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ABSTRACT 

What’s My Name? An Autoethnography of the Problem of Ethnic Suffering and Moral 
Evil in Black Judaism 

 
Andre Eugene Key 

Doctor of Philosophy 
Temple University, 2011 

 
Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Nathaniel Norment, Jr. Ph.D. 

  
     This study examines the problem of ethnic suffering and moral evil in Black Judaism.   

Black Judaism has been traditionally studied along anthropological and sociological 

lines, as a result, the core beliefs and theological issues which animate the faith tradition 

have not been the subject of critical study.  This dissertation uses an African-American 

centered theoretical perspective and a black theology methodological approach to 

produce an autoethnography of my experiences living as a member of the Hebrew 

Israelite community. 

     This study suggests that Black Judaism is best understood through an examination of 

the problem of black theodicy meaning the belief in an omnipotent and benevolent deity 

while acknowledging the historical oppression of African Americans.  Black Judaism 

articulates a belief in black theodicy which asserts that African Americans are victims of 

divine punishment and must “repent” in order to experience liberation from ethnic 

suffering and moral evil in the form of anti-Black racism and white supremacy.  This 

belief in deserved punishment has led Black Judaism into a state of mis-religion. By 

engaging in the process of gnosiological conversion I will identify the oppressive features 

of Black Judaism and offer corrective measures. 
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     Finally, this dissertation will discuss ways in which Black Judaism can conceive of 

liberation without the need for appeals to redemptive suffering. Concomitantly I will 

discuss the articulation of a Hebrew Israelite ethno-religious identity which is not 

predicated on the belief of redemptive suffering.  Instead, I propose the basis for a 

restructuring of the core beliefs of Black Judaism based on humanocentric theism. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
What’s My Name? 
 

I’ve roamed this whole world over, 
Been immersed in sin and shame 
No Man’s feet I’ve not been under, 
What’s my name? 
I’ve been chained,whipped and beaten, 
Slavery’s my only fame, 
Even my soul the nation’s plunder, 
What’s my Name? 
What’s my name, who could care? 
For none doth stand with me, 
I alone have to bear my grief and misery. 
Comes the day my God is tired, 
Way the heathens use His name, 
And he’ll tear my bonds asunder, 
Then you’ll hear when I proclaim, 
Yisrael, Yisrael, Yisrael is my name. 
- Hebrew Israelite Hymn 

Introduction 

     “Yis-ra-el, Yis-ra-el, Yis-ra-el is my name.”  This was the refrain I heard on a fall day 

in 1998, as I stood in Beth Shalom B’nai Zaken Ethiopian Congregation for the first time.  

Leading the song was a gentleman named Aharon ben Yosef, who sang a duet with a 

keyboard player.  Aharon, who is from Antigua, had a distinct Caribbean accent that 

matched the reggae-styled music that accompanied him.  I had never heard this song 

before yet it was the most solemn and haunting song I had ever heard.  It struck a chord 

with me as the congregation joined in and sung along with the singers.   

     I felt like the song was telling my story in a distinctly “black” and “Jewish” way. The 

experience was different from all the other Jewish and Hebrew Israelite services I had 
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encountered up until that point.  As I looked around many of the congregants were 

pumping their fist into the air as they sung the refrain, “Yisrael is my name.”   Finally, I 

raised my fist and joined in and sung loud and proudly, “Yisrael is my name.” 

     What’s My Name is a well known hymn within the African American religious 

community known alternately as Black Jews, Black Hebrews, or Hebrew Israelites. The 

song reveals the spiritual strivings of a religious community that has largely felt nameless 

and invisible to the outside world.  This hymn is about the pervading oppression of black 

people in America and throughout the African Diaspora.  It is an attempt to put into 

context the history of black people in the Americas within the narrative of Jewish 

suffering in a literal not symbolic fashion.  In essence, this song declares that black 

people in America are not simply experiencing a four hundred year one-time predicament 

but the latest epoch in three thousand year old odyssey of the people known as the 

children of Israel. 

     An equally important belief contained in the hymn is that the God of the Bible is 

intimately concerned with the plight of black people because they are his chosen people 

and they will soon experience liberation from those who have oppressed them.  Hebrew 

Israelites believe that the obstacles faced by African Americans in the form of racial 

oppression are not simply the consequences of “moral evil” but are the results of a divine 

punishment.  Therefore, Hebrew Israelites believe that it is possible to discern the true 

identity of black populations in the western hemisphere by interpreting biblical texts that 

point to a prophetic history of the biblical Israelites.  Hebrew Israelites have constructed 
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an identity out of the concepts of black messianism and redemptive suffering that has led 

to an ethno-religious identity based on ethnic suffering.   

    This dissertation examines the problem of moral evil and ethnic suffering (black 

theodicy) in Black Judaism and how it shapes Hebrew Israelite ethno-religious identity.  

This is accomplished by engaging in an autoethnographic study that chronicles my 

introduction, conversion, and lived experience as a member of the Hebrew Israelite faith.  

In the course of this autoethnographic study the reader is introduced to Black Judaism in 

a phenomenological manner in which the problem of ethnic suffering and moral evil is 

confronted by the author.  The core beliefs of Black Judaism are examined and described 

across the interdenominational lines that exist within the faith tradition. Finally, I engage 

in the task of gnosiological conversion/revision as it relates to the theological responses 

to the problem of ethnic suffering and moral evil and provide suggestions for a Black 

liberation theism that is not centered on appeals to redemptive suffering.   

Black Jews, Black Hebrews, and Hebrew Israelites: The Issue of Nomenclature 

     An important issue that needs to be addressed from the outset of this project is that of 

nomenclature regarding this religious community.  The community in question has and 

continues to use different terms to refer to their ethno-religious identity.  This is further 

complicated by how outside sources such as academic literature and popular media refer 

to this religious community. 
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Black Jews 

     The most commonly used term by researchers to refer to the aggregate of black 

religious congregations that maintain that they are descendents of the biblical Israelites is 

Black Jews.  This term is the least used by the community with the exception of those 

groups that adhere to forms of rabbinic Judaism.  Even within this segment there are 

individual members of these communities that also use Israelite and Hebrew Israelite 

interchangeably.  Black Jew is most commonly used as ethnic/racial designation in 

distinction to white or Ashkenazi Jew by members of these communities.  A distinction 

should be made between members of these autonomous communities of African 

Americans and those who have converted under the auspices of one of the Euro-

American Jewish movements.1  This does not mean that individuals who have undergone 

a halakhic2 conversion with one of these religious movements do not also belong to a 

Hebrew Israelite congregation. 

     A final point of clarification must be made with regard to the term “Black Jews”. 

Although, this term has been applied to African Jewish communities whose identity is 

based on genealogy or mass conversion such as Beta Israel (Ethiopian Jews), the Lembas 

of South Africa and Zimbabwe; and the Abayudaya of Uganda these groups are not the 

subject of this study unless they have chosen to affiliate themselves with one of the 

autonomous Hebrew Israelite communities.   In contrast, there are African “Hebrew 

Israelite” communities as a result of missionary activities by Black Hebrews such as the 

Black Jews of Rusape, Zimbabwe who can be included in the purview of this study.  The 
                                                 
1     The traditional divisions of Euro-American Judaism are: Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and 
Reconstructionist.   
2      Halakhic refers to the code of laws used by rabbinic Judaism to determine proper behavior and rituals. 
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reason for this demarcation is that Africana Jewish communities such as the Lemba and 

Beta Israel do not assert their Jewish identity as a group based on ethnic suffering.  

Black Hebrews/Black Israelites/Hebrew Israelites 

     The use of the terms Black Hebrew, Black Israelites, and Hebrew Israelites (or 

Yisraelites) are terms that are employed more often by members of the community under 

examination.  The prefix “Black” is often used by researchers while some members 

believe the addition of the modifier “Black” to be unnecessary and perhaps redundant.  It 

is common to hear individuals refer to themselves as Hebrew, Israelite, and Hebrew 

Israelite interchangeably while avoiding the term Jewish altogether.  The difference 

between Israelite and Jew within these communities is addressed by Israelite spiritual 

leader and author Cohane Michael Ben Levi in his text, Israelite and Jews: The 

Significant Difference.  He maintains that Jewish is a signifier of religious affiliation 

while Israelite is a statement of ethnicity and nationality.  The racial implications of this 

distinction in nomenclature are always under the surface of any research that is conducted 

on this religious community. This means that Hebrew Israelites are consciously 

separating themselves out from a perceived white Jewish community based on the 

perception that they as African-descended people represent an original Hebraic ancestry.  

     The need to balance the worldview of the community under study and to accurately 

depict the phenomena in question requires sensitivity and critical analysis.  To 

categorically refer to the entire religious community as Black Jews removes the sense of 

agency and self-definition.  For the purposes of this dissertation I will refer to the 

religious community alternately as Black Hebrew, Israelite or Hebrew Israelite, except in 
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cases when I am referring to specific segments of the Israelite community that primarily 

identifies itself as Black Jews. 

The Religion of the Israelite Community: Black Judaism 

     An equally difficult task is describing the religious tradition of Hebrew Israelites.  The 

phenomenological nature of this project requires that the self-understanding of the faith 

community be portrayed as accurately as possible without mediating or categorization 

that obscures rather than illuminates the lived experiences of Hebrew Israelites. The most 

common terms employed by researchers have been Black Judaism, Black Israelism and 

Black Hebrewism.3  None of these terms are used by the Israelite community itself.  The 

segment of the Israelite community that identifies as Jewish refers to their religion as 

Judaism, not Black Judaism.  They also do not draw distinctions between their religion 

and that of white Jews; however they may disagree over rituals, biblical interpretations 

and traditions.4  This cannot be said to represent the entire Hebrew Israelite community, 

the majority of which view their religious tradition as totally separate from western 

historical Judaism.   

     Another major challenge is that the majority of the Israelite community does not 

employ a single term to refer to their religious tradition.  They use phrases such as: 

                                                 
3      James Landing, Black Judaism, (Durham:Carolina Academic Press, 2003); Jacob Dorman,”Black 
Israelites aka Black Jews aka Black Hebrews: Black Israelism, Black Judaism, Judaic Christianity”, in 
Introduction to New and Alternative Religions in America: Volume 5: African Diaspora Traditions and 
Other American Innovations, Eugene V. Gallagher and W. Michael Ashcraft (Westport: Greenwood Press, 
2006), 59. 
4      Capers C. Funnye, interview by Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz, 27 December 2005 in The Colors of Jews, 
Melanie Kaye/Krantowitz (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 159. 
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“Torah”, “Israelite culture”, “Israelite way of life” and the “knowledge of the Truth”.5  

The fact that portions of the Israelite community reject the category of religion does not 

remove the obligation to describe, analyze, and critique Hebrew Israelite core belief and 

practices.     

     In this study I will employ the term Black Judaism to refer to the collection of beliefs, 

practices and traditions held by members of the Israelite faith.  Black Jews understood 

themselves to be practicing a form of Judaism, albeit a culturally different one from the 

dominant white Jewish society.  Later groups of Israelites rejected the term Judaism 

along with it many rabbinic practices and traditions.  This change in nomenclature 

coincided with the Black Power movement and its aesthetics.6   

To prevent my use of Black Judaism from obscuring the diverse nature of Hebrew 

Israelite religious observance I will also use terminology that reflects Hebrew Israelite 

self-understanding.  Therefore, readers will be introduced to the following terms in a 

manner that is akin to how many would define the term Judaism: Torah, Israelite 

Culture, and way of life.  

     The usage “Black” is also understood not to totally arise out of the community under 

study; however it has precedence within the scholarly literature and most accurately 

depicts the religious phenomena in question.  The use of “Black” in this study is to 

indicate that the Judaism being practiced by Hebrew Israelites is a denomination of Black 

Religion and not simply to differentiate it from “white” Judaism.  Black serves as an 

                                                 
5      Ben Ammi, God, the Black Man, and Truth, (Washington, DC: Communicators Press, 20-21), 2000; 
Cohane Michael Ben Levi, Israelite and Jews: The Significant Difference (Temple Hills, MD: Levitical 
Communications, 18-19), 1997. 
6      Landing, Black Judaism, xx. 
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indicator that Black Judaism emerges out the historical experiences of African Americans 

as “blacks”.  The use of “Black” does not imply an ontological or essentialized blackness, 

instead it is a recognition of the historical processes that have produced a black religious 

phenomena.  Historian of religion, Charles Long reached a similar conclusion in his 

discussion of Black Religion when he asserted that blackness was an “opaque” symbol, 

which means blackness refers to a concrete historical and social reality which has 

produced African American religious worldview.7 

A Typology of Sectarianism in Black Judaism 

     Black Judaism is a diverse religious tradition in belief, practice and ritual.  Hebrew 

Israelite sects have a heterogeneity which has not been fully discussed in the literature 

outside of its historical and sociological implications.  To address this oversight in 

doctrinal and liturgical diversity I will provide a sectarian overview of Black Judaism. 

This typological matrix is an adaptation of the Baer-Singer typology of Black 

sectarianism.8 Whereas, the Baer-Singer typology is a sociological instrument, this 

typology is theological in that addresses doctrinal, ritual, and liturgical differences 

between Israelite groups and sects. 

     Hebrew Israelite sects can be divided along two major axes. One axis represents the 

attitudinal orientation towards the Black Church as the major religious institution in the 

African American community and its beliefs, practices, and traditions.  In this regard, the 

response of a particular group may be accomodationist in the sense that elements of the 

Black Church are transferred and appropriated in the construction of a Hebrew Israelite 
                                                 
7      Charles H. Long, “Structural Similarities and Dissimilarities in Black and African Theologies,” 
Journal of Religious Thought 33, no 2 (fall-winter 1975): 21. 
8      Hans Baer and Merrill Singer, “Toward A Typology of Black Sectarianism”, 259-276. 
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belief, practice and ritual.  Or a group may be considered rejectionist in that it constructs 

its identity out of opposition to various elements of the Black Church in belief, practice, 

and ritual.   

     The second axis represents the attitudinal orientation of Hebrew Israelite sects toward 

western historical Judaism as the major Judaic religion of America and the state of Israel.  

Similar to the attitudinal orientation towards the Black Church, this axis is divided 

between accomodationist and rejectionist poles.  With accomodationist attitudes 

representing those who incorporate, appropriate, and accept western historical Judaism as 

a legitimate source of Black Judaism.  Rejectionist sects reject or repudiate (both actively 

and passively) western historical Judaism as a source of Hebrew Israelite belief, practice, 

and ritual and construct their beliefs, practices, and rituals in comparison. 

Illustration 1 below illustrates the typology of Black Judaism in a four cell matrix. Each 

cell represents each one of the different types of Hebrew Israelite sects.  

 

Illustration 1 Typology of Black Judaism 
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     There can be identified four major divisions within Hebrew Israelite doctrine: 

rabbinic, Torah-Only (Old Testament), messianic, and holiness.  The names of these 

types have been taken from the terminology of the sects themselves and have not been 

imposed upon the respective sects.  It should be noted that these types should not convey 

rigid boundaries between the sects.  Hebrew Israelite sects and congregations are 

constantly adapting their beliefs, practices, and rituals.  In addition, sects and 

congregations influence one another through interdenominational interaction; however, 

certain dispositions dominate certain sects which have lead to their particular 

categorization.  In cases, where certain sects represents a mixed type it will be noted.   

Also, groups may emerge from one type of sect and evolve into another through time.  I 

will note the presence of any such doctrinal shifts in this overview of Israelite sects and 

movements.  The remainder of this section will describe the four types of sects present in 

Black Judaism. 

Rabbinic sects 

     The rabbinic sects are those which are typified by the adoption of rabbinic rituals, 

practice, and tradition in their orientation to Black Judaism.  These are not, however, 

halakhic congregations in the sense that they accept in toto the authority of rabbinic 

writings as equal to that of the written biblical text.  They reject the notion that the oral 

tradition later codified into rabbinic legal texts such as the Mishna and Talmud is equal to 

that of the Torah (biblical text).  Their adherence to rabbinic law and ritual is only insofar 

as it can be demonstrated to coincide or does not contravene biblical text.   
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     A classic example of how Black rabbinic thought differs from traditional rabbinic law 

(halakhah) is the issue of basar v’chalav (the separation of meat and milk). In traditional 

rabbinic law one is not permitted to eat a meat (or poultry) and dairy together in the same 

meal.  This prohibition applies not only to the meal but the dishes and utensils used to 

prepare food. As a result, many observant rabbinic Jews have a dual system of dishes, 

utensils, and other items associated with food preparation.  This prohibition is based on a 

verse in the Hebrew Bible which meaning is not totally clear that is repeated three times. 

The verse warns not to "boil a kid in its mother's milk." (Ex. 23:19; Ex. 34:26; Deut. 

14:21)   Black rabbinic Jews do not agree with this interpretation of biblical text and 

believe that the verse should be interpreted literally and not expanded to cover such 

dietary restrictions.  While there are other Judaic groups that also do not adhere to the 

meat and milk separation such as Karaites, Samaritans, and Beta Israel (Ethiopian Jews); 

it is the fact that Black rabbinic Jews give consideration to halakhic law which makes this 

point interesting.  They have rejected or modified the principle of sola scriptura which is 

a common belief within Black Judaism.  This means that rabbinic groups accept limited 

authority outside of the biblical text.  Black rabbinic Jews study and consult the Mishna 

and Talmud; however, both are relegated as secondary to the biblical text in authoritative 

matters.   

     This principle is demonstrated for example in the explanation of the function of the 

Israelite Board of Rabbis’ bet din (religious court): 

The International Israelite Board of Rabbis is the only rabbinic body serving 
the Israelite community today. Most of the congregations in our community were 
founded by rabbis of the International Israelite Board of Rabbis. These rabbis 
remain the spiritual leaders of the people of our community. Beginning with 
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Rabbi Arnold J. Ford and Rabbi W.A. Matthew who founded Commandment 
Keepers Congregation in 1919 and continuing for almost a century, these rabbis 
have held the responsibility of caring for the spiritual needs of our community, 
training and educating four generations of rabbis, and representing our 
community to the world with dignity, honor, and integrity.  

 
A Bet Din under the auspices of the International Israelite Board of Rabbis has 
been in existence since the 1970s. It has heard cases on a variety of issues 
involving individuals and congregations. The Bet Din regularly reviews religious 
matters of Minhag (custom) within the Israelite community. We interpret Torah 
and Halakah for the benefit of our community. Our Bet Din is empowered to issue 
certificates of Shuvah (Return) and in the cases of divorce where the marriage 
was performed by a rabbi, we have issued certification of a Ghet(sic) (religious 
divorce). The operation of our own Bet Din is one of the important features that 
define us as an independent, autonomous, and self-governing Jewish community.9 

 
The use of the term halakhah should be understood in a very narrow sense to mean the 

traditions and dictates of the community in question.  These traditions may invoke 

Mishnaic and/or Talmudic references; however, Israelite halakhah is rooted in the 

biblical text. Although, it may be tempting to draw comparisons between liberal Judaism 

and Black Judaism such comparisons are flawed.  The Jewish Enlightenment that 

produced the Conservative and Reform movements was reforming their relationship to 

the entire halakhic system.  Black rabbinic Judaism does not emerge out of the western 

rabbinic tradition but out of African American biblical hermeneutical tradition.  In 

essence, rabbinic tradition is being appropriated in the same manner that early enslaved 

Africans appropriated the written text of the Bible.   Note the purpose of halakhah and a 

bet din is to “define us an independent, autonomous, and self-governing Jewish 

community” or in other words to remain a free religious community. 

