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Terri Hord Owens: Apples and welcome to another episode 
of imagine with me, where I get to speak with leaders and 
lay persons all across the life of the Christian Church, 
Disciples of Christ in the US and Canada today. I am so 
excited to be talking with one of my favorite scholars, 
Yolanda Norton, is here today. Yolanda is currently the visiting professor at Moravian University 
and does a lot of traveling all around the world. She happens to be in the U.S. today. So we're 
excited to have her on the show, I am fangirling a bit. I am a huge fan of her work, and I am just 
thrilled with the opportunity to talk with her. So, welcome Yolanda. 
 
Yolanda Norton: Hi Terri, how are you? 
 
THO: I am well, I am well and thank you for saying yes, to spending some time in conversation 
with me. I am really excited to have this conversation disciples who participated in our virtual 
Gathering last August will remember that you were one of our Bible lecturers, and we got such 
a tremendous positive response from your lecture that day. You helped us think about 
Covenant from the context of the Hebrew Bible. So I wanted just to give people an opportunity 
to hear more from you about your work and what you're currently doing. Some people may be 
familiar with the Beyonce Mass. But help people understand the full context and, and really the 
breadth of the kinds of things that you're doing. 
 
YN: Thank you so much. Yeah. So first, let me say, it's always great to be with you. I am glad that 
we can be in conversation today. So, I am doing a couple of different things. My mom told me, 
you know, always stay busy so I try to live into that. I am teaching at Moravian Theological 
Seminary, and helping the university think through how to engage in some global initiatives. I 
have really kind of taken to heart, the need for black scholars to be engaged in the larger 
church in to really invest in black people in that work. You know, I heard Stephen Bryce last 
year that to be a black scholar often means to invest in white supremacy, so trying to really 
make sure that my work speaks to the people who look like me and have similar experiences. 
So we have been doing a lot of work on the Beyonce Mass which is a completely Christian 
worship service—I have to emphasize that point for people! It's a Christian worship service, 
that centers the stories, the struggles, their survival of black women. It's rare that we see 
worship that centers how God is wrapped up in black women stories. And so that's the work 
that we do. It's just that rather than use gospel music or hymns we use the music of Beyonce as 
a storytelling tool. And so we just did our first live Beyonce mass in two years. The last one pre 
covid-19 was at the Kennedy Center and a month ago we were at Stanford doing the mass, and 



we're preparing to do one in at Augustana College in Illinois in about three weeks, and then we 
will go to Seattle. From there we are working to bring them us to Minneapolis/Saint Paul to the 
Twin Cities or partnering with George Floyd Memorial, and we're going to…we're hoping that 
we can close down the street and do the mass right there at the site where he was killed and 
have been having conversations with black women advocates about how much healing Works 
needs to be down in that city. And we're imagining this as our contribution to that healing 
work. 
 
THO: Oh my gosh, that is, that's tremendous. That is just, that's just awesome. I what you just 
said resonated so much with me about the presence of black people wherever we are and 
sometimes in the institutions in which we serve our work being seen as contributing to white 
supremacy. And I think that's a challenge that black folks who are a part of predominantly white 
denominations such as Disciples of Christ deal and grapple with.  
 
We just had a conference hosted by the Historical Society, dealing with the reality of racism in 
our church. And I named actually the reality of being a black woman leading, a predominantly 
white institution, and the extra work that that involves and the extra care that one must take 
with oneself, it in order to, to maintain one's identity. And being black people in predominantly 
white environments, does not mean we're there to colorize or to inhabit it any other way, than 
being on our authentic selves. And hopefully bringing the institution along to a point where it 
can be a liberating space. So wow, that just really resonates with me personally, as a black 
woman operating in these kinds of spaces.  
 
So it's really important as much as we love all of God's people, the reality is who we are 
embodied as impacts the way the world responds to us. And it is not always in a just and loving 
way obviously. I am excited about that and I hope that folks who were listening if you ever get a 
chance to hear or see the Beyonce mass that you will take that opportunity. 
 
I was recently in a meeting with you and you shared over about a course of an hour about 
models of prophetic leadership drawn from the Hebrew Bible. And I was really, I still look over 
those notes and hope you will write a book about this one day, Yolanda, but I wanted to bring 
you on to talk about those understandings of prophetic leadership that are scripturally based. I 
think those models will be informative for clergy and lay alike. As we're talking about imagining 
who we must be as new church in a new world, it calls for particular, kind of leadership and I 
think you have shared that not everybody is every one of these things. We might be a 
combination and you have to maybe situate yourself in some sort of couple of different 
scenarios, but could you share with us at a high level what those types of biblical leadership 
are? I just found it really not only informative and provocative but inspiring and challenging all 
at the same time. 
 
