
1

African-American Religion
Toward the end of August 1619, a Dutch ship 
slipped into harbor at Jamestown, Virginia. On 
board were at least twenty “blacks”  who were sold 
as servants to the Virginia colony.
The importation of African slaves was outlawed in 
1808
Still, at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
there were about 1 million blacks in the country, 
representing some 20 percent of the population.
By and large these Africans who came as slaves 
had originated from peoples in West Africa and 
the Congo-Angola region.
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African Religion

In West Africa, traditional religions were diverse 
with each people possessing it sacred accounts of 
origins, its Gods, and its rituals and magical 
practices. 

West Africans were bound to one another by ties 
of kinship, they were tied as closely to the past. 
The ancestor were never forgotten.

The transformation of some of the ancestors into 
Gods
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African Religion
The high God who had created all things was 
usually regarded as nonintervening.
Intermediary Gods associated with natural forces 
or beings like thunder, ram, or animals, these 
Gods were held to direct the world in its course 
and to bring good and evil to human beings.
The African Tricksters as hares, spiders or other 
small and insignificant creatures introduce the 
possibility of a new order into the ordinary flow of 
events.
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African-American Religion
The slave trade was a business, blacks were 
deliberately isolated from those who came from 
their community or spoke their language.
African-American religion was built on pieces of a 
common African past, on the experiences that the 
slaves endured in America, and it was built with 
materials that came to the slaves from the religion 
of their master.
For them, nothing just “happened”; everything had 
its spiritual cause and cure. Disease was often 
thought to be the work of an indwelling evil spirit 
or of the spell cast by an enemy’s malice.
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African-American Religion

As Anglican missionaries gave way before 
an army of Methodist and Baptist preachers 
unburdened by the literary model of 
conversion, however, blacks made it evident 
that they found this new form of 
Christianity more attractive.
Black Christianity has often been called the 
“ indivisible institution” .
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African-American Religion
These African-American terms began to be visible 
when the invisible institution became an official 
black church.
In the twentieth century, the leadership for the 
black civil rights movement came largely from the 
church.
With their stress on the felt presence of the Spirit, 
the holiness-pentecostal churches appealed to an 
African-American longing for transcendence 
through ecstasy.
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African-American Religion
In Martin Luther King (1929-1968) the civil rights 
movement had at once its clearest symbol and its 
most effective organizer.
He began to employ the tactic of non violent 
resistance.
As minister of a local Baptist church, King found 
himself the leader of the boycott movement. Fired 
by his dream that one day the children of former 
slaves and slaveholders would sit together at the 
same table.
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The Nation of Islam
In Midsummer of 1930 Farrad Mohammad or 
Wali Farrad in a Detroit neighborhood began to 
give advice to the poor residents.
He told them about their “ true religion”  the 
“ religion of the Black Men”.
He taught his followers about a period of 
temporary domination and persecution by white.
But as a prerequisite for black liberation, he 
stressed the importance of attaining “knowledge of 
self.”  
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The Nation of Islam
Fard’s most trusted lieutenant was Robert Poole 
(1897-1975), also known as Elijah Poole, who was 
give the Muslim name Elijah Muhammad.
Fard’s mysterious disappearance in 1934
He firmly established the doctrine that Master 
Fard was “Allah”  and that he, Elijah Muhammad, 
knew Allah personally and was anointed the 
“Messenger of Allah.”
Muhammad diagnosed the vulnerabilities of the 
black psyche. The cure he pre-scribed was radical 
surgery through the formation of a separate black 
nation.
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Malcolm X (1925-1965)
The years between Malcolm’s release from prison 
and his assassination, 1952 to 1965, mark the 
period of the greatest growth and influence of the 
Nation of Islam.
After making the Hajj, or the pilgrimage to Mecca, 
and realizing that traditional Islam is not a religion 
of racism, hatred, and separation, Malcom left the 
Nation of Islam in March 1964.
After a bout of illness, Muhammad died in 
Chicago, and one of his sons Imam Warith Deen 
Mohammad was named supreme minister and 
gradually moved his followers toward Sunni Islam   


