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Foreword by Reggie L. Williams

In the over century and a half since Harriet Tubman described feeling pro-
pelled by her faith to return multiple times to Southern United States to lead 
over three hundred enslaved Black people from bondage to freedom, scholars 
have taken up the task of making sense of her faith tradition. When one looks at 
this tradition, one is not simply examining the faith of Christians who happen 
to be black, but of the faith of a people who had an embodied theological epis-
temology that challenged white supremacy in all its forms. Though Harriet Tub-
man is rarely named explicitly, the tradition to which she belonged has been the 
subject of scholarly inquiry through the disciplines of Black Church studies, 
Black Liberation theology, Black Social Gospel studies, or more commonly, Black 
theology. Such is the case with this study by Dr. Brach S. Jennings, which pro-
poses a contemporary theologia crucis through the founder of Black Liberation 
theology, James H. Cone. The tradition of the Christian faith that is invoked in 
this study through referencing Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s encounter with the black 
Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem and culminating in James H. Cone’s Black 
Theology of Liberation, explores a theologia crucis as a theological epistemology 
to challenge global white supremacy, and to thus propose a new hermeneutic 
at the intersection of academy, society, and church, in a tradition going back to 
Harriet Tubman.

When it is done well, an interaction with black theology opens researcher 
and reader alike to an embodied epistemology that critiques the sacred/secular 
split that is so often seen in theologies related to the so-called Lutheran “Two 
Kingdoms” doctrine. As Jennings’s study argues, then, the soteriological claims 
of Christ encompass all areas of life because they must do so if Christ is risen to 
the glory of God the Creator in the all-encompassing power of the Holy Spirit. 
The healing work of the Gospel must then become embodied in this world where 
sin is social, political, and structural, in addition to giving hope for the world to 
come. Otherwise, the Gospel is merely a soporific aid for evil principalities and 
powers of this present darkness. There is no middle ground.

Jennings’s study further addresses how the black church tradition that Bon-
hoeffer met in New York, and that reared James Cone in Bearden, Arkansas, 
connected Jesus Christ to the concrete personal and political suffering of black 
bodies. Not as a celebration of suffering, but in recognition that Christ was cru-
cified in a way analogous to those who know oppression in a society structured 



by white supremacy. Therefore, while James Cone did not claim to have a seam-
less connection to the Protestant Reformation as a study on the theologia crucis 
might imply, Jennings carefully and critically explores how a theologia crucis can 
be transfigured through Cone’s theology, by beginning in Martin Luther’s Heidel-
berg Disputation, transforming the theme through Karl Barth’s Erwählungs-
lehre in 2.2 of the Church Dogmatics, further developing and critiquing Barth’s 
Erwählungslehre through Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s later theology and Jürgen Molt-
mann’s Crucified God, and concluding by reading James Cone’s Black Theology 
of Liberation as a transfigured theologia crucis. Throughout the project, Jennings 
explores the thematic transformation and transfiguration of a theologia crucis as 
it takes shape in relationship to different twentieth-century theologies, and how 
hermeneutics and material dogmatics relate to an embodied, cruciform epis-
temology in a transfigured theologia crucis through Cone. Jennings thus shows 
how a contemporary, transfigured theologia crucis through James Cone’s Black 
Theology of Liberation is a scholarly argument for addressing God’s relationship 
to oppressed humanity worldwide, and the community of the body of Christ that 
is responsible for sharing the gospel with a hurting world, the Church.

Luther’s distinction between the theologus crucis and theologus gloriae in 
the Heidelberg Disputation makes clear the kind of theological project that he 
thought meaningful for the proper knowledge of God in relation to the question 
of predestination. One was to look no further than the wounds of the crucified 
Christ to know experientially that one was justified in the sight of a gracious 
God. Jennings’s constructive transformation of a mystical theologia crucis from 
the early Martin Luther through Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Jürgen 
Moltmann, which then culminates in a constructive transfiguration through 
James Cone, shows how a theologia crucis morphs from the question of individu-
al sin and guilt in the early Luther into political advocacy for and solidarity with 
the oppressed as the hermeneutical ground for a theologia crucis today through 
Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation. Therefore, the notion of recognizing the 
hidden things of God through suffering and shame in Luther’s theologia crucis 
indebted to late medieval passion mysticism is “transfigured” through Cone to 
a moral imperative for Christians in the world. Bonhoeffer’s concept of Stellver-
tretung (vicarious representative action) is where this moral imperative begins to 
be found in this study, and where we see a concrete connection to Cone’s ethical 
and political concerns. This is also why Cone refers to Bonhoeffer often through-
out his theology, culminating in The Cross and the Lynching Tree.

