who are frighteningly unlike themselves, shame 

conceals racial enemy relations. Writing on an Australian documentary that examines 
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198 

the unjust treatment of indigenous Australian peoples, Ahmed describes this mystifying 

work of shame: 

The detachment of shame from individual bodies does a certain kind of 

work within the narrative. Individuals become implicated in national 

shame insofar as they already belong to the nation, insofar as their 

allegiance has already been given to the nation, and they can be subject to 

its address. Our shame is ‘my shame’ insofar as I am already ‘with’ them, 

insofar are the ‘our’ can be uttered by me. The projection of what is unjust 

onto the past allows shame to be represented here as a collective shame 

that does not affect individuals in the present, even as it surrounds and 

covers them, like a cloak or skin. Despite its recognition of past 

wrongdoings, shame can still conceal how such wrongdoings shape lives 

in the present70 

 

Even as one is implicated in the nation’s past wrongs, shame confines those wrongs to 

the past and does not seek out their connection to present systems of injustice,71 

especially when those expressing shame refuse to apologize for past wrongs. However, 

even the apologies that shame provokes can work to preserve love. Providing passage 

from shame to pride, apology can fail to focus on the wrong that was done and instead 

emphasize the presumed present moral status of the one who loves strongly enough to 

recognize the past as shameful.72 Shame secures racial enemy relations by confining 

them to the past and refusing to acknowledge their persistence. 
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Fear and shame often work much the same in church as they do in relation to the 

nation. If we substitute beloved community for the nation, we can see how fear positions 

black Christians who express their anger with racial enemy relations as threats to the 

love that binds the church. Rejection of black anger is not understood as the defense of 

whiteness, but rather as the church’s defense of racial reconciliation. Blame for the 

rejection of black congregants—whether through overt church discipline or not-so-

subtle social segregation and isolation—can be considered the fault of those black 

congregants’ lack of faith and belief in the possibility of racial reconciliation. Individual 

congregants’ fear of their black brothers and sisters’ anger can be understood as intense 

commitment to racial reconciliation rather than as a failure of love. Shame, for its part, 

arises in prayers and lament services that express dismay at the persistence of systems of 

injustice and particularly visible or local shockingly evil events. Such shame does not 

necessarily confine shame to the past, but instead may acknowledge that injustice 

continues in society, while enforcing a distinction between society and the church. Such 

lament for evil in the world is likely to be paired with praise for God’s grace in 

empowering the work of racial reconciliation that is being done in the church—the very 

work of racial reconciliation that cannot proceed in the presence of black anger. Fear and 

shame direct white Christians to seek physical distance from those whom they fear and 

either temporal or institutional distance from systems of injustice. In doing so, the 
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distorted love that confuses good feelings for good relations is protected from the very 

critique that could expose its failure to promote racial reconciliation. 

Distorted love summons fear and shame to its defense, but it is guided by the 

promise of happiness. Distorted love is an effect of an unswerving orientation toward 

happiness. The promise of happiness, the sense that happiness lies is guaranteed to 

those who direct themselves toward the right objects, is a promise of security. As such, 

the promise of happiness is also a refusal to permit conditions that might make 

happiness unattainable,73 a refusal to permit people whose actions interfere with the 

pursuit of happiness. The promise of happiness is the ethical foundation of a distorted 

love that takes good feelings as a sure sign of good relations and that blames bad 

feelings for bad relations. It is love misguided by the promise of happiness that leads 

white Christians to confuse black critique of whiteness with black hatred for white 

people. Love misguided by the promise of happiness confuses a desire for black 

affirmation and absolution with a desire to live with black people in relations of 

mutuality and intimacy. Love misguided by the promise of happiness blames black 

discontent with white supremacist violence and exploitation for white fear and shame. 

Love misguided by the promise of happiness sees rejection in the call for repentance that 

is the invitation to a better love, a love that can bring forth the healing offered by 

churches that seek racial reconciliation. 

                                                      

73 The Promise of Happiness, 22. 



 

201 

Distorted love infects those who chase the promise of happiness and traps its 

hosts in a relation that Lauren Berlant describes as “cruel optimism.” Optimism, for 

Berlant, is an aspect of our attachments. Optimism is “the force that moves you out of 

yourself and into the world in order to bring closer the satisfying something that you 

cannot generate on your own but sense in the wake of a person, a way of life, an object, 

project, concept, or scene.”74 Given its uncertain nature, optimism does not necessarily 

feel hopeful, but may instead “feel like anything, including nothing: dread, anxiety, 

hunger, curiosity, the whole gamut from the sly neutrality of browsing the aisles to 

excitement at the prospect of ‘the change that’s gonna come.’”75 Regardless of how it 

feels, however, optimism involves the drive to return to the object that promises 

satisfaction—a “happy object,” in Ahmed’s terms—and that drive to return can be 

“cruel”: 

But, again, optimism is cruel when the object/scene that ignites a sense of 

possibility actually makes it impossible to attain the expansive 

transformation for which a person or a people risks striving; and, doubly, 

it is cruel insofar as the very pleasures of being inside a relation have 

become sustaining regardless of the content of the relation, such that a 

person or a world finds itself bound to a situation of profound threat that 

is, at the same time, profoundly confirming.76 

 

Cruel optimism, then, describes an attachment to something that promises some form of 

fulfillment and betrays its own promise without ceasing to make a convincing promise. 
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The relation of white Christians to the distorted love described in this chapter is 

cruelly optimistic insofar as what this distorted love promises is the whitewashed 

version of the beloved community: security, relief from shame, connection with others 

who are different but not too different, and ultimately, happiness; but all it delivers is 

the perpetual defense of love’s failure through fear and shame. Black Christians are 

caught in cruel optimism inspired by this distorted love insofar as we accept our role in 

that whitewashed vision, offering forgiveness without calling for repentance and shying 

away from conflict, in hopes that if we are just patient enough, if we can survive long 

enough in friendly spaces structured by white supremacy, our white brothers and sisters 

will come around, repent on their own, and work for the transformation of our society. 

Such attachments are cruel, indeed, but they are subtle in their cruelty. Cruel 

optimism does not simply trap its thrall in an obvious pattern. Instead, it equips its 

victims with resources to help them wait for satisfaction without abandoning their 

optimistic attachment. Cruelly optimistic attachments, defined as they are by the endless 

withholding of that which one desires, cause those caught in them to experience the 

world as a zone of continuous crisis. That which they long for is always on the verge of 

disappearing forever, such that they must develop skills for overcoming the obstacles 

between them and that desired object.77 In the case of racial reconciliation work in 

churches, we can imagine white Christians developing the ability to tune out black 
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critique as so much unfaithful bitterness, while sharpening their ability to identify those 

black Christians who can offer them the affirmation they crave.78 Black Christians might 

achieve a saintly patience, or learn to disguise their anger with humor.  

Before moving on, I will briefly gather the preceding insights into distorted love. 

Distorted love is grounded in a cruelly optimistic attachment to happiness. Distorted 

love arises from and exacerbates the inability to let happiness come and go, even as it 

inspires fear and shame in those who cling to it. Distorted love conflates good feelings 

with good relations, and blames bad relations on those with whom bad feelings are tied, 

through the operations of the fantastic hegemonic imagination and the affective 

economic circulation of affectively sticky stereotyped objects. Distorted love directs 

energy toward the protection of good feelings and the elimination of sources of bad 

feelings, rather than the repair of bad relations and the repentance needs to make that 

repair, and confuses that outpouring of self-protective energy for the passion of love. In 

the next section of this chapter, I will examine why the influence of distorted love on 

white Christians is not just an obstacle to racial reconciliation work, but is decisive in 

eroding such work. 
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White fragility79 

White Christians’ cruelly optimistic attachment to a vision of racial reconciliation 

warped by distorted love is poisonous to racial reconciliation work, insofar as the proper 

goal of such work is the development of relations of mutuality and the transformation of 

white supremacist structures of exploitation and violence. In short, when it comes to the 

pursuit of racial reconciliation, white Christians who have been captured by distorted 

love are not only deluded about what racial reconciliation is, they lack the emotional 

and spiritual endurance necessary to withstand black calls to repentance and have even 

developed a set of skills that help them to remain in the grasp of distorted love. 

In this section, I give an account of this lack of endurance, as well as the practices 

and discourses that derail attempts to push white Christians to develop such endurance. 

I will begin by clarifying what I mean when I reference white Christians’ “emotional and 

spiritual endurance.” To do so, I begin with an insight from Elizabeth A. Povinelli’s 

Economies of Abandonment. For decades, Povinelli has lived and done ethnographic 

research among a group of North Australian indigenous people who were driven from 

their community because they failed the Australian government’s standards for having a 

claim on their land, and thus endangered the claim of their entire community. She sets 
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aside a few pages in Economies of Abandonment to discuss a trip some of her colleagues in 

that precarious community made across a bay in a barely seaworthy boat. In telling the 

story, she emphasizes the extent to which the community’s mutuality and resistance to 

exploitative economic systems is in defiance of—the extent to which the community is 

“otherwise” than—the economic systems that govern “the late liberal and neoliberal 

regime” that sets the terms for existence in our world: 

No one is going to kill us or lock us up for trying to succeed, though 

many of this group will be locked up for using illegal resources; they are 

just going to let us exhaust ourselves. They are making a wager that few 

people will be able to be like Stan or the group on our boat, so few that 

the otherwise we represent will never be able to sustain itself, let alone 

extend, thicken, and become dominant. Late liberalism80 knits together 

internationally a careful weave of sovereign killing (capital punishment 

and assassinations), criminalization of life staples such as certain food, 

drugs, and forms of protective gear, and self-righteous neglect.81 

 

Povinelli uses this experience to offer the reader a view of the kind of resistance faced by 

those who seek to live lives in defiance of the systems of exploitation and violence that 

reign in societies marked by unrestrained capitalism—though it is not clear that 

capitalism can be restrained—and, to note this dissertation’s focus, by white 

supremacy.82 In describing this resistance, Povinelli also highlights the endurance 

                                                      

80 Povinelli, 25. Late liberalism refers to the ways in which liberal (not as the foil to conservative US 

politics, but in the sense of securing freedom from restrictive regulation for economic agents) governments 

and para-governmental institutions have responded to the “crises” of “anticolonial, new social movements, 

and new Islamic movements.” 
81 Ibid., 118. 
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required to sustain “alternative social worlds,” such as that nurtured by her colleagues. 

In short, such projects of alternative living not only demand the difficult work of living 

in community, but also require that community members be willing and able to persist 

as that difficult work is made more taxing by the weight of the societal pressure that 

opposes it. 

Now, when Povinelli discusses her North Australian friends and family, she 

writes about pressures that push their community to the brink of plague and famine. 

When I write about white US American Christians who claim a commitment to racial 

reconciliation, I am discussing a wildly different context. As such, some translation will 

be required with respect to two concepts that I draw from Povinelli: alternative projects 

of living and the abandonment of those who would bring such projects into being. 

In discussing her North Australian family and friends’ way of life, Povinelli 

stresses that it is not only radically different from that supported by late liberalism, but 

also threatens the ability of late liberalism to present itself as the only viable way in 

which society can be organized. Political and economic systems of exploitation and 

violence do not abide challenges. They do not encourage competition, in the hopes that a 

better system might be found. Rather, they are perpetuated through the culturally 

produced assertion that there are no true alternatives, that they are the pillars of human 

civilization itself. As such, even (especially) small, marginal, and seemingly non-

threatening indigenous communities cannot be supported in meeting their needs should 
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they seek to persist in living otherwise, but must be crushed through neglect and 

indirect criminalization. 

In relation to racial reconciliation work in churches, the challenge it presents to 

white supremacy may be obvious. To make that challenge perfectly clear, however, I 

will return to my discussion of Wilderson in Chapter One. White humanity is dependent 

upon the fungibility of black flesh, which justifies the constant vulnerability of black 

bodies to legal and extralegal violence.83 White humanity itself is dependent on the 

culturally produced inability of white people to respond meaningfully to black 

suffering. Projects that threaten to shape white people to not only claim that black 

people are human,84 but to feel that black people are human and to respond to that 

feeling with action, are projects of alternative living. A white person who can take black 

suffering as seriously as their own is a threat to systems of violence and exploitation that 

are dependent on white numbness to black suffering. 

Racial reconciliation work, when it brings about even individual repentance, is 

an alternative project of living. However, that does not necessarily prove that the people 

engaged in such projects are subject to abandonment like that described by Povinelli. In 

fact, it is unlikely that a white person (or even a black person) who goes to a church and 

works for racial reconciliation is going to find themselves struggling to feed themselves 
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or threatened with jail time because of that work.85 They will not face the same kind of 

abandonment as that described by Povinelli. They will, however, face abandonment in 

other ways. 

White people who bite the hand that feeds them and repent of white supremacy 

often find themselves abandoned on multiple levels, even in their first steps toward 

living otherwise. Repentance means disavowing a defining feature of their identity. 

Repentance means accounting for privileges that almost certainly factor into the 

successes and accomplishments that provide the material for their life stories, then 

divesting themselves of attachment to and reliance on those privileges. Repentance 

means facing family members who feel rejected, feeling distance between themselves 

and the people who raised them, who taught them to be the very person who might 

have a chance of responding to God’s love by loving others. Repentance means turning 

toward black people who do not offer comfort to replace the illusion of security afforded 

by whiteness, but who instead offer further critique, interspersed with what surely feel 

like rare moments of encouragement. From a material standpoint, this kind of 

abandonment is not comparable to that described by Povinelli. Nonetheless, white 

people face crushing exhaustion if they attempt to even accept black people as fully 

human. This is not because the challenges faced by white people somehow strain the 
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limits of human endurance, as do those described by Povinelli. Rather, the challenges 

faced by white people, the abandonment leveled against them by white supremacy, are 

beyond the endurance of people weakened by white fragility. 

Robin DiAngelo’s concept of white fragility provides an explanation for why 

white people generally lack the emotional and spiritual endurance to withstand black 

calls for repentance, however gently they are articulated. DiAngelo, who draws on both 

her own qualitative research and a wide range of literature on whiteness and education, 

describes white fragility as follows: 

White Fragility is a state in which even a minimum amount of racial 

stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves. These 

moves include the outward display of emotions such as anger, fear, and 

guilt, and behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and leaving the 

stress-inducing situation. These behaviors, in turn, function to reinstate 

white racial equilibrium.86 

 

White fragility is not passed neatly from parent to child, but is instead a consequence of 

the environment in which white people in North America live. In short, “white people in 

North America live in a social environment that protects and insulates them from race-

based stress.” This environment “builds white expectations for racial comfort while at 

the same time lowering the ability to tolerate racial stress.”87 As such, white people who 

have not engaged in sustained work to correct these deficiencies “have not had to build 

the cognitive or affective skills or develop the stamina that would allow for constructive 
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engagement across racial divides.”88 Rather, because “whites are almost always racially 

comfortable” in their position of social dominance, they confuse comfort with safety and 

respond to racial stress as if a challenge to that dominance is a threat to their safety.89 

Exposed by situations that cause racial stress, white fragility results in a wide 

range of behaviors. DiAngelo provides an extensive list of situations that can cause 

racial stress, and hints at the patterns of thinking that support white supremacy: 

• Suggesting that a white person’s viewpoint comes from a racialized 

frame of reference (challenge to objectivity); 

• People of color talking directly about their racial perspectives 

(challenge to white racial codes); 

• People of color choosing not to protect the racial feelings of white 

people in regards to race (challenge to white racial expectations and 

need/entitlement to racial comfort);  

• People of color not being willing to tell their stories or answer questions 

about their racial experiences (challenge to colonialist relations); 

• A fellow white not providing agreement with one’s interpretations 

(challenge to white solidarity); 

• Receiving feedback that one’s behavior had a racist impact (challenge to 

white liberalism); 

• Suggesting that group membership is significant (challenge to 

individualism); 

• An acknowledgment that access is unequal between racial groups 

(challenge to meritocracy); 

• Being presented with a person of color in a position of leadership 

(challenge to white authority); 

• Being presented with information about other racial groups through, 

for example, movies in which people of color drive the action but are not 

in stereotypical roles, or multicultural education (challenge to white 

centrality).90 
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These racial stress triggers have in common an ability to disrupt “white racial 

equilibrium”—the default state for white existence, in which energy need not be spent 

on dealing with race, whether physically, intellectually, emotionally, or spiritually—and 

thus provoke “responses that function to restore equilibrium and return the resources 

“lost” via the challenge - resistance towards the trigger, shutting down and/or tuning 

out, indulgence in emotional incapacitation such as guilt or ‘hurt feelings’, exiting, or a 

combination of these responses.” These responses often require that white perpetrators 

directly contradict “the knowledge of people who have thought complexly about race,” 

relying on “simplistic platitudes” to fend off perspectives informed by prolonged 

study.91 

These behaviors are, in turn, supported by two patterns of thought that justify 

white supremacy even as they hide it from white people’s awareness. First, race is only 

perceived by white people in spaces in which nonwhite people are present. If nonwhite 

people are not around, white people can just be “people.” Racism, in turn, is presumed 

to be an impossibility in spaces in which nonwhite people are not present, rather than 

the rule that defines such racially segregated spaces.92 This selective perception of race is 

enabled by the use of racially coded language even in the very settings in which white 
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people might be assumed to be working to purge themselves of white supremacist 

patterns of thinking: 

For many white people, a single required multicultural education course 

taken in college, or required “cultural competency training” in their 

workplace, is the only time they may encounter a direct and sustained 

challenge to their racial understandings. But even in this arena, not all 

multicultural courses or training programs talk directly about racism, 

much less address white privilege. It is far more the norm for these 

courses and programs to use racially coded language such as “urban,” 

“inner city,” and “disadvantaged” but to rarely use “white” or 

“overadvantaged” or “privileged.” This racially coded language 

reproduces racist images and perspectives while it simultaneously 

reproduces the comfortable illusion that race and its problems are what 

“they” have, not us.93 

 

One specific form of coded language is particularly effective in preserving segregation, 

and thus white fragility:  

Further, white people are taught not to feel any loss over the absence of 

people of color in their lives and in fact, this absence is what defines their 

schools and neighborhoods as “good;” whites come to understand that a 

“good school” or “good neighborhood” is coded language for “white” 

(Johnson & Shapiro, 2003). The quality of white space being in large part 

measured via the absence of people of color (and Blacks in particular) is a 

profound message indeed, one that is deeply internalized and reinforced 

daily through normalized discourses about good schools and 

neighborhoods. This dynamic of gain rather than loss via racial 

segregation may be the most profound aspect of white racial socialization 

of all. Yet, while discourses about what makes a space good are tacitly 

understood as racially coded, this coding is explicitly denied by whites.94 

 

                                                      

93 Ibid., 55. 
94 Ibid., 58-59. 
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Those who confront race hobbled by white fragility have been taught to understand the 

very encounter with race—that is, an encounter with a nonwhite person—as a sign that 

their formerly good (homogenously white) space has been contaminated. Their “good” 

neighborhood is starting to feel dangerous. Their “good” school seems like it has 

lowered its standards. Their “good” church is losing its focus on love and is getting too 

political. 

This shaping through racially coded language is implicitly aided by the second 

pattern of thought: the interchangeable invocation of individualism and universalism. 

Where Wilderson critiques the identification of humanity with whiteness, DiAngelo 

connects that identification to white fragility. White people are not only “taught to see 

their perspectives as objective and representative of reality,” but are also taught to see 

themselves as “universal humans” whose experience represents a human experience 

unencumbered by subjective cultural formation. In relation to racism, the invocation of 

universalism denies the possibility that white people are granted advantages by virtue 

of their whiteness. White supremacist universalism “assumes that whites and people of 

color have the same realities, the same experiences in the same contexts (i.e. I feel 

comfortable in this majority white classroom, so you must too), the same responses from 

others, and assumes that the same doors are open to all.”95 
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This universalism is paired with an individualism that denies the relevance of 

other white people’s behavior to an individual white person’s. Even as a white person 

rejects a black person’s experience and knowledge of white supremacy on the basis of a 

supposedly universal human experience, that white person may, in their next breath, 

assert their status as a wholly unique individual who cannot be held accountable for the 

flaws of others. 

Individualism erases history and hides the ways in which wealth has 

been distributed and accumulated over generations to benefit whites 

today. It allows whites to view themselves as unique and original, outside 

of socialization and unaffected by the relentless racial messages in the 

culture. Individualism also allows whites to distance themselves from the 

actions of their racial group and demand to be granted the benefit of the 

doubt, as individuals, in all cases. A corollary to this unracialized identity 

is the ability to recognize Whiteness as something that is significant and 

that operates in society, but to not see how it relates to one’s own life. In 

this form, a white person recognizes Whiteness as real, but as the 

individual problem of other “bad” white people.96 

 

This individualism is not extended to nonwhite people, who are always associated with 

their racial group. Nonwhite people only bear a common humanity with white people 

insofar as that common humanity allows white people to dismiss claims that contradict 

their own understanding of reality. Through this combined invocation of universalism 

and individualism, “an essential dichotomy is formed between specifically raced others 
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and the unracialized individual,” securing white identity through the concealment of 

whiteness.97 

With white fragility in view, I can make its relation to the other concepts 

discussed in this chapter explicit. White fragility is the condition that makes individuals 

depend on distorted love and defend it from attack. It is the personal manifestation of 

the cruelly optimistic relation between white people and racial reconciliation corrupted 

by distorted love. White fragility results from the failure of white people to develop the 

ability to endure racial stress, and taps into the behavior patterns of white supremacy to 

equip them with skills to preserve their fragility and avoid the challenging experiences 

that would build their endurance. It pushes white people to engage in behaviors that 

shut down creative encounters, preventing them from developing the ability to 

approach encounters with nonwhite people as anything but threatening. Further, insofar 

as distorted love causes white people to conflate good feelings with good relations, they 

are likely to believe that their refusal to engage in “threatening” encounters is a sign of 

their own commitment to good relations. 