                                                 
9      International Israelite Board of Rabbis, “Bet Din Procedures”, BlackJews.org, 
http://blackjews.org/docs/Bet%20Din%20of%20the%20Israelite%20Board%20of%20Rabbis.pdf, 
Accessed: November 14, 2010. 
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   The prominent sects of Black rabbinic Jews are the member congregations of the 

International Israelite Board of Rabbis, Inc. (IBR) founded by Arnold Josiah Ford, 

Wentworth A. Matthews and their subsequent students.  These congregations were the 

first autonomous Black rabbinic Jews.   These congregations are spread throughout New 

York, Philadelphia, and Chicago.  Lesser known rabbinic sects are the Moorish Zionist of 

Harlem; Abihu Reuben and the Ethiopian Hebrew Settlement Workers Association of 

Chicago; Abel Respes and the Colored House of Moses in Philadelphia who eventually 

led his entire community through a mass conversion into Orthodox Judaism.   

     Rabbinic sects typically have maintained relations with the white American Jewish 

community.  This has been a result of Black rabbinic Jews attending white Jewish 

schools and other institutions.  In addition interest by white Jewish organizations and 

individuals attempting to normalize relations through interracial outreach have produced 

long-standing albeit tenuous ties between the two communities.    

Torah-Only Sects 

     As the term implies, Torah-Only sects are those which believe that only the Old 

Testament (Hebrew Bible) is holy writ. The term “Torah-Only” is used by these groups 

to differentiate themselves from groups that also accept the New Testament as sacred 

text.  Although the term Torah-Only is used they consider the entire Hebrew Bible to be 

valid scripture, however the five books of Moses are considered the most authoritative.  

Torah-Only sects adhere to the principle of sola scriptura with slight accommodations for 

outside research that confirms various interpretations in lieu of a hermeneutical tradition 
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such as that of rabbinic interpretation.  Also, some Torah-Only groups accept certain 

apochcryphal and pseudopigraphical writings as holy text.   

     Torah-Only groups typically reject rabbinic or what they consider “Jewish” 

interpretations of the biblical text.  An example of this is the decision by some Torah-

Only groups to reject the modern Jewish calendar in favor for a calendar based on direct 

observation of the lunar cycles in America and/or Israel.  A group calling itself the One 

Nation Calendar Coalition, a collection of individuals and congregations who have 

rejected the Jewish calendar state: 

Over a period of several decades within the Israelite community there have been 
many persons who have investigated the so called Jewish calendar and have 
questioned whether or not rabbinic teachings and manipulation of their 
religious holidays comply with the Laws and instructions given in the Torah 
[emphasis mine].  In the last decade these concerns have grown stronger and 
spread from North America to regions in Africa, Asia, South America and the 
Caribbean.  As a result, several groups, communities and individuals have joined 
their efforts to research, investigate and examine this important issue.10 

The objection of the calendar coalition represents an excellent example in the difference 

between Torah-only Hebrew Israelites and Black rabbinic Jews.  Torah-Only Hebrew 

Israelites challenge the right of rabbinic tradition to be the ultimate arbitrator of biblical 

interpretation.  

     The leadership structure of Torah-Only Hebrew Israelites conforms to what I will call 

Priestly-Royal.  Priestly-Royal leadership utilizes an organizational hierarchy modeled 

after system in the Hebrew Bible with titles such as zaken (elder), nasi/sar (prince), 

cohane (priest) and moreh (teacher).  All of these leadership titles are derived from the 
                                                 
10     “Frequently Asked Questions”,  The One Nation Calendar Coalition 
(O.N.C.C.) Official Website, http://www.onenationcalendarcoalition.org/FAQ.htm, Accessed October 12, 
2010. 
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biblical text and viewed as more authentic and scriptural than the post-biblical 

developments that gave rise to the title of rabbi.  Secondly, these titles represent to Torah-

Only Hebrews an African religious ethos because of the tribal system of ancient Israel. 

     The development of Torah-Only Hebrews can primarily be traced back to Black 

rabbinic Jews.  Just as with the Black Church, the Black Power movement forced Black 

Jews to address the signs and symbols attached to their faith tradition. Although, Black 

Jews advocated teachings that were implicitly black nationalist in tone, the symbols of 

Black Judaism were intertwined with those of European Judaism.  Members of rabbinic 

Israelite congregations spoke Yiddish, wore suits and yarmulkes akin to white orthodox 

Jews, and practiced many traditions associated with the Ashkenazi minhag (customs).  In 

response, a shift began within rabbinic Black Judaism to eschew traditions associated 

with “white” Jews and Judaism.  Talmudic study was replaced with Bible study classes, 

the siddur (prayer book) was replaced by informal worship, African drumming was 

introduced and members began dressing in dashikis and other “cultural” clothing.  

Finally, rabbis were replaced with cohanim (priests), chiefs, and princes.  Consider the 

difference in dress between the black Jewish rabbi and the Torah-Only Hebrew Israelite 

cohane (priest) in Illustration 2. 

     The congregations referred to as “camps” and “knessets” spread throughout New 

York, Philadelphia, New Jersey, Chicago, Cincinnati and into the South.  Throughout the 

1960s and 1970s some notable Torah-Only congregations began to establish themselves; 

groups such as B’nai Zaken set up “camps” in Brooklyn and Chicago. 
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     With the rejection of rabbinic tradition Torah-Only congregations found themselves 

looking for a liturgical structure.  Torah-Only Hebrews also rejected the traditions 

associated with the Black Church so what developed was a liturgical form that is 

dominant in Torah-Only camps: the Shabbat bible study.  The Shabbat Bible study format 

makes Bible study worship in of itself. Although prayers and songs may be a part of the 

service, the central element is the “teaching service”, an all day series of lectures and 

informal discussions.    

    Torah-Only Hebrews tend to be black cultural nationalist in orientation and do not seek 

acceptance by the white Jewish community.  White Jewish cooperation is viewed with 

suspicion and as a method of control. The stress placed on returning to an African (albeit 

Israelite) identity leads Torah-Only Hebrews to associate with Pan-Africanist and black 

religious nationalist beliefs in a modified form that conforms to their biblical worldview. 

     The major Torah-Only sects are B’nai Zaken of New York, Chicago, and North 

Carolina,  B'nai Adath Col Beth Yisrael/ Hashabah Yisrael of New York, The House of 

YisraEl Hebrew Bible Class of Ohio, Elder Yahkyra Levy and Atzehret Shalom Hebrew 

Center of Tennessee, and the Black Hebrew Israelites Online and The LawKeepers, two 

prominent cyber communities of Torah-Only Hebrews.  

Messianic Hebrews  

     The third type of Hebrew Israelite sects are messianic Hebrews.  Unlike in western 

historical Judaism where Jesus represents the central fault line between Judaism and 

Christianity, Jesus only represents an area of serious doctrinal contention.  Messianic 



17 
 

Hebrews are accepted as fellow Hebrew Israelites by their rabbinic and Torah-Only co-

religionist although believed to be mistaken in their teachings. 

      Messianic Hebrews are categorized by their acceptance of Jesus of Nazareth 

(alternately referred to as Yahshua ha Mashiach and many other Hebrew variations11) as 

the Hebrew messiah.  These sects represent a wide spectrum of beliefs that run from 

adoptionist theologies similar to 1st century Ebionite Christians which viewed Jesus as a 

fully human being chosen by God to be the Jewish messiah to full-fledged trinitarian 

Christologies which consider Jesus divine in nature.  

     Messianic groups display the widest degree of variety in doctrine and organizational 

structure. There are several reasons that account for this diversity. First, because Black 

Judaism is decentralized, individuals and groups of Black Christians can adopt Black 

Judaism and a Hebrew Israelite identity without the intervention of an outside 

ecclesiastical body.   Secondly, as many researchers have noted “Judaic Christians” were 

the earliest Israelite groups to emerge, therefore Christological doctrines have long been a 

part and parcel of Israelite belief. 

     One of the most important matters for many messianic Hebrews is making the 

distinction between themselves and traditional Christians.  This may be accomplished 

through rejecting important Christological doctrines (i.e. virgin birth); rejection of certain 

books of the New Testament (usually Pauline books); and the use of Hebrew alternatives 

to Greek words and concepts (i.e. B’rit Chadasha instead of New Testament).   Because 

                                                 
11     The rendering of Jesus from English to Hebrew is a source of doctrinal emphasis. Messianics who are 
“sacred namers” emphasize that YAH-shua must be the proper pronunciation based on their belief that the 
vocalization of the tetragrammaton (יהוה), the four letter name of the Hebrew deity has mystical 
importance.    
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Christianity is view as a “slave religion” or “white man’s religion”, Christianity is often 

used as the black religious ‘Other’ in which to construct a messianic Hebrew identity in 

particular and Hebrew Israelite identity in general.  A common strategy for making the 

distinction is the insistence on using Hebrew or “sacred names”12 when discussing God 

and Jesus.  Very elaborate explanations (usually etymologically) are used to establish that 

Jesus and Yahshua are two different personalities. Jesus is white, pagan, and mythical; 

Yahshua is black, Hebrew, and the redeemer of black humanity.13  Unlike Black 

Christians, messianic Hebrews emphasize their acceptance and adherence to the laws of 

the Old Testament and their Hebraic ethnicity as the key to salvation. 

     The function of Jesus as messiah also is quite varied with messianic Hebrews.  Some 

view Jesus as a salvific figure who will end black suffering in a fashion akin to Black 

Christian nationalism.  Others maintain traditional views that include salvation from hell 

and the promise of a heavenly afterlife.14  A very important point should be made about 

two messianic oriented sects: The Nation of Yahweh and the Kingdom of Yah. These 

messianic sects not only recognize Jesus (or Yahshua) as the Messiah but they also 

recognize their current leader as a messiah. Both the Kingdom of Yah and Nation of 

Yahweh believe their leaders, Ben Ammi and Yahweh Ben Yahweh respectively are 

                                                 
12     The Sacred Name Movement (SNM) is an outgrowth of the Seventh Day Adventist denomination. It is 
traced back to Clarence O. Dodd who emphasized the Hebrew roots of the Christian faith.  The SNM has 
been source of theological content for Messianic Hebrews. For a fuller explanation of the history and 
background of the SMN see: Gordon J. Melton, Encyclopedic Handbook of Cults in America, (New York: 
Garland Publishing, 1992), 83. 
13      Ben Ammi, Yeshua the Hebrew Messiah or Jesus the Christian Christ, (Washington, D.C: 
Communicators Press, 1996), 5. 
14      Elder Shadrock, The Word: The Israelites and the Damned, (Toronto: Fifth Ribb Publishing), 1993, 
23.  
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(were) the Hebrew messiah sent to liberate African Americans (who are viewed as lost 

Israelites) from their oppression.15 

     Messianic Hebrews maintain an ambivalent relationship to rabbinic Judaism.  Some 

groups are rabbinic in their orientation much like Messianic Jewish groups, adopting the 

title of rabbi for their leaders, adhering to Jewish traditions and holidays and structuring 

most of their liturgy based on the rabbinic siddur with modification.  Others are hostile to 

Jewish belief and practice, associating Judaism with the traditions of the Pharisees of the 

New Testament.  A third category of Messianic Hebrews represent a mixture of 

traditions, a group such as the African Hebrew Israelites of Jerusalem would fall into this 

category. 

     Organizationally, messianic refer to their places of worship as churches, temples, and 

knessets.  A note should be made that some Messianic Hebrews avoid the term 

‘synagogue’ both for racial and religious reasons.  Racially the term synagogue is viewed 

as the place of worship of white Jews (who some believe are Edomites).  The spiritual 

leaders use elder, nasi, and rabbi as titles of leadership. 

    Messianic Hebrews can be found throughout the United States, the Caribbean, Africa, 

and Europe.  The most notable groups are the Israeli Church of Universal Practical 

Knowledge and offshoots (i.e. House of David and 12 Tribes), the African Hebrew 

Israelites of Jerusalem (alternately known as the Kingdom of Yah), and The Israelite 

Nation World Wide Ministries.  There are countless numbers of small Messianic Hebrew 

camps which are independent and do not affiliate with any larger ecclesiastical body.  

                                                 
15      Yahweh Ben Yahweh (neé Hulon Mitchell, Jr.) died in May 2007. Douglas Martin (May 9, 2007). 
"Yahweh ben Yahweh, Leader of Separatist Sect, Dies at 71," New York Times. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/05/09/us/09yahweh.html. Retrieved December 13, 2010. 
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Holiness Sects 

      The final type of Hebrew Israelite sects are the Holiness sects. Holiness sects are 

“Judaic Christian” sects that emphasize their Hebrew ancestry.16 They are distinguished 

from Messianic Hebrews in that they openly accept Christian teachings as part of their 

Israelite identity.  Holiness sects passively reject western historical Judaism as a source of 

their Black Judaism.  This means they do not actively attempt to reject rabbinic Judaism 

as much as their ritual and liturgical structure is dominated by holiness tradition although 

they may incorporate certain Yiddish and Hebrew terms, phrases, concepts into their 

liturgy and rituals.   

     The first Hebrew Israelite congregations were part and parcel of the late 19th century 

phenomena known as Holiness millennialism.  As James Landing has pointed out these 

religious leaders used holiness and Masonic terminology, ritual, and liturgy in their 

congregations.  Some holiness sects engage in ecstatic worship, charismatic preaching, 

and faith healing.  They also refrain from gambling, drinking and smoking which are 

hallmarks of holiness and Pentecostal doctrine. Stress is placed on adhering to the Ten 

Commandments, biblical dietary laws, Sabbath and holy day observance.  It is the 

acceptance of these regulations that makes members of these communities “Israelites” in 

distinction to racially exclusive arguments although they maintain the original “Jews” 

were black. 

     In their early history some holiness Israelite sects advocated racial unity such as the 

Church of God and Saints of Christ and the Church of the Living God (Hebrew 

                                                 
16      James Landing, Black Judaism, 69. 
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Pentecostals).  However, the racial climate of the late 19th and early 20th centuries in 

which these sects were founded left them exclusively African American.   In comparison 

to these sects is the Church of Living God founded by Prophet F.S. Cherry in 1886 in 

Chattanooga, Tennessee later moving to Philadelphia.  He argued that blacks were the 

original Jews and white Jews were impostors who were the descendants of Esau. 

Therefore there is not a uniform attitude toward race relations in holiness Israelite sects. 

Also, they have not embraced the black cultural nationalism of Torah-Only and some 

messianic sects. 

     Holiness sects typically refer to their places of worship as churches, temples, or 

tabernacles. Their spirituals leaders use titles such as minister, bishop, pastor, prophet and 

rabbi.   Their congregations are highly structured and hierarchal using almost identical 

organizational frameworks as Black Christian Pentecostal denominations.   More than 

any of the other categories of Black Hebrews, holiness sects have maintained the worship 

tradition of the Black folk religion with full choirs, musical instruments, and traditional 

hymn singing.   

     The largest of the holiness Israelite sects is the Church of God and Saints of Christ 

(COGSOC) founded in 1896 by William S. Crowdy. The COGSOC has congregations 

throughout the United States and Africa. It should be noted, however, considerable 

change has occurred in the COGSOC and their congregations should now be considered a 

“mixed type” between rabbinic and holiness. Other important sects are The Church of the 

Living God (F.S. Cherry), and House of God, The Holy Church of the Living God, The 

Pillar and the Ground of the Truth, The House of Prayer for All People, Inc. founded by 
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R.A.R Johnson in 1914.   This last sect is also known by as Hebrew Pentecostals and 

represents the extreme end of the holiness spectrum in that they maintain they are 

Hebrew merely by observance of the “Old Testament”.  Their teachings do not reflect 

any racial chauvinism as present in other Holiness sects.  Their inclusion is warranted due 

to the overlap with the foundational teachings of William S. Crowdy and other holiness-

oriented Israelite sects of the early 20th century. 

     Another example of a mixed holiness congregation is Congregation Temple Bethel 

(CTBE) founded by Louise Elizabeth Dailey in 1956.  As an offshoot of the House of 

God, this congregation originally was Hebrew Pentecostal in its orientation until its 

founder rejected the divinity of Jesus.  With exposure to both white and Black rabbinic 

Judaism this congregation has adopted many of the rituals, practices, and beliefs of Black 

rabbinic Judaism along with maintaining many of its holiness practices.17    

     Holiness sects typically have undergone considerable changes leading them to 

rabbinize as they come in contact with western rabbinic Judaism and white Jewish 

institutions.  This can be seen in the change in titles for spiritual leaders and the changing 

of congregational names and houses of worship.  The process of rabbinization has created 

the mixed or hybrid form of Black Judaism that I will refer to as holiness-rabbinic Black 

Judaism.   

     The purpose of this typology was to present the diversity of Hebrew Israelite belief, 

practice, and ritual.  The matrix is meant to be seen as a guide to the general divisions of 

                                                 
17      It should be noted that the current biography of Louise E. Dailey has been considerable edited and 
rewritten since 2008 to stress her qualifications as a rabbinic authority.  This represents the mixed nature of 
the CTBE as a holiness sect.  “Louise Elizabeth Dailey," Congregation Temple Bethel website, 
http://www.bethelph.org/ledbio.htm (accessed 2008). 
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Black Judaism and move away from generalizations about “the Hebrew Israelites”.  

While there are several orientations of Black Judaism; however, there is an underlying 

unity to Black Jewish belief.   

Defining Black Religion and Black Judaism 

     This dissertation is concerned with examining the problem of ethnic suffering and 

moral evil within Black Judaism.  In this study Black Judaism is viewed as a 

denomination of a larger African American religious tradition that I will refer to as Black 

Religion.  This means that Black Judaism shares certain core beliefs, mythologies, and 

theodicies with religious traditions in the African American community such as Black 

Islam, and certain manifestations of Black Christianity.  Although the nature and 

character of African American religious practice is quite varied and diverse it can be 

argued there exist within the African American community, religious orientations that 

can be referred to as Black Religion.  The central tenet of Black Religion is the desire to 

combat racial oppression on divine terms with theologically-based anthropologies.  Black 

Religion operates not as a single religious system but as a plurifaith, a collection of 

African American religious traditions undergirded by the concern with protecting, 

defending, and advocating for the full humanity and spirituality of African people.   

