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I. 

Thesis Statement  
 

     Historically, suffering or the retelling of people’s suffering throughout history, has been an 

aspect of the human narrative through ethnography, didactic literature, religious scholarship, 

anthropology and other forms of documentation. Whether the Jewish Holocaust, Ethnic 

Cleansing in Kosovo, Genocide in Rwanda, or Lynching in the Jim Crow South; it is imperative  that 

the victims of these atrocities have their stories not only told, however, reevaluated and 

reenvisioned with critical tools and thoughtful imagination. Here, the critical tool and thoughtful 

imagination is leveraged through the works of James Cone, The Cross And The Lynching Tree in 

conversation with Jurgen Moltmann in The Crucified God. More directly, can both African 

Americans and their descendants, who suffered ineffable  heinous atrocities perpetrated upon  

them during the Jim Crow era through lynching and terrorism, find meaning and thereby 

consolation through the ‘theological reopening’ of these cases, as though a cold case of sorts in 

theological parlance? As in a cold case new evidence is introduced and new conclusions drawn. 



With the aid of Cone and Moltmann through transvaluation,  the theological perspective of the 

Cross will illuminate the hope of the victims of Jim Crow terrorism.  

II. 
Setting The Context 

 
     The biblical text found in Revelation chapter seven, describes a multitude of people who are 

depicted as having come through great suffering and tribulation. What is uncertain is exactly who 

this demographic is. What is clear is that they are the collective suffering of people from around 

the world. Are they the ‘Crucified People’? Are they the genocide victims of Rwanda? Is this great 

multitude the victims of lynching in the Jim Crow South? One difficulty is that theologians who 

do theology from the dominant culture, or what is referred to as from the top as opposed to from 

the bottom, or from the margins, are inclined to examine this question strictly from an exegetical 

lens. Reenvisioning this biblical text from an oppressed hermeneutic, creates a space to consider 

the suffering people of Revelation chapter seven as the genocide victims of Rwanda, the ethnic 

cleansing victims of Kosovo or other historically victimized people such as the Jewish people of 

the Holocaust.  In The Cross And The Lynching Tree, James Cone makes use of the phenomenon 

of imagination in order to extrapolate from one historical event to another, at times spanning 

centuries. Cone is very critical of those who are unable to employ imagination to make use of 

both historical symbols and events, to inform contemporary crises and human dilemmas of 

various sorts. In the case of Cone, he is critical of theologians who are unable, or unwilling, to 

extrapolate from the events surrounding the crucifixion of Jesus, to the victims of the  lynching 

tree during the era of systematic lynching in the Jim Crow South. “The crucifixion of Jesus by the 

Romans in Jerusalem and the lynching of blacks by whites in the United States are so amazingly 



similar that one wonders what blocks the American Christian imagination from seeing the 

connection.”1 Imagination, or lack of imagination, is a metanarrative throughout Cone’s writing.  

     It is not theologically unsound, nor academically unsuitable, to invoke the tool of imagination 

or a reenvisioned hermeneutic to give eschatological hope to the ‘Lynched People’, through 

reenvisioning them as part of the redeemed  people in Revelation chapter seven. “People without 

imagination really have no right to write about ultimate things, Reinhold Niebuhr was correct to 

observe.”2 Hope is a major theological precept of Moltmann’s theology. In a Theology of Hope 

Moltmann writes; “Totally without hope one cannot live. To live without hope is to cease to live. 

Hell is hopelessness. It is not accident that above the entrance to Dante’s hell is the inscription: 

Leave behind all hope, you who enter here.”3 For many of the Lynched People, there was no hope 

in the Jim Crow South. Christ recrucified recalls for some author Nikos Kazantzakis, James Cone 

and other theologians perhaps. When people are too dismissive of the reenvisioning of the 

Lynched People through imagination, as part of the Revelation chapter seven community, it 

recrucifies the Lynched People through the removal of hope, and empowers the imaginers of evil 

through lynching and crucifixion and gives them the final say. Hope is the Yes, to the Lynchers 

No.  

