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“When I have lost harmony with another, my whole life is thrown out of tune.  God tends to be remote and far away 
when a desert and sea appear between me and another.  I draw close to God as I draw close to my fellows. The great 
incentive remains ever alert; I cannot be at peace without God, and I cannot be truly aware of God if I am not at 
peace with my fellows.  For the sake of my unity with God, I keep working on my relations with my fellows.  This is 
ever the insistence of all ethical religions.” 

From We are All One

By Howard Thurman 

 in Meditations of the Heart 
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 “What Howard Thurman really believes I have never been able to find out.”1

W.E.B. Dubois 

 

 Theological lineages are notoriously difficult to discern.  The writers and thinkers who 

influence us are sometimes subtle and mysterious.  Ideas come to us from our environment, from 

formal and informal studies at home and school, and we do not always know or understand the 

sources of those ideas.  Similarly, our influence upon others, both intellectual influence and 

otherwise, is not wholly under our control.  A book is published and can be read for decades, 

even centuries, after publication; or so the author hopes.  Generations of readers the author could 

never have envisioned are potentially influenced by his or her thoughts written onto the page.   

Introduction—A Web of Ideas 

Thus instead of asking “What is Howard Thurman’s theological lineage?” what we are 

really exploring is “What  constellation of ideas, personalities, and experiences influenced 

Howard Thurman in such a way that they became the raw material out of which he manufactured 

his theology?”  At the same time we must also ask, “How did Thurman’s readers, friends, and 

successors understand his theological reflections and assertions, such that he in turn became the 

raw material for their theology?”  Thus there is a web of intellectual influence upon Thurman, 

and a web of theological influence that he triggered.  To assert a single thread of a lineage, A 

influences B who influences C, is to over simplify both Thurman’s theology and the theological 

thinking of his intellectual forebears and descendants. 

                                                 
1 Fluker, Walter Earl and Tumber, Catherine. eds.  A Strange Freedom; the Best of Howard Thurman on Religious 
Experience and Public Life (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998) p. 8 
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 That said it is simultaneously impossible to fully trace every strand of theological 

influence upon Thurman or every strand of theological influence he exerted.  Either web is too 

complicated to fully flesh out here.  At a certain point, simplification must be done for the sake 

of both clarity and meaning.  As a result, I will be restricting myself to just a few of Thurman’s 

influences, and people he influenced, that appear to be central to his theological development.  In 

examining the people who influenced him, I will look at how these ideas play out in two of his 

central books The Luminous Darkness and Jesus and the Disinherited.  It is in these two seminal 

works that Thurman responds to the theological problems and challenges presented to him by his 

principal influences.  Conveniently, these two books also play a central role in developing his 

theological themes, and become the primary way in which those theological themes influence 

others.  By examining The Luminous Darkness and Jesus and the Disinherited

For clarity’s sake, I will refer to the first web of people, thinkers, experiences and 

environmental factors that exerted some discernable influence upon Howard Thurman’s theology 

as his “Theological Precursors.”  In the same vein, the second web of people, thinkers, events, 

intellectual traditions and other circumstances that were influenced by Howard Thurman’s 

theology, I will categorize under the term “Theological Legacies.” 

 it is possible to 

see both how Thurman wrestles with his influences and becomes a theological influence to 

others.   

 

 I will focus on three of Howard Thurman’s theological precursors: Rufus Jones, with 

whom Thurman did an independent study for six months; his trip to India in 1935 as part of a 

Howard Thurman’s Theological Precursors 
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friendship delegation in which he meets Gandhi; and his grandmother, Nancy Ambrose, who was 

a slave on a Florida plantation and lived with Howard Thurman during his childhood. 

 Rufus Jones was a Quaker mystic and theologian and was himself heavily influenced by 

both Emerson and George Fox.2  Thurman read Jones’ book Finding the Trail of Life almost by 

accident while leaving early from a church convention.  He was immediately moved to study 

with Jones, leaving his ministry in Oberlin Ohio.3  Part of Jones’ theology, reminiscent of 

Emerson in the Divinity School Address, was that Christianity’s role was to help people have the 

same, or very similar, religious experiences of God that Jesus himself had.  God was not 

something to read about in the Bible or reason out from doctrine, but was rather an animating 

spirit of truth and grace that moved one to live in a new way.  The Divine is not accessible to a 

handful of the elect, but rather part and parcel of the vitality of all life itself.4

 Thurman was particularly moved by Jones’ notion of the “affirmation mystic”: a mystic 

whose personal religious experiences of the unity of God and humanity become their motivation 

for social action and improvement.  In today’s language we would call this “engaged 

spirituality.”  In Thurman’s time, this was known as the “Social Gospel.”

  God is present to 

and for each of us.  This unitary experience of God intermingled with the world and the personal 

experience of the individual, classifies Jones as a mystic. 