      The idea of a distinct black folk religion was argued by the Joseph R. Washington, 

who stated that the African American Christian tradition was not analogous with the 

Protestant tradition.18  Washington’s critique was aimed at the religious-based nature of 

the civil rights movement of the 1950s.  He argued that King’s nonviolent resistance 
                                                 
18      James Washington, Black Religion: The Negro and Christianity in the United States, (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1964), vii. 
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campaign was not the embodiment of Christian ideals and ethics but of an external 

religious tradition of divine “Negro protest”.19  Following the lead of Washington a 

generation later was Sherman A. Jackson who in Islam and the Blackamerican critiqued 

nationalist-based Islamic movements such as the Moorish Science Temple and Nation of 

Islam.  He contended that these were manifestation of Black Religion in proto-Islamic 

dress.  Jackson and Washington saw the emergence of a distinctly black religious 

tradition as problematic and as a sign of theological immaturity in regards to historical 

Christianity and historical Islam.  Jackson argued that, 

Black Religion has no theology and no orthodoxy; it has no institutionalized order 
and no public or private liturgy.  It has no foundational documents or 
scriptures…and no founding figures, like Buddha or Zoroaster.  The God of Black 
religion is neither specifically Jesus, Yaweh (sic), nor Allah but an abstract 
category into which any and all of these can be fit, the “god of our weary years,” 
the “God of our silent tears.20 
 

    This description of Black Religion although meant to represent its deficiencies presents 

an opportunity to discuss a way to understand African American religion in a normative 

fashion separated from Jewish, Christian, and Islamic structures of religiosity.  Jackson’s 

summary of Black Religion demands that the question be asked, ‘If Black religion lacks a 

theology, holy texts, or even a deity how does one argue for its existence?’ 

     I would argue that Jackson is incorrect in his analysis on this point; Black Religion 

like black music emerged from the shared historical experience of black folk and as such 

does not require a revelatory figure to inaugurate its existence.  The inability to locate a 

founder of the blues, jazz, or the spirituals does not negate the depth or meaning of black 

music; likewise the absence of a founder of Black Religion does not negate the existence 
                                                 
19      Ibid, 4-7. 
20      Sherman Jackson, Islam and the Black american, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 31. 
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of liturgy, theology, sacred texts, or sacred figures.   This point was argued by African 

American religious studies scholar, Henry Mitchell who stated that, “Just as there is no 

single author or composer of the religious songs we call the “Negro Spirituals,” so is 

there no single theologian or group of theologians responsible for the typical folk system 

of Blackamericans- their worship, world view, and value system.”21       

      All descriptions of an autonomous Black Religion have not been seen as a negative 

consequence of African enslavement in the Americas.  Henry Mitchell attempted to 

explicate a deep structured black religion that undergirds African religiosity within the 

Diaspora.  In his foundational text Black Belief, Mitchell outlines a set of propositions 

and descriptors that encapsulate the idea of an indigenous African folk faith that animates 

Black Religion.  He argues that Black Religion is animated by set of West African 

precepts that have been maintained in African American religiosity.22 

     Although not fully conceiving of Black Religion as a plurifaith, Maulana Karenga 

defines Black Religion (through C. Eric Lincoln) as, “ in its essence then not an imitation 

but, the desire of Blacks to be self-conscious about the meaning of their blackness and to 

search for spiritual fulfillment in terms of their understanding of themselves and their 

experience of history”23  Ultimately, there is a understanding that Black Religion is 

qualitatively different in its history, development and meaning than the faith traditions 

that they share myths, sacred texts, and doctrines.  While it shares myths, sacred texts, 

and even certain foundational doctrines with western religions I am asserting that Black 

                                                 
21      Henry Mitchell, Black Belief: Folk Beliefs of Blacks in America and West Africa (New York: Harpers 
& Row, 1975), 13. 
22      Ibid, 58-94. 
23       C. Eric Lincoln as quoted by Maulana Karenga, Introduction to Black Studies, (Los Angeles: 
University of Sankore Press, 2002), 234. 



26 
 

Religion is a separate religious system unto itself. Just as Christianity shares myths, 

sacred texts, and doctrines with Judaism no one would argue that they are one and the 

same faith.   

     In this dissertation Black Judaism and (to use and modify Jackson’s conceptualization 

of Islam) western historical Judaism operates as two separate religious traditions. This 

assertion is not without consequence because I am abandoning the discourse of previous 

scholars to wedge African American faith traditions into western historical faiths.  It is 

not necessary to authenticate Black Judaism by comparing the amount of religious fealty 

that it has to western historical Judaism.  Black Judaism existence necessitates that it is 

engaged it on its own terms rather than treat it as a missing page of western historical 

Judaism.   

Black Theology and Black Studies: A Shared Genealogy 

       The turbulent years of the 1960s brought the social, political, and cultural issues that 

affected African Americans at the forefront within the academia.  As is well-known, 

African Americans have long produced scholarly works dedicated to examining and 

addressing the issues facing the Black community before the 1960s.   With the emergence 

of the Black Power movement, African American youth were radicalized and sought new 

meaning in social institutions such as universities and churches.  The response of the 

academy was the establishment of centers, institutes, and programs of Black and Afro-

American Studies.24 

                                                 
24      Noliwe M. Rooks, White Money/Black Power: The Surprising History of African American Studies 
and the Crisis of Race in Higher Education, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2006).  
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     The emergence of Black Studies as a field of study and later as a discipline within the 

academy forced a re-assessment of the sociology of knowledge.  African American 

students demanded an education that would lead to the revitalization and liberation of the 

Black community. Scholars have identified reasons for the reluctant incorporation of 

Black Studies courses and curricula into the academy.  This is summarized by St. Claire 

Drake in his discussion of the meaning of the discipline: 

The very use of the term Black Studies is by implication and indictment of 
American and Western European scholarship.  It makes the bold assertion that 
what we have heretofore called “objective” intellectual activities were actually 
white studies in perspectives and content; and that a corrective of bias, a shift in 
emphasis, is indeed, even if something called “truth” is set as the goal.25 

Drake’s analysis of the Black Studies vis-à-vis “white studies” had its parallel in the 

meaning and purpose of black liberation theology.   

     The Black Church, which for years had to respond to challenges by more nationalist-

oriented denominations of Black Religion such as the Moorish Science Temple, Nation 

of Islam and several Israelite groups was forced to re-examine their relationship to 

grassroots black political and social movements.  The outcome was a Black clergy that 

sought to synthesize Black Power and the Christian Gospel into a viable black liberation 

theology.   

        In 1964, Joseph R. Washington, Jr., published the highly controversial article, “Are 

American Negro Churches Christian?” in which he forcefully argued that the majority of 

African American Christians were not “theologically” Christian.  He insisted rather, that 

they were practitioners of Black Religion, a folk-oriented, holy protest against racial 

                                                 
25      Ronald Bailey, “Black Studies in Historical Perspective”, in The African American Studies Reader, 
Edited by Nathaniel Norment, Jr., (Durham: Carolina Academic Press: 2008), 307. 
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oppression.  Washington contended that because white American Christianity excluded 

African Americans they were unable to fully access the theological underpinning of the 

faith tradition.  The result was a Black Christianity that remained largely outside the 

theological parameters of traditional western Christianity.  

     In response to the challenge posed by Washington, black clergy responded with what 

would later become black theology.  The initial text was James Cone’s Black Theology 

and Black Power (1969) later followed A Black Theology of Liberation (1970).  Black 

theology’s most immediate concern was to establish a biblical basis for Black Power. 

Although, academic black theology has largely been within the Christian tradition, other 

biblical religions have developed black theologies which are instructive.   

     Frederick L. Ware, a black theologian, traces the genealogy of black theology in three 

stages.  The first stage of black theology emerged out of the civil rights and black power 

movement.  He identifies King’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” as classic example of 

the initial black theologian’s focus.26    

     The second stage is identified with the entrance of black theology into the academy.  

Wilmore argued that during this period black seminarians focused on the issues related to 

definition and methodology in Black theology.  James Cone’s Black Theology and Black 

Power and Black Theology of Liberation, were the first systematic works produced in the 

contemporary black theological movement.  Following, Cone, J. Deotis Roberts wrote 

Liberation and Reconciliation (1971); Gayraud Wilmore, Black Religion and Black 

Radicalism (1973); and William Jones, Is God a White Racist (1975).  The central 

questions underlying these works centered around the following issues: (1) the meaning 
                                                 
26      Frederick L. Ware, Methodologies of Black Theology, (Cleveland: The Pilgrims Press, 2002), 2. 
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of black liberation, its relation to racial reconciliation, and the place of violence; (2) the 

nature of black religion and its relation to black power as the latter’s principal subject 

matter; and (3) the plausibility of black liberation theism, that is, belief in God’s 

solidarity with oppressed blacks, in the face of their continued suffering and the absence 

of compelling empirical evidence in support of divine liberating activity.27 

     The third stage of black theology is the re-emergence of the centrality of the Black 

Church and its expansion to global issues in relation to the Black community.  This 

included discussion of gender and sexuality; relationship between black theology, and 

other liberation theologies, and Marxist critiques of American capitalism.  Therefore, a 

broader range of questions and more relevance to life beyond academia characterizes this 

stage of black theology.28 

 The development of academic black theology shares the same the roots as the 

establishment of Black Studies as an autonomous academic discipline.  It can be argued 

that black theology is part and parcel of African American Studies, however, because 

black theology is largely carried out in religion departments and divinity schools it has 

usually meant that the most African American Studies departments do not have trained 

black theologians.  This does not mean that black theology has not had an impact on 

Black Studies. 

     In his overview of African American religion, Maulana Karenga points to the 

emergence of black liberation theology as one of the stages in the development of the 

                                                 
27      Ibid, 4; James H. Cone, “An Interpretation of the Debate among Black Theologians,” Epilogue to 
Black Theology: A Documentary History, 1966-1979, Edited by James H. Cone and Gayraud S. Wilmore, 
612. 
28      Ibid, 4-5. 
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Black Christian faith tradition.  His analysis tends to echo his depiction of Black Studies 

as he equates the institutionalization of the discipline with the formation and history of 

the enterprise.  Karenga states, 

Black liberation theology, however, did not come into being by itself…it was 
developed in response to the dynamics of the decade of the 60s with its stress on 
Blackness and social activism and struggle…Also, the 60s demanded active 
engagement in the Black struggle for liberation and a higher level of human life 
and challenged the church to participate or disband.29 
 

This account of black theology is refuted by historian and theologian, Gayraud Wilmore 

who argued that “this way of doing theology is at least as old as the Atlantic slave trade, 

if not older.”30   

     Scholars such as Charles H. Long and William R. Jones both have been involved in 

the development of black theology and been a part of African American Studies through 

history of religion and philosophy respectively.  However, their engagements have been 

with African Americans studies as an area of study model rather than a disciplinary 

model.  As such, their work has been under the direction of religious studies as the 

guiding disciplinary structure rather than Black Studies.  However, as with many other 

foundational scholars in all areas of academic disciplines their methods and perspective 

have led them to ask different questions and seek different methods than what their 

respective disciplines advocated in relation to Africana phenomena.  

     To fully explicate the meaning of Black Judaism requires an engagement with Black 

theology.  This means that this project must utilize methodologies that exist in African 

                                                 
29      Maulana Karenga, Introduction to Black Studies, 267. 
30      Gayraud S. Wilmore, “Pastoral Ministry in the Origin and Development of Black Theology,” In Black 
Theology: A Documentary History, Volume Two: 1980-1992, Edited by James H. Cone and Gayraud S. 
Wilmore (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 117. 
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American studies and black theology as disciplines.  Black studies and black theology as 

disciplines shares the same genealogical roots and will be linked for their potential in 

defining, discussing, and analyzing African American religious phenomena.  In this 

dissertation it is my intention to merge the methods of phenomenology and 

autoethnography with black theological inquiry in order to present a holistic 

understanding of Black Judaism.  

Black Theodicy and Black Theology 

     This dissertation seeks to bring the discourse of theodicy in black theology to bear on 

Hebrew Israelite religious thought as raised by William R. Jones’ classic work Is God a 

White Racist? While Jones’s work was directed at black liberation theology as developed 

by African American Christian theologians his critique is applicable to Black Judaism 

and its black liberation theism which is undergirded by similar theodicean presumptions. 

     In the most basic understanding, theodicy refers to the attempt to reconcile the notion 

of the existence of a benevolent deity who is all powerful and all-good with the existence 

of evil in the world.  Black theodicy is a particular form of theodicy; it deals with the 

problem of suffering in relation to the historical oppression of African Americans.31  The 

crucial question is how African Americans make sense of a benevolent and omnipotent 

deity in the face of New World slavery and the following era of Jim Crow anti-black 

racism.32  It questions how a benevolent and omnipotent deity could sanction and permit 

moral evils such as African enslavement and anti-black racial oppression.  It also engages 

                                                 
31      Sherman A. Jackson, Islam and the Problem of Black Suffering, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 4-6 
32      Ibid. 
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the question of how African Americans can liberate themselves from moral evil without 

questioning God’s goodness or power.  Black theodicy, therefore, attempts to explain 

how or why God allows black suffering while also justifying their belief in the need to 

end the suffering in light of the theological commitment that it can only happen by the 

power and will of God.33 

     According to Sherman Jackson, black theodicy has an additional dimension lacking in 

traditional western theodicy.  The focus of traditional theodicy has been on the abstract 

categories of suffering in the forms of physical illness, death and mourning, natural 

catastrophe, and war.  Similarly, traditional theodicy has been seen to be highly 

individualistic and almost random in nature. Even when suffering has been understood to 

be directed at a specific group (as in the case with anti-Semitism), the implication was 

that it was directed at particular characteristics of the group in which members might be 

able to alter or change.34  In addition, the group could avoid future suffering if later 

generations avoided those characteristics that originally led to the initial suffering.35  

     Black theodicy rejects this random and impersonal framework as being incapable of 

addressing the reality of ethnic suffering that African Americans as a people have 

experienced as a group across several generations.36  Ethnic suffering, however, is not 

random or impersonal nor can it be avoided by removing certain character traits in a 

                                                 
33      Ibid 
34      The theodicean responses to Anti-Semitism in general and the Holocaust in particular have been dealt 
with by prominent Jewish theologians. 
35      Ibid. 
36      William R. Jones, Is God a White Racist: A Preamble to Black Theology, (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1998), 20-21. 
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group’s collective identity.  To the contrary, it is highly personal with a transpersonal 

persistence almost a type of divine Jim Crow. 

Problem Statement 

     The concern with ethnic suffering is not limited to Black Christianity; the theodicy-

based myths of the Moorish Science Temple, Nation of Islam and Hebrew Israelites all 

address the question of why suffering occurs to black people in the western hemisphere. 

Although, theodicy plays a central role in Black Religion as a whole, the scholarly 

discussion has largely been a Christian one.  This is interesting considering Black 

Judaism is equally open to the charges of “divine racism.”  A critical reflection on 

theodicy has not been conducted by Black Hebrew clergy and neither has it been engaged 

by the scholarship on Black Jews and Black Judaism. This dissertation seeks to address 

this omission. 

     There are several reasons for the exclusion of Hebrew Israelite thought within black 

theodicy discourse. Foremost, has been the absence of members of the Hebrew Israelite 

community in schools of divinity and theology.  Israelite thought is largely concentrated 

in sermons, songs, bible study classes, and books written for members of the faith rather 

than for academic discourse.  Secondly, research on Israelites is largely concerned with 

sociological and anthropological issues; the theology of Hebrew Israelites has largely 

been ignored by scholars as a source for drawing a more complete picture of the religious 

community.  This dichotomy was addressed by Charles Long in his discussion of 

methodological problems in the study of religion.  He lamented the lack of commitment 
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to understanding religions as religious phenomena rather than embodiments of 

sociological factors.37 

     Therefore, this study is examining the core beliefs that are at the foundation of Black 

Judaism. The study of Black Judaism from a theological methodology represents a 

departure from how Black Hebrews have been approached in the past as non-Christians 

in the African American community and non-whites within American Judaism.  

     The early nature of African American religious studies relegated the study of non-

Christian religions to the periphery of the academic scholarship. Depression era 

scholarship concentrated on black cults and their development in urban areas that 

experienced massive black migration from the South. This was the traditional area of 

study for examining non-Christian African American religions. The 1960s witnessed an 

expansion of scholarship on African American religion and an inclusion of non-Christian 

religious traditions with the inclusion of Black Islamic groups. The foundational works 

on the Nation of Islam by C. Eric Lincoln were a guide to research outside the Christian 

boundaries of African American religious expression. Lincoln’s work was largely 

sociological although he did address theological issues present within the Nation of Islam 

as it related to racism. However, as African American religion scholar Anthony Pinn has 

noted,  

It is my contention that the African American religious experience extends 
beyond the formation and practice of Black Christianity. That is to say, 
historically African Americans have participated in a variety of 
traditions…Much of the discussion concerning these traditions has been 
conducted by anthropologist, sociologist, historians of religion, and those in 
the arts. African American theologians have not, in large measure, understood 

                                                 
37      Charles H. Long, Significations: Signs, Symbols, and Images in the Interpretation of Religion 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 30-31. 



35 
 

the ritual structures of these and other traditions as anything more than 
resources for the construction of a syncretic black Christianity.38 
 

Here Pinn’s statement raises the issue of how to approach the study black religion and 

theology outside the parameters of the Black Christian church.  If divinity schools and 

seminaries are dedicated to the engagement of Christian gospel; where does the 

researcher/theologian go to engage Hebrew Israelite religion and theology?  Heeding the 

call of Pinn, this dissertation will examine Hebrew Israelite religion within the context of 

Black Religion and engage in an analysis that treats Black Judaism as normative 

denomination of this religion and not as an appendage of Black Christianity. 

     Secondly, the complexity of Black Judaism resides in the difficult nature of 

discussions about the intersection of “blackness” and “Jewishness” both historically and 

even in contemporary times. In Black Zion, Yvonne Chireau and Nathaniel Deutsch raise 

the following questions: 

If a group of African Americans who were raised as Christians form a new 
community and declare themselves to be Jews, does this act make them Jewish? 
Must they first be converted by one of the “official” branches of Judaism? Are these 
branches any more valid than another group that claims Jewish origins? Moreover, 
what about a group of African Americans who claims that they are legitimately 
Jewish and that others who call themselves Jews (i.e., Orthodox, Conservative, etc.) 
are imposters or “so-called Jews”? Finally, what happens when a group of African 
Americans who identify with biblical Israel but reject the label “Jews” as inaccurate 
emigrate to the modern state of Israel and establish a community?39  
 

It is necessary to take seriously the questions raised from the intersection of “blackness” 

and “Jewish” as categories of being without digressing into authenticity discourses on 

                                                 
38      Anthony Pinn, Varieties of African American Religious Experience, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1998), 1. 
39     Yvonne Chireau and Nathaniel Deutsch, Black Zion: African American Religious Encounters with 
Judaism, (New York; Oxford Press, 2000), 6. 
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Hebrew Israelites.  The communities under study are being studied as “Blacks” and 

“Jews” in a phenomenological approach meaning I will bracket the questions about 

ancestry, legitimacy, or authenticity.  Therefore, Black Judaism as a religious tradition is 

under examination as a religion and not as a social movement or sociological problem in 

need of amelioration. 

     The final issue to be addressed is the relationship between redemptive suffering and 

Hebrew Israelite ethno-religious identity.   Hebrew Israelites have constructed an ethno-

religious identity based on the belief in deserved punishment and redemptive suffering. 

This study argues that Hebrew Israelite belief in deserved punishment and redemptive 

suffering as a means of explaining black suffering had led Hebrew Israelites to articulate 

a form of religion which I have labeled mis-religion or de-centered spirituality.  This 

requires that Hebrew Israelite confront the oppressive features of Black Judaism in order 

to engage in libratory praxis.   

