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The Theology  of Friedrich Schleiermacher in Black Religious Thought and Practices 

 
I. 

Thesis Statement 
 

     This research will explore the phenomenon of The Feeling of Absolute Dependence and God-

consciousness, Self-Consciousness, Feeling of Freedom, Fellowship of Believers, Blessedness, 

Outer Circle of the Church, The Elect, Personal Immortality and Afterlife, as well as other 

theological concepts central to the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher, in the context of the Black 

religious experience encompassing African religious heritage, as well as African American 

religious expression in the United States. Historically, marginalized African Americans have 

articulated their experiences relative to God, in their religious rituals and practices, 

transcendental to Liberal Christian experience informed through enlightenment theologies. 

More specifically, an exploration of the commonalities and differences between African 

American religious experience of Feeling of Absolute Dependence and God-consciousness, 

inherited by African Traditional Religious experience and lived experience in America, and the 

Feeling of Absolute Dependence and God-consciousness in Schleiermacher’s theology will be 

considered. A significant goal of this research is to bring Schleiermacher into conversation with 



Black religious experience, and to demonstrate how Schleiermacher’s theology and theological 

concepts show up in Black religious thought and practices.  

     This researcher will argue that communities and persons lacking power and franchisement, 

are intrinsically positioned to experience Feeling of Absolute Dependence and God-consciousness, 

due to their alienation from societies possessing alternatives to reliance upon religion, religious 

practices, rituals, and religious instructions. As a result, The Feeling of Absolute Dependence and 

God-consciousness for historically marginalized groups is unobstructed.  

     This religious state of mind and The Feeling of Absolute Dependence as well as understanding 

of God-consciousness, needs to be explored in new contexts, and in ways which brings 

Schleiermacher into conversation with divergent and emerging religious experiences vis-à-vis 

Black religious experience.  As such, this researcher acknowledges the risk of engaging theological 

ideas from the eighteen and nineteenth centuries, with very specific religious experience and 

language inherent in Black religion and thought. The Theology of Friedrich Schleiermacher in Black 

Religious Thought and Practices is an attempt to lessen the divide between the two. 

II. 
Schleiermacher / Thurman / DuBois / McCormack / Mill / Rousseau / Sartre 

 
     The African enslaved in America, intrinsically imagined and comprehended a beingness which 

allowed for self-transcendence, a move which created tension with the dialectic of being 

enslaved, yet possessing an awareness of the freedom inherent in God. The African enslaved 

possessed an intuition of the universe as Schleiermacher would refer to it as in On Religion: 

Speeches to its Cultured Despisers. “The standard by which all are measured is that of intuitions 

of the universe. Whether we have a God as a part of our intuition depends on the direction of 



our imagination…since imagination is the highest and most original element in us.”1 The African 

enslaved clearly possessed a direction of imagination that synthesized God into his existence. The 

African enslaved in America had only religious beliefs to sustain herself in the face of relentless 

denial of her humanity. “A God who is worthy of our belief must be believed in, not because of 

his potential beneficence but because of an overwhelming necessity that arises from our 

experience of the world.”2                                  

      A feeling of Absolute Dependence upon God would by necessity diminish the dependence 

upon the one enslaving the African in America, that is to say the slave owner, and would therefore 

undermine the premise upon which the institution of slavery is built. It is antithetical to the 

human experience to not possess agency, or to dispossess a subject of autonomy and or freedom. 

