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Introduction 

All of the work on the problem of evil that I have been exposed to has been written by white 

theologians and philosophers, either Christian or otherwise. Often their examples and reflections 

betray their status from the highest of upper classes, those afforded the opportunity to pursue 

PhD level education at elite universities, and then to go on to academic and publishing careers. 

Yet an important voice seems missing, the voice of the marginalized. Interestingly, there are 

identifiable traditions of Black Theology and Black Philosophy that have wrestled with the 

problem of evil from within the context of the Black experience in the United States. This paper 

will explore one vein within these traditions, that provided by Richard I. McKinney (1906–2005), 

the thinkers he engaged with, including W.E.B. Du Bois and Howard Thurman, seeking to 

discover what unique contribution this tradition has to offer to our thinking on this topic.  We 

find that Black theologians have a unique perspective on the Problem of Evil from their 

perspective within a marginalized community, a perspective that is vital to hear when engaging 

this subject. 

Biographical Sketch 

Richard Ishmael McKinney was born in 1906 in Live Oak, Florida.  He attended Morehouse 1

College in Atlanta, earning a bachelors degree in philosophy and religion in 1931. He then moved 

to Massachusetts and enrolled in the Newton Theological Institution, where he earned two 

degrees and wrote two theses under Daniel Evans, a Bachelor of Divinity (“The Problem of Evil 

 John H. McClendon III, “Dr. Richard Ishmael McKinney: Historical Summation on the Life of a 1

Pioneering African American Philosopher,” American Philosophical Association Newsletter on Philosophy and the 
Black Experience (2006), 1.
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and its Relation to the Ministry to an Underprivileged Minority”) and a Masters of Sacred 

Theology (“The Cosmology of Alfred North Whitehead and Its Bearing on Religion and 

Theology”). McKinney went on to earn a PhD from Yale, becoming only “the second Black 

person to earn a doctorate from Yale to go on and become an academic philosopher.”  McKinney 2

would go on to serve in a number of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), as 

president of Storer College, professor at Virginia Union, and Morgan State University where he 

served until his death in 2005. Thus, McKinney’s life spans nearly the entire range of the 20th 

Century as a Black academic serving in Black schools, though unfortunately “his academic career 

would essentially remain behind the shadow of ‘The Color Line’ of segregation and Jim Crow.”  3

“The Problem of Evil and its Relation to the Ministry to an Underprivileged Minority” 

McKinney was only twenty-eight years old when he completed this thesis, yet it evinces a 

profound wrestling with the problem of evil from the perspective of a Black person in American 

in the early twentieth century. The thesis begins: “The problem of evil has been and still is one of 

the most baffling of all human difficulties.”  McKinney identifies four kinds of evil: sin, suffering, 4

ugliness, and error, but focuses his study on “the reactions of men to the type of suffering which 

penetrates, in most cases, more deeply than any other, and that is the suffering caused by human 

beings to other human beings.”  He acknowledges that “the problem of evil perhaps can never be 5

fully solved by men in this life,” but feels compelled to make some attempt at grappling with it.  6

 McClendon, “Dr. Richard Ishmael McKinney,” 2.2

 McClendon, “Dr. Richard Ishmael McKinney,” 2; “The Color Line” comes from an article published by 3

Frederick Douglass, “The Color Line,” The North American Review 132.295 (1881): 567–77; the phrase was famously 
picked up by W.E.B. Du Bois and is a major motif in his The Souls of Black Folk, ed. Arnold Rampersad (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007); “The problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line,” The Souls of 
Black Folk, 1.

 Richard I. McKinney, “The Problem of Evil and its Relation to the Ministry to an Underprivileged 4

Minority,” BD Thesis (Newton, MA: Newton Theological Institution, 1934), 1.

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 1.5

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 3.6
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He defines his terms thus: “By ‘underprivileged minorities’ we mean the poor of one race or 

nation exploited by the powerful of another race or nation and systematically kept down; or a 

comparatively small percentage of alien population within a given country or area.” McKinney 

nowhere defines “evil,” but gives an explanation for moral evil that falls very close to the 

fundamental notion of “disorder”: “We recognize that moral evil is caused not by God but by 

men. There are strong primal drives in men—food, sex, pugnacity, egoism, and ambition. 

