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Abstract: The paper addresses how theology, especially in the African 
American church, can serve as a driver of active public participation and social 
change in the modern world. Historically, the African American church has 
been more than a place of worship; it has been a moral guiding light, a cultural 
touchstone, a point of communal advocacy. Continuing with this trend, the 
research focuses on the manner in which theological beliefs are adapted to the 
contemporary needs that are acutely relevant, such as social justice, ethical 
lifestyles, and interreligious cooperation. Through historical examination and 
contemporary illustrations, the study shows that the church has a special ability 
to affect both spiritual development and civil duty. In today’s context, theology 
is spiritually and sectionally cross-ecclesial in that it draws immediate attention 
to matters of systemic racism, the multifaceted nature of digital culture, 
environmental stewardship, and the growing inequality of wealth. These 
struggles underscore the continuing relevance and importance of theology in its 
dual roles as a philosophical and moral framework, and as a framework for 
ethically transformative action. The results qualify the African American 
church as a real-life example of practical theology, which demonstrates that 
faith-driven values can promote resiliency, righteousness, and community well-
being. Finally, the paper suggests that theology, as a part of community life, is, 
by itself, capable of providing not only ethical discourse but also the means of 
empowering the populace to meet the challenges of the fast-developing global 
world. 
Keywords: African American Church, Public Theology, Social Justice, Ethical 
Engagement, Community Development, Interfaith Dialogue, Digital Ministry 

 
Introduction 

Twenty-first-century theology is faced with unique issues and possibilities. The current 
changes that have been taking over the social, cultural, and technological spheres are 
significant since they alter how communities perceive faith, morality, and shared 
responsibility. Questions of systemic racism, globalization, digital culture, climate change, 
and economic inequality are examples of issues that require practical and comprehensive 
answers that go beyond doctrinal discussions to appeal to the wider public sphere in a 
manner that is useful and grounded (Liu, 2025; Ndzi, 2025). Religious institutions, faith 
communities, and theologians are increasingly being asked to respond not only with 
spiritual leadership but with a sense of justice, resilience, and a sense of engagement around 
these complexities (Nanthambwe, 2024). 

It is in the light of this reality that the African American church has traditionally 
remained a stunning illustration of a public theology at work. Born in the wake of historic 
realities of enslavement, segregation, and structural violence, it has always been more than 
simply a place of worship. Instead, it has acted as a meeting place of advocacy, education, 
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empowerment, and community building (Neal-Stanley et al., 2024). The African American 
church, from the hush harbors of the antebellum South to the frontline leadership of the 
Civil Rights Movement, exemplifies a theology that is both liberative and transformative. 
Theologians like Howard Thurman (1949), James Cone (1997), and Martin Luther King Jr. 
(1963) have described a hopeful theological vision of justice, liberation, and the dignity of 
human beings created in the image of God (Hill, 2007; Jensen, 2016; Napierała, 2024). 
Their work illustrates how spiritual resilience can be maintained through theology and how 
communities can be galvanized by theology to resist those systems of injustice. 

The two-fold task of the church as a place of asylum and as a source of reform has 
since taken on greater importance in the modern era. The African American church has 
remained engaged in the most urgent issues of society, such as racial injustice, financial 
poverty, virtual morality, and eco-conservation (Akanbi & Beyers, 2017; Barber, 2015; 
Brewer & Williams, 2019). It presents a theological account that is both traditional and 
forward-looking as it mobilizes lived experience to interpret Catholic insights such as 
imago Dei (human dignity) and stewardship (Szczerba, 2020). Such flexibility has enabled 
the African American church not only to find relevance in a pluralistic and more complex 
society but also to survive. 

This article briefly traces an overlap between theology and modern society, with a 
specific reflection on the African American church, as it has a unique role in defining public 
theology. Particularly, it projects the church as the mediating ground between religion and 
practice and showcases how theology can motivate practical operations of justice, fortitude, 
and right living. By applying historical interpretation and a case approach, the paper 
demonstrates how theology is not confined to the ecclesial situation and actively informs 
the answers to social, cultural, and ethical issues. In making the African American church 
an example of praxis of the faith, the paper highlights that theology will continue to play 
significant roles not only in personal religion but also in community health and 
transformation in society. 