5

“Rufus Jones uses the term, affirmation mystics, to apply to those who are 
concerned with working out in a social frame of reference the realism of their 
mystical experience….Now the mystic is compelled to deal with social relations 
for two reasons.  First, because much of the limitations and corruption of his own 

 

                                                 
2 Dorrien, Gary.  The Making of American Liberal Theology; Idealism, Realism, and Modernity 1900-1950 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003) p. 365 
3 Thurman, Howard.  With Head and Heart; the Autobiography of Howard Thurman (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 
1979) pp. 75-76 
4 Dorrien. The Making of American Liberal Theology p. 369 
5 Ibid p. 564 
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life of which he seeks to rid himself through discipline and rigorism is due to the 
fact of his belonging to a community of men and interests which foster the very 
things he discovers beclouding his vision.  In the second place, in his effort to 
achieve the good, he finds that he must be responsive to human needs by which 
his life is surrounded.”6

 Rufus Jones, in his personal life, was very socially engaged with peace and justice issues.  

He was one of the founders and leaders of the American Friends Service Committee which 

assisted victims of World War One.

 

7  However, his theological writings did not directly address 

the social issue of race within the Christian or Quaker traditions.8

“During the entire time with Rufus, issues of racial conflict never arose, for the 
fact of racial differences was never dealt with at the conscious level.  The ethical 
emphasis in his interpretations of mystical religion dealt primarily with war and 
peace, the poverty and hunger of whole populations, and the issues arising from 
the conflict between nations.  Paradoxically, in his presence, the specific issues of 
race with which I had been confronted all of my life as a black man in America 
seemed strangely irrelevant.  I felt that somehow he transcended race; I did so, 
too, temporarily, and, in retrospect, this aspect of my time with him remains an 
enigma.”

  Thurman noted this during his 

studies with Jones. 

9

 Thus there was a gap in Rufus Jones’ theology.  Jones had a very innovative theology of 

mysticism that brought together personal religious experience, social action and engagement, and 

avoided Christian hegemony and Quaker sectarianism.  However, Jones failed to address the 

reality of Thurman’s everyday existence: how to be a black man in a racially segregated country 

and still be committed to some version of Christianity.  Thurman would take up filling in that 

gap with his book 

 

The Luminous Darkness

 This gap became even more acute for Thurman when he traveled with his wife and 

friends to India in 1935 as part of a friendship delegation; bringing us to the second of Howard 

. 

                                                 
6 Fluker and Tumber. A Strange Freedom pp. 116-117 Italics his. 
7 Dorrien. The Making of American Liberal Theology p. 370 
8 Ibid p. 371 
9 Thurman. With Head and Heart p. 77 
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Thurman’s theological precursors.  Thurman sums up the theological quandary posed to him by 

numerous Indian listeners to his lectures and talks: 

“Everywhere we went, we were asked, ‘Why are you here, if you are not the tool 
of the Europeans, the white people?’  Of course, there were conspicuous 
exceptions to this, but the suspicion of the Indians was not easily turned aside.  
The central question was: Is Christianity powerless before the color bar?  If it is 
powerless, then what do you have to tell us that has any meaning?...I felt the heat 
in the question, ‘If Christianity is not powerless, why is it not changing life in 
your country and the rest of the world?  If it is powerless, why are you here 
representing it to us?’”10

 Here the questioner seems to strike right to the heart of the matter for Thurman.  

Christianity is practiced by both the oppressor and the oppressed in America.  In India, racial and 

cultural differences between the Indians and the British usually broke down along religious lines 

as well.  In America, this was not the case.  Both the Ku Klux Klan and the Klan’s victims 

purported to belong to the same religion: Protestant Christianity.  To be a Christian minister and 

a black man in America living in a time of segregation, was to represent two things that seemed 

inextricably contradictory to Thurman’s Indian listeners.  He represented a country that divided 

and degraded its own African American citizens, as well as a religion that condoned, and at 

certain moments in history encouraged, the very same division and degradation that was and is 

American racism.  “Why not become a Muslim?” thereby diffusing this contradiction, some of 

Thurman’s Indian listeners would ask.

   

11

The experience of constantly being reminded of Christianity’s inability to speak to the 

oppressed and to empower their freedom would be a nagging concern for Thurman as he 

returned to America.  Although he had written at least one essay prior to his trip to India, 

Thurman would give a full response to that concern in 

 

Jesus and the Disinherited

                                                 
10 Ibid p. 125 

. 

11 Ibid p. 124 
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 It is in the pages of the latter that we learn that this question of Christianity for the 

oppressed and Christianity for the oppressor had a long, and very personal, history for Howard 

Thurman.  He tells the story of his grandmother, Nancy Ambrose, who was born a slave on a 

plantation in Florida.  She is our third significant theological precursor.  Thurman’s grandmother 

was illiterate, but very knowledgeable about the Bible.  As a boy, it was Howard Thurman’s job 

to read to his grandmother passages from the Bible.  He noticed that she had very strong opinions 

about which sections he should read to her: Isaiah, Psalms, and frequently the Gospels.  However 

she refused to hear anything from Paul’s letters with the notable exception of First Corinthians 

chapter thirteen. 

