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			BY MELISSA HARRIS-PERRY

			Sin. It’s the name of my favorite red lipstick.

			There’s no doubt that MAC Cosmetics knew this color, a deep wine with hints of blue undertone, would be beloved by Black women. Which is what makes the name so bothersome. Sin. Really? I’m all here for Naughty, Rowdy, or even Trouble, but it is downright mean to label a Black woman’s best red lipstick Sin.

			Red lipstick is taboo for many girls raised in Black churches or reared in Black families and neighborhoods where religious mores determine collective norms even if the folks enforcing those norms aren’t tithing members in good standing of any actual congregation. Shamed for being fast, womanly, or too damn grown, Black girls are encouraged to stop doing so much or being extra.

			Red lipstick is definitely extra.

			Even when the bank account is empty or emotional resources are low, sisters are taught never to bring raggedy dresses, stockings, shoes, bags, belts, lashes, or nails into the house of the Lord. We’re encouraged to adorn our sanctified smiles with a matte lip in taupe, cocoa, or coffee bean. Even a glossy mauve or spice is saintly perfection. But red? Never red. It’s printed right there in the name: Sin.

			Navigating a whole, entire, complicated, cray morality play of righteousness and rouged lips every time you step up to the makeup counter is exhausting. Surely, Black women who shoulder more than our fair share of child-rearing, church-building, community-gathering, bag-securing, and waymaking deserve a God better than some petty, distant patriarch policing our lip color.

			Black girls deserve a magnificent, loving, immanent, and chill God. We need a God who loves our minds when we make dean’s list and when we peace-out on the PhD. We need a God who loves our hearts even when they are broken as a result of our foreseeably foolish choices. We know God will not shield us from agony when we lose our mama and will not always guard us from the evil of a sexual assault, but we need a God big enough to send our BFFs to our grieving chamber, to gently lure us to the makeup counter, and to help us choose a red lipstick so that we can see ourselves again.

			We not only need a God who loves Black girls; we need a God who likes us. Us. Regular Black girls, with nappy hair, big hips, and red lips. Candice Marie Benbow’s Red Lip Theology is a road map to where we might find the God we need—Winston-Salem, North Carolina.

			Listen! I was just as shocked as I imagine you must be to learn this. A somewhat unremarkable city of a quarter million residents nestled in the North Carolina Piedmont, Winston-Salem is not a beach town or a mountain getaway. It isn’t the state’s capital or its major metropolitan. The city’s tobacco foundations are evident in the twin names that eventually became bestsellers for R. J. Reynolds.

			Winston tastes good like a cigarette should!

			Lord help us.

			Winston-Salem is home of the arguably divine Krispy Kreme doughnuts, but that isn’t why Benbow’s text uncovers God there. Benbow gets tight with God in Winston-Salem because it is where she finds herself. Benbow was raised in this city I now call home, where I am raising my own daughters. Indeed, my seven-year-old regularly introduces herself as “Anna from Winston-Salem.”

			I roared with laughter when Benbow journeyed through JCPenney to the “new side” of the mall, shouted with recognition when she recounted Parkland High School football games, and church-lady hummed while giving a judgmental side-eye to the judgmental church folk she describes. Oh, the contradictions!

			In short, I see myself in Candice. I feel her. The loving the wrong one. GIRL. The being over white folk in the academe. CHILE. The enduring scars of sexual assault. LISTEN. The losing the will to live. PREACH! The clinging to your squad ’cause they are all you got. HALLELUJAH.

			Candice from Winston-Salem. It’s just an ordinary Black-girl story. Which means, of course, it isn’t ordinary at all.

			Poet, playwright, artist, and author Ntozake Shange concludes her magnificent choreopoem For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow Is Enuf by writing:

			
				i found god in myself

				and i loved her,

				I loved her fiercely.

			

			Adapting Shange, Benbow’s subtitle signals that her text is an offering: For Church Girls Who’ve Considered Tithing to the Beauty Supply Store When Sunday Morning Isn’t Enough. And like Shange’s 1974 play, Red Lip Theology discovers the sacred during a pilgrimage through the profane. Benbow’s unflinching examination and compassionate appreciation of her own self and soul lead her to the same conclusion as Shange—recognition of the marvelous, messy, red-lip-loving God within.

			And because we find ourselves in Benbow, we too find God in ourselves, and love her—fiercely.

