Jesus and the Disinherited
by Howard Thurman

Tuesday, February 1
Foreword & Chapter 1

AGENDA
Opening Prayer
Welcome
Summary Part I
Discussion
Summary Part II
Discussion
Closing Prayer

Opening Prayer
O God, you made us in your own image and
redeemed us through Jesus Christ your Son: Look
with compassion on the whole human family; take
away the arrogance and hatred which infect our
hearts; break down the walls that separate us;
unite us in bonds of love; and work through our
struggle and confusion to accomplish your
purposes on earth; that, in your good time, all
nations and races may serve you in harmony
around your heavenly throne; through Jesus
Christ our Lord. Amen.
— Book of Common Prayer, page 815

About Thurman

Foreword by
Vincent Harding

Who was Howard Thurman?
• Raised by his grandmother
• Grandmother was formerly enslaved and could neither read nor write so he
performed those tasks for her
• Greatly influenced by her faith and her history as an enslaved person
• Studied economics at Morehouse and later received a divinity degree and
studied mysticism with a Quaker mystic. He became a pastor, educator, writer,
and civil rights influencer*.
* Benjamin E. Mays, E. Franklin Frazier, John Hope, MLK, Sr., MLK, Jr., James Farmer, Pauli Murray

When was Jesus and the Disinherited written?
• Published in 1949, but originated with an essay written in 1935
• Work was written against the backdrop of racial inequality and conflicts such as:
o
o
o
o
o

Segregation and Jim Crow laws
Great Migration
WW II
Systemic Racism (GI Bill, lynching, etc.)*
Decolonization Movement began (India, Pakistan, East Asia, North Africa)

* GI Bill established hospitals, made low-interest mortgages available and granted stipends covering tuition
and expenses for veterans attending college or trade schools. From 1944 to 1949, nearly 9 million veterans
received close to $4 billion from the bill’s unemployment compensation program.

Modern Christianity and the Black Person
“More than three hundred years ago your forefathers were taken from the western
coast of Africa as slaves. The people who dealt in the slave traffic were Christians.
One of your famous Christian hymn writers, Sir John Newton, made his money
from the sale of slaves to the New World. He is the man who wrote ‘How Sweet the
Name of Jesus Sounds’ and ‘Amazing Grace’—there may be others, but these are
the only ones I know. The name of one of the famous British slave vessels was
‘Jesus.’ “The men who bought the slaves were Christians. Christian ministers,
quoting the Christian apostle Paul, gave the sanction of religion to the system of
slavery. Some seventy years or more ago you were freed by a man who was not a
professing Christian, but was rather the spearhead of certain political, social, and
economic forces, the significance of which he himself did not understand.

Modern Christianity and the Black Person
During all the period since then you have lived in a Christian nation in which you are
segregated, lynched, and burned. Even in the church, I understand, there is
segregation. One of my students who went to your country sent me a clipping
telling about a Christian church in which the regular Sunday worship was
interrupted so that many could join a mob against one of your fellows. When he
had been caught and done to death, they came back to resume their worship of
their Christian God.
Thurman, Howard. Jesus and the Disinherited (pp. 14-15). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.

Intentions for Jesus and the Disinherited
• It is the centerpiece of the Black prophet-mystic’s lifelong attempt to bring the
harrowing beauty of the African-American experience into deep engagement
with what he called “the religion of Jesus.” (Vincent Harding, Foreword)
• attempting to explore and explain “what the teachings of Jesus have to say to
those who stand at a moment in human history with their backs against the wall
… the poor, the disinherited, the dispossessed.” (Vincent Harding, Foreword)
• life under oppression provided no excuses for avoiding a path of courageous,
creative integrity (Vincent Harding, Foreword)

Intentions for Jesus and the Disinherited
• “You must abandon your fear of each other and fear only God. You must not
indulge in any deception and dishonesty, even to save your lives. Your words must
be Yea-Nea; anything else is evil. Hatred is destructive to hated and hater alike.
Love your enemy, that you may be children of your father who is in heaven.”
(Vincent Harding quoting Howard Thurman, Foreword)
Do not fear, for I am with you, do not be afraid, for I am your God; I will strengthen
you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my victorious right hand. Isaiah 41:10
Be strong and bold; have no fear or dread of them, because it is the Lord your God
who goes with you; he will not fail you or forsake you.” Deuteronomy 31:6

Discussion
Who were the disinherited and dispossessed in
Thurman’s day?
Who are the disinherited today?
Thurman’s expectations for disinherited people
are to love your enemy, to abandon fear, and to
fear only God. Are these expectations too high?