“When I was older and was half through college, I chanced to be spending a few 
days at home near the end of summer vacation.  With a feeling of great temerity I 
asked her one day why it was that she would not let me read any of the Pauline 
letters.  What she told me I will never forget.  ‘During the days of slavery,’ she 
said, ‘the master’s minister would occasionally hold services for the slaves.  Old 
man McGee was so mean that he would not let a Negro minister preach to his 
slaves.  Always the white minister used as his text something from Paul.  At least 
three or four times a year he used as a text: ‘Slaves, be obedient to them that are 
your masters…as unto Christ.’  Then he would go on to show how it was God’s 
will that we were slaves and how, if we were good and happy slaves, God would 
bless us.  I promised my Maker that if I ever learned to read and if freedom ever 
came, I would not read that part of the Bible.’”12

 Thurman’s grandmother believed in a form of Christianity that was the religion “of” 

Jesus as opposed to a more Pauline interpretation of Christianity as the religion “about” Jesus.  

The religion “of” Jesus places the emphasis on the gospel teachings and the ethical and prophetic 

exhortations to do good, be good, and transform society.  The religion “about” Jesus, drawing 

heavily upon Paul’s writings in Romans and Ephesians, says that all are sinners deserving of 

damnation.  Some will be saved through their faith in Jesus as Lord and Savior, but most will 

not.  This orthodox view of religion was rejected by Thurman as well. 

 

                                                 
12 Thurman, Howard.  Jesus and the Disinherited (Boston: Beacon Press, 1949) pp. 30-31 
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 Again, there may well be a very personal reason for that rejection.  Thurman’s father died 

when Thurman was eleven years old.  The local minister refused to do the funeral because 

Thurman’s father “died out of Christ.”  A traveling preacher agreed to do the funeral and during 

the service: “I listened with wonderment, then anger, and finally mounting rage as Sam Cromarte 

preached my father into hell.  This was his chance to illustrate what would happen to ‘sinners’ 

who died ‘out of Christ’ as my father had done.  And he did not waste it.”13

Here the young Thurman experiences orthodox Christianity as the religion “about” Jesus 

as the Lord and Savior of humanity.  As a result of this experience he makes a vow to “never to 

have anything to do with church.”  A vow he thankfully breaks later in life.  Thurman rejects 

early on the religion “about” Jesus, the religion of dualistic saved versus the damned that the 

white preachers to slaves loved so much, in favor of the religion “of” Jesus in the Gospel stories 

and lessons he would read to his grandmother, which gave her hope and a sense of self and 

purpose after living through some of the saddest days of her life and in American history. 

   

 

 

The Luminous Darkness 

The Luminous Darkness is Howard Thurman’s reflection on the experience of 

segregation written during the height of the Civil Rights movement.  Although published sixteen 

years after Jesus and the Disinherited

                                                 
13 Thurman. With Head and Heart p. 6 

, we see in it not only Thurman’s commentary on 

segregation, and civil rights as the response to segregation, but it also represents a return to one 

of Thurman’s earliest theological precursors: the mystical theology of Rufus Jones.   
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Thurman begins his analysis by noting that segregation is not only a social and racial 

separation, but it also creates a spiritual separation. 

“The real evil of segregation is the imposition of self-rejection!  It settles upon the 
individual a status which announces to all and sundry that he is of limited worth 
as a human being.  It rings him round with a circle of shame and humiliation.  It 
binds his children with a climate of no-accountness as a part of their earliest 
experience of self.  Thus it renders them cripples, often for the length and breadth 
of their days.  And for this there is no forgiveness, only atonement.  And only 
God can judge of what that atonement consists.  What does it mean to grow up 
with a cheap self-estimate?  There is a sentence I copied many years ago, the 
source of which I have forgotten: ‘We were despised so long at last we despised 
ourselves.’”14

 The rejection of one’s self as no longer worthy or even no longer human creates a 

profound disconnection to the rest of society.  Eventually this separation from society is 

internalized in the oppressed person.  If the subtle message the culture keeps communicating to 

you is one in which you do not count as a human being, much less a member of that society (“a 

climate of no-accountness”), then eventually, argues Thurman, you will believe this racist 

idolatry yourself.  In the title meditation of 

 

A Strange Freedom, Thurman poetically describes 

this: “It is a strange freedom to be adrift in the world of men, to act with no accounting, to go 

nameless up and down the streets of other minds where no salutation greets and no sign is given 

to mark the place one call’s one’s own.”15

 In 

 

The Luminous Darkness

“Hate also wills the nonexistence of another human being.  It is not the same as 
willing the destruction of another person; such is often the aim of bitterness and 
hostility.  Hate is at another and a more profound level; it undermines the very 

, Thurman describes in prose the above sentiment through his 

analysis of “hate.” 

                                                 
14 Thurman, Howard.  The Luminous Darkness (Richmond Indiana: Friends United Press,1965) p. 24 
15 Fluker and Tumber. A Strange Freedom p. viii 
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being of the other by affirming his nonexistence and accepting this affirmation as 
true and authentic.”16

 At some point, the spiritual separation from self, which results from social segregation 

from society, reaches a point when it goes beyond wanting to harm or shame another.  For 

Thurman, even worse is the everyday experience of African Americans being overlooked, 

ignored, and seen as irrelevant.  Their “being” has no meaning.  Segregation of the spirit denies 

the basic humanity of the other group.  Thurman states this in positive language, saying that 

spiritual separation “affirms” their “nonexistence.”  Segregation creates a duality of society and 

of the spirit such that both society and the individual selves of African Americans deny the 

humanity of the latter. 

