
Course: Looking at the “Why?” Behind Some Church Practices 
Instructor: Dr. Thomas W. Spann 

 
Dates: February 17 – March 31, 2021 
 
Time: 7:00pm – 8:30pm 
 
Textbook: First Sunday: Reflections on Ministry Experiences in the Black Church 
 
St. Luke’s 2021 Theme: ALL IN 
 
Session I:  
 
ORIENTATION 
 Zoom Etiquette 
 Practice Session: Breakout Groups 
  Your name 
  Reflect on: What does “All In” mean to you?  How do you embrace it? 
  What are ways you can apply it? 
 
 Format for each class 
  Opening prayer; remarks from facilitators 
  Breakout groups.  Select a leader for your group. 

 20-minute discussion on questions in the book 
  Debrief: share insights 
  Instructor/Facilitators may identify other questions for conversation 
  Individuals share their “Why?” question and research/reflections 
  Closing comments, Prayer 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Let me begin by stating the obvious: this course is not a traditional Bible study.  It is a 
faith study—an approach that is based in the integrity of the Bible but includes history, 
culture, social events, politics, and life experiences.  There is nothing more “biblical” 
than this.  Studying our own journey of faith, as individuals, a church, or as a people, is 
consistent with the unfolding drama of people’s interactions with God in the Bible. 
 
A faith study approach, inclusive of Bible study, makes it possible for us to use a variety 
of resources, such as: autobiography, film, poetry, and theological literature.  The 
resource that we are using in this course is my book, First Sunday.  I am hopeful that 
Pastor Butler’s vision of St. Luke authoring its own curriculum will be fulfilled.  My work 
is a small contribution to that vision. 
 
The book, First Sunday, began with a “Why” question regarding the Lord’s Supper as I 
have witnessed it in many Black Baptist churches, including my home church, Pine Bluff 



Baptist Church.  My question was, “Why is the communion covering raised and held up 
like a curtain during the administration of the Lord’s Supper?”  This act is still being 
practiced in some Baptist churches.  So, I decided to research my own question. 
 
There are many other Why questions that can be researched and discussed.  I am 
inviting you to research your own” Why?” question and share your findings.  I am putting 
emphasis on research because I want the responder to come prepared, having read, 
researched, and discussed the topic with others. 
 
While I may be able to offer some insights regarding your Why question, I am not the 
answer guy.  I want you to take responsibility for working with your own question. 
 
If there is a Why question that has been tugging at you for some time, then, listen to it 
and begin the work of responding to it. 
 
Examples of Why questions: 
 
Why do some people raise the index finger when they are excusing themselves during a 
worship service? 
 
Why are some Baptist pastors addressed as “Bishop”? 
 
Why is the King James Version of the Bible still preferred in many traditional black 
Baptist churches? 
 
Why is there no functional library in most black churches? 
 
Why do churches that meet every Sunday have revivals?  And why in many rural areas 
of the South are revivals mostly held in August? 
 
Why are women restricted in traditional black Baptist churches from answering God’s 
call to pulpit ministry?  
 
Breakout Groups: Discuss 1-2 questions from the assigned reading. In Session IV 
groups will reflect on attitudes toward women in ministry.  Read attachment for this 
session. 
 
Presentations: If you have a Why question, and you have read, researched, reflected, 
and are ready to respond, you may report during any class session. 
 
 
The outline for the course is fluid.  We will roll over any unfinished topics to the 
next class session. 
 



Session II 

 
Study Guide (pages 124-126) 
Questions 1-13 
Assignment:  
 Read chapter 1. 

Breakout groups: Select 1 or 2 questions from questions 1-13. 
 
To be all in is to ask why. Report on your Why question. 
 
 
 
Session III 
 
Study Guide (pages 126-129) 
Questions 14-28 
 
Assignment:  

Read chapter 1. 
Breakout groups: Select 1 or 2 questions from questions 14-28. 

  
To be all in is to ask why.  Report on your Why question. 
 
 
 
Session IV 
 
Dr. Spann: Reflections on Women in Ministry (see attachment) 
 
Breakout groups: Share reflections on the attached notes and/or your experience 
related to the topic. 
 
To be all in is to ask why.  Report on your Why question 
 
 
 
Session V 
 
Study Guide (pages 129-130) 
Questions 1-9 
 
Assignment:  

Read chapter 2. 
Breakout group: Select 1 or 2 questions from questions 1-9. 

 
To be all in is to ask why.  Report on your Why question 



Session VI 
 
Study Guide (pages 130-133) 
Questions 1-17 
 
Assignment:  
 Read chapter 3. 

Breakout group: Select 1 or 2 questions from questions 1-17. 
To be all in is to ask why.  Report on your Why question 
 
 
 
Session VII 
 
To be all in is to ask why.  Report on your Why question. 
 
Additional issues or experiences to be discussed. 
 
Sharing observations, insights. 
 
 
 
 
LECTURE PRESENTATION: 
 

A. The Wisdom of Why 
 

B. The “Invisible” Black Church 
 

C. The Institutional Black Church 
a. Richard Allen 
b. Jarena Lee 

 
D. Definitions of the Black Church 

a. Joseph Washington 
b. John Hurst Adams 
c. Gayraud Wilmore 
d. C. Eric Lincoln 
e. Daphne Wiggins 
f. Peter Paris 
g. Delores Williams 
h. Wallace C. Smith 

 
 
 
 



Notes for Session IV 

Reflections on Attitudes toward Women in Ministry 

Zondervan: The Bible Experience 
 
Zondervan financed a Bible project called “The Bible Experience” in which African 
American stars in the entertainment industry read and performed the biblical text.  
Reading voices included the following persons: Blair Underwood as the voice of Jesus; 
Denzel Washington and his wife reading Song of Songs; Cuba Gooding as the voice of 
Judas; Shirley Caesar as Naomi; and Angela Bassett read Esther and the birth 
narratives of Jesus. 
 
