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			Advance praise for 

			TRUTH’S TABLE

			
				“The liberating work of Truth’s Table creates breathing room to finally have those conversations we’ve been needing to have. The essays and stories are thought-provoking and will inspire both reflection and action for the spiritual journey. I closed this book feeling like I had just partaken in a multicourse meal—filled with grace and the courage to carry on—and I believe you’ll finish this book feeling the same way, too.”

				—Morgan Harper Nichols, artist and poet

				“It’s time to pull up a chair and take a seat at the table! Ekemini Uwan, Christina Edmondson, and Michelle Higgins have poured their hearts into this rich and relevant anthology of theological conversations. This isn’t just a Black woman’s book. It’s a book that helps everyone, regardless of race or gender, hear the heartbeat of God.”

				—Rev. Dr. Nicole Massie Martin, author of Made to Lead

				“In Truth’s Table, Ekemini Uwan, Christina Edmondson, Michelle Higgins shine a light on some of our most vulnerable places as Black women, leaving no stone unturned. Truth’s Table is a clarion call to consider our communal truths by opening ourselves up to a deeper inner truth.”

				—Joy Harden Bradford, PhD, founder of Therapy for Black Girls

				“These essays will make you laugh, cry, and think critically. Truth’s Table is a must-read for anyone who is in a spiritual rut or demands more from the church.”

				—Rev. Dr. Brianna K. Parker, CEO of the Black Millennial Café

				“People often say, ‘Listen to Black women.’ Now, with Truth’s Table, you have your chance. These three friends and sages share about topics as public as mass protest and as personal as singleness and divorce. They do it all from a spiritual lens that remind us of how compassionate and wise church folk are supposed to be. We do not deserve the gift of this book, but, once again, Black women have generously served us all. If we are to actually alleviate the immense burdens our sistas bear, then we must heed their words.”

				—Dr. Jemar Tisby, New York Times bestselling author of The Color of Compromise and How to Fight Racism, and co-host of the Pass The Mic podcast

				“As the son of a beautiful Black woman, and the husband of the same kind, I have wanted many of my peers to know the riches that lie within the mind of Black women. Their unique struggle, indisputable triumph, and interpretation of life’s events are the manifesto of time-tested wisdom. In Truth’s Table: Black Women’s Musings on Life, Love, and Liberation, you and I are offered a seat to eavesdrop on the resilience required to build America, the brilliance to birth families, the courage to withstand injustice, and the love that inspires devotion. Our sons and our daughters, our politicians and our preachers, need this work as a core curriculum for making our nation the land of the free and the home of the brave.”

				—Dr. Charlie Dates, senior pastor of Progressive Baptist Church
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				I been working all night I been working all day

				I done seen a lot of things, I done felt a lot of pain

				I can see it in your face, girl I know you feel the same

				I got something to say

				If you’re wanting somebody to sit down and tell you the truth

				Sit right here at the table, we have got some tea here for you.

				—Nabil Ince, Truth’s Table
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			Introduction

			Hey, y’all! Welcome to Truth’s Table! Midwives of culture for grace and truth. We are Ekemini, Michelle, and Christina! This table is built by Black women and for Black women. So welcome to the table, sistas! How y’all doin’!?

			For five years now, we have had the honor and pleasure of building this table. We sit with our Black sistas to discuss politics, culture, and race through the lens of our collective faith in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. By God’s design, the three of us had already formed a friendship that began before Truth’s Table podcast came to be. Between the three of us, there are two MDivs and one PhD at the table. We love Black women and theology, but above all else, we love Jesus.

			When we started this podcast in March 2017, we had no idea about all the work it would entail. And we certainly didn’t know about the impact and reach Truth’s Table would have. We are three Black women who’d never listened to podcasts, and suddenly we were spotlit by The New York Times and won Black Podcasting Awards’ 2021 Best Black Religion and Spirituality Podcast award (slight flex).

			Truth’s Table began as a humble and hilarious group chat. We’d talk about politics, memes, funny tweets, church people behaving poorly, etc. Whenever we’d gather together to catch up at conferences and events, we knew this much: There was a void and underappreciation for Black women’s voices, especially when it came to the religion and spirituality category. Podcasting became a way to get a microphone fast—without dealing with the gatekeepers. Several trusted friends took note, too, and encouraged us to create a podcast together to amplify the faith perspective of Black women.

			And so Truth’s Table was born.

