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CHAPTER ONE 

Jesus 
an Interpretation 

To SOME God and Jesus may appeal in a way other than 
to us: some may come to faith in God and to love, 
without a conscious attachment to Jesus. Both Nature 
and good men besides Jesus may lead us to God. They 
who seek God with all their hearts must, however, some 
day on their way meet Jesus.1 

MPu'1Y and varied are the interpretations dealing with 
the teachings and the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Bnt few of 
these interpretations deal with what the teachings and the 
life of J esns have to say to those who stand, at a moment in 
human history, with their backs against the wall. 

To those who need profound succor and strength to 
enable them to live in the present with dignity and crea
tivity, Christianity often has been sterile and of little avail. 
The conventional Christian word is muffled, confused, and 
vague. Too often the price exacted by society for security 

~ Heinrich Weinel and Alban G. \Vidgery, Jesus in the Nineteenth 
Century and After, p. 405. 
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JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED 

and respectability is that the Christian movement in its 
formal expression must be on the side of the strong against " 
the weak. This is a matter of tremendous significance, for 
it reveals to what extent a religion that was born of a peo
ple acquainted with persecution and suffering has become 
the cornerstone of a civilization and of nations whose very 
position in modem life has too often been secured by a 
ruthless use of power applied to weak and defenseless 
peoples. 

It is not a singular thing to hear a sermon that defines 
what should be the attitude of the Christian toward people 
who are less fortunate than himself. Again and again our 
missionary appeal is on the basis of the Christian respon
sibility to the needy, the ignorant, and the so-called back
ward peoples of the earth. There is a certain grandeur and 
nobility in administering to another's need out of one's 
fullness and plenty. One could be selfish, using his pos
sessions-material or spiritual-for strictly private or per

·. sonal ends. It is certainly to the glory of Christianity that it 
has been most insistent on the point of responsibility to 
others whose only claim upon one is the height and depth 
of their need. This impulse at the heart of Christianity is 
the human will to share with others what one has found 
meaningful to oneself elevated to the height of a moral 
imperative. But there is a lurking danger in this very em
phasis. It is exceedingly difficult to hold oneself free from. 
a certain contempt for those whose predicament makes 
moral appeal for defense and succor.Ji:, is the sin <Jf~~.e. 

/ and arrogance that has tended to vitiate the missionary im-
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JESUS-AN INTERPRETATION 

pulse and to make of it an instrument of self-righteo\!§lleSS • , 
"'on the one hand and racial superiority on the other. 

That is one reason why, again and again, there JS no basic 
relationship between the simple practice of brotherhood in 
the commonplace relations of life and the ethical preten
sions of our faith. It has long been a matter of serious 
moment that for decades we have studied the various peo
ples of the world and those who live as our neighbors as 
objects of missionary endeavor and enterprise without be
ing at all willing to treat them either as brothers or as hu
man beings. I say this ~,ithout rancor, because it is not an 
issue in which vicious human beings are involved. But it is 
one of the subtle perils of a religion which calls attention
to the point of overemphasis, sometimes-to one's obliga
, tion to administer to human need. 

I can count on the fingers of one hand the number of 
times that I have h,eard a sermon on the meaning of religion, 
of Christianity, to the man who stands with his back against 
the wall. It is urgent that my meaning be crystal clear. The 
masses of men live with their. backs constantly against the 
wall. They are the poor, the disinherited, the_ dispossessed. 
'What does our religion say to them? The issue ii not what 
it counsels them to do for others whose need may be 
greater, but what religion offers to meet their own needs. 
The search for an answer to this question is perhaps the 
most important religious quest of modem life. 

In the fall of 1935 I was serving as chairman of a delega
tion sent on a pilgrimage of friendship from the students of 
America to the students of India, Burma, and Ceylon. It 
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JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED 

Vlas at a meeting in Ceylon that the whole crucial issue was 
pointed up to me in a way that I can never forget. At the 
close of a talk before the Law College, University of 
Colombo, on civil disabilities under states' rights in the 
United States, I was invited by the principal to have coffee. 

We drank our coffee in silence. After the service had 
been removed, he said to me, "\Vhat are you doing over 
here? I know what the newspapers say about a pilgrimage 
of friendship and the rest, but that is not my question. 
v\'hat are you doing over here? This is what I mean. 

