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Abstract

Many modern Christian understandings of salvation spiritualize and personalize 

salvation. Salvation is what makes it possible for an individual soul to spend 

eternity in heaven. Jewish and Christian notions of salvation are richer and more 

complicated, and include an understanding of salvation as emancipation from 

powers and principalities. To be saved is to be adopted by the rightful ruler of the 

three of the major emancipation movements in the history of the United States, and 

arguably the world, namely the American Revolution, the abolitionist movement, 

and the Civil Rights movement. 
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Resumen

salvación. La estancia eterna de un alma en el cielo es posible por medio de la 

salvación. Las ideas judías y cristianas son más profundas y complicadas e incluyen 

una idea de la salvación como una emancipación de “poderes y principios.” La 

salvación llega después de una adaptación por el dirigente legítimo del universo y 

se podría decir del mundo: la Revolución Americana, la campaña abolicionista y el 

movimiento por los derechos civiles.
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Sumario:

1. THOUGHTS ON EMANCIPATION

“In France,” wrote Alexis de Tocqueville in 1835, “the spirit of religion and the 

spirit of freedom” marched “in opposite directions,” while in America “they were 

intimately united” (Fox, 2004: 160).

One of the great tensions of the Enlightenment was the tension between secular 

and religious authority and the relationship of both to individual liberty. This tension 

can be seen in the social and moral theory of the Enlightenment. The long years of 

religious wars that followed the Protestant Reformation helped fuel calls for religious 

tolerance and separation of church and state. Religious authority, in both its political 

form as a state church, and its use to posit and evaluate truth claims, was increasingly 

suspect among the intelligentsia of the enlightenment.

The emancipation project of the Enlightenment can be seen as a continuation of 

the emancipation project begun by the Reformation. Though the Reformers sought 

freedom from Rome, the Enlightenment emancipation project would lead to efforts 

to be free of a state church altogether. Thus some are understandably wary of bringing 

religion into a conversation about emancipation.

Why bring a discussion of religion into a discussion of freedom movements? Is 

there not a real danger in understanding religious identity as more than personal, but 

as social and political? Is there not a real danger in understanding the impetus of the 

quest for freedom from oppressive social or political institutions as religious?

This Enlightenment tension can be clearly seen in the thought of one of the most 

separation of church of state, and tolerance of religious differences, but also argued 

that religious identities that involved political allegiances, as he believed Roman 

not be tolerated as an atheist’s rejection of God was a rejection of the foundation of 

and his emphasis on natural human rights and social contract as the only legitimate 
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of a natural moral law.

disestablishment to protect freedom of conscience and our freedom to act on our 

duty toward our creator. He considered this religious duty a duty with precedence 

over our civil duty as can be seen in the following quote from Madison: “Before 

any man can be considered as a member of civil society, he must be considered as a 

On a philosophical level, this tension may be seen even more strongly in the 

freedom was the basis of morality and of the dignity and respect all deserve. In his 

Kant argued that the rational human being, free from external authority, cannot, on 

grounds of reason alone or rational examination of empirical evidence, prove the 

existence of God.

It would seem that Kant should have argued for a purely secular account of 

posit the existence of God, human freedom, and a life after death, though we could 

After Virtue, Alisdaire MacIntyre argued 

that Kant was essentially correct, that “morality did in the eighteenth century, as 

Kant was led to this conclusion as he wrestled with one of the perennial human 

questions—what is the relationship between doing good and being happy? He argued 

that

of happiness through morality if there is no being who can give me this happiness? 

Hence without God I would have to be either a visionary or a scoundrel. I would 

have to deny my own nature and its eternal moral laws. I would have to cease being 

We can hear in Kant’s words an anticipation of the abolitionist Theodore 

is the notion of a moral arc relevant? Among other reasons, it is relevant because it 
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addresses the profound question named by Kant. Why should we do what is good 

was not just an academic question.

with the question of the relationship of human freedom, a binding moral law, and 

questions about the ways in which God shapes the relationship between human 

happiness, human morality, and human freedom, lead us, inevitably, to questions of 

the nature of salvation.

understandings of salvation propelled three modern emancipation movements, the 

I will focus on two profoundly shaping visions—that of the Exodus event and the 

of the energy that led to, and sustained, the American Revolution, the abolitionist 

in which these movements were sustained by a religious imagination profoundly 

1.1. Salvation as Emancipation

In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial and economic injustice, 

I have heard many ministers say: ‘Those are social issues, with which the gospel 

has no real concern.’ And I have watched many churches commit themselves to a 

connections of salvation to emancipation troubling. However, when we examine the 

ways in which salvation is referenced in the Bible and the ways in which those 

references were used in emancipation struggles such as the American Revolution, 

One answer to this question has already been hinted at in words of Tocqueville. 

insure that there would be no establishment of a state church.
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We could argue that our common modern cultural understanding of salvation in 

understood, and depicted, as personal, moral, spiritual, and other worldly. Are 

and death, and guarantees our personal salvation, freedom from Hell, and eternity 

in paradise.

social and political liberation movements here and around the world.