			We started with the express purpose of centering the issues, concerns, and care for Black women exclusively while glorifying God through it all. When we say, “This table is built by Black women and for Black women,” we mean that literally. Black women are our priority here at Truth’s Table, and they are the ones who get to have a seat at this table. Everyone else outside of that demographic of Black women are welcome to gather around the table in the standing-room section.

			By God’s grace, we have remained faithful to that commitment. At the table, we talk about dating, friendship, and disagreement; life with our families; resistance and reparations. Through hearty cackles and cathartic tears, we have poured out our lives over the course of six seasons. And in the same way that we pour out our lives on the show, we’ve poured out our stories into a book for the very first time.

			In the midst of social, political, and religious upheaval—and a pandemic to boot—we got together in an attempt to stay grounded by harnessing the power of community among Black women. It is an actual power. A bona fide force that even surprised us.

			Listen close.

			Our cackles, tears, frustrations, dreams, and fears have weaved together our three distinct voices. We are not a monolith. Each of us comes with a social location and hard-wrought interpretive lens.

			Truth’s Table podcast listeners go from learning how to distinguish our voices by accents, cadence, and vernacular to eventually being able to truly distinguish our voices by passions, convictions, and burdens. What has glued us together at the table isn’t our homogeneity of thought, although our Black Christian female identity takes center stage, but our two fierce devotions. We are devoted to whom Brother Malcolm calls the most disrespected person in America, the Black woman. We are devoted to the One who is devoted to us, Jesus Christ.

			Read close.

			We are raised church girls. We are churchwomen. We each have clergy roots. We each have scars and insights from higher education. We have headaches and heartaches. We each have our stories of becoming grown women. We also have the unique ways we understand and wrestle with the Christian tradition. We even reach different conclusions at times—maybe even more so in this book than you hear on the podcast. As you read our words, our musings on life, love, and liberation, we hope that you hear us each and appreciate your own voice even more along the way.

			Truth’s Table is a show about wordy women. Together and separately, we are all much more than co-hosts of the podcast. Ekemini is a public theologian, Christina is an educator, Michelle is an organizer. We write speeches, sermons, songs, and prayers. We exist as Black women who live by and because of God’s word, in Jesus, who we know as the Word of God: the Word who made all things in the beginning, the Word through whom everything was made.

			We all work through words every day: in ministry, in our communities, and in lives that interface speech and action. It made sense to us—and the many listeners who have asked for a book!—to set words to the three most-talked-about themes in the podcast: life, love, and liberation.

			In these pages, you’ll read stories we’re sharing for the first time. You’ll see our responses to the questions we get asked the most. We get in our wheelhouse of expertise in these chapters: Christina talks about trauma, Michelle gets into worship and activism, and Ekemini delivers the theology. We’re talking about skin bleaching. Futuristic Blackness. The Ferguson Uprisings. Black movement. Church hurt. Unforgiveness. Black love. You will know us better by reading the book.

			We talk about life with our families, living as people who love, and stories that have marked our individual and collective freedom journeys.

			So, sistas, pull up a chair and have a seat at the table with us!
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				Ekemini: Hey, y’all! Welcome to Truth’s Table. We are midwives of culture for grace and truth. I’m Ekemini.

				Michelle: I’m Michelle.

				Christina: And I’m Christina.

				Ekemini: This table is built by Black women and for Black women. So welcome to the table, sistas! How y’all doin’!?

				Michelle (to the tune of “My Life” by Erykah Badu): Welllll­lllll­, well!

				Ekemini & Christina: (*cackle* *cackle* *cackle* *snort*)

				Christina: I’m out here living in these life streets! This grown-up life is for suckas!

				Ekemini: You ain’t lyin’, C! M, how you doing?

				Michelle: As Langston Hughes said, “Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.”

				Christina: How you doing, E?

				Ekemini: I’m yet holdin’ on! But I’m glad to be at the table with y’all. (In my Prince voice) Dearly beloved, we’re gathered here to get through this thing called life.

			

		

	
		
		
			The Audacious Perseverance of Colorism

			By Ekemini Uwan

			
				Across cultures, darker people suffer the most. Why?

				André 3000

			

			Listen, sistas! Or better yet, read. I feel like I have the hardest subjects to write about in this book. I know that’s not true. All three of us have difficult topics we discuss on the show and now are unpacking in this book. But still, why do I have to talk about all the hard things?

			Truthfully, out of all the chapters assigned to me, this is the one I dreaded writing the most. It’s the first chapter I attempted to write, and for a whole week, I stared at my computer screen with a blank Google document staring back at me. But I’m committed to truth-telling, and that includes telling the truth about myself. So it seems appropriate for me to name the source of my dread. There is power in naming it. This is my attempt at harnessing this power in ways that are productive.

