Preface

“Theology is autobiography.” This phrase is often invoked to illustrate that
our constructive theological proposals are intensely personal. They are shaped
by our personal histories, our past and current contexts, the specific issues
that concern us. They are shaped by whom and what we have encountered—
what we read, whom we know, those whom we engage in conversation. And
yet, as I constantly remind my students at the Lutheran School of Theology
at Chicago (LSTC), theology, while personal, cannot be private. It must be
something that could apply to someone other than the theologian. It should
be something you would recommend to others. It should be something you’d
be willing to preach.
This book reflects my own faith and social commitments. When I wrestle
with pain and suffering, I press God and faith communities for answers.When
I experience undulating joy and friendship, I feel a deep connection with God
and community. I want to ask how and why and “says who?” I’m a faithful
black woman who wants to know how things work. Some kind of womanist
and metaphysical work was almost inevitable for me.
I am a theologian because I believe that faith matters. I believe that what
we believe about God, ourselves, and the world affects how we operate within
the world. I believe theology should expand our world. This book is a womanist theology inasmuch as and because it is grounded in and tested by the
religious experiences of black women. I am honored to join a conversation,
hewn from tough academic rock, that asserts that black women’s lives can be
the center of theological activity. This book is also a constructive postmodern
theology, a process theology, because I stand with religious scholars who are
inspired by the philosophies of Alfred North Whitehead and Charles Hartshorne.We who embrace change, process, and becoming as the foundations of
our understanding of God and the world have formed an international community impassioned by the power of this outlook.
This work also reflects my North American context. I am an educated
woman of African American and Cherokee ancestry who lives in the United
States. I’ve worked as a minister, professor, community organizer, women’s
advocate, freelance writer, grocery store cashier, and a couple of other things
here and there. These experiences help inform this work. This book also reflects
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my personal taste in literature, music, and scholarship. In many ways, I’ve written about and used the sources I find authoritative in both my personal spirituality and my constructive theological activity. The constructive work here
feels like braiding hair. I’m pulling together different strands of conversations,
scholarship, stories, and experiences into a unity.
Thus, this book represents my attempt to answer some of my own questions
and reflect on my own faith while also trying to hold together the experiences of many people and communities I’ve come to know and love. I want to
honor my grandmother’s tenacious black Baptist faith, which runs throughout
every family gathering we have. I also want to celebrate my friends who feed
candy to a concrete head with cowrie-shell eyes as part of their practice of Ifa
or Santería. I want to respect the sleepless hours caused by unspeakable acts of
violence and physical pain, without neglecting the exuberance felt when love
is reciprocal, rhythm ignites our bodies, or everything seems to come together
as we hoped and planned. I pray I have done justice to these communities and
experiences.
The writing of this book has been a communal process influenced equally
by those who contributed to my personal and professional development, those
who encouraged me in the present, and those who believed in the direction
of my research and career. I thank my parents, Pauline A. Bigby and the late
Allen M. Coleman, who have always supported my education. I’ve written
this in part so that my parents could understand what I do.While I am grieved
that my father did not live to see this publication, I am inspired by the pride
he took in me and my work. Thank you, Mama, for how you have fostered
my critical inquiry and also inquire about what I do.
I am grateful to the following theologians for their impact on my desire to
be a theologian: Sallie McFague, James H. Cone, Delores S.Williams, Marjorie
Hewitt Suchocki, and David Ray Griffin. I am grateful to all the members of
my dissertation committee who helped to lay the foundation for this project:
Marjorie Suchocki, who gave me the rare opportunity to write about something in which I truly believe, Kathleen O’Brien Wicker, Ellen Ott Marshall,
and Delores S. Williams. I am indebted to my colleague Kirsten A. S. Mebust.
Her friendship and attention to every version of this manuscript—the thought
processes and the written words—make her a true co-sojourner.
I also greatly appreciate my editor, Michael West, and Fortress Press for their
belief in the success of this project. Carolyn Banks, David Lott and Lynette
Johnson have been so good with all the important details. Thank you. I’m
proud to be in a series edited by Anthony B. Pinn and Katie G. Cannon.Victor
Anderson, Anthony Pinn, Dwight Hopkins, and Linda Thomas supported this
project in its infancy, giving both detailed and personal support for my ideas.
Karen Baker-Fletcher was available for countless conversations as I tried to
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find my place in the larger discourse. Carol P. Christ generously read several
chapters and helped to sharpen, refine, and encourage my ideas. Henry Young
and Theodore Walker Jr. are glorious companions in black process theological
work. Nancy Howell at the St. Paul School of Theology teaches my work, and
her students, especially Charity Godwin, have challenged me to give images
of “what this looks like in real life.”
I value the financial and personal support of Christine O’Brien at the
Ford Foundation and the incomparable Sharon Watson Fluker at the Fund for
Theological Education. Their belief in my scholarship holds me to a higher
standard. I thank The Village and the Ifa community, and Sumayya Coleman
and Ujima House, Inc., of Nashville, Tennessee, for bringing my academic
learning into embodied living. I am also grateful to Kathi Martin for sharing
her journey with GSN Ministries with me, that I might share it with others
here. Thank you, David Smith, for your sharing as well. I am grateful to Connie L. Tuttle and Karen O’Kelley, who truly understand the need to have a
“room of one’s own” and offer one to me. I am appreciative of the Church
School at Bethel AME Church in Ann Arbor, Michigan, for their questions
and support, and for the reminder that church folk really do care about process theology. Special thanks to Jan Collins Eaglin and Ronald Brown for giving their perspective on chapter drafts. I especially appreciate the detailed and
speedy work of my graduate assistant at LSTC, Robert C. Saler.
For emotional support during the years I worked on this, I thank Herbert
Robinson Marbury, April Yvonne Garrett, Warren Chain, Jennie Kitch, Eyerusalem, Anthony, Nathan, and Ella.
To God be the glory.
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