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P art  1

T oward  a 

Lut h eran  E thos



What ethic do confessional Luther-
ans have to offer a conversation and culture 
wrapped up in endless dialogues and demands 
for social justice? In a church body that is 95 
percent white Anglo-Saxon and of Germanic 
origins, what are we to make of the accusations 
regarding white privilege, institutional racism, 
and overall systemic racism being pressed 
upon the broader American culture and every 
institution within it, including the church?

This part of the present study ventures to 
answer those questions with an exploration 
of our Lutheran doctrine in light of our con-
temporary American context and the current 
varying calls for social justice. In particular, 
this work seeks to address the issue of racism 
and those affected by the sin of racism in any 
given form, as well as the erroneous generaliza-
tions about American institutions, the church, 
and the white community in general.

Most notably, the calls to stem the espoused 
racial injustices and instead become “anti-
racist” by seeking “equality” and “justice” for 
all will be explored in light of clear biblical 
theology. The challenge, of course, comes in 
understanding what each of those terms actu-
ally means when employed, as well as navigat-
ing the ideology behind their use (particularly 
“Critical Race Theory”), and then evaluating 
them in light of the clear Word of God and 
our Lutheran ethos. The endeavor of this Part 
1 will be to identify a clear ethic of care as 
we seek to shine the light of Christ amid the 
darkness of competing truths in a very divided 
country. Part 2 will provide pastoral guidance 
for the care of souls struggling against racism 
in its many forms.

C H A P T E R  1 : 

M I S S I O N  &  W I T N E S S

2



There is a danger to reduce our robust 
Lutheran confession of faith solidified in the 
Reformation to mere personal matters of inter-
nal faith that have no impact upon day-to-day 
living, particularly upon the local organization 
of the church. From time to time, the push to 
“withdraw” from political matters and societal 
issues has been present in various Lutheran 
minority voices.1 But doing so is to misrep-
resent the full-bodied ethic that flows from 
Lutheran theology, one that is rooted in the 
doctrine of vocation and frees the Christian 
to act with intentional care for the neighbor. 
Luther himself offers a robust explanation of 
this understanding:

We conclude, therefore, that a Christian lives 
not in himself, but in Christ and his neighbor. 
Otherwise he is not a Christian. He lives in 
Christ through faith, in his neighbor through 
love. By faith he is caught up beyond himself 
into God. By love he descends beneath himself 
into his neighbor.2

In other words, the Christian lives life at 
the intersection of two kingdoms, the spiritual 
kingdom and the temporal kingdom, where 
the object of faith is always Christ and the 
indirect object of faith in action is always the 
neighbor. Luther had much to say on this as 
well. In his 1523 work, Temporal Authority: 
To What Extent It Should Be Obeyed, he began 
developing this two-kingdoms thought that 
has come to help Christians think through how 
we are to live life in relation to others as both 

1 “The Gospel has nothing to do with outward existence but only with eternal life...It is not the vocation of Jesus Christ or of the 
Gospel to change the orders of secular life and establish them new...Christianity wants to change man’s heart, not his external situa-
tion.” Christian Luthardt Karl H. Hertz (ed.), The Two Kingdoms and One World: A Sourcebook in Christian Social Ethics (Minneap-
olis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1976), p. 87.

2 “Freedom of a Christian,” LW 31:371.

3 “For this reason [human depravity] God has ordained two governments: the spiritual, by which the Holy Spirit produces 
Christians and righteous people under Christ; and the temporal, which retains the un-Christian and wicked so that—no thanks to 
them—they are obliged to keep still and to maintain an outward peace. Thus does St. Paul interpret the temporal sword in Romans 
13[:3], when he says it is not a terror to good conduct but to bad. And Peter says it is for the punishment of the wicked [1 Pet. 
2:14].” LW 45:91.

4 Ibid, p. 96.

5 Gustaf Wingren, Luther on Vocation (Evansville, IN: Ballast Press, 1999), p. 46.

citizens of heaven and citizens of any temporal 
government.3 He emphasizes the importance 
of our own personal endurance of evil, while 
also standing up for our neighbor in the face of 
injustice:

In this way the two propositions are brought 
into harmony with one another: at one and the 
same time you satisfy God’s kingdom inwardly 
and the kingdom of the world outwardly. You 
suffer evil and injustice, and yet at the same 
time you punish evil and injustice; you do not 
resist evil, and yet at the same time, you do 
resist it. In the one case, you consider yourself 
and what is yours; in the other, you consider 
your neighbor and what is his. In what con-
cerns you and yours, you govern yourself by 
the gospel and suffer injustice toward yourself 
as a true Christian; in what concerns the per-
son or property of others, you govern yourself 
according to love and tolerate no injustice 
toward your neighbor. The gospel does not 
forbid this; in fact, in other places it actually 
commands it.4  

Scholar Gustaf Wingren unequivocally 
notes how the neighbor stands at the center 
of Luther’s ethic: “Love born of faith and the 
Spirit effects a complete breakthrough of the 
boundary between the two kingdoms, the wall 
of partition between heaven and earth, as did 
God’s incarnation in Christ.”5  

As such, wherever there might be social 
injustice and oppression, Lutherans certainly 
have an ethic to act upon in the face of it. This 

O U R  L U T H E R A N  E T H I C
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mobilizes us, then, to care for our neighbors 
in the face of any certain social injustice or 
oppression. This is not hereby making any 
value statements on the present claims of social 
injustice in our American society. That is yet to 
come. Rather, it is simply to say Lutherans in-
deed have a clear ethic to provide real care for 
those in the face of oppression and injustice. 

Yet there are those today who consider 
promoting mere individual responsibility as in-
adequate to fight against such social injustice. 
In this view, the church as the people of God 
are called to rise up and speak against such 
oppression and injustice. Like Isaiah speaking 
to the whole people of Israel on behalf of the 
Lord, so voices today press those same words 
into the ears of the Holy Christian Church in 
our local congregations: “learn to do good; 
seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice 
to the fatherless, plead the widow’s cause” 
(Isaiah 1:17). Such voices hold that the church 
as an institution is to engage against injustice 
through her public speaking and acting. Not 
only should pulpits and official public state-
ments bring condemnation of such injustice, 
the actions of the church as a whole are to 
strive for changes in public policy, provide 
tangible services to the oppressed, and even 
organize the masses in civil protest against any 
such injustice. Like the abolitionists of the 18th 
and 19th centuries, the civil rights movement 
of the 60s and 70s, and the contemporary pro-
life movement, present day social justice ad-
vocates charge that the church as a whole is to 
press for reform in the face of racial inequality 
and social injustice.    

This potentially presents a more compli-
cated understanding of the Holy Christian 
Church, which again brings various opinions 
about the church’s role in the face of any such 
injustice. But here, too, Luther is again help-
ful. In his commentary on the Sermon on the 
Mount, he expresses the balancing act that the 
Christian is to make in suffering all things in 
himself, while also defending against injustice 
and evil on behalf of others. This includes 
making use of proper government oversight 
and care of people, which would imply the 
church’s role in advocating on behalf of the 
oppressed to the government.  

6 LW 21:112.

7 Ibid, p. 116.

Certainly we are not compelled or obliged to 
let every insolent person run rampant all over 
the place and to take it silently without doing 
anything about it—not if we can follow orderly 
procedure in defending ourselves. Otherwise, 
however, all we can do is to suffer if someone 
treats us unjustly and violently. We must not 
sanction a wrong, but we must testify to the 
truth. In opposition to violence and malice, 
we certainly may appeal to the law. Thus, 
before the high priest Annas, Christ Himself 
appealed to the law and asked for justice (John 
18:23); nevertheless He let himself be struck, 
offering not merely His other cheek but his 
whole body.6   

A Christian has to be ready to endure whatev-
er you and everyone else may do to him, but 
he is not obliged to let your whims run riot all 
over him if he can prevent it by appealing to 
the law and by seeking the help of the govern-
ment. Although the government may refuse 
to protect him or may itself become guilty of 
violence, he is not obliged to keep quiet on 
that account as though he had to sanction 
such procedure.7  

In sum, there is certainly an ethic that the 
church and her individual members are to 
undertake in care of and love for the neighbor, 
particularly in the face of social injustices and 
oppression. This two-kingdom ethic of love is 
employed in the daily vocations of every Chris-
tian and is ultimately fortified by the truth of 
Christ’s summary of the law: “You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your mind. This 
is the great and first commandment. And a 
second is like it: You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself ” (Matthew 22:37-39).
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T H E  M I S S I O N  O F  T H E  H O L Y  C H R I S T I A N  C H U R C H

But does this constitute the chief 
purpose of the Holy Christian Church? Does 
action against social injustice become the 
primary role of the Holy Christian Church? I 
realize to even suggest opposing such a thing 
in a “woke” culture is to automatically draw the 
ire of social justice warriors and be labeled as a 
power-hungry racist. But this goes to the core 
of the issue at hand. We have yet to unpack 
the root of all injustice and oppression—sin 
itself—and the sinister Evil One lurking behind 
it all. 

The depravity of humankind is a core tenet 
of Lutheran theology, and it is ultimately at 
the root of any injustice and oppression. But to 
suggest that the primary purpose of the Holy 
Christian Church is to be an agent of social 
justice is merely attempting to treat the symp-
tom while ignoring the cure. Therefore, we 
need to consider biblically what the role of the 
Holy Christian Church is in the world today. 
How can we know for sure what her primary 
purpose is? Even more, does her mission actu-
ally ever change depending upon which setting 
or culture she is in? Or is there something 
transcendent about her mission and purpose? 

Reformation theology answers the last 
question affirmatively. Namely, no matter the 
culture, or time, or country one lives in, and 
no matter one’s “race,” the mission of the Holy 
Christian Church has always remained the 
same. In the words of Jesus, that mission and 
purpose is “that repentance for the forgiveness 
of sins should be proclaimed in his name to 
all nations” (Luke 24:47). As such, Lutherans 
have historically identified the Holy Chris-
tian Church by her marks, namely the clear 
preaching and teaching of the Word of God 
and the administration of the sacraments for 
the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the 
body, and the life everlasting. In other words, 
although other behaviors may accompany the 
presence of the church, these are the chief 
markers that indicate the church is the Holy 
Christian Church.

5



H I S T O R Y  O F  R A C I S M  I N  T H E  C H U R C H

Sadly, the Christian church must 
acknowledge it has made tangible contribu-
tions to racism in America. When colony 
settlements first began by the Mayflower 
settlers started expanding, and the Southern 
colonies became more agrarian, landowners 
saw the need for a continuous labor source. 
African slaves thus became the ideal choice to 
ensure generations of forced servitude.8 Be-
cause the need for labor was tied to building a 
nation considered to be a mission from God by 
the settlers, it sadly resulted in the belief that 
using slaves was “patriotic—even godly.” For 
example, “George Whitefield [1714-1770], the 
initiator of the Great Awakening, believed that 
‘the colonies could not succeed without unpaid 
slave labor and he could not alter that reality.’”9 
In fact, Whitefield himself purchased a planta-
tion in South Carolina and owned seventy-five 
slaves.10 Even more damning is when Rev. W. 
M. Rogers declared, “When a slave asks me
to stand between him and his master, what
does he ask? He asks me to murder a nation’s
life; and I will not do it, because I have a con-
science, because there is a God.”11

As a result, southern American Christianity 
bears a large part of the burden for precipitat-
ing the systemic view of racism in America. 
Harriet Beecher Stowe brought this to the 
nation’s conscience in her 1850 classic, Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin, even while her clergy brothers, 
Henry Ward Beecher and Edward Beecher, 
helped lead the abolitionist movement against 
slavery. Even so, today’s cultural activists stal-
wartly insist that America remains systemically 
racist and therefore needs a new definition of 
racism to deal with this reality. The following 
chapters will explore this reality.

8 Mark DeyMaz and Onela Fennell Okuwobi, Multiethnic Conversations: An Eight-Week Journey Toward Unity in Your Church 
(Indiana: Wesleyan Publishing, 2016), p. 93.

9 Ibid, p. 94.

10 Dwight N. Hopkins, Down, Up, and Over: Slave Religion and Black Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2000), p. 32.

11 Ibid, p. 33.
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For some in the church, the cur-
rent social justice debate shows how defining 
the mission of the Holy Christian Church in 
terms of the means of grace and the marks of 
the church is utterly shortsighted. They assert 
that such a mission is devoid of the church’s 
true purpose in society today. So-called “black 
theology” asserts just such a claim. According 
to this theology, the accusation is that any such 
summary of the mission of the Holy Christian 
Church is actually a racist view of theology 
because that view of the church and her the-
ology was created by white people with white 
supremacist ideology. This is the case that 
James Cone attempts to make:

It is of course possible to assume that black 
religion and white religion are essentially 

1 James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed (New York: Orbis books, 1975, 1997, 2018), p. 9.

the same, since white people introduced 
“Christianity” to black people. However, that 
assumption will deprive the theologian of vital 
insights into black religious thought forms, 
because it fails to recognize the significant 
connection between thought and social exis-
tence…What is the connection between life 
and theology? The answer cannot be the same 
for blacks and whites, because blacks and 
whites do not share the same life. The lives 
of a black slave and white slaveholder were 
radically different. 1

In the 1970s, Cone began developing a 
black theology that has at its core the libera-
tion of an oppressed people. He summarizes 
that theology below:

C H A P T E R  2 : 

B L A C K  T H E O L O G Y —
ROOTS OF THE ANTIRACIST IDEOLOGY

7



Black liberation theology was created by black 
theologians and preachers who rejected this 
white teaching about the meek, long-suffering 
Jesus. We called it hypocritical and racist. 
Our Christology focused on the revolutionary 
Black Christ who “preached good news to the 
poor,” “proclaimed release to the captive,” and 
“let the oppressed go free” (Luke 4:18f ). Since 
whites have been the most violent race on the 
planet, their theologians and preachers are not 
in a position to tell black people, or any other 
people for that matter, what they must do 
to be like Jesus. This is black common sense 
theology, which is deeply embedded in the 
radical side of black religious history and the 
source out of which black liberation theology 
emerged.2 

This is a theology that ultimately lands 
upon the Law rather than the Gospel. In Cone’s 
words, “There can be no reconciliation with 
God unless the hungry are fed, the sick are 
healed, and justice is given to the poor. The 
justified person is at once the sanctified per-
son, one who knows that his or her freedom is 
inseparable from the liberation of the weak and 
the helpless.”3 In short, the chief message is not 
upon Christ the crucified and His shed blood, 
but upon achieving liberation for the racially 
enslaved. 

Cone’s thinking was a ray of inspiration for 
those in the throes of the civil rights move-
ment and remains the backdrop for some 
contemporary “antiracist” thinkers today. Most 
notable among those thinkers is professor 
Ibram Kendi. His recent works Stamped from 
the Beginning and How to be an Antiracist have 
catapulted him to the forefront of the new 
woke social justice thinking. 

Kendi saw in Cone’s theology the impetus 
to better understand the oppression of blacks 
by white people, and to gain a contemporary 
foothold toward formulating the alternative of 
an antiracist society. According to Kendi, Cone 
defined a Christian as “one who is striving for 
liberation.” This put religion in a new light, 
one in terms of “a Christianity of the enslaved, 

2 Ibid, preface to the 1997 edition, p. xvi.

3 Quoted in a May 2, 2018, post for The Christian Century by Elizabeth Palmer entitled, “James Cone’s theology is easy to like and 
hard to live,” https://www.christiancentury.org/blog-post/cover-cover/james-cones-theology-easy-and-hard-live. Accessed 9-20-20.

4 Kendi, How to be an Antiracist (New York: One World, 2019), p. 17.

not the Christianity of the slaveholders,” and so 
for him better expressed the plight of the black 
man.4 For Kendi, Cone and others like him 
serve as an inspiration for the fight for racial 
equality. However, the Christ of this theology 
appears to have little expressed personal or 
salvific meaning to him and gives credence 
to the impossible antiracist ethic that Kendi 
promotes. Which is why a brief assessment of 
Cone’s theology is important.
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M O V I N G  B E Y O N D  S C R I P T U R E

In short, Cone’s theology is based not 
on an oppression of sin, death, and the devil, 
but oppression at the hands of a white, racist, 
and repressive people. Cone sees Christ as a 
black man coming to deliver freedom against 
oppressive forces, and therefore reads all of 
Scripture through the oppression of white su-
premacy. And though Scripture is important to 
him, he does not limit his theological thought 
to Scripture alone. 

I still regard the Bible as an important source 
of my theological reflections, but not my 
starting point. The black experience and the 
Bible together in dialectical tension serve as 
my point of departure today and yesterday. 
The order is significant. I am black first—ev-
erything else comes after that. This means 
that I read the Bible through the lens of a 
black tradition of struggle and not as the 
objective Word of God. The Bible therefore 
is one witness to God’s empowering presence 
in human affairs, along with other important 
testimonies. The other testimonies include 
sacred documents of the African-American 
experience—such as the speeches of Malcolm 
X and Martin Luther King, Jr., the writings of 
Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison, the 
music of the blues, jazz, and rap.5  

Should any white theologian object to such 
a hermeneutic, upholding instead a theology of 
justification by grace through faith in the shed 
blood of Christ, they will automatically be at a 
disadvantage. To decry such a contextual un-
derstanding of the Scriptures is, for Cone, to be 
disingenuous. He contends that any white man 
claiming objectivity of doctrine, while at the 
same time saying his is a subjective hermeneu-
tic, only goes to prove one’s racist disposition. 

Nonetheless, at the risk of being so accused, 
the broader history of the Holy Christian 

5 God of the Oppressed, p. xi.

6 “The Jesus of whom I speak, however, is not primarily the one of Nicea and Chalcedon, nor of Luther, Calvin, and Barth…
For Christological reflections, I turn to the Jesus of Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Paul and of the Spirituals and Gospel Music, 
Fannie Lou Hamer, and Martin Luther King, Jr.” God of the Oppressed, p. xiii.

7 God of the Oppressed, p. 13.

Church does indeed testify differently. Suffice 
it to say that, at a minimum, Cone’s theology is 
not compatible with orthodox biblical theolo-
gy, and certainly not with any tradition com-
ing out of the Reformation. Yet that does not 
reduce the need for our awareness of it. 

Cone admits this heterodoxy as much 
himself.6 “I respect what happened at Nicea 
and Chalcedon and the theological input of the 
Church Fathers on Christology; but that source 
alone is inadequate for finding out meaning 
of black folks’ Jesus.”7 In short, he appears to 
create a very limited theology that collectivizes 
black people from all of history and in every 
nation and forces them into one category. They 
must all see theology from the point of view 
of black people under American slavery, Jim 
Crow, and prejudiced bigotry. However, the 
former two are conditions that are neither legal 
nor prevalent in the contemporary experience 
of black Americans today. This perspective 
is neither faithful to the history of the Holy 
Christian Church nor compatible with tradi-
tional biblical orthodox Christianity. 