			I feel some trepidation about this subject because trauma lives here. Colorism is a scourge in our community here in America, on the African continent, and within the African diaspora. As a dark-skinned Black woman, I have been deeply impacted by colorism in innumerable tangible and intangible ways. And because of that, this topic requires a level of vulnerability that is uncomfortable, yet necessary.

			Colorism is a complicated subject because of our varied experiences with it. Far too often, this conversation defaults to the oppression Olympics about valid yet anecdotal experiences from our light-skinned sistas at the table who have experienced the painful intrapersonal impact of colorism—bullying, caricatures, and taunts like “light, bright, and damn near white!” that call their Blackness into question. Some may cite these as an exception to disprove the rule. But outliers are just that—outliers. Exceptions do not disprove the rule, because colorism is not merely interpersonal; it is a structural reality.

			Here is the rule of colorism: dark-skinned Black people are impacted in more significantly negative ways than light-skinned Black people. As bell hooks says, “There is a particular trauma that visits itself upon dark-skinned Black people that those of us who are lighter can’t even name.”[1] The data bears this out. Denying this reality results in gaslighting dark-skinned Black people.

			To be sure, there is real trauma regarding colorism that many of us have experienced, regardless of where we are on the color spectrum. However, this chapter is not School Daze—which is one of my favorite Spike Lee joints—in written form; we are not the “jigaboos” versus the “wannabees.” Just in case I’m dating myself with that Black culture reference, allow me to translate: this is not about dark-skinned Black folks versus light-skinned Black folks. Not every dark-skinned Black person hates their complexion, and not every light-skinned person thinks they are better than dark-skinned people.

			I’m not interested in causing division, but I’m equally disinterested in denial. The facts are the facts. Colorism maps onto dark-skinned Black people especially in ways that are profoundly traumatic and discriminatory. On this we must agree if we are to uproot it from our minds and souls and dismantle it from our churches, systems, and other Black civic institutions.

			How is it that I have been saved for over fifteen years and a member in a variety of different Black churches but have never heard one sermon about colorism? It is in the Bible, and it needs to be addressed within the Black church. We address racism with ease, but when it comes to colorism, mum’s the word. Could it be that the fingers rightfully pointed out there toward racists and racist systems suddenly start pointing back at us when it comes to colorism because we are implicated in this intraracial dynamic? It’s not enough to be antiracist; we must also be anticolorists because both evils are byproducts of white supremacy. And what is colorism but white supremacy persevering?

			If you’ve been sitting at the table with us for some time now, you know I believe in defining terms. We’ve all encountered colorism—whether to our detriment or benefit, depending on where you are on the color spectrum. But I don’t want to assume that the term is understood by all of us.

			Black feminist author Alice Walker coined the term “colorism” back in 1983 to describe the intraracial discrimination against people with darker-skinned complexions in preference for people with lighter-skin complexions.[2] Dr. Sarah Webb, professor, researcher, and founder of Colorism Healing, defines colorism in this way: “Colorism is bias, prejudice, discrimination, or inequity based on the relative skin tone, hair texture, and facial features among persons of the same race. Colorism is an international phenomenon with regional and cultural differences. However, the commonality across cultures is that lighter skin is systematically privileged while darker skin is devalued or disadvantaged. Some people affected by colorism may even develop a dislike for their own skin and features.”[3] As a consequence of colorism, dark-skinned people experience disparity when it comes to socioeconomic status, income level, healthcare, the criminal justice system, education, housing, jobs, and marriage markets.

			Colorism is the offspring of white supremacy, and like its parent, it’s global: this phenomenon is at work within African, Asian, Caribbean, and Latine communities as well. Suffice it to say that non-Black people of color grapple with colorism, too. Nevertheless, for the purpose of this chapter, my focus centers on dark-skinned African American and African women’s experiences of colorism.

			Within the American context, sociologists and historians locate the genesis of colorism in chattel slavery, particularly with its “one-drop rule.” Theologically, I posit that colorism predates that horrific time in history. But first, let’s explore what this one-drop rule did to us.