YN: Absolutely. So they're really in my estimation four different kinds of prophets that are in 
the Hebrew Bible. And we often conflate all of those types of prophets into the same thing. And 
as you said, not all of us are all of those things all the time and some of us have to be more than 
one thing at the same time, but I think it's important to make sense of what those four things. 



 
I will say very briefly that you have a particular kind of seer. The Hebrew is huzzah, or a hose is 
the person. And that kind of seer is the kind of seer that we see at the beginning of Isaiah. It's 
what we see in Amos has five Visions or in the visions that Ezekiel have talked particularly. A lot 
of people talk about Ezekiel 37. That kind of person is one who is often an advisor or counselor 
to a king, or somebody who is in leadership. These are people who have vision reports that 
occur in the text and there's a formula to the report and the visions tend to happen in a series 
and I as I think I said to you what I think is important about understanding that kind of seer, 
that kind of prophet, is that one vision won't do, right? You have to be able to speak over and 
over again into the world into situations and so we have to look at the way those visions 
evolved, in the way that people have the capacity to speak to people across time. And this kind 
of prophet is an intermediary who is concerned with vision and with casting. 
 
And so that's the first kind, the second kind of seer. So same English word different Hebrew 
words. This is a real a… is one who reveals secrets. So this is the kind of prophet that we see 
Aaron being of Exodus 7. It's the kind of prophet that we see in 1 Samuel. These are people who 
are really caught up and consult of activity. They require social interaction and ways there are 
always evident in other forms of prophetic activities. And so, these are people who hear the 
word of the Lord, who have that word placed in their mouths and who utter it to others. 
But they're also peopled who see have divine oracles and so they have these first-person 
interactions with God, and they relay those interactions to the people. 
 
Then the third kind of profit that we see is what we understand to be a navi. So, these are 
people like that word literally means that something bubbles up for them. And so there's 
something kind of constantly stirring in their spirit, and they mix those divine oracles with God, 
where God speaks, and they're talking about God in the first person, which is what we see in 
Hosea with that third person speech. And Micah, particularly in Micah 3 is really an example of 
that. 
 
And then the fourth and maybe one I am most compelled by is the Hebrew ish ha Elohim, which 
literally translates into man of God and it's a person of God. And so that's that Elijah kind of 
prophet and that I am compelled by it because these are people who, who have been 
possessed by the power of the sacred, but there's no kind of mysticism to it. There's no 
consultative activity. There's no Angel of the Lord. It's just a simple understanding that because 
God resides in and through you, you're compelled into the world to disrupt systems. And so real 
prophetic are people who understand that the consciousness of empire can't stand right? 
Like this that what I call the Bruggamannian paradigm. 
 
THO: Yes. Yes. 
 
YN: Right? Like the royal consciousness cannot stand but that is not just about you being always 
a person who says, what we have isn’t working. You have to energize the people about what 
God can do as an alternative to what they see in front of them. So that for me is really 
important, because we see a lot of people who are really good at tearing things down. Look, it's 



really easy to say the church's racist. It's really easy to say the Disciples are caught up in white 
supremacy and it's not that we don't believe those things are true. But what are you doing and 
saying within your intimate spaces, that offer a vision of how God can and will move in those 
spaces differently?  
 
THO: Yeah. Awesome. Awesome. Awesome. I think I too was caught by that last that, by that 
last model. And I hope those of us who are people who are watching, will put this on, repeat 
and rewind, and go back and capture all of those things that the there are people who operate 
in consultant ways. I have those kinds of prophets with whom I speak regularly and consult, and 
there are those people who have those roles. I think one of the things that captured my 
imagination about the Bruggamannian model, as you said, is, what's really shaped this whole 
Imagine with Me. It came from Bruggamann’s language and also about the role of the prophet 
not just to critique the empire but to offer an alternative and to help the people see that the 
alternative is actually even possible, right? And how we move forward.  
 
So across the life of the church we're going to be talking more about dismantling some systems 
that continue to sort of codify power for certain groups of people and not others, but there are 
things we're talking about that can replace those things and open up those spaces as well as 
work that we're doing to kind of help shape. A new narrative for the church that's 
collaboratively developed across the life of the church with people participating in moving 
away. From just a ‘I am the oppressed and you're the oppressor model’ to what's our shared 
collaborative future. And we're going to be doing some work with Dr. David Anderson Hooker 
on that. So that piece I think really resonates in terms of where I sit as a leader and in the life of 
the church, and I think what we have been across so many spaces in the church talking about 
and trying to do. I think it's also really important what you said is just the scriptural grounding 
of where we find these models of leadership. In every case that you named everybody's 
listening to God, right? 
 