Despite the postulation of Jean Jacques Rousseau, writing in Rousseau’s The Social Contract, 

stating that eventually persons confined to a certain condition, will accept his or her condition 

without attempting to improve upon their circumstances; historic documents and accounts of 

the earnest yearning of the African to experience freedom negates this account. “Slaves lose 

everything in their chains, even the desire of escaping them…”3  

     As a subject, the enslaved African is nevertheless bound by a nature informed by the 

theological understanding of Imago Dei, and therefore desires freedom. The rituals and rites 

found in religious experience facilitate a dependence upon God, a consciousness, as the African 

understood God; to the extent that his and her self-transcendence could not be contained by 

                                                           
1 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches To Its Cultured Despisers, (New York,  Cambridge University 
Press, 1988), p. 65. 
2 Ibid., 65. 
3 Jean Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract or Principles of Political Right, 1762 https://www.bartleby.com  

https://www.bartleby.com/


either whips, chains or the weaponizing of a pornographic religion as presented by White 

Christianity. Howard Thurman, writing in The Creative Encounter identifies this consciousness or 

untouchable reality that is resident in all humanity. “As a person each of us lives a private life; 

there is a world within where for us the great issues of our lives are determined…It is private. It 

is cut off from immediate involvement in what surrounds us. It is my world.”4      

     To be a part of humanity is to desire freedom. It is as sentient beings the African enslaved has 

a consciousness of his or her place, an awareness of freedom even without the experience of 

freedom. To lack this awareness is to lack being a part of humanity. Writing in The Christian Faith, 

Schleiermacher observes; “This last expression includes the God-consciousness in the self-

consciousness in such a way that…the two cannot be separated from each other.”5  

     This move creates a dialectic for the African enslaved.  It is in their self-consciousness that they 

are awakened to their God-consciousness, and thus their lack of freedom is exacerbated 

exponentially. The African enslaved consequently realizes the perverted tension between 

freedom and bondage, self-consciousness and God-consciousness. Despite the dialectic of 

inherently desiring freedom, and knowing the institution of slavery negated this basic human 

desire, it is more desirable to yearn for freedom then to not. John Stuart Mill captures this 

sentiment. “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates 

dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are a different opinion, it is because 

they only know their own side of the question.”6 

                                                           
4 Howard Thurman, The Creative Encounter: An Interpretation of Religion and the Social Witness, (Richmond,  
Friends United Press, 1954), p. 19. 
5 Peter C. Hodgkin and Robert H. King, Reading In Christian Theology, (Minneapolis,  Fortress Press, 1985), p. 157. 
6 John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, 1863. https://utilitarianism.com  

https://utilitarianism.com/


     How could the African enslaved have experienced so much as an approximation of flourishing 

in the midst of rape, family separation, physical torture and denial of personality? 

Schleiermacher’s theology of absolute dependence and consciousness is a theological move that 

may lend insight into the negation of the aforementioned deprivations. 

     How did the African enslaved maintain, or better yet, achieve that self identity described by 

Schleiermacher, with the outward distraction of the so-called Peculiar Institution of slavery, to 

achieve the optimum level of consciousness in Schleiermacher’s theology, which leads to what 

Schleiermacher calls Blessedness? Dr. Bruce McCormack of Princeton Theological Seminary, in a 

lecture titled Locating Christian Faith on a Map of Religious Consciousness, observes the 

following. “…The feeling of absolute dependence joins itself to differing sets of 

circumstances…we will experience pleasure or pain. …Where and when we remain identical with 

ourselves through these varying conditions, we experience the highest state of consciousness 

possible, which Schleiermacher calls blessedness.”7  

     The African enslaved, according to Schleiermacher’s theology pertinent to absolute 

dependence and consciousness, could have experienced the most extreme dialectic of human 

deprivation as a slave, while achieving blessedness as a result of his or her consciousness. 

Revisionist historians have incorrectly characterized the African enslaved in America, as being 

content in their circumstances of captivity. Nothing could be more inaccurate. It can be  posited 

that the African enslaved, episodically accomplished a religious ecstasy which negated the 

draconian realities of slavery, thereby facilitating a transcendental experience of which no chain 

                                                           
7 Bruce McCormack, Locating Christian Faith on a Map of Religious Consciousness, Princeton Theological Seminary 
2019 TH5436 Lecture 4.doc blackboard.ptsem.edu  



or whip could deny. McCormack observes. “The more the feeling of absolute dependence 

masters the stimuli that come from without, the more religious she is.”8    

     Religion for the African enslaved in America, was simply another medium of communication, 

to accompany his or her spirituality embraced through their familiarity with African Traditional 

Religion, or ATR practices. Thurman observes, “Religious experience is interpreted to mean the 

conscious and direct exposure of the individual to God.” 9  This inner consciousness was a 

habitation or retreat for the African enslaved, an untouchable enclave, an impenetrable 

fortification which emancipated his or her soul from the dehumanizing realities of slavery. 