			According to Dr. Yaba Blay,

			
				In the United States, historically, a Black person has come to be defined as any person with any known Black ancestry. Although this definition has been statutorily referred to as the “one Black ancestor rule,” the “traceable amount rule,” and the “hypodescent rule,” it is more popularly known as the “one-drop rule,” meaning that one single, solitary drop of Black blood is enough to render a person Black. Said differently, the one-drop rule holds that a person with any trace of Black ancestry, however small or (in)visible, cannot be considered White. Unless that person has other non-White ancestry they can claim—such as Native American, Asian, etc.—they must be considered Black. A method of social order that began almost immediately after the arrival of enslaved Africans in America, the one-drop rule became a legal reality in the state of Virginia in 1705, and by 1910, it was the law of the land in almost all southern U.S. states. At a time when the one-drop rule functioned to protect and preserve White racial purity, Blackness was both a matter of biology and law. One was either Black or White. Period.[4]

			

			This rule animated the period of colonial enslavement. According to economists William Darity, Jr., Darrick Hamilton, and Arthur H. Goldsmith in their journal article “From Dark to Light: Skin Color and Wages Among African-Americans,” “During the era of slavery, light-complexioned blacks, often the offspring of white slave owners and enslaved Africans, were given preferential treatment through assignment to housework while darker-skinned blacks were typically assigned to outdoor or hard-labor tasks. Moreover, skin shade played a profound role in the acquisition of social status for black Americans following the abolition of slavery.”[5]

			Allow me to park here for a moment and say something about chattel slavery. When we talk about colorism in our community, we often reach back to the historical dichotomy between light-skinned enslaved women who worked in the homes of enslavers and dark-skinned enslaved women who worked the fields because it’s a conspicuous historical example of colorism. However, it is important to wrestle with historical tension when recounting this dynamic, for there is an aspect of this history that is not as simple as it is often made out to be.

			There is a prevalent and ahistorical narrative, believed by far too many of us, that light-skinned enslaved women who worked in the house had it easier than dark-skinned enslaved women who worked the field. That is categorically false. The work of light-skinned enslaved women was just as grueling—albeit in different ways—because they had closer proximity to their enslaver and his mistress. As such, they lived under the constant threat of sexual assault, as well as emotional and physical abuse. Sistas, slavery was bad all the time, and all the time slavery was bad. We must complicate the narrative and respect the interior lives of our enslaved ancestors and relatives, no matter their relative status within the system.

			Post-slavery, colorism continued apace. In the 1890s, educator, civil rights pioneer, and public intellectual Nannie Helen Burroughs was systematically denied a teaching position due to colorism.[6] Kelisha B. Graves, editor of Nannie Helen Burroughs: A Documentary Portrait of an Early Civil Rights Pioneer, 1900-1959, writes, “Although Burroughs applied for two positions, as an assistant to the domestic science teacher at M Street and as a typist and stenographer at Tuskegee Institute, neither of these opportunities materialized. It was suggested that her dark skin and lack of pedigree had everything to do with it.”[7] Burroughs went on to start her own school, the National Training School for Women and Girls.

			Sadly, the Black church was not exempt from such colorist practices. Kathy Russell-Cole, Midge Wilson, and Ronald E. Hall, authors of The Color Complex: The Politics of Skin Color in a New Millennium, write, “Many historical African-American churches…had congregations with noticeably lighter skin tones, and were known to actively turn away darker-skinned Blacks….During Reconstruction, Black families interested in joining a congregation—or an individual simply wanting to set foot inside a particular church on Sunday morning—might first be required to pass a paper bag test, a door test, and/or a comb test.”[8] Imagine walking up to the church as a visitor and having your arm inserted in a paper bag to see if your skin is lighter than the paper bag, or visiting another church with its door painted light brown. If you’re darker than the door, you’re not allowed to worship at that church. And if your kinky hair does not pass through the hair comb at the next church you visit, you’re barred from entry. Colorist admission policies were a common practice at historically Black colleges and universities as well. “In 1916, it was estimated that 80 percent of students attending HBCUs were light-skinned and/or of mixed ancestry. A principal mission of an HBCU was to groom the mulatto elite in the genteel mores of the bourgeoisie while delivering a strong traditional liberal arts education. Many academic administrators of these schools considered it a waste of time to educate dark-skinned Negroes for paths of life that would be closed to them.”[9]

			History is replete with examples of the structural impact of colorism on dark-skinned people, individually and collectively. At face value, you might be tempted to think that because these examples of colorism took place long ago, it’s no longer an issue; but colorism persists today.

			

			—

			At this juncture, I offer up my own story of colorism’s impact on me. As I mentioned earlier, not every dark-skinned Black woman grew up hating their skin tone. I wish I could say this was my experience, but that is not my testimony; so I’m going to tell the truth and shame the devil.