 
Historical Context and Public Engagement 

The African American church has long held a significant place in the fight for freedom, 
dignity, and justice. Since its formation, during the period of slavery, the church has not 
simply offered a place where people could worship: it has acted as the cultural repository of 
African-Americans, a place of community, and a site of coupling social movements with 
spiritual resistance (Neal-Stanley et al., 2024). The church provided a theological discourse 
that conferred a sense of humanity to the enslaved Africans and visualized their freedom in 
an atmosphere defined by the destabilization of identity and loss of agency. The messages 
of hope were often encoded within the spirituals, such as Go Down Moses, with references 
to the biblical accounts of deliverance to the realities of bondage (Johnson, 2004). This 
combination of theology and struggle was the basis of the development of the African 
American liberation theology. 

The role of the church as a spiritual and social agency expanded during 
Reconstruction. Freed African Americans delved into the practice of establishing churches 
to serve as educational, economic, and political hubs. Churches were the founders of many 
of the earliest schools and colleges of freedmen, and the relationship between theology and 
empowerment was apparent (Allen, 2023; Barnes, 2013). The clergy also acted as political 
leaders who galvanized communities to engage in the political process and fight against the 
reinstatement of racial hierarchies. This era solidified the image of the church as a place of 
holistic community development that was intertwined with salvation and social uplift. 

By the early twentieth century, the church had emerged as one of the rare spheres 
entirely owned and directed by African Americans, thus becoming one of the key spheres 



TRIPLETT: Applying Theology in a Modern-Day World: The African American Church and 
Public Engagement 

	 175	

of leadership and advocacy. Rev. Adam Clayton Powell Sr., and later on his son Adam 
Clayton Powell Jr., were among the leaders who demonstrated how theology influenced 
political practice, blending pulpit preaching with political legislative activism (Kenneth 
Sullivan, 2023). Meanwhile, a Black social gospel developed, in which theologians such as 
Reverdy C. Ransom and Benjamin Mays expressed a vision of Christianity that was 
pledged to social justice and shared responsibility (Dorrien, 2023). These trends enabled the 
church to become not just a worship house but a community gathering place to discuss 
issues of racial and economic injustice. 

The peak of the church's involvement in the sphere of public activities was the Civil 
Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s. Theology under the leadership of people like Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr., Ralph Abernathy, and Fannie Lou Hamer was a mobilizing agent 
that united biblical ethics and grassroots mobilization (Simien & McGuire, 2014). The 
articulation of the Beloved Community by King was a theologically-based vision of love, 
justice, and reconciliation, offering moral authority and a tactical guide to destroying 
segregation (Patterson, 2018). Churches provided a platform to plan marches, boycotts, and 
voter registration, as hymns, prayer, and sermons were used as sources of strength in the 
face of violent resistance. The Civil Rights Movement, therefore, showed the radicalizing 
power of theology to organize communities around systematic change. 

The African American church remains in the tradition of active engagement with 
society, albeit the nature of activism has changed in the modern period. Some of the issues 
that congregations are facing today include mass incarceration, systemic racism in policing, 
economic inequality, and the digital divide (Neal-Stanley et al., 2024). Food pantries, 
housing programs, and education programs take place in many churches, and this practice 
reflects a theology that combines proclamation with praxis (Tettey & Nel, 2020). 
Concurrently, alliances with interfaith and secular groups have expanded the reach of the 
church, marking a dimension toward a dynamic attitude toward activism in the twenty-first 
century. While not technically a church-driven movement, the emergence of the Black Lives 
Matter movement has nonetheless been influenced by the theological perspective and is 
being supported by religious networks that provide spiritual and logistical resources 
(Manouchehrifar & Forester, 2021; Smith, 2021).  

Therefore, throughout slavery and until today, the African American church has 
served as both a refuge and a launchpad, offering spiritual sustenance and empowering 
Christians to reach and remake the surrounding world. Its historical course explains how 
theology, lived publicly, can become a force of resilience, justice, and community thriving. 

 
Theology and Contemporary Ethical Challenges 

The changing world of the twenty-first century, characterized by technological 
advancement, cultural change, and emerging global crises, has increased the requirement 
for a moral foundation. In this context, theology serves as a guide, introducing scrutiny and 
providing a source of action. This is an increased burden on the African American church 
due to the persistence of systemic racism and the disproportionately heavy burden of social 
challenges on black communities (Böhm et al., 2022). The church uses its biblical and 
theological heritage to interpret and respond to the burning ethical questions of the day; it is 
deeply rooted in a tradition of marrying religious belief and advocacy. 

