
 PUBLIC THEOLOGY AND RACIAL JUSTICE 
DIV 5251    May 20-24, 2019            VANDERBILT DIVINITY SCHOOL 

Monday 10am-6:00pm | Tuesday 8am-7:30pm | Wednesday 8am-7:30pm | Thursday 8am-9pm|Friday 9am-5p m 
 

EMILIE M. TOWNES 
DIV 137-E < 615.343.3960 <emilie.m.townes@vanderbilt.edu  

OFFICE HOURS: BY APPOINTMENT 
 

TERESA SMALLWOOD 
DIV 263C< 615.322.1848 <teresa.l.smallwood@vanderbilt.edu    

Contact Marie McEntire to schedule an appointment 
 DIV 137F < 615.343.3966 < marie.mcentire@vanderbilt.edu 

TRACK 1 TEACHING TEAM: Daniel Cornfield, Karla McKanders, Emilie M. Townes 
TRACK 2 TEACHING TEAM: Shameka Nicole Cathey, Herbert Marbury, Daniel Sharfstein 

PROCESSING SALON FACILITATORS: Sophia Agtarap, Garlinda Burton, Lyndsey Godwin, Nicole Joseph,  
Phillis Sheppard, Marcus Trammell  

MEDIA: Auburn Media – Macky Alston and Kimberly Freeman  
PURPOSES OF THE COURSE 
The course will immerse students in the theoretical framework of racial justice as a theological telos in which the quest for racial justice 
requires of its proponents the development of programs to address the common good while centering the role of faith in seeking to 
address and eradicate injustices faced by racial minorities in our society. Through the lens of public theology defined broadly to include 
wide publics and pluralistic knowledges of theological grounding, this course will expose students to the rudimentary components of 
community-based activism, community mapping, collaboration and alliance building, social change theory and non-violent direct action. 
Recognizing a critical need for training young leaders to enter the discourse of racial justice, this course will equip students to journey 
beneath the surface to evoke a robust public theology that attempts to uncover the theological issues that underlie human culture, society, 
and experience. This course will provoke students to examine and critique social practices and cultural understandings in light of their 
respective religious insights while (re)imagining and building a just society for all. Students will learn to identify a racial justice platform that 
resists and shifts current paradigms of racist violence and other forms of oppression. 
 
The Public Theology and Racial Justice course will fulfill three major foci: 1) equip students to competently engage the public discourse on 
racial injustices through the lens of theology and theo-ethics; 2) train students to map the needs of their respective communities as it relates 
to racial minorities; and 3) train students to engage media outlets as effective proponents of racial justice. The learning goals for this course 
are as follows: 
 

• To build the student’s understanding of the role of theology in the public sphere; (Program Learning Goals MDiv 1, 2, 3, 4, 5; MTS 1, 
2, 3, 4, 5) 

• To develop theological foundations for racial justice in which students may readily articulate, advocate, and collaborate with 
community partners including with interfaith communities such that theories of social change produce a meta-narrative that 
emphasizes the theological frameworks that are sustainable in public life multiculturally; (Program Learning Goals MDiv 2, 3, 4, 5; 
MTS 2, 3, 4, 5) 

• To foster among students an understanding of the interconnectedness of systems of oppression, the contexts in which these 
systems function and the theo-ethical and interdisciplinary approaches which can positively impact those systems;(Program Learning 
Goals MDiv 1, 2, 3, 4, 5; MTS 1, 2, 3, 4, 5) 

• To introduce students to innovative community organizing designed to positively impact the systemic oppression of communities 
of color. (Program Learning Goals MDiv 2, 3, 4; MTS 2, 3, 4, 5) 

 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
Completion of Reading Assignments 
Completion of required reading will enhance the student’s developing understanding and participation in the course and the Summer 
Institute as a whole. 
 
Active Participation and Punctual Attendance for the Class Sessions for all Parts of the Summer Institute 
Punctual attendance at all class sessions is required. The instructor should be notified in case of absence. Because this is an intensive 
course, NO CREDIT is given for any absence from the Institute for any reason. Participation includes preparation, selective verbal 
contributions, attentive listening, and facilitating the participation of others.  

Video Narrative Capture 
A video narrative capture whereby the students will be engaged by a media expert trained to sharpen their skills for deploying public 
theology as an effective tool for addressing racial injustice in a wide array of publics including radio, television, social media and print 
media. Completed by May 24, 2019 at 4:00 pm. 
 