"More than three hundred years ago your forefathers 
were taken from the western coast of Africa as slaves. The 
people who dealt in the slave traffic were Christians. One 
of your famous Christian hymn writers, Sir John Newton, 
made his money from the sale of slaves to the New World. 
He is the man who wrote 'How Sweet the Name of Jesus 
Sounds' and 'Amazing Grace'-there may be others; but 
these are the only ones I know. The name of one of the 
famous British slave vessels was 'Jesus.' 

"The men who bought the slaves were Christians. Chris
tian ministers, quoting the Christian apostle Paul, gave the 
sanction of religion to the system of slavery. Some seventy 
years or more ago you were freed by a man who was not a 
professing Christian, but was rather the spearhead of cer
tain political, social, and economic forces, the significance 
of which he himself did not understand. During all the 
period since then you have lived in a Christian nation in 
which you are segregated, lynched, and burned. Even in 
the church, I understand, there is segregation. One of my 
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students who went to your country sent me a clipping 
telling about a Christian church in which the regular Sun
day worship was interrupted so that many could join a 
mob against one of your fellows. When he had been caught 
and done to death, they came back to resume their worship 
of ~eir Christian God. · 

"I am a Hindu. I do not understand. Here you are in my 
country, standing deep ,vithin the Christian faith and tra
dition. I do not wish to seem rude to you. But, sir, I think 
you are a traitor to all the darker peoples of the earth. I am 
wondering what you, an intelligent man, can say in defense 
of your position." 

Our subsequent conversation lasted for more than five 
hours. The clue to my own discussion ~-ith this probing, 
honest, sympathetic Hindu is found in my interpretation 
of the meaning of the religion of Jesus. It is a privilege, 
after so long a rime, to set down what seems to me to be an 
esse!)tially creative and prognostic interpretation of Jesus 
as religious subject rather than religious object. It is neces
sary to examine the religion of Jesus against the background 
of his own age and people, and to inquire into the content of 
his teaching with reference to the disinherited and the 
underprivileged. 

We begin with the simple historical fact that Jesus was a 
Jew. The miracle of the Jewish people is almost as breath
taking as the miracle of Jesus. Is there something unique, 
some special increment of vitality in the womb of the peo
ple out of whose loins he came, that made of him a logical 
flowering of a long development of racial experience, ethi-
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JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED 

cal in quality and Godlike in tone? It is impossible for 
Jesus to be understood outside of the sense of community 
which Israel held with God. This does not take anything 
away from him; rather does it heighten the challenge 
which his life presents, for such reflection reveals him as the 
product of the constant working of the creative mind of 
God,upon the life, thought, and character of a race of men. 
Here is one who was so conditioned and organized ·within 
himself that he became a perfect instrument fot the embodi
ment of a set of ideals-ideals of such dramatic potency that 
t~ey were capable of changing the calendar, rechanneling 
rhe thought of the world, and placing a new sense o_Lthe 

- rhythm of life in a weary, nerve.:snapped civilization. 
How different might have been the stoiyof' rhe last 

two thousand years on this planet grown old from suffer
ing if the link between Jesus and Israel had never been 
severed! What might have happened if Jesus, so perfect a 
flower from the bro.oding spirit of God in the soul of Is
rael, had been permitted to remain where his roots would 
have been fed by the distilled elements accumulated from 
Israel's wrestling with God! The thought is staggering. The 
Christian Church has tended to overlook its Judaic origins, 
but the fact is that Jesus of Nazareth was a Jew of Palestine 
when he went about his Father's business, announcing the,' 
acceptable year of the Lord. 

Of course it may be argued that the fact that Jesus was 
a Jew is merely coincidental, that God could have ex
pressed himself as easily and effectively in a Roman. True, 
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but the fact is he did not. And it is with that fact that we 
must deal. 