Whenever through ignorance or conscious malevolence these drives become misdirected, evil is 

sure to follow. Men become sinful and the course of moral evil is begun.”  7

 McKinney saw examples of the underprivileged in the Blacks in America or the Jews 

under the Hitler regime.  These peoples voice their experience thus: “Why must I or my people 8

suffer? Is my kind cursed of God? Why, if God is good, does he let injustice go on? Is not God 

himself partial to certain races? What about these inequalities in human life?”  In the face of these 9

questions, McKinney asks: “What in view of these facts, are the resources of religion for such 

suffering?”  10

White Christianity 

The “resources of religion,” though, had a variety of forms, including most notably, white and 

Black. McKinney quotes W.E.B. Du Bois who noted that the slaves’ condition was suited to “the 

doctrine of passive submission embodied in the newly learned Christianity. Slave masters early 

realized this, and cheerfully aided religious propaganda within certain bounds.”  11

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 25.7

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 3; interesting that McKinney had the eyes to see and acknowledge this 8

reality in 1934, far before the infamous Kristallnacht of 1938.

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 3-4.9

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 4.10

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 10–11, quoting Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 94–95.11
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Howard Thurman recounted a story from his childhood: 

When I was a boy it was my responsibility to read the Bible to my grandmother, who had 
been a slave. She would never permit me to read the letters of Paul except, on occasion, 
the 13th Chapter of First Corinthians. When I was older this fact interested me 
profoundly. When at length I asked the reason she told me that during the days of slavery, 
the minister (white) on the plantation was always preach ing from the Pauline letters— 
‘Slaves be obedient to your masters,’ etc. ‘I vowed to myself, she said, ‘that if freedom ever 
came and I learned to read, I would never read that part of the Bible!’   12

It is striking, in this regard, to consider that the “providence of God,” a concept highly relevant to 

questions regarding the problem of evil, was consistently used by white Reformed slave-masters 

to reinforce the system of slavery. For example, consider Robert Lewis Dabney: “for the African 

race, such as Providence has made it, and where he has placed it in America, slavery was the 

righteous, the best, yea, the only tolerable relation”  Slaves recognized the incongruity: “In 13

thinking of the white man’s cruelty to the slave and the same time himself a Christian, the slaves 

sang ‘Every body talking ‘bout heaven ain’t goin’ there.”  14

 In a review of a book recounting the history of evangelicalism, McKinney would blame 

Calvinism in particular for some of the white racist views of Blacks: “there occurred a shift in 

racial attitudes, that is, a shift from considering the ‘savage’ as noble a as a brother worth saving to 

considering him as a member of ‘wicked people whose sin and misery filled the earth with 

lamentations.’ (p. 213) This resulted from the Evangelical emphasis on doctrine of man's total 

depravity.”  15

 In a later work, McKinney would note the inadequacy of white theology in later 

generations as well: “recent studies have shown that members of Christian churches tend to show 

 Howard Thurman, “Religious Ideas in Negro Spirituals,” Christendom (1939), 519.12

 Robert Lewis Dabney, A Defense of Virginia and through Her of the South (New York: E. J. Hale & Son, 13

1867), 25; for more on this, see Daniel Kleven, “Providnece is No Excuse,” Desiring God (January 15, 2018): https://
www.desiringgod.org/articles/providence-is-no-excuse

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 12.14

 Richard I. McKinney, “Review of An Errand of Mercy: The Evangelical United Front, 1790-1837,” by 15

Charles I. Foster, The Journal of Negro History 45.3 (1960), 209.
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much more racial prejudice than non-members. It is this that once led a prominent Hindu to say 

‘I like your Christ, but not your Christianity.’ Much of the traditional theological and ethical 

emphasis of Whites have been unrelated to or unmindful of the basic psychological and socio-

economic situation of Black people.”  He went on: “Certainly there is need for the correction of 16

the evils of the racist aspects of our society, especially as those evils stem from religious ideologies 

and institutions.”  McKinney would later suggest that “Doubtless Jesus himself would be 17

outraged if he were to witness in the flesh some of the un-Christian and undemocratic practices 

of the institution and people which bear his name.”  18

 It is not surprising that a black theologian in his circumstances found little in the white 

reformed tradition that was of benefit to his engagement with the problem of evil. 