White fragility is an affective malformation, a weakness that enables and is 

reinforced by the circulation of affective objects. This circulation propagates the fantastic 

hegemonic imagination that, in turn, secures patterns of thought that justify white 

fragility’s persistence. For example, after talking about how their neighborhood is less 
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safe (more black) than it used to be, a white person may be criticized by a black female 

coworker. Having been left unable to handle such an encounter by white fragility, this 

white person might simultaneously employ five strategies to preserve their fragility: 

rejecting the black woman’s perspective as incompatible with their own “universal” 

view of reality, relying on individualism to deny the possibility that such anger could 

rightly be directed at them personally, seeing race as a problem that the black woman 

“brings with her” into the confrontation, refusing to discuss the matter further, and 

relying on the image of the “angry black woman” to explain away the coworker’s 

legitimate critique. That white person could then complain to their white family and 

friends about this “angry black woman,” reinforcing the power of that stereotypical, 

fantastic image. When those family and friends next encounter black women, they 

already know them as angry black women, regardless of immediate context. 

White fragility is the personally manifested condition that makes the 

propagation of the fantastic hegemonic imagination and the preservation of distorted 

love the path of least resistance for white people. Their conflation of good feelings with 

good relations makes them believe this path is, in fact, the right path. In taking that path 

of least resistance, white people preserve their fragility and fail to develop the 

endurance that would make taking a more demanding path more viable in the future. 

The effects of white fragility are amplified by key features of the Christian 

embrace of distorted love in relation to racial reconciliation. When divine love is 
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distorted, white Christians’ comfort becomes criterion of the peace and justice that are at 

the heart of God’s beloved community. Insofar as black critique disrupts white racial 

equilibrium, then, what is disrupted is not a set of white supremacist affective 

expectations, but instead a divinely mandated order. The reactions dictated by white 

fragility are not defensive moves that shelter white people’s fragile hearts, but are 

attempts to protect beloved community itself. Black critique is not just a threat to white 

emotional comfort, but is a rejection of divine love. Under the sway of distorted love, 

racial reconciliation work in churches takes white fragility as its guide, and can therefore 

do little but preserve white supremacy in an ecclesial guise. 

These are precisely the kind of unambiguous, critical claims that can easily be 

read as motivated by hatred or bitterness. However, in discussing white fragility, I am 

not deriding white people. Rather, I am arguing that white Christians face a great deal of 

difficulty as they strive to perceive black humanity and respond faithfully. The odds are 

heavily stacked against white Christians who would respond faithfully to God’s love. I 

do not highlight white fragility to claim that white people are inherently flawed, in some 

kind of laughable “reverse racism.” Rather, white Christians are cursed with a socially 

structured weakness that can capture even their best impulses. 

White fragility does not lead all white people to happily conspire in the defense 

of white supremacy. This dissertation is interested precisely in those white Christians 

who try to oppose white supremacy. In such Christians, however, white fragility 
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engages the operations of shame described by Ahmed. DiAngelo describes the way in 

which white fragility rears its head among such actively antiracist white people: 

At the same time that it is ubiquitous, white superiority also remains 

unnamed and explicitly denied by most whites. If white children become 

adults who explicitly oppose racism, as do many, they often organize 

their identity around a denial of the racially based privileges they hold 

that reinforce racist disadvantage for others. What is particularly 

problematic about this contradiction is that white moral objection to 

racism increases white resistance to acknowledging complicity with it. In 

a white supremacist context, white identity in large part rests upon a 

foundation of (superficial) racial toleration and acceptance. Whites who 

position themselves as liberal often opt to protect what they perceive as 

their moral reputations, rather than recognize or change their 

participation in systems of inequity and domination. In so responding, 

whites invoke the power to choose when, how, and how much to address 

or challenge racism. Thus, pointing out white advantage will often trigger 

patterns of confusion, defensiveness and righteous indignation.98 

 

One common defensive pattern is deployment of the discourse of victimization and self-

defense. In response to perceived attacks on their “moral reputations,” and in lieu of 

acknowledging the accuracy of the critiques leveled against them, white people who 

identify as liberal “position themselves as victimized, slammed, blamed, attacked, and 

being used as ‘punching bag[s].’”99 They portray themselves as the victims of the 

antiracist work to which they claim to be committed, thereby serving their interests as 

framed by white supremacy: 

These self-defense claims work on multiple levels to: position the 

speakers as morally superior while obscuring the true power of their 
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social locations; blame others with less social power for their discomfort; 

falsely position that discomfort as dangerous; and reinscribe racist 

imagery. This discourse of victimization also enables whites to avoid 

responsibility for the racial power and privilege they wield. By 

positioning themselves as victims of anti-racist efforts, they cannot be the 

beneficiaries of white privilege. Claiming that they have been treated 

unfairly via a challenge to their position or an expectation that they listen 

to the perspectives and experiences of people of color, they are able to 

demand that more social resources (such as time and attention) be 

channeled in their direction to help them cope with this mistreatment.100 

 

Through these claims of victimization, then, even those white people who nominally 

reject racism—likely believing that they are fully committed to antiracism, and that they 

truly are being unfairly attacked—can not only derail racial reconciliation work, but also 

use that work to both propagate “the classic discourse of people of color (particularly 

African Americans) as dangerous and violent” and obscure the ongoing violence of 

white supremacist political, economic, and social structures.101 As long as white 

Christians fail to seek healing for their fragile hearts, they will not only lack the 

endurance to persist in racial reconciliation work, but will also corrupt such work to 

reinforce white supremacy. 

 

Distorted love at the heart of corrupted churches 

In tracking and accounting for distorted love, its causes, and its effects, I have 

followed a winding course. I turned to this investigation of distorted love to understand 
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the inability of many white Christians to perceive love in the critique and call to 

repentance offered by black Christians. I have come to see distorted love as follows. 

Distorted love demands that white people receive uncritical forgiveness and affirmation 

from black people. Distorted love works in both white and black people, deluding them 

into thinking that this demand is nothing less than the demand of love. It is grounded in 

the conflation of good feelings and good relations. It leads those ensnared by it to blame 

bad feelings on the black people with whom those bad feelings are associated. When 

understood through the lens of distorted love, love of the enemy is understood to be the 

active denial of enemy relations and the assertion of friendship regardless of political, 

economic, and social relations grounded in exploitation and violence. Before turning to 

the issue of how this distorted love might be excised, I will draw together this chapter’s 

various theoretical insights into distorted love and connect them to racial reconciliation 

work in churches. In short, I give an account of how distorted love corrupts not only 

racial reconciliation work in churches, but churches themselves. 

At the individual level, distorted love enslaves supposed servants of God to 

happiness through a cruelly optimistic attachment. Happiness, the universal justification 

which ends all questioning and critique, stands as the true end goal of corrupted racial 

reconciliation. Under the sway of distorted love, Christians pursue racial reconciliation 

because it promises a world of good relations (good feelings). This pursuit of happiness 

is justified because God, of course, wants all of God’s children to be happy together. 



 

221 

Divine love, too, is distorted into the desire for good feelings. The promise of happiness, 

as is its nature, directs Christians who pursue racial reconciliation under its terms 

toward and away from objects. It pulls them away from blatant white racists and angry 

black people, who are seen as two sides of the same hateful coin. It draws them only 

toward smiling black folks. It lures them toward white folks who love to see smiling 

black faces and who weep when black people are killed “for no reason,” at least for no 

reason that can be considered within a context corrupted by distorted love.  Such 

Christians are drawn to what is “like” themselves, that is, those who also strive after the 

smiling, happy picture of racial reconciliation and seek to embody it in every interracial 

encounter. This likeness is interpreted variably as a proper Christian desire for justice or 

as orthodoxy, with excessive difference interpreted as a challenge to Christianity, rather 

than the challenge to whiteness that such difference truly is.102 

These Christians are unable to let happiness come and go. They are focused on 

securing it, even as it is ever an elusive promise and thus demands perpetual attempts to 

secure it. The pursuit of happiness is at the cost of the difficult work of racial 

reconciliation. The promise of racial reconciliation as path to happiness is at the heart of 

this cruelly optimistic attachment. Those who follow this path resort to love-cloaked fear 

and shame to protect happy reconciliation, while fear and shame are precisely what that 

                                                      

102 I will discuss how distorted love affects the reading of King and Cone shortly. At this point, it is 

worth pointing out that King is wrongly portrayed as “like” these Christians, while it is virtually impossible 

to misrepresent Cone in this way. 
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reconciliation claims to dispel. They impose a happiness duty on the black people whose 

very presence brings the potential for a reminder of the failure of racial reconciliation, all 

but ensuring the  eventual exhaustion and retreat of those black Christians from such 

corrupted racial reconciliation work. Acceptance of that happiness duty by black 

Christians is itself cruelly optimistic, leading black Christians to believe that if they just 

feed white Christians’ good feelings long enough, that those white Christians will 

somehow grow to desire materially just and equitable relations.103 

Distorted love directs energy toward the protection of good feelings and the 

elimination of sources of bad feelings, rather than the repair of bad relations and the 

repentance needed to make that repair. The panicked summoning of fear and shame in 

defense of distorted love’s good feelings is interpreted as the passionate fire of Christian 

love. Fear of black anger is mistaken for righteous anger at bitter breaches in the pious 

purity of “peaceful” racial reconciliation. Shame is mistaken for repentance, as though 

the acknowledgement of past failures excuses the refusal to cease one’s ongoing service 

to white supremacy.  

Distorted love is reinforced by white fragility and its discourse of victimization 

and self-defense. Racial stress, regardless of context, results in bad feelings for white 

people. Given this distortion of love, these bad feelings are perceived as indicators of 

bad relations precisely when racial reconciliation projects enter the kind of difficult work 
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that could transform those relations. White fragility provides responses for dealing with 

those “bad relations” that sabotage reconciliation work and entrench the actual bad 

relations that are racial enemy relations. Further, white fragility saps the endurance 

white Christians need to deal with the alternative project of living that demands 

recognition of and righteous response to black humanity. As such, to the extent that bad 

feelings are actually expected, white Christians have minimal resources for dealing with 

them. They rapidly reach the extent of their tolerance for the triggers described by 

DiAngelo, such as challenges to objectivity, individualism, and white centrality. 

These personal phenomena reinforce and are shaped by the cultural production 

of evil: the maintenance of systems of violence and exploitation through the circulation 

of truncated narratives and stereotyped images that control history and memory. Such 

narratives and images work to lock down the story Christians tell about racial 

reconciliation, when it could be told in other ways. Chapter Two covered such narrative 

control and suggested an alternative story in relation to the work of Martin King and 

James Cone. Under the terms of distorted love, neither King’s nor Cone’s critiques of 

whiteness can be felt as loving. As a result, shame and fear are routinely mobilized to 

deal with King and Cone, respectively. King’s agape becomes a means of absolving white 

shame. Cone’s militant love is transformed into a source of unhappiness and an object of 

fear, such that its rejection is a matter of preserving distorted love. Under this distorted 

love, black self-love could never be the basis for a love of white people. Rather, only the 
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love of whiteness can be read as truly loving from within white fragility and in relation 

to the white national and ecclesial love from which white fragility is spawned. 

Stories such as these historical fabrications constitute the fantastic hegemonic 

imagination: a set of ideas at work in all people that serves white interests, is unmoored 

from material reality, and is aimed at securing consent for systems of exploitation and 

violence that take nonwhite people as their targets. This imagination has a theological 

dimension, as exemplified by the conflation of divine love with distorted love. The 

stories and images that propagate the fantastic hegemonic imagination are spread 

through the activity of affective economies. That is, the circulation of truncated 

narratives and stereotyped images does not only shape people’s thoughts, but also 

manipulates their feelings. These narratives and images are affectively sticky objects. 

Feelings are passed along with these narratives and images, and the people for whom 

these narratives and images stand in will be blamed for those feelings. In churches, 

contrasting images of sinful black bitterness and black Christian forgiveness not only 

restrict the possibilities of black Christians in racial reconciliation work by preparing 

their white counterparts to reject any anger as typical of its associated image, but also 

facilitate the expulsion of black Christians from these churches. Such expulsion is rarely 

a matter of formal church discipline or excommunication. Rather, those black 

Christians—or, for that matter, white Christians who have actually taken black critique 

to heart—find themselves marginalized, placed outside the invisible boundary that is 
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revealed by the pain their “bad” feelings have caused to those who suffer from white 

fragility. These boundaries stand between those who embrace white fragility, mistaking 

it for Christian piety, and those who press their brothers and sisters toward a faith that 

responds to God’s loving desire for justice. These boundaries are central to church 

worship and discipleship—that is, to the activities of honoring God and forming each 

other to do so—such that worship and discipleship in churches beholden to distorted 

love are corrupted into means of pursuing the promise of happiness and sheltering 

white fragility. 

Obviously, this is a bleak picture. If this account is accurate, many churches have 

embraced the promise of happiness as if it is the gospel, the good news of divine 

deliverance. The gospel, in other words, has been set aside for the sake of white 

supremacy and its various accomplices. It should be no surprise, though, that churches 

in a nation born from slavery and genocide would struggle to be faithful to a message of 

salvation from bondage when they have yet to truly account for the effects of this 

nation’s sin on their ecclesial formation. In the next chapter, I turn to a theological vision 

of love that could counter distorted love’s support of US American sin masquerading as 

faith. First, however, I discuss institutional and personal techniques of intervention. 

Such forms of intervention—whether those I introduce or others that accomplish similar 

ends—stand in a mutually necessary relation to the theological intervention I propose. 

Apart from each other, neither theological insight nor political and institutional savvy 
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can successfully correct the course of US American churches, as Christian theology and 

the affective and social operations of white supremacy are thoroughly intertwined. 

 

Dismantling the fantastic hegemonic imagination 

Ahmed and DiAngelo have put a great deal of thought and study into the 

critiques on which I have relied so heavily. Both of them have also considered modes of 

intervention into the various aspects of white supremacy on which they focus. In the 

final pages of this chapter, I will return to them in search of techniques of intervention104 

that could both help white Christians to feel the black love described in Chapter Two is 

loving and aid black Christians in persisting in hope and love as described in Chapter 

One. Put differently, I am looking for ways in which we can begin to disrupt the 

affective operations of the fantastic hegemonic imagination, even as we contest it 

theologically. While this overview will hardly be comprehensive, I will look at the 

facilitation of individual interracial conversations, important considerations in relation 

to the development of collective transformative work, and the management of anger 

among those who feel the pain caused by white supremacy. In this way, we can begin to 

develop a sense for what it looks like when we work to weed out distorted love from the 

projects of racial reconciliation we would nurture. 

                                                      

104 There is much to be said about the political and psychological dimensions of such intervention. 

For the sake of both brevity and what I believe is most helpful about this dissertation, I will focus on how 

we might address the affective problems (e.g., white fragility, circulation of affectively sticky stereotyped 

images) discussed in this chapter through anti-racist education. 
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In evaluating strategies of anti-racist education, Robin DiAngelo suggests that 

“starting with the individual and moving outward to the ultimate framework for racism 

– Whiteness – allows for the pacing that is necessary for many white people for 

approaching the challenging study of race, allowing a discourse on Whiteness to become 

part of a process rather than an event.”105 White fragility is a condition that takes root 

over a lifetime, and is not likely to be reversed quickly. Pacing is not just a matter of 

reckoning with white people’s lack of endurance, but also important given that it will 

take time for all those affected by white fragility to develop new patterns of thought and 

behavior that can replace the defensive moves that have preserved their fragility for 

years, if not decades. Such a strategy focuses on the development of individual capacity 

to effectively engage in and endure the work of altering the relations that make up 

society. After all, both institutions and individuals pass along affectively sticky objects, 

and have the potential to influence how others perceive those objects, inspiring curiosity 

or respect where fear and rage have held sway. 

In a pair of co-authored articles, DiAngelo and her fellow researchers address 

strategies for overcoming a key strategy employed in the defense of white fragility: 

invocation of the sovereignty of personal experience. I highlight this strategy because it 

is particularly insidious. As DiAngelo and David Allen acknowledge in relation to 

feminism, “valuing experience is a response to authoritarian knowledge claims that 
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dismiss women’s accounts of their own lives as biased (subjective), unreliable 

(hysterical), or trivial (idiosyncratic and private).”106 Similarly, the calls to repentance 

black Christians issue to white Christians regularly incorporate some degree of reference 

to personal experiences of suffering and injustice. However, while in such cases personal 

experience is invoked to broaden conversations, DiAngelo and Allen observe that 

“white participants [in a set of interracial dialogues on race] often invoked personalized 

knowledge in a way that functioned to protect their interpretations rather than 

broadening them.” This mode of turning to personal experience serves to reinforce the 

fantastic hegemonic imagination and is often paired with the assertion of individualism 

discussed above, as when white people reject any suggestion that whiteness is relevant 

to their lives because they don’t see themselves as white.107 When these claims of 

personal experience are combined with language that emphasizes the claimant’s feelings 

(e.g., “I feel like my family is not racist”), challenges to these claims can be rebuffed as 

personal attacks, rather than relevant points of discussion.108 White claims of personal 

experience can, in short, be used to shut down any combination of competing personal 

experience claims and critical systemic analysis by portraying such competitive and 

critical conversation as hostile or aggressive, and by ultimately shutting down 

conversation. 

                                                      

106 Robin J. DiAngelo and David Allen, ""My Feelings Are Not About You": Personal Experience as 

a Move of Whiteness," InterActions: UCLA Journal of Education and Information Studies 2, no. 2 (2006): 2. 
107 Ibid., 8-10. 
108 Ibid., 11-12. 
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I refer to this use of personal experience as insidious not only because it mirrors a 

useful form of resistance to “authoritarian knowledge claims,” but also because it has 

been embraced as necessary in much antiracist education that seeks to create “safe 

spaces” for participants. Özlem Sensoy and DiAngelo argue that guidelines that exalt 

personal experience in social-justice oriented conversations are driven by the needs and 

interests of dominant groups.109 Sensoy and DiAngelo list several such guidelines: 

• Speak for yourself instead of generalizing—use I statements. 

• Respect differences—everyone’s opinion matters. 

• Challenge ideas not people. 

• Stay open and engaged—be responsible for your own learning. 

• Don’t judge. 

• Assume good intentions. 

• Don’t attack people who disagree with you. 

• Treat others as you would like to be treated. 

• Don’t take things personally. 

• Laugh with anyone, but laugh at no one.110 

 

Such guidelines entrench the “invisibility and authority of dominant ideologies” by 

obscuring some realities and highlighting others. Claims of good intentions allow white 

people to avoid taking responsibility for their hurtful comments or behaviors. Insisting 

that “everyone’s opinion counts” ignores the role of institutional and social histories of 

exploitation and violence in shaping the dynamics at play in a given conversation. Such 

strategies of invisibilization are compounded by how “the discourse of uninformed 

                                                      

109 Özlem Sensoy and Robin DiAngelo, "Respect Differences? Challenging the Common Guidelines 

in Social Justice Education," Democracy & Education 22, no. 2 (2014): 2. Sensoy and DiAngelo talk about 

dominant groups, generally, but I will focus on white people to avoid what might be a confusing shift in 

language. 
110 Ibid., 1. 
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certainty—a kind of willful ignorance or refusal to know”— and discourses of personal 

experience work together to shore up the authority of dominant knowledge claims and 

dismiss challenges to those dominant claims.111 Ultimately, efforts to create “safe spaces” 

prioritize the comfort of white students and position students of color almost exclusively 

as guides for white students’ learning.112 In presenting this claim, I am not disputing the 

fact that efforts should be made to prevent or address abusive behavior in such 

conversations, nor do I believe Sensoy and DiAngelo are. However, because of the 

effects the fantastic hegemonic imagination on white participants in such conversations, 

guidelines that are designed to respond to participants’ perception of aggression, 

hostility, or mistreatment are routinely undermined by white participants’ perception of 

nonwhite people—particularly black people—as dangerous. White fragility plays a part 

not only through white people’s inability to handle almost any resistance of critique 

from nonwhite people, but also through white people’s heightened sense of 

vulnerability, give that their self-perception of their power does not necessarily align 

with others’ perception of their relation to institutional and social power. They are 

likely, in short, to feel that they are being threatened when what is actually under threat 

is the authority of white supremacy in that “safe space.”113 
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Standard “safe space” guidelines are not, then, useful in our struggle against 

white supremacy. However, DiAngelo and her co-authors offer a key concept that 

grounds a set of alternative guidelines for contexts of anti-racist education: positioning. 