However, this collectivist ideology (and 
identity) has become central to viewing pop-
ulations of humanity for such iterations of 
“black theology.” Likewise, this is a central 
tenet for Critical Race Theory, much as it is for 
the Critical Theory ungirding the current sex-
ual and moral revolution of the LGBTQ move-
ment. In short, such “race” theology makes 
Christ only a means, where being black be-
comes primary. It reduces theology to be about 
subjective human perspectives rather than the 
objective truth of Jesus Christ the crucified for 
the sins of the world (John 3:16).

9



A N T I R A C I S T  I D E O L O G Y

Historic biblical Christianity does 
not create theology and ethics based upon the 
racial, ethnic, national, or pigmented identity 
of human beings. As Paul says, our identity is 
in Christ, “it is no longer I who live but Christ 
who lives in me” (Galatians 2:20), and “in 
Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through 
faith. For as many of you were baptized into 
Christ have put on Christ. There is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 
there is no male and female, for you are all one 
in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:26-28). In other 
words, Christians do not speak of fellow hu-
man beings based upon their specific cultural, 
racial, sexual, or national identity, but upon 
their redeemed identity in Christ as a precious 
and beloved child of God—one who has been 
justified and sanctified by the shed blood of 
Christ and His Holy Spirit.  

Nonetheless, taking Cone’s lead of moving 
beyond Scripture, and progressing to a col-
lectivist ideology in order to implement re-
form, social justice thinkers like Ibram Kendi, 
Ta-Nahesi Coats, and Robin DiAngelo utilize 
the framework of postmodern deconstruction 
thinking and Critical Race Theory to provide 
variations of polemics and dictates of how to 
remake culture and society into a so-called 
“antiracist” society. 

To be clear, for Kendi, an antiracist is dif-
ferent than being “not racist.” One can never be 
neutral. It is illegitimate to claim you are “not 
racist.” One is either a racist or actively work-
ing against racism. This assertion reveals his 
broadened definition of racism—that it is “a 
marriage of racist policies and racist ideas that 
produces and normalizes racial inequities.”8 
Hence, the definition of an antiracist is one 
“who is expressing the idea that racial groups 
are equals and none needs developing, and is 
supporting policy that reduces inequality.”9

In short, underpinning these secular think-
ers is a decided push toward socialistic or 

8 How to be an Antiracist, p. 18.

9 How to be an Antiracist, p. 24.

totalitarian tendencies to help implement pub-
lic policies that better reform American culture 
to their ideological view. Important to note 
is that this revolutionary endeavor certainly 
includes making over the church. The goal is 
to cure all of America of her alleged “inherent” 
white supremacist originations and dismantle 
all systemic racism within every American 
institution which, they claim, has been present 
from the very beginning of her founding.

Ironically, to do this, the movement is 
actually perpetrating racist discrimination in 
the name of equality. The Wall Street Journal 
provides just one example of this increasing 
trend among public schools across the nation:

EVANSTON, Ill.—This summer, school super-
intendent Devon Horton told the residents of 
this city north of Chicago that for “oppressed 
minorities,” the coronavirus was only the latest 
chapter in their long history of persecution—
the pandemic of “inequity and racism and 
classism” had been holding them down for a 
lot longer. 
 
In recognition of the impact of racism, Dr. 
Horton said, Evanston schools would give stu-
dents from marginalized groups first priority 
for seats for in-person learning and all other 
students would be taught remotely. This is 
“about equity for Black and brown students, 
for special education students, for our LGBTQ 
students,” he said during a public meeting, 
held via Zoom. 
 
After the slew of angry letters aimed at Dr. 
Horton, the school board responded with an 
open letter to the community. “When you 
challenge policies and protocols established 
to ensure an equitable experience for Black 
and brown students,” the board said in its 
letter, “you are part of a continuum of resis-
tance to equity and desire to maintain white 
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supremacy.”10  

The collectivization of all detractors of the 
policy and the blatant accusatory nature of 
the school board’s open letter demonstrate the 
utter danger of this ideology. People are forced 
into an either / or category. If you oppose this 
radical, racist ideology, and speak out about 
it, you are a white supremacist. There is sim-
ply no reasonableness to this dogma. Sadly, 
this type of thinking and behavior simply fits 
in with what it means to be an antiracist. As 
Kendi clearly defines it, such discrimination 
is actually appropriate if it means equality is 
being achieved. “If discrimination is creating 
equality, then it is antiracist. If discrimination 
is creating inequality, then it is racist.” In other 
words, he seems to claim discrimination can be 
a tool of equality. 

Here, the unrealistic goal of equality of out-
come (as opposed to equality of opportunity) is 
revealed as the ever-guiding light of this ideol-
ogy. But we must ask, at what cost? In perhaps 
his most stunning statement, Kendi blatantly 
invokes the use of his convoluted definition 
of discrimination as a fitting behavior: “The 
only remedy to racist discrimination is anti-
racist discrimination. The only remedy to past 
discrimination is present discrimination. The 
only remedy to present discrimination is future 
discrimination.”11

This is a curious, if not unsettling asser-
tion. Given humankind’s fallen condition, 
advocating for such blatant discrimination is 
only bound to create further unrest. Nonethe-
less, promoting this perspective is consistent 
with the expanded definitions and ideology 
that social justice warriors are teaching. We’ll 
turn our attention to those definitions now.

10 Douglas Belkin and Lee Hawkins, “Can School be ‘Antiracist’? A New Superintendent in Evanston, Ill., Has a Plan” (The Wall 
Street Journal, 10-6-20), https://www.wsj.com/articles/can-school-be-antiracist-a-new-superintendent-in-evanston-ill-has-a-
plan-11601982001. Accessed 10-11-20.

11 How to be an Antiracist, p. 19.
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As the cries for social justice against 
“systemic racism” and “white privilege” have 
reached a fevered pitch, those in the church 
need to be clear-minded and culturally well-
informed. We need to remain scripturally 
based and Christ-centered so as not to lose our 
bearings nor fail to speak a word of truth or act 
with compassion in the face of calls for reform, 
be they in society at large or in the church 
itself.   

To say we live in complex times is a bit of 
an understatement. However, that complexity 
is reflected in the various approaches to the 
issue of systemic injustice and racism. Here, 
definitions are important. New terms are often 
added to cultural vocabulary to indicate trends 
and to identify or label those who are cultural-
ly aware. One of the latest in the social justice 
movement is the slang term “woke.” 

The simple definition of the word would be 
to consider the verb “to wake,” as in to wake up 
from sleep. However, “woke” has been adapt-
ed in our American setting as a cultural and 
political term referring to a perceived aware-
ness of issues concerning social justice and 
racial justice. In other words, to be “woke” is 
to awaken from the sleep of ignorance or from 
outdated beliefs into the enlightenment of new 
cultural awareness, particularly about social 
and racial justice. And though the term is new 
to our setting, the concept is similar to when 
Karl Marx said, “Religion is the opium of the 
masses.” He was essentially talking about the 
need to be woke. He considered religion a tool 
of oppression because it keeps people asleep. 
Like opium, he contended it deadens pain and 
clouds the truth. Religion soothes suffering 
and gives false hope. So the Marxist revolution 
needed images of Christ to be removed, speech 
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codes enforced against pastors, and icons of 
biblical truths destroyed in order to clear the 
path toward communism.

The social justice movement carries similar 
Marxist themes as it seeks to remake the whole 
of culture rather than just the social classes 
Marx set out to destroy. To do this, not only 
are new words added to our vocabulary, but 
the definitions of words are often expanded, 
altered, or completely reinvented. Consider the 
concept of justice, for example.  

Traditionally justice has been defined as a 
virtue. In fact, justice is one of the four cardi-
nal virtues. It is often described as the mod-
eration between selfishness and selflessness—
between having more and having less than 
one’s fair share. In Christian moral theology, 
justice is a quality or habit which perfects the 
will and inclines it to render to each and to all 
what belongs to them. The object of the virtue 
of justice is the other person’s rights, whether 
natural or bestowed by church or state. Thus, 
an injustice occurs when something that is due 
a person, like freedom or personal agency, is 
withheld from that person.1  

However, social justice warriors (SJW) 
push justice to mean more than what is due 
an individual based upon natural or divine 
rights. Their view of justice is such that justice 
needs to force equality of outcome (rather than 
simply provide equality of opportunity) upon 
all of society according to their standards of 
belief. In particular, this definition of social 
justice carries the beliefs that are based upon 
the values and morals of social progressivism, 
cultural inclusivity (LGBTQ movements), civil 
rights, feminism, and multiculturalism rath-
er than that of traditional virtues or biblical 
truths. 

For example, although through all of time 
“marriage” referred to the union of one man 
and one woman, critical theory and social 
justice thinking infiltrated the minds of the 
American general public and legal fields to 
change the definition of marriage. The social 
justice movement pressed for “equality” of 
same-sex couples so that they might be able to 
become “married” legally. As a result, in 2015, 
a 5-4 Supreme Court ruling read a right into 
the constitution, and “equality” is now legally 

1 Joseph Pieper, The Four Cardinal Virtues (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 2014), p. 44.

forced upon the American people. Then, in 
the summer of 2020, the next advancement 
of social justice equality came in another 5-4 
Supreme Court ruling that legally redefined 
the meaning of biological sex for transgender 
individuals. Once again, a new “equality” is 
now being forced upon the American people. 
The growing trend to consider terms and 
definitions in such a plastic manner and thus 
change culture by force is utterly alarming.    

Consider the definitions of racism and sys-
temic racism. Ordinarily, each would be some-
thing different. One refers to individual racist 
thinking, behaving, and acting, while the other 
refers to systems and institutions that promote 
and foster those racist behaviors. But social 
justice warriors and critical race theorists are 
merging the two definitions. Therefore, it’s 
important for us to have a basic knowledge of 
terms as we engage in the care of one another 
and understand the changing landscape of 
those definitions.  

To that end, we must acknowledge that 
racism is utterly abhorrent and evil and must 
be called and treated as the sin that it is. This 
is part of the Christian life. Those who have 
committed racist acts or carry a racist mindset 
and prejudice need to repent. Upon repen-
tance, they then rest in the full forgiveness and 
cleansing of our Lord Jesus Christ, who leads 
them forward with a transformed heart and 
mind that loves and serves others in the name 
of Christ. Likewise, those who have been the 
recipients of hatred and racist acts need the 
salving balm of Christ’s healing blood that also 
brings to them restoration and cleansing for 
all unrighteousness that they have endured (1 
John 1:7). (See Part 2 for the specific pastoral 
care that enacts this divine healing and care.)  

However, we live at a time when the defini-
tion of racism is under scrutiny and the defini-
tion of justice is being altered. First, note that 
the immediately preceding reference to racism 
assumes the following definition: 

“Racism” has been defined as “the theory or 
idea that there is a causal link between inherit-
ed physical traits and certain traits of person-
ality, intellect, or culture and, combined with 
it, the notion that some races are inherently 
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superior to others.” According to this defini-
tion, racism refers to the belief that organic, 
genetically transmitted differences (whether 
real or imagined) between human groups are 
associated with the presence or absence of 
certain socially relevant qualities or abilities 
that are determinative of people’s social worth 
and their value as human beings.2  

As noted above, this definition is no longer 
the accepted universal understanding for rac-
ism. That’s true both in the secular culture as 
well as in the church. Again, many define the 
term racism as directly linked to whole systems 
and policies present within our culture and 
country, which includes the assertion that the 
founding principles of America are inherently 
and structurally racist and have been so from 
the very beginning. In other words, the Ameri-
can system of governance has been unjust from 
the beginning. 

Understanding these terms and how they 
are employed is vital to successfully navigating 
our cultural chaos. A concise summary of the 
above essential definitions would be the fol-
lowing:

2 Racism and the Church: Overcoming Idolatry, A Report of the Commission on Theology and Church Relations of The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod (St. Louis, 1994), p. 10.

3 Consider on July 15, 2020, The National Museum of African American History & Culture put out the below chart about the 
cultural assumptions of whiteness. After numerous complaints, it was eventually revised and then removed. Valerie Richardson, 
“Smithsonian African American museum removes ‘whiteness’ chart slammed as racist” (The Washington Times, 7-17-20), https://
www.washingtontimes.com/news/2020/jul/17/smithsonian-african-american-museum-remove-whitene/. Accessed 9-8-20. 

Woke = rejecting outmoded cultural assump-
tions and adopting the new cultural ideologies 
about social and racial justice. 
 
Justice = equal outcomes (as opposed to equal 
opportunities) for minorities of every subcul-
ture (racial, sexual, etc.)  
 
Racism = the social structures and assump-
tions that systemically oppress minorities

In sum, these views hold that racism 
permeates every system of this country. As a 
result, being a “white” person is considered 
problematic in itself. It is an injustice to others 
of color. This has led to the claim that white-
ness comes with inherent privileges which are 
born out of a racist system of government, 
wherein a return to justice means whites need 
to self-identify as racist, check their privilege, 
and stand aside for people of color in order for 
equality to take place.3 We explore these asser-
tions now.
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W H I T E  F R A G I L I T Y

Kendi’s expanded definition of 
racism was shared above. But he is not alone. 
White female social justice warrior Robin 
DiAngelo also champions this definition in her 
provocative book, White Fragility: Why It’s So 
hard for White People to Talk About Racism. 
She quotes professor J. Kehaulani Kauanui, 
who simply states, “Racism is a structure, not 
an event,”4 and then goes on to extensively 
elaborate on this with accounts of those she 
notes as ignorant white racists and their sys-
tems of privilege. As she does so, DiAngelo has 
a specific audience in mind: 

This book is intended for us, white progres-
sives who so often—despite our conscious 
intentions—make life so difficult for people of 
color. I believe that white progressives cause the 
most daily damage to people of color. I define 
a white progressive as any white person who 
thinks he or she is not racist, or is less racist, 
or in the “choir,” or already “gets it.” White 
progressives can be the most difficult for 
people of color because, to the degree that we 
think we have arrived, we will put our energy 
into making sure that others see us having 
arrived.5 

Her approach is curious as she openly 
acknowledges that “this book does not attempt 
to provide the solution to racism. Nor does 
it attempt to prove that racism exists; I start 
from the premise. My goal is to make visible 
how one aspect of white sensibility continues 
to hold racism in place: white fragility.”6 Odd-
ly, she seems to be embracing the broadened 
definition of racism and all of the heightened 
awareness and wokeness that goes with it in an 
effort to demonstrate that she has “arrived.” 

4 DiAngelo, White Fragility (Boston, Beacon Press, 2018), p. 20.

5 White Fragility, p. 5.

6 Ibid.

7 The author of this essay observed the wife of one LCMS pastor organize one such community event through social media 
and continue to chastise those who refused to confess their white privilege and show solidarity with penance for the guilt of their 
whiteness.

8 White Fragility, p. 6.

Nonetheless, enforcement of this new 
definition is not being limited to select elite 
quarters of society. Facebook and social media 
are littered with demands for and examples 
of the new social ethic for confessing one’s 
white privilege and even arranging community 
“kneel downs” as a show of guilt and penance 
for white privilege.7

In short, as a product of her effort to create 
a corporate consulting service that offers racial 
sensitivity training, DiAngelo teaches white 
people how to intentionally “interrupt” the in-
herent racism present within every single white 
male and female American. In so doing, she, a 
white person, also coaches black people how to 
likewise see that racism—even if they as black 
people claim it is not there—and help facilitate 
the needed interruption within the inherent 
white person’s avoidably racist disposition. 
This interruption, DiAngelo says, is necessary 
because of the essentially social caste system 
white people have been born into and partici-
pate in, wittingly or unwittingly. In short, it is 
a system that automatically prejudices white 
people toward black people simply as a part of 
who they are. In her words: 

I came to see that the way we are taught to 
define racism makes it virtually impossible for 
white people to understand it. Given our racial 
insulation, coupled with misinformation, any 
suggestion that we are complicit in racism is 
a kind of unwelcome and insulting shock to 
the system. If, however, I understand racism 
as a system into which I was socialized, I can 
receive feedback on my problematic behavior 
and racial patterns as a helpful way to support 
my learning and growth.8 
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In the end, she essentially asserts a non-fal-
sifiable hypothesis. The way you can know 
you are racist is if you are white, and if you are 
white, you must know that you are a racist who 
is part of a system that perpetuates racism. In 
her words, “The default of the current system 
is the reproduction of racial inequality; our 
institutions were designed to reproduce racial 
inequality and they do so with efficiency.”9 To 
deny this demonstrates your fragility and your 
need for her expensive services to interrupt 
your racism and bring you to wokeness, which 
usually includes some form of corresponding 
penance.  

This book is dangerously cultish. Among 
many critiques is that DiAngelo’s credibility is 
lacking consistency when she strips black peo-
ple of agency by ironically noting that it is only 
white people who will be able to deliver them 
from the oppression of white people: “When 
I say that only whites can be racist, I mean 
that in the United States, only whites have the 
collective social and institutional power and 
privilege over people of color. People of col-
or do not have this power and privilege over 
white people.”10

Together with Kendi’s book, it’s an exam-
ple of the unsettling extremes that are being 
pressed into the hearts and minds of people 
in our contemporary America. Of which, both 
authors have Critical Race Theory to thank 
for the development of their thinking. Conse-
quently, an examination of Critical Race The-
ory will be important. But first, a brief explo-
ration about the diverging views of racism and 
white privilege from within the black commu-
nity will bring helpful awareness that there are 
certainly differing opinions from within the 
black community itself about the emerging 
woke mentality of our society.  

9 Ibid, p. 153.

10 White Fragility, p. 22.
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Numerous black Americans, many 
who are Christians, see numerous inconsis-
tencies with the claims of systemic racism in 
the United States and the corresponding moral 

1 See his 2019 documentary Uncle Tom: An Oral History of the American Black Conservative.

2 See her book, Blackout: How Black America Can Make Its Second Escape from the Democrat Plantation (New York; Threshold, 
2020).

3 See his book, Race and Economics: How Much Can Be Blamed on Discrimination? (Hoover Institution Press: California, 2011). 
While exploring the use and misuse of language in issues of racism, he notes the vast inconsistency of its employment within 
society as it relates to the actual statistics of behaviors by race. One issue in particular is the claim of “racial profiling” by the police. 
He quotes positively Charleston, South Carolina, Chief of Police Rueben Greenberg, who argued that the problem facing black 
America is not racial profiling but, “the greatest problem in black community is the tolerance for high levels of criminality,” p. 121. 
Ultimately, he concludes, “The law abiding black citizen who is passed by a taxi, refused pizza delivery, or stopped by the police can 
rightfully feel a sense of injustice and resentment. But the bulk of those feelings should be directed at those who have made race 
synonymous with higher rates of criminal activity rather than the taxi driver or pizza deliverer who is trying to earn a living and 
avoid being a victim of crime,” p. 122.