The Black Church and the Negro Spirituals 

In telling the story of how the African slave embraced Christianity, McKinney draws on Howard 

Thurman’s interpretation of the “Negro Spirituals.”  Thurman articulated the process of 19

transformation and reduction in being kidnapped and brought to America: “His primary social 

grouping had been destroyed, so that it was not possible for him to perpetuate his own tongue. He 

must employ a new language— not a different dialect of his native African— but a new language. 

Slavery stripped the African to the literal substance of himself, depriving him of those props on 

which men commonly depend— language, custom, and social solidarity.”  20

 Richard I. McKinney, “Reflections on the Concept of ‘Black Theology,’” The Journal of Religious Thought 16

26.2 (1969), 11.

 McKinney, “Reflections on the Concept of ‘Black Theology,’” 12.17

 Richard I. McKinney, “Judgment and Hope in the Nature of Man and Society,” in The Christian Way in 18

Race Relations, ed. William Stuart Nelson (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948), 247.

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 11.19

 Thurman, “Religious Ideas in Negro Spirituals,” 515.20
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McKinney picks up on this development of the Black Christian identity. Thus stripped of all of 

their former “props,” they found in the Black church a new community: 

Here they found a basis of unity, here they found a sense of meaning to their existence, 
here they found the emotional support which the conditions of slavery required. It is 
understandable that in the worship of the Black church during this period there would be 
a strong element of emotion, for this provided a needed release from the tensions they 
developed in their day-to-day experience.  21

McKinney notes that “the rise of the religious folksongs, the spirituals, is the result of deep 

religious feeling and longing of the primitive in bondage.”  McKinney cites in particular 22

Thurman’s analysis of “The Blind Man Stood on the Way and Cried”: 

O, de blin’ man stood on de road an’ cried,  
O, de blin’ man stood on de road an’ cried,  
Cryin’ O, my Lord, save a me, 
De blin’ man, stood on de road an’ cried.  

Cryin’ dat he might receib his sight,  
Cryin’ dat he might receib his sight,  
Cryin’ O, my Lord, save a me, 
De blin’ man, stood on de road an’ cried.  

Thurman highlights the fact that “in the song he does not receive his sight… Those who sang this 

song had cried but there had been no answer. They were still slaves. Who knew better than these 

singers and their posterity that vast frustrations often are not removed!”  23

 McKinney claims that “In general, the Negro spirituals represent one of the most 

significant aspects of Negro life in America.”  Here it is worth pausing to make an observation 24

regarding theological method. Normally, students of theology focus our attention on written 

texts, great works of systematic theology or philosophical theology. One thinks of the “Great 

Books,” including works by Jonathan Edwards or (for some traditions) the great Reformed 

 Richard I. McKinney, “The Black Church: Its Development and Present Impact,” The Harvard Theological 21

Review 64.4 (1971): 464.

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 11.22

 Thurman, “Religious Ideas in Negro Spirituals,” 518.23

 McKinney, “The Black Church,” 454.24
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Theologian Robert Lewis Dabney.  Why is it that we don’t have works of theology from the same 25

time period written by Black Christians and thinkers? Individual theologians like Jonathan 

Edwards or Robert Lewis Dabney were afforded the luxury of time and energy to think and to 

write, in part, because they owned African slaves. Theological institutions like the Southern 

Baptist Theological Seminary were sustained, in part, by the labor of slaves and the financial 

support of slave-owners.  What could the enslaved produce? Songs. And a case could be made 26

that the source material for a more genuine form of Christianity will be found in these spirituals, 

than in the books that were written on the backs of those who sang them. In any case, McKinney, 

Thurman, and others, have a rich heritage from which to mine their own theological insights. 

 Thurman captures the deep paradox and opportunity seen in Black Christianity:  

the slave took over the religion of the master and became a traditional Christian. In many 
ways this fact is amazing as well as ironical. It was a fateful moment in the life of the new 
world when the African slave was brought face to face with the Christian religion. It may 
be that then, as now, this black minority was called upon to redeem a religion that the 
master and his posterity disgraced in their midst.  27

Black Poetry 

Interestingly McKinney interacts with a range of different material,not limiting himself to just 

philosophical or theological works. In addition to the Negro spirituals, he also considered the 

expressions of the underprivileged minority in their poetry. The first poet that he quotes is W.E. B. 

