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				Introduction

				

				Themes in African American Religious History

			

			
				“Among our people generally the church is the Alpha and Omega of all things,” the black intellectual, abolitionist, and nationalist Martin Delany wrote in 1849. “It is their only source of information—their only acknowledged public body—their state legislature—their only acknowledged advisor.”1 As a founder, along with Frederick Douglass, of the seminal antebellum black newspaper the North Star, Delany was a keen observer of the role of the black church in providing a public forum for a people generally enslaved, ignored, or scorned by white Americans. If hyperbolic, his description of the role of the church is a common one in many assessments of African American religious life. “The Negro church of to-day is the social centre of Negro life in the United States, and the most characteristic expression of African character,” the great black intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois wrote in his 1903 classic Souls of Black Folk.2 Delany and Du Bois both described how a history of African American Christianity would show that religious institutions and practices had brought black Americans through centuries of turmoil and struggle. They both produced works that could have gone by the title of this book: Through the Storm, Through the Night: A History of African American Christianity.

				Were Delany and Du Bois alive today, they surely would have been shocked to read that “the Black Church, as we’ve known it or imagined it, is dead,” as the African American religious scholar Eddie Glaude recently wrote in an online polemic. African Americans still go to church in large numbers, he admitted, and identify with religious institutions in higher proportions than virtually any other group in American society. Nonetheless, Glaude concluded, “The idea of this venerable institution as central to black life and as a repository for the social and moral conscience of the nation has all but disappeared.” Glaude called for a renewal of the historic prophetic energies of the black church: “The death of the black church as we have known it occasions an opportunity to breathe new life into what it means to be black and Christian. Black churches and preachers must find their prophetic voices in this momentous present.”3

				Glaude’s posting provoked a firestorm of response from both scholars and contemporary black church activists. From the scholarly perspective, the idea that there is such a singularized thing as “the black church” was always a fiction created by black scholars such as Carter G. Woodson and Du Bois. Once they invented the term, they invested it with portentous meaning. Through all periods of American history, black churches were expected to answer to all social needs—to really be the “Alpha and the Omega of all things”—ignoring the socially repressive conditions in which African Americans have lived their lives and practiced their faiths. The “burden of black religion” is that it has been weighed down with too heavy a load.4

				Regardless of the more esoteric pronouncements of scholars, black churches are alive and well. Nothing made this more evident than the brouhaha created during the 2008 presidential election by the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, former pastor to Barack Obama during his years in Chicago. “God bless America? No! God damn America,” Wright thundered from the pulpit, shocking whites who watched the same clip endlessly replayed on cable television and the Internet. But Wright’s sermons, in fact, arose from a prophetic tradition dating back over two centuries, including many of the texts to be discussed in this book. They were jeremiads, sermons that called out and condemned the sins of a people and a nation.

				Beyond this kind of publicity, black religious institutions continue to thrive in less spectacular ways, and black ministers and churchpeople still exercise a significant influence in their communities. For all these reasons, historian Edward J. Blum, in response to Glaude, noted that throughout the twentieth century, scholars continually had pronounced the black church dead, only to have to reverse their pronouncement when it sprang back to life. He concluded that “in the hearts and minds of many African Americans, ‘the church’ still moves and inspires their lives.”5

				But Glaude was not really saying that the black church was dead. Instead, he was following in a long line of pastors, scholars, activists, and churchpeople who called for a renewal of the prophetic mission of black religious thought and practice. Their calls came with a deep sense of the history of the role of African American religious institutions. Indeed, no study of African American history could suffice without a close accounting for black American religious thought and practice. Yet, despite the occasional prominence of black churches and churchpeople in significant American historical events—most recently, the civil rights movement—most Americans have little sense of their rich and complex history.

				Black religious traditions provided theological, institutional, and personal strategies for cultural survival during bondage and the era of Jim Crow laws, which was characterized by at best partial freedom. Likewise, black religious institutions have contained within them the tensions and complexities of African American communal life. Black churchpeople, for example, have fought an ongoing tug-of-war between a drive toward “respectability” in the eyes of the larger white society and valorizing practices derived from African religious influences. From the eighteenth century to the present, black Americans adopted Christianity amid a critique about the acceptance of the “white man’s religion.” Beyond the varied responses to Christianity itself, black churches have attracted congregations of widely disparate educational levels, incomes, and worship styles. In short, the history of African American Christianity captures the complexity, strength, and fragility of African American communal institutions set within a country and culture that for centuries denied the humanity of black people.

				This book aims to be a short, lively, introductory narrative history of African American Christianity and an invitation to press further the specific issues, controversies, and theoretical discussions covered here. While this book discusses the rise of particular black religious institutions and organizations, it also stresses the cultural products originating or emerging from the African American religious experience. Of those, the most important is music, which historically has been a primary form by which African Americans have expressed their deepest longings, hopes, and concerns. The field hollers, from which blues music originated, the spirituals of slaves, the rise of black gospel music in the early twentieth century, the “freedom songs” of the civil rights movement, and the bitter skepticism of some contemporary rap all speak to the deepest issues of African American religious culture. In African American history, music and religion cannot be separated, for religion fundamentally has been defined through musical expression. Even more important, it is vital to understand the origins of African American religious culture, for it has been the basis for much of broader American culture, particularly popular music.

				A few caveats are in order. First, while much recent literature has focused on the history of the African diaspora (the dispersal of African peoples during and after the slave trade) throughout the Americas, this volume retains a focus on North America, and more specifically on the lands that became the United States. Where appropriate, this work draws comparisons with African American religions elsewhere in the Western Hemisphere—as, for example, in contrasting African American conjure and magic with Afro-Caribbean Vodun, the African-based religious tradition rooted in Haiti that in America became “voodoo.”

				A second caveat is that this volume will focus especially, although not exclusively, on African American Christianity. In recent years, scholars have devoted much attention to excavating the non-Christian African and African American traditions, including the sizable proportion of slaves who practiced Islam in Africa and America, the varieties of African religious expressions that survived in North American slave societies, and the explosion of African American “ethnic” religions in twentieth-century urban settings, such as the Black Muslims known best through the transcendent figure of Malcolm X. Moreover, the final chapters briefly consider the pluralization of African American religions since the 1960s, focusing especially on the impact of recent immigrants from Africa, the Caribbean, and South America. Thus, in many urban areas, Dominican Catholicism, Afro-Brazilian religious expressions, Ethiopian Eastern Orthodoxy and Judaism, and Nigerian spirit-filled worship have assumed an important place in African American religious life. Despite recent pluralization trends, African American Christianity has remained the dominant form of religious expression among black Americans since the late eighteenth century. It thus demands extensive attention in any volume on African American religion.