4 Of his numerous works, in addition to The Quest for Cosmic Justice, see Black Rednecks and White Liberals (New York: Encoun-
ter Books, 2005). “Many who are selectively indignant about the immorality of slavery in American society or in western civiliza-
tion do not merely pass over in silence the larger-scale slavery in other parts of the world but sometimes even attempt to apologize 
for the latter,” p. 135. 

authority of the social justice movement. Some 
include Larry Elder,1 Candace Owens,2 econ-
omists Walter Williams3 and Thomas Sowell,4 
former congressman and retired Army Colonel 
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Allen West,5 and journalist Shelby Steel,6 just 
to name a few. Each have provocative and in-
sightful perspectives that are worth exploring.  

Interesting is the development of the 
thought processes coming from the various 
parallel but different ideological groups of 
the American black community, particularly 
as they have developed from one era to the 
next within American history. These lines of 
thought help trace the nature and content of 
the fracturing contemporary black community.  

Starting prior to the Civil War, Freder-
ick Douglass and Booker T. Washington are 
considered to be inspirations for many black 
Americans, including those listed above. Both 
were slaves, whose respective stories demon-
strate virtuous characteristics of sheer deter-
mination and perseverance that strove toward 
achievement and accomplishment despite the 
horrendous injustices they endured and fought 
against. 

Douglass escaped from a brutal life of slav-
ery in his early 20s and then began writing and 
speaking against it as an abolitionist. He wrote 
an autobiography account of his life up to that 
point in time in 1845, portraying his brutal 
treatment as well as an intentionally vague ac-
count of his escape (to protect those who were 
escaping by the same manner). Later on, he 
offered a fuller account of his life in 1881. He 
was a prolific and inspiring writer who helped 
drive the American abolitionist movement. Yet 
he also encouraged accountability and resolve 
for the black community even as he called the 
United States to task for the atrocity of slavery.7  

Likewise, Booker T. Washington is a key 
figure of American post-Civil War history. 
Thought to be born in 1856, he was a slave 

5 See his book We Can Overcome: An American Black Conservative Manifesto (New York: Brown Books, 2020). “The values re-
flected in the history of the black community are faith, family, individual responsibility, excellence through quality education, and 
service to the nation. It does not take any highly intellectual analysis—especially for someone like me, the third of four generations 
of combat veterans in the family—to see that somewhere along the way, we stopped teaching the history that did not accommodate 
a certain narrative,” p. 54.

6 See his books: White Guilt: How Blacks and Whites Together Destroyed the Promise of the Civil Rights Era (Harper: 2006) and 
Shame: How America’s Past Sins Have polarized our Country (Basic Books: 2015).

7 Douglas gave a powerful speech titled, “What the Black Man Wants,” at a Boston meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery 
Society in April 1865. In it, he said the following: “Everybody has asked the question, and they learned to ask it early of the aboli-
tionists, ‘What shall we do with the Negro?’ I have had but one answer from the beginning. Do nothing with us! Your doing with 
us has already played the mischief with us. Do nothing with us! If the apples will not remain on the tree of their own strength, if 
they are worm-eaten at the core, if they are early ripe and disposed to fall, let them fall! I am not for tying or fastening them on the 
tree in any way, except by nature’s plan, and if they will not stay there, let them fall. And if the Negro cannot stand on his own legs, 
let him fall also. All I ask is, give him a chance to stand on his own legs!” in Race and Economics: How Much Can Be Blamed on 
Discrimination? by Walter E. Wiliams (Hoover Institution Press: California, 2011), p. 3-4.

until about nine years old, when the Civil War 
ended his forced servitude. His autobiograph-
ical account of his life and his awe-inspiring 
creation of the Tuskegee Institute is captured in 
his 1901 book, Up from Slavery. 

While Frederick Douglass was a leading 
voice for blacks from the time of his first auto-
biography until his death in 1885, Washington 
was the dominant leader in the African Ameri-
can community between 1890 and 1915. How-
ever, Washington was criticized by some in the 
black community, most notably by intellectual 
elite W.E.B. Du Bois, for being what Du Bois 
essentially considered a sellout. 

During the period of Reconstruction, 
Washington fought to give blacks, especially 
Southern blacks, the education and skills to 
make a living, contribute to society, and carve 
out a place for themselves in the changing 
post-Civil War American world. Yet, Du Bois, 
of mixed race and a northerner who was never 
a slave, chided Washington particularly for 
his 1895 speech at the Atlanta Exposition, 
where Du Bois asserts Washington failed to 
condemn segregation and racial injustice in 
unequivocal and harsh terms. He begrudged 
what he considered his failure to properly fight 
for the black community’s inherent rights as 
human beings, but instead seemed to give tacit 
permission for the continued mistreatment of 
blacks, even as Washington tirelessly fought for 
their betterment and the advancement of the 
Tuskegee Institute. 

Du Bois, as one of the founders of the 
NAACP (1909), is seen as the more premier 
notable black man of achievement post-Civil 
War by social justice advocates of today. He 
had a long and productive if not controversial 
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life (1868-1963). He believed that capitalism 
was a primary cause of racism, was generally 
sympathetic to socialist causes throughout 
his life—himself joining the Socialist Party of 
America in 1911—and died a year before the 
passage of the Civil Rights Bill of 1964. His 
chief complaint with Washington was that he 
passively submitted to the segregation and 
discrimination of the South in what he called 
the “Atlanta Compromise.”  

It is difficult to discredit either Washington 
or Du Bois for their positions. Nonetheless, 
Washington chose the route of realistic prag-
matism in dealing with a rebuilding South. 
He promoted personal accountability, hard 
work, discipline, and good order, rather than 
a strident defiance that focused on protesting 
against the white man as did Du Bois. None-
theless, as a result of Du Bois’s critique and 
those who follow his ideology, the inspiration 
and accomplishment of Washington’s Tuskegee 
Institute was, and continues to be, minimized 
by the more defiant and strident voices for 
social justice. The course of action for social 
justice is to continue demanding that America 
pay for her sins and expand upon the defini-
tions and protests first expressed by Du Bois. 
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To that end, the varying and expanding 
definitions of racism and antiracism are simply 
the outworking of the underlying ideology of 
the current social justice movement. Critical 
Race Theory is an American activist phe-
nomenon that formally began taking shape 
in the academic and legal world in the 1970s. 
It’s an area of study that utilized the tenets of 
postmodern philosophy to construct a theory 
which “holds that race is a social construct 
that was created to maintain white privilege 
and white supremacy.”1 Important to note, 
however, is that this idea was first introduced 
before any postmodern thought came on the 
scene. As a black intellectual, Du Bois argued 

1 Helen Pluckrose & James Lindsay, Cynical Theories: How Activist Scholarship Made Everything About Race, Gender, and Identi-
ty—and Why This Harms Everybody (North Carolina: Pitchstone Publishing, 2020), p. 111.

2 The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Dover Publications, 1994).

that the idea of race was being used to assert 
biological explanations of differences that are 
social and cultural, in order to perpetuate the 
unjust treatment of racial minorities. His 1903 
book The Souls of Black Folk is considered a 
landmark in the literature of black protest as it 
pressed this accusation forward in rhetorically 
artful ways.2   

However, it was the later linguistic and in-
tellectual tenets of postmodernism that created 
the critical theory that today dominates the 
cultural landscape of America. Those tenets 
include, “the core postmodern idea that knowl-
edge is a construct of power, that the categories 
into which we organize people and phenomena 

C H A P T E R  5 :  

C R I T I C A L  R A C E  T H E O R Y

20



were falsely contrived in the service of that 
power, that language is inherently dangerous 
and unreliable, that knowledge claims and 
values of all cultures are equally valid and 
intelligible only on their own terms, and that 
collective experience trumps individuality and 
universality.”3 The point of each tenet is that it 
contains an activist element that seeks to reori-
ent and remake society, coercively if necessary, 
according to the moral vision expressed within 
the theory. 

As Christian columnist and author Rod 
Dreher has pointed out, “Social justice warriors 
are known for the spiteful disdain they hold 
for classically liberal values like free speech, 
freedom of association, and religious liberty.”4 
Ironically, the words of civil rights icon Martin 
Luther King Jr. become startlingly out of place 
in this ideology. In one of his most famous 
speeches, King uttered words that exemplify 
the characteristics of classic liberty and true 
democracy: “I have a dream that my four chil-
dren will one day live in a nation where they 
will not be judged by the color of their skin, 
but by the content of their character.”5 In other 
words, evaluations and judgments of people 
based upon personal responsibility, virtue, and 
character defined King’s dream. 

Contemporary social justice warriors de-
spise judgments based on character and behav-
ior. Rather, they seek acceptance and approval 
based upon identity politics and pledges to col-
lectivist identity that demand we reject human 
freedoms for the greater good of “equality.” 
This thinking demands that everyone toe the 
line and follow the vision and rules of social 
justice, rather than the content of their char-
acter or their own best judgment or even the 
contents of their personal consciences. Again, 
as Dreher has noted:

In radicalizing the broader class of elites, 
social justice warriors (SJW) are playing 
a similar historic role to the Bolsheviks in 
prerevolutionary Russia. SJW ranks are full of 
middle-class, secular, educated young people 
wracked by guilt and anxiety over their own 

3 Pluckrose & Lindsay, Cynical Theories, p. 111.

4 Rod Dreher, Live Not By Lies: A Manuel for Christian Dissidents (New York: Sentinel, 2020), p. 81.

5 August 28, 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., “I have a dream” speech.

6 Dreher, Live Not By Lies, p. 42.

privilege, alienated from their own traditions, 
and desperate to identify with something, or 
someone, to give them a sense of wholeness 
and purpose. For them, the ideology of social 
justice—as defined not by church teaching but 
by critical theorists in the academy—function 
as pseudoreligion. Far from being confined to 
campuses and dry intellectual journals, SJW 
ideals are transforming elite institutions and 
networks of power and influence.6  

At a minimum, this ideology smacks up 
against biblical teaching, if not also against the 
tenets of classic liberal democracy. Biblically 
orthodox Christians are right to shudder at 
the utter disavowal of objective truth and the 
cosmically created order, as well as the sleight-
of-hand language games played with this form 
of thinking. Whenever power becomes the 
object of desire, there is only the possibility of 
a perpetual power struggle that is going to play 
out. And the only way to get power is to wrest 
it away, at times by any means necessary, from 
someone else. It will inevitably and ultimately 
fight against the First Commandment, for the 
self becomes one’s God.
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One of the premier texts of Critical 
Race Theory explains it this way: “The critical 
race theory (CTR) movement is a collection 
of activists and scholars engaged in studying 
and transforming the relationship among race, 
racism, and power.”7 It expresses the desire to 
fundamentally alter the control of power in 
favor of the morals they assert as essential. To 
do so, they admittedly go beyond the reason-
able steps taken in the civil rights era, which 
stressed incrementalism and step-by-step pro-
cess. Instead, “critical race theory questions the 
very foundations of the liberal order, including 
equality theory, legal reasoning, Enlightenment 
rationalism, and neutral principles of constitu-
tional law.”8 The goal is to deconstruct and up-
end power structures in favor of the oppressed. 

For those with familiarity of this movement 
and its history, the list of thinkers who have 
influenced it are startling and confusing. 

As the reader will see, critical race theory 
builds upon the insights of two previous 
movements, critical legal studies and radical 
feminism, to both of which it owes a large 
debt. It also draws from certain European 
philosophers and theorists, such as Antonio 
Gramsci, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derri-
da, as well as from the American radical tradi-
tion exemplified by such figures as Sojourner 
Truth, Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, 
Cesar Chavez, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the 
Black Power and Chicano Movements of the 
sixties and early seventies.9 

Each of the thinkers noted above would 
be worth studying on their own. But those of 
significant concern are Gramsci (a Marxist 
philosopher who advocated the eradication of 
what he considered the oppressive “hegemo-
ny” of Western culture), and the postmodern 

7 Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction (New York: New York University Press, 2017), p. 3.

8 Ibid.

9 Ibid, p. 5

10 Patricia Hill Collins and Sirma Bilge, Intersectionality (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2016), p. 2.

11 Cynical Theories, p. 56-57.

philosophers who questioned objective truth in 
favor of self-indulgent expression and the will 
to power—Foucault and Derrida. Their assaults 
on God’s created order, and on truth, language, 
and sexual decency, serve as the dangerous foil 
for Critical Race Theory advocates.  

Correspondingly, critical race theory has 
been further advanced by the use of “inter-
sectionality,” by which it seeks to deconstruct 
the inequality facing the people of the world. 
Its goal is to parse and identify the multiple 
various intersections of the noted oppression 
being experienced by people in our culture. 
The premier text for this movement states: 

When it comes to social inequality, people’s 
lives and organization of power in a given 
society are better understood as being shaped 
not by a single axis of social division, be it race 
or gender or class, but by many axes that work 
together and influence each other. Intersec-
tionality as an analytic tool gives people better 
access to the complexity of the world and of 
themselves.10 

In other words, intersectionality asserts 
that it’s possible to uniquely discriminate 
against someone who falls within an intersec-
tion of multiple oppressed identities—like one 
who is black and female and homosexual. The 
aim was to demonstrate that the current dis-
crimination law is “insufficiently sensitive to 
address this.”11 But whatever legal insights are 
gained, it has served to further deconstruct re-
ality and to expand those identified as victims 
of American systemic oppression, providing 
rationale to protest this oppression and work 
toward dismantling the current system of law 
and order that serves to promote said oppres-
sion.
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O B J E C T I O N S  T O  C R I T I C A L  R A C E  T H E O R Y

As a result, after five decades of these 
theories filling university courses, coupled 
with the advent of digital advancements, 
social media, and camera phones that capture 
anything and everything, particularly recent 
notorious incidents of “police brutality,” our 
American society now finds itself in the midst 
of massive cultural upheaval and unrest.

However, in September 2020, the Trump 
administration made a major announcement 
that “the White House Office of Management 
and Budget will move to identify and eliminate 
any trace of ‘critical race theory’ in the federal 
government.”12 After 90 days of unrest and 
rioting across the U.S. and evidence mounting 
that instigators and agitators for this rioting 
subscribed to the Critical Race Theory ideol-
ogy, where looting is seen as a mere political 
tool and moral weapon, such actions were 
deemed necessary by the then-current admin-
istration.13 

As noted above, a growing number of 
black American intellectuals and influencers 

12 “Party’s Over: Trump Orders Purge of ‘Critical Race Theory’ from Federal Agencies” (Brietbart News, 9-4-20), https://www.
breitbart.com/tech/2020/09/04/partys-over-trump-orders-purge-of-critical-race-theory-from-federal-agencies/. Accessed 9-5-20. 
See also “Trump Bans Federal Money From Funding Far-Left Anti-American ‘Critical Race Theory’” (The Daily Wire, 9-4-20), 
https://www.dailywire.com/news/breaking-trump-bans-federal-money-from-funding-far-left-anti-american-critical-race-theory. 
Accessed 9-7-20. See also “Trump Administration Bans Critical Race Theory Trainings At Federal Agencies” (The Federalist, 9-5-
20), https://thefederalist.com/2020/09/05/trump-administration-bans-critical-race-theory-trainings-at-federal-agencies/. Accessed 
9-7-20.

13 “Vicky Osterweil’s new book, ‘In Defense of Looting,’ ‘makes the case that looting isn’t a betrayal of protests for Black lives, but 
a vital aspect of the movement…’” Joy Pullman, “Amid Riots Ripping The Country, NPR Promotes Book ‘In Defense Of Looting’” 
(The Federalist, 8-31-20), https://thefederalist.com/2020/08/31/amid-riots-ripping-the-country-npr-promotes-book-in-defense-of-
looting/. Accessed 9-7-20.

14 During the early 2020 presidential campaign trail, former Vice President and Democratic presidential nominee, Joe Biden, 
told black DJ and “The Breakfast Club” cohost, Charlamagne tha God, “If you have a problem figuring out whether you’re for 
me or Trump, then you ain’t black.” Charlamagne tha God, “Joe Biden on Black Woman Running Mate, Democrats Taking Black 
Voters for Granted + Wiping Weed Crime” (YouTube video, 18:19, 5-22-20), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KOIFs_SryHI. 
Accessed 10-23-20.

15 Eugene Robinson, Disintegration: The Splintering of Black America (New York: Anchor Books, 2010), p. 65. Robinson notes 
there are four distinct groups: A mainstream middle class majority with a solid stake in society; a large abandoned minority with 
less hope than ever of escaping poverty; a small transcendent elite, full of wealth and power; and newly emergent groups of mixed 
race and recent black immigrants who question what “black” even means.

16 As of 2020, this fragmenting has become even more prevalent with a growing number of black conservative voices and figures 
publicly pushing back against the narrative that all blacks are liberal or a monolith of Democratic voters. Musical artist Kanye West 
made waves in his public support of Donald Trump in 2016. In 2019, radio personality and pundit Larry Elder released the highly 
successful documentary about the number of increasing conservative black voices in the film Uncle Tom. In September of 2020, 
young black conservative champion and podcast host Candace Owens released her book, Blackout: How Black America Can Make 
Its Second Escape from the Democrat Plantation. 

have been disputing the claims at the core of 
today’s push for social justice with its basis in 
Critical Race Theory. In fact, since the social 
upheaval and riots of 1968, the black commu-
nity has been fragmenting, distinctly moving 
away from being the monolith of thought and 
action as some tend to portray it.14 In fact, in 
his 2010 book, Disintegration: The Splintering 
of Black America, Eugene Robinson (a black 
man), longtime journalist for The Washington 
Post, pointed out that “Black America” is not 
unified in interests or need.15 In other words, 
the effort to remake the whole system of Amer-
ican society based upon this new ideology 
in the name of a unified collectivist voice of 
black Americans is utterly disingenuous if not 
completely dangerous.16 Yet, the shouts of “No 
justice, no peace” continue to fill the air in the 
face of perceived systemic injustices.
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C O S M I C  J U S T I C E

Renowned economist Thomas 
Sowell (a black man) has long drawn out the 
inconsistencies of this social justice movement. 
In his book The Quest for Cosmic Justice, he 
lays out the long-held definitions for tradition-
al justice (the virtue) and contrasts that with 
“cosmic justice,” a term he uses instead of “so-
cial” justice because, as he rightly points out, 
all justice must occur socially. Nonetheless, he 
notes the dubious claims of lumping current 
conditions of humanity into one basket as the 
result of a past evil. 