Du Bois, in the poem that he wrote in the aftermath of the Atlanta Race Riot of 1906.  This 28

 Both authors are recommended here: “What Are Some Books That DG Recommends?” (January 23, 25

2006): https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/what-are-some-books-that-dg-recommends

 See the “Report on Slavery and Racism in the History of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary,” 26

(2018).

 Thurman, “Religious Ideas in Negro Spirituals,” 515.27

 For a detailed (and gut-wrenching) account of this incident and the build up to it, see Charles Crowe, 28

“Racial Violence and Social Reform-Origins of the Atlanta Riot of 1906,” The Journal of Negro History 53.3 (1968): 
234–56; Charles Crowe, “Racial Massacre in Atlanta September 22, 1906,” The Journal of Negro History 54.2 (1969): 
150–73.
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incident was brutal, as thousands of white Georgians raged for several days, in which they 

murdered twenty-five black men, seriously wounded around one hundred and fifty, injured 

hundreds more, burned down black owned business, and caused thousands to flee the city. Du 

Bois was a professor at Atlanta University, but was out of town at the time of the incident, and as 

he raced home to protect his wife and family, he penned “A Litany of Atlanta.”  The poem is a 29

blistering lament, addressed the “Silent God.” It begins thus: 

O Silent God, Thou whose voice afar in mist and mystery hath left our ears an-hungered 
in these fearful days— 
Hear us, good Lord! 

He wonders: 

Wherefore do we pray? Is not the God of the fathers dead? Have not seers seen in 
Heaven’s halls Thine hearted and lifeless form stark amidst the black and rolling smoke of 
sin, where all along bow bitter forms of endless dead? 
Awake, Thou that sleepest! 

He pleads: 

Does not this justice of hell stink in Thy nostrils O God? How long shall the mounting 
flood of innocent blood roar in Thine ears and pound our hearts for vengeance? Pile the 
pale frenzy of blood-crazed brutes who do such deeds high on Thine altar, Jehovah Jireh, 
and burn it in hell forever and forever! 
Forgive us, good Lord; we know not what we say! 

He demands: 

Sit no longer blind, Lord God, deaf to our prayer and dumb to our dumb suffering. Surely 
thou too art not white, O Lord, a pale, bloodless heartless thing? 
Ah! Christ of all the Pities!  30

He reassures himself: 

Forgive the thought! Forgive these wild, blasphemous words. Thou art still the God of our 
black fathers, and in Thy soul’s soul sit some soft darkening of hte evening, some 
shadowing of the velvet nigh. 

 W.E. Burghardt Du Bois, “A Litany of Atlanta,” in James Weldon Johnson, The Book of American Negro 29

Poetry (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1922): 49–53.

 This stanza and the following one are cited in McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 17.30
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Du Bois closes the poem with a kind of liturgy: 

In yonder East trembles a star. 
Vengeance is mine; I will repay saith the Lord! 

Thy will, O Lord, be done! 
Kyrie Eleison! 

Lord, we have done these pleading, wavering words. 
We beseech Thee to hear us, good Lord! 

We bow our heads and hearken soft to the sobbing of women and little children. 
We beseech Thee to hear us, good Lord! 

Our voices sink in silence and in night. 
Hear us, good Lord! 

In night, O God of a godless land! 
Amen! 

In silence, O Silent God. 
Selah! 

The sharp critique of white Christian America, and the gut wrenching lament at the silence of 

God are worth simply sitting with and feeling as deeply as we can, and considering the depths of 

anguish that gave them rise. 

 Countee Cullen was another poet cited by McKinney. His poem “Yet Do I Marvel” is a 

little lighter, and reads thus: 

I doubt not God is good, well-meaning, kind, 
And did He stoop to quibble could tell why 
The little buried mole continues blind, 
Why flesh that mirrors Him must some day die, 
Make plain the reason tortured Tantalus 
Is baited by the fickle fruit, declare 
If merely brute caprice dooms Sisyphus 
To struggle up a never-ending stair. 
Inscrutable His ways are, and immune 
To catechism by a mind too strewn 
With petty cares to slightly understand 
What awful brain compels His awful hand. 
Yet do I marvel at this curious thing: 
To make a poet black, and bid him sing! 

