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Jesus said, “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me, welcomes the one who sent me.” 

Seminary is full of exciting and challenging courses, but every seminarian will tell you that one of the most challenging courses of their career is systematic theology. Systematic theology frames the Christian faith by drawing on the sacred texts and Christian doctrine over the course of history. The course I took at Chicago Theological Seminary with Dr. JoAnne Marie Terrell engaged students in systematic theology through the lens of liberation, specifically black liberation. As a white woman taking this course in the spring of 2017, I thought I knew of racism and white supremacy as America’s original sin and that this knowledge was enough to do personal antiracism work, but the works of Dr. James Cone in “God of the Oppressed” and “A Black Theology of Liberation” had me questioning my own faith. 

What is liberation and Black theology? Dr. James Cone writes in “The appearance of black theology on the American scene then is due primarily to the failure of white religionists to relate to the gospel of Jesus to the pain of being black in a white racist society. It arises from the need of blacks to liberate themselves from white oppressors. Black theology is a theology of liberation because it is a theology which arises from an identification with the oppressed blacks of America, seeking to interpret the gospel of Jesus in the light of black condition. It believes that the liberation of the black community is God’s liberation.” 

I needed to be liberated from the lie of white supremacy and my naïve participation in an economy of punishment versus an economy of care. I needed someone to welcome me into the truth of God’s nonexclusive love, a love that welcomes the oppressive stranger finding their way home. Isn’t this what we all need now?

It has become popular on social media to “call each other out” on racist policies, language, and practices. This calling out culture can be divisive and antithetical to the teachings of Jesus. Instead of call out, I wonder what would happen if we were to call each other in to better understand God’s love and truth. 

Our congregation is calling in the community with simple signage. If you drive by St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church at 5720 Urbandale Avenue in Des Moines, IA, you’ll see a sign that says “Black Lives Matters” and perhaps the open and affirming St. Andrew’s banner featuring both pride and trans flags surrounding a red cross.  These intentional signs of love proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ to our community by welcoming the stranger who may not have always felt welcomed in the church. By church I mean the broader church, the Episcopal Church, the midwestern church, and the predominately white church. 

Jesus said, “Whoever welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet, will receive a prophet’s reward; and whoever welcomes a righteous person in the name of a righteous person will receive the reward of the righteous, and whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple – truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward.” 

Prophets are teachers proclaiming the will of God. In today’s Genesis reading, God tests Abraham and his willingness to follow God by asking him to sacrifice his son, Isaac. After Abraham builds the altar for burnt offerings and binds his son, Isaac, God says, “Here I am” and instructs Abraham to let his son go.

In a time of pandemic where many of us are staying at home, or limiting our interactions outside of the home, we welcome the words of the prophet Abraham who says, “The Lord will provide.” God is here. We are not alone.

What has God provided you during this time of pandemic? A birthday greeting from the outside of your window? Rekindled relationships through social media? A challenging perspective on racism? Time to focus on your family? New recipes to enjoy and share? Time to relax and discover new shows on Netflix? A well-tended garden? A deeper relationship with the world around you rooted in Jesus? 

The Bible is shaped in the culture in which it was composed and is meant to be read within the culture it is read. Today we have access to prophets living among us proclaiming Abraham’s words, “The Lord will provide.”. When our black brothers, sisters, and siblings are arrested for protesting, God provides bail money from the community so peaceful protesters can continue calling us into the sacred work of justice. When a pandemic turns our daily lives upside down, God provides masks sewn by members of the community to keeps us safe. When a child asks what’s happening in our world today, God provides a community of truth tellers and justice seekers to gently explain. When we’re tired and can’t face the news or even our daily tasks, God provides us with a beloved community to help us process and move forward as one Body.

Welcome one another and accept each other’s invitations with Love. 
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