One of the many contrasts between traditional 
justice and cosmic justice is that traditional 
justice involves the rules under which flesh-
and-blood human beings interact, while 
cosmic justice encompasses not only con-
temporary individuals and groups, but also 
abstractions extending over generations, or 
even centuries.17 

Sowell is deft in making the point that 
a great historic evil does not automatically 
explain all other subsequent evils, noting that 
just as cancer can indeed be fatal, it does not 
explain all fatalities, or even most fatalities. His 
point is “how easy it is to go wrong, by huge 
margins, when presuming to take into account 
complex historical influences.”18 In fact, he 
clearly notes, as mentioned in chapter three, 
that social justice and traditional justice are 
fundamentally different concepts. For him, the 
former deals with results and prospects while 
the latter is about impartial processes.19  

Ultimately, he warns about the dangers 
of assuming such cosmic justice is achiev-
able, noting that “unlike God at the dawn of 
Creation, we cannot simply say, ‘Let there be 
equality!’ or ‘Let there be justice!’”20 In oth-
er words, attempting to provide equality of 

17 The Quest for Cosmic Justice (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1999), p. 31.

18 Ibid, p. 18.

19 Ibid, p. 9.

20 Ibid, p. 8.

21 Ibid, p. 29.  

opportunity may have a place in pursuing a 
just society, but asserting equality of outcome 
as an essential moral principle of social justice 
fails to count the cost of enacting such social 
justice in a fallen world. A great example he 
provides is of a sinking ship with 300 people 
on board but having only 200 life preservers. 
If equality of outcome is the defining moral 
principle of social justice, then the only “just” 
outcome is that everyone should drown. How-
ever, “most of us would probably prefer the 
unjust solution, that 200 lives be saved, even 
if they are no more deserving than those who 
perish.”21    
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Similarly, black journalist and author 
Shelby Steel counters the Critical Race Theory 
and idea of white fragility as something that 
emanates from the reality of what he calls 
“white guilt.” He says that when “America 
acknowledged its racism [by passing the Civil 
Rights bill and the Johnson administration 
overseeing of it], it effectively made blacks into 
the nation’s official, and, seemingly, permanent 
victims—citizen victims—as it were, for whom 
demands of responsibility are verboten lest the 
larger nation seem to be oppressing them all 
over again.”1 Candace Owens, a young con-
servative black female political commentator, 

1 White Guilt: How Blacks and Whites Together Destroyed the Promise of the Civil Rights Era (New York: Harper Collins, 2007), p. 
55-56.

2 Blackout: How Black America Can Make Its Second Escape From the Democrat Plantation (New York: Threshold Editions, 2020), 
p. 2.

echoes this and even testified to Congress 
about the victimhood blacks are pushed into: 
“To be black in America means to have your 
life narrative predetermined: a routine of fail-
ure followed by alleged blamelessness due to 
perceived impotence. It means constant subjec-
tion to the bigotry of lowered expectations, a 
culture of pacifying our shortcomings through 
predisposition.”2

They both observe how this has created a 
victimization identity among blacks, which 
then brought forth a “militance towards 
whites” and “became a litmus test of ‘black-
ness.’” Consequently, “when victimization is 
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identity, then the victim’s passionate anger can 
be called out even when there is no victimiza-
tion. In other words, the victims’ anger can be 
relied on as a political force.”3 This, says Steele, 
has given “blacks a political identity with no 
real purpose beyond the manipulation of white 
guilt.” Though written in 2007 and comment-
ing on how this was manifested among the 
black power movements of the 60s and 70s, 
Steele’s critique echoes the current reality of 
American culture today. Most notably, that the 
black power movement “quickly became the 
most totalitarian and repressive identity that 
black America has ever known,” where all “dis-
sent became heresy, punishable by excommu-
nication, because anything less than uniform 
militancy weakened the group’s effectiveness 
with white guilt.”4  

Enter the present-day Black Lives Matter 
organization that seems to have surpassed this 
militancy. In fact, Candance Owens notes how 
this extreme militancy is being played out on 
social media, particularly after the death of 
George Floyd: “Any individual who did not 
post a tribute to George Floyd and Black Lives 
Matter was immediately branded a racist. Cul-
ture had dictated that this was the corrective 
course of action, and any person who refused 
the mandate was publicly lambasted.”5 In short, 
both Owens and Steele help us see the perva-
sive attitude of indignation and moral certitude 
that Critical Race Theory has fomented upon 
our larger culture. Likewise, with how objectiv-
ity is not the goal of the theory, unless it is to 
objectify every dissenter from it as racist and 
reprehensible. 

In short, the theory aims to completely re-
make culture and public policy on the premise 
of what is deemed morally acceptable accord-
ing to the tenets of this postmodern theory. To 
be sure, this desire has its roots in Marxism, 
but technically it is not truly Marxist. Rather, 
it is “Marxian” in nature. That is, postmodern 
thinkers gutted the Marxist goal of remaking 
the social class system and traded it out for 
remaking culture as a whole. In other words, 
true Marxism was an economic theory that had 
the intent of rejecting capitalism in an effort 

3 Steele, White Guilt, p. 72.

4 Ibid, p. 73.

5 Blackout, p. 232.

to address the social class inequality with a 
revolution of the proletariat (“Workers of the 
world unite!”). Critical Race Theory, informed 
by tenets of Postmodern thinking (i.e., decon-
structionism), uses a quasi-shell of Marxism 
not simply to remake the social class system, 
but to completely remake culture, particularly 
through identity politics (collectivized iden-
tity) and corresponding calls for equality and 
the new morals of affirming and endorsing this 
antiracist ideology.

Thus, what is deemed acceptable to this 
ideology is nothing short of dismantling every 
system, structure, or policy that is allegedly 
racist, which is the entire American experi-
ment, specifically including the capitalistic 
market, as well as the judicial and political 
systems. Likewise, any church that reflects 
anything similar to the morals or values of this 
system is subject to discrediting and disman-
tling.
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R E S U L T S  O F  C R I T I C A L  R A C E  T H E O R Y :  
B L A C K  L I V E S  M A T T E R

The results of this emphasis are 
becoming more imminently clear. Consider 
black journalist Te Nehesi Coats, who took up 
the mantle of Du Bois’s narrative protest and 
wrote an award-winning national best-seller 
in 2015, Between the World and Me. In it, he 
recounts his racially injustice-filled and trau-
matized life from the 90s to the present in the 
form of a letter to his son. He includes bitter 
accounts of growing police brutality, and his 
overall disdain for America and her racist past 
and present. His follow-up best-seller, We Were 
Eight Years in Power: An American Tragedy, 
is a composition of selected essays that focus 
on the eight years of the Obama presidency, 
followed by what he considers a vicious back-
lash or “whitelash” with the election of Donald 
Trump. One essay in particular, “The Case for 
Reparations,” lays out his rationale for why 
America through her government should give 
serious attention to paying reparations to black 
people with ancestors who were slaves.6  

This proposal was recently taken to another 
level when Duke University economist and 
professor William Darity Jr. and his wife, the 
writer A. Kirsten Mullen, co-authored a report 
making the case for systemic reparations to 
erase the existing black-white wealth gap—a 
common disparity noted by social justice advo-
cates. “The authors calculated about $800,000 
for each eligible household, using the average 
wealth disparity between black and white 
households, rather than the median figures. 
The average white household net worth is 

6 We Were Eight Years in Power, “The Case for Reparations” (New York: Penguin Random House, 2018), p. 163-208.

7 “Economist lays out case for reparations that would cost US gov’t $12T” (New York Post, 8-13-20), https://nypost.
com/2020/08/13/economist-lays-out-reparations-plan-that-would-cost-gov-12-trillion/. Accessed 9-7-20.

8 “The catastrophic decline of the black nuclear family began, like so many other social catastrophes in the United States, during 
the decade of the 1960s. Prior to the 1960s, the difference in marriage rates between black and white males was never as great as 5 
percentage points. Yet, today, that difference is greater than 20 percentage points—and widening, even though the nuclear family is 
also beginning to decline among white Americans. Whatever the explanation for these changes, it lies much closer to today than to 
the era of slavery, however disappointing that may be to those who prefer to see social issues as moral melodramas.” The Quest for 
Cosmic Justice, p. 16-17.

9 Regis Nicoll, “Reparations: The Wrong Solution to the Wrong Problem” (Crisis Magazine, 9-7-20), https://www.crisismagazine.
com/2020/reparations-the-wrong-solution-to-the-wrong-problem. Accessed 9-7-20.

$929,800, while average black household net 
worth is $138,000.”7 They estimated this would 
require an allocation between $10 and $12 
trillion by the U.S. government to eligible black 
Americans, suggesting that such an allocation 
should serve as the baseline for black repara-
tions in the twenty-first century.

Yet, counter arguments see this as a short-
sighted and insufficient solution that would 
not ultimately cure the larger malady among 
poor black communities. Again, economist 
Thomas Sowell noted this already in 1999.8 
Others continue tracking this with him today, 
specifically noting that,

[W]hat the sexual revolution made morally 
acceptable, the welfare programs of the Great 
Society made financially possible by subsi-
dizing sex without consequences, procreation 
without marriage, and homes without fathers. 
The results of which are the fatherless homes 
and out-of-wedlock births (conditions strong-
ly correlated to poverty, crime, and other neg-
ative outcomes) that have become the norms 
in the black community.9 

In other words, there is not universal agree-
ment on the oppression being espoused, nor on 
the political remedies being championed in the 
name of equality.  

This tension becomes all the more im-
portant to understand when one considers the 
emergence of the organization called Black 
Lives Matter. It is a direct descendant and 
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outworking of Critical Race theorists. Their 
official platform, only recently revised after 
public scrutiny, originally aimed specifically to 
“dismantle” and undermine the nuclear family 
and traditional biblical family values.10 

Even more, Black Lives Matter is openly 
pagan and essentially animist in the spirituality 
associated with the movement. On June 13, 
2020, Melina Abdullah (the co-founder of BLM 
Los Angeles) and Patrisse Cullors discuss the 
role that spirituality and prayer have played 
in the Black Lives Matter movement during 
a program by the Fowler Museum at UCLA. 
Note the rituals, practices, and beliefs associat-
ed with their organization and movement. 

Patrisse Cullors says, “In my tradition you 
offer things that your loved ones who have 
passed away would want. Whether it’s like 
honey or tobacco… things like that…. It is 
important that we be in direct relationship 
with the dead.” She continues: “Hashtags for 
us are way more than a hashtag. It is literally 
almost resurrecting spirits that are going to 
work through us to get the work done. 
 
Melina Abdullah concurs, “What’s happened 
as we invoke these names is the invocation of 
their names that goes beyond remembering 
them,” she explains. “We call out our ances-
tors, we call them out for specific purposes. 
 
“The first thing that we do when we hear of 
a murder is we come out, we pray, we pour 
a libation we built with the community… 
This movement is much more than a racial 
and social justice movement. At its core it’s a 
spiritual movement.” 
 
“I know you always had this spiritual prac-
tice,” she goes on to say. “We were going to 
the ocean and doing these rituals and really 
feeding our spirits.” 
 
Patrisse Cullors, likewise, says, “Our 

10 https://blacklivesmatter.com/what-we-believe/. Accessed 9-7-20.

11 Dan Burke, “The Occult Spirituality of Black Lives Matter” (Crisis Magazine, 9-8-20), https://www.crisismagazine.com/2020/
the-occult-spirituality-of-black-lives-matter. Accessed 9-8-20. Alejandra Molina, “Black Lives Matter is ‘a spiritual movement,’ says 
co-founder Patrisse Cullors” (Religion News Service, 6-15-20), https://religionnews.com/2020/06/15/why-black-lives-matter-is-a-
spiritual-movement-says-blm-co-founder-patrisse-cullors/. Accessed 9-8-20. Nissy Tee, “Using the Hashtag ‘Black lives matter’ 
is Witchcraft and We have Undeniable Proof ” (YouTube video, 52:29, 9-3-20), https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_contin-
ue=1836&v=8NHQ3uyIngM&feature=emb_logo. Accessed 9-8-20.

spirituality is at the center of Black Lives 
Matter and that is not just for us. I feel like 
so many leaders and so many organizers are 
deeply engaged in a pretty important spiritual 
practice. I don’t think I could do this work 
without that.”11  

The results and manifestations of Critical 
Race Theory are decidedly concerning, not the 
least of which are the utterly anti-biblical and 
anti-Christian postures that it takes.
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There is much to object to about 
the tenets and outcomes of Critical Race Theo-
ry. Perhaps a practical example can help set the 
framework for these objections. During a week 
in September 2019, news cycles ran continuous 
stories of a terrible racist incident. A twelve-
year-old girl at a Christian School in Washing-
ton DC was violently mocked and abused by 
three of her classmates. Amari Allen, who is 
black, said that for weeks she had been bullied 
by the boys, who are white. The culminating 
act of bullying, according the tearful testimony 
of Amari, was when the boys pinned her arms 
behind her back, covered her mouth, and used 
scissors to cut her dreadlocks. As Tom Ascol 
of Founder Ministries described it: “The scene 
she described was horrific. Anyone who would 

1 “The Cautionary Tale of Amri Allen,” (Founders Ministries, 10-3-19), https://founders.org/2019/10/03/the-caution-
ary-tale-of-amari-allen/. Accessed 9-20-20.

treat a fellow image-bearer of God—much less 
one who is a mere twelve year old—should be 
punished with severe consequences.”1 The only 
problem is it did not happen. She made it up. 

But before this was revealed, the case was 
played out on social media, which, as one can 
imagine, called for severe and drastic action 
against those alleged bullies, which was sim-
ply more evidence for the white supremacy 
blacks are subjected to. However, after taking 
due time, the police conducted a thorough 
investigation, where the child finally confessed 
her wrong. Likewise, her grandparents issued 
a full-throated apology, and the school never 
gave in to demands for reparative social justice 
before due process and true justice could take 
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its course. 
Ascol offers some insightful lessons learned 

from this unfortunate situation that directly 
pertain to how Christians should see Critical 
Race Theory:

We live in a hyper-racialized culture that un-
dermines real racial harmony. Those who in-
sist that every offense or slight that takes place 
as well as every inequity that exists between 
racially diverse people is necessarily due to 
racial injustice contribute to this combustible 
situation. All injustice is due to sin but not all 
injustice is due to sinful partiality. But when 
racism is redefined in terms of post-modern 
power structure formulas (as ideologies like 
Critical Race Theory do), then every failure of 
those impugned with “whiteness” is attributed 
to racial injustice.2 

In short, Christians do well to assess how 
much they either wittingly or unwittingly sub-
scribe to an ill-formed, illogical, and unbiblical 
theory that attempts to explain the malady of a 
human condition and provide a corresponding 
plan of redemption for it—namely the attain-
ment of power and the ability to dismantle 
culture in order to remake society in a new 
“antiracist” image. 

As noted above, the so-called morality of 
Critical Race Theory has at its core a faith that 
does not interpret the world in terms of spir-
itual forces of sin and grace, but in terms of 
subtle material forces, such as systemic bigotry, 
and diffuses omnipresent systems of power and 
privilege.3 The manner in which this theory 
most often plays out in broader culture is by 
the oppressed or their representative conveying 
an emotional narrative of their oppression, so 
as to let the emotion of the story, rather than 
any facts within it speak to powers that be and 
therefore drive behavior and calls for justice 
and any corresponding change in policy. 

2 Ibid.

3 Cynical Theories, p. 18.

4 Consider the example of an obese black woman speaking on Oprah’s network talk show, blatantly claiming that the racist 
society in which they live, particularly the Trump era, is the reason for causing black women’s obesity. She considers it illegitimate 
to hold obese black women accountable in any way for their obesity, especially when she claims that researchers show black women 
do not lose the same amount of weight using the same diet as a white woman, which she again says is evidence that even our diets 
are racist. In response, black conservative comedians, Hodgetwins, take her to task for the utter illogic of these claims: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=bE9BqgztnHs. Accessed 9-10-20.  

It follows the postmodern turn that does 
not uphold overarching metanarratives of 
objective truth but gives room for personal 
narratives and the subjective truth we give 
those stories. This is part of the reason why 
Critical Race theorists have such a hard time 
standing up to economists (especially the likes 
of Thomas Sowell and Walter Williams) who 
bring objective facts to the table. Such facts do 
not affirm the feelings of the narrative. 

Nonetheless, key to this theory is the belief 
that emotion is truth, irrespective of any facts 
that may disprove the justification for that 
emotion. Logic and facts play no inherent for-
mal role and are useful only if they can support 
and further the emotion being expressed as 
well as the case for obtaining power to subvert 
all oppressive forces.4 
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A  N E W  R E L I G I O N

Essentially, this theory has bred a new 
religion. In his article “Antiracism, Our 
Flawed New Religion,” black journalist John 
McWhorter explored this reality already in 
2017 in evaluating the aforementioned Ta 
Nahesi Coates’s best-selling works, Between 
the World and Me and We Were eight Years in 
Power. McWhorter notes:

The Antiracism religion, then, has clergy, 
creed, and also even a conception of Original 
Sin. Note the current idea that the enlight-
ened white person is to, I assume regularly 
(ritually?), “acknowledge” that they possess 
White Privilege. Classes, seminars, teach-ins 
are devoted to making whites understand the 
need for this. Nominally, this acknowledgment 
of White Privilege is couched as a prelude to 
activism, but in practice, the acknowledgment 
itself is treated as the main meal… 
 
The call for people to soberly “acknowledge” 
their White Privilege as a self-standing, to-
temic act is based on the same justification as 
acknowledging one’s fundamental sinfulness is 
as a Christian. One is born marked by original 
sin; to be white is to be born with the stain of 
unearned privilege… 
 
The proper response to original sin is to 
embrace the teachings of Jesus, although one 
will remain always a sinner nevertheless. 
The proper response to White Privilege is to 
embrace the teachings of—well, you can fill 
in the name or substitute others—with the 
understanding that you will always harbor the 
Privilege nevertheless. 
 
Coates is telling these people that they are 
sinners, in a sense, and they are eagerly drink-
ing in the charge, “revering” him for it. This, 
ladies and gentlemen, is worship, pure and 
simple.5  

5 John McWhorter, “Antiracism, Our Flawed New Religion” (The Daily Beast, 4-14-17), https://www.thedailybeast.com/anti-
racism-our-flawed-new-religion. Accessed 10-2-20.

This is an example of the idolatry that 
results from this flawed ideology. At its core, 
Christians who embrace this manner of think-
ing must be mindful if they have traded in the 
absolute truth of Christ—who is the way, the 
truth, and the life—and the life-altering real-
ties that come from a repentant life in Christ 
for the secular creed of emotionalism and 
perceived social justice. 

The fundamental theological tenets that 
are displaced by Critical Race Theory and its 
version of social justice include, but are not 
limited to: creation, original sin and sin as 
understood through the Ten Commandments, 
objective truth, redemption and salvation 
through Christ alone, personal accountability 
and responsibility, vocation and love for our 
neighbor, and the role of repentance, not to 
mention the new life that comes from living 
with faith, hope, and love.
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S O C I A L  J U S T I C E  &  T H E  L U T H E R A N  E T H O S

So where does this leave Lutherans in 
our age of social upheaval and calls for social 
and racial justice? As Ecclesiastes reminds us, 
there is nothing new under the sun. The utter 
depravity of humankind is foundational to all 
Lutheran theology. This is the clear teaching of 
Holy Scripture: 

• “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in 
sin did my mother conceive me” (Psalm 51:5). 

