
Black Lives Matter + Theology (TC 831) Syllabus 
Boston University School of Theology (Fall 2020) updated 8.20.2020  
Tuesdays, 6:30pm - 9:15pm 
 
Instructor:  
 

Rev. Jay Williams, Ph.D. (revjay@bu.edu) 
Lead Pastor, Union Church Boston (United Methodist) — unionboston.org 
Adjunct Faculty in Theology, Boston University School of Theology 

 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
Black lives matter to the God who delights in Black bodies, flesh, souls, and spirits.  
 
“Black Lives Matter + Theology” intends to empower students to think theologically and engage ethically 
with the Movement for Black Lives. We will participate actively in the struggle for collective liberation and 
in so doing will create imaginatively resources that contribute to human flourishing, particularly of the lives 
of Black people. Towards these ends, we will converse with Assata Shakur, Angela Davis, James H. Cone, 
Howard Thurman, W.E.B. Du Bois, Zora Neale Hurston, Emilie Townes, Alvin Ailey, James Baldwin, Franz 
Fanon, Leonardo Boff, Audre Lorde, David Walker, and Toni Morrison. 
 
We will critically engage a variety of methodological approaches, but primarily we are most concerned with 
a theological imagination that constructively advances the liberation project of intersectional justice as 
envisioned by the Black Lives Matter movement. Because this pursuit is intersectional, our inquiry will take 
into account the Occupy, Me Too, and queer liberation movements. While no prior theological work is 
required for this course, this project is one in theology: we intend to make meaning of ultimate reality in 
view of God.  
 
This course is situated amidst the global pandemics of anti-black white supremacy and of coronavirus, 
which attacks Black communities with an infection rate that is 3x higher and a 2x mortality rate than white 
communities. To be sure, the pathological violence against Black people is nothing short of demonic. In a 
collaborative learning environment, “Black Lives Matter + Theology” is keen on confronting these evils, in 
the age of Trumpism, through careful praxis and analysis:  

★ Explication — We explore and excavate the religious, spiritual, and theological resources that, to 
date, have contributed to historical movements for Black Lives. 

★ Critique — We will test the claim that the contemporary, multivalent movement(s) for Black Lives is 
quintessentially a theological (meaning-making) project and cannot be fully appreciated without 
theological analysis.  

★ Construction — We will advance an accessible mode of (public) theological engagement that can 
further propel these movement(s). “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; 
the point is to change it.” (Marx’s “Theses on Feuerbach,” Thesis #XI) 

 
Our investigation is grounded in three key premises, which we will interrogate and enhance: 

1. Black Lives Matter to God, because God is Black. 
2. The Christian church and many prevailing theologies have funded the intergenerational assault on 

Black bodies that inhibits the flourishing of Black Lives. 
3. Christian theology possesses the resources to advance profoundly the Movement for Black Lives 

and to drive societal change that celebrates and empowers black existence.  
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Course Goals 

- Inspire a decolonized academic activism — which eschews detached, western parochialism — that 
participates in the Movement for Black Lives.  

- Orient to significant thinkers, texts, and contours of Black liberation, Black radicalism, and Black 
theology. 

- Engage theologically our current ‘place’ in space-time and its potential for structural change 
- Map the emergence of #BlackLivesMatter in the context of the centuries-long black liberation 

struggle, at the intersection of other liberation movements (e.g., queer, trans, class, 
women’s/gender) 

- Trace the reliance on antecedent intellectual histories and liberation movements, such as: queer 
theory, political theology, liberation theologies, gender studies and feminist theory, womanist 
theology, and ethnic/cultural studies 

- Explore the centrality of intersectionality to the theological project that honors, celebrates, and 
empowers Black lives 

- Share stories of resilience, resistance, and flourishing 
- Cultivate curiosity and wonder as we imagine other possibilities of being beyond whiteness, 

heterocisnormativity, patriarchy, ageism, and ableism  
- Empower justice-oriented sojourners, especially the disinherited, to articulate their theo-ethical voices 

 
Learning Objectives 
 
Students will be able to: 

- Engage with key (classical) texts that have shaped the intersectional Movement for Black Lives 
- Converse critically with rhetorics, discourses, definitions that have inhibited the flourishing of Black 

and Brown people 
- Think theologically in relationship to communities of faith that celebrate Black lives and loves 
- Indict the structural, social, and interpersonal sins (within their historical and theological contexts) 

that kill Black bodies 
- Situate themselves theologically in relationship to Blackness and Explore the importance of radical 

solidarity (proactive allyship) across social locations 
- Identify strategic, tactical, and methodological opportunities and missteps of the Movement for 

Black Lives. 
- Imagine new modes of speech, art, practice that advance the Movement for Black Lives 

 
Course Format 
Theology is, by definition, "interdisciplinary."  Because of this, this course will engage a number of  critical 
pedagogies (e.g., lecture, workshops, guest presentations, public forums, student presentation, group 
discussion) and methodologies (e.g., ethics, sociology, anthropology, history, literary criticism, aesthetics) 
— in order to make a damn difference. 
 