The second important fact for our consideration is that. 
Jesus was a poor Jew. There is recorded in Luke the ac
count of the dedication of Jesus at the temple: "And when 
the days of her purification according to the law of Moses 
were accomplished, they brought him . . . to the Lord; 
( as it is written in the law of the Lord, Every male that 
openeth the womb shall be called holy to the Lord;) and 

. to offer a sacrifice according to that which is said in the 
law of the Lord, A pair of turtledoves, or two young 
pigeons." "\;l,llien we examine the regulation in Leviticus, 
an interesting fact is revealed: "And when the days of her 
purifying are fulfilled, for a son, ... she shall bring a lamb 
of the first year for a burnt offering, and a young pigeon, or 
a turtledove, for a sin offering .... And if she be not able to 
bring a lamb, then she shall bring two turtles, or two young 
pigeons; the one for a burnt offering and the other for y 
sin offering." It is clear from the text that the mother of 
Jesus was one whose means were not sufficient for a lamb, 
and who was compelled, therefore, to use doves or young 
pigeons. 

The economic predicament with which he was iden
. tified in birth placed him initially with the great mass of 
men on the earth. The masses of the people are poor. If we 
dare take the position that in Jesus there was at work some 
radical destiny, it would be safe to say that in his poverty 
he was more truly Son of man than he would have been if 
the incident of family or birth had made him a rich son of 
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JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED 

Israel. It is not a point to be labored, for again and again 
men have transcended circumstance of birth and training; 
but it is an observation not without merit. 

The third fact is that Jesus was a member of a minority 
group in the midst of a larger dominant and controlling 
group. In 63 B.c. Palestine fell into the hands of the Romans. 
After this date the gruesome details of loss of status were 
etched, line by line, in the sensitive soul of Israel, drama
tized ever by an increasing desecration of the Holy Land. 
To be sure, there was Herod, an Israelite, who ruled from 
37 to 4 B.c.; but in some ways he was completely apostate. 
Taxes of all ltinds increased, and out of these funds, ex
tracted from the vitals of the people, temples in honor of 
Emperor Augnsrus were built within the boundaries of the 
holy soil. It was a sad and desolate time for the people. 
Herod became the symbol of shame and humiliation for all 
of Israel. 

In Galilee a certain revolutionary, whose name was Judas, 
laid siege to the armory at Sepphoris and, with weapons 
taken there, tried to re-establish the political glory of Is
rael. How terrible a moment! The whole city of Sepphoris 
was regarded as a hostage, and Roman soldiers, aided by 
the warriors of King Aretas of Arabia, reduced the place to 
whited ash. In time the city was rebuilt-and perhaps Jesus 
was one of the carpenters employed from Nazareth, which 
was a neighboring village. 

It is utterly fantastic to assume that Jesus grew to man
hood untouched by the surging currents of the common 
life that made up the climate of Palestine. Not only must he 
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JESUS-AN INTERPRETATION 

have been aware of them; that he was affected by them is a 
most natural observation. A word of caution is urgent at 
this point. To place Jesus against the background of his 
time is by no means sufficient to explain him .. VVho can ex
plain a spiritual genius-or any ltind of genius, for that 
matter? The historical setting in which Jesus grew up, the 
psychological mood and temper of the age and of the 
House of Israel, the economic and social predicament of 
Jesus' family-all these are important. But they in themselves 
are unable to tell us precisely the thing that we most want to 
know: vVhy does he differ from many others in the same 
setting? Any explanation of Jesus in terms of psychology, 
politics, economics, religion, or the lilre must inevitably 
explain his contemporaries as well. It may tell why Jesus 
was a particular ltind of Jeef,but not why some other 
Jews were not Jesus. And that is, after all, the most im
portant question, since the thing which makes him most 
signi§cant is not the way in which he resembled his fellows 
but the way in which he dif!ered from all the rest of th~. 
Jesus inherited the same traits as countless other Jews of his 
time; he grew up in the same society; and yet he was Jesus, 
and th~ others were not. Uniqueness always escapes us as 
we undertake an analysis of character. 

On the other hand, these considerations should not blind 
us to the significance of the environmental factors and the 
social and religious heritage of Jesus in determining the 
revolutionary character of some of his msights. One of the 
clearest and simplest statements of the issues here raised, 
and their bearing upon the character and teaching of Jesus, 
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JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED 

is found in Vladimir Shnkhovitch's Toward the Under
standing of Jesus. I am using his essay as the basis for our 
discussion of the problem, but the applications are mine. 
Shnkhovitch says: 

