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Abstract

This abstract describes an oral thesis documentary project aimed at honoring the
stories and experiences of trailblazing Black students who integrated Duke Divinity
School in 1962 and the development of the Office of Black Church Affairs in 1972. The
author/producer, an Interim Director at the Office of Black Church Studies, combines her
film production, music, and marketing expertise to produce a documentary highlighting
over 50 years of Black student matriculation at Duke Divinity and their empowerment as
leaders. The documentary features interviews with historically silenced voices, including
the first Black men (1962) and women (1973) to attend Duke Divinity School, providing
a lasting testament to the transformative power of education in the face of adversity. The
author/producer explores the intersections of faith, leadership, and social change,
providing a valuable resource for future research.

Moreover, the author’s research aims to recover narratives of Black women who
have actively challenged the status quo regarding who should be granted access to
theological education and who should be allowed into the pulpit to preach the Gospel.
This focus broadens our understanding of the complexities of the Black religious
experience and contributes to ongoing discussions about the role of gender and race in
shaping theological discourse. The story of Duke Divinity School’s decision to admit
Black students in 1962 and establish the Black Church Studies program in 1972 bears
witness to the transformative power of diversity and inclusion in theological education,
serving as a reminder of the importance of embracing and celebrating diversity as a

reflection of God’s love for all people.
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Introduction

As an ordained minister and producer, | was determined to venture into uncharted
territories by directing and producing a documentary on Duke Divinity’s Office of Black
Church Studies’ 50th Anniversary. Drawing inspiration from Tod Bolsinger’s Canoeing
the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory, I sought to apply his
practical strategies and best practices in my work. The book’s guidance on achieving
progressive change resonated with me, and | poured my heart and soul into presenting
this documentary as my oral thesis. | embraced the author’s words, “To lead in uncharted
territory requires a willingness to let go of what has worked in the past and embrace new
ways of thinking and doing.”* | hope this project will serve as a legacy for Black and
non-Black students who have faced and overcome significant challenges at Duke
Divinity School. This documentary will inspire and empower future generations to pursue
their passions fearlessly and persistently, even in the face of adversity.

With a diverse career spanning 25 years, | have had the opportunity to work
across various fields, including sports marketing, business development, pastoral
ministry, and chaplaincy. Currently, | am serving as the Interim Director for the Office of
Black Church Studies (OBCS) and a teaching assistant at Duke University’s Divinity
School, where | oversee a wide range of responsibilities, including managing day-to-day
operations of the OBCS, coordinating Black Church certificate programs, organizing

events and programs, overseeing church and community outreach, providing pastoral care

! Tod E. Bolsinger, Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory (Downers
Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2018), 121.



and mentoring, serving as a preceptor, and offering academic advising and support to
students.

Throughout my career as a producer, I have consistently shown an innate ability
to transform innovative concepts into tangible entities. As the Marketing Manager and
Producer at HBO Sports for several years, | was responsible for creating marketing
campaigns and pre-show video productions that effectively captivated specific target
audiences. Among my most notable accomplishments was venturing into the training
camps of legendary professional boxers like Oscar De La Hoya, Roy Jones Jr., and
Lennox Lewis. Here, my team and | crafted captivating storylines centered around their
journeys, highlighting what led to their momentous championship boxing matches.
Additionally, as these matches were Pay-Per-View events, we created pre-fight highlights
that added a marketing edge to garner excitement and interest, ultimately resulting in
increased sales. My experience as a producer has given me a unique set of skills that
allow me to bring ideas to life in a way that effectively captures audiences’ attention and
leaves a lasting impact.

After twenty years working in corporate America, | transitioned to form a
business as a Marketing and Communications consultant for a variety of clients,
including the National Fatherhood Initiative (Health & Human Services), Major League
Baseball (MLB), the National Football League (NFL), the Sheffield Family Foundation,
and the Historical Ebenezer Baptist Church (the home church of Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr.). l also served as Vice President of Commerce Development for Travel,
Entertainment, and Sports at MasterCard Worldwide, managing strategic alliance

partnerships.



Additionally, | was fortunate to work alongside renowned talents such as Sidney
Poitier and Lawrence Fishburne in film production earlier in my career. This experience
instilled in me a deep appreciation for the art of storytelling and the power of media to
inspire and influence audiences. In the 1990s, | transitioned into the music industry,
becoming marketing and promotions manager for Sony Music Entertainment’s gospel
music division Word/Epic. This position allowed me to merge my love for music with
my passion for serving the church. | could work for a large corporation while remaining
true to my core values and beliefs. At Word/Epic Records, | would develop marketing
strategies and promotional campaigns for a range of gospel music artists, helping to bring
their message of hope and inspiration to audiences worldwide. Through my work, I made
a meaningful impact on the industry while staying connected to my roots in the church.

Overall, my expertise in film production, music, and marketing has significantly
influenced my current vocation as a theologian, preacher, and practitioner. | firmly
believe in the power of storytelling and preserving history to facilitate positive change
and inspire individuals and communities to reach their full potential. Thus, it is no
surprise that in my current role as Interim Director at the OBCS, | have effectively
combined my skills to produce a documentary highlighting over 50 years of Black
student admissions into Duke Divinity and empowering and shaping those students into
leaders.

Paul said to Roman Christians, “We know that all things work together for good

for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.”? That verse takes on

2Harold W. Attridge, Wayne A. Meeks, and Jouette M. Bassler, “Romans 8:28 ,” in The HarperCollins
Study Bible: New Revised Standard Version, with the Apocraphal/Deuterocanonical Books (San Francisco:
HarperOne, 2006).



an entirely new meaning as | reflect on my years at OBSC. Moreover, my diverse
experiences have allowed me to bring a unique perspective to my current role at Duke
Divinity School, where | can draw upon my expertise in various fields to make a
meaningful impact on the community. | concur with Debora Jackson, whose book, Meant
for Good: Fundamentals of Womanist Leadership, notes, “I recognized it was my lifelong
experiences in church that had shaped my leadership in academia. Many of those
opportunities to learn, serve, and lead were guided and engineered by the women in my
churches. Alice Walker observed that these women were “‘head-ragged generals,’
opening doors and making pathways even when they did not know the ways
themselves.”® Similar to Jackson, 1, too, was significantly impacted by the women I grew
up with in the Black church. These women served as mentors and guides, paving the way
for me to learn, serve, and lead in my community. Undeniably, my experiences in the
Black church were instrumental in shaping my identity and developing my leadership
skills.

While growing up in my grandfather’s church, I was given assignments as early
as 13 years old to lead Bible studies, choirs, and any area in the church that needed
support. However, the reason for the start of my career was the time | spent working next
to my godmother, Debbie, as she promoted my Godsisters’ gospel singing career. During
my teenage years, | had the unique opportunity to work alongside my godmother in
various settings, such as large churches, arenas, stadiums, and on television productions
with notable personalities such as Oprah Winfrey at Harpo Studios. These experiences

provided me with a valuable foundation and helped me develop diverse skills that have

% Debora Jackson, Meant for Good: Fundamentals of Womanist Leadership (Valley Forge, PA: Judson
Press, 2020). Kindle Location 17.



become instrumental in my career today. In the book Beautiful Constraint, the authors
emphasize the importance of past experiences in their stories, stating, “The past is a
powerful influencer of the future. If we let it, the decisions we made yesterday will
determine what is possible tomorrow.”* Throughout the years, | have gained a wealth of
knowledge and skills, which I utilize to create impactful content and productions that will
make a mark at Duke Divinity. | have achieved this by incorporating both testimonials
from Duke Divinity alumni/ae and visually appealing aesthetics. By connecting my
vocation, learned skills, and gifts, | hope the information provides the reader with a better
understanding of my perspective as a producer, marketing executive, and practitioner. As
someone who firmly believes in the scripture, “For nothing will be impossible with
God,” | continually strive to align my professional pursuits with my faith and purpose. |
aim to create content and marketing campaigns that are effective and meaningful, as they
possess the power to inspire and positively impact society. My vocation has always
guided me throughout my career, reminding me to remain faithful to my values and use
my talents to fulfill a higher purpose. Like Mary, in the Gospel of Luke, who said, “Here
am |, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word,”® | seek to submit
my life to a higher calling and allow God’s will to be done in my professional and
personal life. Ultimately, my faith in God continues to be the driving force that motivates

me to seek excellence in all 1 do, knowing that nothing is impossible with God’s help.