 

 Perhaps the most vivid example of this disregard of the humanity of the other is 

Thurman’s account of sitting in front of two African American girls on a train. 

“I was seated in a Jim Crow car at a railway station in Texas.  Two Negro girls, 
about fourteen or fifteen years old, sat directly behind me.  One of them looked 
out of the window and said, ‘Look at those kids.’  She referred to two little white 
girls who were skating down the highway toward the train.  ‘Wouldn’t it be funny 
if they fell and splattered their brains all over the pavement!’  I looked back at 
them.  Through what torture chambers had they come—torture chambers that had 
so attacked the grounds of humaneness in them—that there was nothing capable 
of calling forth any appreciation or understanding of white persons!  There was 
something that made me shiver.”17

 The solution to segregation, at least on the spiritual front, is a radical reaffirmation of the 

self by Thurman using his mystical understanding of God.  This mystical understanding of God 

was taught to Thurman, in no small part, by the aforementioned Rufus Jones.  Thurman applies a 

version of Jones’ mystical theology to the problem of spiritual segregation, thereby filling in a 

gap in the latter’s theology: 

 

                                                 
16 Thurman. The Luminous Darkness p. 45 
17 Ibid p. 43 
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“The burden of being black and the burden of being white is so heavy that it is 
rare in our society to experience oneself as a human being.  It may be, I do not 
know, that to experience oneself as a human being is one with experiencing one’s 
fellows as human beings.  Precisely what does it mean to experience oneself as a 
human being?  In the first place, it means that the individual must have a sense of 
kinship to life that transcends and goes beyond the immediate kinship of family or 
the organic kinship that binds him ethnically or ‘racially’ or nationally.  He has to 
feel that he belongs to his total environment.  He has a sense of being an essential 
part of the structural relationship that exists between him and all other men, and 
between him, all other men, and the total external environment.  As a human 
being, then, he belongs to life and the whole kingdom of life that includes all that 
lives and perhaps, also, all that has ever lived.  In other words, he sees himself as 
a part of a continuing, breathing, living existence.  To be a human being, then, is 
to be essentially alive in a living world.”18

 This single paragraph contains many of the key components of Howard Thurman’s 

theology.  He starts by talking about the duality of segregation, and the burdens that both blacks 

and whites must bear as a result of that duality.  However he points to a very obvious fact about 

both: they are each members of the human race, and in both cases the institution of segregation 

prevents either group from experiencing this fundamental fact—the experience of being human.  

This common bond, the common humanity of blacks and whites, is the starting point for 

Thurman’s theology. 

 

 The solution to spiritual segregation, duality, and separation is to have a direct experience 

of this commonality; what it means to feel like a human being.  To feel like a human being is to 

feel connected to all of life, all of one’s fellows, and to God.  In a move that anticipates the early 

days of the environmental movement, Thurman takes this experience a step further and expands 

our sense of self beyond the “other” race to all living things, then all living things of the past, 

present and future.  Thurman’s sense of self encompasses all of humanity, but moves out to a 

feeling of kinship to all of life.   

                                                 
18 Ibid p. 94 
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Thurman describes this mystical experience as feeling a part of the “kingdom of life,” 

instead of using the phrase “the kingdom of God,” so popular within the Social Gospel 

movement.  Being “a part of a continuing, breathing, living existence” is a more immanent 

theology than what “the kingdom of God” would otherwise imply.  Thurman’s theology is a this-

worldly experience of unity with all living things.  Thus his Jones-like mysticism overcomes the 

separations, dualities, and walls that spiritual and social segregation erect. 

It is one thing to have a mystical experience of God or all of humanity or even “the 

kingdom of life.”  It is another to act on this experience.  For Thurman, the Christian practice to 

“love your neighbor as yourself” is a practice rooted in the experience of being united with both 

God and one’s fellows. One can imagine Thurman describing the integration between the feeling 

of unity and the love for neighbor to the two girls he overheard on the train in Texas.  Perhaps 

this passage in The Luminous Darkness

“The normal reaction to experiencing oneself as a human being is to seek to 
experience other people as human beings.  This does not have to be in the name of 
religion exclusively.  Such a reaction is automatic unless there is some kind of 
intervention which short-circuits the process.  The thing that determines the 
character of how one relates to one’s fellows in any manner that has personal 
meaning in it, is shaped by how the individual defines others.  This is but another 
aspect of the issue as discussed earlier.  The community of Christian believers are 
under the judgment of a command to love God, which is the response to the 
awareness that God cares or loves the individual and one must love one’s 
neighbor as oneself.”

 had them in mind: 

19

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Ibid p. 102 
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 One of the pivotal experiences of Thurman’s life, at least from the perspective of his 

theological precursors and his own theological development, was his trip to India as a 

representative of Christianity.  At the time, in 1935, India was still under British rule, but was 

seeking independence.  Thurman felt a natural affinity for the oppressed people of India.  While 

acknowledging that the cultural and historical circumstances of that oppression were very 

different, the struggle to gain freedom from their oppression, and the strategies most effectively 

employed toward that end, were a driving interest for Thurman during his trip.  This was true as 

well of Indian leaders, such as Gandhi, who were trying to learn about the African American 

struggle in America and its implications for Indian independence.