     God’s identification with the Lynched people of Mississippi is the negation of the power of the 

Lynchers. As Moltmann writes in The Crucified God concerning God in Auschwitz; “Then God will 

turn his sorrow into eternal joy…the overcoming of the history of man’s sorrow and the fulfilment 

                                                           
1 James H. Cone, The Cross And The Lynching Tree, (Maryknoll, Orbis Book, 2011), p.31. 
2 Cone, Cross And The Lynching Tree, 94. 
3 Jurgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope, (Minneapolis,  Fortress Press, 1993), p.32. 



of his history of hope. God in Auschwitz and Auschwitz in the crucified God…”4 Another rendering 

of Moltmann might be, God in Mississippi and Mississippi in the crucified God.  

             “And so my friends, they did not die in vain, (Yeah) God still has a way of wringing good 

out of evil. (Oh yes) And history has proven over and over again that unmerited suffering is 

redemptive.”5 These are the words of The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., at the eulogy for 

the little school aged girls killed on September 15, 1963, at 16th Street Baptist Church in 

Birmingham, Alabama. It is beyond the scope of this research to argue the merits of salvific 

suffering. The topic nonetheless deserves a cursory reflection in the context of the Lynched 

People and their suffering. Many renowned Womanist Theologians, Feminist Theologians, as well 

as a new wave of Millennial Theologians, argue against the idea of suffering as salvific or having 

any redemptive qualities. The logic is that somehow the idea of salvific suffering glorifies 

suffering, a type of sadistic  masochism. This fails to take into consideration the dialectic of the 

Cross. The dialectic of the cross is the transvaluation of defeat and the whole of the Beatitudes 

of Jesus rendered in the Sermon on the Mount. Each tenet of the Beatitudes is a transvaluation 

of human understanding, and everything that is counterintuitive to what society deems as strong. 

One can make the argument that  Salvific Suffering is consistent with the transvaluation of human 

values, and consistent with the logic of the Beatitudes. Reinhold Niebuhr characterized the whole 

of Christianity in the context of transvaluation. “Or as Niebuhr put it, The Christian faith is 

                                                           
4 Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, (Minneapolis,  Fortress Press, 2015), p. 417.  
5 James M. Washington, A Testament of Hope The Essential Writings of Martin Luther Kings, Jr., (San Francisco, 
Harper & Row, 1986), p.222. 



centered in one who was born in a manger and who dies upon the cross. This is really the source 

of the Christian transvaluation of all values.”6    

     Mark Twain, in a famous essay written in 1901, best captured the climate in America in his 

titled essay, The United States of Lyncherdom. “MT wrote this essay in the summer of 1901, in 

reaction to a newspaper account of the Missouri lynching he mentions at the start…I shouldn’t 

have even half a friend left down there [in the South], after it issued from the press.”7   The history 

of the Lynched People in the United States, as well as the ‘Crucified People’ of the world, is to 

recall some of the most horrific periods not only in American history; however, it is to recall some 

of the most hideous crimes against humanity in human world history. It is a cautionary tale to 

recall Moltmann’s admonition that Christ died not only for the victims of crimes against 

humanity, however, the perpetrators of the lynchings, the Adolf Eichmann’s of the world who 

orchestrated the logistics of the Holocaust concentrations camps, the Hutu who engaged in the 

genocide of the Tutsi of Rwanda; less the most human of responses to hate becomes one’s 

obsession. “The one will triumph who first died for the victims then also for the executioners, 

and in so doing revealed a new righteousness which breaks through vicious circles of hate and 

vengeance and which from the lost victims and executioners creates a new mankind with a new 

humanity.”8      It is the search for, and the incessant need to recall,  this ‘new righteousness’ that 

informs the recounting  of the stories of the Lynched People in the United States, lest one 

succumb to the siren call of hatred informed by years of victimization.  