			

			—

			Melissa Harris-Perry is the Maya Angelou Presidential Chair in the Department of Politics and International Affairs and the Department of Women, Gender, and Sexuality Studies at Wake Forest University.
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			“Candice, I love you.” Sheleda said it with all the affection a best friend of twelve years could muster and the concern of the same. “I really want you to start taking better care in how you look. You don’t look like my best friend anymore.” To be fair, I didn’t feel like her either. Sheleda had come to North Carolina for my thirty-first birthday, to lay eyes on me. I’d been struggling and, no matter how much I said I was okay, she knew I wasn’t. Fresh off another failed relationship attempt, I’d become defeated and completely let myself go. Sheleda came for the weekend in hopes of reviving me. She and my line sister Tran had a Saturday at the spa and a trip to the mall planned. When I got dressed for the day, I was wearing a pair of faded brown slacks, some overrun navy Mootsies Tootsies loafers, and the white sweater my aunt Darlene gave me for Christmas the year she passed away. Sheleda and Tran were dressed like runway models. “That’s what you’re wearing?” Sheleda asked. “She’s been looking like this a lot lately,” Tran said in response, as if I wasn’t there. If I cared, I would’ve felt a way. It was comfortable and what I wore to teach. “Yeah, but you’re not going to teach,” Sheleda said. “You’re going to the mall. And you shouldn’t be wearing that to teach anyway.” I rolled my eyes, grabbed the keys, and headed downstairs toward the car. I wasn’t changing clothes. The truth is I didn’t have anything better to change into anyway.

			I didn’t have the language for it but I’d been functionally depressed for the better part of 2012. I have never been a skinny girl, but I was gaining a significant amount of weight. There was no energy for doing the things I wanted to do, let alone work out. My hair was a mess. I was a mess. There I was at the mall with my best friend, who was a former beauty queen and model, and my line sister whose line name is Prototype, and I was looking like their great-grandmother. But I couldn’t even be one of those. At least their great-grandmothers had been with men long enough to create children and produce the lineages that gave me my homegirls. I couldn’t even get a guy to commit to anything beyond being friends or “just kicking it.” There was no need to dress up for a trip to the mall. We weren’t in high school or college anymore and nobody was checking for me anyway.

			I parked at JCPenney, the store connecting the “old” and “new” parts of Hanes Mall in my hometown of Winston-Salem, North Carolina. (I say “old” and “new” as if the “new” part hasn’t existed for at least twenty years.) What I thought would be a quick trip to the intimates section—because Mama gave me her Penney’s card to get some new bras—and a walk through to the other, more glamorous stores became a life-changing mall excursion. Sheleda and Tran took me to the clothing section and made me pick out an outfit, and I honestly don’t know why because they vetoed everything I brought back. Granted, my choices were frumpy and old-looking. But they were comfortable and the lack of style made me feel less embarrassed about the weight I’d gained. Tran and Sheleda took me into the dressing room and came back with several items of clothing until they agreed on three outfits for me. We spent ninety dollars. Mama was hot when the statement came a month later and there was no bra in sight.

			When we left the clothing section, Sheleda and Tran took me straight to the small Sephora store inside JCPenney to get makeup. I was adamant I didn’t want any. “I’m paying for it,” Sheleda said. Tran reached in her wallet, gave Sheleda forty dollars, told her to add it to whatever she planned to spend, and instructed me to sit in a chair by the Make Up For Ever display. Then they went to work, as if they were on the clock, matching my skin tone and complexion. At one point, a particular shade Sheleda wanted me to try was empty on the main display so she went into the storage drawer underneath the displays to get it. The sister who actually worked at Sephora was so offended, I couldn’t help but laugh.

			I left the Sephora inside of JCPenney with foundation from Make Up For Ever, the Urban Decay Naked eye shadow palette, and Sephora’s lipstick in the shade Crush. It was the perfect berry color and would be my all-time favorite until they discontinued it. Reeling from sticker shock, I convinced Sheleda and Tran I would buy concealer, blush, and brushes from Walmart. While the stuff we tried on in Sephora was amazing, there was no need to spend an exorbitant amount of money on something I wasn’t going to wear.

			But, before she went back home to Illinois, Sheleda made me promise to wear it. She asked me to make my face every day and put more emphasis into my appearance. She told me it was time to get back to myself. And Sheleda held me as I broke down and told her I didn’t know how to find my way back. Besides academic degrees, I didn’t have anything to show for my life. What was I even getting back to?