Research Questions 

There are four questions which will guide this dissertation. They are: 

1. What are the core beliefs of Black Judaism? 
2. How do Hebrew Israelites use the biblical text and African American history to 

explain and interpret the problem of moral evil and ethnic suffering within Black 
Judaism? 

3. What are the implications of the Black Hebrew understanding of moral evil and 
ethnic suffering on the construction of their ethno-religious identity? 

4. How can Hebrew Israelite develop a response to ethnic suffering and moral evil 
that is not dependent on appeals to redemptive suffering? 
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Significance of Study 

     This dissertation will expand the research agenda on Black Judaism as an area of 

inquiry within African American Studies by engaging in an African-American 

centered study.  This study is also significant as an autoethnographic project in the 

content area of African American religion within African American studies as a 

discipline. 

Definition of Terms 

          The following terms are significant to this study. Many terms may be new to the 

reader therefore requiring a clear explanation: 

African American-centered: 
Refers to the theoretical perspective of this study; it is the theoretical framework 
which is grounded in the deep structure of African-American culture through 
which to understand African American religious phenomena.  It refers to the 
positioning and utilizing of the African American experience, culture and history 
as the conceptual point of departure.  It is more theoretically precise than African-
centered and recognizes the creolized nature (biologically and culturally) of 
African Americans.40 
 

Black Christian-centrism 
Refers to the discursive process that centers the normative religious orientation of 
African Americans as Protestant Christian. There is an emphasis on the Black 
Christian experience as the sum total of normative African American spirituality. 
Non-Christian and Catholic manifestations of Black Religion are treated as 
aberrations and/or appendages to the Black Christian experiences. 
 

Black Jewish studies 
The aggregate of sociological and anthropological studies conducted on Black 
Jews and Hebrew Israelites which centers its focus on the legitimacy and 
authenticity of the identity claims of Black Jews. 

 
Black Judaism 
                                                 
40      This definition is based on the following works: Molefi Asante, The Afrocentric Idea, 1998; Terry 
Kershaw, “Afrocentrism and the Afrocentric Method, 1992; Daudi Ajani ya Azibo, “Articulating the 
Distinction,” 2001. 
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A denomination of the African American spiritual orientation known as Black 
Religion it is primarily a Bible based religious tradition which utilizes a form of 
prophetic redemptive suffering and black messianism to assert that individuals of 
African-descent in the Western hemisphere are the “true Jews”.  This is based on 
a belief that African Americans are the descendant of West African exilic Hebrew 
communities. Black Judaism is to be distinguished from western historical 
Judaism which spans from the ancient Israelite cult faith to modern rabbinic 
Judaism.  Black Judaism uses western religious motifs as a language world to 
communicate a conception of “black choseness.”                                                             
.   

Black Religion 
Refers to the spiritual orientation of African Americans who combat racial 
oppression and anti-Black racism on divine terms.  Black Religion employs 
mythologies, cosmologies, and theological anthropologies which negate the 
negative attributes of anti-Black racism.  Black Religion does not operate as a 
single religious tradition but it loosely tied together through a common religious 
worldview.  The most recognizable embodiments of Black Religion are Black 
Christianity, Black Islam, and Black Judaism; although religious traditions such 
as Rastafarianism and African American Orisha-worship would also qualify as 
denominations of Black Religion. 
 

Black theodicy 
Refers to a unique form of theodicy; it deals with the problem of suffering in 
relation to the historical oppression of African Americans.  The crucial question is 
how African Americans make sense of a benevolent and omnipotent deity in the 
face of New World slavery and the following era of Jim Crow anti-black racism.41 
   

Ethno-religious Identity 
Refers to the process of ethnicity-construction by African Americans by using 
religion as a marker of ethnic identity.  Therefore, African Americans divide their 
ethnicity along religious identities such as Christian, Hebrew Israelite, Moorish, 
and Muslim.  Ethno-religious identity attempts to transcend overdetermining 
notions of racial identity imposed by white society. 
 

Mis-Religion 
The act of de-centering African Americans through the acceptance of black 
theological anthropological inferiority.  Mis-religion is the belief that African 
Americans are spiritual deficient as human beings due to their African ancestry 
which must be rectified by appealing to salvific formulations which promise 
universal redemption thus negating or neutralizing one’s African beingness. 

 
Phenomenological autoethnography 
                                                 
41      Anthony Pinn, Why Lord: Suffering and Moral Evil in Black Theology,( New York: Continuum 
 Publishing, 1995)13-14. 
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This method is the combination of two methodological approaches: 
phenomenology of religion and autoethnography. The purpose is to add to the 
phenomenological design aspects of the autoethnographic method.   This method 
concerns itself with the experiential aspect of religion, describing religious 
phenomena in terms consistent with the orientation of the worshippers.  There is 
an emphasis on the meaning that worshippers attach to the lived religious 
experience.  The autoethnographic method uses the experiences of the researcher 
as a point of departure thus blurring the lines between the objective and subjective 
experience of the religious phenomena.  Autoethnography employs multiple 
writing styles such as personal narration, dialogue, and expressive prose. The 
autoethnographic method uses the following data collection techniques: self-
interviews, participant observation, reflexive journaling, and document/material 
study.  

 
Plurifaith 

A conceptual model that recognizes the common deep structure of varied 
religious traditions. A plurifaith does not function as a single religious system or 
tradition but shares common cosmologies, mythological structures, worldviews, 
theodicies, and hermeneutical principles.  Traditional African religion may be 
regarded as a plurifaith in that it is varied in multiple cultural aspects yet shares 
underlying deep-structural similarities.  As such, Black Religion is being defined 
as a plurifaith. 

 
White Rabbinic Jewish normativity 

Refers to a discursive process that relegates the practice of all non-rabbinic forms 
of Judaism as heterodox.  It reifies the Jewish religion within the rabbinic epoch 
and does not conceive of new organic interactions between the Jewish tradition 
and non-European cultures. It is further complicated by assumptions of whiteness 
fixed to Jewish identity. The amount of similarity between Black Hebrew 
observance and rabbinic norms determine whether a manifestation of Black 
Judaism is deemed as authentically “Jewish”.  

 

Contributions of Study 

     This dissertation intends to contribute to African American Studies in the following 

manners. It is a phenomenological autoethnographic study of a non-Christian tradition 

within the African American religious tradition.  It offers an internal critique of Black 

Judaism by a participant researcher which has been absent from the scholarly literature 

on Black Hebrews in the United States.  Also, it will provide a basis for discussing Black 
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Jews/Hebrew Israelite outside of the traditional sociological and anthropological 

methodology. Finally, this study advocates a culturally specific African-American 

centered theoretical model that recognizes the creolized nature of the African American 

religious experience. 

Conclusion 

     My objective in this chapter has been to show the need for a new approach to the 

study of Black Judaism. The problem of suffering and moral evil is an uncharted course 

in the academic study of Black Judaism.  The question of theodicy is a foundational issue 

within Black Judaism however has not received appropriate attention as Black Judaism 

has not been properly studied as black theological phenomenon.  

     Secondly, there is a need for a different methodological approach to the study of Black 

Judaism.  The holistic and interdisciplinary nature of African American Studies allows 

for an exploration of the questions contained in this study without regard to disciplinary 

boundaries.   The use of black theology methodologies in African American Studies 

presents a space for the analysis of Black Hebrew theology in manner that has yet to be 

discussed in the area of black Jewish studies.  It is my contention, that without such an 

engagement any analysis of Black Judaism is incomplete. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELEVANT AND RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

     The purpose of this chapter is to examine the related and relevant literature on Black 

Hebrews and Black Judaism.  In the process I will discuss the dominant theories and 

concepts used to analyze the development of the Hebrew Israelite community and its 

religious tradition.  The literature on Black Judaism has been typified by an interpretation 

based on a binary of white rabbinic Jewish normativity and Black Christian-centrism.  

This heuristic has rendered research on Black Jews incomplete and problematic.  The 

majority of scholarship on Black Judaism has been conducted within the area of Jewish 

Studies and while this research has produced a significant body of work it has also been 

limited in the scope of its research agenda.  This has led to a narrow research project that 

has left many questions unasked and unanswered about the meaning of religious beliefs 

and practices as it relates to Black Judaism. This aggregate body of scholarly work will 

be discussed as black Jewish studies.  Black Jewish studies have largely dealt with the 

authenticity of Black Judaism in relation to white rabbinic Judaism in American and 

Israel.  The second half of this binary has been the traditionally Christian-centered nature 

of African American religious studies. African American religious studies which 

developed out of apologetic, historical and anthropological methodologies of early 

researchers placed the Black Christian church at the center of African American religious 

studies scholarship.  This limited the ability of African American religious studies 

scholars to engage Black Judaism as a normative expression of Black Religion and a 
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source of black theological content. The Christian-centered nature of African American 

religious studies was noted by Charles Long who stated: 

To be sure, the church is the one place one looks for religion…But even more 
than this, the church was not the only context for the meaning of religion…The 
Christian faith provided a language for the meaning of religion, but not all 
religious meanings of the black communities were encompassed by the Christian 
forms of religion…Some tensions have existed between these forms of orientation 
and those of the Christian churches, but some of these extrachurch orientations 
have had great critical and creative power.  They have often touched deeper 
religious issues regarding the true situation of black communities than those of the 
church leaders of their time.42 

Long’s analysis of these extrachurch orientations offers an insightful critique of the 

problem of Black Christian centrism. Black Christian-centrism conflates the black 

biblical tradition with the institutionalization of the Black Church.  The role of the Bible 

in the religious worldview of African Americans has been discussed by scholar Allen 

Dwight Callahan who in The Talking Book discusses the multiple lenses and orientations 

African American have used in their engagement with the Bible.  According to Callahan, 

the Bible is ubiquitous in American American expressive culture and not simply the 

domain of religion in general or Christianity in particular.43       

     The binary is complicated by a concept that I will refer to as Semitic universalism.  

Afrocentric scholar Marimba Ani has discussed this concept in a similar fashion 

designating the universalistic ethos of exclusive Semitic monotheistic religious traditions 

as the asili (central animating force) of western thought.  She argues that Eurocentric 

universalistic notions are a by-product of the exclusive monotheism developed within the 

                                                 
42     Long, Significations, 7. 
43     Allen Dwight Callahan, The Talking Book: African Americans and the Bible, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2006), xii-xiii. 
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Abrahamic triad (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam).44  In religious terms, Semitic 

universalism presupposes that the Abrahamic triad is inherently universal in scope and 

focus while African American embodiments of these religious traditions are too racially 

particularistic and lack the universal character necessary to be deemed as authentic 

versions of the religion.  As such, Black Judaism, Black Christianity, and Black Islam are 

seen as particularistic, nationalist “versions” rather than the cultural embodiments of the 

original faith tradition.  Furthermore, the historical circumstances that brought these 

religious traditions into existence are suspended in exchange for the notion that the 

religion has always advocated a universalistic ethos.  The impact of Semitic universalism 

is found in the work of Joseph Washington’s Black Religion in which he holds that Black 

Christianity had not matured theologically and lacks a true commitment to the Christian 

Gospel rather to a social activism project.  This sentiment is echoed by the Islamic 

scholar Sherman A. Jackson whose work on what he refers to as “proto-Islamic” 

movements such as the Moorish Science Temple and Nation of Islam represent 

manifestations of Black Religion rather than historical Islam.  Likewise, Semitic 

universalism has influenced the interpretation of Black Judaism vis-à-vis western 

historical Judaism.  “Black Judaism” as Landing and Brotz have argued is not a religious 

expression of the Jewish faith but of synthesis of black nationalism and religious 

Garveyism.45 

                                                 
44     Marimba Ani, Yurugu: An African-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and Behavior, 
(Trenton: Africa World Press, 1994), 120-124.  
45     James Landing, Black Judaism: Story of an American Movement (Durham: Carolina Academic Press, 
2002); Howard Brotz, The Black Jews of Harlem: Negro Nationalism and the Dilemnas of Negro 
Leadership, (New York: Shocken, 1964). 
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Outline of Themes and Concepts 

     There are several major themes, concepts, and theories which has categorized the 

study of Black Hebrews and Black Judaism. They consist of:  

1. Black cult and sectarianism 
2. Symbolic Identification theory 
3. Black Jews and the  “Negro Problem” 
4. Black Hebrew Israelites in Israel 
5. Black Hebrew Apologetics and Scholarship 
6. Conceptualizing Black Judaism 

 
 
Black Cult and Sectarianism 

     The first theme to be addressed is the formative nature of black cult and sectarian 

studies on setting the initial parameters of the study of Black Jews and Black Judaism. 

The earliest treatment of Black Hebrews within African American religious studies were 

within the realm of sociology of religion and the subject of cult and sect studies.   The 

concept of "cult" was introduced into sociological classification in 1932 by American 

sociologist Howard P. Becker as an expansion of Ernst Troeltsch's church-sect typology. 

Troeltsch's aim was to distinguish between three main types of religious behavior: 

churchly, sectarian and mystical. Becker created four categories out of Troeltsch's first 

two by splitting church into "ecclesia" and "denomination", and sect into "sect" and 

"cult".46  Becker's cults were small religious groups lacking in organization and 

emphasizing the private nature of personal beliefs.47 Later formulations built on these 

characteristics while placing an additional emphasis on cults as deviant religious groups 

                                                 
46      William H. Swatos Jr., "Church-Sect Theory". In Encyclopedia of Religion and Society. Edited by 
William H. Swatos Jr  (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira, 1998), 90–93. 
47      Colin Campbell, "Cult". In Encyclopedia of Religion and Society, Edited by William H. Swatos Jr 
(Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira, 1998), 122-123. 
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"deriving their inspiration from outside of the predominant religious culture".48 This 

deviation is often thought to lead to a high degree of tension between the group and the 

more mainstream culture surrounding it, a characteristic shared with religious sects.49 Yet 

sociologists maintain that unlike sects, which are products of religious schism and 

therefore maintain continuity with traditional beliefs and practices, "cults" arise 

spontaneously around novel beliefs and practices.  

     When anthropologists and sociologists of African American religion began studying 

Black Religion the concept of “cult” and “sect” was used to examine religious groups that 

were either not a part of the mainline Protestant denominations or were not Christian 

altogether which had emerged in urban areas during the Great Migration. These studies 

positioned the presence of these religious groups as outside the domain of normative 

religious expression for African Americans.  However, a problem that arose from the 

study of African American religion using this methodological perspective was that even 

established black denominations were also in constant tension with white society.  This 

problem was addressed by the Merrill Singer and Hans Baer in their typology of black 

sectarianism. The Singer-Baer typology has been useful tool for categorizing Black 

Religion.  Baer and Singer categorized Black Judaism as a messianic nationalist sect.  

They define messianic nationalist sects as: 

 1. Militant separatist 
 2. Critical of the treatment of African Americans in US 

                                                 
48      James T. Richardson, "Definitions of Cult: From Sociological-Technical to Popular-Negative". 
Review of Religious Research 34 (4): 348-356, 1993. 
49     Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge, The Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival and Cult 
Formation, (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1987). 
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3. Reject accommodationist features found in other African American religious 
organizations."50  
 

The characteristics of messianic nationalist sects are the following: 

1. Maintaining religious and political features such as preserving an African-
American or Pan African identity. 

2. Political agenda that takes predominance over religious observance. 
3. Seeking "political or even territorial sovereignty for African Americans."51  
4. Conversion which involves the acceptance of a new "black" identity. 

   
The conversion experience often includes the adoption of new name, dress, diet and other 

life patterns.52 It also calls for the acceptance of a "new" history of black people which 

includes the following aspects: 

1. Lost glory thesis- the belief that African Americans share an ancient glorious 
past that declined with the ascendance of the other “sons of Ham”. 

2. Redemptionism/Messianism- the idea that African Americans are a key to the 
salvation of the world through their shared suffering. 

3. Black Choseness- the belief that African people are the chosen of God based 
on biblical passage in Psalm 68 discussing Ethiopia.  Commonly this idea of 
black ‘choseness’ is called Ethiopianism.53 
 

     The contours of messianism in African American religious thought was explored by 

Wilson Jeremiah Moses who located Black Judaism within a constellation of black 

nationalist messianic thought. Moses’ identification of messianism is quite important in 

understanding the deep structure of Hebrew Israelite thought.  Messianism is a response 

to oppression and seeks to rectify the moral balance of the cosmos. Moses relies heavily 

on Howard Brotz as a source for his analysis of the religious nature of Black Judaism.54  

Moses identifies messianism as a central component of Black Judaism.   Moses locates 
                                                 
50      Hans A. Baer and Merrill Singer, African American Religion in the Twentieth Century: Varieties of 
Protest and Accommodation, (Knoxville: UT Press 1997), 111. 
51      Ibid. 
52      Ibid, 112. 
53      Ibid, 113. 
54    Wilson Jeremiah Moses, “Chosen Peoples of the Metropolis”, In African American Religious Thought: 
An Anthology, Edited by Cornel West and Eddie Glaude (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004). 
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the messianic impulse of Black Religion with the “Ethiopian Movement” of Henry 

McNeal Turner of the 1890s.55    Moses discusses how the notion of black choseness 

manifests itself with Black Jewish thought.  He observes, “A central idea and common 

trait of black American Jewish separatist groups has been a belief that all black people 

[emphasis mine] are the chosen people of God and that Biblical Hebrews …were black.56 

     Baer and Singer’s discussion of messianism states that a distinct form of messianic 

nationalism developed during the Great Migration which had ties to older rural Black 

folk Christianity.  It also was concerned with repudiating the dominant interpretation of 

black humanity in white Protestantism, namely the ‘curse of the Ham’.  Messianic 

nationalist sects interpret biblical history to highlight the contributions of the “Negro 

people” by emphasizing the role of Ham’s descendant in the beginning civilization as 

noted in the Old Testament (e.g. Egypt and Cush).  They also argued for the Negro 

ancestry of various biblical personalities such as Moses, the ancient Hebrews, and 

Jesus.57 

     They asserted that messianic nationalist sects are the result of African American 

beliefs in messianic salvation and a synthesis of Black folk Christianity.  Finally, Baer 

and Singer also identify Black Judaism as the first non-Christian form of black religious 

nationalism.  Following the thesis proposed by James Landing they argue that despite 

                                                 
55     Wilson Jeremiah Moses, Black Messiahs and Uncle Toms: Social and Literary Manipulation of a 
Religious Myth, (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press 1993), 183. 
56      Ibid, 185. 
57      Baer and Singer, African American Religion in the Twentieth Century, 112. 



48 
 

small numbers Black Jews have been influential in their ideas and cross-pollination of 

other nationalist sects. 58 

     Baer and Singer outline the development of four Black Hebrew sects: the Church of 

the Living God, the Church of God Saints of Christ, the Black Jews of Harlem, and the 

Original Hebrew Israelite Nation. They concluded that the early communities were 

marked by autocratic and theocratic rule by the spiritual leaders who were seen as 

prophets and even messiahs.  They noted that the structures were highly hierarchal and 

many times leadership is based on kinship. 