In the year 6 Judea was annexed to Syria; in the year 70 
Jerusalem and its temple were destroyed. Between these two 
dates Jesus preached and was crucified on Golgotha. During 
all that time the life of the little nation was a terrific drama; 
its patriotic emotions were aroused to the highest pitch and 
then still more inflamed by the ident:i:fication of national politics 
with a national religion. Is it reasonable to assume that what was 
going 011 before Jesus' eyes was a closed book, that the ago
nizing problems of his people were a matter of indifference to 
him, that he had given them no consideration, that he was not 
taking a definite attitude towards the great and all-absorbing 
problem of the very people whom he taught? 2 

There is one overmastering problem that the socially and 
politically disinherited always face: Under what terms is 
survival possible? In the case of the Jewish people in the 
Greco-Roman world the problem was even more acute 
than under ordinary circumstances, because it had to do not 
only ,vith physical survival in terms of life and limb but 
also with the actual survival of a culture and a faith. Juda
ism was a culture, a civilization, and a religion-a total 
world view in which there was no provision for any form 
of thoroughgoing dualism. The crucial problem of Judaism 
was to exist as an isolated, autonomous, cultural, religious, 
and political unit in the midst of the hostile Hellenic world. 

'Pp. 10-11. Copyright 1921, 1937, 1947 by The Macmillan Co. and used 
with their permission. 
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JESUS-AN INTERPRETATION 

If there had been sharp lines distinguishing the culture 
from the religion, or the religion from political autonomy, 
a compromise could have been worked out. Because the 
Jews thought that a basic compromise was possible, they 
sought political annexation to Syria which would bring 
them under Roman rule directly and thereby guarantee 
them, within the framework of Roman policy, religious and 
cultural autonomy. But this merely aggravated the already 
tense nationalistic feeling and made a direct, all-out attack 
against Roman authority inevitable. 

In the midst of this psychological clhnate Jesus began 
his teaching and his ministry. His words were directed to 
the House of Israel, a minority ,vi.thin the Greco-Roman 
world~ing under the loss of status, freedom, and 
autonomy, haunted by the dream of the restoration of a 
lost glory and a former greatness. I-lis message focused on 
the urgency of a radical change in the inner attitude of 
the people. He recognized fully that out of the heart are 
the issues of life and that no external force, however great 
and overwhelming, can at long last destroy a people if it 
does not first win the victory of the spirit against them. 
"To revile because one has been reviled-this is the real 
evil because it is the evil of the soul itself." Jesus saw this 
,vith almighty clarity. Again and again he came back to the 
inner life of the individual. With increasing insight and 
startling accuracy he placed his finger on the "inward cen
ter" as the crucial arena where the issues would determine 
the destiny of his people. 

When I was a seminary student, I attended one of the 
21 
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JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED 

great quadrennial conventions of the Student Volunteer 
Movement. One afternoon some seven hundred of us had a 
special group meeting, at which a Korean girl was asked to 
talk to us about her impression' of American edueation. It 
was an occasion to be remembered. The Korean student 
was very personable and somewhat diminutive. She came 
to the edge of the platform and, with what seemed to be 
obvious emotional strain, she said, "You have asked me to 
talk with you about my impression ~erican education. 
But there is only one thing that a Korean has any right to 
talk about, and that is freedom from Japan." For about 
twenty minutes she made an impassioned plea for the free
dom of her people, ending her speech with this sentence: 
"If you see a little American boy and you ask him what he 
wants, he says, 'I want a penny to put in my bank or to buy 
a whistle or a piece of candy.' But if you see a little Korean 
boy and you ask him what he wants, he says, 'I want free
dom from Japan.' " 

It was this kind of atmosphere that characterized the life 
of the Jewish commnnity when Jesus was a youth in Pales
tine. The urgent question was what must be the attitude 
toward Rome. Was any attitude possible that would be 
morally tolerable and at the same time preserve a basic self
esteem-without which life could not possibly have any 
meaning? , The question w11s not academic. It was the most 
crucial of questions. In essence, Rome was the enemy; 
Rome symbolized total frustration; Rome was the great 
barrier to peace of mind. And Rome was everywhere. No 
Jewish person of the period could deal with the question of 
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his practical life, his vocation, his p).ace in society, until 
first he had settled deep within himself this critical issue. 

This ,is the position of the disinherited in every age. What 
must be the attitude toward the rulers, the controllers of 
political, social, and economic life? This is the question 
of the Negro in American life. Until he has faced and 
settled that question, he cannot infonn his environment 
with reference to his own life, whatever may be his prepara
tion or his pretensions. 