Jennings’s study thus helps us to see how Reformation theology beginning 
with Martin Luther is transfigured by Cone’s black theological emphasis on 
embodied encounter as the departure point for determining moral faithfulness 
to the Triune God today. Jennings shows how Cone argues for an ethical inter-
weaving of faith and politics by reference to what I call the “nefarious incon-
gruity” of Christianity’s central symbol, the cross. Christ’s sacrificial death be-
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came identified with the crucifixion of the negro, as illustrated by the burning 
cross of the Ku Klux Klan, or the Christian efforts to manufacture and maintain 
whites-only spaces. Not unlike the German efforts to secure Lebensraum, the 
Christian moral efforts to secure exclusively white Christian spaces include the 
practice of scapegoating the social and political “bio-contaminates,” black bodies.

Practically, it meant that the actual symbol of white racist Christianity was not 
the savior Jesus on a cross for the sins of the world, but black people themselves 
on crosses, in ropes, and incarcerated, to secure idyllic white spaces free from 
the “sin” of racial bio-contamination. This history shows the need to recognize 
Christ in the suffering of those placed in harm’s way by oppressive political 
regimes. If God was with Christ on the cross, then God was and is with black 
people who suffer oppression and injustice from global white supremacy. The 
goal here, then, is not simply to acknowledge the suffering of God in the world, 
but to act in opposition to it. Thus, Christians are called to intervene for the op-
pressed. As Jesus says, “For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and 
you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was 
naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison 
and you visited me” (Matt. 25: 35–36, NRSV).

To engage the black Christian tradition represented by the theology of James 
Cone is to enter a space where the meaning of Bonhoeffer’s “Life Together” 
is derived from the practice of embodied reasoning about God and life today. 
Therefore, the starting point for theological knowledge is embodied human life 
with the Triune God and one another, in opposition to every injustice and op-
pression. This is where we must locate the research that Dr. Brach S. Jennings 
offers to us in Transfiguring a Theologia Crucis through James Cone.

Reggie L. Williams, Ph.D.
Professor of Christian Ethics
McCormick Theological Seminary
Chicago, Illinois USA
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Preface

“If you want to be a systematic theologian like myself and others, you better be 
reading Barth and Tillich and Bultmann!” His voice sounded just as I imagined 
it would from reading his theology for three years at that time, but that did not 
make his tone any less intense. I had just asked James Cone what he thought of 
me doing additional master’s level work in English literature on Stephen King 
before proceeding to a doctorate in systematic theology. After admonishing me 
to read the authors that are arguably Cone’s “big three” of twentieth-century 
dialectical theology, he told of his own love of literature, particularly Joyce Carol 
Oates and James Baldwin. But literature (Stephen King or otherwise) was not 
work I was to do at that moment; according to him, I was to be a systematic theo-
logian and “stay on the path.”

We then proceeded to the topic of Martin Luther. “Lutherans domesticate 
Luther! I read a lot of Luther in graduate school because of my teacher Philip 
Watson! Luther was so radical they wanted to kill him!” Cone’s admonishments 
in October 2016 set me on my way to working on a contemporary theologia crucis 
for the twenty-first century. They also compelled me, a white, Queer Lutheran, to 
avoid domesticating the radical potential of a Lutheran theologia crucis. My first 
published journal article was a constructive theologia crucis from Tillich, and my 
second a constructive theologia crucis from Bultmann’s demythologizing essay. 
This left only Barth untouched from Cone’s “big three,” a rather large gap which 
the present study attempts to address by exploring Barth’s Erwählungslehre in 
2.2 from the Church Dogmatics as a transformation of a theologia crucis in texts 
from the early Luther on the way to a transfigured theologia crucis in Cone. My 
engagement with Barth in the present study is thus indebted to Cone for set-
ting me on the way to a contemporary theologia crucis through Cone’s Black 
Theology of Liberation, which has hopefully come to fruition in the present 
study.
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Introduction

1. Methodology

Research Question

This study is a constructive investigation of the theme of theologia crucis, and 
attempts to answer the following research question: “how is the theme of 
theologia crucis in the early Martin Luther transfigured through James Cone’s 
Black Theology of Liberation?”1 This question is posed for reading a theologia 
crucis in texts originating from the early Luther as transformed through selected 
twentieth-century theologians (Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Jürgen 
Moltmann), in order to propose a contemporary transfigured theologia crucis 
through Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation.2

1 Selected texts from Luther will be examined with an emphasis on Luther’s pastoral ap-
plication of the theme of theologia crucis. To ensure a manageable amount of material, the 
phrase “the early Martin Luther” is used principally to denote the years from the Heidelberg 
Disputation of 1518 to Freedom of a Christian in 1520, with the study additionally examining On 
Bound Choice of 1525 in relation to themes from the earlier texts.