• “All have turned aside; together they have 
become worthless; no one does good, not even 
one” (Romans 3:12). 

• “For I know that nothing good dwells in me, 
that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do 
what is right, but not the ability to carry it out” 
(Romans 7:18).  

Likewise, Lutherans teach that after Eden, sin 
is truly endemic and systemic in all human-
kind: 

Furthermore, it is taught among us that since 
the fall of Adam, all human beings who are 
born in the natural way are conceived and 
born in sin. This means that from birth they 
are full of evil lust and inclination and can-
not by nature possess true fear of God and 
true faith in God. Moreover, this same innate 
disease and original sin is truly sin and con-
demns to God’s eternal wrath all who are not 
in turn born anew through baptism and the 
Holy Spirit.6

While this clear teaching of human de-
pravity explains the continuing existence of 
oppression and injustice, it by no means excus-
es it. Rather, Christ has given His church the 
commission to proclaim both repentance and 
remission of sins in His name. That is, by the 
clear proclamation of God’s judgment against 
sin wherever it occurs, it is our continual duty 
to call each and every sinner to confess all sins 
of thought, word, and deed and find full and 

6 “Augsburg Confession II, Concerning Original Sin” (Kolb-Wengert), p. 36-38.

free remission in Jesus Christ for the sake of 
His bitter suffering, death, and glorious resur-
rection. 

Our doctrine of the two kingdoms teaches 
that God is at work not only in His church to 
bring remission and healing for sins commit-
ted and the shame suffered as a result of the 
sins of others, but He is also working through 
society and civil government to preserve and 
protect the common good and public welfare. 
We as Christian citizens have a duty to call 
those in authority to exercise their God-given 
office with utter fairness and integrity, to work 
to establish equality of opportunity, provide for 
public safety and private enterprise, and ensure 
domestic tranquility. In cases where the life 
and liberty of our neighbors and fellow citizens 
are threatened by oppressive or unjust laws and 
public policy, we will not shrink from speaking 
corporately as a church besides individually as 
private citizens to prophetically call for justice 
and equity before the laws of God and man. 

We are called upon to use great wisdom 
and discernment when speaking in the public 
square so that our neighbors and fellow citi-
zens can clearly see that we speak out of our 
distinctly Christian love and compassion, not 
merely as yet another contentious political 
power group promoting its own peculiar point 
of view. 

It is especially important that our pastors 
and congregations be voices of calm reason 
and examples of compassionate Christian 
witness so that they reflect the light of Christ 
in our increasingly darkened world, that others 
may see our good works and glorify the Father 
in Heaven (Matthew 5:16). 

The rage, hurt, and anger that is increas-
ingly evident in the current social turmoil call 
above all for discerning pastoral care in the 
midst of our unrest and upheaval. Many souls 
are suffering irreparable damage from the sins 
they have committed, but especially because of 
the sins others have committed against them. 
The discerning and skillful care of souls in Je-
sus’ name by the called servants of Christ and 
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the entire body of believers is a special calling 
in our day—which will be addressed in Part 2. 

In the end, Lutherans have long confessed 
a clear ethic of care for neighbor in the face 
of oppression and injustice. Sinners that we 
are, we may have not always acted upon it as 
timely or robustly as we could have or should 
have here in America as we continue to deal 
with the tragic legacy of human slavery in our 
history and its ongoing consequences. For that 
we must repent. But nonetheless, this ethic of 
care in Jesus’ name is inherent in our theology 
and very being. However, we must be careful 
lest this ethic be unequivocally or unthinkingly 
applied in ways, individually or corporately, 
which have been influenced or coerced by the 
woke and politically correct pressures of our 
age. Particular examination of each specifi-
cally claimed instance or manner of systemic 
injustice will need to be carefully considered, 
particularly in light of the pervasive influence 
of Critical Race Theory.  

Before we speak, we must accurately dis-
cern whether there is legitimate injustice and 
oppression as judged according to God’s Word 
or if it is mere emotional manipulation or un-
founded accusations. When it comes to matters 
of government policy, where God’s Word is 
silent, we dare not say, “Thus says the Lord.” 
Yet this silence ought not keep us from acting 
in Christian compassion and care in the face of 
clear brutality or cruel inequality. 

In the current convulsive environment, our 
motivations may be misunderstood. Despite 
our best intentions, some may call us “bigots” 
and our most sanctified words and actions may 
indeed be labeled “racist.” Yet this is a moment 
of confession to a watching, hurting world. We 
have a robust theology of faith and love—we 
live always and only by faith in Christ and by 
love in the neighbor for His sake. Individually 
and corporately, we are called to the baptismal 
life—dying daily to sin and rising each day to 
newness of life in Jesus. As we confront true 
racism and actual social injustices with God’s 
condemning law and reconciling grace, we 
believe, teach, and confess a living Lord Jesus 
Christ who is the light of the world—the light 
no darkness can overcome.
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The care of souls in an age wrestling 
with social injustice is layered and complex. If 
pastors are to offer quality soul care, they need 
to be simultaneously informed of the cultural 
conditions and capable of providing specific 
care tailored to any presenting malady in a 
troubled soul. Like a doctor assessing symp-
toms of a disease running through society—
much like those of COVID-19—so a physician 
of the soul needs to be mindful of the various 
societal maladies that impact and afflict the 
sheep in his flock and community. 

Part 1 of this study provided a historical 
overview and ideological exploration of social 
justice and Critical Race Theory. It also out-
lined a clear Christian ethic for Christians to 
love and care for their neighbor in the face of 
any injustice while also balancing the truth of 
God’s Word with the pressures and misbeliefs 
of a “woke” culture. In this part, we move from 
theory to practice. Here, pastors will discover 
specific tools to use as they care for souls amid 
these troubled times. There is a clear need to 
address people hurt by the effects of racial 
injustice and racism—as well as those who may 
have either wittingly or unwittingly perpetuat-
ed such injustice.  

That won’t be an easy task. Soul care never 
is, especially when there are any number of 
corresponding variables that can afflict some-
one all at the same time. On the whole, being a 
seelsorger—a curate of souls—in a social justice 
context is a multilayered, complicated, and 
nuanced task in itself. And when combined 
with the proclivities of fallen humanity and the 
countless other spiritual, physical, mental, and 
emotional ailments that afflict humankind, it’s 
enough to make a man run and hide. This is 
why the church father John Chrysostom says a 
shepherd needs “great wisdom and 1,000 eyes, 
so that he can examine a soul’s condition from 
every angle” in order to give proper care.1 In 
other words, a pastor needs to be intentionally 
habituated to the disposition of humanity and 
the afflictions that confront us. While our soci-
etal unrest and demands for social justice may 

1 St. John Chrysostom, On the Priesthood (Crestwood, New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1964), p. 56.

be complex, the core and content of soul care 
remain the same. Jesus Christ the crucified 
stands at the center of this care. His life-giving 
blood shed upon the cross of Calvary is to be 
pastorally and skillfully applied upon the frail 
and fragile lives of sinners in spiritual dis-
tress through the careful enactment of Word 
and Sacrament. Having previously examined 
our contemporary cultural landscape and the 
factors giving rise to our present social justice 
context, we now turn to the care of souls. 

You will need to develop a pastoral dis-
position sensitive to the complex layers of 
this emotionally charged environment, while 
also developing the pastoral skills to render a 
Christ-centered curative treatment for wound-
ed hearts and minds as well as those who have 
wounded others.

T O  B E G I N  W I T H
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It’s always helpful to begin with a 
remedy in view for any malady you’re treat-
ing. That remedy, of course, is our Lord Jesus 
Christ. In Him is life and light—a light to lead 
the way in the midst of any dark night of the 
soul. And with Christ as the light of the world, 
seasoned curates know the importance of 
applying His light to the many and varied ail-
ments plaguing the souls of our time. Like light 
shone through a prism reveals its many and 
various colors, the one and same Gospel light 
of Christ is applied by physicians of the soul to 
the various maladies manifested among people 
in our age of “social justice.” In other words, 
there will be various aspects of guilt, shame, 
heartache, hurt, sins committed, and sins en-
dured from various racial injustices and forms 
of discrimination, each needing the same light 
of Christ as a remedy to be applied uniquely 
and specifically according to the prevailing 

malady of each soul and in accordance with 
its nuanced needs. As will be demonstrated, 
such soul care is done through the enactment 
of God’s Word by way of pastoral exhortation, 
admonishment, confession and absolution, 
consolation, prayer, ritual enactment and 
blessing, in accordance with Christ’s command 
to His undershepherds to tend His precious 
sheep and lambs (John 21).    

The focus of this Part 2 thus is on that com-
plex task—the pastoral care of souls. It is un-
dertaken amid our current cultural upheaval—
full of rioting, unrest, divisions, and political 
turmoil—with the aim to render specific care 
in relation to those specific maladies peculiar 
to a specific individual. To do so successfully, 
pastors will need to be intentionally habituated 
to the care of souls in such a way that allows 
them more ready engagement with the multiple 
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symptoms and maladies that plague people, 
regardless of the social movement or unrest. 

One pastor infatuated with the care of 
souls and offering profound insight into soul 
care is seasoned curate Harold Senkbeil. His 
award-winning and must-read book, The Care 
of Souls, calls this pastoral disposition a hab-
itus.1 It’s a pastoral posture that engages indi-
viduals with attentive eyes and ears focused 
intently upon the presenting ailments of a soul 
that are seen through the lens of the unchang-
ing Word of God and coupled with the contem-
porary diagnostic tools gleaned from modern 
psychology and employed through pastoral 
care as a First Article gift of creation, (i.e., 
the First Article of the Apostles’ Creed). This 
disposition frames quality pastoral care and is 
assumed throughout this second part of this 
study. With this habitus in place, one is all the 
more prepared to enact the grace of God—the 
forgiving and cleansing power of Christ. 

1 “A pastor’s habituation, or character, is what counts most in ministry. This habitus can’t be instilled merely through pedagogy 
or acquisition of intellectual knowledge, though instruction and knowledge remain vital and indispensable components in pastoral 
education. The great nineteenth-century American Lutheran Theologian Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther put it this way in his 
Pastorale: ‘Pastoral theology is the God-given practical disposition of the soul, acquired by certain means, by which a servant of 
the church is equipped to perform all the tasks that come to him in that capacity…’ Habit is not something you were born with; it’s 
obtained over long experience.” Senkbeil, The Care of Souls: Cultivating a Pastor’s Heart (Lexham Press, 2019), p. 18.
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The forgiveness of sins and the 
remission of sins (i.e., the putting away of 
sins) are two aspects of that same grace given 
through Jesus. Forgiveness speaks more about 
the removal of guilt, while remission speaks 
more about the removal of shame. Experienc-
ing racial prejudice and / or injustice results 
in aspects of both guilt and shame. Therefore, 
pastors need to be mindful of how forgiveness 
and remission are both essential to soul care, 
and how best to enact each upon any troubled 
soul. 

Both are achieved through the shed blood 
of Christ, along with His identity bestowing 
grace, and these stand at the core of all pastoral 
care and curative remedies. This is especially 
important in a culture bent on establishing “so-
cial justice.” At a time replete with demands for 
communal and governmental change regarding 
“systemic racial injustice,” a Christ-centered 
curative remedy is the bold declaration that 
public policy and civil engagement, though 
important and helpful, are not what actually 
deliver the forgiveness of sins, the remission of 
sins, consolation, healing, or the transforma-
tion of heart and mind. Rather, these flow from 
the Gospel of the shed blood of Christ and 
His unconditional love. That is the remedy for 
hard hearts and hurting hearts alike. Christ is 
the remedy for a bad conscience and wounded 
soul. This Part 2 is meant to show pastors how 
to offer care using these precious gifts and to 
enact care using these grace saturated gifts. 
This becomes especially important given the 
numerous questions that arise in our current 
context.

F O R G I V E N E S S  &  R E M I S S I O N :  T H E  D O U B L E  C U R E
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Our age of social justice brings with it a 
complexity of societal history and ideologies 
that are important for pastors to understand, 
at least at a cursory level, in order to better en-
gage in quality soul care. This means a pastor 
must be mindful of the various pressures push-
ing down on him as a member of society even 
as he himself has multiple vocations—family, 
friends, citizen, etc. Important questions to 
address therefore include: 

• How does a pastor balance the impulses of his 
personal political ideology with the convictions 
of his biblical theology in providing soul care 
for those in his flock? 

• How does he allow his pastoral disposition to 
be shaped in light of scripture while remaining 
silent about any preferred political party or 
philosophy of government?  

• Likewise, how will a pastor offer care to those 
who do not understand or who are frightened 
by social movements seeking to halt systemic 
injustice, especially when some of those move-
ments and counter movements are violent (i.e. 
Black Lives Matter, Antifa, white supremacists, 
the Alt Right)?  

These are difficult but important questions 
that need to be tackled. 

Additionally, pastors need to consider 
if caring for souls in an age of social justice 
includes marching in peaceful protests in 
solidarity with such social reform movements. 
Likewise, does the care of souls include advo-
cating for change in public policies related to 
racial injustice and / or spurring a congrega-
tion and community into overt political activ-
ism to those ends?

These are just a few of the many difficult 
questions confronting pastors at the beginning 
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of this third decade of the 21st century. They 
are questions that need to be addressed, es-
pecially in light of dealing with what some 
are publicly calling a “dual pandemic”—the 
COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic and sys-
temic (institutional) racism.1 The simple fact 
is that the issue of racial injustice is so perva-
sive and provocative that it’s been difficult to 
ignore since the May 25, 2020, death of George 
Floyd at the hands of Minneapolis police 
officers. This incident, and the explosive social 
response to it, continues to have worldwide 
repercussions. 

Congregation members face calls for social 
and racial justice in their daily vocations, par-
ticularly as citizens and community members, 
and especially if they watch the news or read 
the news on TV or online or use any type of 
social media. As of this writing, riots, looting, 
and massive protests and unrest have swept 
across the nation for four intense months. So-
cial media has exploded with one perspective 
after another, Black Lives Matter yard signs are 
planted all around urban and suburban envi-
ronments, all under the scrutinizing eye of the 
never-ending news cycle and a vitriolic nation-
al political process. 

Pastors need a calm demeanor and the 
leading of the Holy Spirit through the Word 
of God in order to discern how best to care 
for and lead their flocks during these difficult 
days. They need the guidance of God’s Word 
to keep them focused on their task at hand, 
which, as Jesus says, is to “tend my sheep” 
(John 21:16). Therefore, pastors will need to 
determine when becoming involved in political 
speech and activity moves them beyond their 
primary calling to care for souls, preach, teach, 
and administer the sacraments.2 True, political 
action belongs to the vocation of Christian cit-
izen, but pastors need to decide which actions 
are appropriate in light of their public office 
of pastor. To be sure, pastors certainly do need 

1 For example, in her 2020 school year kickoff address, Dr. Rhoda Mhiripiri-Reed, the superintendent of the Hopkins, Minneso-
ta, public school system, virtually addressed the faculty and staff, noting this dual pandemic and stated, “We need to examine the 
role that whiteness plays in light of our macro system of white supremacy.” Time stamp: 16:15 to 17:56, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?time_continue=174&v=jEXY3yMho1M&feature=emb_logo. Accessed 9-4-20.

2 Augsburg Confession, Article V, The Ministry: “So that we may obtain this faith the ministry of teaching the Gospel and 
administering the Sacraments was instituted. Through the Word and Sacraments, as through instruments, the Holy Spirit is given 
[John 20:22]. He works faith, when and where it pleases God [John 3:8], in those who hear the good news that God justifies those 
who believe that they are received into grace for Christ’s sake. This happens not through our own merits, but for Christ’s sake.” 
Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions, A Reader’s Edition (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2006), p. 36.

3 See Till the Night Be Past: The Life and Times of Dietrich Bonhoeffer by Theodore J. Kleinhaus (St. Louis: Concordia, 2002). And 
Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy by Eric Metaxas (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2010).

to prophetically speak the truth of God’s Word 
to an unbelieving world and are tasked with 
publicly leading a flock in doing so. But pastors 
must balance what the Lord has given them to 
do as servants of His Word, with what He has 
given them to do as Christian citizens, so as 
not to confuse the two vocations or subvert the 
primary role of the pastoral office in dealing 
with the political chaos of a culture or country. 

This is not always an easy balancing act, I 
realize. Yet history is filled with pastors who 
have risen up in their offices of pastor and cit-
izen to confront evil and oppression. Consider 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his dual role in caring 
for his underground flock and opposing the 
government in Nazi Germany,3  as well as the 
pastors involved with the abolitionist move-
ments in England—Dr. Beilby Porteus, Bishop 
of London, and then in America—Henry Ward 
Beecher and Edward Beecher, (who were the 
well-known brothers to Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
author of the classic abolitionist novel, Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin). 

As noted in the first part of this study, 
there are varying perspectives on what de-
gree of political involvement a pastor and the 
corporate church should engage in within 
any given country or culture. This Part Two 
certainly honors those perspectives, while at 
the same time urging the reader to remember 
that the primary commission of a pastor flows 
from the Lord and His Word to tend the sheep 
and lambs of Christ with His gifts of love 
and grace. Opposing government oppression, 
cultural evil and injustice, or even leading a 
revolution may indeed be a role for pastors in 
various times and places. But that is the ex-
ception rather than the normative role of the 
pastor. Therefore, Part 2 focuses on the care of 
souls that simply flows from Christ’s command 
to, “Feed my sheep” with His Word and sacra-
ments (John 21:17).
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To offer quality soul care in a social 
justice age, pastors will need to be informed 
about the cultural nomenclature, particularly 
the competing definitions of racism as noted 
in Part 1. They will need to utilize God’s clear 
Word as a means to navigate the issues that 
stem from such competing definitions and ex-
tend compassionate biblical care. When deal-
ing with sin, the definitions a pastor defaults to 
are to be those clearly identified by the Word 
of God. The Ten Commandments and their 
meanings (see also Luther’s Small Catechism, 
for example) must be the sole standard in a 
pastor’s diagnosis of any presenting malady. 
The dictates of political correctness are not 
the normative means of care. Likewise, the 
passions of a soul will need to be examined in 
light of those commandments. Additionally, 
a careful assessment should be given to any 
corresponding wounds received by a troubled 
soul, which may have tainted the conscience of 
that soul.

Regardless of how an individual may wish 
to define racism, the first allegiance for faithful 
pastors must always be to the Lord and His ob-
jective Word if any true spiritual care is going 
to be rendered. Often times, this may mean a 
laying bare of the soul by an individual trou-
bled with extremely emotional matters. Faith-
ful shepherds will need compassionate patience 
and tact to listen while someone rids their soul 
of all its hurts and passions. 