In the main, there were two alternatives faced by the 
Jewish minority of which Jesus was a part. Simply stated, 
these were to resist or not to resist. But each of these alter
natives has within it secondary alternatives. 

Under the general plan of nonresistance one may take the 
position of imitation. The aim of such an attitude is to as
similate the culture and the social behavior-pattern of the 
dominant group. It is the profound capitulation to the pow
erful, because it means the yielding of oneself to that which, 
deep within, one recognizes as being unworthy. It makes for 
a strategic loss of self-respect. The aim is to reduce all outer 
or external signs of difference to zero, so that there shall be 
no ostensible cause for active violence or opposition. Under 
some circumstances it may involve a repudiation of one's 
heritage, one's customs, one's faith. Accurate imitation until 
the fa!,ade of complete assimilation is securely placed and 
the antagonism of difference dissolved-such is the function 
of this secondary alternative within the broader alternative 
of nonresistance. Herod was an excellent example of this 
solution, 
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To some extent this was also the attitude of the Sad
ducees. They represented the "upper" class. From their 
number came the high priests, and most of the economic 
security derived from contemporary worship in the temple 
was their monopoly. They did not represent the masses of 
the people. Any disturbance of the established order meant 
upsetting their position. They loved Israel, but they seem 
to have loved security more. They made their public peace 
with Rome and went on about the business of living. 
They :were astute enough to see that their own position 
could be perpetuated if they stood firmly against all revo
lutionaries and radicals. Such persons would only stir the 
people to resist the inevitable, and in the end everything 
would be lost. Their tragedy was in the fact that they 
idealized the position of the Roman in the world and suf
fered the moral fate of the Romans by becoming like them. 
They saw only two roads open before them-become like 

. the Romans or be destroyed by the Romans. They chose 
the former. 

The other alternative in the nonresistance pattern is to 
reduce contact ·with the enemy to a minimum. It is the atti
tude of cultural isolation in the midst of a rejected culture. 
Curming the mood may be-one of bitterness and hatted, 
but also one of deep, calculating fear. To take up active 
resistance would be foolhardy, for a thousand reasons. The 
only way out is to keep one's resentment.under rigid control 
and censorship. 

The issue raised by this attitude is always present. The 
opposition to those who work for social change does not 
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come only from those who are the guarantors of the status 
quo. Again and again it has been demonstrated that the lines 
are held by those whose hold on security is sure only as 
long as the status quo remains intact. The reasons for this 
are not far to seek. lf a man is convinced that he is safe 
only as long as he uses his power to give others a sense of 
msecunty, then the measure of their security is in his 

ands. If security or insecurity is at the mercy of a single 
individual or group, then control of behavior becomes 
rouciue. All imperialism functions in this way. Subject peo
ples are held under control by this device. 

One of the most striking scenes in the movie Ben Hur 
was that in which a Roman legion marches by while hun
dreds of people stand silently on the roadside. As the last 
soldier passes, a very dignified, self-possessed Jewish gen
tleman, with folded arms and eyes smoldering with the 
utmost contempt, without the slightest shift of his facial 
muscles spits at the heel of the receding legionary-a con
summate touch. Such-in part, at least-was the attitude of 
the Pharisee. No active resistance against Rome-only a 
terrible contempt. Obviously such an. attitude is a powder 
keg, One nameless incident may cause to burst into flame 
the whole gamut of smoldering passion, leaving. nothing in 
its wake but charred corpses, mute reminders of the tragedy 
of life. Jesus saw this and understood it clearly. 

The other major alternative is resistance. It may be argued 
that even nonresistance is a form of resistance, for it may be 
regarded as an appositive dimension of resistance. Resist
ance may be overt action, or it may be merely inental and 
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JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED 

moral attitudes. For the purposes of our discussion resist
ance is defined as the physical, overt expression 9£ an inner 
attitude. Resistance in this sense finds its most dramatic 
manifestation in force of arms. 

Armed resistance is apt to be a tragic last resort in the 
life of the disinherited. Armed resistance has an appeal be
cause it provides a form of expression, of activity, that re
leases tension and frees the oppressed from a disintegrating 
sense of complete impotency and helplessness. "\Vhy can't 
we do something? Something must be done!" is the re
curring cry. By "something" is meant action, direct action, 
as over against words, subtleties, threats, and innuendoes. 
It is better to die fighting for freedom than to rot away in 
one's chains, the argument runs. 