			As only best friends can do, Sheleda assured me my life mattered and had purpose beyond what I’d diminished it to because I couldn’t see it. And she reminded me the wedding we’d been meticulously planning since we met each other was going to happen. Then she pulled out the card from Tiffany & Co. with information for my dream ring on it. Sheleda told me she’d carried it around in her wallet waiting to pass it along to the right guy one day. I promised my best friend, the greatest person I knew next to my mother, that I would try.

			And I did.

			I made my face daily. I began working out again and built my wardrobe back to something resembling what a woman in her early thirties would wear. And I bought new shoes; I had no choice. Sheleda watched me throw away the Mootsies Tootsies before she left. I don’t think I’ve experienced genuine comfort in a shoe since. Daily, while attending Duke and teaching sociology at Campbell University, I made intentional efforts to honor the promise I made to Leda. And when I found myself running out of product, I went to the Ulta and Sephora stores right down the street to restock. Each time, I tried a new product and ventured into more color. When I paid over twenty dollars for Too Faced’s Better Than Sex mascara when it launched, I knew I’d lost my mind. Who in the world pays twenty dollars for mascara? But I saw it as a long overdue investment. I was piecing myself together and vowed I wouldn’t get that low again. Alongside my commitment to honoring my best friend’s wishes for me and attending seminary, something else was happening. I was being radicalized. The old me was being disrupted and a new me was emerging.

			That same year, 2012, two events—the death of Whitney Houston and the Black Church’s response to the killing of Rekia Boyd—would forever revolutionize how I understood religion’s role in the oppression of Black women and my religious institution’s complicity in it. Whitney’s death rocked me to the core. While I’d never met her, I felt like I knew her. To me, she was the ultimate church girl. Publicly, she embodied everything we’re told we should be: beautiful, chaste, and poised. Privately, she wrestled with the demons that come along with trying desperately to live up to those false standards of holiness and purity. When her private struggles became public, church folk turned their backs away and noses up in disgust. They love to say, “I’m praying for you,” and “We will be here to help you get well,” in one breath. And in the next, they’re telling anybody who will listen what you did, when you did it, how you knew better and ought to be ashamed of yourself.

			When Whitney died, I lost faith in the possibility we could outgrow the church’s hold. The realist in me slowly began to concede, if we didn’t prematurely die, we’d spend the rest of our lives trying to unlearn and outrun what the church did to us. It felt too late for me—I’d spent my formative years in the church and the damage had already been done. But it wasn’t too late for the generations of Black girls who were coming behind me. They deserve a faith free from the pressure of a perfection impossible to obtain. Whitney died February 11, 2012. The day after her funeral, I drafted my personal essay for my MDiv application for admission the upcoming fall.

			On Sunday, March 25, 2012, Black male pastors across the country stood behind the sacred desk to preach the word of God while wearing hoodies. In solidarity, “Hoodie Sunday” was a Black Christian response to the murder of seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin the month before. For many younger millennials and members of Generation Z, Trayvon’s death was the wake-up call and entrance into activism. The Sanford, Florida, Police Department’s hesitance to arrest Trayvon’s killer made it clear not much had changed. It was in such a charged and emotional moment that Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi coined the statement and hashtag “Black Lives Matter,” which later became a global movement for change.

			These pastors scheduled several conference calls in the weeks leading up to “Hoodie Sunday” to ensure everyone was on board with the messaging. It was important congregations across the country understood what happened to Trayvon and how the police’s refusal to relentlessly pursue justice left our young Black boys vulnerable. “Hoodie Sunday” was one of the most powerful Black Church moments in modern history. When it came to fighting for justice and equal protection under the law, the service showed the Black Church had not lost its way.

			Yet, on March 21, 2012—just a few days before “Hoodie Sunday”—Rekia Boyd was murdered by an off-duty police officer in Chicago and no intention was made to speak her name alongside Trayvon’s at the coordinated services. In fact, many pastors did not mention her at all. When pressed about this on social media, some pastors deflected and claimed they mentioned her in their sermons or were leaving it up to their respective youth and women’s ministries to honor her.

			The omission of Rekia from any institutionalized moment reinforced Black churches’ refusal to see the conditions and experiences of Black girls and women as the same as those of Black boys and men. I watched the murders of Black boys and men command national, even global, attention while the deaths of Black girls and women were dismissed as unfortunate, but avoidable. “Hoodie Sunday” and the Black Church’s collective silence about Rekia and insert-the-name-of-any-other-Black-girl-or-woman-who-has-been-a-victim-of-state-or-intimate-partner-or-sexual-violence-here drove home the point I, and other sisters, should never forget: if we are killed, the church won’t even care.