Manning Marble writing in The Meaning of Faith in the Black Mind In Slavery makes the following 

observation. “Jean Paul Sartre discussed the existentialist limits of man’s freedom…in the 

oppressive society, the Other holds a secret-the secret of what I am…Blacks continually 

found…their African culture negated, and their spirituality redefined. During slavery, the Black 

man sought continually to lay claim, as Sartre suggests, to this being which I am…”10 

      In effect, the African had no alternatives available to attach to other than God. Schleiermacher 

observes.  “The common element in all those determinations of self-consciousness…is the feeling 

of dependence…the common element in all those determinations…is the feeling of freedom.”11  

     The theological question is, whether a subject can have spiritual freedom while in the  throes 

of bondage and servitude? Do the limitations placed upon the humanity of an individual thereby 

infringe upon the transcendental realities of the subject? Schleiermacher states, “Accordingly our 

                                                           
8 Ibid., Lecture 4. 
9 Thurman, The Creative Encounter, 20. 
10 Manning Marable, The Meaning of Faith in the Black Mind in Slavery, Rocky Mountain Review of Language and 
Literature Vol. 30, No. 4 (Autumn, 1976), p. 248-264. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1347694  
11 Hodgkin, Reading In Christian Theology, 154. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1347694


self-consciousness, as a consciousness of our existence in the world or our co-existence with the 

world, is a series in which the feeling of freedom and the feeling of dependence are divided.”12 

         W.E.B.DuBois while speaking in a totally different context yet spoke of a divided reality for 

the African in America. Schleiermacher’s discussion of the relationship between freedom and 

dependence, self-consciousness and God-consciousness, have at times inexplicable moves, that 

defy demystification; how much the more when  considering additional external considerations 

such as enslavement. How much more elusive for the African in America, to understand a spiritual 

type of Double Consciousness, in addition to the double consciousness of being bodily 

immobilized. “…In The Souls of Black Folk (1903) in which DuBois spoke of an African American 

double consciousness, a two-ness of being an American, a Negro; two warring ideals in one dark 

body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”13    

     Du Bois described a double consciousness of faith and doubt to describe the Black religious 

experience of the African enslaved in America. “Somewhat like his use of the concept of double 

consciousness…Du Bois used the paradox of faith and doubt together… One cannot correctly 

understand the black religious experience without an affirmation of deep faith informed by 

doubt.”14 

III. 
Schleiermacher / Bonhoeffer / De La Torre / Cone / King / Hegel / McCormack 

 
     The African enslaved in America it may be argued constitutes the true church or the authentic 

church. The grounds for such a claim is that biblically, historically, or otherwise it has been shown 

                                                           
12 Ibid., 155. 
13 Henry Louis Gates Jr., and Terri Hume Oliver, The Souls of Black Folk Centenary Edition, (New York,  Norton & 
Company, 1999), p. 236. 
14 James H. Cone, The Cross And The Lynching Tree, (New York,  Orbis Books, 2011), p.106. 



that the Church of Christ is a church in tension, a church in opposition to the authorities and 

magistrates, a church that is persecuted. This is the biblical ideal of the church. The meta-

narrative of The Suffering Church suggests other than flourishing. This would constitute a church 

representative of oppressed peoples. 