2 The term “transformation” is used here to signify a change in the theme of theologia crucis 
through Karl Barth’s Erwählungslehre, which is then developed and critiqued further through 
Bonhoeffer’s and Moltmann’s theologies. The term “transfiguration” is used to signify how a 
theologia crucis is further re-shaped by James Cone’s theology from a transformed theologia 
crucis through Barth, Bonhoeffer, and Moltmann. By exploring the transformation of a theologia 
crucis through Barth’s Erwählungslehre, the developments and critiques of Barth through Bon-
hoeffer and Moltmann, and Cone’s theology as a transfigured theologia crucis, the study explores 
where “traces” (see below, n. 6) of the theme of theologia crucis beginning with Luther’s Heidel-
berg Disputation can be found in the arguments for a contemporary transfigured theologia crucis 
through Cone. The term “transformation” is indebted to Volker Leppin’s historical thesis about 
the relationship between the Middle Ages and the Reformation and is adapted for the present 
study. See Volker Leppin, Transformationen: Studien zu den Wandlungsprozessen in Theologie 
und Frömmigkeit zwischen Spätmittelalter und Reformation (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 
and Volker Leppin and Stefan Michels, eds., Reformation als Transformation? Interdisziplinäre 
Zugänge zum Transformationsparadigma als historiographischer Beschreibungskategorie (Tü-
bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2022). The term “transfiguration” is indebted to Vítor Westhelle and 
is explained below in the section addressing hermeneutics for the theme of theologia crucis. 
Finally, the term “constructive theology” and related synonyms is used throughout this study 
to denote an approach to fundamental theology at the intersection of hermeneutics, material 
dogmatics, historical theology, and ethics that is concerned with the contemporary construction 
and development of a theological theme.



Method

This study examines a chosen theme from within selected texts and authors 
to explore the chosen theme’s possible contemporary ethical and political 
relevance. The theorists drawn from for this study’s method are Roland Barthes, 
Jacques Derrida, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith, and all relate to deconstruction in lit-
erary studies.3 The present study has sought to remain broadly related to decon-
struction for a method of textual analysis rather than only drawing from Jacques 
Derrida, in order that all three theorists named above can be incorporated for 
this study’s application of deconstruction.

The present study applies textual deconstruction through a method of close 
reading to examine where the chosen theme being investigated for the present 
study can be found in primary texts, as well as how a text might be interpreted 
in ways different than an original author intended. Said close reading as a basis 
for textual interpretations that might be different from an author’s original 
intention corresponds to Roland Barthes’ work about texts and authors.4 Second-
ary sources are then drawn from to show how others have critically read and 
understood a primary text for insights both congruent to and different from the 
original author, with the realization that absolute authorial intent is elusive.5 This 
admission corresponds to Jacques Derrida’s concept of the “trace” in relation to 
the “erasure of concepts” in Of Grammatology.
What I call the erasure of concepts ought to mark the places of that future mediation. For 
example, the value of the transcendental arche [archie] must make its necessity felt before 
letting itself be erased. The concept of arche-trace must comply with both that necessity 
and that erasure. It is in fact contradictory and not acceptable within the logic of identity. 
The trace is not only the disappearance of origin – within the discourse that we sustain 
and according to the path we follow it means that the origin did not even disappear, that 
it was never constituted except reciprocally by a nonorigin, the trace, which thus becomes 
the origin of the origin.6

Related to Derrida’s notion of the “trace,” written texts are emphasized in the 
present study, understanding an author’s intention for a text as one among nu-
merous possible textual readings, per Derrida’s argument of “there is no outside 
text.”7 The arguments presented here are based on a close reading of primary 

3 The overview of literary theory consulted for the present study is K. M. Martin, ed., 
Twentieth Century Literary Theory: A Reader, 2nd ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997).

4 Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author,” in Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath 
(New York: Hill & Yang, 1977), 142–48.

5 As well as Barthes, this understanding relates to Jacques Derrida’s notion of textual de-
construction. See Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976).

6 Ibid., 61.
7 This phrase is also translated into English from French as “there is nothing outside of the 

text.” Ibid., 158.
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texts and a synthesis of secondary sources in order to propose how said primary 
texts might be understood in relation to the present study’s chosen theme, and 
how the chosen theme can then be interpreted for contemporary ethical and 
political concerns from a close reading of primary texts and synthesis of second-
ary sources.