9



McKinney quotes the last two lines, and  James Weldon Johnson’s assessment that they are the 

“two most poignant lines in American Literature.”  31

 By quoting these works of poetry, McKinney expresses the tension and the paradox of the 

problem of evil in language more adequate than the syllogism.  

W.E.B. Du Bois 

McKinney, Du Bois, and other Black thinkers were writing out of a particular experience in the 

United States. McKinney quotes Du Bois at length from a 1933 article, “Color Caste in the United 

States.”  In it, Du Bois laments how a Black person experienced discrimination in every area of 32

life, including who they could marry, where they could buy a home, where they could work, 

segregated schools, denial of small business loans, massive wealth disparities, denial from joining 

unions, restriction to the lowest wage jobs, the repression of any representation in government, 

the caricatured portrayals in art, the imbalanced prosecution of law enforcement, denial of 

membership in white churches, limited education access, inferior accommodations in travel and 

lodging, and finally “the deliberate propaganda by the teaching of professors and school teachers, 

by the words of textbooks, by the distorted message of history, and by the deliberate 

misinterpretation of science.”  33

 McKinney (quoting Du Bois) hopes that education might afford men the change to rise 

above their experience of suffering:  

Herein the longing of black men must have respect… And to themselves in these the days 
that try their souls, the change to soar in the dim blue air above the smoke is to their finer 
spirits boon and guerdon for what they lose on earth by being black. I sit with 

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 19; citing Johnson, in An Anthology of Negro Poetry (United States. 31

Works Projects Administration. New Jersey, 1937), 81.

 W. E. B Du Bois, “Color Caste in the United States,” The Crisis, March 1933: 59–60, 70; cited in McKinney, 32

“The Problem of Evil,” 14–15; The Crisis was the official publication of the NAACP.

 Du Bois, “Color Caste in the United States,” 6033
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Shakespeare and he winces not. Across the color line I move arm in arm with Balzac and 
Dumas, where smiling men and welcoming women glide in gilded halls. From out the 
caves of evening that swing between the strong-limbed earth and the tracery of the stars, 
I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and what soul I will, and they come all graciously with 
no scorn nor condescension. So, wed with Truth, I dwell above the Veil. Is this the life 
you grudge us, O knightly America?  34

Solutions 

McKinney considers a broad range of responses to the problem of evil, rejecting some, and 

modifying others, all from the vantage point of the oppressed and the first that he considers is 

violence.  

Violence 

McKinney acknowledges that “the instinctive thing for man to do is to fight back with violence, to 

meet force with force, and hate with hate.”  He quotes the Jewish writer Jacob Wassermann: 35

“Vain to present the right cheek after the left has been struck. it does not move them to the 

slightest thoughtfulness, it neither touches nor disarms them; They strike the right cheek too.”  36

Nevertheless, McKinney thinks that for an oppressed minority, such efforts would be futile and 

suicidal: “The Negro in this country is outnumbered by ten to one. In Germany the Jew is 

outnumbered by about forty to one. Consequently for these groups to put their faith in armed 

resistance is absurd.”  In a later work, McKinney reflected on the effectiveness of rioting versus 37

non-violent protest: 

Where the yoke on the back of the oppressed is unbearable, disorder or violence may be 
expected. For one who believes in nonviolence, it is not always easy to admit that the riots 
in Watts, Detroit, Newark and other places resulted in calling attention to and steps taken 

 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 52; in McKinney “The Problem of Evil,” 18; see Thabiti Anyabwile’s 34

reflections on this quote here (December 27, 2018): https://twitter.com/ThabitiAnyabwil/status/
1078310067999514626

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 21.35

 Wassermann, My Life as German and Jew, 227; cited in McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 16.36

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 22.37
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to alleviate many stark social ills in those places at a much faster pace than would have 
occurred otherwise. When all other means of redress fail, the resulting disorder calls 
attention dramatically to the injustices which must be corrected. But one must use every 
means to avoid violence, for it often creates more problems than it solves. In principle, 
use of violence should be left to the state.  38

Submissive Theism or Atheism? 