Part of this process will be to skillfully un-
cover what idolatries a soul might be holding 
onto that will not allow them to acknowledge a 
sin as sin.4 Likewise, a true seelsorger will tact-
fully explore what kind of wounds may have 
been endured which are now causing a soul 
to refuse to give up any vengeful indignation, 
justified as it may be, as well as any entitlement 
to vindictive reparation for their aggrievement. 

4 A great formal resource to use to help individuals uncover their idols is Ambassadors of Reconciliation and their Lifestyles of 
Reconciliation series, specifically chapter two of Go and Be Reconciled: What Does This Mean? (Billing, MO: Ambassadors of Rec-
onciliation, 2016).

5 Gerald McDermott, “Wanted: Pastors with Courage,” (First Things, 9-17-20). https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclu-
sives/2020/09/wanted-pastors-with-courage. Accessed 10-5-20.

6 Ibid.

Soul care often involves patient listening 
and being attuned to what the heart is reveal-
ing before a pastor dares to speak a word one 
way or the other. This is especially challenging 
when pastors have to deal with what “some 
sociologists have called the new cult of an-
ti-racism.”5 As Gerald McDermott noted in 
First Things, this cult of anti-racism is also 
anti-Christian: 

This new religion claims to offer a better 
diversity than God’s. While St. Paul says that 
in the new creation he “now know[s] no man 
after the flesh” (2 Cor. 5:16), the new anti-rac-
ism focuses on the old creation and knows 
men only after the flesh. Its diversity is about 
skin color alone, rather than God’s infinitely 
more interesting diversity of Jew and gentile, 
man and woman from every nation, tribe, peo-
ple, and language standing before the throne 
and the Lamb (Rev. 7:9).6

Undershepherds of Christ will need all the 
virtues of the Good Shepherd to navigate the 
challenges of soul care amid this ideological 
onslaught —chiefly courage and wisdom. They 
will need courage to stand on the truth of 
Scripture in a compassionate, clear manner and 
wisdom to discern the dangerous and festering 
ideology of Critical Race Theory that is under-
girding this social movement.  

R A C I S M  &  S O U L  C A R E  T H R O U G H  T H E  W O R D  O F  G O D
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As was noted in Part 1, debates about 
racism and social justice remain a bone of 
contention for many. It is a debate that invari-
ably affects and afflicts the members of our 
congregations and our pastors. The effects of 
racial inequality, and the perceived economic 
disparity resulting from it, are elements that 
impact the souls whom pastors shepherd. 

What a particular soul believes about their 
condition, whether they are in fact a victim of 
injustice or if they merely perceive they are a 
victim of injustice, invariably shapes how an 
undershepherd will apply God’s law and Gos-
pel to that soul. Likewise, it also shapes how a 
pastor will care for those with uninformed bias 
toward people of unfortunate circumstances. 

Here, the Parable of the Good Samaritan 
(Luke 10:25-37) offers direction for both love 
of God and love of neighbor. Though the 

parable is often preached as all Law, “Do this 
and you will live” (v. 28) and “You, go and do 
likewise” (v. 37), the subject of the parable is 
the Samaritan—a figure for Christ Jesus Him-
self. A brief meditation on the text will help 
clarify. 

The lawyer asked Jesus what he must do to 
inherit eternal life, and so Jesus tells him. Keep 
all the commandments totally, completely, and 
perfectly. No small task. Thus, realizing he is 
unable to do what Jesus says, the lawyer tries 
to lessen the necessary “doing” to gain “eternal 
life” by asking, “and who is my neighbor?” (v. 
29). In response, Jesus tells the parable of the 
good Samaritan. 

Important to note is that Jesus does not tell 
this parable to show how one can earn eternal 
life. That was already made clear. Keep the 
law perfectly: love the Lord God with all your 
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heart, soul, and mind and love your neighbor 
as yourself—an impossibility for fallen sinners 
to do perfectly. Rather, Jesus tells a story that is 
rich in love and compassion in order to show 
how He is Himself the Good Samaritan and 
how He alone fulfills the law perfectly in our 
place. Jesus is the one who does not pass by 
the oppressed or the abused or the beaten or 
the one left for dead. He comes from Heaven 
to earth as the sinless Son of God to rescue all 
from sin and bring healing to those wounded 
and dying from sin. 

Yet along the way, Jesus does give a picture 
of what rescued people do. Since He secured 
for us eternal life, freeing us from the impos-
sible burden of earning it for ourselves, He 
shows what a life of love looks like in the par-
able and then declares, “Go and do likewise!” 
Of course, such an ethic of love is only possible 
to do because Jesus declares from the cross, “It 
is finished!” (John 19:30). There, He bled and 
died for the sins of the world. 

In the end, Jesus wants the hearers and 
readers of this parable to identify with every 
person in the parable except the Samaritan. 
That role He reserves for Himself, to show 
what He had come to do for all humankind—
rescue the afflicted, bring healing to the 
abused, pay our debts, offer forgiveness to the 
selfish, and provide hope to the oppressed. Yet, 
as he does so, Jesus calls us to take up our cross 
and follow Him—to love and serve as He loves 
and serves (Matthew 16:24). 

Reflection on this parable is especially 
helpful in a racially tense time. Note how Jesus 
has a Samaritan, the hated half-breed, become 
the hero of the story. Divisions of racial and 
ethnic superiority are nothing new, in other 
words. Jesus took care to note those realities 
of the culture and use them to tell a story of 
divine rescue that points to Him as the way, the 
truth, and the life, while also calling His listen-
ers to a more compassionate way of life. It is an 
apt Word of truth rich with Law and Gospel. 

Unfortunately, many Christians today are 
not even aware of the complex layers wrapped 
in our contemporary cultural upheaval. Rather 
than embracing the truths of this parable, they 
instead opt for the simpler and more sinister 
route of siding with what essentially become 
political parties and the divisions of “us” versus 
“them.” Here, too, quality soul care is needed 

to tend the precious lambs and sheep of Christ 
in order to keep them from turning away from 
the Lord and His Word and turning against 
one another. 

Thus, pastors do need to do the hard work 
of cultural diagnosis as well as diagnosing any 
one particular soul. That means staying abreast 
of the various ideologies in play in a social jus-
tice context and digging into any mistreatment 
or injustice perpetrated against any one indi-
vidual or group. It means understanding the 
plight and struggles of any given people group, 
and the challenges they may be facing.
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It is vital that pastors honestly consider 
the challenges facing the black community and 
how that translates into the conscience of that 
community. Black classic liberal intellectual 
Cornel West provides significant insight into 
the plight of the black conscience in light of all 
the oppression they have faced since slavery, 
Jim Crow, and contemporary forms of racism 
(redlining, profiling, and prejudice). Whether 
or not one completely agrees with the contem-
porary allegations of systemic or institutional 
racism, West’s observations are nonetheless 
deeply diagnostic and helpful for curates to 
utilize in the care of individual souls who have 
experienced profiling, prejudice, and racism 
and its cumulative effects.

West notes that a toxic combination of 
hopelessness and lovelessness are plaguing the 
black community, which leads to a pervasive 
meaninglessness. This nihilism, he says, is 
not some philosophical doctrine to explore 
intellectually, but is rather a lived experience 
of insignificance that burdens the conscience 
of black individuals, particularly among lower- 
and lower-middle-class black communities as 
a whole. In sum, West describes the prevalent 
black experience as one of nihilism. 

[It is] the lived experience of coping with a 
life of horrifying meaninglessness, hopeless-
ness, and (most important) lovelessness. The 
frightening result is a numbing detachment 
from others and a self-destructive disposition 
toward the world. Life without meaning, hope, 
and love breeds a coldhearted, mean-spirited 
outlook that destroys both the individual and 
others.1   

This mentality accounts for much of the 
cyclical despair, as well as the reckless and 
offensive behaviors that often plague the black 
community, particularly in low-income and 
high-crime communities. 

Faithful curates of the soul will take the 

1 West, Race Matters (Boston: Beacon Press, 2017), p. 14.

time to hear these burdens and consider how 
to intentionally love people who, despite the 
chip they may have on their shoulder, are 
really being swallowed up by the emptiness of 
life and are desperately looking for hope and 
love. Curates of the soul will need to not mere-
ly speak words of hope but also enact those 
words of hope through a ministry of presence. 
They need to foster meaningful expressions 
of Christian love and community, and where 
possible, offer material care to demonstrate 
their sincerity, which is first given through the 
enactment of the Word of God upon the trou-
bled soul’s burdened conscience.

To that end, renowned black pastor and 
civil rights advocate John Perkins, founder of 
the John & Vera Mae Perkins Foundation, has 
pastored this way for nearly half a century. 
Profoundly mindful of the role of local congre-
gations as places of hope and reconciliation, 
Perkins has endeavored to foster among con-
gregations and pastors a theology that em-
braces both the redemptive justice of the cross 
of Jesus Christ as well as social and economic 
justice in the local communities. He has a heart 
for all people regardless of their race while also 
carefully recognizing the various perspectives 
of both black and white communities.

The damage that resulted from the old system 
of segregation has left African Americans in a 
hard state. The breakup of the family, laws and 
systems that have kept us from flourishing, 
redlining in housing developments, and so 
many other lasting effects of segregation make 
it so much easier for a black man to rob or 
hurt an innocent white person without much 
thought because of the damage that has been 
done. On the other side, the damage done to 
white people from centuries of racism makes 
it easier for them to avoid living in black 
neighborhoods, fear black people walking in 
the streets, or even commit vicious hate crimes 
against blacks. The lasting guilt and lingering 
fears of racism cause people to view those who 
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are different as being almost subhuman, rather 
than seeing them as children of God created in 
His image. This is why we talk past one anoth-
er when racial incidents flare. This is why we 
ignore other people’s stories or perspectives. 
This is why we always react defensively first, 
instead of humbly listening to and trying to 
understand the other side of the story.  
 
But there is a better way. There is the way of 
Jesus Christ, shown up on the cross—the most 
humble and grace-filled act there ever was. 
Due to our redemption, we have an obligation 
to forgive and accept the forgiveness of others. 
In forgiving and being forgiven, the healing 
process begins for both parties involved.2    

In these racially charged times, Perkins is 
a seasoned and model pastor who champions 
Jesus Christ as the true source of hope and 
healing. He strives to cultivate communities of 
love who prize the traditional virtues of justice 
and biblical compassion and who are willing 
to stick it out together as they forgive and are 
forgiven. 

2 John Perkins, Dream With Me: Race, Love, and the Struggle We Must Win (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2017), p. 170.
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Recognizing the above, pastors 
need to consider how they would care for an 
angry Christian black man or woman who has 
been wounded by racism. They also need to 
consider how they would care for someone 
who, in their woundedness, has embraced a 
secular social justice ideology. This is particu-
larly so if this ideology has so consumed them 
that the desire for vengeance and retribution 
predominates their thinking. 

Conversely, pastors need to consider how 
to care for white people who refuse to ac-
knowledge or engage with the hurt of the black 
community. They need to contemplate which 
words of Scripture should be offered in the face 
of such indifference, as well as in the face of 
perceived or real systemic injustice. Likewise, 
they need to consider which words of Scripture 
should be offered to those who refuse to take 
accountability for their own behavior. 

Pastors need to walk softly through person-
al suffering, and any exhortations to endure it. 
Jesus does indeed say to “turn the other cheek” 
(Matt. 5:39), but pastors must consider how 
that would be received should they speak those 
words to a troubled soul. Pastors must balance 
a soul’s intense hurt with the call to take up 
our cross and follow Christ—to know which 
aspect is to be addressed and when patience is 
to be utilized. Likewise, a seelsorger needs to 
navigate the intense hurt of injustice, whether 
it is only perceived or whether it is real. In 
short, the care of souls is indeed a complex 
“art of arts”; it means faithfully applying Law 
and Gospel appropriately without confusing or 
compromising the two. 

Ultimately, soul care takes its lead from 
Jesus and includes an equal love and care for 
people regardless of their language, race, or 
nationality. “Confessing that God created 
humanity in His image and redeemed us by the 
blood of His Son, any Christian ethic worthy 
of the name must contend for the dignity of 
every person created in God’s image—man or 
woman, born or unborn, black or white, rich 

3 Walter Strickland II and Dayton Harmon, For God so Loves the World: A Blueprint for Kingdom Diversity (Nashville, TN: B & H 
Academic, 2020), p. 67.

or poor, useful or inconvenient.”3 The goal, 
then, is to treat the malady of hate and division 
with the power of Christ and His cross to bring 
about peace and reconciliation. As Paul says, 
Christ is “himself our peace, who has made us 
both one and has broken down in his flesh the 
dividing wall of hostility” (Ephesians 2:14). 

Curates of the soul are equipped for this 
task through the Spirit’s own tools of God’s 
Word and holy sacraments. These must lead 
the way in healing injustice and in changing 
hearts and minds by the revolutionary power 
of God’s Word. In particular, it is the Gos-
pel that has the sole power to change human 
hearts and minds and to amend sinful lives. 
This is the joy of Lutheran theology. The Gos-
pel predominates. Yet it is tempting to use the 
Law to create our desired outcome—force and 
coercion are always appealing in the heat of the 
moment. But pastors must be mindful of such 
temptations, especially amid various appeals 
for change and action. The Law is powerless to 
bring about the changes it demands from us. 
Only the Gospel, full of love, grace, and truth, 
has the power to heal, forgive, cleanse, and 
transform hearts and minds (Romans 12:2). 
That’s why the chief role of pastors is to preach 
the Gospel and administer the sacramental 
gifts of Christ.    
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Sadly, many pastors do not see the 
proclamation of the Gospel as their primary 
responsibility. Many American Christians face 
abusive pressures directly in their vocations 
as members of a church, often at the hands 
of a “woke” pastor. The fact is, congregations 
around the country are saturated with the issue 
of racial justice one way or the other. Consider 
the example of Rev. Kenneth Boller, pastor 
of the Church of St. Francis Xavier, a New 
York City, Jesuit-led Roman Catholic parish. 
He asked his parishioners to recite a “pledge 
for racial justice” during Mass, which affirms 
that “white privilege and the culture of white 
supremacy must be dismantled.”1 The pledge, 
first created by a Unitarian church and adapted 

1 Susan Berry, “Jesuit-Led Parish Asks Parishioners to Take Pledge Affirming ‘White Privilege’ Must End” (Brietbart News, 9-5-
20), https://www.breitbart.com/politics/2020/09/05/jesuit-led-parish-asks-parishioners-to-take-pledge-affirming-white-privilege-
must-end/. Accessed 9-5-20.

by Boller for his parish is titled, “A Pledge for 
Racial Justice.” It asks members to affirm the 
following:

The Church of St. Francis Xavier joins with 
people throughout the world, in committing 
itself to racial justice. And so we pledge to-
gether:  Please respond YES 
 
DO YOU SUPPORT justice, equity, and com-
passion in human relations? 
 
DO YOU AFFIRM that white privilege is 
unfair and harmful to those who have it and to 
those who do not? 
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DO YOU AFFIRM that white privilege and 
the culture of white supremacy must be 
dismantled wherever it is present? 
 
DO YOU SUPPORT racial equity, justice, and 
liberation for every person? 
 
DO YOU AFFIRM the inherent worth and 
dignity of every person? 
 
Therefore, from this day forward . . .  
 
WILL YOU strive to understand more deeply 
the injustice and suffering white privilege and 
white supremacy cause? 
 
WILL YOU COMMIT to help transform our 
church culture to one that is actively engaged 
in seeking racial justice and equity for every-
one? 
 
WILL YOU make a greater effort to treat all 
people with the same respect you expect to 
receive? 
 
WILL YOU COMMIT to developing the 
courage to live your beliefs and values of racial 
justice and equality? 
 
WILL YOU strive daily to eliminate racial 
prejudice from your thoughts and actions so 
that you can better promote the racial justice 
efforts of our church? 
 
WILL YOU renew and honor this pledge daily, 
knowing that our church, our community, our 
nation, and our world will be better places 
because of my efforts?2 

This demonstrates the extent to which the 
social justice climate is impacting the church. 
Faithful pastors who keep soul care in the 
name of Jesus at the center of their ministry 
will sensitively navigate such pressures for 
pledges. They will seek to highlight the love of 
Christ and His transforming power in place of 
a preferred political or social justice agenda.

The example shows that pastors need to 
evaluate with their members and congregation 
whether such pledges are ever proper and 

2 The Church of St. Francis Xavier, “A Pledge for Racial Justice,” https://sfxavier.org/news/a-pledge-for-racial-justice. Accessed 
9-5-20.

fitting for a public worship service. They need 
to honestly assess whether such pledges only 
serve to confuse, anger, and alienate members 
while ultimately subverting the Gospel as the 
power that brings lasting change.

The emotions evoked by this pledge (pro or 
con) demonstrate the utter importance for the 
patient and compassionate care of souls during 
these fractured and difficult times. Yet as one 
does so, it’s important for pastors to remain 
mindful of the whole counsel of God. When 
dealing with any one particular pressing social 
issue or sin issue, the whole counsel of God 
reminds us that life is always bigger than that 
one issue. This is by no means to be dismissive 
toward that issue. But when pastors allow one 
issue to preoccupy the life and ministry of the 
church, other maladies present in the body 
of Christ are often overlooked. The raw emo-
tion of a sin issue can make it easy to become 
focused on a singular issue to the exclusion of 
the whole counsel of God and the other im-
portant matters facing humankind as well as 
the sins afflicting humankind. 
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Our own church body, The Lutheran 
Church —Missouri Synod (LCMS), which is 
95 percent white, is no exception. Rev. Warren 
Lattimore, Jr., President of the Black Clergy 
Caucus of the LCMS, issued a letter after the 
death of George Floyd, asking some very hard 
questions of LCMS leaders. 

The year is 2020. A few years prior, the last 
remaining Historically Black College and Uni-
versity dedicated to training Black Lutheran 
teachers was closed by the Synod. The nation 
is in unrest. Racial injustice is being protested 
in a nation that has long denied its existence. 
Black men and women are being killed by 
those who have sworn to protect them. Bre-
onna Taylor. George Floyd. Ahmaud Arbery. 
David McAtee. Racial tensions flared into 
riots in Minneapolis. Black Lutheran pastors 
knew Minneapolis would not be an isolated 
case, so an isolated response would not suffice. 
“If such a crisis should arise in Chicago, Los 
Angeles, Milwaukee or some other city, where 
could our black congregations turn for help?” 
Can we turn to District or Synod? Do they 
“understand the nature and scope of the crisis 
[and have a] commitment to try to resolve 
it?” That is our genuine hope. Yet there are no 
Black Lutherans on the Synod Board of Di-
rectors. The Seminary Boards of Regents lack 
Black clergy. To date, there still has been no 
Synod President or District President who is 
Black. To paraphrase Dr. Dickinson, when our 
cities are burning down, does Black ministry 
have anywhere to turn for some official who is 
able to understand and bring hope or comfort?  
 