Among the major theological ideas that underlie this interaction is the imago Dei 
doctrine, or the idea that all persons are created in the image of God (Genesis 1:27, NIV, 
2011). This assertion of the dignity and value of all human beings has previously been the 
basis of the resistance against slavery, segregation, and racial violence maintained by the 
African American church (Pugh, 2020). In the modern world, imago Dei forms the basis of 
non-violent reactions to various problems, including health disparities, digital ethics, and 
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environmental justice (Pilkington, 2017). The church can transform and help others thrive 
by demanding that each and every human life is divinely valuable—challenging systems 
that underrepresent or take advantage of vulnerable groups, and supporting policies that 
promote equity, justice, and good living. 

 
Environmental Stewardship 

Among the pressing ethical issues of the current era, the ecological crisis takes one of the 
leading positions. The African American communities are usually on the receiving end of 
the environmental degradation, with toxic waste landing in poor neighborhoods, and an 
inadequate availability of clean water and air. This paradigm is called environmental 
racism, and it requires a theological response (Awewomom et al., 2024). A significant 
number of Black churches have adopted environmental stewardship as a biblical imperative 
based on the mandate that all humans are curators of the earth (Genesis 2:15, NIV, 2011). A 
theological approach that seeks to apply the concept of sustainable practices can be 
witnessed in ministries devoted to sustainable practices, including urban gardening, 
renewable energy efforts, and climate change education (Christie et al., 2019). 
Conceptualizing environmental justice as a spiritual duty can expand the moral map of 
people in the church and help globalize the fight against ecological disaster. 
 
Digital Ethics and Technology 

The emergence of digital culture brings in an additional layer of moral complexity. Social 
media has proven to be an effective discursive form of mobilization, comprising such 
movements as Black Lives Matter, where theological voices have mobilized on digital 
platforms to issue definitive prophetic diagnostics of systematic injustice (Marshall et al., 
2022). Nevertheless, digital spaces are also subject to misinformation concerns, 
cyberbullying, surveillance, and even the sale of personal information. The African 
American church reacts by tapping biblical wisdom to create focus on truthfulness, 
responsibility, and communal accountability (William Taft Wallace, 2024). Sermons, 
online forums, and even virtual worship services can be spaces to impart digital ethics based 
on the commandment Christ gave of speaking the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15, NIV, 
2011). By doing so, the church uses theology to guide its congregants through the ethical 
landscape of the digital environment, making use of technology as an instrument of justice 
and witness. 
 
Economic Inequity 

The African American communities have historically struggled with economic injustice. 
Systemic inequality is worsened by the widening of income disparities, job discrimination, 
and wealth accumulation barriers. Once more, important sources of ethical reflection and 
social engagement are found in theology. The biblical interest in the poor, evident in texts 
such as Amos 5:24 and Luke 4:18 (NIV, 2011), remains an impetus to churches to pursue 
economic justice. A great number of congregations offer financial literacy, employment 
training, and microenterprise projects that impact individuals and families (DiPrete & Fox-
Williams, 2021). The tradition of cooperative economics within Black church institutions, 
evident in mutual aid societies and credit unions, expresses a theological belief that God has 
charged communities to share their resources equitably (Elias & Paradies, 2021). In this 
regard, theology not only condemns systems of exploitation but also influences practical 
paradigms of economic or financial sustainability. 
 



TRIPLETT: Applying Theology in a Modern-Day World: The African American Church and 
Public Engagement 

	 177	

Health Disparities and Human Dignity 

The COVID-19 pandemic served to illuminate existing health disparities among African 
Americans, as chronic disease prevalence and a lack of access to healthcare resources made 
these communities particularly hard hit. Such differences are not just social tragedies but 
theological crises at the root of imago Dei as experienced by the African American church 
(Vasquez Reyes, 2020). The church acts in unison by declaring that all bodies are sacred, 
providing vaccination facilities and wellness education alongside mental well-being support 
through clinics and classes to promote healthcare equity (Syed et al., 2023). Such a 
combination of theological reflection and healthcare advocacy highlights the holistic view 
of salvation in the thought of the African American religious tradition as a holistic one that 
encompasses spiritual, physical, and social well-being. 
 
Toward a Theology of Justice and Flourishing 

In striving to address these multi-dimensional challenges, it is evident that the African 
American church reflects a contextual and transformative theology. It appeals to ancient 
biblical tenets and conforms to the realities of a new age, providing a moral basis in a fast-
changing world (Chukwudebelu & Chidebem Molokwu, 2022). All are connected by the 
demand that theology is something that must be put into practice in the world, challenging 
injustice in whatever form it appears and developing communities in which everyone can 
thrive (Nanthambwe, 2023). 

