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from one another along fault lines of ideology 
and praxis, the church will continue to live 
with the bifurcation between evangelism on 
the one hand and social responsibility on the 
other, between justice on the one hand and 
reconciliation on the other, between an ec-
clesiology defined along dispensational lines 
and an ecclesiology defined more in terms 
of the reign of God on earth. There are ways 
that Fuller can be very innovative in this. 
For example, we can develop curricular con-
centrations all the way up to the PhD level 
of how to think theologically in urban situ-
ations, and then train professionals and lay 
people both—in affordable ways—to do that. 

Preachers spend an inordinate amount of 
time urging congregants to go into the world 
and communicate the good news. The truth 
is, the church is already in the world from 
nine to five every day and most of the night. 
An enormous Christian presence is already 
situated where the world hurts. The problem 
is, it does not always know what to do there. It 
is often ill-equipped intellectually to under-
stand the world of ideas that affect the way 
people make choices. A trained laity could 
reinsert Christianity right back into the 
mainstream from which it has been margin-
alized. It’s interesting to note that a majori-
ty of our incoming students are coming for 
precisely this reason: to know how to engage 
their lives in the world with deeper theologi-
cal roots. That privilege has to be made avail-
able to all. That’s justice in action.

Readers of the following pages will discov-
er thoughts on that from some of our fin-
est scholars here at Fuller. To broaden that 
thought a little bit: if we move from a discus-
sion of reconciliation to spirituality, we move 
a short distance. New Testament writers 
regularly make the connection, as Paul did 
when writing to the fractious community at 
Corinth. The apostle John makes a similar 
case in his letters, albeit in different words. 
Check out Moses and the prophets and you 
will find they all say the same thing: profes-
sions to know God are empty if justice and 
mercy do not reign between people. In addi-
tion to defining our relationship with God, 
spirituality also defines the shortest distance 
between people. Reconciliation, at heart, is a 
spiritual issue.

attention to struggles for justice in Selma, 
Charleston, Sacramento, and Pasadena. We 
have the constant opportunity to be born 
again, to become everything we should and 
can be. Recent events have a way of revolu-
tionizing attitudes and assumptions, of con-
fronting us with realities we have been ig-
noring. That ought to awaken us. 

The issues dividing believers today are 
deep-seated, going beyond merely reach-
ing different theological conclusions: the 
divisions represent different hermeneutic 
starting points. Simply put, the Bible is un-
derstood one way in a poor neighborhood and 
quite another in the comfort of wealth. We 
have to start by acknowledging that we are 
approaching our shared scriptures with dif-
ferent eyes: one’s point of view is determined 
largely by one’s point of viewing.

As black and white churches are distanced 

“There can be no reconciliation without 
honest conversation. Don’t underestimate the 
power of bringing up an issue you have with 
someone else and then actually talking with 
them about it. Some of my greatest friend-
ships are with people to whom I can say, ‘You 
hurt me’ or ‘I disagreed with that.’ Telling the 
truth, though risky and painful, is the mark 
of a healthy relationship. But if there’s no 
relationship, there’s nothing to reconcile! 

“Conversely, there have been many times 
when I kept silent about feeling hurt or dis-
agreeing with people whose opinion matters 
to me—even though I was hurt and I did 
disagree. In those situations, my silence 
communicated that I was fine with whatever 
had been done or said. My silence sent a 
message that the risk of conflict outweighed 
the potential benefits of truthtelling and 
reconciliation. Avoiding conflict comes natu-
rally to me, but not everyone has the privilege 
of sidestepping conversations about race. 

“For those of us who are not African Ameri-
cans, our silence on issues of racial justice 
speaks volumes. Not only have we missed 
opportunities to stand with the victims of 
systemic violence, we have shielded our 
friends and families from the knowledge that 
black lives matter to us, not just in theory, 
but personally. It’s one thing to condemn the 
violence, but another thing to confess the 
inadequacy of our response to it, including 
our failure to break this cycle. We can’t un-
derstand what went wrong leading up to the 
loss of life without looking at what has gone 
wrong in our response to these losses.”

+ DAN STRINGER is a third-year MDiv 
student from Honolulu, Hawaii, 
pursuing an emphasis in Asian 
American Contexts. Find him @
StringerDan and danstringer.net.