4 Adam Morgan and Mark Barden, A Beautiful Constraint: How to Turn Your Limitations into Advantages,
and Why It is Everyone’s Business (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2015), 55.

5 Harold W. Attridge, Wayne A. Meeks, and Jouette M. Bassler, “Luke 1:37,” in The HarperCollins Study

Bible: New Revised Standard Version, Including the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books (San Francisco:

HarperSanFrancisco, 2006).

6 Harold W. Attridge, Wayne A. Meeks, and Jouette M. Bassler, “Luke 1:38,” in The HarperCollins Study
Bible: New Revised Standard Version (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2006).



Chapter 1

The Journey to Duke Divinity, Office of Black Church Studies

Having served as an Associate Pastor and Marketing and Communications
Director at Ebenezer Baptist Church, the home church of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in
Atlanta, Georgia, | was overjoyed to receive an exciting opportunity to join the Office of
Black Church Studies (OBCS) at Duke University’s Divinity School as their Associate
Director. This new role was a natural fit for me, as it allowed me to utilize all the skills
and gifts | had acquired throughout my career to impact ministry significantly. I was
acutely aware of the unique opportunity to be part of an organization that had played a
crucial role in promoting Black theological scholarship and empowering Black church
leaders. In this new role, | was eager to continue my journey of service and leadership at
a Division One research institution like Duke University, and I was thrilled to contribute
my knowledge and experience in the field of the Black Church to the OBCS’s mission of
advancing theological education. With passion and dedication, | was ready to make a
lasting difference in academia and contribute to the ongoing legacy of Black theological
scholarship.

During my first year at OBCS, | immersed myself in the school’s culture and
mission. | was particularly impressed by the innovative social strategies and
programming that the school offered to students seeking formation in some form of
ministry. As | continued working at OBCS, | wanted to further my education and pursue
my Doctor of Ministry (D.Min). This was the best way to deepen my knowledge and

better serve the students and the community at OBCS. Also, my time serving as OBCS’



Associate Director has certainly reinforced my belief in the importance of ministry and
continuing my journey as a practitioner and a scholar.

Originally specializing in theology and sports, | had always been fascinated by the
idea of applying the principles of faith to the realm of athletics. When | enrolled in my
D.Min. program, | was thrilled to have the opportunity to explore this area of study in
greater depth, with a particular focus on the intersection of the Black Church, Black
Athletes, and the NBA Foundation. The intersection of sports and theology has the
potential to ignite powerful social change. My interest in this topic was sparked by the
NBA Foundation’s mission to center community engagement in Black communities
following the murder of George Floyd. “The NBA will also work toward deepening the
NBA'’s commitment to racial equality and social justice, movements that have gathered
momentum after the death of George Floyd, an unarmed Black man killed in police
custody in May 2023.”! As a student of theology and sports, | saw the potential for the
NBA Foundation to serve as a catalyst for meaningful change, leveraging the power of
sports and spirituality to promote social justice and racial equality.

However, during a spring 2022 staff meeting, | had the opportunity to discuss
ideas for celebrating the 50th anniversary of the Office of Black Church Studies with my
then-supervisor, Dr. David Emmanuel Goatley, the Director of OBCS. Together, we
explored various scenarios for commemorating alumni/ae, faculty, staff, and current
students, recognizing the rich history behind the occasion. My goal was to make the

celebration truly unforgettable. In pursuit of this goal, | contacted Dr. William Turner, a

1 “NBA Team Owners Pledge $300 Million over 10 Years to Black Empowerment,” Reuters, August 6,
2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-basketball-nba/nba-team-owners-pledge-300-million-over-10-
years-to-black-empowerment-idUSKCN2520AY.


http://www.reuters.com/article/us-basketball-nba/nba-team-owners-pledge-300-million-over-10-

highly respected Professor Emeritus of Black Church Studies at Duke Divinity, to seek
his input on the matter. However, to my surprise, the Holy Spirit intervened, and events
took an unexpected turn. | found myself led down a path I had never imagined, which
ultimately would allow me to make an even more significant contribution to the legacy of

Black theological scholarship.



Chapter 2

The Journey: A Conversation with Dr. William C. Turner, Jr.

On that bright and sunny day of June 6, 2022, | met with Dr. Turner, unsure of
what the meeting had in store for me. As a producer, | knew recording our conversation
would be essential to capture Dr. Turner’s invaluable insights, and thankfully, he agreed.
The meeting turned out to be a remarkable experience, as Dr. Turner shared intimate
details about his life and personal anecdotes about his mentors, including his math-
teaching football coach and his childhood pastor, Dr. James A. Forbes, Jr. As he spoke, |
could sense the weight of his experiences and the depth of his knowledge, which made
the conversation genuinely unforgettable. It soon became apparent that this meeting was
not just a casual encounter but a momentous occasion that would set the tone for OBCS’
50th-anniversary celebration.

Dr. Turner’s storytelling was both illuminating and eye-opening. His personal
accounts provide insight into the beginnings of OBCS in 1972 and trace back to a
significant event that occurred ten years prior, namely the admission of the first two black
men into Duke Divinity in 1962. His knowledge and experiences served as a reminder of
the importance of understanding history and how it shapes our present-day reality. As a
result of our conversation, my perspective on my thesis and dissertation completely
transformed. | realized that incorporating the voices of people like Dr. Turner was critical
to capturing a more comprehensive and accurate representation of history.

Dr. Turner’s words profoundly impacted me, and | could not help but feel a sense

of urgency. As he spoke about the people he knew who were getting older, I realized that



their stories were at risk of being lost forever if we did not act quickly. This realization
spurred me into action. | devised an idea to capture their experiences on camera and
create a short video featuring the first men and women who received admissions into
Duke Divinity. It was vital to preserve their stories for future generations and to pay
homage to their contributions to history. | knew that this project would require much
work, but I was driven by the thought of being able to create something meaningful and
impactful. With a renewed sense of purpose, | set out to make this idea a reality.

Selecting a documentary came instantly to me because | leaned into my expertise
in producing interviews which allowed people to tell their stories. The art of documentary
filmmaking relies heavily on capturing people’s real stories and perspectives. AS a
producer with expertise in conducting interviews, selecting a documentary may come
instinctively to me. Drawing from my skills as a producer allowed me to identify which
subject matters and narratives would make for compelling storytelling. Additionally, this
skill set enabled me to develop an approach that empowers the people involved in the
documentary to tell their own stories.

During my interview with Dr. William Turner, | was struck by the many stories he
shared, which left me with a deep understanding of the historical importance of
highlighting the experiences of underrepresented Black students who entered Duke
Divinity School during the Civil Rights era. As a documentary filmmaker, | recognized
that my approach to storytelling would be especially valuable in providing a platform for
these historically silenced voices during a pivotal moment at Duke University and the
Divinity School. During my conversation with Dr. Turner, | learned that several of Duke

Divinity School’s first Black students were still alive, including Matthew Zimmerman

10



and James D. Ballad, the first two men to matriculate in 1962. Yvonne Beasley and Sadie
Joyner also shattered barriers by joining the school 11 years later, in 1972. Interviewing
these trailblazing alumni would offer invaluable insights into the school’s history and
provide a unique perspective for the documentary. The creation of this documentary
would allow us to honor their stories, document their experiences, and provide a lasting
testament to the transformative power of education in the face of adversity.

It was abundantly clear to me that people needed to know about the history and
inception of Duke Divinity’s Office of Black Church Studies in 1972 and the decade
leading up to its creation. | was curious about what life was like on campus and in the
classroom for the first two Black students, Matthew Zimmerman and James Ballard, who
enrolled in 1962. | believed people needed to hear about the bravery of M.Div. student
William Turner and his roommate as they crafted a meeting with Duke University’s then
President, Terry Sandford, to request space on Duke’s campus for the Black Students
Affairs Office and an Office of Black Church Affairs at the Divinity School. These stories
were an essential part of the school’s history, and my responsibility as a filmmaker was to
capture them and ensure they were preserved for future generations. By sharing these
stories, we can honor the bravery of those who fought for change and inspire future
generations to continue the work of creating a more just and equitable society. |
understood the assignment that the documentary must accurately capture the challenges
and triumphs of these individuals and their efforts to bring about greater inclusion and
equity in higher education. By telling their stories, the documentary can inspire future

generations to continue the work toward a more just and equitable society.
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Creating a documentary that truthfully and respectfully depicts the experiences of
Duke Divinity’s first Black students is of utmost importance. Their struggles, triumphs,
and impact on the school’s history are significant and should be conveyed in a way that
does them justice. The documentary will serve as a lasting tribute, similar to the

memorial stones in the Jordan River for the people of Israel. The Joshua passage notes:

Joshua summoned the twelve men whom he had appointed from the
Israelites, one from each tribe. ® Joshua said to them, “Pass on before the
ark of the Lord your God into the middle of the Jordan, and each of you
take up a stone on his shoulder, according to the number of the tribes of
the Israelites,  so that this may be a sign among you. When your children
ask in time to come, ‘What do those stones mean to you?” ’ then you shall
tell them that the waters of the Jordan were cut off in front of the ark of the
covenant of the Lord. When it crossed over the Jordan, the waters of the
Jordan were cut off. So these stones shall be to the Israelites a memorial

forever.”?

