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A Theology of Action: A Look at the Works and Faith of Nat Turner

by Lawrence Rodgers

The dynamic of faith being expressed through works cannot be overemphasized.  The Bible says that faith without works is 
dead in James 2:14-26.  We serve a God of works; therefore, if we are serving a “workless god,” then who is being served?  

The trouble with oppressive religion is that often your oppressor can become equated with God.  Therefore, works under op-
pressive faith leadership can be detrimental and oppressive.

From the perspective of a slave on a plantation who has inherited a whitewashed, oppressive, and edited form of Christianity, 
their faithfulness devoid of works results in faithfulness to the slave master, the overseers, or their destitute condition, not 
God.  This is why the theology of Nathaniel Turner might be helpful in understanding the intricate and necessary connection 
between faith and works.  

Before discussing Turner, it is important to note that two things prompted the anti-literacy laws.  The first was fear of slaves 
having the ability to read the abolitionist literature, and the second was the threat of slaves being able to read the Bible in its 
entirety (Akinyela, 14-15).   One might wonder why the slavemaster would have such a fear in our postmodern society, but 
as James Cone writes, “I believe that the Bible is a liberating word for many people but not the only word of liberation. God 
speaks not just one Word in only one Story but many liberating words in any sacred stories.” (Cone, Kindle Loc. 75 of 5341).  

Therefore, what some slavemasters attempted to do was cut and paste the Bible based upon what they wanted slaves to 
know.  An example of this is Whitemarsh B. Seabrook, a South Carolina planter. Author Raboteau (1978) wrote about Seabrook 
stating, “After vehemently denying that slaves should be ‘acquainted with the whole Bible’ or every doctrine therein, Seabrook 
argued that it was absolutely necessary for them to become ‘intimately acquainted with the prominent portions of Scripture 
which shew the duties of servants and the rights of masters’ (p. 169).  Further, theologian and renowned scholar Howard 
Thurman wrote about his mother who was a slave and how she did not trust Apostle Paul because when she was a slave the 
slavemasters would read to them Paul’s writings, such as “Slaves, be obedient to them that are your master...as unto Christ” 
and other texts about being faithful slaves and servants. Thurman wrote that the slavemasters used the Bible to teach their 
slaves that it was God’s will that they were slaves, so Thurman’s mother made a vow saying, “I promised my Maker that if I ever 

Sleeping Standing Up

by Pauline Rose-Moore

You hustle and bustle all day long, but what have you really accomplished? Nothing.
You refuse to admit that you too have been caught up in the cycle called: laziness. 
You have been sleeping standing up for quite sometime,
and you have been wandering aimlessly... never achieving the fullness of potential that you possess 
because you have a soul that is hungry and a spirit that is empty,
and so you have been sleeping standing up, waiting for Him to come along and rescue you. 
Wake up. 
Your idleness is not a reflection of his ways; but your ways.
Your slothfulness is a replica of that, good ol’ boy Satan who is pleased that you cannot see that you 
are,
spiritually unaware of the things that are happening around you...Easily beset by his evil ways be-
cause you are asleep. 
Wake up.
Do you desire to live a life of poverty? Or is it prosperity that you seek?
Do you desire to miss the call on your life? Or do you desire to fulfill your destiny?
Do you desire to remain ineffective, continuously producing rotten fruit, drinking milk intended for a 
babe, when it is solid food that you crave?
Wake up!
Quit making excuses... and quit sleeping standing up!
Begin today, to do what you said you would do yesterday, because tomorrow may be too late for 
someone else’s soul to be saved. After all... our gifts aren’t ours anyway, but to be used to enlarge the 
Kingdom,
So if He has given you ministry, or He has given you a vision, live it out now.
This. is. your. purpose.
Don’t wait. 
He is waiting.
The body of Christ is waiting for you to wake up!