Before I'd be a slave 
I'd be buried in my grave, 
And go home to my God 
And be free! , 

The longer the mood is contemplated, the more insistent 
the appeal. It is a form of fanaticism, to be sure, but that 
may not be a vote against it. In all action there is operative 
a fringe of irrationality. Once the mood is thoroughly es
tablished, any council of caution is interpreted as either 
compromise or cowardice. The fact that the ruler has avail
able to him the power of the s,tate and complete access to 
all arms is scarcely considered. Out of the deeps of the 
heart there swells a great and awful assurance that because 
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JESUS-AN INTERPRETATION 

the cause is just, it cannot fail. Any failure is regarded as 
temporary and, to the devoted, as a testing of character. 

This was the attitude of the Zealots of Jesus' day. There 
was added appeal in their position because it called forth 
from the enemy organized determination and power. It is 
never to be forgotten that one of the ways by which men 
measure their own significance is to be found in the amount 
of power and energy other men must use in order to crush 
them or hold them back. This is at least one explanation of 
the fact that even a weak and apparently inconsequential 
movement becomes formidable under the pressure of great 
persecution. The persecution becomes a vote of confidence, 
which becomes, in turn, a source of inspiration, power, and 
validation. The Zealots knew this. Jesus knew this. It is a 
matter of more than passing significance that he had a 
Zealot among his little band of followers, indeed among the 
rwelve chosen ones. 

In the face of these alternatives Jesus came forth with 
still another. On this point Simkhovitch makes a profound 
contribution to the understanding of the psychology of 
Jesus. He reminds us that Jesus expressed his alternative in 
a "brief formula-The Kingdom of Heaven is in us." He 
states further: 

Jesus had to resent deeply the loss of Jewish national in
dependence and the aggression of Rome .... Natural humilia
tion vviis hurting and burning. The balm for that burning 
humiliation was humility. For humility cannot be humiliated. 
... Thus he asked his people to learn from him, "For I am 
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JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED 

meek and !owly in heart; and ye shall find rest unto your souls. 
For my yo1.--e is easy, and my burden is light.'' • 

It was but natural that such a position would be deeply 
resented by many of his fellows, who were suffering even 
as he was. To them it was a complete betrayal to the enemy. 
It was to them a counsel of acquiescence, if not of despair, 
full to overflowing with a lcind of groveling and stark cow
ardice. Besides, it seemed like self-deception, like whistling 
in the dark. All of this would have been quite true if Jesus 
had stopped there. He did not. He recognized with au
thentic realism that anyone who permits another to deter
mine the quality of his inner life gives into the hands of the 
other the keys to his destiny. ~ man knows precisely what 
he can do to you or what epithet he can hurl against ou in 

· or er to make you lose your temper, your equilibrium, then 
· lie can always keep you under su61ect1on. ~t IS a man's·reac: · 

tion to things that determines their ability to exercise power 
over him. It seems clear that Jesus understood the "aruirofuv 
of the relationship between his people and the Romans, and 
he interpreted that relationship against the background of 
the profoundest ethical insight of his o-wn religious faith as 
he had found it in the heart of the prophets of IsraeL 

The solution which Jesus found for himself and for 
Israel, as they faced the hostility of the Greco-Roman 
world, becomes the word and the work of redemption for 
all the cast-down people in every generation and in every 