      In Schleiermacher’s theology a strong emphasis is placed upon the role of the fellowship of 

believers. Schleiermacher in The Christian Faith makes this claim. “All that comes to exist in the 

world through redemption is embraced in the fellowship of believers, within which all regenerate 

people are always found.”15   That the African enslaved is constituent to the true church is a 

function of being redeemed by Christ. The African enslaved as representative of the true church, 

is held in tension with his lack of observable freedom; however, consistent with her being The 

Suffering Church. “But the truth is that the new life of each individual springs from that of the 

community, while the life of the community springs from no other individual life than that of the 

Redeemer. We must therefore hold that the totality of those who live in the state of sanctification 

is the inner fellowship…”16  

     Dietrich Bonhoeffer makes the claim that this inner fellowship is the view from below. 

Bonhoeffer posits that it is from below that a clarity emerges both to and through the believer, 

that is obscured outside of this inner fellowship. Clifford J. Green and Michael P. DeJonge in The 

Bonhoeffer Reader, Letters and Papers from Prison, give insight into Bonhoeffer’s understanding 

of the view from below. “It remains an experience of incomparable value that we have for once 

learned to see the great events of world history from below, from the perspective of the outcasts, 

                                                           
15 Friedrich Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith, (New York,  Harper & Row, 1963), p.525. 
16 Hodgson and King, Readings In Christian Theology, 248. 



the suspects, the maltreated, the powerless, the oppressed and the reviled, in short from the 

perspective of the suffering.”17  The African enslaved in America qualifies without necessity of 

much theological imagination.  It is in this claim that this researcher’s original argument is 

grounded; communities and persons lacking power and franchisement, are intrinsically 

positioned to experience Feeling of Absolute Dependence and God-consciousness.      

     Can the argument be made that those who enslaved the African in American are part of the 

inner fellowship as well, united in Christ with those of whom they enslaved? On what grounds is 

such an argument made? Miguel A. De La Torre writing in Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins 

renders his perspective. “Conversion for those of the dominant culture moves beyond simple 

belief…conversion moves toward…a praxis that breaks with personal and social sin and leads the 

new believer to…begin a new life in Christ manifested as solidarity with the same people Jesus 

sought to identify himself with, the outcasts.”18  

     If the fellowship of believers share the same redemption in the world as Schleiermacher 

suggests, then the African enslaved as well as the slaveholder are united in this fellowship. It is 

incongruent then to hold that these subjects are a part of the same fellowship of believers, when 

taken into consideration  the relationship of dominator and dominated. One is a part of the inner 

fellowship, and one is not a part of the inner fellowship. The one who is suffering in the way that 

reflects the suffering of Jesus best qualifies as part of the fellowship of believers. W.E.B. DuBois 

would answer Schleiermacher in this fashion; “Du Bois elaborated on why the white Christ was 

not the biblical Christ…If Jesus Christ came to America He would associate with Negroes and 

                                                           
17 Clifford J. Green and Michael P. DeJonge, The Bonhoeffer Reader, (Minneapolis,  Fortress Press, 2013), p. 775. 
18 Miguel A. De La Torre, Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, (New York,  Maryknoll, 2013), p. 45.  



Italian and working people; He would eat and pray with them, and He would seldom see the 

interior of the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine.”19   

     Schleiermacher’s earlier statement, All that comes to exist in the world through redemption is 

embraced in the fellowship of believers, is echoed in the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King’s 

declaration of the Beloved Community. The failure to embrace the manifestation of this 

redemption by the fellowship of believers, further strengthens the argument that slave owners, 

segregationists, white nationalists and other separatists fail to meet the basic criteria of 

Schleiermacher’s claim. “Dr. King’s Beloved Community…in which all people can share in the 

wealth of the earth…Poverty, hunger and homelessness will not be tolerated 

because…Racism…bigotry and prejudice will be replaced by an all-inclusive spirit of sisterhood 

and brotherhood.”20  

     The African enslaved in America, and the white abolitionists, are those who most closely 

experience self-transcendence, and possess sufficient imagination to approximate 

Schleiermacher’s fellowship of believers. “That wherever regenerate persons are within reach of 

each other, some kind of fellowship between them is bound to arise. For if they are in contact, 

their witness to the faith must in part overlap, and must necessarily involve mutual recognition 

and a common understanding as to their operation within the common area.”21 Nothing short of 

manumission satisfies Schleiermacher’s claim. 