Similarly, this documentary will serve as a memorial to the first Black students who
entered Duke Divinity School, and it will help future generations understand the people
on whose shoulders they stand. By honoring their stories and sacrifices, we can ensure
that their legacy lives on and inspire future generations to continue the work of creating a

more impartial society.

! Joshua 4:4-7 (NRSVUE).
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A documentary that accurately portrays their challenges and how they overcame
them can inspire future generations and shed light on the progress toward greater
inclusivity in higher education. Their stories must not just be told but told in a way that
does justice to their legacy and contributions to the Duke Divinity community. Therefore,
as a producer, | had to approach this subject matter with the utmost sensitivity, respect,
and attention to detail, ensuring that the documentary is an accurate and meaningful
reflection of the experiences of Duke Divinity’s first Black students.

Capturing Dr. Turner’s perspective was essential because of his lived experience
as an undergraduate, divinity student, Black seminarian President, Ph.D. student, and
DDS faculty member. Dr. Turner has been on the campus of Duke University since 1967,
making him a valuable storyteller who can provide a unique and nuanced perspective on
the history of the DDS and its impact on Black students.

To gather more insights, | retrieved names from Dr. Turner’s interview to create a
list of alumni/ae who attended the institution between 1962-1979 that | could interview.
By speaking with former students, we could gain a deeper understanding of their
experiences, the challenges they faced, and the impact of the DDS on their lives and
careers. Including their perspectives in the documentary would help create a more
comprehensive and accurate portrayal of the history and significance of the DDS. The
interviewees’ accounts can add a personal and emotional element to the documentary,
making it more engaging and impactful for the viewers. Ultimately, including diverse
perspectives in the film is crucial to telling the whole story of DDS and its role in

advancing racial equity and inclusion in higher education.
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| was going to deliver a 45-50 minute historical documentary project within eight
months, which required the coordination of several moving parts and transactions. As the
producer, my first step was to hire a knowledgeable, reliable, and cost-efficient
production crew that could handle filming across multiple Southeastern states. Having
worked with American Technologies out of Atlanta, Georgia, on several projects at
Ebenezer Baptist Church, | contacted them for a bid. Although I heard back from two
local production crews, their bids were double that of American Technologies.
Ultimately, | chose the production crew with the best bid, but also one that | believed
appreciated the project’s historical significance and would go the extra mile to help

capture this historic moment.
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Chapter 3

The Journey: Steps for Preproduction

As the director and producer, my responsibilities were humerous:

» Collaborate with the team to establish the film’s overall vision and define its
segments.

« Create a project timeline and using notation and direction to facilitate
transitions, cuts, and rearrangements of raw footage to create scenes and
sequences.

»  Select the clips that affected the film’s pace, mood, and story, assisting with
sound design, and researching for the b-roll, pictures, newspaper articles, and
other visuals.

«  Collaborate with and manage the team to ensure the project met deadlines
and that all deliverables were completed within the designated timeline.

« Provide a first draft with edited footage and an outline of most b-roll without
music (which may be longer than 45-50 minutes), a second draft with edited
cuts and changes to footage, b-roll, pics, and music, and a third and final draft

with minor editing changes, color correction, and credits.

Create six promotional spots for marketing and meetings.

In preparing for the interviews with Duke Divinity’s first Black students, it was
essential to structure the questions in a way that allowed us to gather both general
information about their matriculation and a deeper understanding of their lived

experiences. We wanted to capture the full scope of their experiences from the moment

15



they set foot on campus to their graduation day. By gathering this information, we could

provide a comprehensive view of the challenges they faced, the triumphs they achieved,

and their lasting impact on the school’s history. The questions were designed to provide a

clear and concise framework for the interviewees to share their stories, allowing us to

create a documentary that is informative, deeply personal, and impactful. My team and |

understood the importance of preserving these stories for future generations and

committed to ensuring their experiences were accurately and respectfully depicted in the

documentary.

Documentary Interview Questions

1.

Introduce yourself, your name, title, what Duke Divinity program you studied,
and your graduation year.

When did you learn about the Office of Black Church Studies, and did it impact
your decision to attend Duke Divinity School?

How was your experience at Duke Divinity School as a student?

What Black Church Studies Courses did you take? How was your experience in
those courses?

What Black Church Studies event, lecture, or professor stands out the most for
you during your time as a student?

How did OBCS or Divinity School complement your vocation, ministry, and life?
Are there any personal experiences you would like to share about your time at

Duke Divinity School?

16



10.

The tagline for the OBCS is “From the Black Church for the Whole Church.”
Why is this critical for the Whole Church?

What would you like to see to enhance Black Church Studies and the student
experience?

Happy 50th Anniversary, Office of Black Church Studies!

17



Chapter 4

The Journey: Gathering, Designing, and Implementation

Given our tight schedule, we had to work efficiently to gather all the necessary
information for the documentary. We conducted several interviews simultaneously while
creating a timeline with input from Black Church Studies and Church History faculty,
including Dr. Quinton Dixie and Dr. William Turner. While retrieving information about
the first two Black male students, Matthew Zimmerman and James Ballard, was
relatively easy, uncovering the identities of the first two Black female students took some
research. However, thanks to Yvonne Beasley, we determined that her then-roommate,
Sadie Joyner, was among the first two Black women to matriculate and graduate from
Duke Divinity School. We understood that each student’s story was essential to the

documentary and worked tirelessly to ensure we accurately depicted their experiences.

OBCS 50" Timeline

Marker Narrative
Timecode

1 e Inthe 1950s, the country is in transformation.
e Right on the heels of Brown vs. Education, university campuses across
the South are thinking about education in a new way while other

institutions are being forced to reconsider their stances.
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Marker

Timecode

Narrative

Duke Divinity School, affiliated with the Methodist Church, was up
against Southern influences and changes within the denomination.

By 1957 and with the rise of civil unrest, students at Duke Divinity
needed answers: Are we moving towards segregation or
desegregation?

In September 1962, Matthew Zimmerman and Donald Ballard became
the first two black students admitted to Duke Divinity as Official

Degree Candidates.

In response to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination in 1968,
students camped for days in front of Duke Chapel seeking better
treatment for their African-American peers in what became known as
the Silent Vigil. This event was a turning point of campus unrest. For
the solution for change, the University turned to Duke Students and

Frederick Herzog.

Though progress was being made at Duke University, there remained
challenges in academic support for Black students. In efforts to remedy
those challenges, in 1969, William Turner along with his roommate
scheduled a meeting with the president, Terry Sandford. On the

scheduled meeting day Turner was to present to the university
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Marker

Timecode

Narrative

administration, over 60 Duke seminarians and undergraduates alike
occupied the Allen Building in support and solidarity.

This 8-hour meeting would result in the birth of the Office of Black
Church Affairs and the Office of Black Church Studies.

After the establishment of the Office of Black Church Studies in 1972,
Duke Divinity makes the Black Church in America course a

requirement.

[In 1974(?)] the Black Church in America course became a
requirement of the Master of Divinity Program. The course was
designed to service the entire student body, bringing perspective to the
historical and theological development of Black Christian
denominations in America, major leaders, Black worship, and Black
preaching.

Black Church in America was first taught by Dr. William Turner with
C.G. Newsom. A large supporter and able teacher, Gail Felton took on

the role as Co-Instructor after Newsom left for Howard.