Derrida’s phrase “there is no outside text” is further incorporated here to ex-
plore how authors and contexts might contribute to textual analysis, in order 
to attempt to avoid arbitrary textual and thematic interpretations. These con-
siderations then help show on the whole how textual authors’ intentions might 
correspond to or differ from an argument exploring contemporary ethical and 
political concerns, and how a thematic argument based on a close reading of 
written texts might be supported and/or challenged by various contexts.

Finally, the research pursued in the present study explores how language (in 
this case, language surrounding a particular theme) functions in an imaginative 
and liberating capacity for marginalized persons in the struggle for justice. Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith articulates the importance of imaginative language in relation to 
critical research:
Although in the literary sense the imagination is crucial to writing, the use of language 
is not highly regarded in academic discourses which claim to be scientific. The concept 
of imagination, when employed as a sociological tool, is often reduced to a way of seeing 
and understanding the world, or a way of understanding how people either construct the 
world or are constructed by the world. As Toni Morrison argues, however, the imagination 
can be a way of sharing the world. This means, according to Morrison, struggling to find 
the language to do this and then struggling to interpret and perform within that shared 
imagination.8

Imaginative language is connected to the possibility of envisioning a better 
world for marginalized persons, meaning language can become liberating when 
connected to struggles for social justice at the margins of society.9 Therefore, the 
research in this study explores how language surrounding the study’s chosen 
theme might relate to struggles for justice by marginalized persons.

2. Hermeneutics for the Theme of Theologia Crucis

This study proposes a contemporary transfigured theologia crucis through James 
Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation for three interdependent theological pub-
lics: academy, society, and church. Therefore, this study closely reads theological-

8 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 2nd 
ed. (London: Zed, 2012), 39.

9 “Imagining a different world, or reimagining the world, is a way into theorizing the reasons 
why the world we experience is unjust, and posing alternatives to such a world from within our 
own world views” (Ibid., 204).
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academic texts, examines the possible ethical and political relevance of the main 
theme for society, and attempts to be grounded in critically reflected theological 
language originating in the church, all the while having its primary public as the 
academy.10 To achieve this study’s purpose of proposing a contemporary trans-
figured theologia crucis through James Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation, 
then, an overall hermeneutic is necessary for interpreting the theme of theologia 
crucis as it relates to Luther and Cone, as well as the transformation of Luther’s 
theologia crucis through Karl Barth and the further development and critique of 
Barth through Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Jürgen Moltmann.

Two theologians have been chosen as hermeneutical guides for interpreting 
the theme of theologia crucis: Vítor Westhelle (1952–2018) and Oswald Bayer 
(b. 1939). Westhelle is chosen for his notion of Luther as a figura, in which the 
early Luther’s theologia crucis beginning in the Heidelberg Disputation can be 
transfigured for the twenty-first century in contexts far removed from sixteenth-
century Germany. Bayer’s hermeneutical work on Luther is chosen to show 
how a study incorporating Westhelle’s transfiguring hermeneutic might con-
tain “traces,” in the Derridean sense of this term, of Luther’s own theology. 
Through incorporating Bayer as an additional hermeneutical guide to Westhelle, 
the present study attempts to avoid arbitrary interpretations of the early Luther’s 
theology, as well as to be aware of continuities and differences with Luther’s own 
theologia crucis in Barth, Bonhoeffer, Moltmann, and Cone.11

2.1 Interpreting Martin Luther for a Contemporary 
Transfigured Theologia Crucis through James Cone

The present study’s concern with proposing a contemporary transfigured 
theologia crucis through James Cone relates hermeneutically to the theme of 
theologia crucis when Martin Luther is seen as a figura, an historical figure whose 
ideas transcend their original context and find new expression and validity in 
global contexts. Vítor Westhelle uses this concept (indebted to literary scholar 
Erich Auerbach as well as postcolonial studies) to enliven Luther’s theology in 
the 2016 book Transfiguring Luther: The Planetary Promise of Luther’s Theology. 
Related to seeing Luther as a figura, Westhelle writes,

10 The concept of “three interdependent publics” for theological reflection is indebted to 
and developed from Jürgen Moltmann and David Tracy. See Jürgen Moltmann, “Die Zukunft 
der Theologie,” in Jürgen Moltmann, Christliche Erneuerungen in schwierigen Zeiten (Munich: 
Claudius, 2019), 106–24, and David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and 
the Culture of Pluralism (New York: Crossroad, 1985), 3–46.