This alternative approach begins from an understanding of knowledge as socially 

constructed, “rooted in and shaped by specific positions and interests.”114 Positioning, 

then, “refers to the discursive practices through which people place themselves or are 

placed by others,” such that “an individual emerges through the processes of social 

interaction, not as a fixed personality, but as one who is constituted and reconstituted 

through the various discursive practices in which they participate.” A focus on 

positioning serves to “make the political impersonal,” allowing us to ask how someone 

came to articulate things in the way that they do, rather than why they said what they 

did at a given moment. Highlighting positioning can help people see what is positioning 

them and to investigate the way in which they and others perform in accordance with 

those positions.115 In light of Ahmed’s insights, I would add that this approach does not 

require that feelings be set aside, but can instead allow for them to become an object of 

inquiry, such that people can also learn to investigate how their feelings are socially 

constructed, to track the activities of the affective economies in which they are 

enmeshed. 
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Sensoy and DiAngelo offer a constructive set of alternative guidelines that can 

ground conversations in this awareness of positioning. I will suggest one alteration and 

will note some ways in which faith must be taken into account should they be employed 

in churches, but for now, they are as follows: 

• Strive for intellectual humility. Be willing to grapple with challenging ideas. 

• Differentiate between opinion—which everyone has—and informed 

knowledge, which comes from sustained experience, study, and practice. 

Hold your opinions lightly and with humility. 

• Let go of personal anecdotal evidence and look at broader group-level 

patterns. 

• Notice your own defensive reactions and attempt to use these reactions as 

entry points for gaining deeper self-knowledge, rather than as a rationale for 

closing off. 

• Recognize how your own social positionality (e.g., race, class, gender, 

sexuality, ability) informs your perspectives and reactions to your instructor 

and those whose work you study in the course. 

• Differentiate between safety and comfort. Accept discomfort as necessary for 

social justice growth. 

• Identify where your learning edge is and push it. For example, whenever you 

think, I already know this, ask yourself, How can I take this deeper? Or, How am I 

applying in practice what I already know?116 

 

I hesitate to fully endorse “Let go of personal anecdotal evidence and look at broader 

group-level patterns.” Rather than instructing people to relinquish the very stories that 

shape their everyday patterns of emotional and behavioral response, I suspect it would 

be better to encourage students to hold their personal anecdotal evidence accountable to 

those broader patterns, and to reconsider the meaning of their anecdotal evidence in 

                                                      

116 Sensoy and DiAngelo,  8 (italics in original). 
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light of those patterns. In this way, the little stories that form the larger narrative of a 

person’s life can be reworked, rather than simply swept aside as if they are irrelevant to 

that person’s potential antiracist work. 

Regarding the use of these guidelines in Christian church contexts, I offer 

additions to four of the above guidelines: 

Guideline: Strive for intellectual humility. Be willing to grapple with 

challenging ideas. 

Addition: Strive also for spiritual humility. 

 

Guideline: Recognize how your own social positionality (e.g., race, class, 

gender, sexuality, ability) informs your perspectives and reactions 

to your instructor and those whose work you study in the course. 

Addition: Recognize that theological claims are not exempt from shaping 

by the same forces of positioning that shape other knowledge 

claims. 

 

Guideline: Notice your own defensive reactions and attempt to use these 

reactions as entry points for gaining deeper self-knowledge, rather 

than as a rationale for closing off. 

Addition: Realize that theological commitments are not exempt from 

cooptation by defensive reactions. 

 

Guideline: Differentiate between safety and comfort. Accept discomfort 

as necessary for social justice growth. 

Addition: Accept discomfort as necessary for growth in faithful 

discipleship, as well. 

 

Such guidelines are, of course, only a starting point and require discernment in their 

application. However, given the problems inherent in the more commonly used “safe 

space” guidelines, Sensoy and DiAngelo’s guidelines can help to point such discernment 

in the right direction. 
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Moving beyond the level of individual conversations to broader considerations 

of collective transformative work, Sara Ahmed provides helpful insights through her 

discussions of a politics of discomfort. Ahmed argues that discomfort in various forms 

must be accepted as part of collective political action. While she critiques the ways in 

which communal pain can be associated with certain targeted groups (e.g., Muslims in 

the US) as a matter of national political expediency, Ahmed argues that sharing pain is 

essential to collective politics.117 By listening to others, and engaging in the work “of 

hearing the force of their pain and the energy of their anger, of learning to be surprised 

by all that one feels oneself to be against,” a collective connection, a “we,” is formed.118 

As we find not only that we are intellectually against others’ suffering, but that our 

feelings are roused in response to that suffering, this sharing of pain and anger forms 

our sense of who “we” are. Maintaining such an openness to feeling our revolutionary 

opposition to the causes of others’ suffering—even as we witness our fellows 

responding in kind—requires the “willingness to be stressed, to let the present get under 

your skin.”119 Unlike the ways in which the nation exploits pain to single out targets of 

opportunity, however, the kind of listening Ahmed suggests discriminates between the 

pain of having one’s dominance threatened and pain that is caused by systems of 

violence and exploitation. 

                                                      

117 Ahmed takes feminist politics as her focus, but it is my sense that her comments apply to other 

forms of collective political action that would challenge systems of violence and exploitation. 
118 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 188 (italics are mine). 
119 The Promise of Happiness, 169. 
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Aside from the discomfort of remaining open to others’ pain, a politics of 

discomfort also affects processes of decision making. Decision making means rejecting 

the comfort of denying alternative possibilities out of hand and opening oneself to 

challenge by others without easily abandoning one’s investments.120 Decision making 

means both beginning and concluding decision making processes without the certainty 

that one is right. This uncertainty is compounded by the fact that such open decision 

making likely involves deviation from social norms and rejection of the promise of 

happiness. Collective action that is open to suffering—that has room for those who are 

“imagined as unhappiness causes, as the origin of negation”—will lead its practitioners 

not only into uncertainty, but likely far from what social norms deem acceptable.121 

As collective direction is found, Ahmed insists that it is always provisional, 

dependent on further communal listening and contingent on circumstances as they 

develop in real time. This uncertainty is complicated by the fact that although we may 

come to share each other’s pain, we continue to live separate lives: 

Solidarity does not assume that our struggles are the same struggles, or 

that our pain is the same pain, or that our hope is for the same future. 

Solidarity involves commitment, and work, as well as the recognition that 

even if we do not have the same feelings, or the same lives, or the same 

bodies, we do live on common ground.122 

 

                                                      

120 The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 188. 
121 The Promise of Happiness, 196. 
122 The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 189. 
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Such collective action, if it is to have room for those who suffer most deeply at any given 

time, must continually reject the lure of the promise of happiness. This is not to say that 

happiness cannot be appreciated as a precarious, even fleeting part of life.123 Instead, it is 

to deem happiness “pointless,” rather than enshrining it as the telos of our political 

vision.124 And in setting aside happiness as more important than other experiences, we 

can make room for unhappiness to be “more than what gets in the way.”125 We can make 

room for people who are unhappy, for people we blame for making us unhappy, when 

we slip up and fall for happiness’s promise. 

Ahmed’s politics of discomfort is no less important in church contexts. It will be 

particularly helpful, however, to consider how this politics of discomfort would 

manifest in relation to three prominent aspects of ecclesial life: prayer, church 

leadership, and the sacraments. Before talking so directly about church practices, 

though, I need to make two qualifications. First, these brief comments should not be 

taken as any kind of comprehensive discussion. They are intended only to show the 

kind of creative and faithful thinking that Ahmed’s political insights could inspire in 

Christians. I could both discuss a wider range of church practices and discuss each 

aspect of church life in relation to multiple dimensions of Ahmed’s politics of 

discomfort. For the sake of brevity, however, I will pair each practice with a single 

                                                      

123 The Promise of Happiness, 219. 
124 Ibid., 198. 
125 Ibid., 195. 
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dimension of that politics. Second, as I stated in this dissertation’s introduction, my 

sense of church life has been shaped primarily in Protestant institutions, both mainline 

and evangelical. As such, though I will make general comments about prayer, church 

leadership, and sacraments, my understanding of those aspects of ecclesial life is limited 

by something like denominational positioning. I am confident that my comments will be 

relevant to a wide range of church traditions and polities, but that relevance will be the 

result not only of my insights, but of translation and adaptation done by those who 

better understand their own traditions. 

Prayer can be helpfully considered in relation to the importance Ahmed places 

on listening to each other’s pain. Listening to one another’s pain is the means through 

which collective connection is formed. Prayer is a prominent way in which Christians 

can express their suffering both publicly and privately, and Ahmed’s insights encourage 

us not to think of God as the only one whose attention matters. When we hear one 

another’s prayers and feel ourselves stirred to anger or anguish, an ecclesial politics of 

discomfort would require that we not only trust God to hear those prayers and respond, 

but that we recognize our desire for God to hear and respond as a sign that we are to 

participate in that reception and response. That is when we hear a prayer, we are not 

eavesdropping; we are being offered an opportunity to participate in God’s work of 

healing. When we feel angry because a fellow church member weeps after being 

wrongly stopped by the police or groans with frustration after yet another demeaning 
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conversation with a parole officer, we are finding out that we feel ourselves to be against 

what our brothers and sisters are against, that we are against what God is against. That 

feeling is not a moment in the passage to private peace through prayer, nor should it be 

a bystander’s voyeuristic response to someone else’s problem. Prayer offers us a chance 

to hear others’ feelings, to share our own, to sit with them together, and to ask how we 

can participate in God’s response. 

The nature of decision making is particularly applicable to considerations of 

church leadership. Polities vary widely, of course, and while arguments can be made in 

favor of one or another, here I will offer thoughts on how church leaders’ work within 

their current structures might be informed by Ahmed’s politics of discomfort. 

Regardless of how hierarchical or democratic a church’s form of government might be, 

there is potential room for opening decisions to challenge by those who dissent from 

dominant views and even deviate from social norms. Conversely, whether a church’s 

leadership is obliged to honor decisions made by bishops, bound primarily to 

congregational decisions, operates solely at the discretion of a single pastor, or lies 

somewhere in between, it is possible to ignore dissent and move forward in unshakable 

certainty. Ahmed’s politics of discomfort challenges church leaders to actively seek 

dissent, to resist the lure of certainty, and to move forward ready to listen particularly to 

those whose dissent is easily dismissed as quarrelsome or disruptive. This might mean a 

young pastor listening to an old woman who just can’t seem to accept how her church is 
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changing, or an established pastor listening to a college student who offers many 

complaints about microaggressions and few dollars in the offering plate. Such openness 

to challenge does not mean changing course to suit whoever is dissenting at the 

moment, but it does require that church leaders work to avoid allowing their past 

decisions to wholly dictate their ongoing discernment. This openness to challenge can 

also help church leaders to resist the lure to ignore changing circumstances and to 

remain open to the contingency of their decisions’ outcomes, as dissent is quite likely to 

be derived from just such changing circumstances. 

Finally, the sacraments are key to churches’ rejection of the promise of happiness 

as their telos. The covenant formed with humanity by God’s loving grace is easily 

mistaken for a divine promise that we are to be happy, whether in this life or in 

whatever might follow. It is easy for the sacraments—material and ritual signs or means 

of God’s grace—to be interpreted as ritualized reminders of the promise of happiness. 

Baptism can be taken as a sure sign that one is destined for happiness. Communion can 

be understood as such a sure mark of Christian unity that it blinds us to the important 

rifts and unjust relations in our communities.126 Baptism, however, is no simple promise 

of happiness. Rather, it is baptism into death, that we might walk in newness of life.127 

Baptism marks Christians not as those who are free from suffering, but instead as ones 

                                                      

126 Of course, the number and names of sacraments vary by tradition.  
127 I paraphrase Romans 6:4 here. 
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for whom the presence of death need not send us turning to fear and shame. We are 

promised victory over death, not happiness. The unity we find in the body of Christ, at 

the communion table, does not have to be thought of as seamless. Rather, it is unity in a 

meaningful sense precisely insofar as it does not exclude that which gets in the way of 

the warm, welcome feeling many people wish to have passed to them, along with their 

bread and wine. A broken body and shed blood should never be accepted as simply 

happy objects, but should serve to remind us of the pain and sorrow that persists within 

the still-wounded body of Christ. 

For individual conversations and the development of collective transformative 

work to meaningfully work against white supremacy, they require the persistent 

involvement of those who live with anger at white supremacy, whether that anger 

simmers softly or rages wildly. That is, it is only through the efforts of black Christians 

and those white Christians who refuse to turn away from the heat of black anger that 

white Christians are called to repent. It is through the prolonged management of anger 

that white Christians might be brought to a place where they can handle even fleeting 

experiences of a world that does not honor the sanctity of whiteness. Sara Ahmed, 

drawing on the work of Audre Lorde, offers a helpful account of the importance of 

anger to those who would love others without abandoning self-love.128 

                                                      

128 Ahmed, as is generally the case with her work, focuses on the perceived irrational anger of 

feminists. Her insights are certainly helpful in considering the perceived irrational anger of black people 
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As a response to pain, anger is sometimes assumed to be inextricably entangled 

with a desire for revenge. This assumption may entrap not only those who have 

wronged, but also those who have been wronged. Under these terms, the only 

appropriate response for those whose suffering is unintelligible, as Wilderson would put 

it, is to move with all deliberate speed toward forgiveness and placid mildness. Ahmed 

rejects this for a variety of reasons, but the reason that is most instructive at this point is 

the potential for anger to be visionary. Anger need not be solely directed toward a past 

wrong. Rather, it can indicate both opposition to ongoing injustice and commitment to 

strive for an alternative.129 Anger can be a window into a better future, and though it is 

not itself a clear articulation of that future, it allows us to feel—and not only to think—

“that what hurts, and what causes pain, and what we feel is wrong, is not necessary, and 

can be unmade as well as made.”130 

Those who embrace the powerful potential of anger and other negative feelings, 

even though they hold those feelings accountable to the demands of love, will find 

themselves consistently playing a role that Ahmed refers to as the “killjoy.” By insisting 

that systems of violence and exploitation exist and raising “protests against the costs of 

                                                      

 

who rail against white supremacy and, of course, are particularly apt in dismantling the stereotype of the 

“angry black woman.” 
129 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 174-76. 
130 Ibid., 181. 
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agreement,”131 thereby disrupting harmony even among those who claim a commitment 

to fight against those very unjust systems, killjoys are singled out as causing 

unhappiness and communal strife. As such, persisting in one’s resistance and thereby 

continuing to be a killjoy has its dangers. There is the ever-present threat of loneliness 

and isolation, understood by those who abandon the killjoy as well-deserved social 

starvation.132 Even relationships with those who do not retreat from a killjoy simply 

because they disrupt happiness can find themselves to be the target of a killjoy’s 

misdirected anger.133 

Killjoys are neither infallible nor untiring. They require resources of care and 

healing, the practical tools of self-love. In Living a Feminist Life Ahmed offers a “killjoy 

survival kit”, which includes, among other things, taking time out from being a killjoy 

and seeking the company of fellow killjoys.134 She goes so far as to suggest that 

feminism—and I would argue that this potential lies in any collective movement that 

works to dismantle unjust systems while refusing to yield self-love—is “how we pick up 

the pieces” after a relationship has been broken by the clash of a killjoy’s commitment to 

justice and another’s commitment to happiness.135 It is important to note that not all 

                                                      

131 The Promise of Happiness, 213. 
132 Living a Feminist Life, 84. 
133 Ibid., 172. 
134 Ibid., 235-49. Though it would be inappropriate to reproduce the contents of Ahmed’s survival 

kit in full here, I strongly recommend this section of her book, along with her “Killjoy Manifesto” to those 

who find themselves in need of such resources of care and healing. 
135 Ibid., 171. 
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relationships broken by a killjoy are broken mistakenly. Rather, Ahmed emphasizes the 

importance of “feminist snap,” which allows one to “break ties that are damaging as 

well as to invest in new possibilities.”136 Ultimately, if justice-oriented projects like racial 

reconciliation work are to bear fruit, they will owe their success to the ability of killjoys 

to embrace their role and to thrive in it. 

In turning to these three modes of intervention into the white supremacist 

corruption of racial reconciliation projects, I have only scratched the surface of the work 

that is required to combat the results of decades of distorted love. Starting from 

guidelines that take positioning into account will help with the facilitation of individual 

interracial conversations, but the outcomes of each and every such conversation will 

depend on the emotional, intellectual, and spiritual work performed by those in the 

room, those who have shaped them, and those who have encouraged and supported 

them. The development of collective transformative work can be held accountable by a 

politics of discomfort, but the day-to-day work of decision making, consensus building, 

and consensus breaking will similarly depend on individual and communal labor. Such 

labor includes the management of anger among those who feel the pain caused by white 

supremacy, but it also includes their management of sorrow, pride, curiosity, disgust, 

and the entire range of feelings that are tied into the workings of affective economies. 

                                                      

136 Ibid., 162. 
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In short, the work I have detailed in these pages is barely a sketch, and even the 

work I have outlined likely seems overwhelming to those who stop to consider what 

such work would require of people who have been formed by a white supremacist 

world to chase the promise of happiness. I have discussed what kinds of resources are 

needed to sustain those who engage in this work. At this point, however, I also want to 

clarify the basis upon which I am proposing such difficult work. I am not only 

suggesting that this work is ethical or just, though I hope I also make a compelling case 

that it is. This is a Christian theological account of love of the racial enemy, and I contend 

that this work is faithful. 

The work of seeking racial reconciliation, of doing so in the awareness of the 

racial enemy relation, and of actively resisting the influence of distorted love on racial 

reconciliation projects is a key means by which Christians can participate in the healing, 

wrathful activity of divine grace. As such, when Christians evade such work, when they 

embrace white fragility and distorted love, when they continue to serve and glorify 

white supremacy even as they cry for murdered black children and sing spirituals, they 

wade in the waters of heresy. It is, of course, possible not to be concerned about the label 

of heresy. As this chapter has made clear, such value judgments are subject to the 

intellectual and affective structures that enforce them. I am certain that much of what I 

say in this dissertation would be deemed heretical by many Christians. Further, in 

calling out distorted love as a heretical distortion of Christian love, I am not suggesting 
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that this heresy should be the basis for attacks on the well-being of those who have been 

misled and who have misled others. However, insofar as Christians insist that the 

propagation of distorted love is faithful, their heresy should be contested and 

condemned as such. To act as though distorted love is just a matter of feelings, and not a 

theological crisis—to act as though feelings are not theologically relevant—would be to 

participate in the continued dominance of distorted love through my hesitation. 

Distorted love, in other words, is not simply an innocent misunderstanding of Christian 

love. It is the evil spawn of white supremacy in Christian clothing. In the next and final 

chapter, I give a theological account of the notion of love that has guided this 

dissertation and that can sustain Christians in the faithful pursuit of racial reconciliation. 
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4. Faithful Love  

I have talked about love and its relation to racial reconciliation work throughout 

this dissertation. In this final chapter, my focus shifts in two key ways. In one sense, I 

shift from a critique of distorted love to a constructive account of faithful love. In 

another sense, I move from arguing for the social, emotional, and political need for such 

faithful love to demonstrating its theological and biblical grounding. I am, in other 

words, outlining a theological intervention into love, with an awareness of its social, 

emotional, and political dimensions. I begin by collecting insights into love from 

previous chapters. I then offer some methodological clarifications regarding my 

theological work, before moving into a theological account of love, particularly as it 

relates to God, humanity, and the cross. Finally, I apply that theological understanding 

of love, broadly speaking, to the issue of love of the racial enemy. 

 

Love and racial reconciliation, so far 

Though this chapter represents my sustained reflection on love, I have discussed 

love throughout this dissertation. Before moving forward with my constructive 

theological account of love, I gather together key insights from these prior discussions. I 

focus first on what could be called the practical dimensions of love (e.g., love’s political 

effects, barriers to love, practices that embody love), then shift to how I have discussed 
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love theologically. This brief review will clarify the foundation upon which I build my 

constructive theological account of love. 

In considering love, I have highlighted a central challenge. Insofar as it can be 

thought of as a practice of love, racial reconciliation work is a matter of love between 

enemies. The distorted love that dominates the US American Christian imagination, 

however, can only perceive love in the disavowal of racial enemy relations. If we are to 

reject this distorted love, we need to think of these enemy relations as relations,1 as a set 

of realities that are not wholly exclusive of love but have instead been involved in the 

distortion of love. Taking these racial enemy relations seriously, we can think of how 

faithful love can work within the dynamics of these enemy relations to seek other, better 

relations. 

The specifics of such relations cannot be neatly anticipated from within racial 

enemy relations, but in seeking these better relations, love will strive for mutuality and 

commitment. Faithful love seeks intimacy, but such intimacy cannot be separated from 

this pursuit of mutuality and commitment. Faithful love seeks intimacy that contributes 

to the transformation of society, not intimacy that persists in self-righteous political 

quietism, as though individual bonds of affection are a sufficient answer to a society 

structured by violence and exploitation, which necessarily permeate those individual 

                                                      

1 Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree, 165. In making this point, I draw on Cone’s discussion of the 

binding together of white and black US Americans in The Cross and the Lynching Tree. 
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relationships. Faithful love does not confuse relations of commitment and mutuality 

with the affirmation of white people’s warmth or the absence of black dissent, 

discontent, and critique. Faithful love seeks the repair of relations rather than absolution, 

which is something more akin to the restoration of one’s sense of peaceful relations. 