Is the solution found in “submission to the evil situations” and a belief that “those who suffer will 

be relieved and rewarded in the next world”? McKinney thinks that this “pie in the sky” 

philosophy “does not solve the problem. Nor does it begin to do so. The question still remains, ‘If 

God is good, whence is evil?’ Moreover the increasing development of thought among the 

underprivileged makes it more and more difficult for them to believe in such a God, and this is as 

it should be.”  But the alternative, atheism, is also insufficient, as it “destroys the fiber of the 39

moral and spiritual life. The resort to atheism does not necessarily relieve suffering. There is still 

the inner bitterness and resentment which destroys peace of mind and soul.”  40

Character Building 

McKinney considers and rejects the thought that evil is necessary for “character building.” While 

he thinks that this view “is reasonable in many respects, yet it cannot be considered adequate for 

the facts of life.” He points directly to the Black experience in the United States: “For when a man 

is lynched by a race-hating, blood-thirsty mob; or when groups of people are consistently and 

systematically exploited and kept down on the lowest levels of life, thus being exposed to crime, 

degradation and the crushing of their wills; or when ‘the most ardent enthusiasms, the highest 

 Richard I McKinney, “Ethics of Dissent,” The Journal of Religious Thought 29.2 (1972): 77.38

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 22.39

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 23.40
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purposes, are checkmated, the purest and potentially greatest souls are tortured, limited, flung 

back from their aspirations,’ we cannot say that character is being formed.”  41

Realism and Resistance 

In facing the problem, McKinney does not want us to pull any punches: “he would be Christian in 

this world must not close his eyes to any of its facts. The problem of evil and suffering is a fact, 

and a very immediate one for many people; and as such it cannot be lightly explained away. We 

must not be afraid to look at life with open eyes.”  For McKinney, one cannot solve the problem, 42

one can only resist: “The best one can do is to enter into life with the determination to act as an 

agent for carrying out what to him is the divine will. The battle for good calls out the best in 

human life. Some has said that the battle for good ‘is itself the victory.’”  43

 Crucial in the midst of this battle is the need to “preserve the purity of his own soul.” In a 

world where Blacks were degraded by white society at every turn, one needed above all to 

maintain  

the sense of the infinite worth of his personality. Real life is an inner, spiritual thing. One 
must keep his real life sacred… Here is where Jesus laid his greatest emphasis—upon the 
soul of man. He urged men not to allow anything whatever to cramp their souls, for it is 
no profit at all for a man to gain even the whole world, if by doing so he should lose his 
soul. So the Christian is to live in such a way as to preserve the purity of his own soul and 
to help his enemies to discover theirs. One of the highest achievements in life is to be 
able, while suffering to have compassion for him who sears his own soul by doing 
wrong.  44

Here McKinney proves an instance of the early developments of the principle of non-violence, 

one that was also expressed by Howard Thurman, developed further in Thurman’s trip to India 

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 24; quoting Drake, Problems of Religion, 369.41

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 23–24.42

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 26.43

 McKinney, “The Problem of Evil,” 26–27.44
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and meeting with Gandhi, and then passed on again to the next generation of civil rights activists 

in the 1960s via Martin Luther King Jr. and others. 

Conclusion 

McKinney regularly referred to a quote from Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History: “the noted 

historian Arnold Toynbee asserted that it is likely that a revitalization of Christianity, if it comes at 

all, will come as a result of the religion of the Black people.”  After this mostly historical survey, 45

here is my assessment, my argument and my doctrinal display all in one. Toynbee (as 

appropriated by McKinney, MLK, and others) is right. Christianity in America is in desperate 

need of revitalization, so much so that a new category of the various problems of evil should be 

coined: The Problem of Imperial Christianity. This form of the problem is so particularly 

insidious, because it takes the only answer to our suffering and our only source of hope, and 

distorts it into a tool of oppression, a move that Christians have been tempted too since the very 

days of the New Testament, but especially in the West since Constantine. White American 

reformed evangelical Christianity too often is an expression of the power systems of the world, 

rather than the radical kingdom of Christ. In 2020, we face yet again, a crossroads: which master 

will we serve(!). Christians seeking to find a more authentic expression of Christianity, the family 

of those who follow the crucified and risen Lord, would do well to look to the Black church 

tradition, and will find there abundant resources for engaging the problem of evil, and numerous 

other situations as well. 