11 For an explanation of the concept “trace,” see n. 6 above. Bayer has been chosen as a her-
meneutical guide for interpreting texts from the early Luther as an attempt to apply Derrida’s 
notion of “there is no outside text” for an overall awareness of authorial intent and historical con-
texts in ongoing textual interpretations of Luther’s theologia crucis. See n. 7 above and n. 19 below.
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Luther as figura, as a figure, is something to be understood apart from, or before other 
specialized doctrinal aspects may be scrutinized and discerned. At least it needs to be ac-
knowledged as a dimension of Luther research that in-depth textual and historic-critical 
analysis often overlooks or simply ignores, having unexplained its enduring significance 
and recurring effects. The figurae have Wirkungsgeschichte; they work. The more immersed 
Luther studies become in the profundity of the thought of the Reformer, the more obscure 
and neglected becomes his figural significance. The call for a closer reading of the text may 
arrest the inquiring gaze into historical and philological frames of a picture whose “aura” – 
to use Walter Benjamin’s helpful notion – has long taken flight.12

Westhelle argues Luther’s ideas need to be re-thought and revived for the twenty-
first century, as Lutheranism migrates out of its traditional homes in the North 
Atlantic (the United States, Germany, and Scandinavia) to the Planetary South.13 
Understanding Luther as a figura thus allows for a transfigured theologia crucis 
in the twenty-first century, in diverse contexts removed from sixteenth-century 
Germany.
Transfiguration tells the history of how the past comes alive, is metamorphosed into the 
present contexts. The malady of the archive does precisely the opposite – dissolves the 
present into a dead past. In Luther, Paul and Augustine were indeed transfigured, but he 
did not repeat them; he took upon himself their mantle, but on his own skin, in his own 
context, in order to preach Christ for the people of his time …. Luther’s example, his figure 
can be emulated insofar as he preached the precious good news, the words of novelty, even 
when some of his teachings given to his ‘dear German people’ are not for us, even as the 
example is useful.14

A theologia crucis (through Luther’s incisive Christological hermeneutic, Was 
Christum treibet) becomes the center from which Luther becomes a figura for 
the twenty-first century in Westhelle’s interpretation.15 Thus, the present study 
incorporates Westhelle’s figura hermeneutic for proposing a contemporary 
transfigured theologia crucis through James Cone beginning in the early Luther’s 
Heidelberg Disputation.16

A difference between historical theology and constructive systematic theology 
related to Luther now needs to be clarified. This study understands historical 

12 Vítor Westhelle, Transfiguring Luther: The Planetary Promise of Luther’s Theology 
(Eugene: Cascade, 2016), 7.

13 Ibid., 96–97; 178; 181–95; 241; 294.
14 Ibid., 190. Italic in original.
15 See LW 35: 396; WA DB 7, 384: 25–28, and Westhelle, Transfiguring Luther, 111–23; 190; 

318–19.
16 Westhelle elaborates his hermeneutical approach to Luther’s theology, writing: “Luther’s 

texts, each distinct, with its own hue and shape, are all in movement not synchronically but 
each at its own pace toward what for Luther was the core – the knowledge of Christ or justice 
of Christ. To this end I have nudged some of Luther’s texts in their movement, taking care not 
to change their hue or shape but translating them for our times, all the while acknowledging 
that I might have been a traitor in the process, which I cannot but be.” Westhelle, Transfiguring 
Luther, xi–xiii.
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theologians to place Luther within his own context, and to not be concerned out-
right with a contemporary re-interpretation of Luther’s theology. The question 
of original authorial intent is then a primary concern in this way of approaching 
Luther’s theology.17 The present constructive theological study reading Luther for 
a transfigured theologia crucis through James Cone, on the other hand, inquires 
primarily about the contemporary ongoing relevance of a theologia crucis. Here, 
textual interpretations that might be independent of original authorial intent 
and historical context are proposed and developed.18 Thus, a constructive trans-
figuration of the theme of theologia crucis in the present study will expand 
beyond strictly historical theological readings of Luther, although it will still 
draw from them for textual argumentation and understanding to explore how a 
theologia crucis originating in texts from him is transfigured by Cone. Overall, 
then, the present study’s constructive orientation allows the theme of theologia 
crucis beginning in the early Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation to be transformed 
through twentieth-century theologians, with the purpose of proposing a con-
temporary transfigured theologia crucis through Cone’s Black Theology of Lib-
eration.