Pauline Rose-Moore
1st Year MDiv Candidate
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learned to read and if freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the Bible.” (Thurman, 30-31).  Additionally, during this 
time there were plenty of slave preachers, but they were controlled and often told what to preach and how to preach it.  
This is a brief look at the oppressive religious climate from which the preacher, Turner, arose. From a young age Turner be-
lieved he had a special calling upon his life to liberate people from the hands of their oppressors stemming from his belief 
that he was more than just a worthless slave, an inconceivable idea of most persons within his social stratum—and even more 
remarkably, his parents supported his desire for greater self-worth (Young, 52-52).  Learning to read, another inconceivable 
idea and yet revolutionary feat, afforded him the freedom to not only read the liberating narratives of the Bible but to read 
something called “David Walker’s Appeal” which says: 

Beloved brethren – here let me tell you, and believe it, that the Lord or God, as true as he sits on his throne in heaven, and as true as our 
Savior died to redeem the world, will give you a Hannibal: the person whom God shall give you, give your support and let him go his 
death, and behold in him the salvation of your God. God will indeed, deliver through him from your deplorable and wretched condi-
tion under the Christians of America.  I charge you this day before my God to lay no obstacle in his way, but let him go (Apthekar, 41). 

Turner, armed with literacy and self-worth, used the Bible, a piece of abolitionist literature, along with his own reasoning, to 
conclude that his prophetic journey was not merely to preach liberating messages, nor to simply practice the oracles of faith, 
but to also practice a liberation work in the manner of Joshua or King David. The importance of reason cannot be overstated in 
this conversation. In the midst of the oppressive structure, existence, and hermeneutic of his society, one does not simply trust 
what they are told, but practices a hermeneutic of suspicion of the biblical text, and even of their existence.  Turner did not 
need to spend his life as a slave theologian debating the just war interpretations of Joshua and 1 & 2 Samuel, or the pacifist 
interpretations of the Sermon on the Mount.  His cognitive reasoning alone told him that slavery was not just, despite what 
the slave-master taught or what puppet preachers preached.  

Reason is of utmost importance in an ethical discussion because our reason is where the true reservoirs of justice reside.  God 
breathed into us God’s spirit.  Additionally, God is justice.  Therefore, we breathe godly justice that, if listened to, is empow-
ering and cannot be ignored.  This is the same principal that empowered Moses, Rahab, David, Samson, Joshua, Jesus, and 
others as they practiced works that were outside of traditional understanding or the societal norm.

In short, Turner held a “theology of action” (Young, 55-58), but this is really the primary theology in the midst of a great oppres-
sion such as slavery.  This is also the primary theology in the midst of suffering such as poverty, according to Matthew 25:31-
46.  This is the primary theology in the face of societal injustices such as gender inequality, mass incarceration, racial dispari-
ties, or greedy exploits to close or marginalize schools that empower and equip their students. 

It should be pointed out that Turner’s “theology of action” did involve faith. Allegedly, Turner once stated, “Having soon dis-
covered to be great, I must appear so, and therefore studiously avoided mixing in society, and wrapped myself in mystery, 
devoting my time to fasting and prayer” (Source: Unknown).  Turner practiced the spiritual disciplines but not the spiritual dis-
ciplines alone. This is what made his faith worthy: it was not apart from works, but rather his works and his faith were carefully 
intertwined.  Faith without works in the midst of oppression is oppression, or as El-Hajj Malik Shabazz (Malcolm X) once said, 
“It was time then and it’s time now to stop singing and start swinging” (Shabazz, “The Ballot or The Bullet” Speech).  

In conclusion, Turner’s culmination of faith and works in some ways accomplished his goal of freeing his people.  What main-
stream textbooks are too eager to ignore is the influence that such slave rebellions had on the Civil War.   Such slave rebellions 
were a nightmare to the antebellum south and even to northerners. The slave rebellions of Touissant Louverture in Haiti; 
Gabriel’s revolt in Richmond, Virginia; and the Stono Rebellion were all influential in America.  Turner’s revolt was in 1831 and 
the Civil War started 1861; it is not hard to imagine the influence  of Turner’s revolt and others like it might have had on Repub-
lican Abolitionists.  Turner, like anyone, made mistakes, but what matters is that he was driven toward compassion utilizing a 
theology of action that incorporated both faith and works.  
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God’s Trombones Revisited: A Rejuvenating Experience
by John Green

Initially, when asked to be a part of this remarkable production I had every intention on giving 
this role my all. I was working weekends at my job and could not make the first few meetings 

for the production and had to Skype call during the initial phases. From what I gathered at the 
end of each call, Dr. Harrison intended for this production to be poingant, mememorable, and 
most importantly, truthful.  I knew, from the very beginning, I was a part of something much larg-
er than myself. Scene rehearsals began not to long after our meetings and they were intense. Dr. 
Harrison made clear her vision and accepted nothing less than that. From blocking, to gesturing, 
to exiting, to rehearsal dates and times, everything was intentionally and precisely detailed. This 
experience strengthned my discipline and simlutatneously rejuvenated my thirst for the arts-- a 
part of me was longing for the challenge. 