     Regarding the social composition of Black Hebrew congregations, Baer and Singer 

argued that insufficient systematic data had been gathered at that point to make 

generalizations about the overall religion. Only samples of certain congregations have 

revealed insight into the make-up of the Black Jewish community. These communities 

primarily reflected a composition of working class and lower-middle class individuals.59  

      Baer and Singer also noted that ritual practices within Black Hebrew congregations 

range from very close approximations of traditional black Christian services to those of 

Orthodox Judaism.  They use as examples the Church of the Living God and COGSOC to 

demonstrate the 'tangling' of Christian and Jewish rituals. Noticeably, absent from their 

discussion is the Harlem Black Jewish congregations who had quite clearly adopted 

traditional rabbinic practices in addition to certain African Americanisms. 

     Their treatment of the Original Hebrew Israelite Nation (KOY) is the most detailed of 

any Black Jewish group.  The KOY is presented to the reader as a fully functioning Black 
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religious community.  Yet, they also discuss how the KOY differs from Rabbinic 

Judaism and how the community sacralizes African American history through an 

alternate black identity.60  

       Baer and Singer also point out that messianic nationalism as a religious movement 

functions in a series of waxing and waning largely dependent on the general condition of 

the African American population. They state, 

During periods of rapid economic change, when Black workers are shifted away 
from occupations into new areas of production or into unemployment, and the 
Black community as a result is disrupted to the point that social patterns become 
obsolete, messianic nationalism tends to be ascendant.    The reestablishment of 
social stability, however marred by enduring patterns of racism and economic 
exploitation, ushers in a period of messianic nationalist quiescence.61  
 

     An interesting point that Baer and Singer reveal is the variance that exists between 

Black Judaism and other black messianic nationalist sects’ critique of the American 

economic system.  Using the KOY as their example, they argue that the group believes 

that the capitalist economic order is oppressive and evil, yet the group does not engage in 

a socialist analysis preferring a cultural nationalist analysis.  The KOY critique was 

rooted in a mix of biblical communitarianism and Afrocentric cultural nationalism.62   

     The Baer-Singer typology is instructive for tracing the development of Black Judaism.  

Clearly, as individual congregations and organization continue to respond to the social, 

economic, and political realities of America their doctrines must respond.  This means 

that Hebrew Israelite organizations which initially start along messianic nationalist lines 
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have mainstreamed their approach in the decades that followed.  Baer and Singer locate 

the impetus of the emergence of Black Judaism with the onset of industrialization.  

     The Baer-Singer typology is largely dependent on analyzing the effects of 

urbanization on Black Religion.  The consequences of urbanization and industrialization 

on Black Religion have been a common theme in the study of Black Judaism. Although 

Raymond Jones63 published the first information on Black Judaism, urbanization, and 

sectarianism the foundational text was Black Gods of the Metropolis:  Negro Religious 

Cults of the Urban North by Arthur H. Fauset.  The text is cited by many as an important 

work in examining the religious life of urban Blacks who had recently migrated from the 

South during the Great Migration.  Fauset dedicates a section of his work to the Black 

Jewish64 congregation, Church of the Living God, Pillar Ground of Truth for All Nations 

and its leader Prophet Frank S. Cherry.   

      Fauset identifies the Church of God and Prophet Cherry as “Islamic”, “nationalist” 

and “quasi-holiness”.  These categories reflect the complexity of Black Judaism serving 

multiple purposes within the African American religious cosmos.    Fauset’s interest is to 

discover the attraction of religious cults in major metropolitan cities of the 1940s.  

According to Stephen W. Angell, Fauset was also concerned with the implications of the 

theories advanced by Robert Park and Melville Herskovits concerning the innate 

                                                 
63      Raymond J. Jones, “A Comparative Study of the Religious Cult Behavior Among Negroes with 
Special Reference to Emotional Group Conditioning Factors,” Howard University Studies in the Social 
Sciences, Vol. II, no. 2, Washington, 1939. 
64      Although not a rabbinic sect, members of this group referred to themselves as Jews therefore I will 
use Jewish as the normative nomenclature. 
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religiosity of African Americans.65  Fauset took up the task of explaining why churches 

and religion were important to so many African Americans because as he argued that 

“there can be no doubt, of course, that the church, and consequently to a degree religion, 

have played conspicuous roles in the lives of a vast majority of American Negroes, today 

and in the past.”66  Fauset argued that Black Religion did not develop because of some 

innate religious predisposition of Blacks, as Herskovits argued, “to turn to religion rather 

than political action or other outlets” for their frustration with American racism.  Fauset 

responded that nationalist cults among African Americans such as Black Jews were not 

proof for him that such groups were substituting religion for political action, but the 

opposite, African Americans needed certain factors to be in place first. Fauset explained, 

“Stated in political terms, in order for a people to act politically there must be political 

concepts, and these concepts must be made concrete by means of a political organ or 

organism, such as a political organization (party) or a political identity (nation).”67   In 

the attempt to forge a national identity, national homeland, or achieve national unity, in 

the Black nationalist groups he found evidence that African Americans were not choosing 

religion as an alternative or substitute to political and social outlets of action.68 

     Fauset acknowledged that black nationalist groups such as the Church of God were 

religious but argued that they were “compelled by the logic of their thinking to emphasize 

the political aspect of their life in America, even though essentially they are a religious 

                                                 
65     Stephen W. Angel, “Fauset and His Black Gods,” in New Black Gods: Arthur Huff Fauset and the 
Study of  African American Religions, Edited by Edward E. Curtis IV and Danielle Brune Sigler. 
(Bloomington:Indiana University Press, 2009), 241-244. 
66     Fauset, Negro Gods of the Metropolis, 98. 
67     Ibid. 
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group.”69   Fauset noted that urbanization was the vehicle that led to the most important 

transformation of Black Religion.  “With the migration of the Negroes from the rural 

South to urban centers,” he states,  

A transformation in the basic religious life and attitudes also is observable.  The 
church, once a sine qua non of institutional life among American Negroes, does 
not escape the critical inquiry of the newer generations, who implicitly and 
sometimes very explicity are requiring pragmatic sanctions if they are to be 
included among churchgoers, or if indeed they are to give any consideration at all 
to religious practices and beliefs.”70 
 

Therefore, Fauset asserted that social scientific beliefs about the innate religiosity of 

African Americans could not be verified by evidence based on black migration and 

urbanization. However, the idea that urbanization led to social stresses that disintegrated 

the African American psyche thus leading them to seek new identities raises the primary 

theoretical concept in black Jewish studies: the symbolic identification theory.   

Symbolic Identification Theory 

     The symbolic identification theory (alternately identification theory) has been a major 

tool in interpreting Black Judaism. This theory asserts that African Americans faced with 

the oppression of slavery and later racial oppression turned to the Hebrew Scriptures for 

solace and found an allegorical situation within the Exodus narrative.  We see this theory 

expressed by several authors attempting to account for the emergence of a black Jewish 

identity in the period immediately after Reconstruction.   
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     Baer and Singer identified industrialization and urbanization as central factors in black 

sectarianism and locate the ideal type of black religion with the “Black Rural Church”.71   

Baer and Singer argued that the symbolic identification theory operates as a conduit to 

recapture the vitality of rural black religion.  Writing separately, Merrill Singer discusses 

the symbolic identification theory as the “symbolic-identification thesis”.  His goals are 

to “present an interpretation of black Hebrew symbolism within the context of group 

history and encompassing political economy of the African American community, that is, 

in terms of power, class, and race."72 Rather than emulating white Jews in urban areas, 

African Americans are drawing on a cultural reserve of signs and symbols. Singer 

believes that the roots of the symbolic-identification lie in the content of black religious 

tradition as evidenced by the following: lyrical content of the Spirituals; the Black folk 

preaching tradition (i.e. John Jasper); and the messianic nature of slave revolts (e.g. 

Gabriel Prosser, Nat Turner, and Denmark Vesey).73  According to Singer the transition 

from metaphorically and allegorical identity to actual identification is historically 

unclear. He considered the possibility that the origins lie in the belief of the return of 

Moses or agents of Moses from ante-bellum associations with Moses- types such as 

Harriet Tubman. Singer is willing to consider that the identification thesis has roots in an 

ante-bellum black Jewish past, however, he ultimately accepts Bertram Korn’s thesis that 

Jewish slave-holding was not a contributing factor to the emergence of an African 

American Jewish population.  Therefore, any Black-Jewish miscegenation that resulted 

                                                 
71     Baer and Singer, African American Religion, 28-29.    
72     Merrill Singer, “Symbolic Identity Formation in an African American Religious Sect: The Black 
Hebrew Israelites." In Black Zion: African American Religious Encounter with Judaism, by Yvonne 
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during slavery was not able to produce a significant black Jewish community.74  Singer 

finally settled on a modeling thesis based on the same presumption of other writers that 

the transition from symbolic to actual identification as Jews is attached to interactions 

with European Jews in urban areas through a process of modeling a successful immigrant 

group. 75 This is a questionable conclusion considering that the group (the Original 

Hebrew Israelite Nation) in which he bases most of his analysis on is farthest from 

rabbinic Judaism in its orientation to Black Judaism.   

     Singer concentrates the majority of his analysis on a particular Hebrew Israelite group: 

The Original Hebrew Israelite Nation alternately known as the Kingdom of Yah (KOY).  

He reasoned that this is because of the media attention that the group was receiving in the 

mainstream press at the time after the group immigrated to Israel in 1969.  As such, 

modeling does not seem to be a likely cause for the emergence of the KOY or similar 

groups with such a strong nationalistic emphasis. Singer determined that the symbolic 

identification formation thesis rest on the notion that African Americans are seeking to 

assert an identity that is diametrically opposed that presented by white society.  He 

outlines attitudinal, experiential, and emotional characteristic that led to members joining.  

They consist of: 

1. Acceptance of a strong moralistic orientation 
2. Expressed desire for upward social mobility 
3. Experience of blocked goal-fulfillment and self-reported stress associated with 

inability to achieve personal life objectives resulting alienation from 
mainstream society 

                                                 
74     Bertram Korn, Jews and Negro Slavery in the Old South, (Elkins Park, PA.: Reform Congregation 
Kenesseth Israel, 1961), 123.  Korn concludes that Jewish slaveholding was not a significant enough to 
create an autonomous black Jewish population after emancipation.  Equally, he rejects the idea that Jewish 
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75     Singer, “Symbolic Identify Formation,” 59. 
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4. Adoption of a religious seeker orientation as a means of resolving conflicted 
life experience.76  

 
     Singer argues that the ideology of the Black Hebrew offers a set of powerful symbols 

concerning the "true" identity and divine mission of African Americans, conceptions that 

stand in sharp contrast to the damaging messages…”77   Although, Singer makes 

convincing case for why members joined the KOY, this cannot be extrapolated to be the 

attraction of Black Judaism in general for its adherents and converts to the faith.  This is a 

common problem in the research and theory production within black Jewish studies.  

Most studies concentrate on one or two congregations or groups and develop grand 

theories of Israelite identity formation. Not only is there a lack of cross-group analysis 

but a lack of regional factors in the historical and sociological studies on Black Judaism.  

Finally, the group dynamics of the KOY represent a unique set of challenges for research 

on Black Judaism and require a separate treatment in this chapter. The strength of Baer 

and Singer work lies in their ability to identify the historical sources of Black Judaism. 

Their articulation of the symbolic identification theory relies too heavily on 

industrialization as the primary contributing factor to the development of Black Judaism. 

     In “Black Hebrews: The Quest for Authentic Identity”, Elias Fanayaye Jones also 

discusses the identification theory as a vehicle for African Americans to assert an 

authentic ethnic identity that rejected the notion of “Negro” identity.  Jones does not offer 

any new data but provides an alternate interpretation of the identification theory.  Jones is 

addressing the perception that the advocating of a Hebrew (note: not Jewish) identity was 

not a rejection of blackness but an embracing of a more historical situated African (albeit 
                                                 
76      Ibid, 62. 
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Hebrew) identity.  Jones more than other identification theorists explicates the Black 

Hebrew worldview in terms of its identity construction.  There are several reasons for this 

departure. First, Jones does not accept the presumption of historical whiteness as point of 

departure for his analysis.  While, it is not certain whether he takes Black Hebrews 

assertions that the “original” Jews were black at face value, he does accept that this 

assertion does not place Black Hebrews outside the boundary of normative religious 

belief.  Secondly, Jones utilizes actual Black Hebrew sources to develop his analysis 

more than other authors who discuss the identification theory.   

     In distinction to the direction that Baer, Singer, and Jones develop the identification 

theory are a number of scholars that utilize the identification theory to call into question 

the legitimacy of Black Judaism. The most developed formulation of the identification 

theory in this mode has been by Israel Gerber, who likewise argues that the roots of 

symbolism lie in identification with biblical Israelites. He also cites the spirituals, slave 

revolts, and folk preaching traditions as evidence of the consciousness of Hebrew 

suffering as an analogue to the black experience.  Walter Isaac summarizes Israel 

Gerber’s formulation of the identification theory in The Heritage Seekers: American 

Blacks in Search of Identity as follows:  

1. During slavery, African Americans had no confidence in their basic abilities 
as persons. 

2. After Emancipation, African Americans needed to develop a sense of 
selfhood. 

3. The search for selfhood produced an identity crisis in African Americans, who 
abhorred their blackness and yearned to become one with and belong to white 
folks. 
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4. In conscious deception, blacks began to imitate modern Jews, falsely calling 
themselves “Israelites” and adopting a social and cultural structure that would 
furnish them with feelings of dignity and worth.78 

Gerber, who is also concentrating his study on the development of the KOY ask this 

question, "Why would people whose skin color mitigates against them, knowingly 

undertake the burdens of an abhorred religious group?79  His answers represent the 

essence of the identification theory. Gerber states, “The search for additional ways to be 

disparaged and deprecated bears the earmarks of masochism.  Their need lies in the 

history of black servitude in the United States and its parallels with Jewish history.”80  

Gerber and his contemporaries argue that Black Judaism is not an expression Jewishness 

but of psychic, emotional, and spiritual instability.  They are unable to conceive of a 

Black Hebrew identity that positively affirms blackness without be centered in the Euro-

American Jewish experience.  Therefore, they constantly argue that Hebrew Israelites are 

“seeking” white identities to conceal the failure of blackness.  Their articulation of the 

identification theory is meant to de-ethnicize and relegate African American to only 

racial beings. 

     The identification theory does offer a partial explanation for emergence of the Hebrew 

Israelite community in the United States.  The influence of the Hebrew Bible on the 

actual construction of black identity has been well documented by numerous scholars 

who have pointed to the Spirituals, black preaching tradition, and black jeremiad aspects 

of African American oratory.  While it is conceivable that the continued influence of 
                                                 
78      Walter Isaac, "Locating Afro-American Judaism: A Critique of White Normativity." In The 
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these aspects of Black Religion within its Christian manifestation could and has produced 

Black Hebrews congregations, this alone cannot explain the emergence of the community 

in question.  A poignant question that emerges from this line of reasoning is that if the 

source of Hebrew Israelite identity is the folk tradition of black religion, ‘Why isn’t 

Black Judaism more prevalent in the urban black community?’  This question does not 

seem to require addressing by those who articulate the symbolic identification theory.   

     The identification theory relies on a problematic assumption; that being the idea that 

African Americans are ill-suited for modernity.  Within Gerber’s claim of conscious 

deception is the argument that blackness is the problem in the modern world of 

whiteness.  Both argue that African American attempts at constructing identities that 

refute or negate the white supremacist narratives are proof of black inadequacy rather 

than the absurdity of anti-white racism.  The identification theory does not take into 

account that African Americans were something else before they were “Negroes”.                                     

Secondly, the identification theory rejects attempts by blacks to assert ethnicity in lieu of 

racial identities.  Ultimately, the identification theory offers a simplistic account for the 

emergence of Black Jewish congregations. Also, it does not address the essential 

distinction that traditionally, Hebrew Israelites have maintained clear distinctions 

between Europeans Jews and the biblical Israelites. The identification theory and its 

explanation of urban dislocation of African American culture is an extension of the 

“Negro Problem”.  As such, Black Jews are presented as “problem people” which leads 

to the next conceptual theme of black Jewish studies: the problem people thesis. 
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Black Jews as a “Problem” People 

    This theme was first proposed by Ruth Landes in her article “Negro Jews in Harlem”.  

Landes argues that “Negro Jews” are suffering from a type of psychosis as a result of 

urbanization and industrialization.  Landes whose fieldwork was conducted in the early 

1930s publishes her work some thirty years later after the publication of Howard Brotz’s 

Black Jews of Harlem. Landes asserts that Harlem’s Black Jewish community was a 

source of embarrassment for Harlem’s upper class Black population.81 She also argues 

that “Negro Jews” in Harlem were roundly regarded as false by upper class Blacks in 

particular and whites in general. Yet, she gives no explanation for this source of 

condemnation by Harlem’s residents. It is left to the reader that this is a normal if not 

reasonable response to the idea of “Negro Jews”.  As Landes states matter-of-factly,  

However, this Judaism has never become significant in the Negro life of the 
United States or elsewhere; and it has been hardly more than a curiosity to 
American (white) Jews.  It has made no impact on social institutions or values, 
though it can matter in some personal lives.82 

     What accounts for Landes’ dismissal will be a recurring theme in black Jewish 

scholarship. “Negro Jews” are largely made up of poorer southern migrants that neither 

conforms to the neither African American Christian middle- class nor white Jewish 

religio-social norms.  Landes considers “Black Hebrewism” to be a religion of the Negro 

ghetto.  Landes argues, “Most revealing of the ghetto’s stresses and activities has been 

the outburst of small groups calling themselves Black Jews.”83  She categorizes the 

population that makes up the Black Jewish community as “originally country folks, 
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illiterate, used to neighborly ties, and adjusted to the lowest economic stands.”84 Landes’ 

thesis is that urbanization has presented a new foreign, modern, industrial environment 

that rural, southern, West Indian, and African migrants are just not psychologically 

equipped to handle.   

     Landes makes a very interesting argument, however, regarding the response of 

African American and West Indian migrants.  She argues that Black Judaism develops 

along two different trajectories in Harlem because of ethnic and religio-social 

background.  The West Indian variant is more politically engaged with the race question 

in American life, whereas African American-based Black Judaism is more rooted in the 

other-worldly tradition of rural black religion.85  

     To clarify this distinction she draws a comparison between Warren Roberson’s 

“Temple of the Gospel of the Kingdom” and Arnold Joshua Ford Beth B’nai Abraham 

congregation.  She concludes that African American “Negro Jews” are not able to escape 

Christian belief and actually do not constitute a Jewish congregation.   Landes is 

informative in coupling the identification theory with the notion that Black Jews 

represent an aspect of the “Negro problem”.  She depicted her informants as not being 

able to function in the modern urban American landscape and incapable of developing a 

rational response to modernity. 

        The problem people thesis is also explored by Howard Brotz whose study on 

Harlem’s Commandment Keeper congregation.  In the early literature on black Jews in 

America no text has had as much of an impact as The Black Jews of Harlem: Negro 
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Nationalism and the Dilemmas of Negro Leadership (BJH). In BJH, Howard Brotz 

played a key role in establishing the paradigm for research on Black Jewish communities.  