Jesus and the Disinherited 

20  Thurman was particularly 

impressed with his meeting with Gandhi and the latter’s idea of harijan, the “children of God” as 

a way to describe the oppressed and the disadvantaged untouchables in India.21

Thurman spoke primarily to Indian audiences.  Often they would ask him the same 

constellation of questions:  “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?”

 

22

Thurman clearly has these questions in his mind less than ten years after his trip to India 

when 

 

Jesus and the Disinherited

“The clue to my own discussion with this probing, honest, sympathetic Hindu is 
found in my interpretation of the meaning of the religion of Jesus.  It is a 

 is published: 

                                                 
20 Thurman. With Head and Heart pp. 134-135 
21 Ibid p. 134 
22 Thurman. Jesus and the Disinherited p. 7 Preface 
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privilege, after so long a time, to set down what seems to me to be an essentially 
creative and prognostic interpretation of Jesus as a religious subject rather than a 
religious object.  It is necessary to examine the religion of Jesus against the 
background of his own age and people, and to inquire into the content of his 
teaching with reference to the disinherited and underprivileged.”23

 Here we have an interpretation of Jesus that Thurman effectively uses to both 

acknowledge the skepticism of his Indian audiences, while at the same time remain authentically 

Christian.  It is a distinction given to him by, or at least implicit within the thought of, his 

grandmother, the former slave Nancy Ambrose. 

   

 In reflecting on his conversation with his grandmother, and her experience listening to 

white preachers, Thurman delineates two interpretations of the life, ministry, death and 

resurrection of Jesus.  The religion “about” Jesus, by which he means the tendency within 

Christian thought to emphasize the death and resurrection of Christ as the sole means to 

salvation, is represented for him and his grandmother in the person of the Apostle Paul.  In 

addition to being born a Jew, Paul was also a Roman citizen and preached to mostly Roman 

gentiles in the cities of the Empire.  Roman citizenship gave Paul a cultural advantage, in the 

form of official protections under Roman law, over other Jews who lacked official citizenship.  

According to Thurman, this meant that, “A desert and a sea were placed between his status in the 

empire and that of his fellow Jews.”24  The result was that Paul had a pro-establishment outlook.  

This is not to say that there are not instances of Paul proclaiming equality under God.25

                                                 
23 Ibid p. 15 Italics are mine. 

  But only 

a supporter of the status quo, careful not to incur greater persecution onto the burgeoning 

24 Ibid p. 32 
25 Most famously in Galatians 3:28 “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus.” 
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Christian movement as necessary, would write, “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect 

and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ.”26

 The religion “of” Jesus as a religious subject, rather than a religious object, places its 

emphasis on the message Jesus himself brought to his fellow Jews.  Jesus was most assuredly not 

a Roman citizen, and his message was geared toward the despised and oppressed members of his 

society; a group Thurman dubs the “disinherited.” 

 

“[Jesus’] message focused on the urgency of a radical change in the inner attitude 
of the people.  He recognized fully that out of the heart are the issues of life and 
that no external force, however great and overwhelming, can at long last destroy a 
people if it does not first win the victory of the spirit against them….Jesus saw 
this with almighty clarity.  Again and again he came back to the inner life of the 
individual.  With increasing insight and startling accuracy he placed his finger on 
the ‘inward center’ as the crucial area where the issues would determine the 
destiny of his people.”27

 Jesus gave people hope, not merely hope that there would be bodily resurrection after 

death, but that the spirit of God would move through the people after his death and stir the inner 

lives of his followers.  Thus the disinherited are sustained at least as much by Jesus’ message of 

hope as they are in the belief in his resurrection and the coming of the Second Jerusalem.  As he 

would later argue in 

 

The Luminous Darkness, here in Jesus and the Disinherited

 But what is this core?  What is this message that gives hope to the disinherited?  What is 

the substance behind the religion “of” Jesus? 

, personal 

experience is at the core of Thurman’s theology. 