Theological Self-Assessment 



A 2-4 pages theological self-assessment, which guides the student to identify their commitments to theological discourse in the public 
sphere based upon a historical understanding of public theology as well as a contemporary contextual framing of public theology within a 
pluralistic society.  Due no later than May 31, 2019 at 5:00 pm. 
 
Course paper 
A 10-page paper on the theological contours of a public discourse for racial justice expressing the framework from an historical and a 
sociological perspective. Doctoral students will complete a 20-page paper and must infuse methodology as well as theory in the historical 
and sociological framework.  Due no later than June 23, 2019 at 5:00 pm. 
 
GRADING 
The course grade is determined by the following breakdown: 

• Attendance/Attentiveness  10% 
• Video Narrative Capture  15% 
• Theological Self-Assessment 15% 
• Course Paper   60% 

 
Grading Rubric 

A+ (100 points) 
A Work of excellent quality (95 points) 
A- (90 points) 
B+ (87 points) 
B Work of good quality (83 points) 
B- (80 points) 
C+ (77 points) 
C Work of satisfactory quality (73 points) 
C- (70 points) 
D  Work of poor, but passing quality (60 points) 
F Failure to meet minimum standards for passing (0 points) 
W Withdrawal  
CR Credit  
NC No credit 
P Pass  
H Honors  
I Incomplete 

 
EQUAL OPPORTUNITY, AFFIRMATIVE ACTION, AND DISABILITIES SERVICES 
It is my commitment to make every reasonable effort to facilitate the learning of students capable of graduate level theological school work.  
Any student who has a condition that may prevent full demonstration of her or his abilities (e.g. difficulty seeing or hearing, dyslexia, or 
other learning disabilities) should contact the instructor personally to discuss learning needs, alternatives that have worked for the student 
in the past, and mutually acceptable accommodations to ensure the student's full participation and evaluation in the course. Students who 
need reasonable accommodations for disabilities should contact Equal Opportunity, Affirmative Action and Disability Services at 615-322-
4705. 

All faculty members must report allegations of sexual misconduct and intimate partner violence to the Title IX Coordinator. Confidential 
and limited confidential places for reporting are listed at http://www.vanderbilt.edu/ead/ under Title IX, “Support and Resource 
Information (Students). 

 

HONOR CODE            
The Vanderbilt Honor Code applies to all work in this course. For information about the Honor System, including the Code 
and examples of its application to written work, please see https://divinity.vanderbilt.edu/portal/VDS-honor-
constitution.pdf. 
 
 
MANDATORY REPORTER          

All faculty members must report allegations of sexual misconduct and intimate partner violence to the Title IX 
Coordinator. Confidential and limited confidential places for reporting are listed 
at  https://www.vanderbilt.edu/title-ix/docs/VUOnePageResourcesList_Students_2017-18.pdf. 
 

HOW TO READ A THEO-ETHICAL ARGUMENT 



Approaching a Text 
1. pay attention to the title; what does this suggest about the book's content? 
2. read the blurbs about the book on the cover and dust jacket; do you associate the endorsees with a 
particular theological viewpoint/ideology? 
3. always read the acknowledgments and the introduction 
4. pay attention to the table of contents 

• how detailed is it? 
• are the chapter titles helpful in explaining the flow of the book? 

5. scan the endnotes/footnotes 
6. look at the index 

Approaching a Chapter or Section of Reading 
1. check for the subdivisions, if any 
2. make a mental or physical note of the outline of the argument 
3. pay close attention to the thesis of the reading 
4. pay close attention to how the section of reading ends 

• does the author summarize the reading? 
• does he/she prepare you for the next chapter and those to  
  come? 

5. what are the main points/sub points? 
claims: position or point in which the author is making a point  
about something 

• the divinity of Christ ≠ claim (doesn’t make an  assertion) 
• Christ is divine = claim (makes an assertion) 

 grounds: what the author puts forth to support her/his claim 
6. does the reading flow--does it make sense to you? 

• does the argument go somewhere? 
• is it an invitation to move from one position (grounds) to  
  another (claim)? 