Brotz depicted groups of African Americans in Harlem practicing a Jewish-style religion 

on the fringes of African American religious practice.  BJH situates black Jews who refer 

to themselves alternatingly as Ethiopian Hebrews and Israelites as black nationalists 

struggling to come to terms with urban life in the mecca of early twentieth century Black 

America, Harlem.  

     In essence, Brotz is able to define the existence of Black Jews as a “problem” needed 

to be addressed by the white Jewish community.  The question of whether the white 

Jewish community accepts or ignores Negro “Jews” became a dominant theme in the 

work of early Jewish studies literature on Black Jews.   Although it may be appropriate to 

locate BJH within white Jewish studies scholarship, the influence of the text has been just 

as great within African American religious studies.  It is nearly impossible to find a text 

on Black Jews particularly covering the history of the New York’s Black Jewish 

community that does not cite BJH. 

     In the literature that followed Brotz and Landes we see a continuation of displaying 

Black Jewish congregations as sects that needed to be addressed by the mainstream (read: 

white) Jewish community or curiosities within the urban milieu of Black America.   In 

most cases the literature deferred to what Walter Isaac calls the black-Jewish differential. 

The black-Jewish differential can be best described as the presumption that white Jewish 



62 
 

existence is automatically justified, whereas the black Jews existence needs explanation 

or justification.86 

     The symbolic identification and “problem people” theories are undergirded by an 

appeal to notions of a presumption of historical Jewish whiteness.  The presumption of 

historical Jewish whiteness argues that discussions about the Jewish people of antiquity 

must begin with the idea that those historical communities fit into racial schemas that 

today would have rendered them as Caucasian or white. Secondly, the presumption 

assumes that Jews of antiquity had some type of self-understanding as white, which 

negates the idea of Hebraic blackness.87 In addition, Isaac argues that the black-Jewish 

differential has led to what he calls the “fact of whiteness”.  Isaac defines the fact of 

whiteness as:  

a social and literary condition in which Euro-American Jews are bound to a racially 
stratified society that presumes white (Jewish) superiority over the inferior black 
(African). In other words, whether white Jews adopt such phenotypifications or not, 
popular American social discourse has categorized them as “white” (i.e., black Jews 
are not really Jews).”88  
 

 The presumption of historical Jewish whiteness coupled with the “fact of whiteness” has 

resulted in an analysis of Black Judaism that begins with a negation of the phenomena in 

question.  It is continually asserted that Blacks are “claiming” to be Jews rather than are 

Jews in much of the scholarly literature and popular press.  
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Hebrew Israelites in Israel 

      I have decided to treat separately the group, African Hebrew Israelite of Jerusalem 

alternately known as the Kingdom of Yah (KOY). This is for several reasons. First, it is 

the sole Hebrew Israelite community to have a presence in Israel which forms the nucleus 

of the group. Secondly, it is one of the most hierarchal and structured of all Hebrew 

Israelite sects drawing comparison to black Islamic groups such as the Nation of Islam.  

Third an entire subset of literature on the community’s existence in Israel raises questions 

surrounding the issues of race; identity, citizenship, and religion represent a complex 

matrix.     

The earliest scholarship was produced after the initial emigration of members of the KOY 

to Israel in 1969.  These writings were dedicated to addressing the question of 

authenticity and legitimacy of the Chicago-based Hebrew Israelite community. Scholars 

asked why a group of African Americans “claiming” to be Jews would leave America to 

live in Israel.   

     The two foundational texts on the KOY were Morris Lounds, Jr.’s Israel’s Black 

Hebrews: Black Americans Search for Identity and Israel Gerber’s The Heritage Seekers: 

American Blacks in Search of Jewish Identity.  Both works subtitles indicate the black-

Jewish differential is fundamental to the analysis of the KOY.  Both works also rely on 

the symbolic identification theory to explain the emergence and the presence of Hebrew 

Israelites in Israel.   The production of these works coincides with the ascendance of the 

Black Power movement in America and the critical eye towards the restructuring of 

identity by African Americans.  Hence, the KOY are viewed as “identity seekers” in the 
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same manner as other African Americans who were adopting more Afrocentric attitudes 

toward their black identities.  The Lounds-Gerber ‘Hebrew Israelite Identity studies’ 

dominated the 1970s and 80s as Hebrew Israelites in Israel slowly began to become a part 

of the diverse religious fabric of the country.  A possible explanation for this 

transformation of scholarship was the KOY’s insistence there they were not Jewish nor 

practitioners of Judaism but African Hebrew Israelites.   

   The 1990s saw a change in the direction of studies on the KOY.  While the nature of 

these works still fell within the domain of identity studies, however they were less about 

the legitimacy or authenticity of the KOY and more about the differences between the 

KOY and the wider Israeli society. The edited work, The Hebrew Israelite Community by 

Paul Hare represents this departure from the earlier studies previously mentioned.  Hare’s 

work represents a cooperative enterprise with the KOY as there are chapters co-authored 

by community members in conjunction with outside Israeli academics.  The KOY seems 

to at least challenge researchers of Black Jews to confront their own cultural location in 

relation to Africana people by their use of the concept “power to define”.89  The “power 

to define” is a hermeneutical device employed by the KOY and other Hebrew Israelite 

communities asserting the right to redefine dominant discursive tropes in western society. 

     The authors produce a highly descriptive work that examines the various facets of the 

Hebrew Israelite community. However, they also largely skirt the issue of reconciling the 

role that the KOY plays in the larger Jewish population of Israel.  Although the KOY 

rejects the idea of being “Jewish” it is impossible not to recognize that both the KOY and 

the Israeli Jewish population assert they are the same people. 
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     One of the contributors who explore this quandary is Fran Markowitz in “Israel as 

Africa, Africa as Israel”. She opens with  

Ask any Israeli on which continent Israel is located and he will tell you, Asia. Ask 
any Israeli to which part of the world Israel belongs, and she will say “The Middle 
east.”  Search for the State of Israel in any World Atlas and you will find it 
snuggled into the southwest bulge on maps of Asia, and as a narrow strip hugging 
the easternmost part of the Mediterranean Sea on maps of the Middle East.90 

Markowitz continues with matter-of-factness about Israel’s location in Asia and the 

consensus of trained and professional historians and geographers.  More than any of the 

other contributors Markowitz raises the epistemological tension between the KOY and 

the white rabbinic normative Jewish worldview of the Israeli population by investigating 

the differences of geographical centeredness of multiple groups of people living on the 

same landmass.  Markowitz thesis is concerned with how identity and knowledge are 

shaped and operate within the KOY inside the State of Israel.  Markowitz argues that 

KOY uses subjugated knowledge to produce a counter-hegemonic social movement.   

She is interested in the community’s concept “power to define” and the reasons that the 

KOY is “appropriating another people’s (the Jews) central origins story to bolster claims 

to a proud history.”91 

     Markowitz uses an anthropological methodology to conduct her study utilizing 

autobiographical interviews from her time spent in the Dimona community.  She locates 

herself as ‘White Jewish Female American and new Israeli” in an attempt to make an 

effort at scholarly objectivity. However, her analysis is replete with examples of the 

black-Jewish differential.  At no point in her article does she investigate the historical 
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claims of her informants; instead she continues to reassert the primacy of white rabbinic 

normative Jewish perspective.  In an endnote, Markowitz states 

The Law of Return of the State of Israel stipulates that all Jews from throughout 
the world have the right to automatic Israeli citizenship upon return to Israel…the 
Law of Return provides for individuals with at least one Jewish parent or 
grandparent.  Since the Black Hebrews had none- most had been baptized in 
Christian churches- they did not qualify.92 

This statement is imbedded with the presumption of historical Jewish whiteness and the 

black-Jewish differential.   Markowitz ignored the recent immigration of Russian Jews 

during the 1990s, which much like their Hebrew Israelite counterparts did not have 

documents substantiating their Jewish ancestry.  She relies on the symbolic identification 

theory to explain why African Americans left America in search for a Jewish identity in 

Israel.  She finds their appropriation of the Bible to be the flaw in the power to define a 

counter-hegemonic worldview. She argues that Black Hebrews use the Bible as a rallying 

point because of the centrality in the African American experience is powerful but 

ultimately fails as the foundation of counter-knowledge because of its status within the 

western canon.  She states 

However, as they proclaim the Bible as the source of truth, the Black Hebrews 
confirm its essentialism …where everyone knows that the story is the story of the 
Jewish people, to expropriate it. Thus professing the Bible to be their group 
history does not afford them much opportunity, especially in the Jewish State, to 
be granted “an alternative symbolic universe with an ‘official’ tradition whose 
taken-for-granted objectivity is equal to one’s own” (Berger and Luckman 
1967:109).93  
 

It seems that Markowitz is unable to separate the concept Eretz Yisrael (Land of Israel) 

from Medinat Yisrael (State of Israel). As is well known there are multiple religious 

                                                 
92      Ibid., Endnote 10, 62. 
93      Ibid, 61. 
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communities asserting various forms of Hebraic and Jewish identities within the state of 

Israel which are not a part of the dominant western Jewish tradition.  Religious 

communities such as the Karaites, Samaritans, and even fervent Orthodox groups who do 

not recognize the legitimacy of the modern Jewish state all reside in the State of Israel.  It 

seems that the KOY blackness prevents them from emerging as an “alternative universe”. 

     Hagit Peres’s “Return to Womanhood” discusses the role of women in the KOY and 

the construction of gender in the Hebrew Israelite community.  Peres’ thesis is that the 

KOY notion of a “reconstructed identity” is useful as a recruitment tool and also operates 

as a corrective for a damaged sense of black femininity.94  The article is one of the few 

that examines the lived experiences of Hebrew Israelite women.  Of particular interest to 

this author is the practice of polygyny within the KOY and its celebrated patriarchal 

lifestyle. 

     Peres approaches the KOY as a New Religious Movement (NRM), meaning it is a 

faith-based community or ethical, spiritual, or philosophical group of recent origin. 

NRMs may be unique in origin or they may be part of a wider religion, such as 

Christianity, Hinduism or Judaism, in which case they will be separate from pre-existing 

denominations.  Scholars in the sociology of religion have almost unanimously adopted 

this term as a neutral alternative to the word "cult".95  It is very questionable whether the 

NRM methodological approach simply returns back to the cult studies of the early part of 

the 20th century.   Peres raises critical questions about the construction of gender in an 

isolated religious community that openly embraces a patriarchal structure and rejects 

                                                 
94      Hagit Peres, “Return to Womanhood: Construction of Redefined Feminine Identity”, 65. 
95      Massimo Introvigne, "The Future of Religion and the Future of New Religions", 
http://www.cesnur.org/2001/mi_june03.htm, Retrieved 2010-05-09. 
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most of the normative standards of the outside Israeli society.  She identifies the KOY 

social isolation within Israeli society as a central component to understanding the 

attraction of the community to black women who are seeking to leave American society 

yet who are integrated in the general Israeli society.96 As Peres states, 

[T]here is a need to consider that women not only choose to join (and to 
contribute) to the formation of this traditional patriarchally oriented community, 
they also join a socially isolated community.  By rejecting the western notions of 
gender and familial life, they not only challenge the immediate Israeli way of life, 
but also their former western influenced African American background.97 
 

Peres emphasis on “traditional patriarchal” seems to imply that the gender dynamics that 

the KOY is constructing is western as well.  However, she seems well aware that the 

KOY is seeking a far more gender-complimentarian society rather than an egalitarian one 

which typifies Israel’s secular society.  

     Like Markowitz, Peres’ work has the serious flaw that it is totally disengaged from the 

wider historical and social context of Black Hebrews in America.  In fact her designation 

of the KOY as “the Hebrew Israelites” leaves one wondering whether Peres thinks that 

they are the sole embodiment of the Hebrew Israelite faith.  While the KOY is the only 

group of Hebrew Israelites to have a permanent settlement in Israel they are still a 

product of a wider historical narrative that does not seem to be present in Peres’ work.   

     Another edited work that featured the KOY was Black Zion by Yvonne Chireau and 

Nathaniel Deutsch.  In “Another Exodus”, Ethan Michaeli a former Chicago Defender 

reporter also contributes to the KOY scholarship.  Michaeli is perhaps the most 

embedded writer on the KOY due to his years covering the group in Chicago.   More than 

                                                 
96      Peres,”Return to Motherhood,” 67. 
97      Ibid. 
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any other writer, Michaeli attempts to situate the KOY within the diverse religious milieu 

of Israeli society.  In many ways the KOY is treated as a part of Israel’s religious 

diversity and Michaeli employs Hebrew terminology to explain much of the KOY 

practices and traditions thus emerging from the hermeneutical narrowness employed by 

Graenum Berger98 and Israel J. Gerber who merely relegated Hebrew Israelites as 

Christians engaging in a Jewish performance.  Michaeli also locates the KOY within the 

constellation of Black religion noting the nationalist elements found in many 1960s 

religious movements.  This typifies the shift that occurred by the mid-1990s in discussing 

the Hebrew Israelite movement as normative African American religion although not 

necessarily normative Judaism.  It is also coincides with the shifting focus of black 

Jewish studies from New York to Chicago.   

A Review of Black Hebrew Scholarship 

     In response to the symbolic identification theory and the “problem people” thesis, 

several members of the Hebrew Israelite community have produced texts challenging the 

dominant discourse of black Jewish studies.  Initial texts are largely apologetic in tone 

and rely on Afrocentric interpretation of the biblical text to make connections to African 

and African American history.   A later generation of trained scholars in history and 

religious studies also produced responses that attempted to contextualize the Hebrew 

Israelite community within both African American and American Jewish history. 

     The earliest Hebrew Israelite texts were typified by a use of antiquarian and early 

twentieth century ethnological studies.  There writings have largely depended on the use 
                                                 
98     Graenum Berger, Black Jews in America: A Documentary History with Commentary, New York: 
Commission on Synagogue Relations Federation of Jewish Philanthropies of New York, 1978. 
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of Joseph Williams’ Hebrewism of West Africa and Allen Godbey’s Lost Tribes a Myth.  

Most histories written by members of the Black Jewish community are self-published 

apologetic works that engage in uncritical review of classical, ethnological and 

antiquarian sources.   The best example of this type of writing has been the work of Yosef 

A.A. ben-Jochannan’s (also known as Dr. Ben).  Although ben-Jochanan has written at 

length on the relationship between the western religion and ancient Egypt I will 

concentrate on his text, We the Black Jews Volumes I&II: Witness to the “White Jewish 

Race Myth. Ben-Jochannan, a Puerto Rican-Ethiopian Jew engages in a dual task of 

confronting the dominant scholarship on the subject of not only African American Jews 

but also the status of Ethiopia’s Jewish population known as Beta Israel (or Falashas).99  

 Ben Jochannan’s work is important for the theoretical move it makes in centering 

the discussion of Black Jews into a historical context based on the relationship between 

the Jewish people and the continent of Africa.  Ben-Jochannan asserts that Africa has 

primacy over the myths, legends, texts and overall religious structure of the Jewish faith.  

His argues for the centrality of Kemet (Egypt) to ancient Africa and to the rest of the 

Mediterranean civilization of the late Bronze Age and early Iron Age. He further situates 

the history of the Beta Israel in African history in general thus confronting the general 

tendency of rabbinic normative Jewish scholars to pose African Jews as “lost tribes”.   

                                                 
99    Although some Israelite congregations have and continue to use the nomenclature “Ethiopian Hebrew” 
there has been confusion over the relationship between Ethiopian Jews and Hebrew Israelites.  Ben-
Jochanan’s response in We the Black Jews was to a set of scholarship that called into question the source 
and antiquity of Ethiopian Jewish.  These texts made the argument that Ethiopian Jews were Judaized 
Agaw who had been dispossessed by the Christian Ethiopian government. Works of this type of scholarship 
are Wolf Leslau, Falasha Anthology: The Black Jews of Ethiopia, New York: Shocken Books, 1951; 
Edward Ullendorf, The Ethiopians: An Introduction to Country and People, London: Oxford University 
Press, 1960. 
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     The second volume is a further explication of the nature of Black Judaism and the 

political implication of the black-nationalist tone of its manifestations.  In the second 

volume he engages in apologetics on behalf of the Harlem Black Jewish congregations.  

However, Ben-Jochannan raises questions surrounding the black-Jewish differential in 

the treatment of American Black Jews.  By arguing that Harlem’s Black Jews are simply 

American “Falashas” he is attempting to make a historical connection between Black 

Jews in America and those in Africa.  This requires that ben-Jochanan return to many of 

the same sources as other Hebrew Israelites who utilize texts that attempt to find Jewish 

ancestry for African ethnic groups with ‘civilized’ cultural practices.    

      Following in the somewhat similar vein is Jose V. Malcioln’s African Origins of 

Modern Judaism. Malcioln produces a historical text in the Hebrew Israelite 

historiographical tradition.  He starts with an uncritical reading of the Biblical narrative 

and argues for the Africanity of the early Hebrews.  However, once Malcioln enters the 

post-Biblical period he engages in a survey of global Hebraic communities and situates 

European Jews into an African-centered Hebrew Israelite historiographical framework.  

He also argues for the anteriority of African and Asian Jewish communities to European 

Jewish communities.  

     The apologetic and polemical nature of these works can be seen as a parallel to the 

work of the black liberation theologians attempts to defend systematic black liberation 

theology.  Malcioln and ben-Jochannan’s work should be viewed through a particular 

historical lens to gain a full appreciation of the contribution of their scholarship.  The 

work that was produced within black Jewish studies both on Ethiopian Jews and Black 
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Jews in America were highly polemical in nature and were used to negate the existence 

of Black Judaism as a “legitimate” religious expression among African Americans. 

     During the first decade of the 21st century there has been a shift to more rigorous 

academic scholarship on the part of Hebrew Israelites. Using traditional historiographical 

methods, Shlomo ben Levy’s entries on Black Jewish founders Arnold Joshua Ford and 

Wentworth Arthur Matthews for the biographical work, African American Lives are 

worthy of discussion.  Levy attempts to address questions surrounding Ford and 

Matthews’s biography as well as their doctrines.  Levy approaches Matthew and Ford as 

products of the black religious nationalist ethos of the Harlem Renaissance and 

contextualizes them as mainstream black religious leaders. Levy states that “Matthews 

and his cohort were autodidacts and organic intellectuals who believed that history and 

theology held answers to their racial predicament.”100 This assessment refutes the earlier 

characterization by Landes and Brotz who positions Harlem’s Black Jewish leadership as 

marginal religious charlatans.  Levy is far more critical with the sources on the Hebrew 

Israelite community than Malcioln and less engaged in polemics and apologetics than 

ben-Jochannan, therefore, his brief biographies serve as a counterweight to the white 

rabbinic Jewish normativity imposed on the discourse on Hebrew Israelites.   