YN: That's right. That's right. 
 
THO: Every everybody's listening to God. We have been talking a lot about…I am sorry. Go 
ahead. Go ahead. 
 
YN: One of the things I will just say about is if we look at that Moses model that has of 
prophecy. That's really important because Moses was finding his way as a leader and a prophet 
God always calls him—bringing the elders called the people around you. So this idea that God 
or God's people, God's leadership will do things by themselves is really, are is in my estimation 
a lot of people not wanting to be called to participate but prophets need people. There needs 
to be something a community that surrounds them in order for us to move out of our 
wildernesses into places of Promise. 
 
THO: Yeah, that's so I love that you said that. That's so important. 
None of us can do it alone in the community can't function with a singular lens on what God is 
saying because got one of the that's a very disciple concept as well—the Holy Spirit to speak to 



all of us, right? The truth of the text can come to all of us and that God deals with all of us. So 
that's really, really a powerful point. We have been talking about girding undergirding, all of our 
work of imagination and prophetic imagination in life together, becoming an anti-racist church. 
All the things that we're trying to do, grounding it in spiritual practice. Would you share some of 
your own spiritual practices that you find life-giving? And then I want to hear from you about 
what you think is important for undergirding this work of imagination. 
 
Yeah, so for me prayers really important, and I am not always good at praying. I will say that I 
will be really honest. My personal spirit is really sensitive. And so, you know, I will get in a mood 
where I don't feel like talking to God than that moment. So it's important for me every day to 
pray in some way. And I have three modes of praying: I sit and I will pray, and I am a really big 
fan of a prophetic prayer. How do I empty my mind? Because my mind is busy. Most of us can't. 
We're so busy speaking to God we don't shut up to hear what God is saying back to us. So big 
fan of a prophetic prayer in my solitary prayer have a prayer partner that I pray with at least 
five days a week, and I find that to be helpful for me because when I don't feel like talking to 
God, I have somebody who I can do that with and I believe in the power of prayer and 
community also believe in the multiplicity of ways that prayer happens with our feet and in our 
body. And, so I am a huge fan of walking and I find that my best prayer, my biggest ability to be 
in tune with what God is saying to me. And what I want to say to God as when I can put on my 
headphones, play some music and walk in whatever space I am in. And part of what that does 
for me, is it lets me see the world—lets me, see creation. It lets me see the big and way in small 
ways that God shows up and that helped me will be more in tune with the big and small ways 
that God is showing up for me. 
 
THO: Amen. Amen. I was loved hearing about how people engage in their spiritual practices 
because I think it reminds us that there's not just one way. We're all created fearfully and 
wonderfully made, and we all have our own relationship with God. Some of us are visual. Some 
of us are oral. Some of us are the contemplative types that do, you know centering prayer? 
Where the best thing you can do is get put me in a quiet space. So thanks for sharing that. I 
continue to just firmly believe that, until we get those spiritual foundations in a strong 
relationship with God as church—we're not just a club we are followers of Jesus Christ through 
whom ee are reconciled to God. And if we don't have that spiritual foundation—prayer as well 
as biblical foundation, then we can't really be the people that were called to be. 
We can't even be the people that we say we are. So I think that is so important. So thanks for 
sharing that with us given what we have been taught thing about in terms of prophetic 
imagination and the different kinds of leadership that you see in the Hebrew Bible. What do 
you think is the importance of various kinds of spiritual practices in terms of both developing 
and undergirding that important kind of imagination that not only speaks to Empire and 
dismantle systems, but helps us to create and imagine something new? 
 
YN: Yeah, so I think that, I mean, I appreciate what you said about like needing to be attuned to 
spiritual practices because they keep us from turning the church into a club or a social 
organization. I think for so many of us there's a proclivity to be like to decide this is just our 
space of where we gossip. This is our space where we see our friends, but this is really a space 