				A few introductory concepts may help sort through the contentious relationship between the contested terms race and religion. What does “race” mean? What does “religion” mean? A short introduction here cannot answer these difficult questions but can suggest some ways to think about them.

				Complex historical factors influenced the construction of modern racial categories. One was the gigantic global enterprise of colonizing the New World and then populating it with Europeans and African slaves. Beyond these economic factors were the religious practices and beliefs that each group brought to North America, including stories from the Old Testament and diverse indigenous American and African traditions. Euro-American Christianity was hardly the sole or even primary force in this process. Yet, religious myth, originating from interpretations of biblical stories as well as speculations about God’s Providence, played an important role in the formation, revision, and reconstruction of racial categories in the modern world. In short, religion played a significant part in creating race. More specifically, Christianity was central to the process of racializing peoples––that is, to imposing categories of racial hierarchies upon groups of humanity or other societies.

				Yet if Christianity fostered racialization, it also undermined it. Biblical passages were powerful but ambiguous, and arguments about God’s Providence in colonization, the slave trade, and Christian missions to slaves were contentious. Christian myths and stories were central to the project of creating racial categories in the modern world. But the central text of Christianity, the Bible, was also amenable to more universalist visions. In that sense, it could never be a fully reliable ally for theorists of racial hierarchy.

				For much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, race and religion defined “civilization.” Christianizing others involved civilizing them. Sometimes this meant brutally stripping African Americans of the garments of their own civilizations. At other times, the correlation of Christianization and civilization supported idealistic crusades of bringing formerly enslaved peoples into U.S. citizenship, as in the abolitionist movement and in the creation of black schools and colleges during Reconstruction. In other instances, the intertwining of Christianity, civilization, and whiteness justified the complete exclusion of African people from the American republic. The first U.S. citizenship law of 1790, for example, defined membership in the republic as a privilege of white men, just as early black church leaders were petitioning Congress for their rights. Likewise, the 1857 Dred Scott Supreme Court decision insisted that black men had no rights that white men were bound to respect, even as black churchpeople organized conventions to pressure for respect of those rights. In short, the connections between religion and race have been complicated. Idealism and brutality often went hand in hand, as did notions of inclusion together with the instruments of exclusion. Idealism and imperialism often joined in projects both inspiring and ignoble. For example, the enslavement of African American people and the explosion of Protestant evangelicalism occurred virtually simultaneously.

				In the twentieth century, Christian thought helped to undermine the racial system it had been instrumental in creating. In the 1950s and 1960s, black civil rights activists emerged from black churches and finally penetrated the walls of segregation, still guarded by conservative white churchmen and opportunistic politicians. The civil rights revolution in American history was, to a considerable degree, a religious revolution, one whose social and spiritual impact inspired numerous other movements around the world.

				Well past the civil rights movement and the end of officially sanctioned segregation in America, religious institutions have remained largely, and voluntarily, separated by race. Even while scholars dispute the singular notion of the “black church,” the term remains widely used in public discussions. In short, if religion is no longer racialized in the ways it was in previous centuries, religious congregations nevertheless tend to be racially separated, a simple reality of how Americans of diverse ethnic backgrounds have ordered their lives. Religion still has a color, even while the public rhetoric of American religion is ostensibly raceless and colorless. Thus, in a society sometimes said to be moving into a “postracial” era, ethnic and racial constructions remain a central ordering fact of religious life. That is why, even though the black church is not the Alpha and Omega of all things, it remains a significant and identifiable presence on the American cultural landscape.

				Historically, African American Christianity has faced a number of paradoxes that have arisen from the ambiguous status of black people as Africans and Americans. The first fundamental paradox is this: white Americans spread Christianity among black Americans intending not only to evangelize people of color but also to make them more content in their enslavement. The end result was precisely the opposite: ultimately, African American Christianity provided the language and the spirit of African American survival under slavery, and of African American freedom efforts to destroy legal segregation. Black Christian parishioners, for example, empowered the civil rights movement, the most important social movement of twentieth-century American history. During the civil rights era, they seemed to be the most powerful body of Christians in America, capable of moving a nation socially and politically. The United States once was called the nation with the soul of a church; riffing on that, one scholar has referred to the black church as the “church with the soul of a nation.”

				Yet, black churches often have not been able to realize their potential as central institutions that speak for African Americans. They have been internally divided by slave versus free churches, by cultural practices, by skin tone and levels of education, by theological traditions, and by region. And that is the second paradox this book explores. On the one hand, the very popularity and singularity of the term “black church” suggests a unified force that emerged from the Christianization of black Americans during the Great Awakenings. The black church encompasses, for example, the creation of black denominations and other religious structures, and the effective political movements that arose in part out of those institutions during the civil rights era. Historically, black Christians in America have been identified with Protestant denominations, a legacy of the simultaneous rise of slavery and Protestant evangelicalism in the Deep South; more specifically, black Protestants historically have been mainly Baptist and Methodist. Indeed, African Americans have been one of the most Protestant ethnic groups in the country per capita. That factor alone helps to explain the continued power of the concept of a black church.

				On the other hand, the black church and its leaders have been the target of relentless criticism. Critics have challenged the worship behavior of African Americans, including shouting and other emotionally enthusiastic practices. Black music, literature, and film have parodied “jackleg,” or fraudulent, ministers. Academic critics have blasted “otherworldly” ministers and church organizations for their failure to provide practical programs of social reform. Facing such an array of criticisms, black Protestantism has been as beleaguered as it has been powerful. Its most eloquent defenders and its fiercest critics have come from within the black community, as in Glaude’s polemic “The Black Church Is Dead.” In short, the church with the soul of a nation has been, for much of its history, a symbol of frustrated longings.

				There is a final paradox. Black Christians provided many of the shock troops for the social revolution of the civil rights movement. Moreover, African Americans since the New Deal of the 1930s have become associated with a powerful and solid voting bloc for the Democratic Party, even though the theology of many black churches historically has been conservative and devoutly evangelical. In short, a conservative Christian theology has fueled a history of social activism associated with liberal causes. In the civil rights years, black churches empowered a movement that cleansed the soul of a nation, in part by rejecting the fundamental premises of mid-twentieth-century optimism and returning instead to the prophetic tradition of biblical texts.