Faithful love seeks relations of mutuality and commitment whether the one 

loving a racial enemy is black or white. However, faithful love will make different 

demands depending on the lover’s position in racial enemy relations. Love presents 

different challenges to black and white Christians. Love requires different practices from 

black and white Christians. Put differently, love is work. Love is shared work, which can 

no longer be subject to a sexual or racial division of labor, leaving some to work while 

others enjoy the fruits of their surrogates’ labor. However, not everyone should do that 

work in the same way, and it is important to reflect on the different challenges and 

practices involved in love from black and white racial locations. 

Black Christians’ challenges stem from the fact that we are called to love white 

people while bearing the twin burdens of suffering because of whiteness and rage 

against whiteness. As we love those who benefit from that which structures the 

systematic destruction of our bodies and souls, black Christians find ourselves in need 

of resources of endurance and opportunities for relief. We find ourselves in need of hope 

that can sustain belief in the possibility of change, both in individual white Christians 

and in the broader white supremacist world, even when the path such change could take 
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is unclear. And as we seek such change, we must draw on courage that can face both the 

rejection of our love and its flawed reception. 

In light of these challenges, four sets of love practices stand out as necessary for 

black Christians. This list of love practices is not intended to be comprehensive. Rather, I 

am simply gathering together those practices that have been discussed so far in this 

dissertation, that their connection to each other might be highlighted. I find the first in 

the work of James Baldwin:2 the cultivation of a prideful self-love. Such self-love refuses 

to accept a world defined by whiteness and demands change. It is prideful insofar as it 

refuses to rely on that world for that necessary change and inspires a commitment to 

work personally to create such change. Prideful self-love is formed within individuals, 

but requires connection with others to become something more effective than a fantastic 

sort of vanity. For black Christians to navigate the challenges of faithful love, then, 

requires that we embrace our prideful rejection of a world that would crush us while 

also embracing our black brothers and sisters in their pride. The cultivation of prideful 

self-love is tied to the second set of practices, which is exemplified in the life and work 

of Malcolm X:3 the fostering of collective black self-love through the building of 

institutions. In nurturing and sustaining collective self-love, black people need ways to 

coordinate our efforts, that we might effectively come to see blackness as beautiful, hate 

                                                      

2 Baldwin, "Nothing Personal," 699-701; Pavlić, 47-52, 55, 88. 
3 Ayers, 61; Ta-Nehisi Coates, "The Legacy of Malcolm X," ibid., 93; X, "The Ballot or the Bullet," 41. 
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white supremacy rather than the black skin that justifies its evil, and pursue something 

other than a share in or mastery over white supremacist capitalism. 

As black Christians persist in calling white Christians to repentance—that is, in 

seeking the change our prideful self-love demands and calling white Christians to 

recognize the beauty of blackness—those calls involve a third set of practices. Black 

Christians must demand that white repentance lead to concrete socially transformative 

action. Insofar as white Christians participate in such transformative work, black 

Christians must not yield their calls for further change. Black Christians should neither 

relent and accept whiteness as compatible with Christian faith nor allow the 

preservation of any degree of white innocence. While white innocence is to be 

consistently rejected, such a rejection is not a denial of white Christians’ dignity.4 To 

argue that white Christians are not innocent is not to claim that they are somehow 

inhuman, but rather to argue that their humanity has been distorted by whiteness. 

Should black Christians accept whiteness—even in some moderately chastised form—as 

properly human would be to give up on the possibility of white Christians to live fully 

into their humanity. Still, such commitment makes great demands on black Christians. 

Prideful self-love is sustaining, but it must be complemented by a set of love practices: 

something like the resources of Sara Ahmed’s killjoy survival kit and feminist snap.5 

                                                      

4 Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 14. 
5 Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, 162, 235-49. 
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Black Christians need to allow ourselves to take time away from this affective work, to 

spend time specifically with those who also persist in their calls for repentance, to break 

those bonds that harm us, and to seek out new possibilities of connection. 

White Christians’ love should seek the same ends as the love of black Christians, 

but poses a different set of social, emotional, and political challenges. Whiteness, in 

effect, promises happiness. To fail to combat whiteness with one’s whole self is to allow 

oneself to be oriented by that promise of happiness. To embrace whiteness is to give 

oneself over to it entirely. The promise of happiness offered by whiteness is both terribly 

attractive and deeply intertwined with the theological imagination of Western 

Christianity, making its rejection a true challenge for white Christians. As the promise of 

happiness distorts love, such that love seems to demand the disavowal of the racial 

enemy relation, this distorted love draws on fear and shame to bolster its influence over 

white Christians. White Christians’ ability to resist this influence and combat white 

supremacy is made particularly difficult by the challenge of white fragility, the lack of 

endurance it encourages, and the tendency toward evasion of critique that it enables. 

To address their particular challenges, white Christians must draw on their own 

sets of love practices. While the four practices I named as helpful for black Christians 

had been explicitly discussed in previous chapters, the four practices I will outline for 

white Christians have only been implied by my critique of common white Christian 

behavior. First, then, white Christians need to properly discern between danger and 
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discomfort, between the wounds that come from toxic abuse and the aches that come 

from helpful exercise. This involves seeing black Christians’ critique and aggression in 

the context of relationships and communities, rather than seeing such critique and 

aggression as necessarily a sign of the breakdown of those relationships and 

communities. It requires that white Christians strike a balance between trying to 

understand the cause for black Christians’ anger and earnestly exploring its effects on 

themselves. 

Second, white Christians need to develop their ability to respond to black 

Christians’ calls for repentance with faithful love. Where white fragility would lead 

them to evade and deflect critique, faithful love requires white Christians to hear that 

critique with openness and respond with what humility and gratitude they can sincerely 

muster. They must work to see how God is at work in black Christians’ faithful love, 

rather than seeing critique as a sign that God’s love is being denied. This engaged 

response leads to the third set of practices: self-examination and work toward personal 

transformation. White Christians should not simply wait for black Christians to guide 

them every step of the way, if they are to return faithful love with faithful love. The 

faithful love of black Christians may be necessary to awaken white Christians to their 

need for repentance, but such repentance should lead to ongoing self-examination by 

those white Christians. Such self-examination will surely be in dialogue with other 

Christians, black and white, but it cannot be entirely dependent on others for motivation 
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and direction. Rather, black critique should inspire in white Christians the desire to 

actively pursue repentance, not an unchanging dependence on calls for repentance. 

Finally, faithful love requires that self-examination and work toward personal 

transformation translate into collective and communal transformation among white 

Christians.6 Without claiming to have entirely escaped the influence of white supremacy, 

white Christians can call other white Christians to repentance, support each other in 

pursuing such repentance, and work to transform white-dominated institutions—

including churches—into institutions marked by faithful love. 

There is the possibility of black and white Christians facing those challenges that 

I have described as primarily relevant to the other group, and thus needing to draw on 

each other’s practical resources. Such circumstances present further challenges tied to 

the racial locations of the people confronting them. For example, insofar as black 

Christians need to repent of our attachment to happiness, we need to do so without 

discarding the unique beauty of black life. Insofar as white Christians find themselves 

enduring the burden of rage against whiteness, they must not lose sight of their own 

ongoing work of repentance and the ever-present seduction of whiteness. Love and 

repentance are, after all, not as simple as my lists of challenges and practices might make 

                                                      

6 This would hopefully involve work with non-Christian white people, but I have restricted the 

scope of my comments for brevity’s sake, as work within Christian communities is different in important 

ways—requiring their own discussion—from work in more thoroughly interfaith spaces. 
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them seem. However, it is my hope that these lists, in addition to collecting claims from 

other chapters, provide some insight into complex lived realities. 

Through these practices, love serves as the affective grounding of a life together 

that stands as an alternative to a society shaped by white supremacy. Rather than using 

our understandings of reality to deny the importance of dissenting feelings—our own or 

others’—love can make it possible for the sharing of feelings to influence our 

understanding of reality and guide our response to that reality. This is not to say that 

our understandings of reality, or our thoughts more broadly, do not matter. Nor is it a 

claim that love is sufficient as the sole foundation of such a project of alternative living. 

Rather, I am arguing that feelings need to be placed in a relationship of mutual 

accountability with thoughts and ideas. The fantastic hegemonic imagination7 shapes 

our understandings of reality to such an extent that sometimes only feelings of anger or 

sorrow can reveal injustice, cutting through layer upon layer of the distorted imagery 

and narrative that justify and normalize unjust systems and relations.8 Injustice is 

framed as right and good at the level of ideas, so we must allow our feelings to critique 

those ideas. Importantly, we must allow the feelings of others to challenge our ideas and 

be bold in challenging others’ ideas with our own feelings, rather than dismissing 

emotional outbursts as necessarily less credible than seemingly secure and rational 

                                                      

7 Townes, 18-23. 
8 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 172-78. 
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beliefs. In binding us together through the sharing of feelings and breaking down the 

cognitive defenses of unshakeable belief disguising itself as pure reason, love opens up 

the possibility that we can learn to feel differently, understand the world differently, and 

act differently. Though, while love can help to sustain projects of alternative living, love 

is also responsible for the white supremacist world that such projects seek to dismantle. 

The fact that we feel love is not a sure sign that we are acting in a way that will 

encourage relations of justice. We must always discern between faithful love and its 

distortion, listening to one another and always testing both our ideas and feelings. 

Considering love’s political and social utility in Christian communities, 

specifically, it is important to attend to the centrality of love to the Christian 

imagination, particularly in relation to racial reconciliation. For many Christians, love 

can seem to make politics not only effective, but also faithful, even as love itself may or 

may not be faithful. It is important, therefore, for Christians to test the faithfulness of our 

love, that it not lead us astray by masking white supremacy with an idolatrous allure. In 

the preceding chapters, I have discussed various ways in which theological claims and 

ecclesial practices can either serve to entrench or subvert white supremacy and its 

distorted love. 

Christian theology and church life have been drawn into the sinful service of 

white supremacy in three primary ways that I have discussed so far. First, a flawed 

understanding of the religious significance of Martin King’s life has enabled white 
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supremacist Christianity to almost definitively shape the US American understanding of 

the place of forgiveness and love in racial reconciliation. Forgiveness has been removed 

from its context within King’s practice of political resistance, for which it was a source of 

spiritual sustainability, and has been made into an unconditional demand that 

delegitimizes black critique as unchristian. Love has been conflated with self-sacrifice in 

such a way that black people are expected to accept insufferable levels of white 

ignorance, fragility, and indecision lest we be seen as lacking commitment to 

reconciliation. White people, on the other hand, are seen as making meaningful 

sacrifices simply by allowing black brothers and sisters to try to worship—often having 

to fight to hear music that feeds our souls or to have our pain acknowledged from the 

pulpit—in sanctuaries these white congregants still feel are properly white spaces, even 

if they do not consciously think in such terms. 

Moving beyond its corruption of King’s legacy, Christianity has served white 

supremacy in a second fashion by portraying the love of an inclusive whiteness as 

beneficial to racial reconciliation work. Rather than seeking a faithful love that would 

unseat whiteness from its throne of power, thereby revealing that whiteness is nothing 

to be loved, churches have accepted a vision of inclusive whiteness. It is assumed that all 

people can come to share in the benefits of whiteness and, as such, white people need 

not repent, but only need to allow black people to assimilate into that inclusive 

whiteness. This is, to put it mildly, an inadequate approach to racial reconciliation work, 
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as whiteness and its benefits are dependent on the unjust systems that structure racial 

enemy relations. This inclusive whiteness has no room for those black people who either 

cannot assimilate to a sufficient degree or refuse to cease their critiques of whiteness in 

favor of guilty gratitude. This inclusivity is illusory not only because of the fundamental 

antagonism upon which whiteness is built, but also because of a third way Christianity 

has served white supremacy: allowing white fragility to be the guide of racial 

reconciliation work. When white Christian comfort is the criterion of black Christians’ 

faithfulness, racial reconciliation work can serve only to assuage the consciences of 

white Christians. This is particularly insidious in conjunction with inclusive whiteness, 

as white Christians who have been led to believe they are magnanimously opening their 

churches to their black sisters and brothers are also granted justification for their failure 

to repent by the conflation of black critique and faithless bitterness. 

Christian theological thought and ecclesial practice have done great harm to the 

cause of racial reconciliation, but they hold the potential to subvert white supremacy 

and the distorted love that Christianity has provided with a demonic blessing. I have 

pointed out several ecclesial practices that can embody faithful love: prayer, leadership, 

and the sacraments. Communal forms of prayer can provide an ecclesial setting for the 

sharing of feelings that can support the search for a way of life together that rejects white 

supremacy. Leadership that attends to the wisdom of those who suffer and remains 

open to uncertainty can help to hold Christian communities together as they engage in 
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the hard work of racial reconciliation. Sacraments, when understood as signs of divine 

grace at work in our difficult lives rather than as signals of the promise of happiness, can 

illuminate the presence of God in the midst of our exhaustion and pain. 

For Christians, love is the bridge between social/political practice and theological 

insight. Love—faithful or distorted—guides and empowers our activity, even as it gives 

meaning to the human and divine relationships that are the context and result of that 

activity. Before moving on to a more systematic theological account of love, I will briefly 

gather together theological claims about love from previous chapters. These claims can 

be grouped into those that are about divine love and those that pertain to the relation of 

divine love and human love. 

So far, I have more or less accepted two claims regarding divine love. First, 

according to James Cone, divine love is not impartial. God does not love everyone in the 

same way, or even to the same degree.9 Rather, God concentrates God’s love among 

those who most desperately need material liberation, both material and spiritual. Divine 

love, in this understanding, is universal, but God’s love for all humanity is expressed 

through God’s deep love for the oppressed.10 There is, in other words, no divine love for 

those who benefit from white supremacy that does not involve the liberation of the 

                                                      

9 Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, 36; A Black Theology of Liberation, 70. To be clear, in 

reproducing Cone’s claims here, I am not suggesting that God’s love can be quantified. Rather, Cone’s 

stance on the love of God is importance in its absolute rejection of the theological prioritization of white life, 

as well as its challenge to the kind of broken multiculturalism that leads to claims such as “all lives matter” 

in response to the contention that “black lives matter.” 
10 A Black Theology of Liberation, 70-73. 
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oppressed. Prosperity built on the backs of the poor is not a sign of divine favor, but 

rather a sign of one’s complicity in opposition to God’s work of liberating love. Second, 

God’s love is not essentially self-sacrificial. Rather, self-sacrifice is only one 

manifestation of divine love, and should be considered alongside others, such as God’s 

love as comforting and empowering presence. 

I have said more about the relation of divine love to human love, given the way 

in which racial reconciliation work can be considered a human response to divine love. 

Human participation in the work of reconciliation—including racial reconciliation—is a 

key way to respond to God’s love, as that work of reconciliation is itself a primary 

expression of God’s love for humanity. At a more basic level, what our love does 

practically is important in considering how we should respond to divine love. There is 

no preset program for responding to God’s love, as the real-time effects of actions 

motivated by love matter inasmuch as our suffering and well-being matter to God. Cone 

argues that God’s love inspires black self-love, which in turn empowers black people for 

the work of resistance. Should black self-love result, instead, in a desire to subjugate all 

other people, it would hardly reflect a proper human response to divine love. 

Throughout this dissertation, I have written much about love, both in reporting 

others’ views and clarifying my own. I have demonstrated the political importance of 

love. I have examined the morally ambivalent relationship between love and 

Christianity, in the context of white supremacy. I have made some gestures toward the 
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account of faithful love that I consider helpful in relation to racial reconciliation work. 

Still, these various insights and qualifications do not amount to the systematic 

theological account of love that I have promised and that I believe is needed by those 

Christians who struggle to carry on in their work of racial reconciliation. I turn, now, to 

the notion of love that will anchor that account. 

 

Love as embraced need 

Given my desire to offer theological insights that might be helpful beyond the 

scope of my primary topic, racial reconciliation, I do not begin with a discussion of love 

as applied to that relatively narrow topic. Instead, I first discuss love in a more general 

Christian theological sense. I then examine what kind of conception of God might be 

compatible with my account of love—paying particular attention to the cross—while 

connecting divine love to faithful human love. With these more general discussions of 

divine and human love in view, I finally turn to a theological account of love of the 

racial enemy. 

In contemplating love, I look first to a pair of key biblical passages11 that portray 

love not only with a high degree of clarity, but also with a good deal of authority. 

Deuteronomy 6:4-5 and Matthew 22:34-40 provide clear and normative pronunciations 

                                                      

11 I am not reading these passages to provide a definitive interpretation of them, or pinpoint 

authorial intent. Instead, I turn to them for insight, as records of how love has been experienced and 

faithfully understood in relation to God. 
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regarding how those who believe in the God of Israel ought to understand and practice 

love. I read these passages in light of this dissertation’s focus on love of the racial enemy, 

but I draw from them a notion of faithful love—love as embraced need for the beloved—

that I hope is compelling on a more general level. 

Deuteronomy 6:4-5, as important as it is to a Christian theological understanding 

of love, first and foremost represents a foundational truth about the people of Israel.12 

These verses are arguably the heart of the last words attributed to Moses before he died 

in sight of his people’s promised land. 

Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 

your might.13 

 

These verses make a demand of the people of Israel. They are to love their God—whom, 

in the preceding verses and chapters, Moses has reminded them is the one who saved 

them from slavery in Egypt—with all their heart, soul, and might. Love of God is, in 

other words, to be the constant occupation of God’s chosen people. They are never to go 

through a day as if God is not the foundation of their existence. They are never to act as 

though they do not need God, but are instead to devote their entire being to the one who 

                                                      

12 Deuteronomy 6:4—which can be translated as “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord is 

one”—is of particular and ongoing importance in modern Judaism. Known as the Shema (Hebrew for 

“Hear”), this verse is a primary statement of the nature of God and God’s relation to God’s chosen people. 
13 Deut. 6:4-5 (NRSV) 
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has rescued them, sustained them in the wilderness, and brought them to their promised 

home.14 Israel needs God, and the proper response to that need is love. 

Of course, most of those who read this dissertation are not counted among the 

people of Israel—except, perhaps, through the adoption described by Paul15—but the 

God of Israel described in Deuteronomy 6:4-5 is the God of whom Jesus spoke, and the 

God Christians believe was revealed in Jesus’s life. In Matthew 22:34-40, Jesus explains 

how those who would be faithful should respond to their God: 

When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they 

gathered together, and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test 

him. “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He said 

to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with 

all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first 

commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the law and the 

prophets.”16 

 

The “greatest and first commandment,” drawn from Deuteronomy 6:5, casts love for 

God as the proper orientation to God. The second ties love for one’s neighbor to love for 

God. To love one’s neighbor as oneself is, as much as loving God with all one’s being, 

the proper response to God’s love.  

                                                      

14 This home was, of course, inhabited, which raises important questions about the understanding 

of God which frames this passage. However, as I will address such questions of God’s nature—specifically 

in relation to power and control—shortly, I will not do so here. At this time, the point is to emphasize the tie 

between love and need. 
15 Gal. 3, particularly vv. 15-29 
16 Matt. 22:34-40 (NRSV) 
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It is possible to see “love your neighbor as yourself” as a version of the “golden 

rule,” suggesting that the faithful should treat others how they want to be treated. 

However, this interpretation greatly understates what it is to love oneself, especially 

when that love is understood in the context of the all-consuming love that is to be 

directed toward God. Loving oneself is, I argue, to see oneself as necessary to one’s own 

existence, and to see one’s existence as necessary to others.17 It is this love that is to be 

extended to one’s neighbor. God loves us and cares for us, so we are to embrace our 

need for God. As God’s beloved children, we matter, so we are to embrace our existence. 

As God’s beloved children, our neighbors matter, so we are to embrace them as 

fundamental to our own existence, no less vital to our being than our own selves. We are 

to love our neighbors as ourselves, always orienting our love for self and neighbor by 

our love for God. This kind of love—love as embraced need for the beloved—is faithful 

love, upon which all the wisdom of the Hebrew Bible, as well as the teachings of Jesus 

himself, depends. 

With these biblical foundations and the insights into love I gathered at the 

beginning of this chapter in mind, I can now flesh out what I understand to be faithful 

love. Faithful love is found in the lover’s embrace of their need for their beloved. The 

connection formed by need may be the foundation of love, in a broader and morally 

                                                      

17 I will discuss Rita Nakashima Brock’s notion of heart later, but it is worth noting here that 

Brock’s Journeys by Heart includes an insightful discussion of the connection between self-love and love of 

others, particularly on pages 41-42. 
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ambiguous sense. However, it is the embrace of this needful connection that 

characterizes such love as faithful. In this embrace, faithful love cannot settle for 

relations that fall short of mutuality. It always strives for something better, not confusing 

progress with perfection. In this pursuit of mutuality, faithful love neither demands self-

sacrifice nor excludes it as a possibility. Rather, it holds self-sacrifice accountable to the 

self-love that reflects God’s love for God’s children. The need embraced by faithful love 

is oriented by the lover’s need for God, with that orientation requiring an openness to 

correction by the suffering of oneself and others. Finally, this embraced need involves 

the lover’s acceptance of uncertainty in their path toward mutuality and the limits of 

their ability to repair relationships and heal hearts, leaving room for both the healing 

and the wrath of God. 