In 1972, Bishop Joseph Bethea became the first director of the Office

of Black Church Studies. He was instrumental in developing student
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Marker

Timecode

Narrative

programs and recruiting diversely talented faculty and students. Bishop
Bethea was also pivotal in making Duke Divinity a welcoming
institution for women students of ministry. In fact, he was responsible
for the admission of Duke Divinity’s first black female students and
for developing the Fall Lecture Series and Martin Luther King, Jr.
Lecture Series that continue to this day.

Invited by Bishop Bethea in 1973, Reverend Cynthia L. Hale was also
one of the first black women students to attend Duke Divinity.

The Office of Black Church Studies cultivates the highest possible
value in Duke Divinity students who become pillars in the global
Christian community, as well as the next generation of faculty, guest
lectures and partners who continue the work of the Office founders.

A proud graduate of Duke Divinity’s Doctor of Ministry program,
Reverend Doctor Jay Augustine follows in the footsteps of Bishop
Philip Cousin Jr. Dr. Augustine succeeds Bishop cousin as the 31st
Senior Pastor of St. Joseph AME Church and as a teacher at Duke
Divinity.

The Office of Black Church Studies can foster deep and meaningful
connections between students and its programs because of the wisdom,

passions, and broad experiences of its educators.
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Marker

Timecode

10

11

Narrative

Valerie Cooper is one such professor. As the first black woman to
receive tenure at Duke Divinity School, Cooper is a 5th generation
United Methodist who has been recognized to go beyond in providing
support and mentoring to students at Duke.

Duke Divinity’s Office of Black Church Studies is for the whole
church, covering the expanse relating to African theological subjects.
Topics include Bioethics and Theological Ethics taught by Dr. Patrick

T. Smith.

Understanding every aspect of the past enables the ability to progress
forward. The Office of Black Church Studies stitches the missing
pieces of the Christian theological history, broadening perspectives,
and graduating qualified and forward-thinking theologians who are
making the church whole.

From the Black Church to the whole church.

Duke Divinity’s Office of Black Church Studies was established
during a period of our history where it was necessary to see that all
students had equal opportunities in the pursuit of developing their
understanding of what it means to be Christian. Over the past 50 years,
the Office of Black Church Studies helped strengthen the cultural unity

at Duke University and Durham. In taking a proactive stance in
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Marker Narrative
Timecode

making Black Church Studies a requirement for its students, Duke
Divinity School has fostered well-rounded and whole-hearted saints
who are indelibly unifying our communities across the globe. As we
look towards the next 50 years, the Office of Black Church Studies
will continue to contribute to the theological project of Duke Divinity
School by expanding field education opportunities, building library
collections, and developing a next generation of scholars for the

church — the whole church.

OBCS 50th Documentary Narration Script
Written by: Regina A. Graham

Read by: Dr. Quinton Dixie & Corie Fowler

After World War 1, the country began to transition a bit. African Americans who
fought overseas and had experiences of being treated as equals came home and began to
demand change. The US Armed Forces was the first major institution to desegregate in

the late 1940s, then came the Brown vs. The Board of Education decision in 1954 and 55.
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University campuses across the South were forced to think about the implications of the

decision for life on campus, and Duke University was no exception.

As early as 1948, Divinity School students began asking about why the school was still
segregated. That year, 100 students, all white, signed a petition asking the Divinity

School administration to consider desegregating. But it wasn’t that simple. The United
Methodist Church, the Duke Endowment, University Trustees, and southern custom all

had a say in the admissions policy of the Divinity School.

With the success of the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955 and 56, there was a spirit of
change in the air. The Royal Ice Cream Shop Sit-In in Durham in 1957 energized those
on campus and in the region who wanted Duke to lead, instead of follow, on race

relations. They wanted to know that as a Christian institution, Was the Divinity School

following the culture, or following Christ?

In September 1962, Matthew Zimmerman and J.D. Ballard became the first black

students who were matriculated into Duke Divinity as Official Degree Candidates.
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By the time Zimmerman and Ballard graduate, the civil rights movement has started to
change. Students in organizations like SNCC, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee, began to assert themselves by moving toward what became a new BLACK
POWER ethos. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination in 1968, in many ways signals
the death of the civil rights movement, as cities across America burned in response. At
Duke, students camped for days in front of Duke Chapel in what became known as the
Silent Vigil, but Black students, both undergraduates and those at the Divinity school,
wanted to be empowered. In response to calls for fuller inclusion, Duke Divinity School
sought the assistance of Professor Frederick Herzog, and Rev. Philip Cousins, Sr., Pastor

of St. Joseph’s AME Church in Durham.

Though progress was being made at Duke University, there remained challenges in social
and academic support for black students. In an effort to open a dialogue, in 1969,
undergraduate student William Turner along with his roommate scheduled a meeting

with the University president, Terry Sanford.

On the scheduled meeting day, Turner was to present to the university administration;
over 60 Duke Students, seminarians, and undergraduates alike occupied the Allen
Building in support and solidarity. This 8-hour occupation would result in the birth of the

Office of Black Church Affairs, now known as the Office of Black Church Studies.
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After the establishment of the Office of Black Church Studies in 1972, Duke Divinity

makes the Black Church in America course a requirement.

The course was designed to service the entire student body, bringing perspective to the
historical and theological development of Black Christian denominations in America,

major leaders, Black worship, and Black preaching.

Black Church in America was first taught by Dr. William Turner with C.G. Newsom. A
large supporter and able teacher, Gail Felton took on the role as Co-Instructor after

Newsom left for Howard.

In 1972, Rev. Joseph Bethea became the very first director of the Office of Black Church
Studies. He was instrumental in developing student programs and recruiting diversely

talented faculty and students.

Rev. Bethea was also pivotal in making Duke Divinity a welcoming institution for
women students of ministry. In fact, he was responsible for the admission of Duke
Divinity’s first black female student, one who would develop the Fall Preaching Lecture

Series and the Martin Luther King, Jr. Lecture Series that continue to this day.
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Invited by Rev. Bethea in 1976, Reverend Cynthia L. Hale was also one of the first black

women students to attend Duke Divinity.

The Office of Black Church Studies cultivates the highest possible value in Duke
Divinity students who become pillars in the global Christian community, as well as the
next generation of faculty, guest lecturers and partners who continue the work of the

Office’s founders.

A proud graduate of Duke Divinity’s Doctor of Ministry program, Reverend Dr. Jay

Augustine follows in the footsteps of Bishop Philip Cousin Sr.

Dr. Augustine succeeds Bishop Cousin as the 31st Senior Pastor of St. Joseph AME

Church and as a teacher at Duke Divinity.

Duke Divinity’s Office of Black Church Studies is for the whole church, covering the
expanse relating to African theological subjects, topics such as Bioethics and Theological

Ethics taught by Dr. Patrick T. Smith.
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From the Black Church to the whole church. Duke Divinity’s Office of Black Church
Studies was established during a period of our history where it was necessary to see that
all students had equal opportunities in the pursuit of developing their understanding of

what it means to be Christian.

Over the past 50 years, the Office of Black Church Studies helped strengthen the

cultural unity at Duke University and Durham.

In taking a proactive stance in making Black Church Studies a requirement for its
students, Duke Divinity School has fostered well-rounded and whole-hearted saints who
are indelibly unifying our communities across the globe. As we look towards the next 50
years, the Office of Black Church Studies will continue to contribute to the theological
project of Duke Divinity School by expanding field education opportunities, building
library collections, and developing the next generation of scholars for the church — the

whole church.
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Chapter 5

The Journey Assessment: Theological & Critical Reflection

Without the admission of Black students and the establishment of the Office of
Black Church Studies, what would Duke Divinity School lack in its ability to fully bear
witness to the Gospel? During a speech at a luncheon, Dr. Martin Luther King noted,
“And I came to see what the Supreme Court meant when they came out saying that
separate facilities are inherently unequal. There is no such thing as separate but equal.
Separation and segregation inevitably makes for inequality, and I think that is the first
reason why segregation is evil because it inevitably makes for inequality.”* This quote
from Dr. King can be connected to Duke Divinity admitting Black students to the
Divinity school in 1962 and creating the Office of Black Church Studies in 1972 by
highlighting the fact that segregation and separation inherently lead to inequality. By
creating a separate Office of Black Church Studies, Duke Divinity School acknowledged
that Black Christians’ experiences and contributions were not adequately represented in
the school’s curriculum and community. Admitting Black students was also an
acknowledgment that excluding Black students from the school would perpetuate
inequality and limit their opportunities to fully participate in the academic and spiritual
life of the school. Dr. King’s statement emphasizes that simply providing equal facilities
or opportunities on a quantitative level is not enough; it is also necessary to address the

psychological and qualitative effects of segregation and separation. By admitting Black

! Martin Luther King, Jr., “Desegregation and the Future: Address Delivered at the Annual Luncheon of the
National Committee for Rural Schools,” The Martin Luther King, Jr., Research and Education Institute,
accessed May 24, 2021, https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/desegregation-and-
future-address-delivered-annual-luncheon-national-committee.
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students and creating the Office of Black Church Studies, Duke Divinity School was
taking steps towards addressing these deeper issues of inequality and segregation.
During this transformative period in America, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. shared
the following words at a luncheon in New York, which explained the harm of segregation
to the mind:
But even if it had been possible to provide the Negro with equal facilities
in terms of external construction and quantitative distribution, we would
still have confronted inequality. If we had given Negro children the same
number of schools proportionately and the same type of buildings as white
children, the Negro children would still have faced inequality because they
would not have had the opportunity to interact with all children. You see,
equality is not only a matter of mathematics and geometry but also a
matter of psychology. It is not only a quantitative concept but also a
qualitative one. It is possible to have quantitative equality and qualitative

inequality. The doctrine of separate but equal can never be justifiable.?