 

                                                           
6 James Cone, The Cross And The Lynching Tree, (Maryknoll,  Orbis Books, 2011), p.36. 
7 University of Virginia, The United States of Lyncherdom, (people.virginia.edu)  
8 Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1993), p. 178.  



III. 

                                                                               Telling The Story 

  

     In the summer of 1955, Chicago native Emmett Till would unwittingly become a central figure 

in the Civil Rights movement in the United States.  What would transpire in August of that year 

would shock the conscience of the country, and would place front and center the brutal and 

inhumane culture of Jim Crow lynching. Till, from the north and accustomed to the culture and 

mores of northern culture, allegedly transgressed one of the taboo rites of southern culture; the 

intermingling of the races between gender lines. Paradoxically, this southern rite of forbidden 

miscegenation was forced upon African American women as part of the rights of white men 

during the era of slavery; as well, white men raped African American girls and women with 

impunity during the Jim Crow era. In the case of Till, he is alleged to have whistled at a young 

white woman while visiting a country store.  “In August 1955, 14 year-old Chicago resident 

Emmett Till…accompanied Till’s great-uncle Mose Wright back to Wright’s home in 

Mississippi…There, Till was briefly alone in Bryant’s Grocery with…white store clerk Carolyn 

Bryant…Till apparently whistled at her-a dangerous breach of Mississippi racial etiquette.”9 In 

retribution of this transgression, Till was abducted from the home of his relatives, tortured by 

beating, and genital castration, by some accounts while he was still alive, and finally thrown into 

the Tallahatchie River in Mississippi. The castration of lynching victims was customary, and served 

as a reminder that white men would protect the  virtuousness of white women. Following a very 

                                                           
9 Terry Wagner, AMERICA’S CIVIL RIGHTS REVOLUTION: THREE DOCUMENTARIES ABOUT EMMETT TILL’S MURDER 
IN MISSISSIPPI (1995), (Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2010) p.188.   



brief Kangaroo Court in Mississippi, an all white jury engaged in Jury Nullification finding the 

accused not guilty.  

     It is believed by many in the African American Community, this writer not excluded, that the 

Jury Nullification years later in the case of Orenthal James Simpson, otherwise known as O.J. 

Simpson, in the killing of Nicole Brown and Ron Goldman, is a classic case of the long memories 

of African Americans enduring the Jury Nullifications of lynching victims of the Jim Crow South. 

African Americans were erudite enough, though without formal education or legal training, to 

interpret within the American legal system there existed a corruption or miscarriage of justice. It 

is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer would refer to as ‘Satan’s Truth’ in his text What Does it Mean to Tell 

the Truth. The scales of justice did not reflect justice for the Lynched People of the South, only 

white people. For African Americans there was no semblance of truth or justice in the law, only 

an insidious form of judicial lynching. “There is such a thing as Satan’s truth. Its nature is to deny 

everything real under the guise of truth. It feeds on hatred against the real, against the world 

created and loved by God.”10  For African Americans, ‘Satan’s Truth’ informed the legal system 

under Jim Crow and afforded no justice. 

     It is remarkable that African Americans, the descendants of slaves, embrace Christianity at all. 

The imagination that is necessary to parse Biblical text and find within it a theology that speaks 

to their context, is a testimony of their will to survive in a hostile land. The loss of faith is perhaps 

the greatest tragedy suffered by victims of terrorism. One account of a freed African American  

speaks to the tension between faith and suffering, as they attempted to reconcile the promises 

                                                           
10 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, What Does it Mean to Tell the Truth,  Clifford Green and Michael DeJonge, The Bonhoeffer 
Reader, (Minneapolis,  Fortress Press, 2013), p. 752. 