As the Exodus event is the most obvious example of a salvation that was 

religious, political, and social, I will begin with an examination of the Exodus event 

1.2 The Exodus

When Israel was in Egypt land...

Oppressed so hard they could not stand,

Go down, Moses,

Way down in Egypt land,
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Tell ole Pharoah,

the God of the people of Israel, through the prophet Moses, freed the Israelites from 

and his brother Aaron. He then summoned Moses and Aaron in the middle of the 

After the Israelites began their migration from Egypt, Pharaoh changed his mind, 

and sent his chariots after the people. Pursued by Pharaoh’s chariots, and trapped 

provided the Israelites passage out of Egypt and safety from the chariots of Pharaoh.

still” (Exodus 14:13).

The Hebrew word translated in this passage as deliverance, could also be 

translated as salvation, often is translated as salvation, and is translated as salvation 

(Exodus 15:2).

When the children of Israel had crossed, the water crashed in on the chariots 

1.3. Salvation and the Messiah

In Hebrew, the word we translate as “messiah” is a reference to one anointed by 

as God’s shepherd and God’s anointed for his role in ending the Babylonian exile 

to be understood as an agent of God through whom God would initiate the Messianic 

age, an age of peace, justice, and righteousness. In short, the salvation of this age 

is not just an individual reality but also a social and a political reality. This is seen 
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but a transformation of the people of Israel in such a way that that the people of 

age would be an age of peace and righteousness.

reference to the end of the Babylonian exile as described by Isaiah.

prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where 

it was written:

news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery 

of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the 

2. THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

The Exodus event was inspirational to Pilgrims and Puritans and was called 

Revolution was preceded by revivals and conversions across the colonies in the 1740s 

King George III as a Pharaoh. In even stronger rhetoric, some described him as the 

Britain and establish a new social, legal, and political order, George Washington was 

considered America’s Moses.
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were illiterate, you were introduced to the Bible in sermons, stories, and hymns. In 

was the Bible.

causes it to overwhelm Pharaoh. (Available at: <http://greatseal.com/committees/

[March 20, 2013])

I need, too, the favor of that Being in whose hands we are, who led our forefathers, 

2.1 The Abolitionist Movement

Wade in the water, 

Wade in the water children, 

Wade in the water, 

of Israel from slavery. The image of God as the great emancipator was not lost on 

slaves and could be seen in the spirituals such as Wade in the Water. Harriet Tubman, 

In the experience of slaves, we see both the oppressive and the redemptive 
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as superior to the many false religions slaves brought with them. As these false 

religions could not be tolerated by the slaveholders, it made sense to attempt to 

as an instrument of control from above, could be seen as a vehicle for rebellion from 

to hold onto their traditional beliefs and to the promise of freedom.

churches in particular grew in number and memberships. The Abolitionist movement 

within the Methodist, Presbyterian, and the Baptist denominations. Only the Roman 

Christian Advocate, a publication of the 

Methodist church, responded to the British Abolitionist George Thompson’s lecture in 

denounced slave holders, nor did he “tell them that unless they let those oppressed go 

castigating those who held slaves and those who defended the institution of slavery. 

Appeal to Christian Women of the South

among them, the Golden Rule.

slave—Am I willing to see my wife the slave of another—Am I willing to see my 

mother a slave, or my father, my sister, or my brother? If not, then in holding others 

as slaves, I am doing what I would not wish to be done to me or any relative I have 

(Fox, 2004: 207).

Liberator compared the persecution of abolitionists such as himself to the sufferings 
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for “immediate emancipation,” the unconditional, and uncompensated, emancipation 

of slaves (Fox, 2004: 210). Garrison’s call for emancipation, and willingness to 

suffer on behalf of this cause, was based on his conviction that in the incarnation of 

“immediately sever their ties with ‘slaveholders, warriors, worshippers of mammon, 

enemies of holiness…The axe must be laid to the root of the tree, and total abstinence 

from sin …. insisted on as the reasonable duty of every human soul, and as essential 

to christian character” (Fox, 2004: 210).

for the fate of the individual soul, but the fate of the nation.  We hear this concern 

expressed strongly in the earlier words of Dr. Benjamin Rush, who in 1773, in his 

Address upon Slave-keeping, urged clergy to “Remember that national crimes require 

national punishments, and without declaring what punishment awaits this evil, you 

may venture to assure them, that it cannot pass with impunity, unless God shall cease 

2.2 King and the Civil Rights Movement

assassination.

But it really doesn’t matter with me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop. 

And I don’t mind.

concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go 

And so I’m happy, tonight.

I’m not worried about anything.

paragraph)
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individuals can only be guaranteed in the context of a social and political reality. If I 

am to be free as an individual, people must be free.

with social issues, and too little concerned with the gospel. He argued that these 

critics had a strange otherworldly vision of the Gospels. His vision of the Beloved 

by his understanding of the Gospels. Though it is true that he drew inspiration from 

Gandhi’s movement of nonviolent civil disobedience, it is also true that Gandhi 

movement, King saw how nonviolence could be used to direct social change.