I am confident that this notion of love can be quite useful in framing an approach 

to racial reconciliation in full awareness of racial enemy relations. However, I also 

contend that it is more than a situationally useful concept. Faithful love as embraced 

need for the beloved can help us to make sense of the God whose love should be the 

guiding force of Christians’ lives, though we often find ourselves following other loves. 

Faithful love can also help us to better understand the church that responds to that 

divine love. In the next section, I begin my discussion of what understanding of God is 

compatible with faithful love by challenging a popular idea of God that instead 

promotes the distorted love that serves white supremacy. 
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What God is not 

In this section, I will challenge the notion of God offered in Anselm of 

Canterbury’s Cur Deus Homo.18 However, before I critique a conception of God that is far 

more widely accepted than my own, I will make a quick clarification. I am not, in 

pointing out its flaws, suggesting that it holds no value, or that people who accept it do 

so because they support white supremacy. This idea of God can serve as a powerful 

source of hope and strength for Christians. I believe it is important, though, to point out 

the ways in which it can easily be made to serve white supremacy and the distorted love 

it cultivates, before offering an account of God’s love that can support faithful love. 

As its title suggests, Why God Became Human19 is Anselm’s attempt to explain the 

incarnation of God in the person of Jesus Christ. He wrote it for people that requested 

this explanation “not with a view to arriving at faith through reason, but in order that 

they may take delight in the understanding and contemplation of the things which they 

believe,” and might be able to explain them to others.20 Before calling this explanation of 

the incarnation into question, I will briefly summarize that in which Anselm believes 

Christians should take delight. 

                                                      

18 My arguments regarding Anselm—particularly in relation to the importance of mastery and 

ownership to Anselm’s notion of God—were shaped by J. Kameron Carter’s course on political theology. 
19 Why God Became Human is the translation of Cur Deus Homo that I prefer, though the translation I 

cite in this chapter translates it as Why God Became Man. 
20 Anselm of Canterbury, "Why God Became Man," in The Major Works, ed. Brian Davies and G. R. 

Evans (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 265. 
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As most Christians likely would, Anselm argues that God became human 

because God needed to save humanity from sin. Sin, in Anselm’s understanding, is to 

dishonor God by failing to give God what is due to God or by taking from God what is 

rightfully God’s.21 The honor of God is the basis of all justice and the ground of the 

universal order itself. This honor is, in effect, God’s right of possession over all creation. 

God’s right of ownership over all things holds together all justice and order. Should 

someone seize what is rightfully God’s, either the thief must repay what is owed to God 

or God must act to punish the thief, lest God fail to be true to Godself.22 God makes one 

demand of every “rational” creature, Anselm claims, and that is to “maintain truth and 

righteousness,”23 voluntarily obeying the desires God has placed in that creature,24 and 

thereby demonstrating the alignment of the creature’s will with the divine will that 

defines reason itself.25 

God demands our perfect obedience, but we fail to obey God perfectly. As such, 

humans not only fail to give God what is owed to God, but also steal humanity, God’s 

“most precious piece of workmanship.”26 Humanity threatened God’s honor, and thus 

the fabric of all creation. God’s honor demanded either the repayment of humanity’s 

sinful debt, or humanity’s punishment. However, because God possesses all things and 

                                                      

21 Ibid., 283. 
22 Ibid., 286-88. 
23 Ibid., 276. 
24 Ibid., 280. 
25 Ibid., 274. 
26 Ibid., 269. 
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thus needs nothing outside Godself, no human could possibly offer any kind of payment 

to God. As such, the payment could be made only by a human who somehow rightly 

possesses something that could be given to God as payment. The payment could only be 

made by one who has the right of possession that is God’s honor alone. The payment, in 

other words, could be made only by a human who was also God.27 Thus, God became 

human, bringing together human debt and the divine ability to repay that debt, which 

Jesus did by living a life of perfect obedience.28 

I am not particularly interested in making arguments regarding the production 

of Anselm’s theology. Rather, my focus is on how this notion of God—the God who 

owns all creation, demands obedience of humanity, and pays human debt through 

Jesus’s perfect obedience is certainly a popular notion of God—serves white supremacy 

through the distortion of God’s love. If we accept Anselm’s God, we accept mastery and 

ownership as the marks of divinity, the criteria of rationality and the bedrock of justice.29 

We accept that God is more concerned with order than with suffering, and that God is 

motivated not by the desire to heal the broken, but by the need to defend God’s honor. 

For this God, divine love is rightly narcissistic. God loves Godself, needs nothing 

outside Godself, and views creation as nothing more than the proof of God’s mastery of 

                                                      

27 Ibid., 319-20. 
28 Ibid., 276-77. 
29 This kind of thinking can be seen in social and political terms among those who claim that 

“family values” are the foundation of society, and who believe that same-sex marriage represents an 

existential threat to society. 
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self and—as it is God’s will that something other than God exist—other. Human love, in 

response, is to accept that we are owned and to be grateful that God secured our eternal 

bondage through Jesus’s perfect obedience. 

I believe I have represented the vision of God in Anselm fairly. I am confident 

that this idea of God is highly influential today, though it may not be associated with 

this particular articulation. Still, it may seem as though I’ve set up a weak 

counterexample to my own idea of God. It may seem as though I’ve chosen an idea of 

God that can be easily critiqued in its distance from what most people would consider 

loving, not to mention its incompatibility with my understanding of love as embraced 

need of the beloved. As such, I will look to another notion of God; one that places love at 

its center, but that is fundamentally akin to the mighty, self-sufficient understanding of 

God embraced in Why God Became Human. To demonstrate the insidious influence of this 

mighty God, and the need for an alternative understanding of God, I will elaborate on 

the critique of Martin King’s vision of God that I began in Chapter Two. 

King believed God was omnipotent, in complete control of history, and that this 

power should sustain Christian hope for justice.30 As I argued in Chapter Two, the inner 

peace that King found in God—and which King believed to be necessary for those who 

would fight for justice—truly is important, both theologically and politically. However, 

grounding such peace in omnipotence is not only unnecessary, but also theologically 

                                                      

30 King, Strength to Love, 107-12. 
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dangerous. King, in effect, takes the mighty God of Anselm and insists that this God is 

defined not only by unmatched power, but also by self-sacrificial love.31 It might seem as 

though self-sacrifice is the obvious antidote to the problems of omnipotence, but this 

vision of God has clearly not inspired the kind of Christian life modeled and imagined 

by King. Instead, this God’s self-sacrificial love and benign control are subject to the 

distortion engendered by white supremacy. Divine agape and its human reflection have 

been weaponized in the service of white supremacy. Those who suffer are told that their 

suffering is a part of God’s plan, that God is leading all things toward justice. Those who 

benefit from the exploitation of others are convinced that whatever small sacrifices they 

make—their perception of those sacrifices being skewed by their attachment to 

happiness—are sufficient, given that God is ultimately in control of history. This surely 

is not what King would have wished for his vision of God to promote—and there are 

certainly Christians who live as King did—but it is nonetheless what has become of it in 

most churches. 

Looking to a God whose love is grounded in control will not save us from 

ourselves, not least because it leads us to we imagine God’s power in terms of the power 

demonstrated by those humans who are most obviously powerful: the mighty, who 

maintain control over others through exploitation and violence. Should we accept such a 

vision of God, but insist that this control and might are loving, we simply encourage the 

                                                      

31 "An Experiment in Love," 19-20. 
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distortion of our perception of divine love and the experience and practice of human 

love. In the next section, I outline an alternative notion of God, one whose love is 

grounded in divine need, commitment, and vulnerability, rather than honor, control, 

and self-sufficiency. 

 

God of love 

Understanding faithful love as embraced need of the beloved grants a new 

perspective in the consideration of the nature of God’s love for creation, the love 

revealed in the life of Jesus Christ. If we take this understanding of faithful love as an 

appropriate human response to divine love, we are led to understand divine love 

differently. If this need-driven love is truly faithful, perhaps God’s love is not that of an 

all-powerful being who stands apart from creation except insofar as God must 

reluctantly embrace the creation to save it, either out of a narcissistic concern for divine 

honor or a paternalistic form of love. These descriptions—narcissistic, paternalistic—

may be perceived as off-base. After all, many great theologians have argued that God is 

well within God’s right to exalt Godself above creation, that for God to love creation is 

properly a matter of holy condescension. It is my hope that the following discussion will 

reveal such arguments as reflecting the distortion love I have critiqued. Before making 

my case, though, I will lay out four core qualities that faithful love can lead us to find in 

the nature of divine love. 
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First, divine love is driven by need, rather than honor. God does not stand apart 

from creation, needing nothing outside Godself. Perhaps there is some formal logical 

sense to the idea that God is self-sufficient, but God’s love is such that we should 

understand God as needing creation so fundamentally that God will suffer death in 

order to preserve creation. Second, God’s love is active in creation through commitment 

and presence, rather than sovereign control. God does not guide history with a 

mysterious, but ultimately inescapable hand. God dwells among God’s creatures, 

empowering us and refusing to forsake us, even as human creatures exploit and destroy 

the beautiful creation that God needs so deeply. Third, God’s commitment is marked by 

vulnerability, not certainty. Even the creator can have no sure sense that sin and 

destruction will be overcome. God commits to God’s beloved creation and embraces 

God’s need for creation, even though human creatures may ultimately fail to return that 

love and instead pursue the seductive promise of happiness, to the exhaustion and 

dissolution of at least this corner of creation. Finally, God’s love is creative, and 

manifests the divine ability to creation out of nothing. Both evil, which seems incapable 

of producing goodness, and those who are made to seem as nothing—as is the lot of 

black people in a white supremacist society—can be transformed and given new life by 

God’s creative love.  

God’s love is divine precisely as it reflects God’s need for creation, commitment 

to creation, and vulnerability to the actions of God’s beloved creatures. Perhaps this 
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picture of God rings true for some of my readers, and the discussion that follows will 

follow in Anselm’s hopes, merely deepening their delight in things they already believe. 

However, it would hardly be surprising if this description of God seems unrecognizable 

in the light of a tradition that has been dominated by images of a God who dominates. 

To readers who are skeptical, then, I will insist that my notion of God’s love is not 

simply a prop for a notion of human love that I think will be helpful in racial 

reconciliation work. Rather, this understanding of divine love is what I find to be 

faithful. These are the qualities of divine love that stand out most clearly for me in the 

light of the history of creation, Israel, and the church; the qualities that stand out from 

those that so easily serve distorted love and white supremacy. 

It is, of course, one thing to offer such an assurance, and another thing entirely to 

demonstrate that this understanding of God is not simply derived from my political 

commitments. The rest of this section, therefore, is devoted to grounding this vision of 

God in scripture and Christian tradition. As I discuss each of the qualities of divine 

love—need, commitment, and vulnerability—I make something of a spiraling journey 

through the story of God’s relation to humanity, Israel, and the church, coming back 

around to discuss the cross in the next section.32 In addressing biblical texts, I move 

                                                      

32 I generally move from discussions of humanity at large, to discussions of the history of Israel, to 

discussions of the church. This order does not indicate any belief that humanity and Israel are each fulfilled 

in the church. Rather, the story of Israel provides necessary context for understanding the story of the 

church, and the story of humanity provides necessary context for understanding Israel and the church. I 
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quickly, relying on documentation and the reader’s own knowledge of the Bible to assist 

them as I try to do what Willie Jennings refers to as “dancing with scripture.” Let’s 

dance, then, with the God who needs creation. 

Need is at the center of my primary claim about God’s love: that God needs 

creation, and that this need is the truth that grounds God’s relation to humanity. In 

relating to creation, God is neither a self-sufficient entity nor, in some way, self-

sufficiency itself, a firm foundation upon which creation stands. As God confronts 

creation, the need for praise and honor do not ground divine love, though worship is 

certainly an appropriate response from the creature. Similarly, God does not gaze upon 

the creation primarily as that which must be ordered, though order can have a particular 

beauty. Order may even be an apt description for a quality that our world desperately 

needs, if by order we mean a certain threshold of freedom from chaos, and not an ideal, 

unchanging state, such as the hierarchical dystopia sought by white supremacy. God 

does not love creation out of a need for honor and order; God loves creation precisely in 

God’s need for creation. However God’s existence might be considered in itself, apart 

from God’s relation to creation, divine love for creation is grounded in an unrelenting 

need. 

                                                      

 

focus on humanity, specifically, not because I do not feel broader creation is important, but because 

humanity is the part of creation that is most relevant to my immediate project. 



 

274 

God created humanity in God’s own image.33 This can be interpreted in any 

number of ways, and the immediate context of this statement in Genesis 1 could lead us 

to believe that insofar as humanity was created in God’s image, humanity was created 

for mastery, to have “have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the 

air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every 

creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”34 As I reject the idea that such “dominion” 

reflects a divine desire that humanity exploit other creatures, I turn to Genesis 2: 

Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I 

will make him a helper as his partner.” So out of the ground the Lord 

God formed every animal of the field and every bird of the air, and 

brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever 

the man called every living creature, that was its name. The man gave 

names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every animal of the 

field; but for the man there was not found a helper as his partner. So 

the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; then 

he [sic] took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib 

that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and 

brought her to the man. Then the man said, “This at last is bone of my 

bones and flesh of my flesh; this one shall be called Woman, for out of 

Man this one was taken.” Therefore a man leaves his father and his 

mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh. And the man 

and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed.35 

 

                                                      

33 Gen. 1:26-27 
34 Gen. 1:26 (NRSV) 
35 Gen. 2:18-25 (NRSV). While I make it clear what I believe in the rest of this paragraph, it is also 

important to clarify three things I do not believe with respect to this passage. First, I reject the idea that 

Genesis 2 should be taken as support for the primacy of male over female. Second, I reject the idea that 

Genesis 2 should be taken as proof that humans are rightly divided into two sexes. Third, I reject the idea 

that Genesis 2 should be taken as restricting marriage to heterosexual relationships between men and 

women. 
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When God creates humanity in God’s image, God creates beings that are not meant to be 

alone, never intended to strive for self-sufficiency. God creates human creatures who 

need others and who are made for intimacy with others, to be naked, and not ashamed. 

God creates us with God’s own need, though we fall short of God in our inability to 

persist in that state of perpetual need for others and in our tendency to seek security and 

comfort in the exploitative relation to others that masks itself as self-sufficiency. God is 

revealed, through the creation of humanity in God’s image, to need partners. God needs 

beings to participate in God’s creative love, and to do so naked and unashamed, trusting 

that their creator will care for them and continue to love them. 

In Genesis, as humans stray from our partnership with God, we see even God’s 

compelling need for humanity pushed to the breaking point. God floods the world, 

sparing only Noah and his family, then scatters humanity after the building of the 

Tower of Babel. Even so, God does not quite give up on humanity. Instead, God calls 

one human creature and works to bless all of humanity through that human’s family: 

Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred 

and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of 

you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so 

that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one 

who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall 

be blessed.”36 

 

                                                      

36 Gen. 12:1-3 (NRSV) 
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In calling Abram and planting the seed from which the people of Israel will grow, God 

calls into being a particular people to love, to be loved by, and to teach to love each 

other. In relation to Israel, God embraces a deeper love than that for humanity in 

general, and reveals a desire to once again dwell among and be intimately known by 

God’s human creatures, as in the beginning. 

The reality of this love is revealed in God’s covenant with Israel, as related in 

Deuteronomy 7, even as that recounting of the covenant reveals the human temptation 

to move from love defined by the embrace of need to a distorted love that secures 

happiness: 

It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that 

the Lord set his [sic] heart on you and chose you—for you were the 

fewest of all peoples. It was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath 

that he swore to your ancestors, that the Lord has brought you out with a 

mighty hand, and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the 

hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. Know therefore that the Lord your God is 

God, the faithful God who maintains covenant loyalty with those who 

love him and keep his commandments, to a thousand generations, and 

who repays in their own person those who reject him. He does not delay 

but repays in their own person those who reject him. Therefore, observe 

diligently the commandment—the statutes and the ordinances—that I am 

commanding you today. If you heed these ordinances, by diligently 

observing them, the Lord your God will maintain with you the covenant 

loyalty that he swore to your ancestors; he will love you, bless you, and 

multiply you; he will bless the fruit of your womb and the fruit of your 

ground, your grain and your wine and your oil, the increase of your cattle 

and the issue of your flock, in the land that he swore to your ancestors to 

give you. You shall be the most blessed of peoples, with neither sterility 

nor barrenness among you or your livestock. The Lord will turn away 

from you every illness; all the dread diseases of Egypt that you 

experienced, he will not inflict on you, but he will lay them on all who 

hate you. You shall devour all the peoples that the Lord your God is 



 

277 

giving over to you, showing them no pity; you shall not serve their gods, 

for that would be a snare to you.37 

 

Divine love is the foundation of this description of God’s covenant with Israel, in the 

claim that God chose Israel not because they were mighty, but because they were small. 

God chose a people who might have no doubt that they needed God, who might return 

the needful love with which God embraced them. Sadly, the blessing of God’s presence 

is interpreted as a mandate to dispossess those among whom God does not dwell so 

intensely. God’s need for a people who do not turn away from God’s love is interpreted 

as cause to slaughter those who do not know God as powerfully as Israel does. The 

needful love with which God embraces Israel is tainted by the same attachment to 

happiness that fuels white supremacy’s distortion of love. Even in this context, however, 

the beauty of God’s need shines through.38 

God’s love for humanity, more generally, is more obvious in relation to the life of 

Jesus Christ and the church that follows him—though this universal love for humanity is 

essential to God’s calling of Abram and God’s special love for Israel is never betrayed in 

the life and death of Jesus. Even as God holds God’s chosen people close, God works 

toward reconciliation with all humanity: 

                                                      

37 Deut. 7:7-16 (NRSV) 
38 I am not, in claiming that faithful and distorted love compete in this passage, claiming that my 

reading of Deuteronomy 7 is the only viable reading. The simplest way to read the passage is to see God as 

choosing one people above others and, in choosing them, commanding them to commit genocide. My aim is 

not to suggest that this reading is a stretch when my own reading is more tenuous. My aim, instead, is to 

offer a reading that shows that God’s needful love can be seen even in the most disturbing biblical passages.  
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For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the 

ungodly. Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person—though 

perhaps for a good person someone might actually dare to die. But God 

proves his [sic] love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died 

for us. Much more surely then, now that we have been justified by his 

blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath of God. For if while 

we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his 

Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his 

life. But more than that, we even boast in God through our Lord Jesus 

Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.39 

 

God’s love, shown here in God’s pursuit of reconciliation with humanity, is not 

primarily a matter of honor or order.40 Rather, God’s need to heal the divine-human 

relationship is so intense that God seeks out even those who seek no relationship with 

God. 

God’s loving activity in creation is driven by need, not honor or order. However, 

even if we accept that God needs creation, we might take something like King’s path 

and imagine God as some mighty shepherd colossus, bestriding history and expressing 

divine love through benevolent control. We might, in other words, accept that God 

needs us, but cling to the God of might’s distorted love. It is not enough, then, simply to 

say that God needs us. In this light, I make a second major claim about God: God’s need 

of humanity is not manifested through divine control of history, but instead through 

God’s commitment to humanity in the absence of control. 

                                                      

39 Rom. 5:6-11 (NRSV) 
40 I will address the issue of divine wrath later in this section, which is why I do not take it on here. 

For now, I will say that I do not see divine wrath as incompatible with the kind of love I attribute to God. 
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To deny that God is in control is not, however, to claim that God is powerless. 

Rather, I make a distinction between power and control. I ground this distinction in Rita 

Nakashima Brock’s discussions of erotic power in Journeys by Heart. Brock’s feminist 

theological discussion of love and the connection between the human and the divine is 

grounded in her understanding of erotic power. Rejecting the idea that power is 

“hierarchical and demonstrated by dominance, by status, by authority, and by control 

over people, nature, and things”41—an idea that Brock condemns as an artifact of the 

male domination of our society—Brock argues that all human power is derived from 

erotic power, “the power of our primal interrelatedness,” which, “as it creates and 

connects hearts, involves the whole person in relationships of self-awareness, 

vulnerability, openness and caring.”42 Such power can be harnessed in life-giving ways 

or twisted into destructive forms (e.g., dominance, authority, control), but either way, 

Brock sees erotic power as the “basic power of all existence, the root of life.”43  

The activity of erotic power in humans is captured by Brock’s notion of “heart.” 

Heart, “a metaphor for the human self and our capacity for intimacy,”44 is the key to the 

connection between the human and the divine: 

As the dancing mystery of the sacred, the magic of connection is the 

confirmation of divine presence in human life. This power affirms, 

                                                      

41 Rita Nakashima Brock, Journeys by Heart: A Christology of Erotic Power (Eugene, OR: Wipf and 

Stock, 1988), 25. 
42 Ibid., 26. 
43 Ibid., 41. 
44 Ibid., xiv. 
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creates, and is recreated by heart. It is the very foundation of our lives 

and the center of an energy that compels us to search for the whole of life, 

which is its fullest ongoing incarnation. 

