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Background information:

The birth of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and race-based bondage in the Americas was born 
almost simultaneously with the rise of mercantile capitalism, as noted by Karl Marx in Das 
Kapital (1867).  Throughout American history, businesses sought to increase profits by seeking 
cheaper labor.  Workers have been demonized and deliberately turned against one another.  
Now the labor market is global and cheaper labor can be found all over the world.

Dr. King was well-read on politics, economics and religion and was aware of this history.  He 
developed an understanding of the connection between race and poverty.  In the last months of
his life, he was organizing a Poor People’s March and as part of this activism he travelled to 
Memphis to support the sanitation workers’ strike in that city, only to be assassinated.   

The “Bill of Rights of the Disadvantaged” described in Why We Can’t Wait, was designed to 
address the poverty in the African American community created by two-and-a-half centuries of 
unpaid labor in the time of slavery and the discrimination and disparities caused by a century of
Jim Crow.  At the same time, however, he also describes poor white workers as also being 
victims of the same divisive capitalist forces.  He wants to create working class solidarity across 
color lines while still acknowledging the unique experiences and challenges faced by the black 
community. 

King had such influence because of historical stature of preachers in the African American 
community. Little effort was made to Christianize black slaves in the first 120 years of the 
peculiar institution in what became the United States.  West Africa was the source of most 
slaves.  About 30% of those slaves were Muslim, while 70% came from a traditional African 
religious heritage, worshipping multiple deities, and honoring ancestors and spirits that guided 
forces of nature. There was no separation of spiritual and secular life in the African American 
slave community.  Everything was sacred and potentially an act of worship.  

Most southern landowners were not religious.  They wanted riches in this world.  Religious 
passion centered in New England. This changed during the economic anxieties and fears about 
the future that led to the Great Awakening, a religious revival sparked in the 1740s. Young 
people facing fewer prospects for economic independence than their parents first stopped 
attending church and then got swept up in a wave of evangelism that reached the South.

Puritan preachers disgusted by what they saw as the materialism of their churches, along with 
members of new denominations in American not tied to economic elites such as the Baptists 
and the Methodists, became passionate circuit rider preachers throughout the country.  Both 
white slaveowners and slaves converted during revivals throughout the South.  Slaveowners 
were made to feel spiritually responsible for introducing their slaves to the gospel and these 



masters hoped that the Bible could be used as instruments of control over their human 
property.

Whites and blacks perceived the message of the Bible very differently.  The masters knew that 
the major figures of the Old Testament such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob owned slaves and 
that there was no commandment against slavery in the Old or New Testament.  They forced 
slaves to attend church with them and white preachers told the slaves that if they were 
obedient they would go to heaven. 

In contrast, the slaves focused on the story of Moses leading the Israelites to freedom from 
slavery and saw themselves as the new Israelites.  They concluded that God believed in equality 
and would someday judge their owners.  This gave them meaning in their suffering.  They “got 
the spirit” and began to convert.  

Slave Christianity blended with West African religious forms. Slaves collectively insisted on the 
Christian Sabbath which masters were forced to accept. On Sundays, after they returned from 
white churches slaves would gather in “ring shouts” as West Africans do when they gather in 
worship. Men who were eloquent and inspiring who had memorized passages and stories from 
the Bible they heard from the white preachers (in the tradition of West African griots who were 
given the task of memorizing and orally sharing the history and legends of their people), 
became informal slave preachers.  Even before emancipation, the small number of free African 
Americans began forming their own religious congregations.   These preachers became the 
leaders of their community and reminded the community that they were not merely property, 
but the crowning glory of creation, that they had a glorious destiny, and that God (in his own 
time) would free them in this world and judge the slaveowners for their oppression.   In the 
context of the slave South, this message had deeply political overtones.

The African Methodist Episcopal Church formed in the north in the early 1800s, but AME 
churches existed in the South before the Civil War.  After emancipation, other African Americans
formed Baptist, Methodist, and Holiness (Pentecostalist) congregations. By this point, black 
preachers have also long been political leaders.  Major slave rebellions were led by slave 
preachers such as Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner.  After emancipation, black preachers led the 
struggle to win citizenship and voting rights, encouraged their congregants to run for office, and 
later organized drives to ensure their membership paid poll taxes.  In the twentieth century, civil
rights leaders such as Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, Ralph Abernathy, Jesse Jackson and Al 
Sharpton, came from the black pulpit. 