“The core of the analysis of Jesus is that man is a child of God, the God of life 
that sustains all of nature and guarantees all the intricacies of the life-process 
itself.  Jesus suggests that it is quite unreasonable to assume that God, whose 
creative activity is expressed even in such details as the hairs of a man’s head, 

                                                 
26 Ephesians 6:5 NIV 
27 Thurman. Jesus and the Disinherited p. 21 
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would exclude from his concern the life, the vital spirit, of the man himself.  This 
idea—that God is mindful of the individual—is of tremendous import in dealing 
with fear as a disease.  In this world the socially disadvantaged man is constantly 
given a negative answer to the most important personal questions upon which 
mental health depends: ‘Who am I?  What am I?’”28

 For Thurman, Jesus’ basic message to the disinherited is “You are a child of God.”  Even 

if the world despises you, and you begin to despise yourself, remember that you are a child of 

God, and he will never despise you.  This message of being connected to God as one of his 

children coheres with both the Biblical story and Thurman’s own mystical theology.  Jesus 

directs his ministry and message to the disinherited because they need most his message of hope 

that they are the children of God and that this inner realization will sustain them through their 

oppression by helping them to resist negative messages in their culture that they are of no 

account and do not matter.  They do matter precisely because the disinherited are the children of 

God.  This is precisely what Gandhi was trying to get across to the Indians regarding their 

“children of God.”  The harijan were India’s version of the disinherited, and it is to them that 

Jesus also brings a message of hope, Thurman would argue. 

 

Thus Thurman concludes: 

“It is quite possible for a man to have no sense of personal inferiority as such, but 
at the same time to be dogged by a sense of social inferiority.  The awareness of 
being a child of God tends to stabilize the ego and results in a new courage, 
fearlessness, and power…. ‘You—you are not slaves.  You are God’s children.’  
This established for them the ground of personal dignity, so that a profound sense 
of personal worth could absorb the fear reaction.”29

 By presenting an alternative interpretation of Christianity than what they perceived, 

Thurman is able to successfully defend his religious views to his Indian critics.  Thurman’s 

audiences in India were critical of Christianity because they were familiar primarily with the 

 

                                                 
28 Ibid p. 49 
29 Ibid p. 50 
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Pauline version of Christianity as the religion “about” Jesus.  As a result, they saw Jesus as a 

figure that one need only believe in, and therefore was powerless or apathetic to the suffering of 

people at the hands of his followers.  Thurman counters that Christianity as the religion “about” 

Jesus is not Jesus’ message to the disinherited in Biblical times, in India, or in segregation 

America.  Rather, the religion “of” Jesus claims: have hope because you are the children of God.   

Christianity has been distorted away from this message of hope and interconnection which is 

Jesus’ primary message.  That is what Christianity has to say to people whose backs are against 

the wall.30

“The religion of Jesus says to the disinherited: ‘Love your enemy.  Take the 
initiative in seeking ways by which you can have the experience of a common 
sharing of mutual worth and value.  It may be hazardous, but you must do it.’  For 
the Negro it means that he must see the individual white man in the context of a 
common humanity.  The fact that a particular individual is white, and therefore 
may be regarded in some over-all sense as the racial enemy, must be faced; and 
opportunity must be provided, found, or created for freeing such an individual 
from his ‘white necessity.’  From this point on, the relationship becomes like any 
other primary one.”

 

31

 Here we see Thurman once again wielding his theological ace in the hole; the personal 

experience of mystical unity not only with God but with all of humanity and life itself.  Again we 

see Thurman apply this mystical theology to the very concrete problems of segregation and the 

spiritual humiliation that separation creates in the minds, hearts, and souls of the oppressed.  In 

addition to these familiar theological themes within Thurman’s thought, we also get a vision of 

how one might overcome segregation using this mystical theology.  Thurman points the way 

toward a promised land in which we are united through our common experience of each other as 

children of God and love each other accordingly across differences of race, class, and other 

worldly markers which divide us.  Unfortunately, while the final destination is very clear to him, 

 

                                                 
30 Ibid p. 11 
31 Ibid p. 100 
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how we get there is rather vague.  “Is there some skill which may be applied at a moment’s 

notice that will make a difference even in the most casual relationships?  Such a technique may 

be found in the attitude of respect for personality.”32

 However, like the cartoon of the Jews following Moses through the wilderness to the 

Promised Land, we need to stop and ask for directions on how to get to this vision of racial 

unity!  What exactly are we to be doing?  What does he mean by “respect for the personality?”  

How do you love those who hate you and do violence to you as Jesus urges us to do?  That is 

perhaps the loveliest sentiment in all of western religion, but it has always been a little vague on 

the details.  While Thurman provides a compelling theological framework, he lacks a clear sense 

of how to apply or move forward with these solutions. 

  I have noted above that he also turned to 

“love” as a means of practicing or living out the experience of unity with life or that I am a child 

of God. 

 Thus, like Rufus Jones before him, there is a gap in Howard Thurman’s theology.  

Namely how to apply the ideas he so forcefully asserts in a way that they can effectively bring to 

an end the very evil he has so powerfully named.  It would fall to Thurman’s primary theological 

legacy to fill in this gap: Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

 It is often noted that Martin Luther King kept a copy of Howard Thurman’s 

Howard Thurman’s Theological Legacy—Martin Luther King Jr. 