Each weekly gathering will incorporate: 

- 15-20 minute lecture 
- 45-60 minute engagement with required readings and media 
- 60-minute “wildcard” component: guest presentation, workshop, and/or exercises  

 
There will be 2-3 public events that strive to make an intervention in the School of Theology’s 
self-understanding as the “School of the Prophets.” We will privilege the need for public theological 
reflection, and as such our work will intersect with the local and national organizers and BUSTH 
community.  
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Course Values 
 
This classroom will be a community of critical scholarship and ethical engagement. Ours will be a radical 
journey in experimentation and imagination and will be decidedly anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-heterosexist, 
anti-classist, and anti-ableist. We will risk tough and painful conversation with contemporary and classical 
interlocutors, and with one another. While we must always strive to “do no harm,” our engagement 
requires a vulnerability where unraveling, insult, and injury may occur. Where rupture occurs we seek 
repair and restoration that is nothing short of revolutionary.  
 
Students who seek to be part of this “transformed community” (David Anderson Hooker) will engage in 
“fearless dialogues” (Gregory C. Ellison II) and “courageous conversations.” We will utilize the “Circle of 
Trust Touchstones” (Center for Courage & Renewal) and “Another Way Covenants of Presence” (Forum for 
Theological Exploration). 

 
 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
We will balance breadth and depth, as well as classic and contemporary resources, in order to aid the work 
of explication, critique, and construction. Our project will be both bold and modest as we seek deeper 
understanding, critical analysis, and constructive imagination.  
 
There are three course requirements: 

1. Reading and engaging assigned media  
2. Active participation in the collective courselong project  

◆ Critical conversation and discussion [25%] 
◆ “Presentation” [25%] 

● Option #1 -- Co-leadership in 1-2 weekly sessions with presentation and 
conversation facilitation 

● Option #2 -- Public forum planning and collaboration with community organizers 
3. 20-25 page final paper / project that engages course materials — due December 15 [50%]  

 
 
Weekly Preparation 
Each week, the student is responsible for reading one book-length manuscript and an article/blog post, as well 
as engaging a visual/aural (video clip or short documentary) and social media. 
 

1. Written Media:  ~125-175 pages of reading 
Each week, there will be one book-length manuscript, or selections thereof. 

a. The instructor will assign selected readings. 
b. As critical essays, articles, blogs, and other texts emerge over the course of the semester, 

pre-assigned texts *may* be substituted. (I won’t remove any full-length manuscripts, given 
that students may have already purchased these texts.)  

c. Students are encouraged to share recommendations with the professor. 
2. Visual and Aural Media: 30-45 minutes of engagement with videos 

a. The instructor will provide many of these resources, and we will crowd-source others. 
3. Social Media:  

a. The instructor will provide many of these resources, and we will crowd-source others. 
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COURSE OUTLINE  1

 

I. Before and Beyond (Ontological) Blackness 
Some Framing, Scaffolding, and Introductory Theological Prescripts 
Guiding questions: What’s Going On (Marvin Gaye)? How are we to think theologically and act ethically today?  
 

Week One (9/8) -- Course Introduction (no pre-reading) 

II. Black Liberation and Black Dreams  
Assata, Alice, Angela, Alicia, and a Genealogy of Black Lives Matter 
Guiding question: How did we get here (and where is here)? 
 

Week Two (9/15) 
❖ Assata Shakur, Assata: An Autobiography  
❖ Blacklivesmatter.com “Herstory” 
❖ Sharif El-Mekki, “The Idea That Black Lives Matter Isn’t New -- And Neither Is Your Hatred 

For It” (February 13, 2019) 
❖ Ravyn Wngz, address to Black Lives Matter Toronto protest on defacing monuments, 

technologies of black radical love 
❖ Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” 
❖ Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Urban 

America (2010), p. 1-14 (Introduction) 
 

Week Three (9/22) 
❖ Angela Davis, If They Come in the Morning  
❖ Phillis Wheatley — Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (selections) 
❖ The Combahee River Statement 
❖ Christopher Morse, Not Every Spirit: A Dogmatics of Christian Disbelief, p. 1-85 (chapters 

1-4) 

III. Black Dreams Deferred and the Devastation 
Slavery, Nadir, and the Condemnation of Blackness 
Guiding question: What are we to disremember? Why does whiteness despise blackness?  