     In a move which seeks to not dispense of those who claim affiliation with the Church, yet who 

are complicit in the institution of slavery, and participate in the dehumanizing practices which 

                                                           
19Cone, The Cross And The Lynching Tree, 103. 
20 The King Center, The King Philosophy, thekingcenter.org  
21 Hodgson, Reading In Christian Theology, 248. 



negate personality and flourishing, Schleiermacher refers to this category as the Outer Circle of 

the Church. Bruce McCormack, in a lecture titled The Origin of the Church: Election and the 

Communication of the Holy Spirit, illuminates Schleiermacher’s understanding of the Outer Circle. 

“But there are also to be found those who are attracted to the fellowship, those who wish to 

associate themselves with it…Such people do not participate as yet in the power of Jesus’ God 

Consciousness or His blessedness…Schleiermacher refers to this group as the outer circle…”22  

     There is a sense, long in the making within the marginalized community, that the oppressed 

play a role in the redemption of the oppressor. The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., captures 

this sentiment and is recalled in an article titled, Address at the Conclusion of the Selma to 

Montgomery March. “But not until the colossus of segregation was challenged in Birmingham 

did the conscience of America begin to bleed. White America was profoundly aroused by 

Birmingham because it witnessed the whole community of Negroes facing terror and brutality 

with majestic scorn and heroic courage.”23  

     The philosopher Hegel postulates that the oppressor is ensnared in the very diabolical 

circumstances of which he creates. “German philosopher Hegel’s concept of “Lordship and 

Bondage,” as found in his The Phenomenology of Mind, avers that the master (the oppressor) is 

also subjected to the structures he creates to enslave the laborer (1967:238-40). Because 

oppressive structures also prevent the master from obtaining an abundant life…”24 

                                                           
22 Bruce McCormack, Lecture 18 The Origin of the Church: Election and the Communication of the Holy Spirit, 
Princeton Theological Seminary 2019 TH5436 Lecture 18.doc blackboard.ptsem.edu  
23 Martin Luther King, Jr., Address at the Conclusion of the Selma to Montgomery March, March 1965 The Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Research and Education Institute https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu  
24 Miguel A. De La Torre, Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, (New York,  Orbis Books, 2004), p. 16-17. 

https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/


     Schleiermacher refers to the regenerate as the elect. Arguably, the elect comprised the African 

enslaved in America, The Crucified People as Jon Sobrino refers to them as, the people Mark 

Twain referred to in his 1901 essay The United States of Lyncherdom,  and the elect chronicled in 

James Cone’s The Cross and the Lynching Tree. The idea that unmerited suffering is redemptive, 

and the proposition that suffering is salvific, have fallen out of use in many theological circles. 

Perhaps the inexplicable suffering encountered by the African enslaved, is a transvaluation of the 

nonsensical element of suffering. Could it be that the only redeemable aspect of suffering in this 

concern, is to bring those in the outer circle closer to the elect? “They are those who are being 

called but whose calling has yet to reach its goal in them. Those who are truly 

regenerate…constitute the inner circle. They alone have experienced redemption…they are the 

elect.”25     

IV. 
Schleiermacher / Achebe 

      

     Personal Immortality of Believers is for Schleiermacher a significant break with the African 

enslaved, and his religious imagination pertinent to the afterlife. Schleiermacher wrote in his 

Addresses on Religion, that the desire for an afterlife is decidedly not a demonstration of strong 

religious belief. “Believe in God, and in personal immortality, are not necessarily a part of 

religion… the desire for personal immortality seems rather to show a lack of religion, since 

religion assumes a desire to lose oneself in the infinite…”26   Schleiermacher seems to posit the 

                                                           
25 McCormack, The Origin of the Church, Lecture 18. 
26 Elite Kedourie, Nationalism, Praeger University Series, 1961.  



desire for Christian afterlife as a type of egoism or anthropocentrism, something that removes 

the focus away from God and is tethered to self preservation.  