				The black church that became largely identified with the struggle for civil rights faces both opportunities and dilemmas in a post–civil rights era. Black churches have been one of the relatively few black institutions to survive and thrive in the post–civil rights era. This is because African Americans since the late eighteenth century nurtured their churches as their own institutions. In recent years, the historic contrast between the often conservative theology and the liberal politics of black churches has been narrowing and even closing to some degree. White activists on the religious-political right have developed ideological alliances, especially in the areas of abortion and gay rights, to forge interracial political blocs that focus on issues of gender and sexuality. Nonetheless, black churches also remained aligned with the civil rights agenda, and black voters still turn out for Democratic and liberal candidates. Thus, the political impact of black Christianity is mixed.

				In recent years, black parishioners increasingly have responded to the “megachurch” (huge nondenominational congregations) phenomenon, and to the charismatic call of white and black televangelists and prosperity gospel proponents. The term “prosperity gospel” refers to a contemporary theological movement stressing that Christian obedience ensures material prosperity. Assuming this continues, one may ask whether mainstream denominations such as Baptists and Methodists will come to be seen as irrelevant. In African American Christianity, this is most evident in the rise of Thomas Dexter (T. D.) Jakes. Born to a working-class family in West Virginia and now a preacher in Dallas, Jakes pushes “prosperity theology” to an integrated crowd of enthusiastic listeners.

				The black church is a figment of academic imagination. As such, it could never be the “Alpha and Omega of all things” for black Americans. That was, and remains, too heavy a burden to put on black churches. In recent years, the rise of interracial megachurches has challenged the historic role of black churches as central institutions in the African American community. But since black religious institutions remain alive and well, and black churches have been at the center of the most important struggles for justice in American history, it is critical to understand their history. This book provides a brief interpretive introduction to that history.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				

				Middle Passage for the Gods

				African and African American Religions from the Middle Passage to the Great Awakening

			

			
				A wide variety of peoples and cultures came to the New World from disparate parts of West and Central Africa during the years of the international slave trade. These men and women brought with them a remarkable array of religious beliefs and practices. Some came from societies that already had been Christianized or Islamicized prior to or during the slave trade. Others brought their local religious traditions with them.

				African slaves employed a variety of strategies and developed new forms of religious expressions in acculturating to their lives on the new continent. Many underwent the process of “creolization,” a term referring to the assimilation and acculturation of Africans into African Americans from the first generation to the second. By the eighteenth century, enslaved people showed that their religious beliefs could not only survive the tortuous passage but also empower resistance. Both the Stono Rebellion in South Carolina in 1739 and the “Great Negro Slave Plot” in New York in 1741 evidenced the religious roots of slave resistance, a theme of many American slave revolts. By that time, evangelical Christian missionaries were just beginning to make their first successful forays into preaching a message of gospel equality to small, scattered, but receptive African American audiences.

				The religious beliefs and practices of enslaved African peoples clearly influenced the development of African American history. But the transmission of African religious traditions and their transformation in the New World have been the subject of a long and vigorous debate among scholars of African American history. Students of the subject have disagreed with each other on whether African religious traditions could have survived the horrifying slave voyages of the Middle Passage and the brutal conditions on New World plantations. But they did.

				According to the most recent estimates, from 1501 to 1866 around 12.5 million people were transported from various regions of Africa to Europe and the Americas during the slave trade (see table 1.1). Other estimates have placed the total anywhere from about eleven million to upwards of fifteen million. Of this total number, relatively few individuals as a percentage of the total, perhaps about half a million, came directly or indirectly (usually via the Caribbean) to the North American colonies, and almost all of those from the late seventeenth century to the ending of the legal slave trade in 1808. By the Civil War, that number had grown to four million African Americans: about 3,600,000 slaves and 400,000 free people of color.

				The accompanying map of the African slave trading regions shows the depth and geographic extent of the slave trade. The Middle Passage from Africa to the Americas involved well over twelve million humans, who brought to the New World their beliefs and religions. The slave trade wrecked millions of lives and permanently altered the religions of everyone involved. Conquest, violence, dispossession, and subjugation characterized the capture of and trade in humans, while despair, struggle, and creativity marked the religious responses of African peoples to their enslavement.

				West and Central Africa supplied the human labor for the plantations of the New World. During the era of the slave trade, from the late fifteenth century through the mid-nineteenth, people captured from those regions and sold in the Americas followed a variety of African religions, as well as Islam and Christianity. Traditional African religions were largely Orisha religions, from the Nigerian Yoruba term for spirit manifestations of the high God Olorun. Orisha religions predominated in most of the supplying areas of the slave trade until the ninth century, when Islam started to spread throughout North Africa and into the northernmost districts of the slave-trading regions, namely, Senegambia and the Kingdom of Ghana. Far to the south and east, Christianity exercised its greatest influence in the kingdoms of Kongo and Ndongo, north of present-day Angola.

				Slaves taken from these diverse regions of Africa filled the ships of the Middle Passage. Scholars once thought that slave traders deliberately mixed imported slave populations to lessen the chances for revolt among Africans of differing languages and ethnicities. In fact, while this sometimes happened, slave traders more often bought and sold humans from particular cultural regions in Africa. Thus, slaves routinely ended up being resettled forcibly with people from their home regions.
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						Map 1.1.  Geography of the slave trade and the Middle Passage, showing sending regions of Africa and receiving regions of the Americas. Reprinted by permission from David Eltis and David Richardson, Atlas of the Transatlantic Slave Trade (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010).

					

				

				
					Table 1.1.  Africans Transported during the Slave Trade

					
						
							
									
									
									Spain & Uruguay

								
									
									Portugal & Brazil

								
									
									Great Britain

								
									
									Netherlands

								
									
									U.S.A.

								
									
									France

								
									
									Denmark & Baltic

								
									
									Totals

								
							

							
									
									1501–1525

								
									
									6,363

								
									
									7,000

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									13,363

								
							

							
									
									1526–1550

								
									
									25,375

								
									
									25,387

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									50,763

								
							

							
									
									1551–1575

								
									
									28,167

								
									
									31,089

								
									
									1,685

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									66

								
									
									0

								
									
									61,007

								
							

							
									
									1576–1600

								
									
									60,056

								
									
									90,715

								
									
									237

								
									
									1,365

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									152,373

								
							

							
									
									1601–1625

								
									
									83,496

								
									
									267,519

								
									
									0

								
									
									1,829

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									352,843

								
							

							
									
									1626–1650

								
									
									44,313

								
									
									201,609

								
									
									33,695

								
									
									31,729

								
									
									824

								
									
									1,827

								
									
									1,053

								
									
									315,050

								
							

							
									
									1651–1675

								
									
									12,601

								
									
									244,793

								
									
									122,367

								
									
									100,526

								
									
									0

								
									
									7,125

								
									
									653

								
									
									488,064

								
							

							
									
									1676–1700

								
									
									5,860

								
									
									297,272

								
									
									272,200

								
									
									85,847

								
									