 
Week Four (9/29) 
❖ Toni Morrison, Beloved (1987) 
❖ Michael G. Hanchard, “Afro-Modernity: Temporality. Politics and the African Diaspora”, 

Public Culture, no. 27, Winter 1999, pp.245-268 
❖ Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Urban 

America (2010), p. 15-34 (Chapter One - Saving the Nation: The Racial Data Revolution 
and the Negro Problem) 
➢ Recommended: David Walker, Appeal, in Four Articles; Together with a Preamble, to 

the Coloured Citizens of the World, But in Particular, and Very Expressly, to Those of 
the United States of America, Written in Boston, State of Massachusetts (1829) 

 
Week Five (10/6)  
❖ Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth 
❖ Sojourner Truth, “Ain’t I a Woman” (performed by Cicely Tyson) 
❖ Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July” 
❖ 13th (film) 

 

1 These categories are dynamic and overlapping and dynamic; they are offered as a heuristic lens through which to view the complicated and nuanced 
intersectional relationship of the many matters that ‘fund’ movements for Black Lives. Theological imagination troubles a positivist, linear approach to 
‘history’ and ours will adopt a genealogical, narrative reading of historical events and time “periods.” 
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IV. “We Who Are Dark” and Resilient 
Liminality, Luminosity, and the Souls of Black Folk 
Guiding question: Is it possible to see in the dark?  
 

Week Six (10/13)  
❖ W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903) 

➢ Recommended: Hortense Spiller, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American 
Grammar Book” 

 
 

Week Seven (10/20)  
❖ Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) 
❖ Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Urban 

America (2010), p. 35-87 (Chapter Two - Writing Crime into Race: Racial Criminalization 
and the Dawn of Jim Crow) 

V. “Prisoners of Hope,” Faith, and Loves 
Jesus, the Disinherited, and the Emergence of Black Theology 
Guiding question: How might the disinherited rise up to claim what is theirs? 
 

Week Eight (10/27)  
❖ Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (1949) 
❖ Martin Luther King, “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” 
❖ Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Urban 

America (2010), p. 88-145 (Chapter Three - Incriminating Culture: The Limits of Racial 
Liberalism in the Progressive Era) 

 

Week Nine (11/3)  
❖ Leonardo Boff, When Theology Listens to the Poor (1984) 

➢ Recommended: Jay Williams, “Unsung” in Toni Morrison, Goodness and the Literary 
Imagination (2019) 

 

VI. Black Fire/Power and Protest  
Rage, Resistance, and Radicalism 
Guiding question: To what degree do Black liberation struggles and Black liberation theology cohere? 
 

Week Ten (11/10) 
❖ James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time (1962) 

➢ Recommended: John L. Jackson, Jr., “On Ethnographic Sincerity” 
❖ I Am Not Your Negro (film) 
❖ Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Urban 

America (2010), p. 146-191 (Chapter Four - Preventing Crime: White and Black Reformers 
in Philadelphia) 

 
Week Eleven (11/17)  
❖ James H. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power (1969) 
❖ When They See Us (film) 

VII. The Joy of Being...“Black and Beautiful” 
Black Arts, Aesthetics, and the Gift of Black Folk 
Guiding question: In what ways does the creative imagination resist oppression and promote flourishing? 
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Week Twelve (11/24)  
❖ Alvin Ailey, “Revelations” (1:17:00 - 1:54:50) 
❖ Emilie Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil (2006) 
❖ Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Urban 

America (2010), p. 192-225 (Chapter Five -Fighting Crime: Politics and Prejudice in the 
City of Brotherly Love) 

 
Week Thirteen (12/1) 
❖ Langston Hughes, “Blessed Assurance” (short story) 
❖ Amiri Baraka, Sonia Sanchez -- TBD 
❖ Just Mercy (film) 

VIII. Flourishing and the Futures of Black Lives 
Afrofuturism, Afropessimism, and other Possibilities 
Guiding question: Where Do We Go from Here/There? 