Jesus—An
Interpretation

Modern Christianity
Why is it that Christianity seems impotent to deal radically, and therefore effectively,
with the issues of discrimination and injustice on the basis of race, religion and
national origin? Is this impotency due to a betrayal of the genius of the religion, or is
it due to a basic weakness in the religion itself? *

Thurman, Howard. Jesus and the Disinherited (p. 7-8). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.

Jesus, Radical Revolutionary
• We begin with the simple historical fact that Jesus was a Jew.
• The second important fact for our consideration is that Jesus was a poor Jew.
• The third fact is that Jesus was a member of a minority group in the midst of a
larger dominant and controlling group. In 63 B.C. Palestine fell into the hands of
the Romans (“Jesus was not a Roman citizen” p. 33)
• Judaism was a culture, a civilization, and a religion—a total world view in which
there was no provision for any form of thoroughgoing dualism.
Thurman, Howard. Jesus and the Disinherited (p. 15, 17,18, 20). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.

Jesus, Radical Revolutionary
There is one overmastering problem that the socially and politically disinherited
always face: Under what terms is survival possible?
Was any attitude possible that would be morally tolerable and at the same time
preserve a basic self-esteem—without which life could not possibly have any
meaning?
1. Imitation/assimilation: It is the profound capitulation to the powerful, because it
means the yielding of oneself to that which, deep within, one recognizes as being
unworthy. It makes for a strategic loss of self-respect.
Thurman, Howard. Jesus and the Disinherited (p. 23). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.

Jesus, Radical Revolutionary
2. Cultural Isolation: reduce contact with the enemy to a minimum. It is the attitude
of cultural isolation in the midst of a rejected culture. Cunning the mood may be—
one of bitterness and hatred, but also one of deep, calculating fear. To take up
active resistance would be foolhardy, for a thousand reasons. The only way out is
to keep one’s resentment under rigid control and censorship.
Thurman, Howard. Jesus and the Disinherited (p. 24). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.

Jesus, Radical Revolutionary
3. Resistance may be overt action, or it may be merely mental and moral attitudes.
For the purposes of our discussion resistance is defined as the physical, overt
expression of an inner attitude. Resistance in this sense finds its most dramatic
manifestation in force of arms.
Thurman, Howard. Jesus and the Disinherited (pp. 25-26). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.

Jesus, Radical Revolutionary
The basic fact is that Christianity as it was born in the mind of this Jewish teacher
and thinker appears as a technique of survival for the oppressed. That it became,
through the intervening years, a religion of the powerful and the dominant, used
sometimes as an instrument of oppression, must not tempt us into believing that it
was thus in the mind and life of Jesus. “In him was life; and the life was the light of
men.” Wherever his spirit appears, the oppressed gather fresh courage; for he
announced the good news that fear, hypocrisy, and hatred, the three hounds of hell
that track the trail of the disinherited, need have no dominion over them.
Thurman, Howard. Jesus and the Disinherited (p. 29). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.

Modern Christianity
• the Christian movement in its formal expression must be on the side of the strong
against the weak.
• It is the sin of pride and arrogance that has tended to vitiate* the missionary
impulse and to make of it an instrument of self-righteousness on the one hand
and racial superiority on the other…for decades we have studied the various
peoples of the world and those who live as our neighbors as objects of missionary
endeavor and enterprise without being at all willing to treat them either as brothers
or as human beings.
* spoil or impair the quality or efficiency of

Discussion
When Thurman asks, “under what terms is
survival possible” he outlines types of
nonresistance and resistance to oppression.
What are the ways in which enslaved people
resisted?
How can we resist oppression today?
We are our ancestors' wildest dreams

Discussion
Thurman separated then Christianity from the
“religion of Jesus.” Do you think the Episcopal
Church has evolved?
Do you think there are still denominations and
churches that have been divorced from Jesus’
teachings?

Closing Prayer
O God, the Father of all, whose Son
commanded us to love our enemies:
Lead them and us from prejudice to
truth; deliver them and us from
hatred, cruelty, and revenge; and in
your good time enable us all to stand
reconciled before you; through Jesus
Christ our Lord. Amen.
— Book of Common Prayer, page 816
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Chapter 2 | Fear
Chapter 3 | Deception

