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Evangelical Christianity, a vibrant and influential force in American society,
has played a complex and often contradictory role in shaping the nation's
racial landscape. This article delves into the intricate relationship between
evangelical religion and race in America, exploring its historical roots,
contemporary manifestations, and implications for social justice.

Historical Context

The seeds of evangelical engagement with race were sown in the 18th
century, when Methodist and Baptist preachers, inspired by the Great
Awakening, condemned slavery as a sin. However, as the nation expanded
westward and the institution of slavery became entrenched in the South,
many evangelicals in the region accommodated and even defended
slavery, arguing that it was ordained by God.
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The abolitionist movement, led by both white and black evangelicals,
played a pivotal role in challenging this view. They denounced slavery as a
moral abomination and worked tirelessly for its abolition. After the Civil War,
evangelicals were instrumental in establishing and supporting Historically
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs),which provided educational
opportunities for African Americans.

Evangelicalism and Civil Rights

In the mid-20th century, evangelicalism experienced a resurgence, with a
growing number of white evangelicals aligning themselves with the Civil
Rights Movement. Martin Luther King Jr., himself a Baptist minister, forged
alliances with white evangelical leaders such as Billy Graham and Reinhold
Niebuhr, who lent their moral authority to the cause of racial equality.

However, the evangelical response to the Civil Rights Movement was not
monolithic. Many white evangelicals in the South remained opposed to
desegregation and voting rights for African Americans. The rise of Christian
nationalism, which conflated American patriotism with evangelical
Christianity, contributed to this resistance.

Contemporary Evangelicalism and Race

In recent decades, the evangelical landscape has become more diverse,
with the emergence of prominent African American evangelical leaders and
a growing number of multicultural congregations. However, the relationship
between evangelicalism and race remains fraught with tension.

White evangelical support for Republican candidates who espouse racially
divisive policies has raised concerns about the resurgence of white
supremacy within evangelicalism. The Black Lives Matter movement has



also exposed the racial disparities and injustices that persist in evangelical
communities.

Theological Perspectives on Race

Underlying the complex relationship between evangelicalism and race are
divergent theological perspectives. Some evangelicals believe that race is
a social construct that has been used to justify oppression, while others
contend that racial differences have been ordained by God.

The doctrine of the "curse of Ham," which has been used to justify the
enslavement and oppression of black people, continues to influence some
evangelical communities. However, many evangelicals reject this racist
interpretation of Scripture, arguing that it is incompatible with the teachings
of Jesus.

Social Justice and Evangelicalism

Evangelicals who are committed to social justice see their faith as a call to
address racial inequality and other forms of oppression. They argue that
the Gospel requires them to work for a more just and equitable society.

They work in a variety of ways to promote racial reconciliation and social
justice, such as:

* Supporting organizations that provide educational, economic, and legal
aid to underserved communities * Promoting dialogue and understanding
between people of different races * Advocating for policies that address the
root causes of racial inequality



The relationship between evangelical religion and race in America is a
complex and evolving one. While evangelicals have played a significant
role in both promoting and challenging racial inequality, the movement
remains deeply divided on issues of race and social justice.

Understanding the historical and contemporary dynamics of this
relationship is essential for fostering a more just and equitable society. It
requires honest dialogue, a willingness to grapple with the complexities of
history and theology, and a commitment to living out the Gospel's call to
love and justice for all.
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