			I am the first-born daughter of Nigerian immigrants, which makes me Nigerian American, second generation here in the United States. It’s important to lay out my origin story because lurking beneath it are the histories of the transatlantic slave trade, colonialism, and Christian imperialism. Slavery because, in terms of ethnicity, I descend from the Ibibio ethnic group, from which upward of 1.2 million Ibibio and Igbo people were stolen during the transatlantic slave trade and brought to the United States, South America, and the Caribbean.[10] Colonialism because “Nigeria” is a colonial name. Christian imperialism because of the forcefulness with which this religion was imposed.

			Colorism is a global phenomenon, though it manifests differently across countries. As one who was born in the United States, I’ve found that colorism maps onto me bilaterally, through both the legacy of American chattel slavery and the legacy of colonialism in Nigeria.

			The intensity of one’s colorism experience varies regionally in the United States. Nevertheless, from my experience as a Black girl who was born and raised in California, I can say with confidence that California is not safe for a dark-skinned girl, as it is rife with colorism—perhaps it’s because it is the home of Hollywood, which is notorious for its colorist practices, including the ways that it traffics colorism and broadcasts it through the media and into our televisions and phones. Maybe it’s because of the way California is home to the quintessential “California Girl,” idolized by the masses—adults and children alike. For some, this is a woman with blond hair and blue eyes. For others, it’s a racially ambiguous woman whom they consider “exotic.” Their description, not mine. But either way, as early as I can remember, this California girl—who lived in the Bay Area and Los Angeles—hated her dark skin tone. Growing up, I thought I was ugly. To borrow words from Laura Pritchard, an antiracism trainer and former Truth’s Table guest, I was surrounded by a “wall of whiteness,” with the exception of my neighborhood block, which was Black.

			But even in Black spaces, the colorism continued to stalk me when playing the dozens (the colorist edition) with neighborhood friends. In this regard I was not innocent, as I returned colorist fire for colorist fire.

			“You so Black, cockroaches scatter when you come into the room!” someone would say to my teenage self.

			And I would clap back, saying, “You so Black, the whites of your eyes glow in the dark!”

			I stayed ready to aim colorist jabs at whoever wanted the smoke because I didn’t love myself. And if I didn’t love myself, then I damn sure didn’t love them, either.

			

			—

			In my home, my family of origin was my base of comparison. My dad was very light-skinned, with light eyes; he resembled James Earl Jones. My youngest sister was light. My mom is medium brown—some would say she was dark-skinned, but to me she had medium-brown skin. And my other sister had about my same skin tone. I often compared and contrasted my skin tone with my dad’s and my youngest sister’s because they were lighter than me. No one in my immediate family ever made any colorist remarks about my skin tone, nor did anyone in my extended family—but they didn’t have to. The bleaching cream on my mother’s vanity did all the talking. The implicit message communicated to me was that “darkness is badness.”

			At our family functions, an aromatic amalgamation of afang soup, jollof rice, and pepper soup came wafting through the front door of my Uncle Tony’s house. Soukous, dancehall, and highlife music blared through the speakers. The sounds of the continent and the diaspora were the backdrop to the aunties’ triumphant entrance into the party. The auntie team wore the finest Nigerian lace, with bright and big head ties, known as ofong iwot in Ibibio, that seemed to graze the ceiling. They would bust into parties with their gap-toothed smiles, announcing their arrival. We’d all run up to hug each auntie—or else there’d be wahala. Their outfits were always on point. I mean, they ate, y’all! Matching shoes, matching purses, dressed to the nines. They understood the assignment. I learned from the best.

			But with some of them, you couldn’t unsee their yellow faces—and in some cases, pink faces. The moment I’d reach for a hug, their ebony hands, arms, and knuckles returned my embrace. The contradictory skin tones were clear evidence of habitual skin-bleaching-cream use. Message received.

			At African food stores, you can get a bag of farina and Caro White. At Black beauty-supply stores all over this country, you can get a pack of Kanekalon braiding hair and Nadinola skin-bleaching cream. Another message received. Nadinola would eventually become my bleaching cream of choice, as it was already in my home because my mother used it as a body lotion. Message received—and applied.

			Among the African and Caribbean immigrants I know, skin-bleaching cream in the household is a given. This is a vestige of colonialism. Even now, according to the International Business Times, “75% of the population in Nigeria, 52–67% of the Senegalese population, 59% Togo, 25% Mali and 35% of South African women use skin-lightening products.”[11]

			And according to Kathy Russell, Midge Wilson, and Ronald E. Hall, America is no better: “Currently, America’s skin-bleaching market is estimated to be worth over $5.6 billion.”[12] Listen. African Americans are bleaching their skin, too. Sistas, it’s possible that someone you know is bleaching.