2.2 Finding Traces of Martin Luther’s Theology in a Contemporary 
Transfigured Theologia Crucis through James Cone

Although this study proposes textual interpretations that expand beyond his-
torical theology, the study still uses an additional hermeneutical framework for 
attempting to interpret what the chosen theme for research meant originally in 
specific (con)texts (in so far as that can be known) before exploring transfor-
mations and transfigurations of said theme. This framework helps show how 
contemporary readings of historical theological texts might contain elements 
of the original author’s understanding, even as the original author’s (con)texts 
are transformed and transfigured in the present constructive theological study.19 

17 Of numerous possible examples that could be cited, Heiko Oberman’s watershed Luther 
biography is particularly noteworthy for insisting on Luther’s historical difference from contem-
porary theology, and that it is thus important to emphasize Luther’s foreignness to modernity. 
See Heiko A. Oberman, Luther: Mensch zwischen Gott und Teufel (Berlin: Severin und Siedler, 
1981). The present study is indebted to what can be called the “Oberman school” of historical 
theological research on Martin Luther, even while expanding beyond this school for this study’s 
constructive purposes. Further, Bayer’s hermeneutical work on Luther relates to the Oberman 
school of Luther research, even as this revisionist school critiques Bayer’s historical arguments 
about Luther’s “Reformation breakthrough.”

18 Therefore, the present study incorporates Westhelle’s Transfiguring Luther as a her-
meneutical guide for the theme of theologia crucis related to a method of textual deconstruction 
in literary studies.

19 This consideration does not mean the present author is directly attempting an historical-
genetic reconstruction of Luther’s theology and/or biography, but rather that he is engaging in 
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Therefore, related to texts dealing with the theme of theologia crucis in Luther 
himself, Oswald Bayer’s book Theology the Lutheran Way is incorporated as an 
additional hermeneutic to complement and strengthen Westhelle’s figura her-
meneutic, which is carried throughout the study in terms of being aware of what 
from Luther’s theology is being transformed through the twentieth-century theo-
logians drawn from, and then how James Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation 
can be read for a contemporary transfigured theologia crucis.20

Bayer is noteworthy in systematic studies of Luther for admitting outright Mar-
tin Luther’s foreignness to today’s world in relation to contemporary theological 
questions, and for considering Luther’s own monastic context in the sixteenth 
century before engaging in contemporary systematic interpretations of Luther’s 
theology. His work is thus a helpful supplement to Westhelle’s interpretation 
of Luther as a figura, for seeing where “traces” of Luther’s own theology can be 
found in a contemporary theologia crucis through James Cone that Westhelle’s 
hermeneutic transfigures. Bayer’s reading of Luther’s theological hermeneutics 
centers in what he sees as Luther’s understanding of theology as sapientia (“wis-
dom,” which includes scientia, or “science”), where, for Bayer, Luther’s sapiential 
theology urges something onto the contemporary situation.21 Bayer writes:

a constructive exploration of a principal theological theme by closely reading primary sources. 
Arguments from secondary sources are then consulted and evaluated that emphasize Luther 
is not a contemporary and/or postmodern person, including sources emphasizing historical 
context(s). Additionally, secondary sources related to the history of doctrine and ethical and 
political matters pertinent to James Cone’s Black Theology of Liberation are drawn from 
throughout the present study. The overall purpose of secondary sources in this study is to show 
how the present study’s constructive arguments might be supported and/or challenged by 
various contexts. These premises attempt to again relate to Derrida’s notion of the “trace,” and 
argument that “there is no outside text” (see nn. 6 and 7 above). Therefore, the present study 
explores “traces” of Luther’s own theologia crucis beginning in the Heidelberg Disputation (in 
so far as this can be known) in the twentieth-century theologians studied here, culminating in 
the work of James H. Cone. Cf. Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in Human Sciences,” 
in Richard Macsey and Eugenio Donato, eds., The Languages of Criticism and The Sciences of 
Man: The Structuralist Controversy, 40th Anniversary Edition (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 2007), 247–65.

20 While the present study is indebted to Bayer’s book on Lutheran theological hermeneutics, 
it differs from Bayer overall in its assessment of a transformation of Martin Luther through 
Karl Barth’s Erwählungslehre, and by addressing the question if the theologia crucis can be con-
sidered an important hermeneutical theme throughout Luther’s theology. See Oswald Bayer, 
Theologie (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1994)/ET: Oswald Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, ed. 
and trans. Jeffrey G. Silcock and Mark C. Mattes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008). The English 
translation is cited in this Introduction, but the German original should be consulted as well for 
Bayer’s comparison of Luther’s hermeneutics with other Reformation-era theologians, and for 
his account of Luther’s theology in relation to selected twentieth-century systematic theologians. 
This rich comparative work was left out of the English translation.