Dr. King’s words highlight the deep-rooted harm of segregation and how it
extends beyond just physical facilities. He explains that even if the physical structures
were the same, segregation would still result in inequality due to its psychological effects
on the mind. The lack of interaction with people from different backgrounds and
experiences would prevent true equality from being achieved. These same ideas were at

the forefront of the struggle for integration in the Divinity School, as white students

2 1bid.
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petitioned for integration. The school had to wrestle with the fact that simply allowing
Black students to physically attend the same classes as white students was not enough to
achieve true equality. The school also had to address segregation’s psychological and
social effects and work to create an environment that encouraged interaction and
understanding between students of different backgrounds.

Dr. King’s words and the struggle for integration at the Divinity School
demonstrate the interconnectedness of physical and psychological aspects of equality and
the need for both to be addressed in order to achieve true justice and progress. This
passage discusses how even if Black Americans were provided with the same physical
facilities as white Americans, they would still face inequality because they would not
have the same opportunities to communicate and interact with all children. King argues
that equality is not just about numbers and statistics but also about the psychology and
quality of options. He asserts that it is possible to have numerical equality but still have
inequality in terms of quality. He further rejects the doctrine of “separate but equal” as
unjustifiable.

Dr. King goes on to say, “But not only that, segregation is evil because it scars the
soul of both the segregated and the segregator. And I’ve said all along, as we struggle we
must come to see that we are not merely trying to help the Negro. Segregation is as
injurious to the white man as it is to the Negro. The festering sore of segregation
debilitates the segregated as well as the segregator. It gives the segregated a false sense of

inferiority, and it gives the segregator a false sense of superiority. It is equally damaging.
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And this is why we must forever take a stand against segregation, because it does
something to the soul. And the Supreme Court came to see that also.”

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s words remind us that segregation is a moral evil and
a spiritual disease that dehumanizes both the excluded and the oppressor. As a Methodist
school, Duke University must confront the painful legacy of exclusion and acknowledge
the harm that was caused to Black individuals and communities. It is essential to
recognize that segregation causes harm to not only the excluded group but also the group
in power. Separating people based on race inflicts a false sense of superiority on the
oppressor and inferiority on the oppressed. This false sense of superiority leads to a
spiritual sickness that severs the oppressor from their identity as a child of God and
fosters a distorted view of the other.

Therefore, Duke University must engage in a theological and critical reflection on
its past and present, seeking to dismantle the structures of exclusion and to work towards
reconciliation and justice. We are called to recognize the inherent dignity of every human
being, to embrace the diversity of the human family, and to work towards a community of
belonging where all can thrive. May we heed Dr. King’s call and work toward a world
where segregation, dehumanization, and injustice are no more. As a Christian institution,
Duke University should be guided by the Christian principles of love, justice, and
compassion, which mandate treating all human beings as equally valuable and deserving
of respect. Therefore, the school should have recognized that its segregationist policy was
contrary to these values and would inevitably harm both Black people and white people

in its community.

3 Ibid
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The quote emphasizes that segregation causes spiritual damage to both groups,

and this provides a compelling reason for Duke to have taken action to dismantle

segregation, admit Black students, and create a more inclusive and just community. The

quote also underscores the urgency of taking a stand against segregation and working

towards reconciliation, healing, and restoration of relationships.

Furthermore, this quote by Dr. King sums of the viewpoint of the Christians soul

on segregation in the South.

And | came to see what the Supreme Court meant when they came out
saying that separate facilities are inherently unequal. There is no such
thing as separate but equal. Separation, segregation, inevitably makes for
inequality, and | think that is the first reason why segregation is evil,
because it inevitably makes for inequality.

But not only that, segregation is evil because it scars the soul of
both the segregated and the segregator. And I’ve said all along, as we
struggle we must come to see that we are not merely trying to help the
Negro. Segregation is as injurious to the white man as it is to the Negro.
The festering sore of segregation debilitates the segregated as well as the
segregator. It gives the segregated a false sense of inferiority, and it gives
the segregator a false sense of superiority. It is equally damaging. And this
is why we must forever take a stand against segregation, because it does

something to the soul. And the Supreme Court came to see that also.*

* 1bid.
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As people of faith, we are responsible for actively challenging and eradicating
segregation in all its forms. We must work towards creating a Beloved community of
belonging where everyone is valued and respected regardless of their race, religion, or
background. This is the vision that Dr. King dreamed of, and it is a vision that we must
continue to pursue. In addition, we must also embrace constraints and see them as
opportunities to grow and develop. When we view constraints through the lens of faith,
we can cultivate a sense of resilience and resourcefulness that can lead to transformative
change. By committing ourselves to both challenging segregation and embracing
constraints, we can work towards creating the Beloved Community that Dr. King
envisioned — a community that values and uplifts everyone and where everyone can
thrive. In essence, Dr. King’s quote and the message of Beautiful Constraints emphasize
the importance of recognizing and addressing the harmful effects of limitations, whether
societal structures or circumstances impose them. We can create a more equitable and

innovative world by confronting these challenges head-on.
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Chapter 6

The Journey: Why Duke Divinity?

Let us also reflect on why African American students would want to attend a
predominantly white divinity school like Duke Divinity, which had a history of racist
policies. As we reflect on the school’s history, it is crucial to critically examine the
reasons behind the decision of African American students to attend a school with a record
of racial discrimination. While Duke Divinity School may have offered a high-quality
theological education, it is essential to acknowledge that the decision to attend a school
with such a history was not made lightly.

Duke Divinity School’s reputation as a prestigious institution of theological
education has drawn many students, including African Americans, to pursue their
academic and ministerial goals. While racial discrimination was prevalent at the school
during its earlier years, the desire for the best education transcended this barrier. This was
emphasized by Dr. James Forbes, who shared his personal experience with Duke Divinity
School. In his interview, he mentioned that after completing his undergraduate degree at
Howard University, he applied to Duke Divinity School in 1957 to receive one of the best
theological educations in the country. However, he was denied admission due to the
school’s discriminatory policies towards African American students at the time. Despite
this, his experience reflects the determination of African American students to pursue
their academic aspirations despite the challenges of racial injustice. As we reflect on the

history of Duke Divinity School, we must acknowledge and honor the perseverance and
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resilience of these students committed to breaking down the barriers of racial inequality
in theological education.

For many African American students, attending Duke Divinity School was a way
to challenge the racial injustices of the time and to create space for greater inclusivity and
diversity within the institution. Additionally, these students recognized the significance of
theological education and saw attending Duke Divinity School as an opportunity to
expand their knowledge and deepen their understanding of God. However, we must
acknowledge that this decision had its challenges and complexities. We must continue to
reflect critically and theologically on how institutions like Duke Divinity School
perpetuated racial discrimination and inequality and work towards greater justice and

equity in all areas of Christian life and ministry.
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Chapter 7

The Journey: Reconciliation and Bearing Witness

As Christians, we are called to be agents of reconciliation in a world plagued by
division and conflict. However, the task of reconciliation requires more than just a desire
for peace; it requires a deep understanding of the history and experiences of those who
have been wronged.! In the book Reconciling All Things, the authors remind us that
reconciliation without memory is insufficient. We cannot simply overlook past wrongs
and offer cheap grace to those who have not repented. At the same time, we cannot only
focus on redressing the structural results of historical injustices without also casting a
vision of a new future of community and friendship between former enemies. This is
what the authors refer to as “justice without communion.””