									3,327

								
									
									29,484

								
									
									25,685

								
									
									719,674

								
							

							
									
									1701–1725

								
									
									0

								
									
									474,447

								
									
									410,597

								
									
									73,816

								
									
									3,277

								
									
									120,939

								
									
									5,833

								
									
									1,088,909

								
							

							
									
									1726–1750

								
									
									0

								
									
									536,696

								
									
									554,042

								
									
									83,095

								
									
									34,004

								
									
									259,095

								
									
									4,793

								
									
									1,471,725

								
							

							
									
									1751–1775

								
									
									4,239

								
									
									528,693

								
									
									832,047

								
									
									132,330

								
									
									84,580

								
									
									325,918

								
									
									17,508

								
									
									1,925,314

								
							

							
									
									1776–1800

								
									
									6,415

								
									
									673,167

								
									
									748,612

								
									
									40,773

								
									
									67,443

								
									
									433,061

								
									
									39,199

								
									
									2,008,670

								
							

							
									
									1801–1825

								
									
									168,087

								
									
									1,160,601

								
									
									283,959

								
									
									2,669

								
									
									109,545

								
									
									135,815

								
									
									16,316

								
									
									1,876,992

								
							

							
									
									1826–1850

								
									
									400,728

								
									
									1,299,969

								
									
									0

								
									
									357

								
									
									1,850

								
									
									68,074

								
									
									0

								
									
									1,770,979

								
							

							
									
									1851–1866

								
									
									215,824

								
									
									9,309

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									476

								
									
									0

								
									
									0

								
									
									225,609

								
							

							
									
									Totals

								
									
									1,061,524

								
									
									5,848,265

								
									
									3,259,440

								
									
									554,336

								
									
									305,326

								
									
									1,381,404

								
									
									111,041

								
									
									12,521,336

								
							

						
					

					Source: Compiled from data in the Trans-Atlantic Database, available online at www.slavevoyages.org.

				

				Slave traders not only focused on certain regions of Africa to purchase human cargo but also targeted particular areas in the Caribbean and North America to sell their merchandise. Those who purchased slaves in the New World often expressed decided preferences for Africans from specific regions, believing that one group was somehow more suited for labor or less prone to revolt than another. For example, the Central African regions of the Kongo kingdom became the largest source of humans forcibly imported into South Carolina during the early eighteenth century. These Africans shaped the emerging slave culture that developed in the rice-growing regions near Charleston. In contrast, French Louisianans imported Senegambians in large numbers, largely due to the trading patterns of slave supply ships and the demands of French colonists. Meanwhile, Virginians received people stolen from the Gold and Windward Coasts and the bights of Biafra and Benin, again largely due to the sea routes of the ships that supplied the Chesapeake colonies. In all these cases, slaves from individual African regions frequently ended up in the New World with other Africans of similar ethnicities, languages, and religions.

				Despite the differences separating African peoples taken from the multitude of different cultures, particular religious beliefs and ritual patterns were relatively common throughout the slaving regions. Africans generally held a profound belief in an overarching but relatively distant Spirit, who oversaw a huge variety of deities. These lesser gods, in turn, inhabited objects in the world. Africans venerated and provided sacrifices to ancestors, invoking their spirits through ritual music, dancing, and chanting. Their practices involved beseeching and appeasing the lesser deities who were responsible for the world of matter and spirit. These were, in the Yoruba tongue of present-day Nigeria, the orishas, spirits who commanded a variety of religious practices. Their power was not by definition good or evil. Religious or ritual specialists (priests) divined messages from the orishas, who communicated to humans via natural objects and whose power might be manipulated through material “fetishes.” Among the most common material fetishes were gris-gris. These were pouches of natural materials, including roots, fingernails, animal parts, soil, and other natural objects, and sometimes scraps of sacred scriptures such as verses from the Qur’an. Africans carried gris-gris to ward off evil or invoke success.

				African practices also emphasized forms of healing that combined medical and social conceptions of illnesses. Africans believed that diseases were caused by breakdowns of not only the biological body but also the social life of a community. They employed particular medicines and rituals that sought to mend the social conflicts causing communal strife and bodily disease. For this purpose, religious specialists prepared healing potions or foods, which they gave as sacrifices to spirits and ancestors.

				These lesser gods, who had various names in different parts of West and Central Africa, including vodun, loas, orisha, and others, governed the world and affected the course of human life both for good and for ill. Like many other human civilizations, Africans over generations handed down stories of the personalities and propensities of individual gods. These mythical tales explained the workings of the divine hierarchy. The orishas were both benevolent and malevolent. Because of the willful personalities and volatile potentials of the spirits, it was incumbent on people to offer them the right combination of ritual praise, veneration, and obedience. Africans wore colors preferred by the spirits, avoided taboo foods, and performed ritual ceremonies in prescribed ways that honored the ancestors.

				In the African religious worldview, when people died they became spirits, and as spirits they continued to interact with living human societies and to influence human life. Africans regarded these spirit beings as personalities who possessed their own distinct preferences, propensities, and strengths. Because human life and social harmony involved balancing dangerous and unpredictable spiritual forces, devotees sought professional help from religious specialists who could perform the proper rituals of appeasement, make up the right herbal medicines for ailments, and divine the future of individuals, family, and kinship groups.

				To ensure the continued appeasement of the deities/gods, West and Central Africans organized societies that introduced converts to secret and sacred ways. These secret societies put initiates through ceremonies in which they figuratively died and were resurrected as new people. Individual societies prepared sacrifices to particular orishas, and devotees became mediums of those gods. In trances and other ritual acts, Africans acted out in song and dance the character of individual spirits. As mediums, they became that god’s “horse.” Spirits “mounted” and rode individuals, who then responded to the demands of the spirit-rider with bodily movement, singing, shouting, and chanting. African song and dance styles arose from these religious ceremonies and deeply imprinted black American religious cultural expression.

				Besides these rituals of song and dance, rituals of medicine also shaped religious life in West and Central Africa. In the Kongo kingdom, religious life focused on minkisi, spirits who could harm or cure. The Kongolese held widely shared beliefs in a transcendent, benevolent God, who was the creator and ultimate source of providence. They also understood the world to be inhabited by a number of gods who were present in everyday life. In religious rituals devoted to these gods, Africans from the Kongo made sacrifices to powerful spirits that they believed inhabited and animated material and natural objects. Engaging in these acts, they hoped, would honor the gods and ensure the proper balance of forces on earth. They consulted priests and others with practical knowledge of the workings of the gods and saw the actions of the spirits in human bodies during times of spirit possession. In ritual possessions, humans served as mouthpieces for the spirits, communicating messages about present-day affairs and granting to living humans fertility and health.