Therefore, at a time when everything is unclear and the morality of the world is 
blurred, theology would become an important tool of orientation and relations. The mission 
of the African American church is quite obvious: to be a prophetic voice, to be a voice of 
justice, and to witness human dignity in all aspects of living. By doing so, it provides a 
model of how theology can be faithful and yet adaptive to the needs of contemporary 
society. 
 
Practical Strategies and Community Programs 

African American churches have a wide range of tactics that stretch theology outside the 
pulpit and into the daily lives of the congregants. These strategies are anchored in a 
commitment toward wholesome empowerments, including spiritual, social, and material 
aspects of community wellness (Avent & Cashwell, 2015). Youth mentorship programs are 
at the forefront of guaranteeing the transfer of the cultural heritage, moral principles, as well 
as leadership competencies to the new generations (DuBois et al., 2011). The digital age has 
enabled churches to reach their congregants more effectively through social media, 
livestreaming services, and online campaigns. These efforts have not only united disparate 
congregants but also amplified their voices on social issues, including racial equity and 
voter mobilization. 

Another area where the African American churches have created a social imprint is in 
the form of interfaith cooperations where churches collaborate with Mosques, synagogues, 
and just about any other faith community to address common issues such as poverty, 
climate change, and healthcare disparities (Austin & Claiborne, 2011). Local donations and 
collaborations with other nonprofits and civic development organizations also expand the 
scope of the church, forming networks of self-help through job training, advocacy of access 
to affordable housing, and health care in underserved areas. Advocacy movements such as 
Black Lives Matter exemplify theology in practice: the biblical demands for justice and 
human dignity are present in highly organized, visible, holistic change movements 
(Mueller, 2023). The combination of these initiatives points to the potential of the church to 
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inculcate theology into programs that specifically respond to current social realities, as well 
as develop resilience, solidarity, and hope. 

 
Discussion and Implications for Public Theology 

The African American church provides a strong example of the conversion of theology into 
practical life. It has had the flexibility, over centuries, to be both faithful and creative, both 
upholding the traditions of spiritual insight and adapting them to new challenges, a dynamic 
variant of theology that has proven to be timeless across the ages (Nel, 2019). Such 
flexibility allows the church not only to continue being a cultural and moral anchor for 
African American communities but also to address wider social arenas of justice, ethics, 
and civic engagement. 

In the view of public theology, the case of the African American church shows that 
faith can move beyond secluded spirituality and instead can take an active role in the stance 
of systemic injustice, technological change, and cultural pluralism (Opuni-Frimpong, 2023). 
This attention to anchoring activism in non-secular convictions at least highlights the 
church as a model that other faith communities can integrate into their own. Its testimony 
implies that the most powerful theology is the one that assumes the form of a praxis-
theology, that combines faith and action, thought and advocacy. 

The implications are numerous: the theology of the African American experience is a 
call to all churches in the world to re-imagine their role in confronting challenges of 
inequality, climate crisis, digital ethics, and public health (Magezi, 2024). It demonstrates 
the fact that religious communities can be moral pioneers and agents of change, without the 
rejection of their spiritual essence. By doing so, the African American church not only 
preserves its historical heritage but also provides a prophetic perspective on how theology 
might develop a more just and thriving society. 

 
Conclusion 

The future of theological engagement lies in the capacity of faith communities to hold fast 
to their moral core, at the same time responding to the exigencies of a world that continues 
to change with each day. The African American church demonstrates this balance by its 
longstanding testimony. In the past, they were a sanctuary of resistance and freedom, and 
they remain an active instrument to right social wrongs today. By introducing theology 
beyond the confines of the holy place into areas such as digital culture, medical care, 
environmental protection, and economic equality, the church proves that theology is not 
primarily a smorgasbord of abstract teachings but an active, vibrant force that informs the 
social realm. 

Its history teaches us that theology has the most realistic presence when it is a word 
and deed, when it is a spirituality brought together with morality and social action into a 
unified vision of justice. The African American church is a model of public theology that 
can serve as a blueprint of how other faith traditions should address the urgent needs of our 
day. By this, it asserts that faith, when bravely practiced, can have the potential to foster 
compassion, challenge oppression, and help to create a fairer and prosperous society. 
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