Erotic power is incarnate in heart. It binds the life-giving, healing 

heart of ourselves with each other, if we possess the courage to claim it. 

For courage itself wells from the heart. And heart enhances erotic power 

through our connections to others. Searching for connections is the heart’s 

search, the search to heal suffering and brokenness. 

Heart lives in erotic power, the power of our loving each other at 

the depths of our being. In expanding the feminist concept of erotic 

power to include its sacred dimensions, I am developing its theological 

implications as the incarnation of divine love. The presence and 

revelation of erotic power is the divine dimension of human existence. It 

grows and moves with the resilient, flexible vulnerability that reveals our 

existence in relationship and our cocreation of each other. Erotic power is 

with us at the origin of our own concrete lives and sustains us lifelong.45 

 

Divine power is not a matter of incomparable control. Rather, if I might reframe Brock’s 

insights in terms of my own notion of love, the power of God is the power to sustain 

humans through the loving embrace of our need for one another. That divine power of 

sustenance and nourishment—work often attributed to the Holy Spirit—depends on 

human participation in the divine influence of erotic power. Insofar as the connection 

that is essential to erotic power tends toward mutuality and faithful love, we see God’s 

power at work. However, as history makes it clear, we can defy divine influence, 

distorting love and twisting erotic power into the forms of dominance and authority 

critiqued by Brock. 

                                                      

45 Ibid., 45-46. 
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Even as we defy God, refusing the nourishment of divine power in favor of the 

demonic devices of social control, God’s commitment is not broken. This is powerfully 

demonstrated in the history of God’s covenant with Israel. Covenant could be 

understood as the means by which God sought to keep a wayward people under divine 

control. However, if we accept that God’s needful love works through commitment 

rather than control, covenant can be understood as providing the conditions for divine 

power to work among the people of Israel. Through covenant, divine power and faithful 

human love could realize the blessing of “all the families of the earth.”46 

It is possible to see the story of Israel as conforming to a pattern of God’s chosen 

people going astray, God bringing one or another of Israel’s enemies down upon them 

as punishment, then God eventually relenting and saving some remnant of the people of 

Israel. More than a few of Israel’s prophets say much the same. As I reject the notion that 

God is in sovereign command of history, I suggest an alternative interpretation. Rather 

than demonstrating God’s control over the people who surrounded Israel and 

highlighting the failure of Israel to obey, the histories of exile that punctuate the Hebrew 

Bible’s histories reveal the nature of God’s power and the resilience of God’s 

commitment to God’s chosen people. Through exile and return alike, God calls the 

people of Israel to remember their covenant, to remember that their God is a steadfast 

and loving God. Even as the people long for a God who will destroy their enemies and 

                                                      

46 Gen. 12:3 (NRSV) 
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make them into a mightier power than the great empires that threaten them, the divine 

decree is to love God and live in God’s ways. God’s power is not command over the 

enemies of Israel, but instead the power to foster love among the people of Israel, to 

make them a whole people, and through them to change those who threaten them and 

all the many nations of the world. 

This is the power we witness, when we experience God working through the 

church. The power of God at work in the church is not the power claimed by the church 

in its history of justifying and aiding colonialist and imperialist ventures—that is, the 

power to unite people under European civilization, through military subjugation, 

diplomatic subterfuge, or the seductive promise of economic and technological 

superiority.47 The true power of God at work in the church is an extension of God’s 

promise to Israel. It is the power active in faithful discipleship, the power to nurture and 

encourage ways of being together that challenge the systems of exploitation and 

violence that represent humanity’s most powerful rejection of divine love and the most 

destructive distortions of human love. 

Discipleship is a project of shaping love, of forming Christians who love 

faithfully. The seriousness of this project is found throughout Matthew’s gospel, as 

participation in God’s love is contrasted with competing forms of power and 

attachment. 

                                                      

47 As examined in Willie James Jennings’s The Christian Imagination. 
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No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and 

love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot 

serve God and wealth. Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, 

what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you 

will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than 

clothing? Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor 

gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not 

of more value than they? And can any of you by worrying add a single 

hour to your span of life? And why do you worry about clothing? 

Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor 

spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one 

of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today 

and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe 

you—you of little faith? Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What will we 

eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ For it is the 

Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed your heavenly Father 

knows that you need all these things. But strive first for the kingdom of 

God and his [sic] righteousness, and all these things will be given to you 

as well.48 

 

Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come 

to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to set a man against his 

father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against 

her mother-in-law; and one’s foes will be members of one’s own 

household. Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy 

of me; and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of 

me; and whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy 

of me. Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life 

for my sake will find it.49 

 

Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said. So 

they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, 

“Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in 

accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; for you do not 

regard people with partiality. Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to 

pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, 

                                                      

48 Matt. 6:24-33 (NRSV) 
49 Matt. 10:34-39 (NRSV) 
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“Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites? Show me the coin 

used for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. Then he said to 

them, “Whose head is this, and whose title?” They answered, “The 

emperor’s.” Then he said to them, “Give therefore to the emperor the 

things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are 

God’s.” When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left him and 

went away.50 

 

In these three passages, Jesus insists that God’s love should take priority over wealth 

and security, warns his followers that their most precious loves must be oriented by the 

love of God, and rejects that notion that nation or ruler is to perform a comparable 

orienting role. A primary concern with wealth and security feeds a need for endless 

accumulation, as well as the systems of exploitation and violence that deceptively 

promise to make such accumulation possible. By contrast, God’s power is at work in 

Christian discipleship that encourages us to work toward a world in which none need 

worry about their basic needs. An all-consuming devotion to family can blind us to the 

web of enemy relations in which we live and lead us to bar our enemies from our 

communities. God’s power, however, is at work in Christian discipleship that enables us 

to surrender the life promised by the happiness of family and embrace our enemies. The 

nation demands our love, our deep, fundamental acceptance of the idea that our very 

existence depends on a nation that is killing our world. God’s power is at work in 

Christian discipleship that strengthens us to stand against the nation that makes 

promises that sound suspiciously like those Satan offered Jesus in the wilderness. 

                                                      

50 Matt. 22:15-22 (NRSV) 
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Christian discipleship—the steady and faithful formation of our love—is the power of 

God’s love at work in the church, as divine commitment in shaping us over our ever-

wandering lives, rather than divine control over those lives. 

God’s loving activity in creation is driven by need, not honor or order. The 

power of that loving divine activity is manifested through commitment, rather than 

control. Following from this notion of commitment as power, I make my third claim 

about the nature of divine love: God is vulnerable, and can respond to pain not only 

with love, but also with wrath. In God’s loving need, actively expressed through 

commitment and modulation of the energy of erotic connection, God is not unerringly 

guided and protected by some teleological certainty. Just as there is no true promise of 

human happiness, there is no promise of divine satisfaction. God’s commitment to us is 

not an inevitable, given reality, but is instead an ongoing wrestling with the uncertainty 

that is inherent in embracing one’s need for one’s beloved, when one’s beloved struggles 

with sin, as all humans do. In that wrestling, the pain can become too much, even for 

God. Humans can go too far, such that God responds not with patient commitment, but 

with wrathful abandonment, leaving those whom God needs to the consequences of our 

rejection of divine love. 

Such wrath is prominent throughout the biblical story of humanity, which from 

its earliest chapters is filled with divine disappointment and pain. In the garden, 

humanity seeks a wholly self-reliant wisdom. Rejecting intimacy with God and each 
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other, we are unable to respond to our failures of love with efforts at repair, but instead 

hide in fear and shame from the God who needs us. In return, God pushes this 

transgression to its natural conclusion: enmity between all creatures.51 When Cain 

murders his brother Abel, God punishes Cain by amplifying the enmity between him 

and the rest of creation.52 

The great flood is perhaps the clearest biblical example of God’s vulnerability to 

both pain and uncertainty: 

The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, 

and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil 

continually. And the Lord was sorry that he [sic] had made humankind 

on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. So the Lord said, “I will blot 

out from the earth the human beings I have created—people together 

with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I 

have made them.” But Noah found favor in the sight of the Lord.53 

 

Human rejection of God’s loving ways wounds God so deeply that God regrets the 

creation of humanity and resolves to stop loving us, rejecting God’s need for humanity 

and abandoning any commitment to us. Only the righteousness of a single person gives 

God hope, and even that hope is qualified in its impact. Even God relies on the 

uncertainty of hope to continue clinging to love in the face of suffering and injustice. 

Still, whether we look to biblical tales or the horrors of human history, God’s loving, 

powerful commitment has never broken entirely. It can waver, however, and 

                                                      

51 Gen. 3:1-15 
52 Gen. 4:8-12 
53 Gen. 6:5-8 (NRSV) 
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humanity—as well as the rest of creation—can be destroyed.54 God’s commitment can 

waver because God can be hurt. God can lose hope. God’s power can falter in the face of 

overwhelming human evil. God can fail, and God’s love could dry up. 

Still, to say this is not to suggest that humanity is always one step away from 

being abandoned by the source of our life and love. God could forsake us, but the 

biblical story of Israel reveals just how far God will go to hold onto God’s love, to 

embrace the divine need for beloved humanity. In the story of Israel, divine wrath is 

balanced by divine mercy. This is particularly clear in those stories in which Israel strays 

from the proper worship of the God who called that chosen people into being. When 

God’s chosen people raise idols or turn to other gods entirely, God responds with both 

wrath and merciful affirmation of God’s committed love. When the wandering Israelites 

lifted up the golden calf, they were stricken with a plague. The plague was mitigated, 

however, by the pleading of Moses, who reminded God of the covenant with 

Abraham.55 When Jezebel had God’s prophets killed and the people of Israel turned to 

Baal, God sent Elijah to win back their hearts and had the priests of Baal put to death.56 

As Israel wounds God, betraying the highest rule of God’s law, God responds with 

wrath and mercy, tangled together. 

                                                      

54 Such destruction may be inevitable, depending on how, exactly, the mechanics of the universe 

work. 
55 Exod. 32 
56 1 Kings 18  
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From a Christian theological perspective, this intertwining of wrath and mercy 

can be understood more clearly in God’s relation to the church. As God responds to evil 

that festers in the heart of the church, divine wrath is not simply balanced by love, in the 

form of mercy, but is put in the service of God’s needful love and powerful 

commitment.57 As such, we can see God’s power at work in the church when our love 

embodies this relation of wrath and love, with love channeling wrath and ultimately 

outlasting it. When we are wounded by the powers of exploitation and violence that 

thrive in our world and in the church—when God suffers with us—wrath is rightfully 

directed toward evil that would consume human lives and destroy the deep connection 

that is the gift of divine love. However, such wrath is directed toward the destruction of 

that which stands in the way of the repair of relationships. 

This loving wrath motivates the kind of critique I have defended throughout this 

dissertation. Rather than elaborating on wrath, however, I will turn to the fourth, and 

final, quality of God’s nature I want to propose: as God creates out of nothing, God’s 

love is creative, such that it can create good from evil. This power to create good from 

nothing, from the apparent barrenness of evil, is powerfully communicated in Tuomo 

Mannermaa’s account of Martin Luther’s theology of love. As such, in the remainder of 

this section, I will discuss my use of Mannermaa’s insights, briefly turning to James 

                                                      

57 This is not to say that the relation of love and wrath is necessarily different in the life of Israel. 

Rather, it is in relation to divine presence in the church that a Christian theologian can speak with the most 

clarity. 
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Cone’s thought in order to hold Mannermaa’s thought accountable to the realities of 

racial enemy relations. 

In Two Kinds of Love, Mannermaa carefully reads Martin Luther’s Heidelberg 

Disputation58 and concludes that Luther makes a key distinction between two kinds of 

love: 

According to Luther’s arguments in the Heidelberg Disputation, there are 

two kinds of love: God’s Love, that is, the love with which God loves, and 

Human Love, the love with which human beings love. Luther formulates 

the difference between these two as follows: “God’s Love does not find, 

but creates, that which is lovable (diligible) to it. Human Love comes into 

being through that which is lovable to it.” In other words, God’s love is 

directed toward that which is empty and nothing, in order to create 

something of it and to make it exist in the first place. God’s love does not 

find in its object what makes it lovable but rather creates it. Human Love, 

by contrast, turns itself or is oriented toward that which already “is” 

something in itself and as such is good and beautiful. Indeed, Human 

Love comes into being on the basis of the prestige and glory of the one 

that is loved.59 

 

Luther offers two crucial insights into the nature of divine love: first, that divine love 

creates goodness out of evil, and second, that in a creative fashion, divine love works 

through human love to seek out that which is not yet good. 

As God called creation into being out of nothing, God’s love creates good out of 

evil, out of conditions from which it seems goodness could never arise. Divine love 

pours its goodness into the beloved, not shying away from humans when we embrace 

                                                      

58 Tuomo Mannermaa, Two Kinds of Love: Martin Luther's Religious World, trans. Kirsi I. Stjerna 

(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2010), 1. This is Martin Luther’s defense to the order of Augustinian 

monks—the order to which he belonged—of the claims he put forth in his Ninety-five Theses. 
59 Ibid. 
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evil, but steadily working to strengthen our hearts that we might seek something 

better.60 God’s love works most powerfully in “those who feel that in themselves they 

are furthest from God,”61 and God’s wrath is the means by which God can “make 

humans beings sinners,” giving them the opportunity to confront their failure to love 

God and other humans.62 Divine wrath makes that which seems great into nothing, thus 

serving the divine love that creates good out of the nothingness of evil. 

Though divine love creates out of nothing, to do so it works through concrete 

means: human practices of love. Mannermaa describes this reality elegantly: 

God’s Love, however, opens the hearts of human beings, so that they can 

begin to love God without self-interest. At the same time, God’s Love 

opens their eyes to see the real needs of their neighbors and to seek the 

good and the benefit of their fellow human beings. In other words, God’s 

Love helps human beings, first of all, to love God as God and not only the 

goodness received from God, and, second, to love other human beings for 

themselves and as persons, instead of loving only their precious qualities 

and for what could be gained from them for the benefit of the one who 

loves.63 

 

It is through this transformation of human love that God works, as those in whom God’s 

goodness grows offer the blessings of divine love to others and create goodness where 

evil festers.64 As the church is, ideally, a place filled with those who recognize that they 

                                                      

60 Ibid., 2-3. 
61 Ibid., 62. 
62 Ibid., 32-33. 
63 Ibid., 6. 
64 Ibid., 64-65. 
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are sinners, this activity of loving other humans with divine love should be the constant 

work of the church.65 

Before moving on, I need to make two clarifications regarding my use of Luther’s 

theology of love. First, should clarify how I view self-love in relation to Luther’s notion 

of divine creative love, given self-love’s importance in my own account of love. In short, 

I do not agree with Luther, as read by Mannermaa, that self-seeking love is necessarily 

distorted.66 Self-love can, of course, be distorted and made to serve evil systems of 

exploitation and violence. Self-sacrifice can be made to do much the same, however. 

There is a line—perhaps a fine line—between self-love that has become selfishness and 

self-love that longs for mutuality, and the church is called to shepherd those who would 

remain in the pastures of mutuality, avoiding the poisonous “freedom” that is 

selfishness. Human love that responds faithfully to divine love need not be understood 

as a steady process of self-sacrifice with no room for self-love, then. Rather, I argue that 

in our participation in the work of the church, Christians should strive for mutuality, not 

betraying self-love, but instead embracing the way in which divine love allows our love 

to expand beyond self-love. 

Second, in line with my emphasis on self-love, I expand the notion of creation of 

good out of nothing to include divine work such as that which James Cone sees among 

                                                      

65 Ibid., 73-74. 
66 Ibid., 6. 
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black people living under white supremacist rule. When Luther argues that God creates 

good out of nothing, he refers to the ability of divine love to overcome humans’ 

attachment to evil. However, in our world, the powers in which evil is embodied 

routinely make that which is truly good seem as if it is nothing. In this light, divine love 

may do its creative work by fostering self-love among those who are told—perhaps by 

guidance counselors, parole officers, or potential employers whose work is guided by 

the fantastic hegemonic imagination, rather than by divine love—that they have no 

future, that their past cannot be overcome, that they have nothing to offer others. God’s 

love does not simply create goodness out of the seeming nothingness of evil, it opens the 

hearts of those who have been made to appear evil and made to feel as if they are 

nothing to the beauty of their goodness. 

 

Need and love on the cross 

I have described God’s love as being characterized by need. In making this claim, 

it is important for me to stress that this is a Christian theological claim, and not a general 

philosophical claim. The God we worship in Christian churches needs us, needs each 

and every human being, each and every creature. The strength of this claim is in its 

fidelity to the central event of Christian faith: the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. In 

considering Christ on the cross, in paying attention to divinity crucified, we can see the 

truth of the claims that God’s love is driven by need rather than honor, works among us 
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through commitment rather than control, thrives in God’s vulnerability, and creates 

good out of the apparent nothingness of evil. 

Jesus found no honor on the cross. Dietrich Bonhoeffer makes this point in 

Discipleship, arguing that “rejection removed all dignity and honor from his suffering.” 

For Bonhoeffer, “suffering and rejection express in summary form the cross of Jesus,”67 

such that to celebrate Christ on the cross is to fail to grasp the truth of the crucifixion. 

What we see on the cross—and I am departing sharply from Bonhoeffer here—is not 

honor, but need. Jesus was driven by the need to bring into being a better world that he 

could share with his friends, with his family, with Israel, with humanity, and with all of 

creation. He needed a world in which humanity embraced divine love and rejected the 

Roman imperial ways of exploitation and violence. He needed to bring a better world 

into being, but to do so, he needed help. He needed a community that could live 

differently and endure the consequences of doing so. He needed his friends, but he was 

betrayed and abandoned by those he needed, the ones he loved so deeply. Need drove 

Jesus to the cross, where no honor was to be found, only suffering and rejection. 

                                                      

67 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Discipleship, trans. Barbara Green and Reinhard Krauss (Minneapolis, MN: 

Fortress Press, 2001), 84-85. It is important to note that where Bonhoeffer sees Jesus’s suffering and rejection 

as divinely mandated, I disagree (along with Wonhee Anne Joh and Rita Nakashima Brock, whom I 

reference in this chapter) and instead see that suffering and rejection as the human rejection of divine love. I 

draw on Bonhoeffer here because of his powerful point regarding the connection between rejection and 

dishonor, though I find his related arguments regarding discipleship compelling. Insofar as divine love will 

be rejected by humans, disciples are called to face that rejection rather than to abandon divine love. 

Rejection itself is not the point of the literal cross of Jesus or the disciple’s figurative cross, however. 
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On the cross, Jesus does not display sovereign control of history. His suffering 

and rejection are not mysterious aspects of God’s mighty control, but are instead terrible 

marks of the powerful commitment of divine love. Wonhee Anne Joh, exploring the 

theological significance of the Korean moral concept of jeong68 in Heart of the Cross, 

argues that the cross is a symbol of the risk incurred by those who embrace love 

throughout their lives.69 On the cross, God does not grasp victory by rescuing Jesus from 

death, putting into place the final piece in a long-orchestrated divine plan. The evil 

embodied in imperial execution by crucifixion is not undone, as “overcoming suffering 

is not done through a unilateral ‘rescue’ from one that has power but rather through 

communion with the abject.”70 The cross is not the triumph of a divine father through 

the sacrifice of his child, but the embrace by a divine child of those who suffer and the 

rejection by that divine child of the power over life and death represented by the 

patriarchal figure of the father.71 The cross is not a sign of divine triumph and control, 

but instead of divine commitment to God’s beloved creatures. 

In that fatal display of divine commitment, Jesus is vulnerable. His physical 

vulnerability is obvious, but equally important is the vulnerability of his love and the 

commitment through which it is expressed. On the cross, Jesus does not simply reveal 

                                                      

68 Wonhee Anne Joh, Heart of the Cross: A Postcolonial Christology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2006), xiii. Jeong is a concept that “encompasses, but is not limited to notions of compassion, 

affection, solidarity, relationality, vulnerability, and forgiveness.” 
69 Ibid., 106. 
70 Ibid., 88. 
71 Ibid., 81-82. 



 

295 

that God suffers with us and that such suffering does not turn God away from us. On 

the cross, Jesus reveals the vulnerability of God’s love to rejection and failure. The 

immediate rejection of Jesus by his loved ones makes this point in part, but it is 

reinforced by the fragile nature of the community that arose in the wake of his 

execution. Letters in the New Testament regularly reference competing factions within 

local churches and the broader church,72 while the following centuries were filled with 

theological controversies, then with major schisms in the church. Setting aside the 

question of unity, the kind of love I have argued is at the heart of the church’s calling—

love that embraces its need for the beloved, that works to dismantle systems of 

exploitation and violence—is often a marginal dimension of the church’s life, given the 

entanglement of the church with various nations’ imperial designs and the desires of 

many groups to claim a greater proximity to the divine than others. The church as a 

religious institution was, perhaps, only fragile for its first few centuries. The church as 

the institutional embodiment of the love revealed in Jesus Christ has always struggled to 

breathe as great evils, within and without its body, work to strangle the life from it. 