			With the loss and mistreatment of Whitney and Rekia as the backdrop of the first year of my MDiv program, I selected classes which pushed me to engage scripture much more critically. Consequently, the work in those courses challenged my thinking about who I was and the faith I wanted for myself. I’d spent so much time battling what I didn’t know was depression, the shame of failed relationships and singleness, because I labored under the belief that experiencing both made me less of a woman—more specifically, less of a godly woman. I should have been married and on baby number two. Having no man or child in sight obviously meant something was wrong with me.

			So much of Western Christianity is rooted in the subjugation of women, and I had been reared in a faith tradition which largely existed to give Black men the status and power White people refused them in larger society. On a much broader scale, the rights of women were nonexistent because God said so and, within my context, Black women couldn’t get free until Black men did. For centuries, Black and White women bemoaned these beliefs but not much change came as a result. There have been strides but no true paradigm shift. That’s how my unmarried mother could still be expected to stand—by herself—and apologize to the congregation for being pregnant with me. It’s how Black men could go—or not go—to divinity school and rise to power by preaching to Black women about what we need to do to become better, godly women who get chosen by “good” Black men.

			Sitting in those divinity school classes, doing the work of piecing myself back together, honoring the promise I’d made to Sheleda, and coming to terms with my own radicalization did something to me. First, it pissed me off. I found myself constantly angry at the fact men upheld and benefited from systems they knew were harming women at the core of our humanity. My anger made me look for more truth. It was in divinity school when I fully engaged womanist theology, which is an entire theological discourse grounded in Black women’s relationship with God and how our relationship with the Divine impacts and is impacted by the world around us. I had been introduced to this perspective in undergrad, but I didn’t really “get” it. I appreciated the ways it called out sexism in the church. But there was so much more to it than that.

			Reading books like Jacquelyn Grant’s White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus pushed me to recognize the fundamentally different person Black and White women are talking about when they discuss their savior. Even still, I didn’t realize how much womanist theology could and would reorient my theological perspective. It gave me the language to walk toward understanding Black women and God more, both separately and as a collective, but it didn’t go far enough. Yet even as I desired to navigate it, womanist theology didn’t feel like it was created for women like me: sisters who didn’t tuck in their ratchetness in favor of righteousness to occupy certain spaces or get in certain rooms. I needed something to speak to the totality of who I am. From that desire and a snarky conversation with a clueless White boy, red lip theology was born.

			Part of the Duke Divinity School academic paradigm requires a Black Church Studies course for graduation, and I hadn’t met but a handful of White students who enjoyed it. In those classes, White Christians were introduced to Black theologians and elements of the Black religious experience. Class after class, I watched them struggle to reconcile how Black people understood and articulated God outside of their purview, and because they couldn’t understand it, they deemed it demonic or infantile. In a course on the works of the great theologian and mystic Howard Thurman, a White male classmate said Thurman needed to be “disciplined” against the early church fathers and other theologians to see if his work had validity and merit. Tensions in the class were high. Our professor, also dean of Duke Chapel, Luke Powery, had to take the bulk of one class session to address the bubbling tension, and I took that as a sign from the heavens to tell each and every White classmate what I thought about them, their covert racism, and where they could stick their theologians who were capable of disciplining. It made for an interesting remainder of the semester.

			When Black folk called them out on their racism at Duke, our White classmates loved to follow up with invitations for coffee and lunch to assure us they weren’t racist. After I told my classmates Thurman didn’t need to be disciplined but they needed Jesus, I lost count of how many wanted me to meet them in the divinity school’s refectory so I could hear their hearts. I declined every offer. One classmate was insistent, though, and sat at the table with me in the library. Now, if I would’ve gotten up and left—like I wanted to do—I knew it would’ve been obvious why I did. And I was actually trying to be more like Jesus that day. So I stayed.

			“So, Candice, let me ask you something,” he started. I mustered a fake smile to feign interest in what I knew was about to be foolishness. “Do you consider yourself a Black theologian or are you a regular theologian?”

			For a moment, I stared at this White dude, who was from either Texas or the Midwest (because the most incredulous ones came from there). Who was either Baptist or Methodist (because the most insufferable ones were). I stared at him, contemplating how I would start the read. Would I go for the obvious and ask him how dare he insult the entire Black religious tradition by suggesting it was somehow abnormal? Or would I be a bit more subtle, asking him about last week’s readings—knowing he hadn’t done them—and then say he didn’t even have the range to know what theology is in the first place?