			During my freshman year of high school, my self-loathing over my dark skin tone reached its peak as I saw that my light-skinned friends were getting favor and attention while I was ignored, passed over and invisible. So I began to bleach my skin, using Nadinola bleaching cream because it was at home. Their advertisement from the decades prior reads: “The nicest things happen to girls with light, bright complexions. Has your phone quit ringing lately? Perhaps your complexion is to blame. Is it dark, dull and unattractive? Then for goodness sake do something about it.”

			In my colonized adolescent mind, I detected no lies in that ad. I wanted the “nice things” that were happening for my light-skinned friends to happen for me, too, so I started bleaching my skin. In the words of Fela Kuti, from his infamous song about skin bleaching among Nigerians, I caught “Yellow Fever.”
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			I was chasing lightness in a bottle of bleach. Or was I chasing whiteness?

			That’s a hard question to answer. Truthfully speaking, when I was bleaching my skin, I honestly didn’t want to be white—that wasn’t my goal. But I wanted the privileges of lightness that the bleaching cream dangled in front of me.

			And so, every day, I slathered my face with this cream. Every morning and night, after washing my face, I’d use it as a moisturizer. But at night, I’d add a concentrated dab to the darker spots and scars. This went on for around two years. In that time, my skin was lightening significantly. But since I was only applying it to my face, the rest of my body was still dark—and after a while, I began to look like a science experiment gone wrong, which is to say that I started to look like my aunties. Remember, I learned from the best.

			But the skin on my face was not only lightening; it was getting thinner. It would burn when I applied the bleach. On the one hand, I thought I was becoming prettier because my face was lighter. But on the other, I began to realize I was physically harming myself.

			I was hustling backwards.

			At the time, I didn’t know what permanent damage this cream could do, but the burning and thinning was enough to concern me. I concluded that no amount of desirability was worth the cost.

			In the words of De La Soul, the stakes is high.

			So, after experiencing these persistent side effects from my habitual skin bleaching, I stopped.

			What I didn’t know back then was that I was harming not only my face but my entire body with these toxins, as there are serious health risks associated with skin-lightening products. Using them can lead to liver and kidney failure or to hyperpigmentation—dark skin patches forming on the area where the product is used. There is also a risk of skin cancer, because the melanin synthesis that protects the skin against ultraviolet radiation is inhibited by hydroquinone. I shudder to think how poisonous this bleaching cream is—the same cream I willingly absorbed, day and night.

			When I reflect on this time with a critical analysis, I realize that this white supremacy in a bottle had not only penetrated my skin but my mind and soul as well.

			When I recount this memory, I don’t condemn my younger self for doing this. I see it less as a choice I made and more an inevitability: I was hard-pressed on every side—from the ubiquity of bleaching creams in West African grocery stores, to the aunts and uncles bleaching their skin, to the United States where the love interest in music videos was always a light-skinned woman.

			One thing was clear about that time: I wasn’t loving myself. It would be years until I learned to truly love myself, and in turn, love my neighbor as well. But at the time, the best I could do was to simply not harm myself in this way.

			I wish I could say that it was the church that led me to this epiphany, but there were no answers in my white church. Several years later, when I got saved in the Black church and became a true Christian, there were no answers there, either. So I had to find a way to love myself fiercely because, back then, darkness was synonymous with ugliness.

			Some time after I stopped the bleaching, I began to notice more dark-skinned women in movies and music. I realized that these women didn’t need to change their darkness to be celebrated. The more I saw darkness celebrated, the more I became intentional about looking for images and representations of dark-skinned women, like the supermodels Naomi Campbell and Iman, who had the industry on lock in the nineties. I started listening to music that affirmed my Blackness. Mary J. Blige’s My Life. Sounds of Blackness. Soul II Soul. Arrested Development. Baduizm by Erykah Badu. The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill. I watched Sister Act 2, in which Lauryn Hill starred, dark and beautiful. I played this movie like it was my duty. I was dogmatic about this regimen, and I knew I had to be in order to uproot the internalized white supremacy. Over the years, it took a lot of prayer, writing daily affirmations, and reciting those affirmations over myself. But eventually, in my mid to late twenties, I began to love myself fully, without a tinge of self-loathing. Thankfully by then, my dark, melanin-rich skin tone had returned, and I came home to myself for the first time in my life.

			Colorism, like every other sin, doesn’t remit with time. The systemic oppression of dark-skinned people solely based on their skin tone is not only a historical reality but a present one, too. We see it in movement spaces and in the workplace. Conversations about colorism often live in the realm of the interpersonal and boil down to desirability politics. As you read my story, you saw those dynamics in play.