				As part of the religious belief patterns of these societies, men and women carried on the customs and traditions of the family, kinship groups, and societies. The Kongolese, as well as many other African societies, believed that the ancestors were reborn in their descendants. An important part of those sacred customs involved burial rituals. Done properly, burial ensured the entrance of the deceased spirit into the next world, where, as an ancestral spirit, he or she could intervene in the affairs of men and women on earth. Funeral rituals involved elaborate mourning ceremonies, and burials included broken pottery and other vessels that allowed for the release of the spirit into the next world and the continuation of the cycle of life. In this way, life on earth and life in the spirit realm always maintained a close connection. Disruptions of social harmony predicted similar ruptures in the realm of the gods. By contrast, social harmony on earth could be assured by the proper acts of homage to the beings who populated the spirit world.

				During the early years of the slave trade, the religious world of Africans encountered competitors from religions that had originated in other parts of the world. Christian and Islamic missionaries from Europe and the Middle East often perceived a vast gulf between their religious practices and those of Africans. From the standpoint of comparative religions, however, there were many parallels between African, Islamic, and Christian religious rituals. In the ninth century, when Islam started to expand into northern Africa, Africans incorporated Muslim practices and objects into their religious patterns. In many cases, African elites in the kingdoms and courts adopted Islam, while ordinary Africans continued their long-held religious customs. In some cases, the two could be combined. Thus, Africans put verses from the Qur’an in their gris-gris, prayed to Allah in addition to beseeching the orishas, and invoked the protection of the ancestors for the trading networks they had developed with Islamic kingdoms in the north.

				Likewise, when the Kongo monarch Nzinga a Nkuwu adopted Christianity as the official state religion of his kingdom in 1491, ordinary Kongolese accepted Catholic rites because they paralleled their own, easing the entrance of Christianity into this region. Catholics prayed and gave ritual offerings to a diverse array of divine beings such as saints, angels, Mary, and other figures who stood between men and God. The Kongolese, similarly, prayed to familial ancestors and ritually manipulated natural objects to unleash the extraordinary spiritual power within them. Thus, Kongolese Christians combined religious traditions, engaging in ritual sacrifice to and invoking the obligatory favors of orishas, ancestors, and beings from the Christian world. All of them might provide succor and protection to humans who lived in a world precariously balanced on competing spiritual forces. Further, Portuguese missionaries starting in the fifteenth century borrowed the names of African gods when outlining the Christian spiritual universe to attract potential African converts. This religious syncretism, the melding of religious traditions, which was common in Africa in such places as the Kongo, continued in North America.

				The initial encounters of Europeans and Africans in the New World started during an age of great religious ferment and expansion following the Protestant Reformation and Catholic Counter-Reformation. While the trade was economically motivated, the European participants sought some religious sanction for their coercive and brutal trade in human souls. Europeans sought justification in the Bible, but Judeo-Christian stories were not inherently amenable to providing a religious basis for modern racial slavery. Biblical characters lived in an ancient Semitic, Mediterranean, and North African world, one in which modern understandings of “white” and “black” people would have been meaningless.

				Once slavery took root in the Americas, it was inevitable that religious authorities would decree that, if slavery existed, God must have a reason for it—–and that reason must be in the Bible. But slavery in the Americas was specifically a racial form of bondage. This was in contrast to traditional forms of slavery found worldwide, which were not racially based. Thus, any religious defense of slavery in America would have to clarify God’s providence in having one race of people enslave another. In this way, Euro-Americans developed some of the meanings of “race” in the modern sense. They began to define what constituted whiteness and blackness, categories that would long outlive slavery itself. And those categories were, at least initially, fundamentally religious ones.

				White supremacist racial thought emerged in the fifteenth century and dramatically shaped the interactions between Europeans and Africans. Religious divisions drawn by Europeans, between followers of Christ and heathens, helped define the meaning of race. “European” or “English” meant “Christian” and “white.” “African,” by contrast, meant “heathen,” despite the fact that many Africans had been Christianized and large portions of North and sub-Saharan Africa had fallen under the sway of Islam. Regardless, for European Christians, Africans were heathens, and black. In short, the categories of religion and race intertwined, each helping to define the other. Religion helped to create and solidify modern notions of whiteness and blackness. In that sense, it led to common understandings of white and black people. Religion created race, and race thereafter shaped religion.

				From the perspective of European slavers, traders, and colonizers, Africans did not have a religion. Instead, they merely possessed “pagan” or “barbaric” customs. Even Europeans who lived and worked in regions of Africa heavily influenced by Islamic and Catholic missionaries generally could not see their subjects as practicing religion. Indeed, the very process of enslavement virtually required Europeans to place the victims outside the category of humanity. In theory, non-Christians could be enslaved; Christians could not. The earliest process of racializing diverse peoples involved ignoring, denying, or denigrating their religions. This held true both for Christian and Islamic enslavers.

				The onset of the international slave trade in the early sixteenth century brought this diverse array of African religions to the New World. African peoples brought with them a variety of gods, ritual specialists, and religious practices. Followers of Orisha religions, practicing Muslims, and Catholic Kongolese were all part of this mix. Muslim slaves found little support to keep African Islam alive in North America. African Orisha religions could not survive as religious systems, either, for they were dependent on particular geographies, sacred spaces, kinship groups, and family/tribal relationships. In other words, African religions did not constitute a discrete set of religious beliefs that could be carried anywhere. Instead, they involved ritual practices intimately tied to social groupings set in particular natural geographies. When slave traders wrested Africans from their homes and threw them into the hellish cauldron of the Middle Passage, they also destroyed their ritual social systems, which were based on venerating localized spirits. The same held true for Christianized Africans, whose sacred practices also depended on geographically specific gods and social clans.

				One of the basic questions European colonizers posed was whether Africans, Indians, and others could be brought into the Christian fold. For the Indians and Africans, who were colonized and enslaved, the question was very different; they understood that religions were to be respected, but they did not necessarily perceive proselytization as respect. In other words, the European, North African, and Middle Eastern religions of Protestantism, Catholicism, and Islam preached messages that their adherents believed applied to all mankind everywhere. Moreover, Protestantism, Catholicism, and Islam competed avidly, sometimes violently, for souls, including those in West and Central Africa. However, African peoples held to highly localized religions that varied widely by region and had little experience with religions that insisted on saving the souls of converts. When the aggressively expanding religions of Christianity and Islam met the localized practices of millions of African peoples, misunderstanding and conflict quickly emerged.