Through demanding my trust, holding me accoutable for excellence, and placing the challenge 
before me without a filter, Dr. Harrison, along with the team of people who entrusted me with 
their likeness, awoke me from my slumber. When the performance day arrived I came alive, just as 
I once did time and time again when placed before an audience. I was reminded that my mission was to potray Dr. Harrison’s 
vision, and through that truth simultaneously convey the sentiment of our scene in conjunction with the others-- I became an 
overseer. Below is a collection of images from that spectacular night. 

John Green
Editor, Designer, Publisher
1st Year MDiv Candidate
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My Faith Gives me Strength

by Brittany Beitel (A Susan G. Komen Contributer)

From the day I was told I had cancer on may 18, 2014, I put everything I had into trust in God. 
When trying to figure out what gives me strength, i couldn’t decide what to put because so 

many people in my life gives me strength, but i attribute it all to my faith, and what God has given 
me.

I will start with my wonderful fiancé. Six months before i was diagnosed, I met this really good 
looking cop who was guarding a patient on the floor i work on as a nurse. Before i knew it he be-
came my boyfriend and we were inseparable. Two weeks after my diagnosis he got down on one 
knee and vowed to go through this all with me and we would fight the fight together. Since day 
1, Ben has not left my side, he has been to every appointment, runs to the store at any time of the 
day to get me anything i want, goes to whatever restaurant i want when i have my crazy cravings, 
and prays every night with me. God placed this man in my life for this very reason and at the most 
perfect time and i could not be anymore blessed!

My family has been a huge part in my fight. My mom has been the most amazing support I’ve had through all of this. She 
unfortunately knows this fight all too well because she was the care taker to my dad in 2009 when he battled stage 4 kidney 
cancer for a year before he passed. She hasn’t missed a appointment of mine yet, she is ALWAYS there for me and cooking 
me some awesome meals :) My 2 wonderful sisters, aunts and uncles, cousins, grandparents, future in-laws, EVERYONE in my 
family has just been so positive and lift me up everyday in this fight. And of course my dad, my angel, he gives me strength 
everyday, and determination to win this fight for him!

My friends have been a huge part of my strength. my friends are AWESOME! From the first week, they have been there. They 
planned a huge surprise party for me before surgery, have sold t-shirts, bracelets, and bumper stickers to raise money for me. 
My work friends have donated some of their vacation hours to make sure I get paid through work. and most importantly, 
they treat me like nothing has changed, they still make fun of me and make me laugh and they don’t treat me any differently 
than before I was diagnosed (which makes me feel so good like i have normalcy in my life). I couldn’t think of a better support 
group to call my friends. I also have a group of friends I call my “Breast Friends”, these friends are a group of 7 girls, including 
myself, who are all around my age who all have breast cancer and are going through treatments right now. We “group text” ev-
eryday, pretty much all day. Being 26 years old, almost nobody can relate to what i am going through except someone going 
through the same thing. I thank God everyday for these girls. We were total strangers before cancer, and now I can honestly 
call them my good friends! We make each other laugh everyday, and talk about things related to chemo like bowel problems 
(haha) and can make jokes about it.