Jesus and the 

Disinherited with him in his briefcase.33

                                                 
32 Ibid p. 101 

  While this is an interesting historical fact, and one I do 

33 Vincent Harding in the Forward to Jesus and the Disinherited; Thurman. With Head and Heart p. 255 
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not dispute, it is not in and of itself compelling enough to demonstrate that King is Thurman’s 

theological legacy.34  I myself own many books with which I do not agree, and carrying them 

around with me every day would not change my mind.  Therefore a more critical analysis of 

Martin Luther King’s thought will be needed to discern commonalities with Howard Thurman 

before we can declare the former a theological legacy of the latter.  A thorough survey of King’s 

writings might reveal a number of such commonalities.  However, for the current project, I will 

restrict myself to only one, albeit perhaps the best known: The Letter from Birmingham Jail

 In 

. 

The Luminous Darkness

“When a person is able to place at the disposal of a single end, goal, or purpose 
the sources of his life, his strength is magnified a hundredfold or even a 
thousandfold…Such an experience is spiritual; yea, it is religious.  In such a 
moment a man has the feeling that he is totally encompassed, totally alive, and 
more completely himself than he has ever been before.  Under such a 
circumstance, even death is a little thing.  This is the reason why there is a kind of 
fervor—not hysteria but a kind of fervor—that so often illumines the 
countenances of those who are peacefully demonstrating in the face of the threat 
of violence.”

, Thurman comments on the hope that the struggle for civil 

rights gives to people who have been denied their basic sense of humanity and dignity for so 

long: 

35

 Here we see Thurman’s enthusiasm for non-violent resistance to segregation and its 

defenders.  He sees such resistance as being the pinnacle of a spiritual practice that makes real 

the experience of “feeling like a human being.”  Non-violent resistance is a practical application 

of Thurman’s mystical theology of unity with God and with one’s fellows.  Martin Luther King 

embodies this struggle, and profoundly reflects on it in his 

 
 

Letter from Birmingham Jail

                                                 
34 Perhaps Dr. King was just a slow reader; hence the need to take the book everywhere.  Or, like a member of this 
year’s Prairie Group, he chronically procrastinated reading his Howard Thurman! 

. 

35 Thurman. The Luminous Darkness p. 58 
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 One of the more famous passages of King’s letter vividly describes the feeling of unity 

with one’s fellows and how that unity is a compelling call to action. 

“Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states.  I 
cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in 
Birmingham.  Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  We are caught 
in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.  
Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.  Never again can we afford to 
live with the narrow, provincial ‘outside agitator’ idea.  Anyone who lives inside 
the United States can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its 
bounds.”36

 King describes quite well the connection between experiencing a sense of unity and 

solidarity with one’s fellow Americans and being motivated to act on their behalf as a result of 

that sense of “interrelatedness.”  This is an experience of unity that Thurman describes in many 

places in his own writings.  One of the most intriguing passages is one in which Thurman is 

explaining Rufus Jones’ notion of the “affirmation mystic” and the mystic’s obligation to 

society: 

 

“The mystic is forced to deal with social relations in the second place because in 
his effort to achieve the good he finds that he must be responsive to human need 
by which he is surrounded, particularly the kind of human need in which the 
sufferers are victims of circumstances over which, as individuals, they have no 
control, circumstances that are not responsive to the exercise of an individual will 
however good and however perfect.”37

Indeed, I assert that Howard Thurman would view Martin Luther King as an “affirmation 

mystic” just as Jones describes.  King keeps to non-violent means, yet does not shy away from 

the tough, pragmatic social issues that he faces.  He acts out of a sense of mutual regard to his 

fellow human beings, both black and white, and has high moral expectations for both groups.

 

38

                                                 
36 King, Martin Luther.  The Letter from Birmingham Jail in Why We Can’t Wait (New York: Penguin, 1964) p. 77 

 

37 Fluker and Tumber. A Strange Freedom p. 119 
38 King. The Letter from Birmingham Jail p. 79 
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 Toward the end of the Letter from Birmingham Jail

“One day the South will recognize its real heroes…They will be the young high 
school and college students, the young ministers of the gospel and a host of their 
elders, courageously and nonviolently sitting in at lunch counters and willingly 
going to jail for conscience’ sake.  One day the South will know that when these 
disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters, they were in reality 
standing up for what is best in the American dream and for the most sacred values 
in our Judeo-Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back to those great 
wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in their 
formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.”

, King urges his readers to remember 

the unnamed heroes of the civil rights effort. He lists several by name, and relates a few 

vignettes.  He summarizes this section: 

39

 Regardless of how often Martin Luther King may have carried around his copy of 

 

Jesus 

and the Disinherited, this section of his Letter from Birmingham Jail

 This is not the only place where we can see Martin Luther King fill in some of the 

theological gap left by Howard Thurman.  Thurman notes the need for the disinherited to 

develop a respect for other groups and treat them as ethical equals.  “The attitude of respect for 

personality presupposes that all the individuals involved are within what may be called the 

ethical field.  The privileged man must be regarded as being within the area in which ethical 

considerations are mandatory.”

 demonstrates that he 

actually read it, and therefore can be counted among Howard Thurman’s theological legacies.  

Not only is the term “disinherited” used in the correct Thurman-esque sense, but the “children of 

God” phrase following it shows that King was referencing Thurman’s religion “of” Jesus 

described in the book.  King is applying Thurman’s argument that Jesus’ ministry to the 

disinherited was to assure them and give them hope that they too are the children of God. 