21 In his later study of Luther’s own theology for today’s world, Bayer argues: “When we 
contemporize Luther with a systematic intention – namely, posing the question about what is 
true – we discover that he speaks to our contemporary situation at the same time; we might 
say that he imposes himself upon us. This does not happen primarily because of his forceful 
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Wisdom does not exclude science but includes it. Wisdom takes account of the connection 
between science and the pre-scientific life-world. Wisdom is a path that unites theory 
and practice and grounds both in a third thing, an experiential life (vita experimentalis), 
understood in the sense of a receptive life (vita passiva). Since Aristotle, science operates 
with necessary principles (principia) and ultimately a single principle (pricipium). Ac-
cording to the Aristotelian taxonomy of science, rational theology or theologic is the 
highest science. This theologic science is embedded in the philosophical concept of God. 
Wisdom, on the other hand, has to do with experience, understood in a non-Aristotelian 
sense. But experience is incomplete, without being vague and indefinite (vage). If wisdom 
(sapientia) encompasses science, science cannot become an end in itself, it cannot turn it-
self into a religion or make absolute claims for itself, but it must take its bearings from the 
pre-scientific life-world and be informed by it.22

Luther, then, would not divide academic theology and experiential theology, but 
integrates both into his approach to being a theologian. Especially important for 
the Reformer are the “three rules” for the study of theology, which Bayer argues 
is the key to understanding Luther’s approach to theology.
Luther’s ‘three rules’ for the correct way to study theology: prayer, meditation, and spirit-
ual attack (oratio, meditatio, tentatio) best show us why he defines theology as ‘wisdom,’ 
or, more precisely, as ‘experiential wisdom.’ This definition also shows that in Luther’s 
thinking, liturgical ‘monastic’ theology and academic ‘scholastic’ theology are inextricably 
connected. The former, however, is constitutive, in that it provides the content of theology, 
while the latter is purely regulative in that it orders, analyzes, and reflects on its subject 
matter, making the necessary distinctions and connections.23

Bayer’s interpretation of Luther’s “three rules” for the study of theology provide 
a framework for interpreting the theme of theologia crucis originating in texts 
from the early Luther that Westhelle’s figura hermeneutic transfigures through 
Cone as a re-shaping of the transformed theologia crucis from Barth, Bonhoeffer, 
and Moltmann. Overall, then, the present study will explore how James Cone’s 
Black Theology of Liberation transfigures Luther’s emphasis on theology as 
“experiential wisdom” for a contemporary sapiential theologia crucis. We will 
be especially concerned with Luther’s notion of Anfechtung (spiritual attack) in 
relation to the hidden God and a mystical theologia crucis. A summary of the 
“three rules” based on Bayer’s reading of the Preface to the Complete Wittenberg 
Edition of Luther’s German Writings (1539) now follows.24

personality, but because of what his theology urges upon us.” Oswald Bayer, Martin Luther’s 
Theology: A Contemporary Interpretation, trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2008), xix–xx. Italic in original.

22 Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 28.
23 Ibid., 32. The understanding of Christian theology as sapientia is an ancient tradition, 

with Augustine of Hippo giving it particular prominence in the Western church. See Ben-
jamin T. Quinn, Christ, the Way: Augustine’s Theology of Wisdom (Bellingham, WA: Lexham 
Academic, 2022).

24 Cf. LW 34, 283–89; WA 50, 657–61. For the historical context of the “three rules,” see Volker 
Leppin, “Wie legt sich nach Luther die Schrift selbst aus? Luthers pneumatische Hermeneutik,” 
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Oratio addresses what can be called the “epistemology” of the Bible’s wisdom 
in contrast to other texts. Bayer understands Luther to be arguing for a wisdom 
that cannot be found in other knowledge, based on the Reformer’s statements in 
1539. “Firstly, you should know that Holy Scripture is such a book as to make the 
wisdom of all other books foolishness, because it is the only book that teaches 
about eternal life.”25 Here the Bible as Word of God shows divine Wisdom and 
goodness, in contradistinction to human sin and foolishness, and, in Bayer’s 
words “turns practical godlessness into faith where faith knows and believes from 
experience that God is the creator and I am his creature.”26 Said knowledge is the 
beginning of true knowledge of God and confidence in God’s goodness, demon-
strated particularly, according to Bayer, in the materiality of the Lord’s Supper.27

Meditatio is a reading aloud of the Scriptures in a worship service or individu-
ally. The external Word is emphasized, even as the Holy Spirit indwells in the 
Christian who recites the Word.28 Bayer argues that, for Luther, a distinction 
between public and private, as well as religion and theology, as has occurred 
since the eighteenth century is not possible.29 Conversely, Luther’s insistence 
on meditation means “the Holy Spirit has bound himself to a specific form of 
language.”30 “The decisive thing about [Luther’s] understanding of the Holy 
Spirit is that it excludes pure outwardness just as much as an exclusive inward-
ness. For this reason, he opposes Rome as well as the fanatics.”31

However, “anyone who meditates can expect to suffer,” and thus the final rule 
for Luther’s understanding of the study of theology is Tentatio.32 Here is the heart 

in Stefan Alkier, ed., Sola Scriptura 1517–2017. Rekonstruktionen – Kritiken – Transformationen – 
Performanzen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 83–102.