 McKinney, “The Black Church,” 478; McKinney first cited Toynbee on this in his 1951 review of Howard 45

Thurman, Deep is the Hunger; see Richard I. McKinney, “Review of Deep Is the Hunger,” by Howard Thurman, The 
Journal of Negro History 36.3 (1951): 339–41; the Toynbee quote was also referenced multiple times by Martin Luther 
King, Jr.; see his Stride Toward Freedom (New York: Harper and Row, 1958), pp. 200-1. The Toynbee quote can be 
found in his Study of History, Volume 2 (1934), 219–20.

14



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Crowe, Charles. “Racial Violence and Social Reform-Origins of the Atlanta Riot of 1906,” The 
Journal of Negro History 53.3 (1968): 234–56. 

———. “Racial Massacre in Atlanta September 22, 1906,” The Journal of Negro History 54.2 
(1969): 150–73.  

Dabney, Robert Lewis. A Defense of Virginia and through Her of the South. New York: E. J. Hale & 
Son, 1867. 

Du Bois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. 

———.  “A Litany of Atlanta,” in James Weldon Johnson, The Book of American Negro Poetry 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1922): 49–53. 

———.  “Color Caste in the United States,” The Crisis, March 1933: 59–60, 70 

McClendon III, John H. “Dr. Richard Ishmael McKinney: Historical Sumation on the Life of a 
Pioneering African American Philosopher.” American Philosophical Association 
Newsletter on Philosophy and the Black Experience (2006): 1–4.

Thurman, Howard. “Religious Ideas in Negro Spirituals.” Christendom (1939): 515–28.

Works by Richard I. McKinney

Books

McKinney, Richard I. First Baptist Church Charlottesville. Keeping the Faith: A History of the 
First Baptist Church, 1863-1980. The Church, 1981.

McKinney, George Patterson, and Richard I McKinney. History of the Black Baptists of Florida, 
1850-1985. Miami, FL.: Florida Memorial College Press, 1987.

15



McKinney, Richard I. Mordecai, the Man and His Message: The Story of Mordecai Wyatt 
Johnson. Washington, DC: Howard University Press, 1997.

Articles, Chapters, and Book Reviews

McKinney, Richard I. “Ethics of Dissent.” The Journal of Religious Thought 29.2 (1972): 68–79.

———. “Existentialist Ethics and the Protest Movement.” The Journal of Religious Thought 
22.2 (1965): 107–20.

———. “Judgment and Hope in the Nature of Man and Society.” The Christian Way in Race 
Relations. Edited by William Stuart Nelson. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948.

———. “Reflections on the Concept of ‘Black Theology.’” The Journal of Religious Thought 
26.2 (1969): 10–14.

———. “Religion in Negro Colleges.” The Journal of Negro Education 13.4 (1944): 509–19.

———. “Review of An Errand of Mercy: The Evangelical United Front, 1790-1837.” The 
Journal of Negro History 45.3 (1960): 208–10.

———. “Review of Deep Is the Hunger.” The Journal of Negro History 36.3 (1951): 339–41.

———. “Review of Teacher’s Guide to American Negro History,  ; The Subject Is Race,  ; The 
Politics of School Desegregation.” AAUP Bulletin 54.4 (1968): 490–92.

———. “The Black Church: Its Development and Present Impact.” The Harvard Theological 
Review 64.4 (1971): 452–81.

———. “A Philosophical Paragraph: ‘We Hold These Truths...!’” in Common Ground: Essays in 
Honor of Howard Thurman on the Occasion of His Seventy-Fifth Birthday November 18, 
1975. Edited by Samuel Lucius Gandy. Hoffman Press, 1975: 40–59

Theses and Dissertation

McKinney, Richard I. “The Cosmology of Alfred North Whitehead and Its Bearing on Religion 
and Theology,” 1937.

16



———. “The Problem of Evil and Its Relation to the Ministry to an Under-Privileged Minority.,” 
1934.

———. Religion in Higher Education among Negroes. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1945.

17


	Introduction
	Biographical Sketch
	“The Problem of Evil and its Relation to the Ministry to an Underprivileged Minority”
	White Christianity
	The Black Church and the Negro Spirituals
	Black Poetry
	W.E.B. Du Bois
	Solutions
	Conclusion

	BIBLIOGRAPHY