40

                                                 
39 Ibid p. 94 Italics mine. 

  While this is an excellent sentiment, keeping with the notion of 

an affirmation mystic who acts in the world for the good based upon their mystical insights, it is 

40 Thurman. Jesus and the Disinherited p. 102 
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a bit vague on the practical application of “personality” as an ethical category.  Here is what 

Martin Luther King does with the notion of “personality”: 

“How does one determine whether a law is just or unjust?  A just law is a man-
made code that squares with the moral law or the law of God.  An unjust law is a 
code that is out of harmony with the moral law.  To put it in the terms of Thomas 
Aquinas; an unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal law and natural 
law.  Any law that uplifts human personality is just.  Any law that degrades 
human personality is unjust.  All segregation statutes are unjust because 
segregation distorts the soul and damages the personality.  It gives the segregator 
a false sense of superiority and the segregated a false sense of inferiority.”41

 “Personality” in the hands of Martin Luther King, becomes a crucial ethical category.  It 

is the determining factor that distinguishes laws that should be broken, such as segregation laws, 

from laws which should not be broken, such as the 1954 Supreme Court decision outlawing 

segregation.

 

42

 In closing this section on Martin Luther King as Thurman’s primary theological legacy, it 

is worth noting that Martin Luther King’s theological precursors were at least as complex and 

multi-varied as Howard Thurman’s were.  King was influenced in his theology by more than 

simply Howard Thurman.  However, it appears from King’s 

  King wields Thurman’s notion of “personality” quite effectively in making his 

moral case for breaking some laws and respecting others. 

Letter from Birmingham Jail

 

 that 

Thurman was certainly a strong influence upon the former’s theology which motivated his non-

violent resistance of segregation.  In that sense, King successfully filled the theological gap left 

by Thurman when King applied the “affirmation mystic” theology to the specific circumstances 

of ending segregation, with practical and effective means, while staying true to the Christian 

tradition. 

                                                 
41 King. The Letter from Birmingham Jail p. 82 
42 Ibid p. 83 
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 As stated earlier, the web of ideas, thinkers, and circumstances that influenced Howard 

Thurman are innumerable.  In turn, the people who have read Thurman’s many books or had 

their lives changed by this preaching and his ministry are also too numerous to capture in a 

single paper.  There are also many theological schools of thought into which one is tempted to 

place Howard Thurman.  Thurman’s insistence that mystical experience of unity and the 

expansion of self to encompass all of life including social activism, is reminiscent of the Social 

Gospel.  His discussion of how segregation undermines the very being of African Americans 

reminds one of Tillich.  Thurman’s notion that God is the animating spirit of life and the 

universe, sounds as if it is a form of Process Theology.  His sense that all of life is one and that 

all people have direct access to the Divine finds resonance with various Unitarian and 

Universalist thinkers such as Hosea Ballou, Theodore Parker, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Clarence 

Skinner, and Ken Patton.  Given Thurman’s unique exposure to religions of the East, one might 

even be bold enough to claim that his description of Christian love as identifying the suffering of 

another with one’s own is a variant on Hindu and Buddhist ideas of ahimsha and metta.  The 

reader has probably other theological schools of thought for which Thurman could be nominated.  

Perhaps it is precisely this theological versatility that moved W.E.B. Dubois to claim in 

exasperation that he did not know what Howard Thurman really believed. 

Conclusion—Tracing the Webs 

 For the most part, I have not categorized Thurman theologically, not only because it 

would be difficult to do, but because it is nearly impossible to tell whether these theological 

categories were Thurman’s theological precursors, his legacy, or a combination of both.  In any 

event these appear to be rather tenuous and faint strands along the web of influence upon 

Thurman’s theology. 
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 Two ideas seem to stand out in Thurman’s thought that can clearly be traced from his 

theological precursors to him and down through to his theological legacy.  The first is the 

mystical experience of unity with the world, with all human beings, with God, and all of nature.  

This experience then motivates one to act in the world on behalf of all people.  We see this in 

Rufus Jones’ conception of the affirmation mystic.  Thurman himself describes this in The 

Luminous Darkness

 The second theological concept that we can clearly see in Thurman’s precursors and his 

legacy is the idea of the “children of God.”  Thurman is inspired by Gandhi who used this term, 

the harijan, in talking about the untouchables; the disinherited in India.  Thurman found this idea 

in the teachings “of” Jesus to the disinherited.  His grandmother’s faith was sustained by her 

assurance that God would never take away his love for his children.  It is also this assurance of 

the love of God as one of his children that sustained the faith of civil rights advocates sitting at 

lunch counters with Martin Luther King. 

 as the experience of being human and thereby experiencing others as human 

beings.  Martin Luther King is cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities, that we are 

tied in a single garment of destiny, and therefore must travel from the safe confines of Atlanta to 

the front lines of injustice in Birmingham Alabama. 

 These are two powerful theological assertions that come from a powerful and poetic 

theological thinker.  My hope is that Thurman’s theological lineage continues from his day to 

ours and out into the future.  May the web of his influence expand every outward and onward 

into history. 