7. make an evaluative judgment 

 

REQUIRED READING 

Nancy MacLean, Democracy in Chains: The Deep History of the Radical Right’s Stealth Plan for America 
Toni Morrison, The Origin of Others 
Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America 

Emilie M. Townes, Breaking the Fine Rain of Death: African American Health Issues and a Womanist Ethic of Care  



Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

 
9:00 am – 2:00 pm 

Registration 
 

 
 

10:00 am – 11:00 am 
Collaborative Fellows TEDx-

style Talks 
 
 
 

11:00 – 1:00 pm 
Fearless Dialogues 

 
 

 

 
8:00 am 

Morning Centering 
 

8:30 am – 8:50 am 
Breakfast  

 
TRACK 1 

“Racist Governance” 
 

9:00 am – 9:50 am 
Vexations 

Dr. Emilie M. Townes 
 

10:00 am – 10:50 am 
Labor 

Dr. Daniel Cornfield 
 

11:00 am – 11:50 am 
Immigration 

Professor Karla McKanders 
 

TRACK 2 
“Racialized Economics” 

 
9:00 am – 9:50 am 

Housing & Urban Development 
Dr. Herbert Marbury  

 
10:00 am – 10:50 am 

Public Policy 
Dr. Shameka N. Cathey 

 
11:00 am – 11:50 am 

Law 
Dr. Daniel Sharfstein 
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Public Policy 
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11:00 am – 11:50 am 

Law 
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9:00 am - 4:00 pm 

Auburn Media Training 
All Registrants 

 
 

1st Cohort  
Leadership Conference Plans 

 
9:00 am - 4:00 pm 

Facilitated by  
The Bridge Collective 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Breakfast and Lunch served 
during sessions 

 
1:00 pm – 2:00 pm  

Lunch 
 

 
Noon  – 1:00 pm 

Lunch 
 

 
Noon  – 1:00 pm 

Lunch 
 

 
Noon  – 1:00 pm 

Lunch 

 
2:00 pm – 5:00 pm 

Opening Plenary 
 

Framing the Week: 
Nancy MacLean 

 
 

Plenary Keynote Speaker: 
Dr. Eddie Glaude 

 

 
1:00 pm – 3:00 pm 
Processing Salons 

What is the Prophetic 
Response? 

 
1:00 pm – 3:00 pm 
Processing Salons 

What is the Prophetic 
Response? 

 
1:00 pm – 3:00 pm 
Processing Salons 

What is the Prophetic 
Response? 

 
4:00 pm – 5:00 pm 

Closing Plenary 
 

Plenary Speaker: 
Judge Wendell Griffen 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5:00 pm 
Reception 

 

 
4:00 pm – 5:30 pm 
Fearless Dialogues 

 
4:00 pm – 5:30 pm 

Power Players Panel Discussion 
 

 
4:00 pm – 5:00 pm 
Pinning Ceremony 

Charge to Cohorts by Mary 
Hooks 

 
 

5:30 pm – 6:30 pm 
Dinner 

 

 
5:30 pm – 6:30 pm 

Dinner 
 

 
5:00 pm – 6:00 pm 

Dinner  

 
 

6:30 pm – 7:30 pm 
Arts Café  

 

 
 

6pm – 7:30 pm 
Arts Café 

 

 
6:00 pm – 
7:00 pm 

Conversation 
with Ruby 

Sales 
 

 
7:00 pm – 
9:00 pm 
Arts Café 
Featuring 
Staceyann 

Chin 
 

 
 
 
 



COURSE DESCRIPTIONS 
 

TRACK 1 
RACIST GOVERNANCE 

 
VEXATIONS: RELIGION AND POLITICS IN THE BLACK COMMUNITY 
Emilie M. Townes 

This course explores the theo-ethical perspectives of the intersection between religion and politics in Black 
communities in the United States that forms the matrix of vexation –the complex encounter with social problems 
on a multi-dimensional basis. The challenge is to relate the essentials of Christian ethics to contemporary social 
issues, identify basic elements of Christian ethical reflection in political discourse, consider a variety of ethical 
perspectives for decision-making, and evaluate Black ethical thinkers as they respond to concrete political and social 
issues. Our conversations will be informed by focusing upon such social issues as mass incarceration, gang violence, 
health care poverty, drugs, voting rights, education, unemployment, and police brutality as entry points to the 
matrix, the impact of these social issues on Black communities in the U.S., and their implications for prophetic 
witness in the academy, community, church, and society. 
 