of their faith and the incongruence of the actions of white people, in particular white Christians 

for professed faith in the same God and Jesus Christ, and yet held them in bondage and lynching 

in the South. “…To know why the good Lord should so long afflict my people, and keep them in 

bondage-to be abused, and trampled down…with no ray of light in the future. Some of my folks 

said there wasn’t’ any God, for if there was he wouldn’t let white folks do as they do for so many 

years.”11 Elie Wiesel captured this tension writing in Night as a concentration camp detainee 

recounts the occasion of his loss of faith. “Never shall I forget that night, the first night in 

camp…Never shall I forget those moments which murdered my God and my soul and turned my 

dreams to dust…even if I am condemned to live as long as God Himself.”12  

     The 1963 bombing of The 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, was a seminal 

moment in not only the Civil Rights Movement but in America as well. Some would place this 

event as one of the markers indicating the moment the United States lost its soul. “On Sunday, 

15th September, 1963, a white man was seen getting out of a white and turquoise Chevrolet car 

and placing a box under the steps of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church…the bomb exploded 

killing Denise McNair…Addie Mae Collins…Carole Robertson…Cynthia Wesley.”13 The bombing 

shocked the conscience of the American people, both black and white. It was one of the most 

heinous crimes perpetrated against African American people, even when lynching is taken into 

account. The act was so unthinkable that it prompted a white attorney in Birmingham, Charles 

Morgan, to find the moral courage, and to speak these immortal words. “Four little girls were 

                                                           
11 James Cone, The Cross And The Lynching Tree, (Maryknoll,  Orbis Books, 2011), p.123. 
12 Elie Wiesel, Night, (New York,  Hillard Wang, 2006), p.32.  
13 Birmingham, Alabama, and the Civil Rights Movement in 1963, The 16th Street Baptist Church Bombing, 
www.english.illinois.edu  

http://www.english.illinois.edu/


killed in Birmingham yesterday…“Who did it? Who threw that bomb?...“We all did it.” Every last 

one of us is condemned…We all did it.”14 The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in his eulogy 

for Addie Mae Collings, Cynthia Wesley, Carole Robertson, and Carol Denise McNair, captured 

the dialectic of the beauty of these children, their innocence, in juxtaposition with the ugliness 

and savagery of the bombing. Dr. King closed the eulogy with these beautiful words. 

“Shakespeare had Horatio utter some beautiful words over the dead body of Hamlet. I 

paraphrase these words today as I stand over the last remains of these lovely girls. Good-night 

sweet princesses; may the flight of angels take thee to thy eternal rest.”15      

IV. 

“The Crucified God” A Response 
 

“The Cross And The Lynching Tree” A Response 
 

“When God becomes man in Jesus of Nazareth, he not only enters into the finitude of man, but 

in his death on the cross also enters into the situation of man’s godforsakenness. In Jesus he does 

not die the natural death of a finite being, but the violent death of the criminal on the cross…”16  

Moltmann theologically places the crucified God in the midst of the Lynched People, not as one 

that rescues them from their predicament, and therefore answers the historic theodicy question 

of why God allowed the enslavement and suffering of the lynched people; however, in 

Moltmann’s statement, God is in solidarity with the suffering people as He also enters into the 

state of godforsakenness through the man Jesus of Nazareth. The Lynched People are not able 

to ‘have this cup pass from them’, but rather drink from the same cup of Jesus and all of the 

                                                           
14 Andrew Cohen, The Speech That Shocked Birmingham the Day After the Church Bombing” (The Atlantic, 2013) 
theatlantic.com  
15 Washington, A Testament of Hope, p.223. 
16 Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, (Minneapolis,  Fortress Press, 2015), p. 276. 



suffering people of history. Moltmann places suffering and love as an inextricable theological 

principle of God. “Were God incapable of suffering in any respect…then he would also be 

incapable of love. If love is the acceptance of the other without regard to one’s own wellbeing, 

then it contains within itself the possibility of sharing in suffering and freedom to suffer...”17  