'Toward the Understanding of Jesus, pp. 60-6!. Copyright 1921, 1937, 
!947 by The Macmillan Co. and used with their permission. 
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age. I mean this quite literally. I do not ignore the theo
logical and metaphysical interpretation of the Christian 
doctrine of salvation. But the underprivileged everywhere 
have long since abandoned any hope that this type of salva
tion deals with the crucial issues by which their days are 
turned into despair without consolation. The basic fact is 
that Christianity as it was born in the mind of this Jewish 
teacher and thinker appears as a technique of sun-:ival for 
the oppressed. That it became, through the intervening 
years, a religion of the powerful and the dominant, used 
sometimes as an instrument of oppression, must not tempt 
us into believing that it was thus in the mind and life of 
Jesus. "In him was life; and the life was the light of men." 
vVherever his spirit appears, the oppressed gather fresh 
courage; for he announced the good news that ~r, ~
risy, and hatred, the three hounds of hell that track the 
trai1 of thecr-lSJilherited, need have no dominion over them. 
-I'l,elong to a genera1:1on"tnat finds very little that is 
meaningful or intelligent in the teachings of the Church 
concerning Jesus Christ. It is a generation largely in revolt 
because of the general impression that Christianity is essen
tially an other-worldly religion, having as its motto: "Take 
all the world, but give me Jesus." The desperate opposition 
to Christianity rests in the fact that it seems, in .the last 
analysis, to be a betrayal of the Negro into the hands of his 
enemies by focusing his attention upon heaven, forgiveness, 
love, and the like. It is true that this emphasis is germane 
to the religion of Jesus, but it has to be put into a context 
that will show its strength and vitality rather than its 
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weakness and failure. For years it has been a part of my 
own quest so to understand the religion of Jesus that in
terest in his way of life could be developed and sustained 
by intelligent men and women who were at the same rime 
deeply victimized by the Christian Church's betrayal of his 
faith. 

During much of my boyhood I was cared for by my 
grandmother, who was born a slave and lived until the 
Civil War on a plantation near Madison, Florida. My regu
lar chore was to do all ·of the reading for my grandmother
she could neither read nor write. Two or three rimes a 
week I read the Bible aloud to her. I was deeply impressed 
by the fact that she was most particular about the choice 
of Scripture. For iostance, I might read many of the more 
devotional Psalms, some of Isaiah, the Gospels again and 
again. But the Pauline epistles, never-except, at long in
tervals, the thitteenth chapter of First Corinthians. My 
curiosity knew no bounds, but we did not question her 
about anything. 

When I was older and was half through college, I 
chanced to be spending a few days at home near the end of 
summer vacation. With a feeling of great temerity I asked 
her one day why it was that she would not let me read any 
of the Pauline letters. \\'hat she told me I shall never forget. 
"During the days of slavery," she said, "the master's min
ister would occasion.ally hold services for the slaves. Old 
man McGhee was.so mean that he would not let a Negro 
minister preach to his slaves. Always the white minister 
used as his text something from Paul. At least three or four 
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times a year he used as a text: 'Slaves,·be obedient to them 
that are your masters ... , as unto Christ.' Then he would 
go on to show how it was G9d's ·will that we were slaves 
and how, if we were good and happy slaves, God would 
bless ns. I promised my Maker that if I ever learned to read 
and if freedom ever came, I would not read that pan of the 
Bible." 

Since that fateful day on the front porch in Florida I 
have been working on the problem her words presented. A 
part of the fruits of that search throw an important light 
upon the issues with which I am dealing. It cannot be denied 
that too often the weight of the Christian movement has 
been on the side of the strong and the powerful and against 
the weak and oppressed-this, despite the gospel. A part of 
the responsibility seems to me to rest upon a peculiar twist 
in the psychology of Paul, whose wide and universal con
cern certainly included all men, bond and free. 

Let us examine the facts. The apostle Paul was a Jew. He 
was the first great creative interpreter of Christianity. His 
letters are older than the Gospels themselves. It seems that 
because he was not one of the original disciples, he was 
never quite accepted by them as one able to speak with 
authority concerning the Master. This fact hung very 
heavily upon the soul of the apostle. He did not ever belong, 
quite. One of the disciples could always say, "But of course 
you do not quite understand, because, you see, you were 
not there when ... " 

But the fact remains: Paul was a Jew, even as Jesus was a 
Jew. By blood, training, background, and religion he be-
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longed to the Jewish minority, about whom we have been 
speaking. But unlike them, for the most part, he was a free 
Jew; he was a citizen of Rome. A desert and a ,sea were 
placed between his status in the empire and that of his 
fellow Jews. A very searching dilemma was created by this 
fact. On the one hand, he belonged to the privileged class. 
He had the freedom of the empire at his disposal. There 
were certain citizenship rights which he could claim despite 
his heritage, faith, and religion. Should he deny himself 
merely because he was more fortunate than his fellows? To 
what extent could he accept his rights without feeling a 
deep sense of guilt and betrayal? He was of a minority but 
with majority privileges. If a Roman soldier in some prison 
in Asia Minor was taking advantage of him, he could make 
an appeal directly to Caesar. There was always available to 
him a protection guaranteed by the state and respected by 
the minions of the state. It was like a magic formula always 
available in emergencies. It is to the credit of the amazing 
power of Jesus Christ over the life of Paul that there is only 
one recorded instance in which he used his privilege. 