It is amid such evil that God’s love creates goodness, however, and this is no less 

true on the cross than it is in churches that struggle to live faithfully. On the cross, divine 

love creates goodness from the evil of imperial execution, revealing that one of the 

                                                      

72 Whether or not those letters (e.g., Galatians, 1 Corinthians, Titus) are accurate records of 

divisions in the early church, at the least they represent signs that the first centuries of the church had their 

share of tensions. 
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Roman Empire’s cruelest punishments can be defeated—though its defeat was not in the 

glorious ascension of a mighty warrior of light, but in the persistent practice of faithful 

love by the followers of Jesus. On the cross, Jesus also revealed God’s love of those for 

whom crucifixion was considered an appropriate death: slaves and “barbarians.”73 As 

the final act of a life overflowing with divine love, Jesus embraces those who were made 

to seem to be nothing.  

On the cross, Jesus embodies the smoldering cinders of divine love, a flickering 

fire neglected by those who were trusted to tend it, even as those in positions of great 

power attempt to smother it. The crucified Christ reveals to us that we can forsake that 

flame’s warmth, possibly even allow it to go out altogether or be complicit in its 

extinguishing. But in the resurrection and the troubled life of the church, there is the 

hope that even if we have abandoned divine love, in community lies the possibility of 

renewed life. There is the hope that, though God in human flesh did not escape the 

cross—that is, even though humans were intent on nailing Jesus to the cross—that 

divine love can empower us to seek a world in which exploitation and violence are not 

the means through which power works. In the context of this hope, the cross reveals 

more than the terror of human hopelessness; it reveals the power of divine love. 

 

                                                      

73 Brigitte Kahl, Galatians Re-Imagined: Reading with the Eyes of the Vanquished (Minneapolis, MN: 

Fortress Press, 2010), 156-58. In Galatians Re-Imagined, Brigitte Kahl discusses the importance of crucifixion in 

nailing slaves and those considered to be barbarians to the bottom of the Roman social order. 
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Divine love and faithful human love 

I have argued that love as embraced need for the beloved is faithful love. Before 

concluding this chapter with a theological account of love of the racial enemy, I will 

briefly connect my understanding of faithful human love to my understanding of divine 

love. In this section, I will work my way through my description of faithful love from 

earlier in the chapter, connecting that description to my discussion of divine love. In 

doing so, I will demonstrate that we can understand faithful love as participation in 

divine love. 

Faithful love is not simply need itself, which is perhaps the foundation of love in 

a broader sense. It is need that is embraced and followed toward mutuality, refusing to 

settle for relations that fall short or to confuse progress for perfection. In this pursuit of 

mutuality, faithful love participates in the creative love of God and calls good relations 

into being from out of the miasma of injustice that permeates so much of our life 

together, including our life in churches. Faithful love participates in divine creative love 

and calls into existence ways of being together marked by mutual, deep need, defying 

the systems and habits of consumption and exploitation that dominate life in the US. 

In its pursuit of mutuality, faithful love neither demands self-sacrifice, nor 

excludes it as a possibility. Rather, it holds self-sacrifice accountable to self-love. In this 

way, it mirrors divine love, which is not fundamentally self-sacrificing, but is instead 

fundamentally needful. Human participation in divine love requires a willingness for 
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self-sacrifice, as God does not possess the control over history to make self-sacrifice 

unnecessary in the pursuit of a better world. However, faithful love seeks alternatives to 

the patterns of self-sacrifice that constitute surrogacy, whether in relationships, 

communities, or society at large. 

This rejection of surrogacy reflects the orientation of the need embraced by 

faithful love by the lover’s need for God. This orientation of love requires an openness to 

correction by the suffering of oneself and others, making surrogacy incompatible with 

faithful love. The power of divine love is manifested through commitment, and this 

power is most powerfully present to us through those who suffer most deeply and those 

who have learned to heed the suffering. The orientation of faithful love involves the 

shaping of desire by the need embraced by love, as opposed to the shaping of need by 

desire that is the poisonous power of the promise of happiness. Further, faithful love 

reflects divine love in its rejection of the illusion that we thrive under our own power—

as if exploitation were not simply a corrupted form of dependence—and its ability to 

draw us into committed community with God’s beloved children. Self-love may 

demand that we break bonds with those who ground exploitation and violence in claims 

of a privileged understanding of God. Even so, faithful love will draw us to others, or 

work the miracle that is the opening of our wounded hearts to those that have been 

drawn to us. 
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Finally, faithful love accepts uncertainty in the path toward mutuality and 

acknowledges the limits of our ability to repair relationships and heal hearts. It leaves 

room for the wrath of God, knowing God’s wrath destroys that which stands in the way 

of love, even as we may struggle to discern whether or not human wrath is in service of 

divine love. God’s love is grounds for neither teleological nor moral certainty. There is 

no divine promise of happiness or righteousness. Broken relationships are not signs of 

divine abandonment, but of divine vulnerability to human rejection. We can oppose the 

power of divine love so fiercely that it fails. As such, however, small transformations in 

individual lives or communities are true signs of divine love and power, and changes in 

the fabric of our society can be built from our steady, faithful, and practical commitment 

to the divine love that brings about those small, miraculous transformations. Ultimately, 

both our capacity to participate in divine love and our ability to reject, even defeat, 

God’s love are stronger than Christians might like to admit.74 With this in mind, the final 

section of this chapter will look at one particularly widespread, organized, and forceful 

rejection of divine love—the existence of racial enemy relations—and the way in which 

love as embraced need can inform our efforts to bring about racial reconciliation. 

 

                                                      

74 If this were a different dissertation, I might discuss Nietzsche or Feuerbach on this point, as they 

certainly influence my thinking here.  
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Love of the racial enemy 

I have spent most of this chapter gathering insights from previous chapters, 

discussing faithful love, and connecting that notion of faithful love to an understanding 

of divine love as grounded in God’s need for creation. While I hope that these topics of 

discussion have offered some contribution to theological discourse, this final section 

represents my most direct attempt to address the challenges and problems in churches’ 

racial reconciliation work that motivated my work in the first place. In the last pages of 

this chapter, I offer a theological account of love of the racial enemy that draws on my 

understanding of love as embraced need of the beloved. In short, I will elaborate on 

what it means to say that Christians are called to embrace their need for their racial 

enemies. 

In exploring this claim, I first restate my description of the racial enemy relation 

that exists between black and white US Americans and place it in theological 

perspective. Then, in the rest of the chapter, I follow a structure similar to that of the 

previous section, allowing my description of faithful love to guide my reflections on 

love of the racial enemy. 

First, then, the description of the racial enemy relation that I provided in Chapter 

One: 

In the United States, race is a reality that positions people in antagonistic 

and violent relation to one another and does so in a way that seems 

simultaneously natural and contingent. Racial relations are, by definition, 

enemy relations. As for how we define the enemy in the context of US 
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racial antagonism, it is perhaps most clear to say that the racial enemy is a 

member of a group whose well-being demands the material deprivation 

of one’s own group in a society structured by racialized gratuitous 

violence. Whatever their commitment to each other, fondness for each 

other, or even their history of working together, any given black and 

white people in the United States are enemies, whose personal, 

professional, and political friendships do not negate the antagonistic 

relation into which US American society places them.75 

 

Racial enemy relations, in short, exist in direct opposition to God’s creative love. These 

antagonistic relations not only oppose, but actively work against the movement toward 

mutuality that is demanded by faithful love, as it responds to divine love. They are 

among the most powerful human refusals of divine love that exist in our society, and 

have continued from generation to generation for centuries. White US Americans have 

bled and died to reject God’s love, in favor of a social status that does not even protect 

them from exploitation, but instead facilitates their exploitation as it pits them against 

black brothers and sisters with whom they could build a more equitable society. White 

US Americans have raised their children—whether through explicit racist teaching or 

through the pursuit of happiness, where happiness is assumed to be found where black 

people are not—to see racial enemy relations as natural, and the privileges of whiteness 

as their birthright, a birthright built on white supremacist systems of exploitation and 

violence. Their acceptance is incompatible with the repentance and participation in 

divine love that should mark the lives of Christians. Racial enemy relations exist in 
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direct opposition to God’s creative love, and those who perpetuate them—through 

action or inaction—not only stand against God, they make it clear that they would 

pursue the promise of happiness to the point of the complete failure of God’s vulnerable 

love. 

Racial reconciliation work falters when defenders of racial enemy relations 

perceive that defense to be compatible with participation in the creative, healing work of 

divine love. Where racial enemy relations oppose divine love, divine wrath assails that 

opposition as it seeks to destroy anything that stands against that creative love. White 

Christians burn out on racial reconciliation work when they fail to distinguish between 

unwarranted hostility and the challenging critique that is divine wrath working through 

their black brothers and sisters, and doing so in the service of divine love. Racial 

reconciliation work falls apart when white Christians’ need for the false security of 

white supremacy overpowers their awareness of God’s need for humanity, God’s need 

for us to be the beautiful, loving creatures we were meant to be. Racial reconciliation 

work fails when white Christian hatred wears down the emotional and spiritual reserves 

of those who love them enough to call them to repentance. In other words, it fails when 

white Christian hatred thoroughly stomps out the presence of divine love in their 

communities, at least for a time. 

My use of the word “hatred” here may seem excessive to some. Hatred is not, 

however, fundamentally about mean words and harsh actions, any more than love is 
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fundamentally about sweet words and kind actions. Hatred is the rejection of need that 

ought to be embraced. Hatred is what white Christians embrace when they prioritize 

comfortable and nearly racially homogenous sanctuaries over the difficult, even hurtful 

work of repentance and reconciliation. Hatred tinges every white Christian comment 

about how critique of white supremacy “isn’t church” and prompts every white 

Christian sigh of relief when their church’s “angry black woman” or “angry black man” 

remains silent in the wake of yet another police shooting. Failures of racial reconciliation 

work are not mundane reminders of human frailty. Rather, they are terrible 

manifestations of the power of humanity to reject divine love, haunting reminders that 

no supernatural power nailed the human embodiment of divine to the cross: humans 

did. To the extent that divine love continues to work despite white Christian hatred, this 

does not absolve white Christians of their embrace of evil, but instead stands as a 

testament to the powerful commitment of divine love and the faithfulness of the black 

Christians who offer that love to their white brothers and sisters. When a white 

Christian walks away from racial reconciliation work—and I do not deny that such work 

can be genuinely toxic—they should be concerned about how their love is being shaped, 

and by what forces. 

Hatred has a long legacy in US American churches, but considering faithful love 

can help us to understand how we can overcome that hatred and see God’s love at work 

in ways that have been obscured by the promise of happiness and fantastic hegemonic 
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imagination that serve white supremacy, and the white fragility that through which 

white supremacy takes root in individual hearts. Faithful love is not simply need itself, 

but is need for one’s beloved that is embraced and followed toward mutuality. Mere 

need is compatible with white supremacy, as white supremacy does not dissolve the 

relations of interdependence between white and black US Americans, but instead 

distorts them. White supremacy disguises white exploitation of black people as white 

self-sufficiency and frames black people as dependent upon white paternalism, while 

making efforts to work toward mutuality appear to be needlessly disruptive and likely 

ill-intentioned. Faithful love of the racial enemy involves getting to the heart of that 

which white supremacy corrupts. Faithful love of the racial enemy requires that 

Christians challenge the affection and fondness that white supremacy cultivates, in its 

more paternalistic and/or liberal forms. 

Faithful love of the racial enemy cannot settle for the hate-filled smiles and 

silence of civility. Faithful love participates in the creative love of God and ever calls 

something better into being. Faithful love of the racial enemy may involve breaking 

through true affection and fondness if they persistently stand in the way of the pursuit 

of mutuality. At the same time, as participation in divine creative love—love that calls 

goodness into being out of nothing—the faithfully loving efforts of black Christians are 

not owed to white Christians. White Christians who love faithfully will not demand that 

black Christians endlessly endure white indifference and brave the backlash that is 
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periodically unleashed by white fragility. White Christians who love faithfully will not 

demand forgiveness in the name of divine grace. Rather, faithful love seeks the 

unworthy, calling for repentance from white Christians for whom history suggests there 

is little possibility of meaningful transformation. White Christians who love faithfully 

will not primarily seek forgiveness, but the relations of mutuality toward which divine 

love steadily works. 

Faithful love of the racial enemy holds self-sacrifice accountable to self-love. Self-

sacrifice has historically been central both to efforts to combat white supremacy and to 

racial reconciliation work, but this accountability is an important quality of faithful love. 

Black Christians often find ourselves enduring much as we lovingly call white 

Christians to repentance, and that endurance takes its toll. However necessary such 

sacrifice may be, it is crucial that black Christians be vigilant in avoiding the trap of 

surrogacy that sustains white supremacy. Faithful love is not found in the pride-

wounding “humility” involved in responding to racism with easy absolution. Faithful 

love does not accept the defense of racism “because he grew up in a different time,” as 

though racism in the 1950s was any less evil because it was more widely accepted. 

Faithful love does not resolve the cognitive dissonance of seemingly well-meaning white 

Christians by assuring them that, despite their continued failure to return faithful love 

with faithful love, that they’re “a good white person.” White Christians, for their part, 

must give up much that they cherish if they are to love black Christians faithfully. Such 
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sacrifice is in the service of self-love, if white Christians wish to participate in the divine 

love that would heal creation, rather than the white supremacist love that empowers 

systems of exploitation and violence. In their sacrifice, however, they love faithfully only 

insofar as their sacrifice remains bound to an informed project of work toward 

mutuality. Self-flagellation—that is, self-sacrifice detached from attention to the practical 

work that must be done to dismantle white supremacy at the personal, communal, or 

societal level—is not an act of faithful love. 

The need for the racial enemy that characterizes faithful love of that enemy is 

need oriented by the lover’s need for God, such orientation involving openness to 

correction of that orientation by those who suffer most deeply. As such, as we engage in 

the work of personal transformation or racial reconciliation, faithful love will not allow 

us simply to seek a better outcome for ourselves and those closest to us. It is not enough, 

in other words, to work on your personal prejudices or to be on good terms with the 

racial enemies in your congregation. Rather, faithful love seeks the continuous 

expansion of our awareness and embrace of our need for others. Faithful love seeks a 

better world for all people—for all creatures—even if we must grow in our perception of 

our connection to more and more of creation. Our ability to perceive that connection 

rightly is dependent on our openness to correction by those who suffer under white 

supremacist systems of exploitation and violence. Apart from such correction, one’s 

efforts to seek mutuality can only strive toward the fulfillment of one’s own projection 
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of others’ needs, or perhaps the understanding of those needs produced by one’s 

community. 

Even as faithful love of the racial enemy works steadily toward that better 

world—toward the inseparable goals of racial reconciliation and the dismantling of 

white supremacy—it also requires acceptance of the uncertainty inherent in that work. 

Our ability to repair relationships is limited. The ability of divine love to heal hearts is 

limited. Those who love faithfully may have to find hope in the tiniest flickers of 

connection, all while accepting that such fragile connection is not nourished by the quick 

resolution of tension or the disavowal of antagonism. This is not to say that faithful love 

cannot work in all the various dimensions of life together—such as romantic 

relationships, making music, playing games, sharing meals—to strengthen such 

connection. However, even the most enjoyable and seemingly strong connection can 

grow faithfully only by the cultivation of a capacity to thrive and grow within the 

tension that accompanies the revelation of racial enemy relations. 

Faithful love of the racial enemy is demanding to a degree that may be beyond 

the ability of all but the most patient and long-suffering Christians to endure. Setting 

aside the possibility of embracing our need, it may be difficult for black Christians to 

even imagine truly needing those who benefit from white supremacy, or for the 

imagination of white Christians to overcome the ways in the fantastic hegemonic 

imagination has taught them black people have nothing to offer them. To embrace a 
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need that is difficult to seriously consider is truly taxing work. As such, exhaustion is 

neither a sign of separation from God nor a sign of one’s lack of faith. Both human and 

divine love have their limits, and to reach those limits should be no cause for shame, 

though it is to be hoped that, if we commit to the rest that is demanded by self-love, we 

can return to the work demanded by faithful love. 

Ultimately, even if it fails, faithful love of the racial enemy remains the activity of 

God in a white supremacist world. It is not a delaying action, simply holding the line 

until Jesus charges in with an angelic army to sweep injustice and suffering aside. 

Neither is it doomed to failure by the demonic might and majesty of white supremacy. 

Faithful love of the racial enemy is the powerful practice of Christian faith in a white 

supremacist world. It manifests the creative love of God, calling a better world into 

being from the midst of a centuries-old evil. It thrives in our connection to one another, 

in our embrace of our mutual need. It is the embrace of that need that makes possible the 

transformation of individuals, communities, and nations. Need, which seems so simple 

and undignified before concepts such as self-sacrifice and heroism, is at the heart of a 

faithful church. The ability of white Christians to recognize their need for black 

Christians and of black Christians to endure their need for white Christians—each group 

following that need toward mutuality—will determine whether US American churches 

find racial reconciliation or continue the time-honored tradition of using that term to 

deceitfully defend white supremacy. 
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Conclusion: Jesus, Love, and Forgiveness 

In Christian communities across the United States, love has routinely failed to 

overcome the challenges presented by racial reconciliation work. These failures of love 

drive Christians away from this work, even as they provide lamentable opportunities for 

underappreciated acts of love to emerge. Such failures of love in my own Christian 

communities inspired my work in this dissertation. Love’s failures, in turn, drove me 

toward a pair of goals, which developed into the questions that guided my research. 

Before turning to one last substantive argument for my account of love of the racial 

enemy, and with my argument laid out in full, I will retrace these motivating goals, 

guiding questions, and their relevance to each of the four chapters in this dissertation. 

My first goal, in writing this dissertation, was to better understand love and 

enemy relations. As I witnessed failures of love in Christian racial reconciliation work, I 

wanted to find a more helpful Christian theological understanding of love. Recognizing 

that those failures were caused in part by a failure to recognize and acknowledge enemy 

relations, I also needed to find a solid understanding of enemy relations. From this first 

goal arose three questions. What is a faithful understanding of love that takes seriously 

the realities of racial reconciliation work? What does it mean to say that white and black 

people are enemies? What does it mean to love one’s enemy, in terms of these racial 

enemy relations? 
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My second primary desire was to offer theological and theoretical resources to 

white and black Christians who are engaged in racial reconciliation work. In doing so, I 

hoped to address both the challenges and possibilities inherent in that work, without 

overlooking the reality that white and black Christians are generally confronted by 

distinct challenges and possibilities. As such, I found myself with two questions that 

related primarily to white Christians and two questions that related primarily to black 

Christians. What is wrong with white Christians, that they cannot recognize love or 

enemy relations? How might hope for white Christians’ repentance be imagined, in light 

of the challenges they face in racial reconciliation work? How might I articulate the 

challenges faced by black Christians in terms of love of the enemy? How could I imagine 

the role of black Christians in historically exploitative racial reconciliation work, such 

that I would offer encouragement without encouraging the acceptance of surrogacy? 

These questions of love, enemies, white supremacy, and racial reconciliation 

guided my work in each chapter of the dissertation. Chapter One focused on two 

questions. What does it mean to love one’s enemy, in terms of these racial enemy 

relations? How could I imagine the role of black Christians in historically exploitative 

racial reconciliation work, such that I would offer encouragement without encouraging 

the embrace of surrogacy? In addressing these questions, I looked at Carl Schmitt’s 

friend/enemy distinction, and various responses to it, before grounding my 

understanding of the racial enemy relation in Wilderson’s notion of racial antagonism. 
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In considering how black Christians might confront that racial enemy relation through 

projects of alternative living—racial reconciliation work being one such project—I 

explored the place of hope and love in such projects. Hope, I concluded, can be thought 

of as an openness to the alternative affects that could serve as a ground for these 

projects. Love, for its part, can both make us aware of possibilities for living differently 

and, in nourishing pride, sustain us in our work to pursue those possibilities. Hope and 

love can make it possible for black Christians to reject white supremacy while loving our 

racial enemies. 

In Chapter Two, I continued to consider what resources from out of black life 

might encourage black Christians, while looking more carefully at a second question: 

What is a faithful understanding of love that takes seriously the realities of racial 

reconciliation work? To this end, I offered readings of Martin King, Malcolm X, and 

James Cone that highlighted their common commitments to black self-love and 

openness to loving community with others, while making clear their awareness of racial 

enemy relations. I then explored, in relation to Cone’s theology, how black resistance 

against white supremacy and calls for white repentance are forms of love for the white 

enemy. Finally, I drew on Delores Williams’s critique of black male theologians, 

including Cone, and Hortense Spillers’s vision of black male openness to the 

traditionally feminine to stress a specific demand: that black men who would pursue a 

better world than that ruled over by white supremacy need to consistently take on the 
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burden of affective labor (e.g., the work of maintaining communal connection and 

nurturing young and old alike) that has traditionally been left to black women. 