How should we understand the relationship between reconciliation and justice?
Many Christians today rush towards the “harmony and peace” component of
reconciliation without doing the work of understanding the hurt and trauma many
communities of color have endured at the hand of White Christians. In Reconciling All
Things: A Christian Vision for Justice, Peace and Healing, Chris Rice and Emmanuel
Katangole contend that, “This shallow kind of Christianity does not take local places and

their history of trauma, division, and oppression seriously. It abandons the past too

quickly and confidently in search of a new future.”* The stories of Scripture point to

! Emmanuel Katongole and Christopher Rice. Reconciling All Things: A Christian Vision for Justice, Peace
and Healing (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 30.

2 1bid.

3 1bid.

* 1bid. 28.
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reconciliation as a costly journey of transformation and hope that includes (but goes far
deeper than) firefighting — a quiet revolution that takes shape over time and bursts forth
through signs of hope in local places. | say that the journey of transformation and hope is
our end goal, the Beloved Community.

The documentary features interviews with past students and faculty of Duke
Divinity who recall Dr. Frederick Herzog, a professor who focused on liberation
theology. Reverend Philip Cousin, who served as the senior pastor of St. Joseph’s AME
Church in Durham, NC, during the 1970s, also appears in the documentary. He talks
about his collaboration with Dr. Herzog in working toward reconciliation and healing
after the 1969 Allen Building takeover. It is essential to mention that Bishop Philip R.
Cousin was the first African-American faculty member at the Divinity School. Dr.
Herzog’s book on Liberation Theology was published in 1972. In his work Justice
Church, he expanded on his methodology for North American liberation theology.
Through the documentary, viewers can see how Dr. Herzog’s focus on reconciliation
involves acknowledging and understanding the pain and trauma experienced by Black
communities. It is worth noting that Dr. Herzog, a white man, was the first to introduce
and lecture on liberation theology at Duke Divinity, and he also brought to Duke’s
campus in 1974 Dr. James Cone.

The Office of Black Church Studies at Duke Divinity School provides a unique
perspective that helps us understand the complexities of reconciliation. The Office of
Black Church Studies at Duke Divinity School was critical in advancing the institution’s

goal of being a place of reconciliation and excellence where God’s witness can be found.
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Chapter 8

The Journey: Diverse Perspectives Enhance Learning

Duke Divinity School committed to providing a rigorous theological education
that prepares students to serve in diverse contexts. By establishing the Office of Black
Church Studies, the school helped achieve goal of inclusion and diversity by bringing a
unique perspective to studying theology and ministry. In the documentary, we hear the
essential role of notable former faculty members like Dr. Samuel DeWitt Proctor, Dr. J.
Deotis Roberts, and Dr. Willie Jennings and visiting lecturers like Dr. Gardner C. Taylor,
Dr. James Cone, Dr. Emilie M. Townes, and Dr. Katie G. Cannon. By exploring the
history and Black theology and the theology of the Black church, students are exposed to
a broader range of perspectives and ideas, which enrich their understanding of God and
the world.

Moreover, Dr. James Cone, the father of Black Liberation Theology, dedicated his
life to advocating for the oppressed and fighting against systems of injustice. Cone
believed reconciliation with God and each other could only occur when justice is given to
the poor, the sick are healed, and the hungry are fed. Cones says, “There can be no
reconciliation with God unless the hungry are fed, the sick are healed, and justice is given
to the poor.”* He argued that true reconciliation involves the acknowledgment of past and
present wrongs, reparations for harm done, and creating a just and equitable society.
Cone’s theology emphasizes the importance of recognizing the intersectionality of race,

class, and gender in the struggle for justice. In the spirit of Cone’s message, institutions

1 James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 211.
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like Duke University must take responsibility for working toward justice and
reconciliation, individually and collectively.

In the documentary, | recorded interviews with non-Black students who shared
their experiences and the transformational impact of taking a Black Church Studies
course at Duke. The fact that non-Black students can gain a deeper appreciation for the
diversity and richness of the Christian tradition by studying the contributions of the Black
Church is noteworthy. It highlights the transformative power of theological education,
which can broaden our perspectives and challenge our assumptions. By engaging with
diverse perspectives, we can gain a more profound understanding of the Christian faith
and its relevance to contemporary issues.

The Black church has been a significant contributor to the development of
Christianity in the United States, playing a critical role in its history and theology. Nearly
every American University has a center for multiculturalism. Promoting diversity makes
good business sense. Reconciliation becomes synonymous with celebrating differences or
with making institutions and societies more “inclusive” of diverse people groups.? The
documentary notes that Duke Divinity School promotes diversity and inclusion and backs
it up by establishing a Black Church Studies office and curriculum.

Dean Langford served as the Divinity School dean from 1971 to 1981, and during
his tenure, he mapped out a new initiative that involved the entire campus in recruiting
Black faculty and students. Under his leadership, the first Black faculty member, Bishop
Philip Cousin, was recruited from St. Joseph’s AME Church in Durham. Additionally,

Langford responded to student demands for curriculum and space, including the Black

2 Emmanuel Katongole and Christopher Rice. Reconciling All Things: A Christian Vision for Justice, Peace
and Healing (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 29.
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church experience, by appointing the first Black Director to run the Office of Black
Church Affairs. These efforts demonstrate the school’s commitment to diversity and
inclusion through concrete actions.

The way we promote and approach diversity is crucial. We cannot simply create
centers and spaces expecting to attract everyone without a clear strategy for educating
students on the significance of diverse perspectives. Duke Divinity’s Office of Black
Church Studies is a noteworthy example of a proactive approach to diversity. By
requiring all Master of Divinity students to take a course in Black Church Studies, the
Office ensures that the legacy and contributions of the Black Church are not overlooked
or marginalized. This requirement serves as a reminder that diversity is not just about
ticking boxes but about genuinely valuing and learning from different perspectives. By
studying the Black Church’s contributions, Duke Divinity students can gain a deeper
appreciation for the richness and diversity of the Christian tradition. Ultimately, by
promoting and valuing diversity in this way, we can help build a more inclusive and
unified Christian community.

During the interviews and editing of the documentary, | discovered the rich
impact of African Americans who moved Duke Divinity School’s decision to admit
African American students in 1962 and create the Black Church Studies program in 1972.
By doing so, it significantly benefited the institution’s ability to bear witness to the
Gospel. These actions have contributed to the school’s understanding of the complexities
of the African American religious experience and have prepared its graduates to minister
in a diverse and multicultural world. Exploring the historical context of these decisions,

their impact on the institution, and their broader significance for theological education
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and the Christian faith are essential components that highlight the significance of this
project.

In the mid-twentieth century, Duke Divinity School was a predominantly white
institution, reflecting the racial segregation of American society. The landmark Brown vs.
The Board of Education ruling in 1954 declared segregation in public schools
unconstitutional, and many higher education institutions began to consider the
implications of this decision. In 1962, Duke Divinity School admitted its first African
American students, recognizing the importance of providing theological education to a
broader range of students. This decision was not without controversy, as many white
Christians believed that biblical teachings justified segregation.

The radical actions of Duke’s black students in the late 1960s set the standard for
students navigating campus life in the present. Their brave actions helped to inspire
future minority students to voice their concerns on a predominantly white college
campus. They set a precedent for future student activists to stand up to the administration
and demand a better vision for their University. They ensured that their voices were
woven into Duke’s history. Most importantly, they paved the way for students of all
colors and backgrounds to create a space of their own on this campus.