[. . .] Since closing Concordia Selma, the last 
Lutheran HBCU, Synod reduced Black Min-
istry’s budget and divested from the Black 
Ministry Family Convocation – a triennial 
gathering to study God’s Word and celebrate 
the perseverance of Black Lutherans. With no 

3 “Black Clergy Caucus Statement on George Floyd,” https://www.theunbrokencord.com/writings/black-clergy-caucus-state-
ment-on-george-floyd. Accessed 9-5-20.

4 Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church - The Bronx, “Dear Church...It’s Time,” (YouTube video, 12:18, 5-29-20), time stamp 4:25 
and following, https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=10&v=kqrUd8QKyVI&feature=emb_logo. Accessed 9-5-20. See 
also https://lutheransforracialjustice.com/lrj.

HBCU to support Black Lutherans, no Black 
Lutherans are entering seminary this year. We 
do not need Synod to offer us thoughts and 
prayers. Prayer is an essential spiritual disci-
pline; platitudes are not… 
 
[. . .]When we do not seek to end the insti-
tution of racism, this nation’s original sin, or 
worse deny it, we not only fail to recognize the 
humanity of our black and brown brothers and 
sisters in Christ, we also fail to recognize the 
God in them, the Spirit of God Who has given 
them life and breath.3 

The letter aims to draw out the sin that 
has afflicted many in this country, while also 
expressing the discontent among many in our 
own Synod. In short, whether or not one agrees 
with it, there is much mutual conversation 
and consolation that needs to take place as we 
together wrestle through difficult questions in 
the name of the Lord. However, the point must 
be to direct us together to Christ for the rem-
edy of injustice and heartache, rather than to 
one Christian leader of a preferred skin color 
as the answer to injustice. This is not to min-
imize the lament of the letter or the maladies 
it addresses, but rather to focus on the true 
remedy that we jointly seek as essential to our 
life together. 

Even more, the group Lutherans for Ra-
cial Justice has created an online petition and 
movement to remove what the group’s leader, 
Pastor Matthew Gonzalez, says is injurious and 
harmful systemic racism overtly present within 
our denomination. In a fierce and fiery plea, he 
notes that the leaders and members of the Syn-
od are the problem, and that they have for far 
too long failed to acknowledge our own racism 
and contribution to the racist system of our 
Synod.4 However, the appeal is more emotion-
ally driven than reasonably or constructively 
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presented. Apart from noting that “It’s time!” 
for us to take action, what that action should 
tangibly and truly consist of, as well as how 
that action should be accomplished, remains 
vague and buried in raw emotion. The specific 
indictment regarding systemic racism is only 
offered in a generalized, accusatory manner. 

This demonstrates the danger of letting 
unbridled passions, political or otherwise, 
lead any call for action or repentance. Pastors 
do well to remain above the fray and to be 
respectfully specific when publicly indicting 
anyone of sins, especially regarding accusations 
of systemic racism within our own church 
body. Without such thoughtfulness and cour-
tesy, such appeals become more alarmist and 
inflammatory than encouraging or exhorting. 

In short, the vitriolic and dysfunctional 
age we inhabit makes it all the more urgent 
for quality and gracious soul care to be of the 
utmost concern for pastors today. Our church 
body is just one example. Fingers are pointed 
and accusations leveled over racist sins of 
omission and commission occurring within 
our ranks since the founding of our church 
body. Even more, given how emotionally 
provocative these issues are, we can be assured 
Satan will seek to pit pastor against pastor 
and congregation against congregation. But as 
Paul reminds us, we do not battle against flesh 
and blood, but against the forces of evil and 
darkness (Ephesians 6). The the devil and his 
demons delight when we circle up into camps 
of “us” vs. “them.” 

Therefore, as pastors charged with soul 
care, we need to know the pressures and emo-
tions bearing down upon us and our people as 
we seek to apply God’s gracious Word of Law 
and Gospel into the lives of our people.

The danger of indicting others with great 
fervor and passion is for the passion of Christ 
to get lost or simply traded for emotional 
zealotry. Blanket accusations and wholesale 
indictments are the standard fair of the secular 
world. But true seelsorgers are called to better 
wisdom and the use of a thousand eyes so 
that we might examine the broken hearts and 
minds of troubled souls and aptly apply the 
light and life of Christ to these troubled times 
and critical needs. 

Yet pastors are human, too, after all. That’s 
why pastors should only give that which we 

ourselves regularly receive. This, too, is the dis-
position of a physician of souls. As much as we 
give Christ to others, we ourselves must receive 
Him often and regularly. Pastors need pastors, 
too. That is the truth that lies at the heart of 
our Reformation theology and corresponding 
pastoral theology. Lutherans have a tremen-
dous robust theological contribution that is 
ripe for the times in which we live. 
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In fact, although we are a predominantly 
Anglo-Saxon population in our denomination 
and have our shortcomings, we are blessed 
with a history of intentional black ministry 
that continues to this day. The story of Rosa 
Young (1890-1971) offers a compelling nar-
rative of not only her life of faith, but of how 
the fullness of the Gospel came clear to her 
through the passion and compassion of Luther-
an pastors who had a heart for black ministry 
in the American South. Most astounding is her 
account regarding her teaching ministry, where 
she notes how Lutherans had garnered a posi-
tive reputation even to Booker T. Washington. 
In fact, he was the one who directed her to 
appeal to the Lutherans for help.

At last one day a letter came from Tuskegee 
Institute signed by Booker T. Washington 
himself. In this letter he told me he was unable 
to help me in the least; but would advise me 
to write to the board of Colored Missions 
for the Lutheran Church. He said they were 
doing more for the colored race than any other 
denomination he knew of. He liked them 
because of the religious training which they 
were giving colored people. He gave me the 
address of Rev. Christopher F. Drews, who was 
then the chairman of the board for Colored 
Missions.5 

It was at one of the Alabama schools 
that Rosa started where black former First 
Vice-President of the LCMS, Rev. Dr. Rob-
ert King (1922-2016), was first educated at a 
Lutheran parochial school.6 King was elect-
ed by seven national Synod conventions as 
a vice-president. He served as LCMS Third 
Vice-President for three terms: 1986-89, 

5 Light in the Dark Belt: The Story of Rosa Young as Told by Herself (St Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1950), p. 102-103.

6 “On Christmas Eve I had my first encounter with a Lutheran parochial School when I attended the Christmas program at Good 
Shepherd. Sitting in a church, hearing Christmas carols for the first time, I am listening to the children sing ‘O Little Town of Beth-
lehem,’ ‘Silent Night, Holy Night,’ ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing,’ and more. I’m hearing all about Christmas. My sister Deet, and 
brother, Flemp, are singing with the Children, too, because this is where they go to school now. The school wasn’t here when Jim 
and I went to Birmingham. My sister said that this is school started because of Rosa Young in Rosebud, Alabama… It is January 
1932. Jim and I are not returning to Birmingham. We are enrolled in Good Shepherd Lutheran School.” Robert King, Pastor Jenkins 
said “Hang on to Matthew 6:33”: An Autobiography (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1999), p. 33-34.

7 https://www.lcms.org/how-we-serve/national/black-ministry

2001-04 and 2004-07; as LCMS Second 
Vice-President for four terms: from 1989 
to 2001; and as LCMS First Vice-President 
for five months in 2001 after the death of 
then-President Rev. Dr. A.L. Barry.  

This by no means exonerates any potential 
shortcomings that the LCMS has in past or 
present ministry to black people, or any short-
comings in how our national church body is 
organized. But it does offer perspective upon 
the desire for intentional and faithful ministry 
among the black community, which Rev. Dr. 
Roosevelt Grey faithfully carries on for our 
Synod today.7 Imperfect as the LCMS may be, 
by the grace of God, we endeavor to serve and 
care for the souls of all people of every tribe, 
race, and language, with the Good News of 
Jesus Christ. Where we fall short, we beg for 
mercy, strive to do better, and seek to work to-
gether for the care of our neighbor, the growth 
of God’s Kingdom, and the glory of God.  
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There is much that is offered by Chris-
tians toward a solution for racism among 
Christians within the church. But it ought 
always begin and end with Christ and His shed 
blood. That is what the Lutheran contribu-
tion to soul care offers—what it means to be a 
theologian of the cross and not a theologian of 
glory. 

Pastoral care deals with souls as they are 
situated in the sin of this world, dealing with 
the sins they have committed as well as those 
that have been committed against them in or-
der to give them a good conscience, a cleansed 
soul, and life transformed by the hope and 
promise of the Gospel. 

The identity of Christ is given to the one 
sinned against. In the case of one who is the 
victim of racist mentalities, hatred, or dis-
criminatory policies, the baptismal identity of 

Christ is wrapped around this wounded soul 
as a healing balm to restore them to the pre-
cious and beloved identity that they have as a 
redeemed Child of God. It also lets the life of 
Christ go to work in their life (Galatians 2:20). 
Here, shame and hurt are often the malady 
being treated.

Social intervention on behalf of an op-
pressed people demonstrates advocacy for 
them. But the first duty of an undershepherd 
of Christ is to bring wounded souls into the 
presence of the Advocate, Jesus Christ, who 
fights for them, with them, and alongside of 
them against the devil, the world, and their 
own sinful flesh. 

In the case of those who have suffered rac-
ism in any form, a skilled pastor will be needed 
to treat the great heartache and hurt a soul may 
have endured. He is not to excuse or explain 
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away such racist treatment in any way, but 
rather, he should simply enter into the angst 
of the soul in the confidence of the Gospel to 
bring cleansing for the shame suffered and 
release for the anger raging within. 

Pastors do well to know when and how to 
enact God’s Word upon wounded and trou-
bled souls. This also goes for offenders against 
God’s Word. The love and holiness of Christ is 
the remedy for all sin, but the art of soul care 
comes in knowing how to apply the holiness 
and light of Christ, especially when dealing 
with the sins and wounds of racism. 
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The joy of using Christ’s holiness is that 
it’s the light that no darkness can overcome. It 
shines on the darkness of a troubled soul, be it 
guilt, shame, brokenness, heartache, headache, 
rejection, defiance, or depression. For pastors, 
this becomes especially significant as we care for 
burdened consciences and hurting souls. How-
ever, the art of pastoral care is more than gener-
ically applying Christ’s holiness to the troubled 
soul. 

Thus, like light that splits into a rainbow of 
colors, the art of pastoral care is to know how to 
direct the light of Christ’s holiness in the color 
that is specific to the malady of a particular soul, 
being mindful of their felt need, and yet address-
ing their actual need in Christ. This means being 
able to attend to the soul’s affliction in a way that 
identifies the best starting point. Namely, does 
it begin with “sin in relation to me” or “sin in 
relation to God?” Here, “sin” includes the offens-
es they commit, those committed against them, 
and those pressing upon them from the fallen 
and disordered world. The art of this soul care 
is to retain close proximity to God’s holiness so 
that spiritual cleansing, purging, and healing can 
ritually and regularly take place. As Chrysostom 
said, “The Shepherd needs great wisdom and a 
thousand eyes, to examine the soul’s condition 
from every angle.”   

Thankfully, the Word of God confesses the 
depth of God’s holiness and delivers God’s holi-
ness. Consider Psalm 103:1-8: 

Bless the LORD, O my soul, 
and all that is within me,  
bless his holy name!  

Bless the LORD, O my soul, 
and forget not all his benefits,  

who forgives all your iniquity, 
who heals all your diseases,  

who redeems your life from the pit, 
who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy,  

who satisfies you with good 
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.

The LORD works righteousness 
and justice for all who are oppressed. 

He made known his ways to Moses, 

his acts to the people of Israel. 
The LORD is merciful and gracious, 

slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 

This Psalm not only clarifies the content of 
God’s holiness, it delivers that holiness through 
God’s audible and written Word. It is the living 
voice of the Gospel. From God’s “holy name” 
come all of his benefits. As the Psalm progress-
es, His benefits include forgiveness, healing, 
redemption, love, mercy, satisfaction, righteous-
ness, and justice—a colorful rainbow indeed! 

What ails the soul, be it from racist experi-
ences or other, will by faith certainly find reme-
dy in one dimension or another of God’s healing 
holiness. The pastoral art of extraordinary care 
is to bring that holiness to people in such a 
way that it engages the soul in an array of their 
senses—cognitive, emotional, verbal, spiritual, 
and ritual (i.e., the sense of time and frequency, 
routinely and regularly)—where it is formally 
and intimately experienced amid their extraordi-
nary circumstances. 

Of course, it’s important for this extraordi-
nary pastoral care to dovetail with the ordinary 
care being received through the Word and Sac-
rament of the Divine Service. Extraordinary 
circumstances require intensified and deliberate 
proximity to God’s holiness; it flows from and 
leads to the holy things God Himself provides 
in the Divine Service. Whenever contact with 
God’s holiness is lost, the devil, the world, and 
the sinful flesh waste little time in defiling God’s 
people.

A P P L Y I N G  T H E  L I G H T  O F  C H R I S T

54



When someone has been defiled 
or sinned against in some manner, there are 
always intense emotions that result from the 
offense. If someone has experienced racism, 
the emotional result is often anger, shame, sor-
row, and indignation. The danger lies in that if 
left untreated, such suffering can, in the words 
of the Sixth Petition, lead to other temptations 
that deceive and mislead into despair and other 
great shame and vice. 

For example, the current societal rioting 
and wanton destruction of property and dis-
regard for law and order, all in the name of 
entitlement and reparations stemming from 
alleged systematic police brutality against 
black people, are examples of what can happen. 

This, of course, violates the Seventh Com-
mandment and brings no ultimate peace to the 
hurting soul. Worse still, those caught up in 
this violent and destructive type of protest can 
go from being a victim of racism to becoming 
the perpetrator of the same hatred. When we 
are injured, our fallen condition is such that we 
deceive ourselves into thinking we’re entitled 
to lash out in retaliation to get revenge, either 
to exact vengeance for the injury suffered, or 
to receive reparations for the wrong that was 
endured. This is to the devil’s delight. But good 
pastoral care will need to lovingly address this 
with both the Law and Gospel.

C A R I N G  F O R  T H O S E  W H O  H AV E  B E E N  S I N N E D  A G A I N S T

Conversely, those who are perpe-
trators of racism and have committed sinful 
acts certainly need pastoral care as well. Those 
racist acts are defined here as any discrimi-
natory mindset that views people as less than 
human, any acts of prejudice, as well as any 
discriminatory or bigoted behavior, teaching, 
or deeds that violate the commandments and 
so injure another precious human being. A 
person who speaks prejudicially about black 
people, Hispanic people, Hmong people, 
or white people based upon a racial profile, 
ignorant disposition, or caricature violates the 
Eighth Commandment and fails to put the best 
construction on everything. 

The pastoral art here is to tactfully call 
a sin a sin. This includes calling a sinner to 
repentance and the new life in Christ, and then 
applying the grace and salve of the Gospel. Not 
always an easy task. No sinner is happy to hear 
they have sinned and grieved not only their 
neighbor, but God as well. Yet this delicate task 
is also part of good soul care and is to cultivate 
the baptismal identity both a perpetrator of sin 
and a victim of sin have in Jesus Christ. 

CARING FOR THOSE WHO HAVE SINNED AGAINST OTHERS
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Lutherans have a robust theology of 
baptism that gives profound insight to under-
stand redeemed human character and identity.1 
Critical Race Theory and social justice ideol-
ogies seek to reduce character to collectivist 
identities as defined by the morals of Critical 
Race Theory. Therefore, Lutheran Christians, 
and pastors in particular, do well to give care 
to others based upon the clear confession of 
faith and life present in our baptismal theolo-
gy. This is an especially important foundation 
for pastoral care, particularly as it promotes 
an important ethic for life given all the racist 
tensions, injustices, and unrest present in our 
communities.  

The baptismal life is one that calls us to 
die to self and live to Christ by serving our 

1 For a full theological and pastoral development of this, see Lucas Woodford, “Preaching the Virtues of Christ: Telling the Story 
in the Way of the Gospel for a Moral People Living in Immoral Times.” (Seelsorger: A Journal for the Contemporary Cure of Souls 
Vol. 3, 2017). See also “Vice, Virtue, and Baptismal Therapy in the Care of Souls.” (Seelsorger: A Journal for the Contemporary Cure 
of Souls Vol. 2, 2016).

neighbor. We do so in the confidence and char-
acter of our baptismal identity. This identity 
certainly carries with it moral implications 
for daily living. The Small Catechism helps us 
understand this life when it confesses what the 
baptized life truly entails: 

It indicates that the old Adam in us should by 
daily contrition and repentance be drowned 
and die with all sins and evil desires, and that 
a new man should daily emerge and arise to 
live before God in righteousness and purity 
forever.

The baptismal identity as an heir of God 
united to Christ gives us a spiritual way of life, 
which is also an ethical way of life. Baptized 

C H A P T E R  1 3 :  

P R O M O T I N G  B A P T I S M A L 

I D E N T I T Y  &  C H A R A C T E R
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Christians walk the path of the dead. That is, we 
are united to the death of Christ (Romans 6:4). 
This path refers to putting to death all our sins 
and evil desires (racist or otherwise), where the 
“new man,” the one united to Christ, emerges 
to live with the character and virtues of Christ 
as we face temptation, affliction, and adversity. 
In other words, where dangerous passions and 
“evil desires” (racist or otherwise) disorder life, 
lead to sin, and defile our lives, the ethic of 
baptism calls every sinner to repentance and 
prayer and bestows confident hope rooted in 
their identity in Christ. 

To be clear, this means that a person not 
only confesses their sin, but also turns away 
from that sin with its “evil desires” in sorrow 
and contrition. Sinful thoughts, behaviors, 
and vices are stopped and confessed as wrong, 
wherein the sinner pleads for mercy and for-
giveness. 

Here, the sinful self is spiritually cruci-
fied and buried with Christ—it is spiritually 
drowned and killed. All of this certainly has 
moral and social implications. This most cer-
tainly involves behavioral changes and actions 
that flow from the virtues of Christ and the fruit 
of the faith (Galatians 5:22-23). Most Christian 
virtues ethics give little or no treatment of this 
baptismal repentance and prayer as the import-
ant component in the moral and spiritual life. 
Yet they are utterly essential to the Christian 
way of life and faith. This is especially true in 
light of our social justice society with its com-
peting Critical Race Theory ethical ideology 
rooted in arbitrary definitions of equality.   

Therefore, the central habits of baptismal 
virtue ethics are the spiritual acts of prayer, 
contrition, and repentance. Curates do well to 
be mindful of these acts in their care of souls. 
In short, the same faith that enacts contrition 
and repentance also enacts the virtues of Christ. 
In theological language, the Law is at work, 
accusing the sinner, condemning the sinner, 
and driving the sinner to repentance, bringing 
the sinner to the death of his sinful self. But 
because the sinner is also baptized, he or she is 
simultaneously a beloved and precious child of 
God, an heir to the kingdom of God (Galatians 
3:26-27). 