Ethics get short-circuited in evangelism to-
day because the enterprise is dictated not so 
much by careful biblical exegesis as by cer-
tain ideological assumptions within West-
ern culture. Operating out of a hermeneutic 
of suspicion, many non-Westerners see the 
divorce of social ethics from evangelism as 
a product of a bourgeois evangelicalism out 
of touch with its history and its basic docu-
ments, with institutional expressions and 
prevailing assumptions that are largely rac-
ist. The racism I mean is the unconscious ac-
ceptance of the ideology of white supremacy, 
and the institutional racism based on that. In 
America, when that ideology is unconscious-
ly accepted, the institutions of the majority 
culture will always be paternalistic in their 
relations with minority brothers and sisters. 
For this reason power and control become 
central ethical concerns that the church 
should be addressing. Instead, churches are 
valued in our culture, but not in any sense 

critical to modern life. Glen Stassen, Fuller 
colleague and coauthor of Just Peacemaking, 
would have agreed—waging peace is the 
church’s calling, and those whose political 
decisions make it difficult for citizens to live 
peaceably find their way to these churches 
only when war breaks out, as it has erupted 
so violently in recent months.

If the city has any hope, it lies with the 
church. It is not that the future of the city 
depends solely on the church, but rather 
that the glue that holds so much of the city 
together, certainly in black communities, is 
the church. Here the city’s potential leaders 
come for nourishment. Here its teachers, 
musicians, scholars, and families find inspi-
ration and hope. The urban church is the hub 
of the community in ways foreign to its sub-
urban counterpart. For this reason, the ur-
ban church carries a burden not required of 
its wealthier brothers and sisters elsewhere.

+ The crossing of the Edmund Pettus Bridge (named for a confederate general and grand dragon of the Klu 
Klux Klan) in Selma, Alabama, was part of a march to Birmingham in 1965 to secure voting rights for 
African Americans. It ended with armed policemen attacking peaceful protestors with billy clubs and tear 
gas, a shameful event that came to be colloquially known as “Bloody Sunday.” The historic gathering on the 
same bridge fifty years later, marked by a presidential address, was a reassertion of a commitment to the 
reconciling of race and the sentiment “we shall overcome someday.”

We have to start with recognition of the is-
sue, confession that it exists, and a willing-
ness to change. The fundamental problem is 
that white people who own the system as it 
is now do not allow the absence of black peo-
ple to bother them. A black man might lead 
morning devotionals or be invited to deliver 
the keynote address, but he will not be invit-
ed to be present in the air-conditioned suite 
where policy is made and the future course 
is determined. It has not dawned on enough 
whites that the real issue is the integrity of 
the gospel itself and, consequently, the integ-
rity of our witness to the rest of the world—
where the majority is blessedly nonwhite.

Going forward means recognizing what 
many global brothers and sisters already 
know—that America is one of the toughest 
and neediest mission fields in the world. 
Change may mean fewer trips to Jerusalem 
for prophecy conferences and paying more 
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invitation, a becoming, a transformation, an 
accomplishment. It was an accomplishment 
sought after by immigrant group after immi-
grant group coming to these shores hoping 
to strip away their ethnic past and claim an 
American future. Before that it was an ac-
complishment born of discovery, of Europe-
an men who discovered their unchecked and 
unrestrained power over indigenous peoples 
to claim and rename and alter their worlds. 
Before that it was an accomplishment born 
of Christian election and supersessionism 
that removed Jewish people from the privi-
leged position of being the people of God and 
replaced them with people who imagined 
their flesh (white flesh) to be saved and saving 
flesh. 

Whiteness was and is a way of being in the 
world and a way of seeing the world at the 
same time. It was nurtured and grew inside of 
Christianity, its voice mimicking Christiani-
ty, saying sweetly, “This is what it means to 

be Christian.” But now we know that white-
ness is not a given. It is a choice. Whiteness 
is not the equal and opposite of blackness. It 
is not one racial flavor next to others. White-
ness is a way of imagining the world moving 
around you, flowing around your body with 
you being at the center. Whiteness is a way 
of imagining the true, the good, and the 
beautiful configured around white bodies. 
Whiteness is a way of imagining oneself as 
the central facilitating reality of the world, 
the reality that makes sense of the world, that 
interprets, organizes, and narrates the world 
and whiteness is having the power to realize 
and sustain that imagination. 