where we are called too collectively imagine how God will show up in the world. And so I think 
spiritual practices ground us that way. But I also think we have to figure out the ways that we 
bring our spiritual practices outside of the walls of the church and make them…And I want to be 
really precise about this, make him about the ways that we encounter the world, right? So 
often times when we take our spiritual practices outside of the church, we have decided, it's 
our time to fix the world with our practices. So we pray outside. We pray in the street, and 
we're trying to evangelize, we're trying to proselytize, but what does it mean to absorb, what's 
happening in the world in our prayer? What does it mean to encounter the truth? And the 
pains in the hurts by taking those spiritual practices outside, you know, turning our microphone 
off and hearing people's hurt. So I am really compelled. Again being someone who's moved by a 
Biblical model that Jesus was most powerful when he ate with the prostitute when he walked 
and talked with everyday people, right? When he sent the disciples away, leave passes away so 
that he could be an intimate relationship with the community. And I think part of our spiritual 
discipline and our ability, to imagine the church is something different. It has to be in breaking 
down some of these lines of delineation and pushing back this narrative that because we are 
Christians we are better than, or we are more than. We are simply peopled who are called to be 
in relationship with God in a way that reflects God into the world. And we have to allow our 
spiritual disciplines to move us in that direction, right? 
Look, when I hear people in my own example, when I hear people, you know, say things 
negative about the Beyonce Mass. One of the things that I have to be mindful of is that I am 
praying, and I am reading scripture, and I am not caught up in the attention that the mass gets 
because I am really clear that if 50% of the people who were showing up at the mass or people 
who are unchurched who have been wounded by the church, then this is really God giving me a 
gift engaging people in a broader church, right? 
 
THO: Right, right. I think that is, and if we're spiritually grounded, really, then we recognize that, 
that's the whole reason. That's, that's the whole reason, right? This is all Jesus work. This is all 
gospel work. And that's to what you're talking about. Is just simply bearing, witness, is we say to 
God's Limitless Love? Right? That it's for us. All whether we have a church affiliation or not, and 
in our only goal is to Bear witness to that love and invite people to share that in ways that will 
maybe be meaningful to them. Not necessarily, you know, just to us the whole thing of the 
church language and all the stuff that we do, as you say, right when it goes outside. 
It doesn't offer translate and people. People don't really care. They don't really care, right? 
Is it Amos. It says I am tired of your festivals. I am tired. I am tired of all of your programs and 
your signs, and your slogans, and your assemblies, but let Justice roll down, like Waters and 
righteousness, like a mighty stream. So that work must ground us for that. 
 
Our theme for the next General Assembly, is the kindom of God within you among you and 
trying to call ourselves. Really, to that work. That you reference Jesus being in among people 
and, and connecting with the needs of the people. People and letting us know that the kindom 
of God is not some sort of magical state of being that will descend upon us sometime this when 
the spirit hits just right, but it's work its work that we all have to do together creating just 
spaces and just societies for us together. And that it's an alternate reality to what we currently 



exist experience, but it can happen, right? It can happen. Because With God, all things are 
possible. 
 
YN: Yeah, you know, we have to believe that God still speaks. So one of the things that like that 
I say to my students, they often gasps, is that like if the Bible is your only way of understanding 
who God is, you have actually disavowed yourself from the principles of the Bible. When 
Exodus calls us not to create idols we can't make the text and idol. God still speaks God still 
moves and that means we engage scripture, and we Aged prayer, and we engage people. 
And when we pull all of those things together, we have the capacity of moving towards the 
kingdom of God. 
 
THO: Amen. Amen, Yolanda Norton, visiting professor at Moravian Theological Seminary 
creator of the Beyonce Mass Hebrew Bible scholar, thank you so much for being in conversation 
with me today. It's always a blessing and a gift. And I learn and grow so much whenever I am in 
relation with you, so I just want to thank you for spending some time with me today. It could 
you tell people where they can follow your work or learn more about you or learn more about 
the Beyonce Mass. 
 
YN: So we have a website www.beyoncemass.com., We are also we have launched a larger 
nonprofit called the Global Arts and Theology Experience people can see that website at 
womanistgate.org we’re on Facebook. So we hope that people will follow and engage that 
work. And I want to just take a moment and Terri thank you because you are imagining 
different ways that this church can live and grow and stretch. And so, I just want to name that 
as a part of the prophetic leadership that we need to see in the world. 
 
THO: Amen. Thank you so much. And Disciples we’ll be sure to have all of those handles and 
websites posted along with this broadcast so that you can know where you can find and follow 
Yolanda's work, oh my goodness. And in this season, when we are challenged by so much in our 
world. I am grateful for this reminder that God still speaks and with God, all things are possible, 
Philippians 1:6. I am confident of this, that the one who has begun the good work will be 
faithful to complete it. So, thank you, Disciples for sharing this conversation with me. 
Remember, God loves you and so do I. And we will see you next time on another episode of 
Imagine with Me. 
 