				The destruction of African religions as belief systems was especially evident among enslaved Africans taken to the northern colonies of British North America. Their small numbers, their geographic dispersal, and their placement on small plantations and farms away from larger groupings of other Africans tended to undermine African religious systems. In contrast, on the West Indian islands and in Brazil, the higher numbers and greater concentrations of slaves in smaller locales allowed for greater survival of African religious traditions. In these regions, a different religious history emerged as a result.

				The early slave trade to North America brought people from the African continent who came from widely differing societies, languages, and religions. Slave ships brought them to scattered settlements along the eastern seaboard of the colonies of North America. A handful of slaves made it as far north as New England, where many of them became involved with commercial seafaring ventures. They were “black jacks.” Slaves in New York tended to be “Atlantic creoles,” men (usually) and women who often had lived in various regions of the Atlantic world—in Africa, Europe, the Caribbean, and North America—and thus had acquired cosmopolitan knowledge of geographies and languages.

				Slaves brought to the Chesapeake beginning in 1619 usually had some experience in the British Caribbean first, and they entered a world where their ambiguous status as “servants” was not altogether different from the English indentured servants whom they joined. An early death met most settlers in the Chesapeake, white and black, but those Africans who survived sometimes scrabbled upward to a free status. On occasion, they became landowners and even purchased servants themselves. Later in the seventeenth century, colonists established sizable plantations in the Chesapeake, resulting in the importation of large numbers of Africans. It spelled the decline of indentured servitude as an intermediary status between slavery and freedom. Virginia started to import African slave labor rather than English indentured servants or Caribbean blacks to meet its labor needs. Indentured servants from England had become more expensive, while the supply of slaves increased (and therefore the price of purchasing African humans decreased) as English ships brought more Africans to the Americas. As a result, “unseasoned” Africans began arriving in Virginia in large numbers. Most of them came from regions of Africa that had had little or no contact with Christianity, leading the colonial elites to conclude that it was “impossible to make any progress in their conversion.”1

				Initially, early colonizers in the Americas wondered whether Indians and black slaves could be Christians. The answer required, in part, deciding on whether Native people, Africans, and African Americans were fully human. The debate raged for several centuries, dragging on into the post–Civil War era of scientific racism. If only Christians were truly human—–and Christians were white–—then where did that leave people of African descent? And what was the status of Indians, people who never appeared in the biblical texts and whose origins were simply unknown? English settlers in Virginia debated these questions and by the 1660s codified their answers in law in ways that set the pattern for other English colonies.

				Nonetheless, some Africans converted to Christianity and as a result claimed their freedom. Colonial assemblies in Maryland (1664) and Virginia (1667) responded by dissociating baptism from freedom. From that point on, Christianity and slavery seemed compatible. Children born of slave women, even Christian slave women, would be bondspeople for life.

				In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, as a growing number of slaves converted to Christianity, Anglo-Americans once again faced the question of whether baptism made men white. The early advocates of slave Christianization, accordingly, had to conceive of Christianity apart from whiteness and freedom precisely for the purpose of defining “blackness” as a state of perpetual servitude. Slavery would continue beyond one’s potential conversion to Christianity. It would extend beyond one’s own life into the lives of one’s children and grandchildren.

				As slavery took hold in the Chesapeake, Virginians clarified further the status of “free and Christian” by legally defining precisely what constituted its opposite: unfree and heathen. The English solidified their own identity as Protestant and free by enumerating what constituted the status of un-freedom. By the early eighteenth century, they legally defined Christians and condemned non-Christians to slavery.2 Baptism, a 1705 law stated, did not affect a person’s status as slave or free. Some lawmakers, convinced of a Christian duty to preach the gospel among the slaves, hoped that the act would encourage the propagation of Christianity among Africans by assuring masters that baptism did not result in freedom.

				Nonetheless, many European colonists remained convinced that blackness was incompatible with Christianity. For them, blackness conjured images of savagery, which were also evident in the way slaves practiced their religions. The Reverend Morgan Godwyn, who ministered in seventeenth-century Virginia, charged that “nothing is more barbarous and contrary to Christianity, than their . . . Idolatrous Dances, and Revels.”3 Most Anglican planters did not provide for Christian preaching to slaves. It simply was not in their interest to do so. Many planters felt no duty to spread Christianity among slaves, and nearly all feared the possible consequences of slave conversion. The true cause of the lack of Christianization, one contemporary noted in the 1680s, was the “want of zeal in Masters, and the untoward haughty behavior of those Negros who have been admitted into the fellowship of Christ’s religion.”4

				In New England, Puritan attempts to reach their relatively small black population also met indifference or resistance from whites, who were unconvinced that blacks had souls of equal value to God. By the early eighteenth century, a Puritan justification for racism already had arisen. John Saffin, a Massachusetts jurist and slaveholder, enunciated an argument that took hold in proslavery circles. The Bible sanctioned slavery, he insisted, and pointed out that the great patriarch Abraham owned slaves. Thus, Puritans simply imitated him, claiming that “any lawful Captives of Other Heathen Nations may be made Bond men.” Beyond that, Saffin explained, God had “set different Orders and Degrees of Men in the World,” which meant that God had made some men to be slaves.5 Saffin also articulated another point dear to the heart of proslavery theorists: it was not evil to bring Africans out of their heathen homelands to a land where they could learn true Christian knowledge and be saved from eternal damnation.

				While Puritans advocated Christian conversion, that argument failed to work in the British colony in South Carolina, which featured one of the earliest and most brutal plantation systems in North America. In South Carolina, importations of slaves began later in the seventeenth century and brought in large numbers of men and women directly from Africa, especially from the Kongo region, where many of them would have had exposure to Christianity via the Portuguese missionaries. Slavemasters in South Carolina, often Englishmen who came from the Caribbean seeking their riches with lands being distributed by the English monarch to encourage settlement on the continent, often vigorously opposed slave Christianization. The English paid little attention to the religion of the large number of slaves working in their rice fields. For the most part, they saw Africans as heathens, lacking any religion at all, which made them perfect candidates for enslavement.

				By the 1730s, in Virginia as in South Carolina, very few planters showed any interest in imparting Christianity to the slaves. Missionaries who made it their task to do so generally met resistance from slave owners and indifference among the slaves. It was not that much different proselytizing among whites. Many parishes lacked ministers or churches. Others had widely scattered churches, often located too far away for ordinary folk to attend. In the eighteenth century, Anglican missionaries sought to implant Christianity more firmly among whites. Anglican elites sought to use Christian ritual to define their Englishness. For them, Christianity was a religion for whites. Elaborate Anglican ritual practices carried on through the liturgical year reminded Anglican families of their place in the social and heavenly order.