25 LW 34: 285; WA 50, 659: 5–7. Cf. Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 43.
26 Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 44.
27 Ibid, 45–46.
28 Bayer describes Luther’s understanding of “meditation” as related to the external Word 

more fully in his study on Luther’s theology in relation to today’s world: “Luther uses the word 
‘meditation’ in an uncommon way when he specifically refers to meditation on the external 
Word. He does not just hasten to use some chance brainstorm. Instead, he harkens back to an 
insight of the ancient church and to its practice, which has faded away more and more as time 
has passed, if it has not indeed been relegated to what has been forgotten all together. This in-
volves the practice of reading and praying out loud and, what is still more important, that such 
activities are practiced with regard to Scripture, particularly that one would have an especial 
acquaintance with the Psalter.” Bayer, Martin Luther’s Theology, 35.

29 “We miss the point of Luther’s understanding of theology as meditation if we buy into the 
modern distinction between ‘private’ and ‘public,’ which first arose in the eighteenth century, 
and its related distinction between religion and theology, and use that as an interpretative lens 
to set up an antithesis between ‘private reflection on Scripture’ and the ‘public sermon and doc-
trine that are bound to the words of the gospel.’” Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 54.

30 Ibid., 58.
31 Ibid., 55.
32 Ibid., 60. The theme of tentatio in Bayer’s constructive development of Luther’s theology is 

explored in depth in Joshua C. Miller, Hanging by a Promise: The Hidden God in the Theology of 
Oswald Bayer (Eugene: Cascade, 2015), and John T. Pless, Roland Ziegler, and Joshua C. Miller, 
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of theology as an apocalyptic battle between God and Satan, in Bayer’s reading 
of Luther’s theological hermeneutics. “Nothing is left untouched by the great 
apocalyptic battle that rages through time and, simultaneously, deep in the heart 
of every individual, for this battle is universal.”33 The Latin tentatio is written in 
German as Anfechtung, and it is the “touchstone of God’s word, which demon-
strates its credibility and power in times of spiritual attack and the fight against 
it.”34 Anfechtung means theology is an experiential endeavor, where the Chris-
tian learns the Word of God through spiritual attack. From this Anfechtung, the 
Bible is then seen as “life-giving words that stimulate our senses and emotions, 
our memory and imagination, our heart and desires.”35

There is one final aspect of Bayer’s interpretation of Luther’s theology that is 
of importance here: “Catechetical systematics.”36 This notion is Bayer’s term for 
how Luther kept cloister, pulpit, and classroom together as an integrated whole. 
Luther’s foreignness to much of contemporary academic theology since the 
eighteenth-century now becomes apparent, since the latter often neither begins 
nor ends in the church directly, but instead reflects about the question of God in 
pluralistic contexts.37 Conversely, Luther
took up the catechetical tradition of the medieval church’s spirituality and combined it 
with the liturgical spirituality of monasticism, based on meditation, and its emphasis on 
the affects (which include the emotions, the senses, the desires, and the imagination) to 
produce a thoroughly pastoral theology.38

Realizing Luther’s difference from and foreignness to much of contemporary 
academic theology helps to clarify similarities and differences from Luther’s 
own theology in the twentieth-century theologians being incorporated into the 
present study, so that the present study can propose a transfigured sapiential 
theologia crucis through James Cone for the three interdependent theological 
publics of academy, society, and church today.39

eds., Promising Faith for a Ruptured Age: An English-Speaking Appreciation of Oswald Bayer 
(Eugene: Pickwick, 2019).

33 Bayer then continues, “This same universality that characterizes Luther’s understanding of 
meditation is also the mark of the third rule. The battle affects not only pastors in their special 
office but also every Christian. In fact, from the standpoint of the theology of creation and the 
doctrine of sin, we can say it affects everyone.” Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 61.

34 Ibid., 63. Bayer’s emphasis on Anfechtung as an apocalyptic struggle between God and 
Satan in Luther’s theology is what connects his hermeneutical work most fully to Oberman. 
See Oberman, Luther, 223–40.

35 Ibid.
36 Ibid., 67.
37 See again n. 27 above, as well as Ibid., 83–84; 139–42. For a pertinent understanding of the 

difference between the church and the university in the context of secularization, see Harvey 
Cox, The Secular City: Secularization and Urbanization in Theological Perspective (London: 
SCM, 1965), 217–37.

38 Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 67.
39 The present study does not begin or end in the church directly, but does understand the 
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