In that very confidence and faith, the Chris-
tian enacts other virtues of Christ—patience, 

2 LC, Fourth Part: Baptism, p. 41, 66-68.

long-suffering, wisdom, courage, humility—and 
faces the evils, temptations, and afflictions of 
this world. This does not in any way reduce the 
egregious nature of racism and prejudice, but 
instead, it demonstrates how Christians actively 
navigate life in this fallen world through their 
identity in Christ. Day by day, the baptized 
Christian engages the world with the moral 
character of Christ for the good of the neighbor 
and to the glory of God.

Delivered from the hands of the Evil One 
by His cross, our Lord Jesus baptismally equips 
Christians to live with a divine identity, with 
moral integrity, and with the eternal destiny of 
a Heavenly Kingdom. Pastors can deliver these 
gifts again and again, Sunday after Sunday, year 
after year, care session after care session, calling 
Christians to begin each day in their baptism, 
while trusting in Jesus who conquered injustice, 
oppression, and death.    

This is lived out by faith. Through baptism, 
Christ actualizes His virtues within us, not by 
magic or some secret, but through the washing 
and renewal of the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5-8). As 
the sanctified life flows out of Baptism, so the 
virtuous life flows out of Baptism. Luther brings 
this out in his Large Catechism: 

Every Christian has enough in Baptism to 
learn and to do all his life. For he has always 
enough to do by believing firmly what Baptism 
promises and brings: victory over death and the 
devil, forgiveness of sin, God’s grace, the entire 
Christ, and the Holy Spirit with His gifts.  
 
Thus a Christian life is nothing else than a daily 
baptism, begun once and continuing ever after. 
For we must keep at it without ceasing, always 
purging whatever pertains to the old Adam, so 
that whatever belongs to the new creature may 
come forth. What is the old creature? It is what 
is born in us from Adam, irascible, spiteful, 
envious, unchaste, greedy, lazy, proud—yes—
and unbelieving; it is beset with all vices and by 
nature has nothing good in it. Now, when we 
enter Christ’s kingdom, this corruption must 
daily decrease so that the longer we live the 
more gentle, patient, and meek we become, and 
the more we break away from greed, hatred, 
envy, and pride. This is the right use of baptism 
among Christians.2
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Therefore, pastoral care in our 
social justice times is benefited by the aware-
ness of baptismal virtue ethics. This approach 
emphasizes that the Gospel, rather than the 
Law, operates as the power and force behind 
our ethical living. This is the strength of our 
Lutheran theology. Christ is always at the 
center. 

To be clear, the Law can certainly describe 
the Christian life, demand that life, and guide 
one in that life, but it cannot give that life. That 
power comes from the Gospel alone. There-
fore, while the Law provides essential guidance 
and direction for the Christian life, it is critical 
in quality pastoral care to lift up the virtues of 
Christ in the way of the Gospel, as a gift, by 
grace through faith, rather than as a demand 
for hearers to imitate, emulate, or adulate. The 
Law can certainly instruct in Christian char-
acter, virtue, and habits, and certainly has its 
place and uses. The Law . . .

1. Describes—it shows what God in Christ ac-
complishes in the life of the forgiven sinner 
by His Spirit. 

2. Proscribes—it forbids things that are con-
trary to God’s will and dangerous to human 
life. 

3. Prescribes—it teaches what is pleasing 
to God by way of a life linked to Jesus by 
Baptism into Him.  

But the Gospel is always to predominate. 
There are essential truths of the Law that 

must be taught in an immoral age filled with 
injustice and oppression. However, the Law is 
utterly powerless to produce what it demands, 
describes, proscribes, or prescribes. It cannot 
deliver character, virtue, or habit. It leads us to 
repent of racism in all its forms, but it cannot 
produce true repentance, godliness, and holi-
ness. That’s why we need the Gospel to justify, 
sanctify, and deliver everything the Law de-
mands. As Paul says, “Christ is the culmination 
of the law so that there may be righteousness 
for everyone who believes” (Romans 10:4). 

Christ is all in all. He supplies all that we need. 
We are no longer under the Law or “slaves 
to the law,” but in Christ we are under grace 
(Romans 6:14). 

The Christian, then, believes we have 
access to moral character, virtue, and a holy, 
righteous identity through Jesus Christ. This is 
so imperative for pastors to promote and enact 
as they give care to people in an age of social 
justice. For this is more than a mere mental 
thought or intellectual exercise designed to 
encourage someone to act like Jesus. This is an 
exercise of faith, an exercise that believes what 
Jesus has given us and clearly acts upon it. As 
Paul said, “For as many of you as were baptized 
into Christ have put on Christ” (Galatians 
3:27). Plain and simple, baptized believers 
have put on the virtues of Jesus. Consequently, 
baptized into Christ, “we are his workmanship, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 
God prepared beforehand, that we should walk 
in them” (Ephesians 2:10). 

Faith calls us to believe the Gospel and 
trust that Jesus not only gives us His forgive-
ness, righteousness, and holiness to secure our 
standing before the Heavenly Father and gain 
eternity in Heaven, but that He also gives us 
His own life to live. Buried with Him in Holy 
Baptism, we are given Christ’s own character, 
His identity as a Son of God, and His virtues 
to take as our very own and lead us in a moral 
life, in this social justice culture, at this time, 
here on this earth. 

P A S T O R A L  C A R E  T H R O U G H  B A P T I S M A L  T H E R A P Y
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Finally, we need to consider some spe-
cific ways that pastors might be able to enact 
these profound spiritual and ethical truths for 
those under their care. What I offer below are 
some possible methods for specific pastoral 
care. They certainly can be utilized in our 
social justice society but are apt for addressing 
all kinds of sin.

Caring conversations are simply 
the beginning point of any extraordinary pas-
toral care. Part of this process involves creating 
a safe, comfortable, and confidential one-on-
one pastoral care environment for the troubled 
soul to openly express the malady, sin, or 

struggle of life that afflicts them. The desire is 
to offer the troubled soul compassionate listen-
ing and understanding so the curative remedy 
of Christ and His holiness can be readily, 
regularly, and ritually received. 

Thus, active listening, a compassionate 
voice, and a calm demeanor are important to 
facilitating these conversations. A pattern of 
listening might be: listen – clarify – listen – 
ask – listen – clarify – listen – ask. Utilizing 
this listening skill will foster the ability to 
better diagnose a particular spiritual condition. 
When the time is right, another consideration 
is perhaps the use or eventual use of sacred 
space (chancel, kneeler, or altar) and liturgical 
aesthetics and rituals (vestments, anointing oil, 
or candles) to accompany these conversations 
and enactments of pastoral care. 

C H A P T E R  1 4 :  

C O N C L U D I N G  O B S E R V A T I O N S

1 .  C A R I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N S
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Once adequate listening and 
understanding has taken place, steps toward 
diagnosis can begin. Helpful to this process is 
to review with the individual the impressions 
that were received—i.e., the circumstances of 
the person’s life, the problems they are endur-
ing, the feelings they have, and the temptations 
they face. Begin peeling back the various layers 
of affliction. In other words, like a physician, 
the pastor begins with the presenting symp-
toms and works toward a diagnosis and cure.  

• What is the chief complaint?  

• What spiritual symptoms can be detected? 
 

• What responses are emerging?  

• How are they handling things on their own?  

• How is the individual functioning? Healthy or 
unhealthy? Inwardly as well as outwardly?  

Note that multiple combinations of symptoms 
may be observed. These may not in and of 
themselves be the problem. Rather, they may 
disclose the particular misbelief, unique idol-
atry, deep wound, or affront that lies at the 
heart of their spiritual condition or malady. 

It’s important to be mindful of the various 
categories of symptoms so that an accurate 
diagnosis might be obtained and a correspond-
ingly proper cure offered. Careful consider-
ation of the spiritual, emotional, and physical 
symptoms that are being manifested, along 
with particular behavior patterns, is a signif-
icant step toward proper diagnosis and cure. 
Often, spiritual distress may be accompanied 
by emotional and physical symptoms, for 
which examination and treatment by qualified 
therapists and physicians may be necessary. In 
fact, pastoral care should not be substituted 
for the quality work of a specialized mental 
health therapist that may also be needed. There 
can be great benefit in a pastor and Christian 
therapist working together for the good of a 

1 John Perkins, Dream With Me: Race, Love, and the Struggle We Must Win (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2017), p. 81.

troubled soul.
In our social justice context, it is important 

for pastors to maintain specific awareness to 
racist language and feelings of oppression, as 
well as experiences of racial oppression and 
injustice. These realities will be important 
for a pastor to keep in mind in the diagnosis 
process, but always keeping the Word of God 
and the will of God as the predominate factor 
shaping interaction and care. 

Again, the aforementioned beloved black 
pastor, John Perkins, has led by example in this 
way for five decades. He was brutally beaten 
by police in southern Mississippi in 1970 and 
thrown in jail for protesting civil rights. He 
tells of how this great injustice and suffering 
actually became a positive and transformative 
event in his life. While recovering in the hospi-
tal from the severe beating, Perkins tells of the 
anger and rage that so consumed him it was to 
the point he was seething with hatred for all 
white people. Yet he could not reconcile those 
feelings with how the white doctors and nurses 
were so compassionately caring for him. He 
realized the rage and anger would ultimately 
destroy him if he did not release it into the 
hands of Christ. 

From that point on, as difficult as it was 
to let go of that anger, Perkins, along with 
his whole family, has been committed to 
Christ-centered racial reconciliation driven by 
the Word of God. Even with all of the bumps 
and bruises that go with it, they see this Christ 
centered reconciliation as the genuine reme-
dy for racial injustice and oppression. In his 
words, “God is all about reconciliation, but we 
run the risk of missing Him when we allow 
racial reconciliation, or any kind of reconcil-
iation as the dominating force—if we allow it 
rather than God Himself to become the ulti-
mate goal.”1 For Perkins, reconciliation must be 
at the core of the church’s ministry. 

[R]econciliation is the heart of the Gospel. It 
is the process by which God brings us to Him 
and keeps us. It is the main activating force 
within the redemptive idea. It is the process 
of forgiveness of sin. The Bible makes it clear 
that “God was in Christ reconciling the world 
to Himself ” (2 Cor. 5:19 NKJV). It is also the 

2. DIAGNOSING THE MALADY: 
T R U S T I N G  T H E  R E M E D Y
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process by which believers in Christ are joined 
to one another: “His purpose was to create in 
himself one new humanity out of the two, thus 
making peace, and in one body to reconcile 
both of them to God through the cross, by 
which he put to death their hostility” (Eph. 
2:15-16). He’s working out our forgiveness. 
It’s His intention to hold us together through 
reconciliation. Reconciliation is working in 
the process of forgiveness—being forgiven and 
forgiving others. It’s an ongoing, living thing 
in the Bible.2   

Perkins is a profound pastoral example of 
the Christ-centered hard work that needs to be 
done as pastors go about caring for their flock 
in the face of racial injustice and hurt. 

Another example is from Mark DeYmaz 
and Harry Li. In their book, Leading a Healthy 
Multi-Ethnic Church, Li recounts the bumpy 
journey of how their inner-city congregation 
became the large and healthy multi-ethnic 
congregation it is today. At one point, these 
two lead pastors and one of their youth pastors 
engaged in difficult conversations stemming 
from the different racial and ethnic misunder-
standings they were having about one another. 
One is of Chinese ethnicity, one of Hispanic, 
and one is African American. 

Their differences became rather intense at 
one point. But they tell of their reconciliation 
and living out of Christ’s command to love one 
another (John 13:34). They desired to be in-
tentional in the way they led the congregation 
through racial tension and so led by example 
and the ritual enactment of God’s Word. Har-
ry Li recounts how the culmination of their 
reconciliation process led to him washing the 
youth pastor’s feet in front of the congrega-
tion as a visible act of love toward him and an 
enactment of John 13.3 Though they are not a 
sacramental congregation, this act has become 
a regular and church year ritualized way (done 
on Good Friday) for them to address the racial 
challenges and tension that arise within the 
congregation.  

2 Ibid, p. 79.

3 Mark DeYmaz and Harry Li, Leading a Healthy Multi-Ethnic Church: Seven Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), p. 175-178.

4 For a full theological development and more detailed pastoral explanation of this section, see Lucas Woodford, “Holy God, 
Holy Things, Holy People: Pastoral Care in Proximity to God’s Holiness.” (Seelsorger: A Journal for the Contemporary Cure of Souls 
Vol. 1: No. 1, 2015), p. 105-135. 

When one is defiled by sin, especially 
sin resulting from racism (either as a victim or 
a perpetrator), enacting God’s holiness upon 
the soul is a wonderful pastoral approach to 
soul care.4 When someone has suffered offense, 
the devil will be sure to tempt the victim to 
retaliate. Addressing both aspects—whether 
one is a perpetrator or a victim—takes careful 
attention. 

One manner in which God’s holiness can be 
applied for this specific malady (when a pastor 
is caring for a perpetrator) is through confes-
sion and absolution. This can be done formally, 
following the liturgical rite and the pastor be-
ing vested, or informally in the pastor’s office 
amid the caring conversation, to purify his or 
her guilty conscience and prepare the sinner 
to participate in a life of God’s holiness as a 
freed, redeemed, cleansed child of God. Like-
wise, a blessing can be bestowed by the pastor 
placing his hand upon the troubled soul’s head 
and blessing him or her with God’s holy triune 
name; the same name that was placed upon 
them in baptism. 

Engaging the physical senses in this way 
helps fortify the truth that this blessing is 
active—that performative speech actually gives 
what it describes. Here, it’s good for pastors to 
be specific in the language used to assure the 
troubled soul what is being done. For example, 
it’s not, “May the Lord bless you and keep you,” 
but rather, “The Lord bless you and keep you.” 
Such blessings actively deliver certainty and 
enact God’s holiness upon the troubled soul. 
Undoubtedly, this pastoral care will not be a 
one-time session and will very likely need to be 
repeated, particularly as the depths of spiritual 
defilement and contamination are discovered 
and diagnosed.  

Contrast this with a victim of racism or 

3 .  PA S T O R A L LY  A P P LY I N G  
T H E  H O L I N E S S  O F  G O D
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prejudice. This individual is sure to have a 
bad conscience with feelings of extreme hurt, 
sorrow, and anger. The pastor can instruct such 
a person how to use the biblical practice of 
lament to name the perpetrator of their inju-
ry, describe the injuries inflicted, and ask for 
God’s righteous vengeance and intervention 
to heal the resulting hurt. The individual will 
likely suffer immensely and horribly from the 
shame that has been inflicted upon him or her. 
That shame has undoubtedly wreaked havoc 
on his or her life and contaminated them in 
countless ways. The consolation of God’s ho-
liness brings cleansing to this defiled soul and 
bestows honor to cover the shame. Repeated 
careful enactment of God’s Holy Word upon a 
troubled conscience can bring relief and re-
newal for the affront on their identity. It will 
not resolve the injustice that was suffered, but 
like anyone who has endured injustice, pastoral 
care directs the victim to Christ for vindica-
tion, even as a pastor may sensitively help the 
individual work toward obtaining justice as 
appropriate.  

Nonetheless, pastoral care can be enacted 
upon the troubled conscience in this situation 
by utilizing the narrative Word of God in a way 
that allows for cognitive reframing, emotional 
unveiling, imaginative engaging, and spiritual 
sustaining in order to bring the light of God’s 
holiness upon the various wounds of the soul.

Specifically, it could be done by proclaim-
ing a particular portion of the narrative of 
Scriptures, tapping into the emotion and viv-
idness of that narrative and bringing it to bear 
upon the troubled soul in a way that unlocks 
the hurt and emotion of their own soul, where 
they can see themselves in the narrative as the 
one receiving the compassion and holiness 
that Jesus delivers. In this case, perhaps Luke 
10:25-37 (the Parable of the Good Samaritan) 
could be used. The portrayal of someone being 
assaulted, beaten, stripped, left for half dead, 
and then deemed too unclean to be worthy of 
help could very well resonate with a victim of 
racism or prejudice. 

Bring him or her into the story and let 
them hear how Jesus—the good Samaritan, 
Himself despised and rejected, the innocent 
victim of injury—has intervened for them. 
Enabling them to see how He has come to their 
aid, washed their wounds, paid for their care, 
bound up their wounds, and intimately cares 

for them can enact God’s Holy Word upon the 
troubled soul and bring the purging forces of 
God’s Holy Word to bear upon the injustice 
and trauma they endured.

Another more formal example might be 
the pastor laying his hands upon the head of 
the victim and speaking 1 John 1:7 over them 
(after adequate conversation about the verse 
has taken place). This too can be an incredibly 
powerful outpouring of God’s holiness upon 
this fragile soul: “The blood of Jesus cleanses 
[you] from all sin,” meaning, the sin that has 
been perpetrated so cruelly against the victim 
has been absorbed and removed from them 
by the blood of Christ. He had it nailed to His 
body, then He took it far away and buried in 
the tomb, leaving it there and replacing it with 
His resurrection hope and renewal of new life.

If appropriate, this could then be followed 
by the administration of the Lord’s Supper, 
where the body and blood of Christ is given 
into the victim’s mouth (with the context of 
this great sin against the victim in mind), 
wherein that very body and blood sacramen-
tally delivers the remission (removal) of all 
sin and strengthens faith. In other words, it 
purges from the spiritual contamination of the 
abuse suffered, frees the victim from the shame 
that it created, imputes to them the purity of 
Christ to cleanse and sanctify the body, mind, 
and soul, and brings soothing healing to the 
conscience. Obviously, this is likely not a 
one-time occurrence of care. The intensity of 
an intensely emotional offense will likely need 
repeated treatment just as a single treatment of 
a soul will not necessarily relieve all the men-
tal trauma a victim relives. It may need to be 
repeated regularly and ritually (formally), with 
great care and compassion, as the contaminat-
ing effects of that sin against the victim may 
emotionally remain and be relived repeatedly.  

In the end, the present trauma of social 
justice distress is a call for active ministry. 
Together with acts of compassion and love by 
the whole body of Christ, we pastors have been 
given the high privilege of serving as emissar-
ies of the Lord Jesus, the Great Shepherd of the 
sheep. With His words in our mouths and His 
sacraments in our hands, we have the privilege 
of serving as spiritual physicians for desperate-
ly hurting souls. We can enter calmly into trou-
bled situations, because we know that we are 
fully authorized and commissioned servants 
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of Christ Jesus. The healing does not come 
from us, but from Him. The remedy for all 
sin, hurt, injustice, and oppression is the hope 
and healing that comes through our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Pastoral care is always rooted in Him 
and His gifts of love and grace. He is the Lord 
of the Church, who breaks down dividing walls 
of hostility, reconciles the aggrieved, forgives 
sin, removes shame, and gives holy identity 
and moral character. Despite the utter chaos of 
our troubling times, in this age of racism and 
social justice, pastors are given the incredible 
privilege and honor of caring for the souls of 
our time in the confidence and power of Christ 
and His Word. 
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