Chapter Three marked a shift in focus and asked two questions related to white 

Christians. What is wrong with white Christians, that they cannot recognize love or 

enemy relations? How might hope for white Christians’ repentance be imagined, in light 

of the challenges they face in racial reconciliation work? Emilie Townes’s concept of the 

fantastic hegemonic imagination, which secures consent for the exploitation and 

violence of white supremacy, provided the foundation for my account of the evil of 

whiteness. Sara Ahmed’s promise of happiness explained how the affective dimension 

of the fantastic hegemonic imagination is coordinated through the distortion of love. I 

argued that because of white fragility, white people lack the endurance to wean 

themselves off distorted love and its ability to insulate them from their awareness of 

white supremacy’s evil. Finally, I discussed each of these realities in relation to churches, 

and suggested techniques of intervention into distorted love and the behaviors it 

encourages. 

Chapter Four asked how we can understand love, as well as love of the racial 

enemy, faithfully. I argued that faithful love is in the lover’s embrace of their need for 

the beloved. With that understanding of human love in view, I critiqued visions of God 

that promote distorted love and suggested a vision of divine love that would find a 

faithful response in the kind of human love I described. I argued for an understanding 
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of God as one whose creative love is defined by need, commitment, and vulnerability, 

rather than honor, control, and self-sufficiency, then looked specifically at the cross in 

relation to that vision of God. From there, I argued that love of the racial enemy should 

be understood by Christians as the embrace of one’s need for one’s enemy. This love is 

accountable to self-love, ceaselessly calls better relations into being, and is oriented by 

love for God, with that orientation open to correction by those who suffer most deeply. 

At the end of this dissertation, I address one last major issue. While my account 

of love as embraced need may be compelling, particularly in relation to racial 

reconciliation work, it is possible that some readers might argue that it is not consistent 

with Jesus’s life and ministry. After taking a look at two passages from Matthew that 

seem most likely to give the impression that when Jesus spoke about and lived out love 

of the enemy, he was revealing something incompatible with what I have argued is 

faithful love. Matthew 5:38-48 and Matthew 18:21-22 can each be read as promoting the 

kind of distorted love that I have critiqued as wrongly mandating perpetual forgiveness 

in the absence of repentance. After suggesting how each of these passages might be read 

more faithfully, I quickly discuss five other passages from Matthew that shed light on 

Jesus’s practice of loving enemies, before drawing this dissertation to a close with a few 

comments on how we can understand Jesus’s ministry in relation to my account of love 

of the enemy. 
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The distorted love I have critiqued promotes a program of racial reconciliation 

work that can be understood as a mash-up of two maxims from Matthew’s account of 

Jesus: “Do not resist an evildoer”1 and forgive “seventy-seven times.”2 When read from 

within the affective context of white fragility, these reductive slogans seem to offer the 

ideal posture for black Christians who would intrude upon white spaces. Do not 

challenge white supremacy; instead, wait patiently for white people to somehow do 

away with it themselves, or for God to spontaneously cleanse the hearts and minds of 

those who benefit from violence and exploitation. Endlessly forgive those white people 

as they fail to do so, since getting rid of white supremacy is really hard work and Jesus 

said we are supposed to forgive them until we bleed (and, ideally, long after they’ve 

bled us dry). Of course, I argue that Matthew’s Jesus promotes no such program of 

enabling white supremacy. Rather, Matthew’s account of Jesus provides greater support 

for love of the enemy as I have described it. To back up this claim, I offer readings of 

Matthew 5:38-48 and Matthew 18:21-22 that prioritize the context of the ancient Roman 

world and of the text itself over the needs of white supremacy and those who cling to it. 

Matthew 5:38-48 is a passage that can easily be misread in the way I have briefly 

described above, given its clear and concise instruction not to resist those who do evil: 

You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a 

tooth.” But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes 

                                                      

1 Matt. 5:38 (NRSV) 
2 Matt. 18:22 (NRSV) 
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you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue 

you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you 

to go one mile, go also the second mile. Give to everyone who begs from 

you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you. 

You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor 

and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for 

those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in 

heaven; for he [sic] makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and 

sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. For if you love those 

who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors 

do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more 

are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? Be 

perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.3 

 

In Jesus and Nonviolence, Walter Wink critiques the use to which this passage has been 

put in terms of a struggle over the meaning of nonviolence. Wink sees “three general 

responses to evil: (1) passivity, (2) violent opposition, and 3) the third way of militant 

nonviolence articulated by Jesus,”4 and argues that Jesus rejects both passivity and 

violence.5 As such, he argues that those who translated Jesus’s words as “resist not evil” 

in the King James Version of the Bible served the interests of their king in doing so: 

Now we are in a better position to see why King James’ faithful scholars 

translated antistēnai as “resist not.” The king would not want people 

concluding that they had any recourse against his or any other 

sovereign’s unjust policies. Therefor the populace must be made to 

believe that there are two alternatives and only two: flight or fight. Either 

we resist not or we resist. And Jesus commands us, according to these 

king’s men, to resist not. Jesus appears to authorize monarchical 

absolutism. Submission is the will of God. And most modern translations 

have meekly followed in that path.6 

                                                      

3 Matt. 5:38-48 (NRSV) 
4 Walter Wink, Jesus and Nonviolence: A Third Way (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2003), 12. 
5 Ibid., 13. 
6 Ibid., 13 (italics in original). 
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Over against “resist not evil” (KJV) or “do not resist an evildoer” (NRSV), Wink offers 

“Don’t strike back at evil (or, one who has done you evil) in kind” and “Do not retaliate 

against violence with violence” as preferable translations.7 

In support of this alternative translation, Wink draws on the ancient Roman 

imperial context of the gospel to explain how the three examples offered by Jesus—

turning the other cheek, offering one’s cloak, and going the second mile—are not 

examples of nonresistance, but of the creative and clever resistance that characterizes 

Jesus’s third way. When Jesus notes that one might be struck on the right cheek, he 

indicates that he is dealing with a strike that is intended as an insult, as someone at that 

time would not use their left hand to strike (because of its uncleanliness) and to strike a 

person’s right cheek with one’s right hand would be a backhand slap, which would only 

be dealt to an inferior. To turn the other cheek, then, “robs the oppressor of the power to 

humiliate,” the ability to mark the one struck as an inferior.8 

When Jesus talks of one being sued and having their coat taken, he is talking 

about an act of financial injustice, as “only the poorest of the poor would have nothing 

but an outer garment to give as collateral for a loan.” As such, if his listeners were to 

offer the rest of their clothes, as well, they would be stripping naked in court and 

                                                      

7 Ibid., 11. 
8 Ibid., 14-16. 
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mocking the entire institution of debt that exploits the poor.9 And when Jesus remarks 

that one might be forced to go one mile, he is talking about “the very enlightened 

practice of limiting the amount of forced labor that Roman soldiers could levy on subject 

peoples.”10 Roman soldiers could compel inhabitants of occupied lands to carry their 

packs for one mile only, striking a balance between the desire for quick travel and the 

need to present themselves as benevolent occupiers, who would not work their subjects 

to death. To refuse to return the pack to the soldier after that first mile is to refuse to 

respect the rules of his military, without engaging in armed revolt. It pushes the soldier 

into a situation in which he cannot feel triumphant in his coercion of labor, but is left 

uncertain and uncomfortable. He is left to consider the situation in which he finds 

himself, rather than engaging in the exploitative work of empire without reflection.11 

With Wink’s reading in mind, it is clear that when Jesus says “But I say to you, 

Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,”12 he is not talking about the 

kind of distorted love that white supremacy promotes. Jesus’s words, when applied to 

the work of racial reconciliation, should not be taken as counselling unceasing patience 

or the cessation of critique. Rather, to love one’s enemy is to be creative and clever in 

one’s critique of them. It is to refuse to allow them to enjoy a position of superiority, 

while striking more directly at the systems of violence and exploitation that structure 

                                                      

9 Ibid., 17-22. 
10 Ibid., 22-23. 
11 Ibid., 22-26. 
12 Matt. 5:44 (NRSV) 
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such superiority than at those who deem themselves superior. To love one’s enemy is to 

deny them the innocent enjoyment of evil without losing one’s own pride.  

It is not enough to demonstrate the ways in which Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus 

can be wrongly used to undercut resistance to evil. The place of forgiveness must be 

clarified, as well, given how Matthew 18:21-22 can be misread: 

Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the 

church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven 

times?” Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-

seven times.13 

 

Presented in this way—as it is when Christians talk irresponsibly of the importance of 

forgiveness—Jesus’s advice seems quite clear: if one Christian sins against another, they 

should be offered forgiveness that exceeds what one might otherwise consider to be 

remarkably merciful. Such a presentation of this verse mirrors the corrupted image of 

King that prevails in the US American public consciousness, in which King is viewed as 

someone who was beaten, bloodied, threatened, and rejected, but who nonetheless 

persisted in offering unconditional forgiveness to his white brothers and sisters. As I 

discussed in Chapter Two, this understanding of King’s practice is inaccurate, as 

forgiveness was always tied to critique and the call for repentance in his work. When 

similarly considered in context, Jesus’s words in Matthew 18 also highlight the ties 

between forgiveness and repentance. 

                                                      

13 Matt. 18:21-22 (NRSV) 
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Immediately preceding Jesus’s comments on forgiveness, Matthew 18:15-20 is a 

brief discussion of how Jesus’s followers are to deal with those who sin against them. 

Jesus counsels his followers to first address the problem one-on-one, then in a small 

group, if the sinner does not listen. If they still do not listen, the matter is to be brought 

before the entire community. If they still do not repent, Jesus says to his followers, “let 

such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”14 Further, he suggests that such a 

decision by the church community has God’s blessing.15 Of course, Jesus is quite well 

known for embracing tax collectors and others who did not properly belong among the 

followers of a Jewish religious leader. Still, such embrace—as in the case of 

Zacchaeus16—involved commitment to repent on the part of those outsiders. However, 

forgiveness clearly does not simply erase transgressions and commit the community to 

proceeding as if the sinner can participate fully in its life, but instead represents a 

commitment only to be open to the possibility of repentance, as one of Jesus’s followers 

might have been in relation to a tax collector. 

The parable that follows Jesus’s instruction to “forgive seventy-seven times” 

provides equally important context for this distorted dictum. In Matthew 18:23-35, Jesus 

compares the workings of the kingdom of heaven to the story of a slave whose debts 

were forgiven by his king and owner. Free from debt, the slave went on to imprison a 

                                                      

14 Matt. 18:17 (NRSV) 
15 Matt. 18:18-20 
16 Luke 19:1-10 
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second slave who owed him a debt. Upon hearing this, the king insisted that the 

forgiven slave should have forgiven others as he had been forgiven, then handed him 

over to torturers. I feel confident in suggesting that the point of this story is not to 

legitimize torture, but is instead to emphasize the demand forgiveness places on the 

forgiven. When one is forgiven, that forgiveness cannot be taken as permission to harm 

others, as though some special favor has fallen upon oneself and not upon others.17 

Rather, forgiveness should guide the forgiven toward repentance and toward better 

ways of living. 

My point in providing context for Matthew 18:21-22 is not to argue that there is 

no merit in offering forgiveness, but that forgiveness is not what many white Christians 

want it to be, or perhaps what they need it to be, if they are to fail to combat white 

supremacy—to fail even to tolerate critique of white supremacy—while still calling 

themselves Christian. Forgiveness is not a perpetual bandaging of relations for the sake 

of communal tranquility, at the cost of those who have been sinned against. Forgiveness 

does not provide license for the forgiven to benefit from exploitative systems, secure in 

the knowledge that such exploitation will be overlooked in perpetuity. Forgiveness is an 

invitation to repent, and offers no more than that (and no less, as such an invitation is 

truly a display of the creative power of divine love). Forgiveness is the affirmation of the 

                                                      

17 This notion of special favor mirrors an aspect of the structure of white supremacy. The privileges 

of whiteness seem to be some special, consequence-free favor conferred upon white people. It should not be 

surprising, then, that white Christians would be inclined to perceive forgiveness as incurring a similar state 

of blessed freedom from responsibility. 
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commitment to love—to continue to embrace one’s need for the sinner—but, as a 

practice of faithful love, does not betray self-love by condemning the lover to a role of 

surrogacy. 

Such faithful love of the enemy is found in the account of Jesus’s life in 

Matthew’s gospel. Should we accept a version of Jesus that amounts to a misguided, 

“common sense” understanding of “turn the other cheek,” we make Jesus into an 

accomplice of white supremacy—or, at least, we contribute to the venerable tradition of 

biblical exegesis that tears all power from the love of Jesus and distorts that love through 

the power of the fantastic hegemonic imagination. To stress the demands that love and 

forgiveness make upon the beloved and the forgiven is not to ignore the radical nature 

of Jesus’s message. It is, instead, to respond faithfully to the power of the love that is at 

the heart of Jesus’s ministry. It is to read the Bible faithfully, looking for the creative 

power of God’s love, rather than for a love that fits neatly into a white supremacist 

world. In support of this claim, I will look briefly at five other passages from Matthew18 

that also suggest a picture of Jesus that stands in opposition to that which serves white 

supremacy. 

A pair of these passages highlight the extent to which Jesus’s practice of love 

involved an acknowledgment of the limits of his love’s power and a willingness to leave 

                                                      

18 I choose to remain in Matthew because that is where the potentially misleading passages 

discussed above can be found. However, this sort of love of the enemy can be found throughout the four 

gospels.  
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room for divine wrath to work where divine love does not persuade. Matthew 21:12-17 

is perhaps the most obvious example of Jesus confronting others in open anger: 

Then Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who were selling and 

buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money changers 

and the seats of those who sold doves. He said to them, “It is written, ‘My 

house shall be called a house of prayer’; but you are making it a den of 

robbers.” The blind and the lame came to him in the temple, and he cured 

them. But when the chief priests and the scribes saw the amazing things 

that he did, and heard the children crying out in the temple, “Hosanna to 

the Son of David,” they became angry and said to him, “Do you hear 

what these are saying?” Jesus said to them, “Yes; have you never read, 

‘Out of the mouths of infants and nursing babies you have prepared 

praise for yourself’?” He left them, went out of the city to Bethany, and 

spent the night there.19 

 

That expression of anger in chasing the moneychangers from the temple, however, is 

tied to the care he gives to those who seek him for healing. Through Jesus, divine love 

heals those who seek connection, and works to confound those who would tie divine 

love to exploitative profit. However, when confronted by those who have no interest in 

finding healing with him, Jesus leaves the temple and seeks rests elsewhere. In Matthew 

23, Jesus turns from rhetorical questions to outright condemnation of the scribes and 

Pharisees. Insofar as they fail to care sufficiently for the needs of those who suffer in 

their community—however rigorously they seek to worship God by following God’s 

laws—Jesus assures them that they fail to live as God would have them live. In each of 

these passages, Jesus’s concern and care for the poor and the suffering, as well as his 

                                                      

19 Matt. 21:12-17 (NRSV) 
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awareness of the power of human resistance to divine love and the limits of the power of 

that love, motivate him to turn to wrath, human and divine. 

This is not to say that Jesus’s openness to the disruptive work of wrath should 

lead us to imagine some unerring sense of righteousness that can justify all actions, in 

ourselves, or even in Jesus. In Matthew 7:1-5, he discusses the importance of remaining 

open to correction by others: 

Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. For with the judgment you 

make you will be judged, and the measure you give will be the measure 

you get. Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not 

notice the log in your own eye? Or how can you say to your 

neighbor, “Let me take the speck out of your eye,” while the log is in your 

own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then 

you will see clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.20 

 

Those who would call others to repentance must be open to receiving such calls 

themselves. They must expect such calls, as it is hard to imagine a person who is so 

deeply aware of all the relations in which they are enmeshed that they deal justly in all 

of those relations. To be clear, I do not read this passage as a warning against judgment. 

Rather, it is about the importance of judging rightly, both when looking upon others and 

when considering oneself, likely with the aid of others, whose love is deep enough to 

manifest itself through committed calls to repentance. 

Jesus himself required such correction, in his confrontation with the Canaanite 

woman: 

                                                      

20 Matt. 7:1-5 (NRSV) 
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Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. Just 

then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, 

“Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a 

demon.” But he did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and 

urged him, saying, “Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” He 

answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” But 

she came and knelt before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” He answered, “It 

is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” She said, 

“Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ 

table.” Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be 

done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly.21 

 

Regardless of the chosen status of Israel, I find arguments that defend Jesus’s harsh 

words to this woman unconvincing. It is reasonable to argue that, insofar as Jesus is the 

Messiah—the savior promised by God to the people of Israel, specifically—that he ought 

not be criticized for stressing the importance of his commitment to the covenant with 

God’s chosen people.22 Even so, it strains credulity to claim that calling this woman’s 

people “dogs” is something other than the same kind of hateful speech as that produced 

by white supremacy. Should we attempt to sanitize Jesus’s speech by framing it as some 

kind of test, we are still left to ask why Jesus would speak so harshly. Jesus is no 

stranger to harsh words, of course, but such words are generally reserved for those who 

oppose God’s loving activity, not those who long to be included in it. Whatever 

difference in status Jesus perceived between his people and her own, she insists that he 

is wrong to deny her daughter aid. And his response reveals what I find powerful about 

                                                      

21 Matt. 15:21-28 (NRSV) 
22 In fact, as much is implied in the passage I will discuss shortly, Matthew 10:5-23. 
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this story: he agrees, calls her chastisement faithful, and fulfils her request. Even Jesus, in 

other words, needed to have the orientation of his love to divine love corrected by a 

woman whose daughter was suffering deeply. 

Openness to correction must, in turn, be balanced by appropriate attention to the 

evils of the world, and the hope that our words and actions will be empowered by 

creative divine love. We must hope that God will breathe irresistible beauty into our 

flawed efforts—that we will be inspired, our minds opened and our lives embraced by 

the Spirit of God. This balance of wariness and hope marks Jesus’s words as he sends his 

closest disciples out among those who would ultimately turn on their teacher: 

These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: “Go nowhere 

among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to 

the lost sheep of the house of Israel. As you go, proclaim the good news, 

‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’ Cure the sick, raise the dead, 

cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. You received without payment; give 

without payment. Take no gold, or silver, or copper in your belts, no bag 

for your journey, or two tunics, or sandals, or a staff; for laborers deserve 

their food. Whatever town or village you enter, find out who in it is 

worthy, and stay there until you leave. As you enter the house, greet it. If 

the house is worthy, let your peace come upon it; but if it is not worthy, 

let your peace return to you. If anyone will not welcome you or listen to 

your words, shake off the dust from your feet as you leave that house or 

town. Truly I tell you, it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and 

Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for that town. 

“See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so 

be wise as serpents and innocent as doves. Beware of them, for they will 

hand you over to councils and flog you in their synagogues; and you will 

be dragged before governors and kings because of me, as a testimony to 

them and the Gentiles. When they hand you over, do not worry about 

how you are to speak or what you are to say; for what you are to say will 

be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of 

your Father speaking through you. Brother will betray brother to death, 
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and a father his child, and children will rise against parents and have 

them put to death; and you will be hated by all because of my name. But 

the one who endures to the end will be saved. When they persecute you 

in one town, flee to the next; for truly I tell you, you will not have gone 

through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes.”23 

 

Jesus sends his disciples to give healing and hope to God’s chosen people, currently 

suffering under Roman rule, and to give them freely. Jesus warns his disciples that those 

to whom they are being sent will hand them over to those who can have them legally 

beaten and killed. Jesus assures his disciples that they can stand before those authorities 

and know that God is with them, speaking through them, even as some among God’s 

people abandon them. Jesus encourages his disciples to flee when they are in danger. 

Hope, caution, confidence, and fear are all bound together in the loving work of those 

who follow Jesus. Jesus sends his disciples out to love their enemies, healing those who 

would do them harm and secure their position in society by doing so, confident in the 

power of God, but never assuming their enemies are not truly their enemies. 

In Matthew, Jesus’s love of the enemy can hardly be accurately summarized by 

“do not resist, forgive.” Rather, love of the enemy as practiced and preached by Jesus is 

marked by both the deep commitment of embraced need and the insistence on justice 

that reflects faithful love’s orientation to divine love. In considering the loving ministry 

of Jesus, we see that faithful love is not simply an idea that might help us to reconsider 

racial reconciliation work; it is at the heart of the most powerful revelation of God’s 

                                                      

23 Matt. 10:5-23 (NRSV) 
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work among us and it must be put into practice in healing and bringing hope, whether 

that is through the gentle comfort of hugs and words of encouragement or the 

aggressive challenge of critique and calls to repentance. In that revelation—in the loving 

life of Jesus—we see that faithful love is not about the maintenance of perfect purity, but 

about the struggle of commitment and the humility required to remain open to 

correction. Most importantly, though, when we look at the life of Jesus and witness the 

power of his love, we witness power that is available to us. The power to heal and give 

hope—the power to perform miracles, to overturn the very order of the world—is power 

that we can find in our lives and in our communities. But it is power that must be 

nurtured through our shared life and the flourishing of our connections to one another. 

And it is power that can be crushed should we abandon one another in times of danger, 

when we threaten the powers of evil to such an extent that they react in the way that 

ultimately grounds their power—the way they would have us believe is the foundation 

of divine power—by claiming command over life and death. Only in embracing our 

need for one another—in rejecting our dependence upon systems of violence and 

exploitation—can we sustain projects of alternative living, dispelling the illusion that 

control over life and death is anything other than demonic. 
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