3. SALVATION AS EMANCIPATION: A REEXAMINATION OF 

JESUS

How is it that this notion of salvation as social and political emancipation, 

modern cultural understandings of salvation? This has happened in part because of 

The Politics of Jesus, was literally missing.

Matthew.

Our father in heaven,

Hallowed be your name.

On earth as it in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts,

As we have also forgiven our debtors.

And do not bring us to the time of trial,

but rescue us from the evil one



130

The Moral Arc of  the Universe: Salvation as Emancipation. - James W. Ward

bread.” This is a clear reference to the manna provided to the people of Israel from 

God as they wandered through the desert after liberation from Egypt. If salvation 

God for their daily bread, then salvation is not just personal and otherworldly. It is 

political and this worldly emancipation.

of God, then prophecy is a religious act and

Abraham. This was not just an individual reality, but a social reality. In fact, you 

of a covenant relationship with God.

referenced this in his history, The Jewish War.

said that the tribute amounted to downright slavery and appealed to the people to 

succeeded… They agree in all other respects with the views of the Pharisees, except 

that they have an unconquerable passion for freedom, since they are convinced that 

Torah, his forgiveness of sins, the miracles of feeding, healing, and resurrecting, 

cannot be understood fully apart from an understanding of the social and political 

operated in the manner of a prophet coming to renew the people of God, in the 

on the imagery of the Exodus event. Over the course of history, the twelve tribes 
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In the story of Elijah we see a response to the threat of assimilation into 

economically and politically. Ahab, ruler of Israel during the time of Elijah, 

miracles, but openly challenged the economic and political elite of Israel and 

with Rome would have been strong. The political, economic, and religious elite at 

parts of Israel into Hellenistic style cities.

that changed rulers at the top, but did little to change the life of peasants and their 

relationship to the land, Rome had made land itself into a tradable commodity. The 

challenged both by an expanding Hellenistic culture and the taxes helping to fund 

feeding miracles resonate with the miracle feeding of the people on their Exodus 

journey and the miracle feedings of the prophet Elijah. The healing miracles of 

the people of God.
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address not only individual, but social and political realities can be seen in what is 

for the Mighty One has done great things for me,

and holy is his name.

His mercy is for those who fear him

from generation to generation.

he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,

and sent the rich away empty.

He has helped his servant Israel,

in remembrance of his mercy,

according to the promise he made to our ancestors,

male and female, are made in the image of God. We are to have dominion over the 

earth. In the second, the human made by God names all of the other creatures created 

by God. The act of naming, in ancient religious understanding, was itself seen as a 

being made in Genesis, but that it is not an argument with evolutionary biology. Even 
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more importantly, I would argue that reading Genesis in this way distracts us from 

the real argument being made in both descriptions of the creation of human beings.

In both accounts, we see that human beings were not created to worship any of 

the creation, the sun, the moon, the stars, the animals, etc., nor were we created as 

slaves of the gods, as in the older Babylonian creation myth, the Enuma Elish which 

accounts of Genesis could be seen in themselves as emancipation proclamations. We 

are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 

governed,—That  whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of 

these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 

(Available at: [March 20,2013].)

sovereignty of God, and the sovereignty of God over human beings. Out of this 

for emancipation from Britain on the grounds that the British government had 

violated these basic unalienable rights and no longer had the consent of those it 

“God made me a man

to property assumes that humans have dominion over the earth and that our labor is 

our rightful property, as we have been given our own dominion. As humans have 

contract between equals.
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4. CONCLUSION: SALVATION AS EMANCIPATION: ARE YOU 

SAVED? HAVE YOU BEEN SAVED?

common questions. What does it mean to be saved? As indicated earlier, for many of 

assured of eternal life, but to be assured that nothing in all of creation could 

separate us from the love of God. This can also be seen in the writings of Paul, as 

can be seen in Romans 8.

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with 

the glory about to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with eager longing for 

What are we then to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us?… 

For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 

present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else 

event (victory over death), but a present reality, a freedom and power out of which 

To be saved, Paul argued, was to be adopted by God. Adopted by God, God is 

now your rightful ruler, a ruler who has freed you from all other false dominions. To 

be saved was to be emancipated. In an age of separation of church and state, it is too 

of the other powers of this world.
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We return to a question we examined earlier. What is the relationship between 

understanding of God as the ultimate legislator of the world. This, I would argue, 

is the importance of the religious imagination for understandings of emancipation. 

our inclusion in the people of God, can be seen as religious responses to threats to 

identity posed by assimilation and annihilation. Out of this vision of salvation by 

God, you can declare yourself free, though the world declares you a slave.

These narratives have resonated across history in struggles for emancipation. 

The struggle for freedom requires the capacity, even the audacity, to imagine that 

the world need not be as it is, can be other than it is, and should be other than it 

is. For many struggling for freedom, the religious imagination, and the individual 

and social identity it has shaped, has helped to provide both this capacity and this 

audacity.
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