LABOR: OCCUPATIONAL ACTIVISM 
Daniel Cornfield 

This course will introduce participants to the concept of occupational activism and explore the typologies drawn 
from veterans of the nonviolent Nashville civil rights movement of the early 1960s. By exploring the fourfold 
typology of occupational activism, which emphasizes the role of worker agency and activism in determining worker 
life chances, and the varieties of activism perspective, which treats the typology as a coherent regime of activist roles 
in the dialogical diffusion of civil rights movement values into, within, and out of workplaces, participants will gain 
knowledge of the ‘new’ sociology of work that emphasizes closing the gaps created by racialized workplaces and 
labor markets. This course will illumine the role of worker agency in desegregating workplaces and offer integrative 
strategies for mobilizing and addressing mounting racial economic inequality. 
 
IMMIGRATION: SUSTAINING TIERED PERSONHOOD: JIM CROW AND ANTI-IMMIGRATION 
LAWS 
Karla McKanders 

This course will examine the anti-immigration trends in American legal systems designed to enable discrimination. 
Outlining the various federal, state and local anti-immigration laws that lead to segregation, exclusion, and 
degradation of immigrants of Latino and African descent from American society parallels will be drawn with the 
manner in which Jim Crow laws excluded African Americans from membership in social, political and economic 
institutions within the United States and relegated them to second class citizenship status. The course will highlight 
the intersection of race and immigration laws and how at this intersection laws operate to prevent the Blackening 
and Browning of America. The course will contrast and compare legislative motives behind both Jim Crow and 
current federal, state and local anti-immigration laws, noting in both instances how immigration laws mask 
discriminatory motives thereby exposing a normative theme that law reifies race by legislating cultural norms that 
reinforce racial divisions and hierarchy in our country. 
 

 
TRACK 2 

RACIALIZED ECONOMICS 
 
HOUSING AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT: THE ROLE OF RACIST GOVERNANCE 
Herbert Marbury 

In the South, the Bible is a part of the lingua franca.  From sermons to political addresses to everyday speech, its 
familiar passages form a southern cultural vernacular. The three discussions in this track will take up the Bible to 
attempt ways of speaking “to and with” communities that hold the Bible as Scripture.  The first will address the 



politics of “othering.” The second turns to policy and the production of evil. The third takes up privilege and its 
insidious power to halt meaningful progression in movements. 
 
PUBLIC POLICY: RACIAL JUSTICE AND THE WEALTH GAP    
Shameka Nicole Cathey  

This course will build upon rationalities in this track that establish how public policy around housing, education, and 
labor markets drives the wealth gap and definitively show how public policy could reverse the trends set by racist 
governance by eliminating disparities in homeownership, college graduation, and income. Through a statistical 
analysis, participants will discern the methodologies needed to close the wealth gap as a prophetic response to racist 
governance with the aid of the Racial Wealth Audit developed by the Institute on Assets and Social Policy (IASP) to 
assess the impact of public policy on the wealth gap between white and Black and Latino households with the aim 
of guiding policy development. 
 
LAW: THE POLITICS OF DIVISION 
Daniel Sharfstein 

This course will explore how law constituted and stoked deep veins of political division that instantiate racial 
inequality in America.  Focusing on Reconstruction and the decades of backlash that followed, participants will 
dissect a pivotal conflict over who gets to claim the American dream: a battle of ideas about the meaning of 
freedom and equality, the relationship between race and citizenship, the mechanics of American power, and the 
limits of what the government can and should do for its people.  In many ways, this conflict set the terms for battles 
that Americans keep fighting. While the legal system laid the foundations for an infrastructure of inequality, this 
course will also explore how early civil rights activists discovered crucial pathways for dissent that remain vital for 
freedom struggles today. 
 
 

General Bibliography 
Carol Anderson, White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of Our Racial Divide 
Walter Bruggemann, Interrupting Silence: God’s Command to Speak Out 
          , Journey to the Common Good 
Walter Fluker, The Ground Has Shifted: The Future of the Black Church in Post-Racial America 
Andrea Flynn and Dorian T. Warren, The Hidden Rules of Race: Barriers to an Inclusive Economy 
**Nancy MacLean, Democracy in Chains: The Deep History of the Radical Right’s Stealth Plan for America 
Premiella Madison, Household Workers Unite 
Jonathan M. Metzl, Dying of Whiteness: How the Politics of Racial Resentment Is Killing America's Heartland  
Toni Morrison, The Origin of Others 
Naomi Murakawa, The First Civil Right: How Liberals Build Prison America 
Noliwe Rooks, Cutting School: Privatization, Segregation and the End of Public Education 
**Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America 
Emilie M. Townes, Breaking the Fine Rain of Death: African American Health Issues and a Womanist Ethic of Care 
 
**Summer Institute Books 
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