Ten years after the admission of African American students, Duke Divinity School
created the Black Church Studies program, which has had a transformative impact on the
school’s ability to bear witness to the Gospel. This program provided a deeper
understanding of the African American religious experience and the Black Church’s
unique contributions to Christianity. The program’s faculty members recognized experts

in their field and provided valuable insights and knowledge that benefit the entire school.
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Moreover, the Black Church Studies program has allowed Duke Divinity School
to engage with the broader community, particularly African American churches, and
organizations. By building relationships with these groups, Duke Divinity has been able
to learn from their experiences and share its own knowledge and resources. This
collaboration has led to a deeper appreciation of the diversity of the Christian faith and a
greater sense of solidarity among believers. Duke Divinity School made a
groundbreaking decision to admit African American students and establish the Black
Church Studies program. This significantly impacted theological education, the Christian
faith, and non-Black students. These actions challenged the racist attitudes and practices
prevalent in American society and the church during the civil rights movement. By
creating a more inclusive and diverse learning environment, Duke Divinity School
prepared its graduates to minister effectively in a multicultural world. The story of
Chaplain Matthew Zimmerman is an inspiring example of the impact of standing up
against racism. Despite facing derogatory remarks and disrespect from fellow white
students at Duke Divinity, where he was one of the first African American students,
Chaplain Zimmerman found a friend and ally in his white classmate, Sam E. Mann. It is
worth noting that Mann’s Alabama family was strongly supportive of white supremacy
and viewed African Americans as inferior.® However, Mann chose to go against his
upbringing and defend Zimmerman. The two became best friends and fellow alums from
Duke Divinity. Zimmerman shares, “Mann became a pastor in a Black congregation in
Kansas City, Missouri, and a human rights advocate. Mann even served as Zimmerman’s

best man at his wedding.” The story of Zimmerman and Mann is a testament to the power

3 «“past Ubben Lectures,” DePauw University, accessed May 4, 2023, https://www.depauw.edu/arts-and-
culture/speakers/ubben-lecture-series/archives/details/samuel-e-mann/.
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of friendship and standing up against racism, despite societal pressures and personal

beliefs.
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Chapter 9

The Journey: Remembering and Preserving Black History

History is a crucial part of human existence. Through the stories of our past, we
gain insight into who we are and where we come from. Again, we can turn to see how
important it was for God’s people to remember their past and to pass down their stories
from generation to generation. One such story in Joshua 4 (as mentioned in chapter 2)
tells of the Israelites crossing the Jordan River into the Promised Land. As the Israelites
crossed the Jordan River, the purpose of this memorial was to serve as a reminder of
God’s faithfulness and to be a sign for future generations. The stones were a tangible
reminder of God’s power and presence in their lives, and they were to be passed down to
their children and their children’s children. The story of Joshua 4 reminds us of the
importance of preserving history and passing down stories from generation to generation.
Just as the Israelites needed a physical reminder of God’s faithfulness, we must also
remember the stories of those who have gone before us. This storytelling is especially
true when it comes to the accounts of marginalized communities.

Undeniably, it was a privilege to produce and create a documentary about the
experiences of Duke Divinity’s first Black students in 1962 and the start of the Office of
Black Church Studies in 1972. These students faced many struggles as they sought to
pursue their calling to ministry in a predominantly white institution. They faced
discrimination and isolation, but they also achieved many triumphs and left a lasting

impact on the school’s history.
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As | worked on this project, it became clear to me, as a producer and minister of
the Gospel, how important it was to capture their stories with accuracy and integrity. My
team and | wanted to ensure that their struggles and triumphs were not forgotten and that
their impact on Duke University and Divinity School’s history was fully recognized. The
power of storytelling lies in its ability to highlight pivotal moments that have shaped
history. In the case of the Fall Preaching and MLK Lectures at Duke Divinity, the
program’s success was rooted in the unwavering support of M.Div. student Yvonne
Beasley. In her interview, Rev. Beasley recounted how she and other students had to fight
for funding to bring in a lecturer and cover expenses. Despite the ‘NO’ from Reverend
Joseph Bethea, who conveyed that Dean Langford had not approved their request for
funding the lectures, the students refused to give up. They stood outside Bethea’s office,
determined to make their case. Ultimately, their tenacity paid off, as Dean Langford
approved their request and granted them double the amount they had initially requested.
This story is a testament to the importance of perseverance and the impact of solid
leadership in supporting Black students. Similarly, the stories of Duke Divinity’s first
Black students and the creation of the Office of Black Church Studies must be preserved
and passed down for future generations to learn from. These stories are a testament to the
steadfastness of Black Christians in the face of systemic racism and discrimination. They
also demonstrate the transformative power of education and how it can be used to create
positive change. Just as the stones served as a tangible reminder of God’s faithfulness to
the Israelites, so do the stories of Duke Divinity’s first Black students and the Director of

OBCS as a reminder of the ongoing struggle for justice and equality.
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As Christians, we are called to remember our past and to learn from it. We are
called to listen to the stories of those who have gone before us and to honor their legacy
by continuing the work they started. This means not only preserving their stories but also
actively seeking out ways to address the issues they face. My oral thesis documentary
took a qualitative research approach, revisiting Duke University’s Divinity School’s
(DDS) history from segregation to desegregation and beyond. This work will feature
visual and oral interviews with 52 alumni and faculty, focusing on DDS’ crafting of the
Office of Black Church Studies in 1972 and its first Director, Bishop Joseph Bethea.

My research focuses on examining the theological reflections of Black
theologians and clergywomen who have actively challenged the status quo regarding who
should be allowed in the pulpit to preach the Gospel. By giving voice to the experiences
of Black women, my research aims to recover narratives that have often been ignored or
given minimal attention in shaping a community’s collective beliefs and truths. By
centering the perspectives and insights of Black women, my research seeks to broaden
our understanding of the complexities of Black religious experience and to contribute to
ongoing discussions about the role of gender and race in shaping theological discourse.
Ultimately, my research aims to provide a deeper appreciation for the diversity of voices

and experiences that shape our understanding of God, faith, and the church.
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Chapter 10

The Journey: The Phenomenal Black Women of Duke Divinity

In 1975, Yvonne Beasley designed and implemented two new lecture series in the
Divinity School, and brought outstanding Black preachers and scholars to Duke’s
campus. Black women’s experiences are often not authorized or given authority as a
community tells its history and story and tries to make sense of that history and story.*
This oral thesis will share lived experiences of Black preachers as they reflect on what it
meant to preserve and stand firm on the promises of God.

As a woman of color in leadership, | found the stories of Rev. Yvonne Beasley
and Rev. Sadie Joyner Milton to be genuinely inspiring. Their courage and determination
in breaking down racial and gender barriers within the Christian ministry paved the way
for future generations of women to pursue their calling. As a result, it was an honor to
produce a documentary that would share their stories with others, particularly women
facing similar challenges. By sharing these stories of perseverance and triumph, we can
encourage and empower women to pursue their passions and dreams, despite the
obstacles they may face. The documentary serves as a reminder that representation
matters and that it is essential for all women, especially women of color, to see
themselves reflected in leadership positions. Through the lives of these remarkable
women, we can learn valuable lessons about resilience, faith, and the transformative

power of community.

! Deborah Jackson, Meant for Good: Fundamentals of Womanist Leadership (Valley Forge, PA: Judson
Press, 2020), 57.
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The first black women who enrolled in Duke Divinity’s Master of Divinity
program in 1972, including Rev. Yvonne Beasley, Rev. Sadie Joyner Milton, and Rev.
Cynthia Hale, were pioneers in breaking down racial and gender barriers within Christian
ministry. Their courageous efforts paved the way for future generations of women of
color to pursue their callings in a predominantly white male-dominated field. More Than
Serving Tea, a book that explores the complexities of identity, culture, and womanhood,
offers a glimpse into the experiences of Asian American women living in America but its
truth resound with all women on the margins.? The essays in the book provide a candid
account of the challenges, joys, and blessings of their lives, with biblical accounts that
allow for reflection on cultural storytelling as women of color. One critical theme that
resonates throughout the book is the importance of sisterhood and embracing one’s
unique identity as God’s creation. The stories of these pioneering women and the insights
from More Than Serving Tea provide a powerful reminder of the transformative potential
of the Christian faith and its ability to bring about reconciliation, justice, and equity for
all.

The Black church has a rich history of cultivating and empowering effective
leaders who have significantly impacted various fields. This thesis documentary explores
the importance of teaching, researching, and curating interviews on the significance of
leadership development practices through a theological lens. By examining Black church
leadership’s historical perspectives, I seek to highlight its impact on the church, the

academy, and the world.

2 Nikki A. Toyama, More than Serving Tea: Asian American Women on Expectations, Relationships,
Leadership and Faith (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2006).
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Chapter 11

The Journey: Lessons and New Beginnings

| have curated over 500 hours of recorded videos, b-roll, written questions, and
strategic timelines, focusing on storytelling, testimonies, reconciliation, student
formation, and leadership. Additionally, the documentary will incorporate Black church
history and theological reflection to provide a comprehensive understanding of the

importance of cultivating student leader formation from the Black church.