There was the question of who would be the voice of God.  The sexism in this project is 
revealed in the refusal to allow a woman to even consider being the voice of God.  An 
African American singer volunteered to be the voice of God but was rejected.  If, as 
Zondervan claims, the company wanted to do “something unusual” and “engage a new 
urban generation,” then why not select a woman as a reader for the voice of God. 
 
The sexist assertion is that God is male; therefore a woman is automatically excluded 
from being considered as a reader in a Bible project that is designed to share the 
Scriptures in a variety of voices. 
 
The reality is, however, that in Sunday School classes throughout America, when a 
group of young people are reading the Bible aloud, do girls skip a turn when they come 
to a part in which God is the speaker in the text?  The answer is no.   
 
Four Questions 
 
Does God communicate with women and men? 
Does God answer the prayers of women and men? 
Does God still use women and men in God’s service? 
Does God’s invitation to be in the fellowship of the saints extend to women and men? 
 
The issue is not God’s inclusivity; it is man’s exclusivity.  Men can deny what God has 
affirmed.  Men can say no to God’s yes.  Men can structure their idolatry to deny God’s 
just call to women as preachers. 
 
Study by C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence Mamiya in The Black Church in the African 
American Experience. 
 
In this study Lincoln and Mamiya assessed black male clergy attitudes toward women in 
ministry.  Some examples of black male clergy attitudes include: 
 

 “They do not have any business preaching.  She has no voice.  If she has any 
questions, let her ask her husband at home.” 

 



 “Okay to preach but not to pastor…Call them Evangelists.” 
 

 “She can be a pastor’s helper—but God didn’t make her job to be a pastor; they 
may have the educational ability, but they’re not God-approved.” 

 

 “The responsibility of the pastor is too strenuous for women.  The pastor is on 
call 24 hours but there are certainly times when women are incapacitated, i.e. 
during pregnancy….Deacons must do ‘dirty work’—How can you expect a 
woman to do such?  She loses her femininity and it diminishes her womanhood.” 

 

 “In order to pastor, one must be blameless and the husband of one wife, that’s 
what the Bible says, and there is no way a woman can be the husband of one 
wife.  I don’t care what kind of operation she has.” 

 

 “In her discourse she can go whatever route she chooses to go to make plain the 
gospel, but do not call it preaching, call it teaching.” 

 
Other Attitudes of Resistance 
 

 Some black pastors use black lay women’s rejection of women preachers as 
their support for rejecting black women’s calls to ministry.  The truth is that many 
of the lay women who reject female clergy have been taught their understanding 
of scripture by men whose attitude toward women in the pulpit has been 
negative. 

 

 Many black women preachers are judged by male preaching standards. 
 

 Clergywomen may be criticized for preaching on selected biblical texts about 
women. 

 

 Black clergywomen have to deal with church members who are embarrassed to 
invite friends and family members to their church because the pastor is a woman. 

 

 Some clergywomen encounter resistance when planning for a funeral because 
family members of the deceased from other denominations may not accept a 
woman pastor. 

 

 In some Baptist churches, men preach from the pulpit; women speak from the 
lectern on the floor. 

 

 A woman’s voice does not carry the same authority as that of a man’s voice. 
 

 A woman pastor will not be able to help build up the men’s ministry. 
 
 
 



Two Quotes: 
 
Rev. Charmaine Webster writes, “The Black Church must let go of the fear that an 
increase in Black women’s leadership will lead to the demise and erasure of Black 
men’s leadership in the church. 
 
“The structure, practices, theology, and psychology of the Black Church and its 
members will have to change if women are going to be given opportunities to lead as 
senior pastors”  (“Unduly Unsupported: Black Clergywomen and the Baptist Church”). 
 
Linda Lowen writes, “…theology and the church must eliminate exclusionist language, 
attitudes or practices, however benign or unintended, in order to benefit fully from the 
talents of women” (“African American women in the Black Church”). 
 
 
A Few Black Clergywomen who serve or who have served the Church (outside of 
Methodism): 
 
Reverend Dr. Prathia L. Hall led the Mount Sharon Baptist Church in Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Reverend Suzan Johnson Cook, founder and senior pastor of Bronx Christian 
Fellowship Church in New York. 
 
Reverend Claudette A. Copeland, pastor and founder of the New Creation Christian 
Fellowship in San Antonio, TX. 
 
Reverend Jennifer Carner, executive pastor, House of Hope in Atlanta, GA. 
 
Pastor Rukiya Wright, co-pastor, Emmanuel Light of the World International Church, 
College Park, GA. 
 
Reverend Neichelle Guidry, Dean of the Chapel at Spelman College.  Guidry created a 
website called ShePreaches.com as a space where black female pastors can support 
each other. 
 
Reverend Dr. Gina Stewart, pastor of Christ Missionary Baptist Church in Memphis, TN. 
 
Reverend Andrea Clark, assistant pastor, Antioch Baptist Church in Tulsa, OK. 
 
Resource:  Equity for Women in the Church.org 
  ShePreaches.com 
   
 
 
 