Whiteness is not a given. It is a goal. Immi-
grants who come to America now know this. 
Immigrants that came here in the beginning 
learned this. But we have forgotten this and 
have baptized our Christianity in that for-
getting. We need Christian intellectuals 
who will challenge the formed and forming 

power of whiteness. We need Christian in-
tellectuals who will resist the desire to inter-
pret, organize, and narrate the world around 
themselves. We need Christian intellectuals 
who will listen to their sisters and brothers 
who live beyond the vale of whiteness and 
allow themselves to be changed through the 
listening. A Christian intellectual in this first 
sense is one who understands that whiteness 
must be exorcised from the intellectual life. 

We who work and live in the academy are yet 
to face our spiritual bondage in this regard. 
The history of Christian institutions of 
higher education in this country is not simply 
the history of Christian striving. It is also the 
history of immigrant longing, longing for 
survival, for acceptance, for accomplishment, 
for making good in America. It is the story of 
uplift, but it is also the story of racial assim-
ilation and of a reality of formation that con-
stantly reestablishes whiteness. Until Chris-
tian educational endeavors in this country 

“Confession is somehow about justice; it’s 
about our healing but ultimately for the healing 
of the world. Walter Brueggemann has taught 
us that we, like the Israelites, find ourselves 
in bondage to the Empire all around us, living 
under the power of what he calls the royal con-
sciousness. This is a consciousness marked 
by triumphalism and oppression. The Empire 
shapes our consciousness and defines reality 
for us; it wants to convince us that might 
makes right and it’s all business as usual. 
‘There’s nothing wrong here; there’s nothing 
to see. Put down your cell phones and record-
ing devices; don’t you know we’re just trying to 
keep you safe?’ This is the royal consciousness, 
and it creates a kind of numbing marked by 
affluence, oppressive social policy, and static 
religion. We are lulled by affluence to the point 
we can’t notice our own pain. We can’t hear the 
cries of the marginal anymore—we hear them 

as troublemakers, looters, not people in real 
pain striking out wildly like a man punching in 
the dark an enemy he can’t see. And we can’t 
be challenged by a truly free God; instead we 
domesticate God and perhaps baptize him in 
the rivers of nationalism. Often the disclosing 
of a secret, or what we might call a confession, 
is the first sign of anguish, a sign that not all is 
right with the world. And in these confessions  
we begin to dismantle the numbness of the 
‘royal consciousness’ and we start to shine a 
little light into some dark and numb places. 
There God can spark our imaginations to envi-
sion an alternative community, an alternative 
kingdom, and a world where we can join with 
the psalmist in saying, ‘When I kept quiet, my 
bones wore out; I was groaning all day long—
every day, every night! Because your hand was 
heavy upon me. My energy was sapped as if in 
a summer drought. So I admitted my sin to you; 

I didn’t conceal my guilt. “I’ll confess my sins 
to the Lord,” is what I said. Then you removed 
the guilt of my sin.’

“The therapy room may have become the new 
confessional booth, and therapists in some 
way may be serving as secular pastors. We 
create space for people to speak their truths, 
to share their secrets, to confess what has 
been done to them and what they have done 
to others—to lament, to grieve, to cry out to 
others, to say that all is not right with the 
world. But I believe that as important as 
therapy can be to some people, as a Chris-
tian it is ultimately the work of the church 
to create space for this kind of truth-telling 
and confession and subversive obedience. 
And these confessions are not just about 
individuals in the church but secrets that 
the church has kept. We have secrets to tell 

about what we have done and about what 
we have left undone. We have confessions 
about how we have not loved our neighbors 
as ourselves.”

+ BRAD D. STRAWN is the Evelyn and 
Frank Freed Professor of the Integra-
tion of Psychology and Theology in 
the department of clinical psychology 
at Fuller.