It is quite understandable that his sense of security would 
influence certain aspects of his philosophy of history. 
Naturally he would have a regard for the state, for the civil 
magistrate, unlike that of his fellows, who regarded them 
as the formal expression of legitimatized intolerance. The 
stability of Paul's position in the state was guaranteed by 
the integrity of the state. One is not surprised, then, to hear 
him tell slaves to obey their masters like Christ, and say all 
government is ordained of God. (It is not to meet the 
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argument to say that in a sense everything that is, is per
mitted of God, or that government and rulers are sustained 
· by God as a concession to the frailty of man.) It would be 
grossly misleading and inaccurate to say that there are not 
to be found in the Pauline letters utterances of a deeply 
different quality-utterances which reveal how his con
ception transcended all barriers of race and class and condi
tion. But this other side is there, always available to those 
who wish to use the weight of the Christian message to 
oppress and humiliate their fellows. The point is that this 
aspect of Paul's teaching is understandable against the back
ground of his Roman citizenship. It influenced his philos
ophy of history and resulted in a major frustration that has 
borne bitter fruit in the history of the movement which 
he, Paul, did so much to project on the conscience of the 
human race. 

Now Jesus was not a Roman citizen. He was not pro
tected by the normal guarantees of citizenship-that quiet 
sense of security which comes from knowing that you be
long and the general climate of confidence which it inspires. 
If a Roman soldier pushed Jesus into a ditch, he could not 
appeal to Caesar; he would be just another Jew in the ditch. 
Standing always beyond the reach of citizen security, he 
was perpetually exposed to all the "arrows of outrageous 
fortune," and there was only a gratuitous refuge-if any
within the state. vv'hat stark insecurity! What a breeder of 
complete civil and moral nihilism and psychic anarchy! 
Unless one actually lives day by day without a sense of 
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security, he cannot understand what worlds separated Jesus 
from Paul at this point. 

The striking similarity between the social position of 
Jesus in Palestine and that of the va,st majority of American 
Negroes is obvious to anyone who tarries long over the 
facts. We are dealing here with conditions that produce 
essentially the same psychology. There is meant no further 
comparison. It is the similarity of a social climate at the 
point of a denial of full citizenship which creates the prob
lem for creative survival. For the most part, Negroes assume 
that there are no basic citizenship rights, no fundamental 
protection, guaranteed to them by the state, because their 
status a,s citizens has never been clearly defined. There has 
been for them little protection from the dominant con
trollers of society and even less protection from the un
restrained elements within their own group. 

The result ha,s been a tendency to be their own pro
tectors, to bulwark themselves against careless and deliberate 
aggression. The Negro has felt, with some justification, that 
the peace officer of the community provides no defense 
against the offending or offensive white man; and for an 
entirely different set of reasons the peace officer gives no 
protection against the offending Negro. Thus the Negro 
feels that he must be prepared; at a moment's notice, to 
protect his own life and take the consequence therefor. 
Such a predicament has made it natural for some of them 
to use weapons a,s a defense and to have recourse to pre
meditated or precipitate violence. 

Living in a climate of deep insecurity, Jesus, faced with 
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so narrow a margin of civil guarantees, had to find some 
other basis upon which to establish a sense of well-being. 
He knew that the goals of religion as he understood them 
could never be worked out within the then-established 
order. Deep from within that order he projected a dream, 
the logic of which would give to all the needful security. 
There would be room for all, and no man would be a threat 
to his brother. "The kingdom of God is within." "The 
Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed 
me to preach .the gospel to the poor." 

The basic principles of his way of life cut straight 
through to the despair of his fellows and found it ground
less. By inference he says, "You must abandon your fear 
of each other and fear only God. You must not indulge in 
any deception and dishonesty, even to save your lives. Your 
words must be Yea-Nay; anytlung else is evil. Hatred is 
destructive to hated and hater alike. Love your enemy, 
that you may be children of your Father who is in heaven." 
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