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I. 
Thesis Statement 

 
     Education in the United States for African Americans, often the descendants of Africans in the 

diaspora, subordinate only to Black Religion, has been the singularly most significant medium 

through which African Americans have pursued freedom and parity in this ‘Strange Land’. Titans 

of the struggle for freedom in the United States, such as Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du 

Bois, have engaged in vigorous debate pertinent to the role education should play in the life of 

the Negro. Carter G. Woodson in his watershed publication The Mis-Education of the Negro, 

lamented the duplication of a European pedagogy ill-suited for Negroes in  America and their 

precarious circumstances. “…On the right way to understand the Negro…they will serve the 

Negro much better than those who are trying to find out whether Henry VIII lusted more after 

Anne Boleyn than after Catherine of Aragon or whether Elizabeth was justly styled as more 

untruthful than Philip II of Spain.”1   

                                                           
1 Carter G. Woodson, The Mis-Education of the Negro in Proper Prospective, (Drewryville, Khabooks.com, 2006), 
p.37.  



     What is the role of education, for who, to what end(s)? Even in institutions of higher education 

and theological education, this researcher has discovered that this question goes largely 

unresolved. Remnants of the Carter G. Woodson tension are evident, even as descendants of 

African slaves matriculate at Princeton Seminary, Harvard Divinity, Yale Divinity and other 

prestigious institutions of higher learning. This tension manifests in a clash of pedagogical 

theories of education. In the European pedagogy, abstract theorizing and dialectical reflection 

are often the accepted gold standard of education. In the African American pedagogy, the ability 

to concretize and contextualize content has greater utility toward preserving existential 

existence. This binary is the basis of significant consternation of many students of color, and is 

exasperated by the dearth of African heritage teachers of color in the academy, and their 

sensitivity and awareness of this bifurcation.  

     What then is the goal(s) of education? The answer perhaps lies in one’s social location. 

Aristotle’s statement concerning education is very helpful in this moment. “Education is an 

ornament in prosperity and a refuge in adversity.” 2    Life in the United States has been an 

adversarial space for persons of color. Education that is well informed has been a refuge. Nicholas 

Wolterstorff’s Education and Public Life Together, is a move that oppressed people find relevant 

to their experiences in the Diaspora. Wolterstorff illuminates Flourishing, Justice and Peace as 

the foci of education. Wolterstorff’s prescriptions are the negation of mis-education for 

oppressed people. Educating for Shalom as Wolterstorff articulates it, has as its goal the 

fundamental rights of justice for all people. Shalom, as a starting point for education within the 

                                                           
2 Louis P. Pojman and Lewis Vaughn, The Moral Life: An Introductory Reader In Ethics and Literature, (Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2007), p.550.  



African American Community, satisfies Carter G. Woodson’s misgivings over the state of affairs 

relevant to education for the oppressed.  

II. 
Defining Shalom 

 
     Oppressive States often cite the absence of conflict to buttress the argument that the status 

quo is sufficient. Wolterstorff immediately identifies this for the specious argument that it is. “But 

shalom goes beyond peace, beyond the absence of hostility. A nation may be at peace and yet 

be miserable in its poverty. Shalom is not just peace but flourishing, flourishing in all dimensions 

of our existence…”3 

     Wolterstorff emphasizes that shalom is not only peace; however, shalom is an Old Testament 

declaration of justice. “The Old Testament declarations about justice is the passionate insistence 

that all the members of the community are entitled to a full and secure place in the life of the 

community. Hence the clanging repetitive reference to orphans, widows and sojourner.”4  

III. 
Setting the Context – Identifying the Problem 

 
     Injustice does not exist in a vacuum; however, injustice exists in the context of unjust 

structures of society vis-à-vis legal systems, economic systems, systems of education, as well as 

any medium designed to marginalize and oppress people. The unsuspecting observer might 

conclude that the arrangement of the aforementioned systems occur organically, a type of 

meritocracy formed by ethnicity and race superiority and inferiority, and informed by the survival 

of the fittest.  

                                                           
3 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Educating for Shalom Essays on Christian Higher Education, (Grand Rapids, William B. 
Erdmans Publishing Company, 2004), p.114. 
4 Wolterstorff, Educating for Shalom,143. 



     Wolterstorff identifies what he refers to as core and periphery within capitalism, which 

requires exploitation and the negation of flourishing for the majority of people, in order to 

provide superfluous conspicuous consumption for a minority of people. “…The capitalist 

economy of our world-system has a horizontal structure of core and periphery…Those areas of 

heaviest capital accumulation constitute the core of the system…A consequence of this 

domination is that the core exploits the periphery…”5 A proper goal of education and public life 

together, is to provide students with the tools to deconstruct and elucidate complex systems as 

a major move toward human flourishing. Oversimplified models such as, Pick Yourself Up By Your 

Bootstraps and Self-made Men and Women, along with the so-called Protestant Work Ethic, have 

made their way into the psychology of our culture and education system. 

      Achieving shalom which includes flourishing, justice and peace for Wolterstorff, must provide 

students with the insightfulness that the foundation for elitism begins early in the educational 

process.    Miguel A. De La Torre chronicles the beginning of elitism in education. “The (class) 

room is appropriately named, for it is indeed a room of class-a room where students learn the 

class they belong to and the power and privilege that comes with that class…they will have certain 

opportunities that are denied to those of lower economic classes.”6 If all people are to experience 

shalom or flourishing, justice and peace, then the discourse pertinent to education must concern 

itself with the ghettoization of education; penthouse education for the desirables of society, and 

shantytown education for the poor and the marginalized. Unfortunately, in the United States, 

arguably with the exception of Catholic education, Protestant Christian education has been an 

                                                           
5 Nicholas Wolterstorff, The World for Which We Educate, Brick by Brick September 20, 2011 
www.resurrectingraleigh.wordspress.com    
6 Miguel A. De La Torre, Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, (New York, Orbis Books, 2013), p. Preface xi.  

http://www.resurrectingraleigh.wordspress.com/


opportunity for white flight, for families seeking escape from public schools teeming with 

students of color. This phenomenon is the redux of the 1896 Plessy versus Ferguson Supreme 

Court decision, which upheld the separate but equal two-tier education system in America. 