				In 1701, responding to the embarrassing lack of “zeal in Masters,” English Anglican idealists funded the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG). Its mission was to bring the gospel to Indians and blacks in the New World, though most SPG missionaries preached among whites, particularly in the South. They attempted to instill a stronger institutional structure for Anglicanism in the southern agricultural colonies. However, some SPG missionaries also did their best to convert slaves. These SPG emissaries found much the same response that others had complained about previously—lack of zeal among masters and “untoward haughty behavior” among slaves. Some white masters, SPG emissary Francis Le Jau exclaimed in exasperation in 1712, resisted his conversion efforts among their slaves. There seemed to be no reason for this opposition, he thought, other than the excuse that baptism made the slaves “proud and Undutifull.”6 Le Jau attempted to persuade whites otherwise by pointing to examples of slaves who were obedient and humble after being admitted to Communion. Seeking to reassure planters, Le Jau made black converts declare that they asked for baptism not to free themselves from their duties to their masters, but for the good of their souls.

				At other times, Le Jau wondered about the safety of his project of proselytization, as his converts drew their own conclusions from visionary biblical passages, such as those from the Book of Revelation. One slave’s dire visions of a religious apocalypse especially troubled the missionary. This convert, an honest and sober man in Le Jau’s estimation, possessed learning that Le Jau feared would sow confusion among slaves. In Revelation, this slave had read descriptions of God’s judgments at the end of time. Those biblical passages “made an Impression upon his Spirit, and he told his Master abruptly there wou’d be a dismal time and the Moon wou’d be turned into Blood, and there wou’d be dearth of darkness.”7 He further claimed that an angel had spoken to him and given him a book with special divine instructions. Since many slaves who had heard the man claimed that he had seen great visions of the impending end of the world, Le Jau wondered if it would be better if slaves were denied access to troublesome Bible passages that foretold an overturning of the social order. In addition to apocalyptic messages, slave masters were troubled by slave literacy, even in the service of slave Christianization. It was little wonder that colonies legislated against teaching slaves to read.

				While Anglican missionaries anguished over the fact that planters resisted slave Christianization, claiming that it made the slaves too proud, white masters had good reasons for their opposition to conversion. Some Christianized slaves sued for freedom and asserted that Christianity contradicted slaveholding. In 1723, a group of Christian mixed-race slaves in Virginia pled their case for freedom in a letter to a newly installed Anglican bishop. They were brought up in the Christian church, they wrote, and followed the rules of Anglicanism. In all likelihood, they had learned limited reading and writing skills in church. Nonetheless, the laws of the land made them lifelong slaves, and their masters prevented them from their duty of observing the Sabbath. In their letter, these slaves compared their masters to the Egyptians who cruelly exercised rule over the Israelites in the Old Testament. They concluded with an explanation of why they did not sign their names: If their masters discovered their identities, they feared that they would soon be swinging from the gallows tree.

				These slaves and others like them retained an older, more radical view of Christian conversion. Their religious status, they insisted, gave them rights to freedom and respect. They spoke the language of power precisely because they knew the language of power. They expressed that language in courtrooms, in letters to government officials, and, as a last resort, in acts of resistance. In 1751, when white authorities condemned a Christian slave to death for her part in poisoning her masters, she appealed to the reverend presiding over her execution. She hoped to be spared death because of her belief in Christ. A white contemporary scorned her testimony as a convenient protestation designed to shield her from the consequences of her acts, suggesting the extent of white suspicion that blacks would manipulate Christian rhetoric to their advantage.

				By the early eighteenth century, African slaves in North America lived among English settlers, but also among Spanish and French colonizers. They sometimes forged alliances with Native American people and formed “maroon colonies” comprised of runaway slaves and Indians. They prayed to African orishas, drew on elements of Native American religions, and staged guerrilla attacks against white settlers. Others used alliances with Christian colonizers to win their freedom. However, a majority of them lived and died without any knowledge of Christianity.

				While some African slaves embraced Christianity, others bitterly resisted Christianization, such as those slaves brought from Senegambia to Louisiana and the Mississippi River Valley. Led by Samba Bambara, a slave interpreter for the French, Afro-Louisianans formed alliances with Natchez Indians. Together, they fought fiercely against the French and their Native allies, the Choctaw. As a result, there were few black Catholics in the Louisiana territory. Most black Catholics in the territory resided in and around New Orleans, where they learned French and lived as part of a small colored elite. Many were the offspring of the liaisons of white masters and slave women. They included some African and African American women educated in academies begun by the Ursulines, who had been established in 1727 as the first female order in the United States. The Ursulines educated a select contingent of blacks in colonial Louisiana in Catholic Christianity. Beyond New Orleans, many slaves in the bayou country and Mississippi Valley resisted European power by forming maroon colonies either on their own or together with members of Native nations with whom they intermarried. They invoked the orishas in their fight against slavery and against Christianity.

				While maroons resisted slavery in part by rejecting Christianity and European civilization, Spanish slaves in Florida used Catholicism and their service to the Spanish Crown to pursue lives of relative freedom. The Spanish imported slaves to Florida in the mid-seventeenth century, where they deployed them as soldiers to defend Spanish claims in North America and to harass the British settlement of South Carolina. In 1693, the Spanish Crown offered freedom to all South Carolina fugitives who converted to Catholicism and served the Spanish king’s military. Word of the Spanish offer turned Florida into a magnet for black South Carolinians seeking to escape slavery. A number of Africans manned Fort Mose, a settlement built in 1738 near St. Augustine and led by an African soldier named Francisco Menendez. Catholic priests required the Carolina fugitives to be baptized anew and to receive additional religious instruction upon their arrival in Florida. One Spanish official observed that the slaves wanted to be Christians but that their English masters sought to prevent them from learning Catholic doctrine.

				By 1746, blacks constituted about a quarter of St. Augustine’s population of 1,500. These included Africans imported directly by the Spanish, as well as fugitives from the Carolinas and other English colonies. Catholic priests sanctified marriages among the slaves and fugitives and baptized their children. Membership in the Church and the militia created common bonds for these Atlantic creoles who served the Spanish Crown in exchange for their freedom. These promises of freedom were not always kept; some who tried to claim freedom were shipped to Havana and re-enslaved in Cuba.

				Despite the fact that not all South Carolina fugitives gained their freedom, English colonists rightly feared the possible effects of slave Christianization in Spanish-controlled Florida. The Spanish employed religion to foment discontent among slaves in the British colonies of North America. The results were soon evident in South Carolina and New York, where slave rebellions betokened the potentially dangerous consequences of Christian conversion. In both cases, Christianized slaves took the lead in the revolts, adding to English fears about the effect of Christian preaching among people who lacked freedom but desired liberation. Had English colonists inquired more closely into the religion of their subjects, they might have discovered the influence of Kongolese Catholicism and foreseen it as an internal enemy. It proved so during the Stono Rebellion of 1739.