As a civil rights leader, King identified numerous barriers to black freedom.  Among them were

a. White racism – Whites collectively judging African Americans.
b. Black internalization of white racism –  The ubiquitous message of African American 

inferiority in the mainstream culture leads to some African Americans doubting what 
they can accomplish and wondering if they deserve a seat at the table.



c. White moderates – Those who expect that the people who are denied the freedom that 
whites take for granted, will wait patiently for incremental reforms.

d. Nihilism - The belief among some oppressed people that the situation is hopeless and 
that life is meaningless.

Discussion Points:

Main theme of the “Letter from the Birmingham Jail” is applicable today: 

I have reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride 
toward freedom is not the White Citizens’ Counselor or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white 
moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which 
is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly 
says: “I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of direct 
action”; who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; who 
lives by a mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a “more 
convenient season.”  Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than 
absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will.  Lukewarm acceptance is much more 
bewildering than outright rejection. P. 96

MLK’s letter addressed all the critics’ “why’s?”.  He challenged and shamed the white preachers 
to side with Christian teachings and argued that compliance with an unjust law was immoral.

Phillips raised a question about a comment made during our church (CUUC)’s recent debate on 
the “Black Lives Matter” resolution.  He noted that someone in the congregation said the 
phrase “Black Lives Matter” should be replaced with something “positive” like “All Lives Matter.”
Phillips asked how asserting that African Americans mattered and that their lives were valuable 
could possibly be interpreted as being “negative?”  He suggested that white America is still, in 
2016, reluctant to put African Americans and their unique experiences, accomplishments, 
dreams, and hardships front and center and that the “All Lives Matter” phrase was bland and 
disconnected from the specific issue of police brutality towards African Americans to the point 
of meaninglessness.  He compared using the phrase “All Lives Matter” as a substitute for “Black 
Lives Matter” to those who angrily denounce needed affirmative action programs as “reverse 
discrimination.”

There was then a discussion of the congregation’s reaction to the Black Lives Matter resolution 
and comparison to how the church embraced the City of Plano LGB equal housing and 
employment rights ordinance.  Phillips suggested that, while LGBT rights should be a major 
focus, that the battle for that community’s dignity is still more widely accepted than the 
ongoing black struggle against racism.  



Blacks need to be organized to work together and show their economic strength as various 
immigrant groups have done in U.S. history.  Observation:  there can be a lot of strength in well-
run boycotts.  They can be fast and effective when it affects the economy.

We talk about race to avoid talking about class.  This is called false consciousness.  

It was stated that many in our society perceive that our society works on a “zero sum game”: 
there have to be winners and losers.  As the benefits of this society are unequally divided, the 
population is encouraged to think the gains of one group come at their specific expense.

What can we do NOW to build racial bridges?  Even small actions can turn a situation around.
 Register minority voters
 Advocate “ban the box” to give ex-convicts a better chance at employment and 

rebuilding a life, as a way to ameliorate the effects of unjust mass incarceration.
 Take action to encourage local businesses to give ex-prisoners a second chance.
 Monitor the Officer Eric Casebolt case in McKinney.  He has not yet been prosecuted for 

his treatment of a black child.
 Challenge new employers in the county to help re-create community by investing in the 

poor communities. (They have been given a tax-break incentive to move here.)
 Prison visitation
 Follow residents’ challenge to the City of Plano’s Plan for Tomorrow.  Group opposed to 

it is requesting it be decided by public ballot.
 Monitor for any move to revisit the city’s ordinance protecting the rights of the LGB 

community.
 Host cultural conversations: circles of mixed cultures discussing topics and sharing life 

stories to better understand common ground and unique experiences.
 Request a speaker on “Black Lives Matter” for a Sunday service.

http://www.planotomorrow.org/235/Frequently-Asked-Questions