     For the African enslaved, the afterlife was the only semblance of flourishing he could imagine 

through self-transcendence, and thus a move indispensable to the African’s faith or belief system. 

Chinua Achebe illuminates the importance of the afterlife for the African in her faith traditions. 

Writing in Things Fall Apart Achebe makes the following observation. “Igbo speaking people of 

Southeast Nigeria believed that the ancestral spirits and the spiritual world in which they lived 

were directly linked to the world of the living. They believed that death was not the end of the 

spirit’s journey…”27  

     The God-consciousness, so foundational to the theology of Schleiermacher, shows up in a 

nuanced form in African Traditional Religion in general and Yoruba belief systems in particular. J. 

Omosade Awolalu writing in Yoruba Beliefs and Sacrificial Rites makes the following observation. 

“In spite of the varied forms and systems, religious consciousness permeates every portion of 

African life; secularity has no reality in the African existence…contemporary African scholars 

believe that generally all people and groups of Africa believe in a supreme, self-existent deity.”28   

     This consciousness was part of the formation, the African enslaved in America transported 

with him to the new world. Many African scholars believe that Christianity was an adaptation of 

the religious consciousness, permeating African Traditional Religious beliefs, and was 

coterminous with the emerging spirituality of the African in Africa and America. “Furthermore, 

for many of the slaves who practiced traditional African religions prior to arriving on Southern 

                                                           
27 Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (Portsmouth,  Heinemann, 1994), p.122. 
28 Ernest Cleo Grant II, Looking for Ancient African Religion? Try Christianity: The African Religious Imagination 
Already Anticipates Christ, Christianity Today January 2018 https://www.christianitytoday.com  

https://www.christianitytoday.com/


plantations, Christianity elucidated their theology because it was fastened to a set of theological 

convictions and practices that already fit their existing presuppositions.”29   

V. 
Schleiermacher / Mitchell 

 
     The contemporary Black Religious experience, is a continuation of the God-consciousness 

prevalent in African Traditional Religion and the African enslaved in America. Henry H. Mitchell 

chronicles this reality in Black Belief: Folk Beliefs of Blacks in America and West Africa. “In recent 

years, historian Henry H. Mitchell argues in his book…that Du Bois was correct in his assertion. 

Black faith in America today, as he states, is a carryover from traditional African religions.”30 

     So completely synthesized into the Black experience in the United States is the God-

consciousness, that even so-called secular venues exhibit elements of Black Religious 

consciousness.   In an article titled Jazz: A Multicultural Phenomenon by Bruce Mitchell this 

influence is on full display. “Strongly influenced by the music of the black church and the miseries 

of slavery, the blues was another of the building blocks of American jazz. Blues singers…were 

prominent black contributors to this American art form…”31 The ubiquity of God-consciousness 

in Black culture manifests in the ability to Code Switch with relative ease, from rhythmic dance in 

celebratory Saturday evening convenings, to Sunday church worship experiences. The seamless 

movement between the two realities recalls the aforementioned, that there is no construct of 

the separation of the sacred and the secular in the African idiom. This phenomenon is a direct 

                                                           
29 Ibid., 2. 
30 Ibid., 3. 
31 Bruce Mitchell, Jazz: A Multicultural Phenomenon, Taylor & Francis- The Clearing House Vol. 65, No.4 (Mar-Apr 
1992) p. 236-238. 



inheritance of the African influence on Black religious experience and expression. God-

consciousness is all pervasive.  

       Finally, Friedrich Schleiermacher provides language that is useful in thinking about Black 

Religious Thought and Practices, outside of traditional Black Theology and Liberation Theology; 

such as The Feeling of Absolute Dependence and God-consciousness, Self-Consciousness, Feeling 

of Freedom, Fellowship of Believers, Blessedness, Outer Circle of the Church, The Elect, and 

Personal Immortality and Afterlife. All of which are prominent in Black Religious Thought and 

Practices, and hopefully illuminated to a greater extent in this research. 

      

      

       

 

  

 
       