 
Week Fourteen (12/8) 
❖ Octavia Butler, The Parable of the Sower (1993) 
❖ Alice Walker, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens (selections TBD) 

➢ Recommended: Charles H. Long, “How I Changed My Mind or Not” and “Matter 
and Spirit” in Ellipsis: The Collected Writings of Charles H. Long 

❖ Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Urban 
America (2010), p. 226-277 (Chapter Six - Policing Racism: Jim Crow Justice in the Urban 
North & Conclusion) 

❖ Cornel West, Prophesy Deliverance! An Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity (1982, 2002) 
(selections TBD) 

 
 

 
MANUSCRIPTS & COURSE READER 

 
Primary Texts (to acquire)  
 
❏ David Walker, Appeal, in Four Articles; Together with a Preamble, to the Coloured Citizens of the World, But in 

Particular, and Very Expressly, to Those of the United States of America, Written in Boston, State of Massachusetts 
(1829) 

❏ W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903) 
❏ Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) 
❏ Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (1949) 
❏ James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time (1962) 
❏ James H. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power (1969) 
❏ Leonardo Boff, When Theology Listens to the Poor (1984) 
❏ Toni Morrison, Beloved (1987) 
❏ Assata Shakur, Assata: An Autobiography (1987) 
❏ Octavia Butler, The Parable of the Sower (1993) 
❏ Emilie Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil (2006) 
❏ Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Urban America (2010) 

 
Secondary Texts (selections in coursepack, Blackboard) 

● Gayraud Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism: An Interpretation of the Religious History of African 
Americans (1973, 1988) 

● Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (1984) 
● Charles H. Long, excerpts from Significations (1986) and Ellipsis (2018) 
● Christopher Morse, Not Every Spirit: A Dogmatics of Christian Disbelief (1994, 2009) 
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● Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (2010) 
● Ta-Nehisi Coates, We Were Eight Years in Power: An American Tragedy (2017) 
● Awake to the Moment: An Introduction to Theology, The Workgroup on Constructive Theology, Laurel C. 

Schneider and Stephen G. Ray, Jr., ed (2016), Introduction (p. 1-18) and Conclusion (p. 175-189) 
● Cornel West, Prophesy Deliverance! An Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity (1982, 2002) 

 
 

 
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 
● 1619 Project 
● Black History Month Library -- an open-source collection of key (classic) readings related to 

Blackness 
● Anti-Racism Resources (for white people) -- an open-source collection to deepen anti-racism work 
● Supplemental Reading List for “BLM + Theology” 

 
 

CRITICAL NOTES 
 
Academic Code of Conduct. The STH Academic Code of Conduct may be found on the STH website at: 
www.bu.edu/sth/academic/academic-conduct. All students are required to familiarize themselves with this 
code, its definitions of misconduct, and its sanctions. Students should especially familiarize themselves 
with the section on plagiarism. 
 
Inclusion. Given our subject matter, inclusive and expansive language is particularly essential. Please see 
STH’s present statement on inclusive language.  

Disabilities. Any students who believe they have a disability should meet with BU Disability Services as 
soon as possible at the beginning of the semester to initiate disability verification and discuss 
accommodations that may be necessary to ensure your successful completion of course requirements. That 
office is at 19 Deerfield Street and can be contacted at 617-353-3658. Requests for accommodations are 
then sent by that office to the Academic Dean who approves and returns them. Disability Services then 
forwards them to the Instructor. 

Recordings. In this course, your image and/or voice may be recorded by the professor and/or other 
students.  

● In the case of students: The use of technologies for photographs, and audio and video recording of 
lectures requires the permission of the instructor and, as applicable in relation to other classroom 
activities, other participants and students. Sharing these recordings is not permitted without 
obtaining permission from the professor and other persons being recorded. Students who have 
been approved for recording of lectures as a disabilities accommodation must limit their use of 
these recordings to personal use and are not permitted to share these recordings without 
permission of the professor, students, and other participants in the class. The professor always 
retains the right to prohibit recordings of any or all sections of lectures and will instruct students 
when such material/conversations are not to be recorded. All recorded material must be 
destroyed/erased at the end of the semester as this material contains the intellectual property of 
the instructor. Violation of this policy will constitute academic misconduct and be acted on 
accordingly according the STH Academic Code of Conduct.  

● In the case of professors: Permission must be given by students. In some cases, recordings may be 
used for scholarly research, presentations, publications, and/or future teaching. In those cases, the 
purpose, intended use, and scope of the recording must be disclosed. Otherwise, recordings will 
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only be shared with students enrolled in the course for instructional purposes and all recorded 
material will be deleted/erased at the end of the semester.  

STH Grading Scale. Faculty should utilize the following uniform grading scale. It need not be added to the 
syllabus (though many faculty do); but it should be adhered to. Please note, that this is not the same as the 
Blackboard default settings. So beware of that potential discrepancy.  

A≥93  A- = 90-92.99  
B+=  87-89.99  B =83-86.99   B- = 80-82.99  
C+= 77-79.99  C=73-76.99  C- = 70-72.99  
D+= 67-69.99  D=63-66.99  D- = 60-62.99  F ≤59.99  

 

8 