			While I found joy in each option, I was also tired of trying to push classmates like him to recognize the value in our theologies and biblical interpretations. Nothing I said was going to convince him of anything, so why would I even try? “I’m…I’m a red lip theologian.” Before I even realized I said it, it was out there. But it felt right.

			“What is that? Who started that?” My classmate seemed intrigued and slightly embarrassed. I don’t know if he was actually interested in what I was saying or afraid he’d missed red lip theology in one of our readings.

			Either way, I was done with the conversation. “I did. Just now,” I said as I packed up my things and left.

			Something amazing happened after I told my classmate I was a red lip theologian. I began to feel more confident in my ability to articulate my faith and what it meant for me. But, as good as it felt, I had to ask myself a very important question. What is red lip theology?

			Red lip theology is the lens through which I understand myself as a millennial Black woman of faith. It creates space for both my upbringing in the Black Baptist Church of the South and my coming of age when America was embracing hip-hop’s aggressive, brash voice and bringing it into the mainstream. Red lip theology is the space in which young, Black churchwomen can sit with the parts of ourselves and be honest about all of them. Within these borders, there are boundless possibilities for who we can become and how we can live into our faith. Red lip theology introduced me to a God much more kind, gracious, and loving than the one I’d been given in my youth and young adulthood. And all of this was a result of keeping a promise to my best friend while being transformed by the renewing of my mind. Red lip theology gave God back to me, me back to God, and me back to myself.

			That sounds beautiful and revolutionary, doesn’t it? Don’t get me wrong. Parts of it were. But I wasn’t fully prepared for what embracing red lip theology would bring up in me. I had no choice but to confront what I believed and why I believed it. I was in a rigorous academic program, and, for me, it was impossible to resist the powerful scope of theological study. I say “for me” because I know people who have the same degree I have and advanced degrees in theology and biblical study who are just as bigoted and closed-minded as they were before they entered their programs. Transformation is a choice. Some aspects of what I believed growing up just didn’t serve me anymore. Maybe they never served me and I didn’t realize it. Maybe that’s why I took Whitney’s death and the dismissal of Rekia so hard. There was something within me that knew better was possible.

			When I began to challenge religious presuppositions, I learned Black Christians could be as violent as racist White folks. Online, they became trolls—harassing me with scriptures and links to two- and three-hour-long YouTube videos detailing how wrong I was and damning me to Hell. And, when I got too specific about which pastors were engaging in dangerous rhetoric, that’s when “touch not my anointed” turned into threats of bodily harm and sexual assault. It escapes me the number of times a man has threatened to come put something in my mouth when I dared to discuss how the Black Church has been violent toward Black women. People, including friends and loved ones, distanced themselves from me. According to them, I was drifting away. I’d gotten too smart and was intellectualizing myself out of God and the faith. In my adulthood, my fiercest arguments with my mother were about the ways my feminism and faith were merging together. What she and others couldn’t see was that red lip theology brought me closer to God than I’d ever been in my life.

			And I would need that closeness when Mama unexpectedly died six months after my graduation from Duke and two months before she was scheduled to defend her dissertation. I would need to feel God close to me when the man I’d started having an affair with during my first year of seminary divorced his wife and immediately married someone else. I would need every angel encamped around me when a date ended in sexual assault. I would need the compassionate God who is also serious about justice and equity when pursuing a PhD at one of the top theological institutions in the world brought me face-to-face with the evils of evangelical racism. I would need my ancestors and the orishas when all of this came to a head and I ended up in the hospital for suicidal ideation and major depression just days after preaching a Good Friday sermon. I would need that closeness to God when I summoned every ounce of strength I did and did not have to piece my life back together, embrace the beauty of it, and fully live into its glory.

			There are many things red lip theology is not. This isn’t prescriptive for all women. I say “all women” because, while I’m clear I’m talking to and about Black women from my perspective as one, other women are eavesdropping and looking for freedom, too. I like to call that “overflow.” It’s not prescriptive because I hate when people, especially Black preaching men, try to make their preaching and analysis apply to everyone when it doesn’t. There’s no one-size-fits-all solution to life and the people who say, “yes, there is—it’s Jesus” are being lazy and willfully obtuse.

			While I want all Black women of faith to recognize and denounce the patriarchal and
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