Obijectives: This documentary message for Duke Divinity and other theological programs
include:
« Reflect on the importance of teaching, researching, and student formation on
Black church leadership that will empower effective leaders from the Black
church to the whole church, the academy, and the world.
« Highlight the importance of cultivating a Black Church Studies space for
students’ formation.
« Explore how theological principles and insights can inform and enhance
leadership development practices and student formation.
« Delve into the potential impact of effective leadership on various spheres,
asking questions such as “Where is God present?” and “What is God calling

us to do?”

This oral thesis documentary utilized innovative visual interviews and lived

experiences to highlight the diverse perspectives of Black church leaders from both men
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and women. During my course with Dr. Greg Jones, I learned that, “Social innovation
involves the discovery and development of strategies to build, renew, and transform
institutions in order to foster human flourishing.”! The documentary used several
innovative techniques and strategies to highlight the diverse perspectives of Black
students, supportive faculty, and Black church leaders.

One strategy was visual interviews, allowing viewers to see and hear directly
from the individuals interviewed. This approach provided a more engaging and authentic
portrayal of the interviewees and their experiences, which helped humanize their stories
and make them more relatable. Another strategy was using lived experiences, which
helped contextualize the interviewees’ perspectives and provided a deeper understanding
of the challenges and opportunities they faced. For example, the documentary featured
stories of Black students who had overcome significant obstacles to pursue their studies
and stories of supportive faculty who had gone above and beyond to create an inclusive
and supportive learning environment for all students. The documentary also incorporated
diverse perspectives from both men and women, which helped to challenge stereotypes
and preconceptions about gender roles and leadership within the Black church. This
approach provided a more nuanced and complex portrayal of the Black church and its
leaders, which helped to promote understanding and empathy among viewers.

This documentary goes beyond just recounting the history and diversity of Black
church leadership. It uses innovative techniques and strategies to explore the complexities

of social justice and reconciliation. By interviewing prominent leaders and scholars, the

L Gregory L. Jones, Christian Social Innovation: Renewing Wesleyan Witness (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
2016). 3
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film provides a powerful and nuanced view of how the Black church promotes social
change and addresses systemic inequality. The documentary emphasizes reconciliation as
a spiritual process that acknowledges the deep wounds caused by racism and oppression,
offering a pathway to healing and restoration. It highlights individual and collective
responsibility, encouraging viewers to engage in meaningful dialogue and action to
promote justice and reconciliation in their communities. Overall, the documentary is a
compelling and necessary contribution to the ongoing conversation about race, justice,
and the role of the Black church in America. As a theological reflection, it is important to
recognize that the capturing of Black Church Studies history at Duke Divinity is not just
an academic pursuit, but it is also an act of faith. By preserving and sharing the stories
and experiences of Black Christians, we are witnessing the work of the Holy Spirit in the
lives of those who have been marginalized and oppressed.

The Black Church has always been a prophetic voice that has challenged the
dominant culture to live up to its highest ideals. It has been a force for social change,
advocating for the dignity and worth of every human being. The capturing of Black
Church Studies history at Duke Divinity is an affirmation of this prophetic tradition and a
call to action for all people of faith to stand in solidarity with those who have been
historically marginalized. As Christians, we are called to love our neighbors as ourselves
and to seek justice for all. The capturing of Black Church Studies history at Duke
Divinity is an expression of this love and commitment to justice. It reminds us of our
shared humanity and the importance of bearing witness to the stories of those who have
been silenced. Furthermore, the capturing of Black Church Studies history at Duke

Divinity is not only an act of faith, a prophetic witness, but also a call to justice. It
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reminds us of the transformative power of the Gospel and the ongoing work of the Holy
Spirit in the world. As we engage with this history, may we be inspired to continue the
work of justice and reconciliation in our communities, hoping that one day we will all be

truly free.
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Chapter 12

The Journey: The Call and Conclusion

The six themes of blessing, hope, friendship, forgiveness, imagination, and
improvisation are key components of social innovation, and they are nurtured at the
intersections of these themes. This approach recognizes the importance of a holistic and
integrated approach to innovation that draws on the power of the Holy Spirit to create
new ways of thinking, being, and doing. The thesis project delivers a powerful message
about the value of capturing moments in time and preserving our collective history.
Through the documentary and thesis paper, | provide a historical context that inspires
Black and non-Black students, theologians, and leaders in the church, academia, and the
world. The project showcases the rich history and contributions of Duke Divinity as a
model for leadership development that is informed by theological reflection and cultural
sensitivity. By highlighting the importance of innovation, creativity, and cultural
awareness, the project serves as a valuable resource for future research and encourages
continued exploration of the intersections of faith, leadership, and social change.

Through this documentary’s production, | sincerely hope that it will inspire
people to witness God’s faithfulness. “To lead in uncharted territory requires a
willingness to let go of what has worked in the past and embrace new ways of thinking
and doing” speaks to the importance of adaptability, growth, and transformation in

leadership, especially in times of uncertainty and change. From a theological perspective,
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this idea reflects the biblical concept of “making all things new,”* which emphasizes the
transformative power of God’s grace in bringing about new life and renewal. To lead in
uncharted territory, leaders must be open to the movement of the Holy Spirit, who
empowers them to discern new opportunities and challenges and to respond with
creativity and innovation. This new thinking requires a willingness to let go of old habits,
patterns, and structures that may have served well in the past but are no longer effective
in the present context. Just as Jesus challenged the religious leaders of his time to
reexamine their traditions and practices in light of the coming kingdom of God, leaders
must be willing to question and critique their assumptions, biases and seek new ways of
being and doing.

However, this complex transformation process requires humility, vulnerability,
and a deep trust in God’s providence and guidance. It can be tempting to cling to the
familiar and comfortable, especially in times of uncertainty and change. Nonetheless,
leaders willing to step out in faith and embrace new ways of thinking and doing can
experience the transformative power of God’s grace and become agents of renewal and
transformation in their communities and beyond. Ultimately, the call to lead in uncharted
territory requires a willingness to let go of what has worked in the past and to trust in
God’s leading as we chart a new course towards a brighter future.

The story of Duke Divinity School’s decision to admit Black students in 1962 and
establish the Black Church Studies program in 1972 bears witness to the transformative

power of diversity and inclusion in theological education. These decisions were not only

1 Harold W. Attridge, Wayne A. Meeks, and Jouette M. Bassler, “Revelation 21:5,” in The HarperCollins
Study Bible: New Revised Standard Version, Including the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2006).
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necessary steps towards rectifying past injustices but also strengthened the school’s
ability to bear witness to the Gospel. Through these initiatives, Duke Divinity School has
been able to gain a deeper understanding of the complexities of the African American
religious experience and equip its graduates to minister effectively in a diverse and
multicultural world. As Christians, we are called to embrace and celebrate diversity as a
reflection of God’s love for all people. Therefore, the impact of these decisions reaches
far beyond the confines of Duke Divinity School and has broader significance for
theological education and the Christian faith. It serves as a reminder that valuing and
embracing diversity is not only a matter of social justice but also essential for fulfilling
our call as witnesses to the Gospel.

The Office of Black Church Studies at Duke Divinity School made several
significant contributions to the Duke community. One of its most notable contributions
was creating three annual lecture series: the Gardner C. Taylor Lecture, the Pauli
Murray/Nannie Helen Burroughs Lecture, and the MLK Lecture Series. These lectures
brought prominent scholars and leaders to Duke to speak on topics related to Black
theology, social justice, and the church’s role in promoting change and transformation. In
addition to these lecture series, the Office of Black Church Studies organized the Sankofa
Alumni Preaching Series during Black History Month, which brought back alumni to
preach and share their experiences with current students. This series provided a valuable
opportunity for students to connect with alums and learn from their experiences.

Another significant contribution of the Office of Black Church Studies was the
twice-a-year Student Sunday Preaching in local Black Churches. This provided students

with hands-on experience in preaching and allowed them to connect with the broader

56



Black community outside of Duke. It also helped to foster relationships between Duke
and local Black churches and provided a platform for students to share their experiences
and perspectives. Overall, the Office of Black Church Studies made significant
contributions to the Duke community by promoting diversity, inclusion, and social justice
through its lectures, programs, and events. Its legacy inspires and guides future
generations of students and scholars in pursuing a more just and equitable world from the

Black Church to the Whole Church.
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