			However, if those are the only aspects raised when talking about colorism, the conversation is reductive because colorism is also a structural issue. Some of the historical examples I shared make this apparent. Nevertheless, there are modern examples and data that illustrate the many ways colorism impacts dark-skinned people on a structural level.

			In “Skin Color Differences in Stratification Outcomes,” sociologist Eona Harrison writes, “Numerous empirical studies reveal the greater social and economic achievements attained by lighter-skinned Blacks. It has been invariably found that lighter skin toned individuals have higher earnings, education, occupational prestige, and experience better marriage markets when compared to darker individuals of the same ethnicity.” Additionally, Harrison’s own study found that “Light-skinned Blacks, on average, earned $6,800 more than their dark-skinned counterparts.”[13] Marital status did not change the income disparity.

			Color stratification persists in the educational system. Villanova researchers found that “Black girls with the darkest skin tones were three times more likely to be suspended than Black girls with the lightest skin.”[14]

			And in the criminal justice system, colorism plays a significant role. The Root published an article noting that “Villanova researchers studied more than 12,000 cases of African-American women imprisoned in North Carolina and found that women with lighter skin tones received more lenient sentences and served less time than women with darker skin tones. The researchers found that light-skinned women were sentenced to approximately 12 percent less time behind bars than their darker-skinned counterparts.”[15] Colorism is categorically punitive to those of us with dark skin tones.

			Here is as good a place as any to say that non-Black people also perpetuate colorism at structural and interpersonal levels. At Truth’s Table we have experienced this on an interpersonal level from people in the “standing-room section” (our non-Black women listeners). We’ve seen the DMs, emails, and conversations from people who think Christina is warmer and kinder because she is light, and peg me as mean and cold because I’m dark. Of course, they don’t admit this explicitly, but the message is heard loud and clear at the table.

			I would be remiss if I did not talk about the ways that we see colorism presently operating in Hollywood. Take Vanessa Bell Calloway, for example, who played Imani in the cult-classic movie Coming to America. During a press tour for the sequel, Coming 2 America, Calloway revealed that colorism foreclosed her opportunity to play Lisa, who was Eddie Murphy’s light-skinned love interest in the movie. “When you have white people hiring Black people in movies, sometimes a certain look is wanted,” Calloway told Page Six. “I just wasn’t light enough, even though Eddie had the final say on who played Lisa. [But] I didn’t want the part of Imani, I wanted to be Lisa—I had read the script and I wanted the bigger role.”[16] Examples like this abound.

			And in 2020, around the time Lovecraft Country debuted on HBO, Amber J. Phillips, a filmmaker, caught wind of a colorist incident that went down on set and broke down the analysis on Instagram. Phillips shared a video taken by the actor Kelli Amirah, who played an extra on the show. Amirah took to TikTok to share what she noticed as she sat in her hair-and-makeup chair.

			“I’m just, like, on my phone reading a book, texting my friends, not really fully paying attention…” Amirah starts, “as I notice that the makeup’s getting a little bit darker. I remember texting my friends and saying, ‘What should I do? Should I say something?’ I had no idea they were going to do this to me beforehand. And if I knew beforehand, I would not have accepted this job. Who thought this was a good idea?” she asked in what would become a viral video.

			Amirah adds that she wishes she would have said something, wishes she would have taken a stand. But in the moment, she thought she should just be professional. “I didn’t say anything, and I just kind of let it continue,” she says of the incident. “Even like, down to the point of painting my hands to match because I’m in a wedding photo and I’m wearing a wedding ring. It was a very conflicting, uncomfortable kind of experience to be in.”[17]

			Wanna know something else? The whole role was for a wedding photo. A framed wedding photo on a mantel at Ms. Osberta’s house. In Lovecraft Country, this photo served as a prop. Ms. Osberta tells Tic, the main character of the show, over dinner that she was married to her husband for thirty years—and points to the old wedding photograph. Kelli Amirah was cast as young Ms. Osberta in the wedding photo.

			See how colorism works? Instead of casting a dark-skinned actor for this role, the casting team deliberately chose to erase the presence of a dark-skinned person on set. That this role of a dark-skinned Black woman in a black-and-white photo framed in the background of a scene was cast with a light-skinned woman who was painted in blackface for this role makes this erasure all the more glaring and disturbing.

			Because blackface on a Black face is still blackface.