				On Sunday morning, September 9, 1739, an enslaved man named Jemmy, originally from the Kingdom of Kongo, gathered a group of slaves near the Stono River in South Carolina. The group may have been inspired by recent runaways who had made it to Spanish Florida. The very date of the rebellion may have held a specific religious meaning for Kongolese Catholic rebels who believed September 8 to be the day of Nativity for the Virgin Mary. Kongolese Catholics believed that Mary protected those who venerated her. The slaves also may have known about the recent South Carolina law that, weeks later, would require all Englishmen to carry firearms to church on Sunday to prevent the possibilities of slave revolts. Beating the deadline, Jemmy and the rebels broke into a store, secured firearms, and killed twenty-one whites. The next morning they marched “in a Daring manner out of the Province, killing all they met and burning several Houses as they passed along the Road.”8 Many of the rebels were likely trying to flee to freedom in Florida. Proud of their Catholicism, the Kongolese welcomed the Spanish offers because this would allow them to gain freedom and practice their Catholicism free from the Protestant oppression of their South Carolina masters. However, their hopes were squashed when a posse of whites killed thirty of the rebels.

				Similar to the Anglican slaves who had petitioned for their freedom in 1723, the Stono rebels understood the connection between Christianity and freedom. The rebels considered themselves to be Catholic Christians from an independent political kingdom. Some of them may have known how to fight based on their military experience with militia orders in the Kongo kingdom. Like the English, they understood that violence sometimes was necessary to defend one’s freedom and one’s faith. The Stono Rebellion shook the colony of South Carolina to its core. The idea that propagating Christian belief would inculcate order and obedience into an otherwise unruly slave population had failed.

				A second incident, the “Great Negro Plot of 1741” in New York City, speaks more ambiguously to the role of religion, Christianization, and rebellion. In New York as in South Carolina, skepticism about religion and slave conversions and concerns about slave plots ran strongly among the white populace. Protestant white New Yorkers especially feared the presence of Catholic slaves and priests who seemingly threatened their dominance and supremacy, although no evidence exists linking the slaves in New York to Spain or Spanish plots.

				In 1664, when the English won New Amsterdam from the Dutch, New York City had a small black population consisting of three hundred Africans who had come from all over the Atlantic world. By the early 1740s, enslaved people numbered about two thousand and comprised about 20 percent of the city’s labor force. In the bitterly cold winter and spring of 1741, a burglary plot involving a white tavern owner and two slaves, along with a series of fires of obscure origins, set into motion the Great Negro Plot of 1741.

				To this day, it is not clear whether there was any such plot, but New Yorkers of the time drew from a familiar set of stories about rebellious slaves and evil Catholics turning the world upside down. These formulaic narratives convinced New Yorkers that slaves had indeed planned to rebel. Allegedly, a group of “Spanish Negroes,” freemen who had been captured from Spanish vessels and then sold into slavery in New York, were conspiring with Catholic priests to stage a revolt. Slaves rounded up as part of the conspiracy were self-professed Christians. One so-called Spanish Negro, a Portuguese-speaking slave possibly from Angola who had worked in the Spanish colonies, insisted on his innocence, praying and kissing a crucifix at his execution. Some jailed slave conspirators had worked with Anglicans who had instructed them in Christianity. Still other slaves had heard the word of God in the early years of the great Protestant revivals of the mid-eighteenth century. Authorities in New York browbeat suspects with Christian theology, threatening them with visions of the fires of Hell if they did not confess and repent. Despite the clear evidence of slave Christianization, however, authorities from the British Crown assumed that all slaves involved in the plot were heathens, for how else could their actions be explained?

				By the end of the plot, New York authorities had arrested 172 people (152 blacks, 20 whites), executed 34 alleged conspirators (30 blacks, 4 whites), and exiled 84 slaves from the colony. One jailed slave committed suicide. Fearful of slave rebellions, real or imagined, whites clamped down further on slaves’ religious practices. They sought to eliminate any vestige of slave autonomy by restricting meeting places, occupational choices, and avenues of redress for grievances. As part of this tightening of control, religious exercises came under closer scrutiny. White men with firearms kept watch over black assemblies and discouraged slave religious expressions. In New York as in South Carolina, Christianized slaves seemed to be the most dangerous, hence the concern with black religious assemblies.

				The brutality of the Middle Passage, the spread of slavery throughout colonial North America, and the repression that met uprisings, real or imagined, such as those in South Carolina and New York, all speak to the obstacles Africans faced in adapting religious practices to their harsh new environments. In North America, slaves attempting to create communal cultures in their new worlds drew on their African past and their diverse variety of religious traditions, including Orisha practices, Islam, and Christianity. Their experiences in the New World either limited, drove underground, or transformed their religious practices.

				Older African religious expressions survived in North America, but without the system of rituals that had supported them in African societies. Particular religious practices continued, but African religions as systems of practice tied to local geographies, spirits, and ancestors could not be transported to the Americas. Religious systems based on communal notions of space, geography, and sacred objects could not withstand the displacement caused by the Middle Passage.

				Although Islam lacked any institutional structure in North America, Muslim slaves continued to practice individual forms of belief. They prayed to the East, chanted Qur’anic passages, ate food items that marked the end of fasting during Ramadan, and played melodic lines on instruments that had been derived from Islamic musical patterns. But for Muslim slaves, there were no formal calls to prayer, mosques, or public Islamic customs to sustain the faith in something other than an underground or privatized form.

				Finally, the Christianity that was part of the religious culture of some enslaved Africans was a very different form of Christianity than the Protestantism that predominated in the English colonies of North America. Indeed, many English settlers assumed that Africans were simply heathens, for they could not see Orisha religions, Islamic customs, or Kongolese Catholicism as religion at all. However, that began to change in the mid-eighteenth century, when a series of evangelical revivals swept the colonies and attracted converts among the slaves. These Protestant evangelical revivals resulted in the birth of African American Christianity, which became a significant force in black American life.

				The explosion of Protestant fervor in the colonies affected some slave owners who attempted to convert their slaves, but it also revived fears among other planters about the potentially dangerous consequences of slave conversion. Uneasiness about black Christianization, and the uncertainty of whites about whether slave conversion would undergird or undermine the social order, plagued the white slave-owning class. Meanwhile, Christian bondspeople, basing their beliefs on the biblical promise of equality and justice, employed the liberating potential of evangelicalism to challenge the premises that underlay slavery and white supremacy.
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