Education toward achieving shalom, must perform an appendectomy on the infected organ of 

racism resident in public education, and it must be performed by those who are true adherents 

of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.     

IV 
Setting the Context – Historical Analysis in the African American Context 

 
     The negation of flourishing, justice and peace have historically had egregious debilitating 

effects upon the African American community. The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and 

W.E.B. Du Bois, famously chronicled the negation of justice and flourishing in the era of Jim Crow 

segregation. Dr. King  posited that segregation not only established limitations upon the daily 

interactions of African Americans; however, the malevolent character of segregation debilitated 

the personality of human beings, a negation of the Imago Dei central to Christianity and shalom. 

“…Explain to your six-year old daughter why she can’t go to the public amusement park…and see 

the depressing clouds of inferiority begin to form in her little mental sky, and see her begin to 

distort her little personality…”7  

     The seed, the very contaminant or germ borrowing from Schleiermacher, in this instance 

pertaining to segregation, or the negation of justice, has its power in the replicability of 

resentment transplanted into the hearts and minds of its victims. The result is a vicious cycle of 

hatred, retribution and what contemporary social scientists refer to as Internalized Racist 

                                                           
7 James M. Washington, A Testament of Hope The Essential Writings of Martin Luther King, Jr., (San Francisco, 
Harper & Row, 1986), p. 292-293. 



Oppression, or hatred of the self as a result of the constant attack on the psychology of Black 

personality. W.E.B. Du Bois identified this phenomenon in what he famously referred to as 

Double Consciousness. “…Du Bois used “double consciousness” to refer to at least three different 

issues – including first the real power of white stereotypes in black life and thought and second 

the double consciousness created by the practical racism that excluded every black American 

from the mainstream of the society...”8    

     There have been no shortage of postulations for the hegemony of white people over black 

people in the United States; the so-called Curse of Ham as a pseudo theology is one explanation, 

followed by the telling of revisionist history presenting slavery as an innocuous and benevolent 

haven for Africans in America. Reinhold Niebuhr theorizes that the negation of flourishing is 

endemic to the human condition. “…That fullness of life which each man seeks. However much 

human ingenuity may increase the treasures…they can never be sufficient to satisfy all human 

wants; for man, unlike other creatures, is gifted and cursed with an imagination which extends 

his appetites beyond the requirements of subsistence.” 9  Africans in America, have been 

instrumentalized historically, to serve the purpose of satisfying the excessive appetites of white 

America.  

 

 

V. 
Moves Toward Resolution: Wolterstorff / Rawls / Rousseau 

 

                                                           
8 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Terri Hume Oliver, The Souls of Black Folk Centenary Edition, (New York, Norton & 
Company, 1999), p. 238. 
9 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man And Immoral Society, (New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1932), p.1.  



     Perhaps the condition of Sisyphus in Homer’s Odyssey best describes the work of educating 

for shalom in the world. The work of seeking human flourishing, justice and peace is a never 

ending intentional struggle to achieve parity for an often despised people. It is imperative that 

those educating for shalom have a profound, comprehensive understanding of the complexities 

of systems operative which negate human flourishing. Many of these dehumanizing systems are 

so interwoven into the culture and mores of society, that only the most discriminating 

pedagogical methods are able to elucidate the mechanisms imperative for their insidious telos. 

Those educating for shalom, must dispense with pollyannish Christian identity inextricably tied 

to nationalism, patriotism and culture. Wolterstorff  reiterates the importance of serious 

reflection upon the goal of educating for shalom. “My aim is to lead us in reflecting together on 

how students can be led into rejecting all those actualities of our society, and all those 

possibilities it pursues, which oppress people and deprive them of their rights, which violate 

justice.”10  

     Educating for shalom requires empathetic vicarious imagination. John Rawls demonstrates 

this empathetic vicarious imagination in his Veil of Ignorance. “First of all, no one knows his place 

in society, his class position or social status; nor does he know his fortune in the distribution of 

natural assets and abilities, his intelligence and strength, and the like. Nor, again…the particulars 

of his rational plan of life...” 11   Wolterstorff amplifies the intent of Rawls and the Veil of 

Ignorance, in his discussion of the Good Samaritan in Justice in Love. “I take Jesus to be enjoining 

us to be alert to the obligations placed upon us by the needs of whomever we happen on, and to 

                                                           
10 Wolterstorff, Educating for Shalom,136. 
11 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1971), p.118. 



pay no attention to the fact, if it be a fact, that the needy person belongs to a group that is a 

disdained or disdaining out-group…”12  

     The Social Contract philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau captures the essence of shalom in 

Discourse on the Origin of Inequality. “The first man who, having fenced in a piece of land, said 

“This is mine,”…From how many crimes, wars, and murders…might not any one have saved 

mankind, by filling up the ditch, and crying…you are undone if you once forget that the fruits of 

the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to nobody.”13 The goal of education and public life 

together, is through imagination informed by justice, to respect the rights of all humanity to 

flourish and realize the potential of his or her personhood, while sharing the resources of our 

world equitably to the glory of God.      

      

                                                           
12 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically Philosophical Reflections On Religious Practice, (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 2018), p. 250. 
13 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, 1775. 