     The last text of importance is Walter Isaac’s “Locating Afro Jewish Studies”.  Isaac 

makes three contributions to the scholarship on Black Judaism. First he raises the 

implications of racialized discourse on Jewishness in Jewish Studies scholarship and the 

consequences of such assumptions on the construction of Black Jews.   Secondly he 

constructs a genealogy of black Jewish studies scholarship, pointing out the major 
                                                 
100     Shlomo B. Levy, “Wentworth Arthur Matthews”, African American Lives, 2005. 
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ideological shifts within the research and its implications on black Jewish studies. Isaac 

identifies four major concepts that have guided black Jewish studies literature. They are: 

 1. Fact of whiteness 
 2. Black-Jewish differential 
 3. Identification thesis 
 4. Halachic authenticity thesis101 
 
The first two concepts have been fundamental in the ways in which Black Jews have 

been discussed in relation to the presumed whiteness of the Jewish people.  They are 

hermeneutical lenses in which to discuss the validity of Black Jewish ethnicity and racial 

identity.   The last two concepts relate to the authenticity of Black Judaism as a legitimate 

form of the Jewish faith.       

Finally, Isaac proposes a new direction for the study of Black Judaism. He states, 

A Black Jewish studies for the next generation must first recognize Black Jews as 
a historical reality. For Israelites who trace their diasporic consciousness through 
Africa as opposed to Europe, an understanding of the history of African and 
African Diaspora Judaism remains essential102  
 

Isaac calls for both a new historiography of Black Jews based in the colonial interaction 

between European Jews and enslaved Africans.  In effect, he is challenging the general 

consensus that Jewish slaveholding in the western hemisphere had a negligible impact on 

the emergence of Black Judaism. His proposed historiography treats the entire Atlantic 

world as a single cultural hearth for the creation of a New World Black Judaism103.  In 

addition to the historical component is a study of Black Jewish religious thought both in 

oral and written forms.   The black Jewish studies that Isaac proposes are more holistic 

than the identity studies-focus of white rabbinic Jewish normative black Jewish studies.  

                                                 
101     Isaac, “Locating Afro-American Judaism,” 523. 
102     Ibid. 
103     Ibid.  
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It represents the first attempt to treat Black Judaism as religious phenomena worthy of 

intellectual examination instead of just a sociological issue. 

Conceptualizing Black Judaism 

     Although several writers have used the term “Black Judaism” most have not 

delineated what they mean by Black Judaism, whether it is simply an ethnic designation 

akin to Ashkenazi and Sephardic or that it implies a qualitative difference from western 

historical Judaism.  James Landing provides a definition of Black Judaism that 

establishes the presumption of historical Jewish whiteness and the identification thesis as 

part and parcel of any discussion of Black Judaism. Landing defines Black Judaism as 

“those persons and/or groups which maintain a clear identity with Black Jewish teachings 

which are not accepted by the world’s Jewish community.”104  Landing makes a clear 

distinction between “Black Judaism” and an undefined “world’s Jewish community” The 

reader is left to infer that this exclude blacks as a part of this community except where as 

he states, “References to “black Judaism” are made when the person or activity involved 

represents a black person or activity accepted by the world’s Jewish community. Black 

conversion to Judaism would fall into this category.”105  Landing conceptualization of 

Black Judaism is summarized as: 

1.  Black Judaism is a form of social protest, as opposed to a form of Jewish 
expression. 

2.  Black Judaism emerged as a social movement in the Southern United States 
within the emerging independent black churches during the Jim Crow period. 

3. The origins of Black Judaism are integrally linked with Christian teaching about 
the future of Jews as set forth in the millennial chronology. 

                                                 
104      Landing, Black Judaism, xiii. 
105      Ibid. 
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4. Black Judaism is a form of Black cultural nationalism which, as a social protest 
movement, has not yet been accorded its true place and importance in Afro-
American history. 

5. Black Judaism diffused rapidly into Southern Africa where it fused with Holiness 
and Pentecostal teachings in the Zionist churches in a variant form known as 
Judaic Christianity. It also spread into Latin America.106  

 
     Landing gathers together sources spanning over an 80 years to write what could be 

considered the most complete history of Black Judaism in America.  Landing depends 

methodologically on the anthropological and sociological work of the 1950s and 1960s to 

construct a history of a religious movement that emerged out of Protestant Christianity 

and serves as the archetype of later black religious nationalism within America.  Landing 

bases his argument on the following: 

1. Developments of the late 18th century and the emergence of the Holiness 
movement within Protestantism.107   

2. The efforts of 18th and 19th century Christians to locate lost Jews within 
diverse non-Jewish groups such as the Masai, Native Americans, and 
others.108   

3. Millenarianism influences on white Protestantism and Anglo-Israelitism.109   
4. Holiness traditions and the separation and the emergence of the 'visible' Black 

church in the South. 
 

     Landing introduces four aspects to the history of Black Judaism:  

1) Black-Jewish social relationships in the American South. 
2) The social and economic circumstances of Southern blacks during 
Reconstruction and   the early Jim Crow system. 
3) The emergence of the first Black Jewish congregations.  
4) Ideas that have been previously offered for the emergence of this Judaic 
impulse.110   

 

                                                 
106      Ibid, 13-14. 
107      Ibid, 17-18. 
108      Ibid, 19. 
109      Ibid, 24-25. 
110      Ibid, 37. 
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     Landing reiterates the conclusions of Bertram Korn that there is no evidence that 

blacks (free or slave) were included in the American Jewish community. Although he 

admits that there are "exceptions" such as Lucy Marks in Philadelphia in the 1790s and 

Old Billy Simmons in South Carolina.  Landing is not able, however, to effectively 

account for the overlap between “Black Judaism” and “black Judaism” as is found in 

many of the New York and New Jersey congregations who maintain orthodox practice 

and a nationalist Black Jewish identity. 

     Jacob S. Dorman also provides a conceptualization of Black Judaism by arguing that 

Hebrew Israelites are engaging in a process of “bricolage”.  He argues that “Black 

Israelites” have constructed a Black Israelism out of various religious substances to form 

a new religious expression.  He identifies freemasonry, Jewish Kabbalah, and the African 

American conjuring tradition as the sources for Black Israelism.  Dorman analyzes the 

same sources as previous scholars yet methodologically situates his sources in a Black 

cultural milleu that was fluid religiously.  Dorman states,  

“When one combines the study of Rabbi Matthews’s Black Israelism with similar 
studies of Black Israelism, Black Islam, Rastafarianism, Father Divine’s Peace 
Mission movement, and various New Thought-based black religions operative in 
the 1920s, it is possible to appreciate a remarkable wave of overlapping esoteric 
religious activity that accompanied the much more famous artistic creativity of 
the Harlem Renaissance. These were religions of “subversive briciolage,” the 
creation of remarkably sophisticated, not “savage” minds.”111 
 

      There are several issues that Dorman raises in this statement.  First, Dorman refers to 

Hebrew religion as Black Israelism rather than Black Judaism.  A difficulty which 

continues to plague researchers of Black Jews/Hebrew Israelites is nomenclature 

                                                 
111     Jacob Dorman, “I Saw You Disappear with My Own Eyes”, Nova Religion: The Journal of 
Alternative and Emergent Religions, Volume 11, Issue 1, (2007), 63.  
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regarding the faith tradition.  Black Israelism like Black Judaism is not a term that is used 

by Black Jews/Hebrew Israelites and as such leads to the problem of orientalizing Black 

Jews.  However, Dorman use of Black Israelism does open up possibilities 

methodologically in discussing Hebrew Israelite religion without the returning to white 

rabbinic Jewish normative discourses on authenticity and identity.                                

     Dorman unlike Landing is able to contextualize Black Jews within the history of the 

Harlem Renaissance.  The comparison between Landing and Dorman’s 

conceptualizations of Black Judaism opens up a discussion on the boundaries of religious 

imagination.  Landing presents Black Judaism as a never fully able to divorce its 

Protestant roots, but morphs into a Judaic-inspired form of black nationalism. His 

argument makes Protestantism an overdetermining factor in the development of Black 

Judaism to the point that Black Jews are captive to the dictates of white Protestant 

thought while at the same time proclaiming a black nationalist religion.  Dorman allows 

for a fluid understanding of Black Judaism that poses Black Hebrews as active agents in 

their own religious world.  They are not simply objects of prevailing historical religious 

forces.  Yet, both of the conceptualizations ignore the deep concern that Black Hebrews 

have with ethno-religious identity and the suffering of Black people.  

Conclusion 

     This chapter has reviewed the dominant themes, theories and concepts that have 

categorized what I have term black Jewish studies. The literature has revealed that the 

themes, theories and concepts produced by past research has concerned itself with claims 

about the legitimacy and authenticity of the identity claims made by Black Jews.  The 
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symbolic identification theory has been the most dominant explanation for the 

development of the Hebrew Israelite religion.         

In response I presented an overview of the scholarly responses by members of Black 

Hebrew community to the black Jewish studies project.  As shown, these writings were 

typified by a reliance on uncritical readings of biblical, ethnological, and anthropological 

texts of the late 19th and early 20th century.  Secondly, they displayed an African-centered 

biblical hermeneutics which undergird the religious worldview of Hebrew Israelites.  

These works were highly polemical and apologetic in nature and lacked a rigorous 

scholarly methodology.  The second wave of Hebrew Israelite scholarship of the past 

decade has been typified by more critical reading of sources and more scholarly view of 

the Hebrew Israelite community with less of an apologetic tone. 

     In order to move past black Jewish studies based on the identification theory and its 

ancillary theses will require a theoretical and methodological approach that does not 

relegate questions of black existence and black identity to the periphery of the study of 

African Americans.  Also, to avoid falling back into the apologetic nature of early 

Hebrew Israelite scholars and continue the process of critical engagement of the faith 

tradition by members of the Hebrew Israelite community I seek to continue the 

conversation on the meaning of Black Judaism as a  religious phenomenon worthy of 

intellectual pursuit.  Although Levy and Isaac applied the historiographical methodology 

to addressing the opaqueness of Black Judaism, this study will use a different 

methodological approach.  This dissertation will turn to an African-centered theoretical 
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perspective and black theology methodological approach to study Black Hebrew religious 

phenomena. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

     The purpose of this chapter is to outline the theoretical and methodological 

underpinnings of this study. This study utilizes an African-centered perspective to guide 

the conceptualization and analysis of the research problem.  The African-centered 

perspective uses the deep structure of African American culture as the hermeneutical lens 

with which to interpret religious phenomena.   

African-American Centered Perspective 

     African American Studies scholars contend that valid research must emerge from a 

theoretical paradigm grounded in the cultural and historical experiences of Black people. 

In this study I utilize an African-American centered perspective that uses the deep 

structure of African-American culture to contextualize black religious phenomena.  The 

African-American centered perspective is a subset of a larger African-centered theoretical 

perspective; however, specific cultural and historical factors that are unique to African 

Americans require a narrowed theoretical perspective.  Therefore I first explicate the 

African-centered perspective and then narrow the focus to an African American-centered 

perspective. 

     The African-centered perspective represents a set of interrelated concepts and theories 

that differ by terminology and methodological approach.  Wade Noble’s defines the 

African-centered perspective as: 



81 
 

Afrocentric, Africentric, or African Centered are interchangeable terms 
representing the concept which categorizes a quality of thought and practice 
which is rooted in the cultural image and interest of African people and which 
represents and reflects the life experiences, history and traditions of African 
people as the center of analysis.  It is the intellectual and philosophical foundation 
which African people should create their own scientific criterion for 
authenticating human reality.112  
 

     The African-centered perspective of Afrocentricity according to Molefi Asante means 

“placing African ideals at the center of any analysis that involves African culture and 

behavior”.113  He also asserts that it is “a frame of reference wherein phenomena are 

viewed from the perspective of the African…people, concepts, and history [are studied] 

from an African world view.114  The researcher’s location/centeredness, the language 

employed in analysis, themes, interest, and attitude towards African ideas, persons, and 

objects determine the level of Afrocentric analysis.115  

     The Afrocentric method as outlined by Asante states: (1) Researchers must examine 

themselves in the process of examining the subject of study. Thus maintaining a practice 

of introspection and retrospection throughout the course of study; (2) researchers must 

practice cultural and social immersion; (3) researchers must have familiarity with the 

history, language, philosophy, and myths of the people under study; (4) the research itself 

                                                 
112      Paul Hill, “African-Centered Paradigm [Electronic Version],” The Drum 2,4.Retrieved April 12, 
2010 from www.ritesofpassage.org/ds95-1.thm. 
113      Molefi Asante, The Afrocentric Idea, (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998) 6. 
114      Molefi Asante, “The Afrocentric Idea in Education,” Journal of Negro Education, 60, (1991), 170-
80. 
115      Molefi Asante,”Locating a Text: Implication of Afrocentric Theory,” [Electronic Version] Retrieved 
April 22, 2010 from http://www.asante.net/articles/10/locating-a-text-implications-of-afrocentric-
theory/n.d. 
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must be viewed as a vehicle by which to humanize research participants and, ultimately 

the world.116 

     Terry Kershaw outlines the assumptions that should guide research conducted within 

African American Studies. They are as follows: 

1. That Black experiences are worthy of intellectual pursuit; 
2. That the historical and contemporary experiences of people of African descent 

can prove instructive about human relations; 
3. That the cultural, historical and contemporary experiences of African 

descended people are unique; 
4. That one of the most significant tasks of an Afrocentric scholar is to help 

develop tools that help generate knowledge designed to describe, analyze and 
empower people of African descent to change negative social forces into 
positive social forces as they impact on life chances.117 

Kershaw also states that the production of knowledge in the academy is culturally 

specific, and the particular knowledge produced is designed to articulate particular 

ideological and philosophical worldviews, and further serves the interests of proponents 

of those ideologies and worldviews.118 

     In any attempt to discuss African American religion and theology the concepts of 

culture and worldview emerge.  For the purposes of this dissertation, the definition of 

culture as articulated by Wade Nobles is “the process which gives a people a general 

design for living and patterns for interpreting reality”119  This definition of culture 

parallels the definition of religion articulated by Anthony Pinn,  “Religion, being 

…understood as that which helps humans find orientation (or direction)  for life in the 

                                                 
116      Molefi Asante, Afrocentricity, Kemet, and Knowledge, (Trenton: Africa World Press, 1990). 
117      Terry Kershaw, “Afrocentrism and the Afrocentric Method” , Western Journal of Black Studies, 
16:3, (1992), 160. 
118      Ibid. 
119      Daudi Ajani ya Azibo, “Articulating the Distinction Between Black Studies and the Study of Blacks: 
The Fundamental R0ole of Culture and the African-Centered Worldview,” In The African American 
Studies Reader Edited  by Nathaniel Norment, Jr. (Durham: Carolina Academic Press, 2001), 423. 
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world, together with motivation for living and acting in accordance with this 

orientation—that is, would gain, and gradually formulate, a sense of the meaning of 

human existence.”120  Therefore I am asserting the fundamental linkage between the 

concepts of culture and religion as way of understanding African American lived 

experience.   

    For Nobles, culture is a tri-partite structure composed of a primary, secondary, and 

surface level.  The primary and secondary levels provide “patterns for interpreting 

reality,” while the surface level produces the “general design for living.”  The primary 

level is composed of “cultural factors,” which according to Nobles are cosmology, 

ontology, and axiology.  The secondary or intermediate level is composed of “cultural 

aspects” consisting of worldview, ideology, and ethos.  According to Nobles, these two 

levels of culture represent the “deep structure” of culture which is the animating level of 

cultural production.  The surface level is the level in which we see the manifestation of 

the deep structure in the form of behavior, language, customs, values, and symbols.121 

     The deep structure of culture is critical to the African-centered perspective because 

“they represent a people’s centric thought base”.122   It is the ‘centric thought base” that 

Noble argues emerges as a group’s worldview.  Azibo states the African worldview is the 

“product of African history, culture, and philosophy” and the “foundational thought base 

upon which rests the conceptual ideation that has proved characteristic of African 

people’s civilization.”123  Therefore, the African-centered perspective provides the 

                                                 
120      Anthony Pinn, Varieties of the African American Experience, 3. 
121      Azibo, “Articulating the Distinction,” 423. 
122      Ibid. 
123      Ibid, 422. 
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framework which is rooted in the deep structure of African culture through which to 

analyze and explicate Africana phenomena. 

     As previously mentioned the African-centered perspective is a product of culture, 

history, and experience. The worldview that emerges cannot be divorced from the 

historical narrative of the African descended population in question.  Historical factors 

such as the Protestant background of British North America, a naturally reproducing 

birth-rate and the internal American slave trade with the cessation of the trans-Atlantic 

slave trade in the United States has produced an African population in the United States 

that is both biologically, culturally, and religiously creolized.   

     The problematic of this creolization has been most eloquently characterized by W.E.B 

Du Bois concept of “double-consciousness”.  This double-consciousness is also present 

in the religious traditions that African Americans have created to respond to their lived 

experiences.  Their theological anthropologies are replete with references to the fallen 

nature of black people from a former glorious past.  This can be seen in the religious 

poetry of Phillis Wheatley and Jupiter Hammon to the creation myths of the Nation of 

Islam.   These black theological anthropologies assert that black humanity has fallen into 

state of spiritual degradation and is in need of redemption; whether it’s through the grace 

of God in the person of Jesus or the return dramas of Black Islam and Black Judaism 

     As a result African-Americans have created a religious worldview that incorporates 

African and European religious motifs, cosmologies, and theodicies.  Without negating 

the African heritage and ancestry or the cultural influences of Euro-America, Black 

Religion requires a theoretical perspective that recognizes the complex nature of both of 
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these factors without pathologizing either for the sake authentic African or American 

religious phenomena.  Therefore, I am arguing that the African-American “centric 

thought base” and worldview is creolized and requires a theoretical perspective capable 

of analyzing Black Religion which is a product of this historical process.  

     The African-American centered perspective is of particular importance to the 

examination of Hebrew Israelite religion.  Although, the signs and symbols are associated 

with a Judeo-Christian background they are as C. Eric Lincoln asserts they represent a 

“language world” for the Black American.  In essence, the Hebrew Israelite is developing 

a literal African in America religious experience.  These African experiences are being 

articulated through biblical and American religious tropes but are nevertheless a black 

religious worldview. 

     Furthermore, this perspective allows for an examination of Black Judaism that is 

informed by Black Religion as a plurifaith in an attempt to locate the nature of Black 

Hebrew thought.  In previous studies, Black Judaism has largely been discussed in 

relation to a Eurocentric conception of Jewish belief that has avoided delving into the 

deep structure of African American culture for answers to Black Jewish theological 

questions.  The problem of ethnic suffering and moral evil is the essential question that 

must be undergirded by an appeal to a conception of Black Judaism as a denomination of 

a larger religious worldview and tradition that is discussed in this dissertation as Black 

Religion.  

     In addition, because Jewishness in the western context is often linked to presumptions 

of historical whiteness it is believed that Black Jews are attempting to escape their 
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blackness rather than trying to articulate a manner of Africanity through the use of 

biblical language and symbols which has embodied a Jewish identity.  This has 

necessitated the ability to interrogate Black religious phenomena apart from the western 

religious tradition that they share religious language with; this does not, however, 

disregard the historical cross-cultural interaction between African Americans and others. 

     Finally, while it is important to understand the social implications of urbanization and 

industrialization upon Black Religion and its impact on the development of Black 

Judaism in urban areas, this alone cannot account for the formulation and meaning of 

Black Judaism.  Therefore Black Judaism needs to be engaged as religion and not simply 

sociological phenomena.  

