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Chapter Five Study & Reflection Questions 

 

1. Tisby says that at the onset of the Civil war, “the nation faced not only a political and 

economic crisis, but a theological one as well.” How would you characterize this 

theological crisis? (pp 70-71) What was it really about? It would be impossible to read 

this chapter without thinking of our own current political climate. Be honest with 

yourself, or if you are talking with a friend or in a group setting, about where you see 

connections and parallels. What feels similar? What feels different?  

 

 

2. According to Tisby, there are two facts about the Civil War that carry particular 

significance when it comes to race: 1) “the Civil war was fought over slavery” and 2) 

“that countless devout Christians fought and died to preserve it as an institution.” He 

continues on saying that the second fact “has not yet been fully considered in the 

American church. Why do you think this is? What might it look like to “fully consider” 

this? What can we learn from it? How do you make sense of the statement “A house 

divided against itself—with conflicting ideals at its foundation—cannot stand.” What 

were the conflicting ideals? What are they now?  



 
 

3. Tisby describes 5 events that ushered in the Civil War. Which of those 5 events stands 

out to you the most? As most of our historical educations are incomplete at best, were 

you aware of all of these 5 events? What was new information to you? What was 

surprising about President Lincoln’s actual beliefs and practices with his reputation as 

the “Great Emancipator.” (p74) 

 

 

4. What were some of the declarations of the Confederate states when they seceded in 

1860? If you were to describe the root issue(s), the root justification for this evil, how 

would you describe it? (p75) 

 

 

5. Tisby describes the split of the three major denominations: Methodists, Baptists, and 

Presbyterians (pp76-80). If you grew up in the church, is the denomination of your 

childhood represented here? What about now? What stood out to you about these 

divides and the nuances within each denomination?  

 

 

6. What was the role of the Bible in this schism between Christians? (pp 80-82) What was 

the biblical justification used for the horror of slavery?  

 

 

7. How did abolitionists refute the claim of proslavery advocates and pastors that the 

story recorded in Genesis 9:18-29 about Noah and his sons? What were those claims 

met with by Southern theologians? What did the discussion about the “spirit” and the 

“letter” of the law at the top of page 84 bring up for you in terms of your own 

understanding of Biblical interpretation? Where do you still see this debate at work in 

our current culture?  

 



 
 

8. This chapter ends with the person of James Henley Thornwell and his insistence that 

the church has “no jurisdiction over political or social matters and rather only focus on 

the “Constitution” of the Bible as part of his exposition on the  “spirituality of the 

church” (pp 85-86). What impact did this have on the issue of slavery? What impact did 

this doctrine of the spirituality have on the American church… “even to the present” (p 

86). What do you believe about the role of the church in politics? Where did this come 

from for you? Tisby says that adherents of the doctrine of the spirituality of the church 

are “diverse and often selective in in how they apply the doctrine.” How have you 

experienced this to be true—even in your own life?  

 

 

9. What else stood out to you about this chapter? 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

God, in your mercy, grant us grace to see one another as you see us all—humankind made in 

your image and likeness. Forgive us all our sins, and restore us to right relationship with you 

and with one another, so that our wounds may be healed. Hear us, gracious God. Make us 

conscious of the ways in which our blindness prevents us from seeing systems of oppression 

that continue to harm any of your people, and help us stand together to eradicate the 

lingering effects of racism that continue to divide us.  Hear us, gracious God. Reconcile us to 

you, and to one another, that we may be refreshed and renewed for your work which lies 

ahead. Help us to undertake the difficult and long-overdue task of being in conversation with 

one another and working hand in hand with one another that your Kingdom may come. Hear 

us, gracious God. He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of 

you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6:8)  

Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. Lord, have mercy.  

(From Washington National Cathedral on the commemoration of the 400th Anniversary of the 

Introduction of  African slavery in America: A service of Remembrance, Reflection, and Response. 

www.cathedral.org.)  