The last thing that gives me strength is my positive attitude. Everyday people ask me how i stay so positive through all of this 
and it is so hard to answer this question. I feel like this disease is almost a blessing because it has done more positive in my 
life than it has negative. Yeah i am not going to lie, going through chemo and having my breast cut off totally sucks. But the 
outlook i have on life has changed tremendously, and i feel like i can and have made a difference. I believe God is using me to 
spread awareness, and to be there for other young people who are going through cancer, and might not have the support like 
i do. I was just saying the other day to my fiancé, how is it possible that i am the happiest i have every been in life while bat-
tling cancer?
_______________
Beitel, B. (2014, January 1). Brittany Beitel | Susan G. Komen. Retrieved October 22, 2014, from http://ww5.komen.org/
Breast-Cancer-Stories/Brittany-Beitel.html

- See more at: http://ww5.komen.org/Breast-Cancer-Stories/Brittany-Beitel.html#sthash.ekL3H4ds.dpuf

To find ways to get involved in the action against domestic violence visit:

National Coalition Agains Domestic Violence- http://www.ncadv.org

The National Domestic Violence Hotline- http://www.thehotline.org
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“BLACK IN AMERICA” 

TOWN HALL MEETING 
Sponsored by 

 

          HUSD GAYSTRAIGHT ALLIANCE 

 

   
    

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                           

 

 
 

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 1, 2014 • 2:00-4:00PM 
 

HOWARD UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF DIVINITY (Howard Thurman Chapel, 2nd Fl.) 
1400 Shepherd St. NE, Washington, DC 20017 

 
For more information, email:  

rev.abena@gmail.com | Melissamcqueen1026@gmail.com | hazelcherry@yahoo.com  

     PROFILING       IMPRISONMENT      RACISM 



Want To Be A Contributer?
The Weekly Word is a weekly publication of the Howard University School of Divinity published under the direction of Rev. Paula Hall, 
Manager of Media and Communications by John Green (1st Year MDiv Candidate). The Weekly Word is published each Wednesday 
during the academic year. The deadline for weekly publication inclusion is each Friday. Written contribution by faculty, students, staff, 
and Alumni are welcomed. For submissions or questions, contact: HUSDWeeklyWord@gmail.com 6

Readings from Jail

By Charles Button Neto

From a prisoner: “I am not seeing the chaplain. From my very brief meeting and talking 
with our Pagan brethren, he is pretty much useless unless you are Muslim or Christian.” 

From me: Where does that leave a population in prison whose faith systems are woefully 
understaffed. For Wiccans, Santeria, Umbanda, Voudoun, Asatru, Druids, there are very few 
trained voices. I am one person, reaching out to four Federal prisons, three State prisons, 
and one County facility. I can visit the Feds and help to lead prayer, education, and discus-
sion. For the states, I can visit individual prisoners in Maryland, some behind a wall of glass, 
and for prisoners in Missouri I can write, sporadically, a group of more than 90 prisoners in 
three groups. But I am one person, the only one in this Federal region reaching out in visita-
tion as a associated religious contractor to these faith groups across 5 states. 

Every week I pray to the Lord of the harvest for more voices willing to make the commitment to reach out to people whose 
faiths are not the mainstream, be willing to take the journey with them. It is not for the faint-hearted, and it is a calling, not 
a hobby. If you are willing to take the journey with me, learn of faiths not your own, and be presence to those in prison, 
talk to me, find me in a hall, pray with me when I pour oblations for the prisoners. If you are willing to write prisoners, talk 
to me. If you are willing to help in expenses, talk to me. All studies have shown that if there is no faith community to reach 
a prisoner while in jail, they will not survive return to society. A chaplain must speak multiple faith languages and reach a 
person in their space, letting the Spirit of all things do the work of restoration to make any change. Write me at CButler@
bison.howard.edu or call me at 240-764-5748.

HUSD be sure to congratulate Ca-
lissa Hawkes and Joshua Edmonds 
on becoming Mr. and Ms. Mays Hall! 
These persons represent us during 
homecoming events and activites. 
They will also lead programs for 
May’s Hall residents through out the 
year and serve as representatives at 
Howard University events.

Ms. and Mr. Mays Hall



Fall 2014 Fifth IssueFor more updates and an e-version of this 
publication head on over to:
www.divinity.howard.edu

 

My Time in Seminary: 
A Conversation with Our Dean 

 

 
Dean Alton B. Pollard, III considers it a priority and made one 

of his goals this academic year to meet with each Howard 
University School of Divinity student and discuss his or her 

Time in Seminary. 
 

*For more information, please review the detailed “My Time in 
Seminary: A Conversation with Our Dean” guidelines, which have been 

forwarded to your Howard University email. 
 

*Thank you in advance for the timeliness of your positive response to this request. 
*Please email matthew.riley@bison.howard.edu with any questions or concerns.  