			

			—

			In the prophetic words of Nannie Helen Burroughs, “There is no denying it, Negroes have colorphobia. Some Negro men have it. Some Negro women have it. Whole families have it, and somebody tells us some Negro churches have it. Saviour, keep us from those churches, please. Some social circles have it, and so the disease is spreading from men to women, from women to families, from families to churches and from churches to social circles. The idea of Negroes setting up a color standard is preposterous.”[18]

			Indeed, it is preposterous. What then shall we say to all these things? Color stratification, hierarchy, self-hatred, systemic inequities, and the white supremacy that animates all of the above. Does the Bible have anything to say about colorism, or is it silent on this issue?

			I posit that it is not silent. If you all recall, when I began this chapter, I said that, contrary to what the sociologist and economist I cited posited, colorism began long before chattel slavery and colonialism. In fact, it has its origins in Genesis. In order for us to chart a way forward, we have to go back to Eden.

			
				GENESIS 1

				So, in Genesis 1, God created the heavens and the earth and filled the earth with birds and sea creatures, a host of beasts, and livestock. Then we come to verse 26, which reads, “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.’ ”

				Notice that there is a marked distinction here. Man is made in God’s image and likeness. The animals are not, the plants are not, the fish are not, the creeping things are not. Only human beings are made in the image of God. Not only that, God gave them dominion over everything that was made.

				So even before sin entered the world, we see a clear hierarchy that is set forth by God. I call this a “Godward hierarchy” because all human beings are uniquely set apart and placed above the fish, vegetation, beasts of the field, etc. We are made in the image and likeness of God, and were given dominion over all that was made. Adam even named the living creatures, according to Genesis 2:18–21, which confirms the dominion and Godward hierarchy in this context. We were given dominion over every living thing that moves on the earth except for one another. We were not made to dominate one another.

				One mo’ ’gain.

				We were not made to dominate one another.

			

			
				GENESIS 3

				But something happened in Genesis 3: the serpent deceived Eve, and she and Adam sinned against God by eating of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. We see that part of the curse was pronounced upon Eve in Genesis 3:16, which says, “I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children. Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you.”

				The Godward hierarchy that God set forth in Genesis 1–2 has been wholly corrupted in this post-Fall context, due to the entrance of sin. As a consequence of Adam and Eve’s sin, sinful hierarchy has come in its stead, resulting in domination of some image-bearers over others and enmity between parties—in this case, Adam and Eve.

				So, what does this have to do with colorism? Well, colorism, like all sin, has its roots in the Fall, and it is precisely sinful hierarchy that keeps colorism intact. I recognize that it is anachronistic to import a modern category like colorism into the Bible.

				The Bible predates white supremacy. Period.

				In fact, it predates the construct of whiteness and race—and as we know, there aren’t any white people in the Bible—all of which were the precursors to colorism in the United States.

				Nevertheless, the social dynamics that underlie colorism are certainly in the Bible, like the way one is socially perceived and identified by phenotype, and how that social perception is internalized and acted upon to one’s own advantage or disadvantage.

				Consider Moses, who was born a Hebrew—the very people who were enslaved by the Egyptians—yet he was raised as the son of Pharaoh’s daughter. According to Exodus 2:19, he was socially perceived as an Egyptian. Yet when Moses came of age, he relinquished his privilege, embraced his ethnic identity as a Hebrew, and chose to be mistreated and oppressed along with his kinsmen according to the flesh (Heb. 11:24, 25). Thereby, he embraced the image of God as it was reflected in his ethnic identity, along with its attendant sufferings. Moses could not bear to see his people—fellow image-bearers—subjugated under the weight of an unjust system. Called by God (Exod. 3), he liberated his people through confrontation and protest, demanding that Pharaoh let his people go.

				Similarly, Esther had to choose whether or not to continue concealing her Jewish ethnic identity so that she could reap the spoils of the empire or forsake it all to keep her people alive by identifying with them in every respect. Esther chose the latter.

				In Song of Solomon 1:5–6, we meet a young woman, whom I affectionately call “Sista Mahogany,” who says,

				
					I am very dark, but lovely,

					O daughters of Jerusalem,

					like the tents of Kedar,

					like the curtains of Solomon.

					Do not gaze at me because I am dark,

					because the sun has looked upon me.

				

				Here we see that Sista Mahogany forbids her lover to look at her because she is dark. The “but” in verse 5 is up for some translation debate, as it could also be rendered “I am very dark and lovely,” acting as a defense for her dark skin. Nevertheless, both translations confirm the negative connotations that accompany people with dark skin when Sista Mahogany tells
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