Suffering therefore illuminates the love God has for the Lynched People, the ‘Crucified People’, 

the people of the Jewish Holocaust, all as sharing the godforsakenness in their lynchings and 

suffering. Moltmann makes use of transvaluation pertinent to suffering, as perceived by the 

powerful people of history, by those who view suffering as weakness, the Friedrich Wilhelm 

Nietzsche’s of the world. A type of slave morality according to Nietzsche. “…Those qualities which 

serve to alleviate the existence of sufferers…it is here that sympathy, the kind, helping hand, the 

warm heart, patience, diligence, humility, and friendliness attain to honor…Slave-morality…”18 In 

the transvaluation of the crucified God, the Lynched People find meaning, dignity, and are 

empowered with the negation of death as the final humility in a dystopic life of suffering and 

meaninglessness.  

     The Lynched People reclaimed the meaning of the cross from a theology of misappropriation, 

by the oppressors who held them in bondage and servitude. Although Christianity, and its 

primary symbol being that of the cross, was a place of solace in desperate circumstances, it 

nonetheless was a symbol of contradictions. “How could Jesus’ death in Jerusalem save blacks 

from mob violence nearly two thousand years later in America? What did salvation mean for 

African Americans who had to “walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” of those forced 

                                                           
17 Moltmann, The Crucified God, 230. 
18 Friedrich Nietzsche, Slave and Master Morality – Reading For Philosophical Inquiry: A Brief Introduction, 
https://philosophy.lander.edu/intro/articles/nietzsche-a.pdf   

https://philosophy.lander.edu/intro/articles/nietzsche-a.pdf


to swing from a lynching tree?”19  Black Religion embraces the cross and the narrative of Jesus as 

savior, both theologically and culturally. Unlike any other culture, Black Religion permeates all 

spheres of black life. In popular culture the figure of Jesus moves seamlessly between black 

music, theatre and other forms of genre; perhaps borrowing from the ATR or African Traditional 

Religion experience, which makes no delineation between the sacred and the secular. But this 

does not suggest that African Americans have not historically, and do not now, struggle with the 

reconciliation of the cross and black life and suffering. African Americans are well aware of the 

shared relationship of Christianity with the white oppressors of history. The religion that helped 

African Americans to survive is the religion that was instrumental in their near genocide. “White 

ministers sometimes served as mob leaders, blessing lynchings, or citing the stories of Ham and 

Cain to justify white supremacy as a divine right.”20  The cross is the symbol used by the white 

terrorist Ku Klux Klan organization and often present at lynchings. “While the cross symbolized 

God’s supreme love for human life, the lynching tree was the most terrifying symbol of hate in 

America. King held these symbols together in a Hegelian dialectic, a contradiction of thesis and 

antithesis, yielding to a creative synthesis.”21     

V. 

Moltmann and Cone Conclusion  
 

     Traditional Western Theology as written by proponents representative of the dominant 

culture, or those in power, is inadequate to tell the story of the Lynched People in a way that is 

liberating and meaningful for African Americans and their descendants. Through James H. Cone 

                                                           
19 Cone, Cross And The Lynching Tree, 76.  
20 Ibid., 76. 
21 Ibid., 70. 



and Jurgen Moltmann, a theology is developed that attempts to make sense of the nonsensical 

experience of African Americans in the Jim Crow south. This theology struggles to answer some 

of the most perplexing questions the Lynched People and their descendants must reconcile on a 

regular basis. “Black suffering needs radical and creative voices…who can tell brutal and beautiful 

stories of how oppressed black people survived with a measure of dignity…Why are we here? 

And what must we do to achieve our full humanity in a world that denies it?”22 Moltmann and 

Cone in The Crucified God and The Cross And The Lynching Tree, take strides to begin this 

theologically difficult conversation.       

 

 

 

      

                                                           
22 Ibid., 95. 