THE FULLER DIFFERENCE: TO BE A 
CHRISTIAN INTELLECTUAL 
Willie James Jennings

F uller Theological Seminary is different. 
Anyone who has had the pleasure of 
walking the grounds of the main campus 

in Pasadena, nestled there between busy 
streets and elegant palm trees, or of attend-
ing any of its other urban campuses knows 
the Fuller difference. Now several decades 
after my Fuller days and with many years 
of involvement in the theological academy, 
I have an even greater appreciation of that 
difference. Fuller allowed me the space to 
think the faith freshly and consider anew 
what it means to be someone convinced by 
the gospel. At Fuller I was guided into an ex-
pansive terrain where I could redefine what it 
meant to be an evangelical, but I think more 
to the heart of the matter, at Fuller I entered 
the deep and beautiful struggle of being a 
Christian intellectual. 

Christian intellectual life is by no means the 
sole property of those who inhabit the theolog-
ical academy or those who live their lives from 
the sight lines of pulpits or the comfort of coun-
selor chairs. Christian intellectual life is the 
inheritance of every Christian and the calling 
on every believer to reflect deeply about their 
faith from the sites in this world that matter—
where lives are at stake, and hope hangs in the 
balance. For me one crucial site has always 
been where race and Christian faith have en-
folded one another. Race and Christian faith 
have always played together in the Western 
world, woven inside of each other like strands 
of braided hair. We know this but we do not 
like to remember this, because remembering 
the torturous racial past of the modern world 
is difficult remembering. That remembering 
obligates us to give an honest account of our-
selves and giving an honest account of oneself 
is serious moral work. 

It is precisely this serious moral work that 
continues to escape the attention of many 
Christians in this America. We have never 

unbraided the strands of race and Christian 
faith, and because of this our Christian faith is 
deeply diseased. That we are Christians is not 
in dispute; that we understand what it means 
to perform our faith, to think as Christians—
that is contested terrain. What we are in need 
of at this crucial moment are women and men 
who know how to think their faith, perform 
their faith in ways that untangle the racial 
imagination from the Christian imagination. 
What we desperately need at this critical 
moment are indeed Christian intellectuals. 

The great literary theorist and philosopher of 
culture Edward Said asked what it means to 
be an intellectual today.1 His answer was fa-
mously that an intellectual was one who had 
the courage to speak truth to power. The in-
tellectual was one who fearlessly challenged 
the gods of this age and was (even as a person 
of faith) a secular critic. The intellectual, he 
said, always stands between loneliness and 
alignment.2  Said is pointing in the right di-
rection for us, because to be a Christian in-
tellectual today is to confront those powers, 
those principalities, if you will, that continue 
to distort our Christianity. Allow me to name 
three powers that a Christian intellectual 
must confront. 

1. We must confront the principality of whiteness. 

2. We must confront the principalities of greed 
and violence.

3. We must confront the principality of fear.

We must confront the principality of whiteness. 
We have now reached a point where we can 
name what has not been adequately named, 
and that is whiteness as a principality. For a 
myriad of historical reasons, we have not had 
the conceptual ability to name whiteness for 
what it is—not a particular people, not a par-
ticular gender, not a particular nation, but an 

Willie James Jennings is newly ap-
pointed as associate professor of 
systematic theology and Africana 
studies at Yale Divinity School. He 
was previously associate professor 
of theology and black church 
studies at Duke University Divinity 
School. For many years, he served 
as the academic dean of the Divin-
ity School. Jennings was born and 
raised in Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
received his BA in religion and 
theological studies from Calvin 
College (1984), his Master of Divin-
ity degree from Fuller (1987), and 
his PhD degree from Duke Univer-
sity. Jennings, a systematic theolo-
gian, teaches in the areas of theol-
ogy, black church, and cultural 
studies, as well as postcolonial and 
race theory. He is the author of nu-
merous articles, and his recent 
work The Christian Imagination: 
Theology and the Origins of Race, 
published by Yale University Press, 
won the 2011 American Academy 
of Religion award for best book and 
has now become  a standard text 
read in colleges, seminaries, and 
universities.

Jennings is also a consultant for the 
Wabash Center for Teaching and 
Learning in Theology and Reli-
gion,and for the Association of 
Theological Schools, and is an or-
dained Baptist minister. This essay 
was adapted from a lecture given at 
North Park University in Chicago.
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