Black Theology as a Methodological Approach to Black Judaism 

     Black theology, itself an African-American centered perspective represents a 

methodological approach that can adequately address the theological questions raised in 

this study.  Black theology represents a way on approaching the cosmological, 

ontological, and axiology questions that African Americans face in their lived existence.   

     This dissertation engages in an approach to black theology as developed by Africana 

scholars within philosophy of religion and history of religion.  This methodological 

approach removes the need to engage in a defense of the faith tradition under 

examination.  The apologetic nature of early black liberation theologians were necessary 

considering the hostile nature of the academy in which these theologians found 

themselves trying to articulate alternative modes of understanding “universal” faith 

traditions. While apologetics is an important function of theological inquiry it cannot 
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become the sole focus of black theological work. An equally important function must be 

internal and external critiques of the faith tradition particularly when such work is 

concerned with questions of liberation from oppression.  As the work of Womanist 

theologians have shown initial black liberation theology ignored questions surrounding 

gender and race and required an internal critique to bring these issues to the forefront of 

black theological inquiry.  In the tradition of internal critique I have located an omission 

in the content of black theology that being the absence of Black Judaism from black 

theodicy discourse. 

     The first methodological approach is that of William R. Jones and Anthony Pinn who 

engage in black theology through the philosophy of religion. William Jones in Is God a 

White Racist presents the problem of ethnic suffering as a theological question to be 

answered by proponents of black liberation theology.  He defines “black liberation 

theism” as the belief that God identifies with and sides with oppressed Black and will 

eventually liberate them from their oppression.124  Jones identifies four basic propositions 

of black liberation theism:  

1. God exists and is omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good. 
2. God identifies and is one with black people. 
3. Black people experience a form of negative suffering properly referred to as 

oppression. 
4. A perfectly good God, who is omniscient, omnipotent and identifies with 

black people, will liberate them from oppression. 
 
The first proposition outlines the general acceptance of the God as all-powerful, all-

knowing and perfectly good.  The second proposition can be understood in black 

nationalist religious language as ‘God is black’.  The identification of God with blackness 
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differs among those who accept black liberation theism as a proposition; it can be seen as 

symbolic or literal.  In either case, proponents assert that God identifies with the black 

existential condition.   

     The third proposition accepts that suffering is an inescapable and fundamental part of 

human existence which can be found in multiple forms.  Suffering that does not lead to 

redemption or does not lead to a greater good is regarded as negative, and is to be 

avoided or eliminated.  Jones argues, proponents of black liberation theism have 

advocated eschatological solutions to black suffering which places the elimination of 

suffering outside of the bounds of history.  Jones states that alternative methods to ending 

suffering are needed based on the assumptions of God’s power and concern for black 

people. This includes but is not limited to revolutionary violence which was a continuous 

issue for first generation Black Power-era theologians who were confronted with secular 

critiques of the Black Church.   According to Jones, suffering in general is not 

problematic but only becomes so when it takes on a negative quality and can be regarded 

as oppression.  Oppression is a form of negative suffering which does not lead to a 

greater good for African Americans.  Oppression in this study is understood as the 

imposition of power upon the societal Other (racial/ethnic, gender, or sexual orientation) 

in order to dehumanize.  This imposition can be seen as unjust, exploitive, and 

authoritarian in nature.  An aspect of oppression is the suffering of the oppressed group 

which experiences life in a marginalized and dehumanized state. 

     The fourth proposition argues that liberation is freedom from negative suffering in the 

form of oppression but not all suffering.  He argues that liberation is not deliverance from 
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all suffering but only from that suffering which lies at the core of oppression.125  Jones 

maintains that the second and fourth propositions are inconsistent with third proposition.  

Jones argues that: 

If God were black, then God would liberate black people from oppression. 
God has not liberated, is not liberating, or will not liberate black people from 
oppression. 
Then, God is not black. 
Therefore, God is a white racist.126 

    Jones contends that there is insufficient evidence available to confirm any belief that 

God is in solidarity with black people and will liberate them.  He argues the continued 

state of oppression that African Americans experience is evidence that God is not 

black.127   The fact of the continued existence of anti-Black racism is a contradiction to 

the belief in an all-powerful and perfectly good “black God.”  According to Jones, there 

is no evidence that leads to or supports belief in black God.128 

    In Jones’ opinion, citing biblical proof texts and typologies of God’s acts of liberation 

as verification of black liberation theism’s belief in a future eschatological liberation does 

not constitute sufficient evidence of black liberation.129  Jones argues that biblical motifs 

are not direct acts of liberation in the history of African Americans.  In order for the 

acceptance of a black liberation theism to be valid there must be an identifiable 

“liberation-exaltation event.”  Until the presence of such an event in the actual history of 

African American history can be identified the belief in black liberation theism is not 

justified and it can not be argued that God is indeed working on behalf of black people to 
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end their oppression.130   Jones argues that even with the identification of such an event, 

no meaningful results would follow because it could be just as easily argued that another 

event to the contrary nullifies such claims.  Finally, Jones argues against the attempt to 

situate black liberation theism on an eschatological foundation by making the “liberation-

exaltation” event in the distant future or after life which would eliminate any attempt to 

verify such claims.131  He further states that such an attempt betrays African notions of 

time and the future as African notions of time emphasize the centrality of the past in the 

construction of the lived present.  Jones insists that if traditional African religious 

orientations are considered, black liberation theism must abandon its attempts to locate 

liberation in a distant future with respect with God’s intervention into the history of 

African Americans.132 

     The failure to identify a basis for God’s intervention on behalf of African Americans 

opens up the possibility that God is a “white racist.”  By this, Jones means God is either 

unsympathetic or hostile to black people.  It can be further argued that God is aligned 

with whites against blacks in his cosmic order.  This hostility, lack of sympathy, and 

indifference on the part of God is what Jones refers to as “divine racism.” 

     Jones argues that theodicies based on black liberation theism cannot refute the charge 

of divine racism, whether true or false, after the question has been raised.  Jones points 

out that this challenge is serious because the belief that God either sides with, is hostile 

to, or indifferent toward any group of people is an indictment against the belief in God’s 

ability to love and care for all humans. 
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     He suggests that the problem of divine racism emerges not only in black liberation 

theism but in any theistic framework that puts God on the side of any oppressed 

population.133  When an oppressed group makes the claim that God sides with them they 

must sooner or later deal with evidence to the contrary. More importantly, any oppressed 

group that claims that God sides with them must explain those experiences that raise 

doubts concerning God’s solidarity with the oppressed. 

     Jones further argues that black liberation theism contains “a fatal residue of the 

oppressors’ world view.”134  He states that black liberation theism falls short of the 

freedom of thought possible when the voices of black protest are allowed to engage in a 

critical questioning and abandonment of the traditional Judeo-Christian view of God and 

the search for an alternative.135 

 As an alternative to black liberation theism Jones calls for a humanocentric or 

human-centered black theism. Humanocentric theism emphasizes the functional ultimacy 

of free human agency in history.  Humans are held responsible for the existence of moral 

evil. God is not charged with indifference, hostility, or partiality towards any group of 

people.  Humanocentric theism is equally concerned with questions of liberation from 

oppression.136  However, the conception of liberation within a human-centered black 

theism is not limited to the biblical tradition.  Jones contends that liberation is contextual. 

For Jones the meaning of liberation is determined the unique set of historical 
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circumstances of an oppressed people.137  In agreement with this assessment, Anthony 

Pinn asserts that liberation affords for the pursuit of a “full set of life options” which are 

limited by oppression in general and anti-Black racism in particular?138  

     Jones sees as a principle task of black theology to be “gnosiological conversion”139  

He defines gnosiological conversion as “the liberation of the black mind from the 

destructive ideas and submissive attitudes that inhibit any movement toward authentic 

freedom.”140  Jones argues that gnosiological conversion is a complex task that is guided 

by three objectives:  

1. The ideas and concepts that undergird oppression must be clearly isolated for 
study and criticism.  

2. The related and supporting ideas, myths, and other concepts that serve to 
justify the oppression must be identified.   

3. The removal of the oppression and its supporting set of ideas and system of 
justification. 141   
 

        Jones’s belief is that “the oppressed, in part, are oppressed precisely because they 

buy, or are indoctrinated to accept, a set of beliefs that negate those attitudes and actions 

necessary for liberation.”142  This assertion will be important to the analysis of Black 

Hebrew thought and its use of black theodicy to explain black suffering and black 

identity.  By identifying and isolating the problem of suffering in Black Judaism we will 

be able to see that Black Jews have entered into a “recursive loop of theology”143 in 
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which they need oppression to positively construct their ethno-religious identity.  

However, they are concurrently seeking ways to end their oppression and their God-

ordained suffering by adhering to the Torah. 

     Anthony Pinn also confronts the issue of black suffering and black liberation theism’s 

answers to the problem of moral evil and ethnic suffering. In discussing the contours of 

the problem of evil in religion he identifies three propositions that can resolve the issue. 

He proposes that one can: (a) rethink the nature or purpose of evil; (b) postulate a 

“limited” God; (c) question or deny God’s existence144 

     Pinn explains that traditional theodicies rely on the first proposition and have 

articulated various forms redemptive suffering to explain the presence of evil in the 

cosmos.  These theodicies, however, have limited ability to address the catastrophic 

events of modernity that have befallen African Americans such as the Middle Passage, 

chattel enslavement, and Jim Crow Racism.  In addressing these episodes of moral evil, 

Anthony Pinn explains that African Americans have turned to the same propositions to 

resolve the problem of theodicy.  He identifies three resolution offered in African 

American religious thought to the issue. He summarizes, “One sees these resolutions in 

Black theological thought suggesting that: (a) unmerited suffering is intrinsically evil, yet 

can have redemptive consequences; (b) God and humans are coworkers in the struggle to 

remove moral evil; and (c) Black suffering may result from God being a racist.145 
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     Black Religion has attempted to wrestle with the problem of evil through the first two 

propositions. According to Pinn, this is witnessed in the Spirituals and the orature of 

Black Religion.  African Americans combined the first two propositions to reason that 

suffering can be redemptive in nature and be an opportunity for cooperation between 

humans and God.  In distinction to Jones, Pinn does not see theism as viable option for 

Black Religion.  Pinn advocates that Black Religion look to atheistic humanism as a 

source of theological content.     

      From this discussion on the methodological issues involved in approaching black 

theology from the problem of evil I have identified an entry point for an investigation 

into Black Judaism. My intention is to provide a critique of their responses to evil; as I 

see the problem of black theodicy as the central to Black Judaism. The problem of black 

theodicy is used as a point of critique of responses to the existential realities of black life 

as lived by Hebrew Israelites.  Whereas, Jones and Pinn largely have dealt with Christian 

and Islamic formulations of black liberation theism and consequently the issues of divine 

racism, ethnic suffering, and the problem of evil; this has not been carried out with Black 

Judaism.  There are some very important distinctions between Black Judaism as a form of 

black liberation theism and other manifestations of Black Religion.   Black Judaism 

asserts the historical and genealogical tradition of the biblical Israelites in a literal fashion 

and relies on the history of intervention by God in manner which is distinct from Black 

Christian theodicy.  Black Jews are asserting that they have experienced oppression 

before and have been delivered by their deity so it reasonable to believe it will happen 

again in the future.  Whereas the Resurrection is not an explicitly black exaltation event 
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(although Cleage assertion of a Black Christ would be the exception), Black Hebrews 

argue that the Exodus is in fact an episode in “African liberation”.  So what does it mean 

if their faith claims are taken at face value in a discussion of black theodicy? This is 

where Black Judaism offers a contribution to the overall black theodicy discourse. 

Therefore this study must be by necessity descriptive with the problem of evil serving as 

an entry point and organizing principle. Although, the problem of evil is the entry point 

there must be a method of articulating the core beliefs of Black Judaism to give a holistic 

view of the religious tradition under study.  To accomplish this task requires a secondary 

approach to black theology which provides tools for carrying out the descriptive process 

of defining the core beliefs and the later process of revision (or gnosiological conversion) 

of Black Judaism.   

     The second approach to black theology that this study will utilize is that of history of 

religions. Historian of religion Charles H. Long contends that African American religious 

studies have been typified by two types of studies: sociological and apologetic.146  He 

finds that these studies had not “come to terms with the specifically religious elements in 

the religion of black Americans.”147  He argued that these studies primarily deal with the 

history, organization, and political ideologies of African American religious 

communities.  Rarely do they identify and examine the images and meanings of the 

religious significance to these communities.   

     Therefore Long advocates history of religion as the most rigorous methodology for 

uncovering the religious in African American religion. He considers the history of 
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religions to be a human science.148  He understands the human sciences to be disciplines 

related to various aspects and the existential problems of human civilization.  His 

approach is not opposed to the use of other humanities or social sciences.  His criticism is 

against the manner in which scholars in these disciplines have treated African American 

culture by denying, overlooking, or masking its full range of religious meanings.  As 

such, Long’s black theology methodology is in agreement with the goal and purpose of 

African American Studies research objectives which call for a holistic analysis of African 

American phenomena.149   However, in distinction to most African-centered scholars, 

Long does not argue for the uniqueness of African American religion or its neglect by 

white scholars, as reason to study black religion and theology.  As the study of the 

religious beliefs of African Americans, black theology engaged through the human 

science methodology represent a body of knowledge within African American studies.150 

       The human sciences methodology to black theology is also used by Henry Mitchell.  

He advocates a cultural studies approach to the study of religion that is similar to Charles 

Long’s history of religions approach to black theology.  For Mitchell, the study of culture 

neccesarily includes the study of the religion of African Americans.    Another advocate 

of the cultural studies approach to black theology is Theophus Smith who engages in the 

study of African American spirituality within the field of religious studies.151  He states 

that the history of religions and black liberation theology methodologies has influenced 
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his work.  He also draws upon additional approaches and methods in the human sciences 

or culture studies.152   Smith states: 

As one among other scholars engaged in the nascent field of African American 
spirituality, I locate its interests somewhere between the historical and social 
science study of religion on the one hand, and the black theology of liberation on 
the other, spanning literary and aesthetic considerations in between.  A 
convergence of interest in spirituality as a distinctive category of religious 
phenomena can be observed, first, from the religious side.153 

 
     According to Charles Long, black theology must begin first with the task of revision.  

He refers to black theology as one of several possible opaque theologies.154   African 

Americans experiences of reality are “opaque” because of the unique quality of their 

experiences that differ significantly and stand apart from the experiences of other people.  

The opacity of black theology results from African Americans’ experience of oppression 

but discovery of beauty, meaning, and worth in human life.155 

     Long further contends the opacity of religion is rarely acknowledged.  The religion of 

oppressed people is usually overlooked and not given serious scholarly consideration.  As 

an opaque theology, black theology must begin with the misrepresentation of the 

religious experience of oppressed people. In addition to the deconstruction of these 

misinterpretations, black theology must intensely search for more substantive and 

plausible interpretations of religious meanings in the life experiences of oppressed 

peoples.156 
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     Charles Long’s understanding of revision within black theology parallels William 

Jones’s concept of gnosiological conversion.  Gnosiological conversion calls for a 

fundamental restructuring of oppressed African American’s worldview.  Long’s notion of 

deconstruction means changing the thinking and actions of oppressed people whose 

oppressors usually circumscribe their identity.   Long argues the task of black theology is 

description; he understands description as the structuring of phenomena that allows 

people to communicate and learn an existing worldview. 

     Mitchell’s method of theological construction is similar to that of Long.  Mitchell 

approach calls for starting with the people’s core beliefs; those beliefs in a religion which 

people actually adhere to and use in their lives.  Identifying and describing these core 

beliefs is necessary.  Mitchell’s approach is empirical and inductive, taking nothing for 

granted but considering and examining various beliefs that eventually add up to a 

coherent system. 157  He claims that this coherent system is not his invention or 

suggestion on what persons ought or should believe but the actual arrangement of beliefs 

reflected in the case of persons whom he has observed. Long’s insistence on the 

structuring of religious beliefs using methods of theological description is consistent with 

Mitchell’s concept of an inductive approach to theological construction. 

      Just as with Jones, Pinn and their philosophy of religion methodology, the human 

science methodological approach of Long, Mitchell, and Smith to black theology 

considers non-biblical and extra-biblical material as sources of black theology. Long, 

considers religion to be a complex cultural phenomenon that involves multiple 
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experiences, expressions, motivations, intentions, behaviors, styles, rhythms, and 

structures of thought.158   The sources of black theology also include the history and 

traditions of African Americans being the modes of experience and expression that reveal 

their inner lives.159  Long’s point is that the sources of black theology are not only found 

in Christianity, but also in other religions, folklore, music, lifestyles, and systems of 

thought that may not be compatible to the black Christian tradition.   

      According to Mitchell, the principal source of black theology is what he calls core 

beliefs.  He argues that “all cultures have clusters of core convictions about reality.”160  

Mitchell says that these core issues are: 

The bedrock attitudes that govern all deliberate behaviors and relationships and 
also spontaneous responses to crisis…They are not inherited or beyond the 
influences of training and spiritual discipline…Core beliefs are not mere 
propositions to which assent is given.  They are ways one trusts or fails to trust.  
They are embraced intuitively and emotionally, without or without the ability to 
express them rationally.161 

The group of beliefs that Mitchell identifies as the core beliefs of African American 

religion are belief in the providence, justice, majesty, omnipotence, omniscience, 

goodness, and grace of God; belief in the equality of persons; belief in the obligation of 

persons to persevere suffering; belief in the parenthood of God and the kinship of all 

people; and belief that life is good and worth living. 

    For Mitchell, Black Religion is not black because of some unique essence.  Black 

Religion is black because a substantial number of African Americans have similar beliefs 

and experiences.  He says: 
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The existence of a black theological style and content does not hang on its 
uniqueness.  It hangs on its uniqueness.  It hangs, rather, on whether or not there 
are an experience and an interpretation of it that (taken as a whole) is sufficiently 
different in its balance and emphases from other racial and class-group 
interpretations to be reasonably identified as belonging to at least a majority of 
black Christians, as opposed to a majority of another race and/or class.162 

Long argues that Black Religion is African in origin, although he explains that it must be 

viewed as part of the total American religious history.163  Black Religion has as a 

distinctive feature its use of Western categories: biblical motifs, metaphors, Christology, 

and so forth.  The fact of an African heritage does not bar Black Religion from dynamic 

relationship with other religious traditions found in American life and culture.  Long 

argues that black religion does not exist in a cultural vacuum. Mitchell identifies certain 

Africanism as foundational elements of Black Religion that pre-exist any western 

religious influence.  According to Mitchell, Black Religion is a parallel belief system 

with the Christian faith. We can further extrapolate this conclusion to include Judaism 

and Islam.  He identifies four core beliefs of Black belief: the omniscience, omnipotence, 

justice, and providence of God.  He argues that these attributes must be of African origin 

because they serve the purpose of supporting African psychic survival under the 

oppressive conditions of enslavement.  He further argues that these core beliefs are in 

opposition to the messages of submission advocated by slave master Christianity.164 

          Other elements of Black religion include the use of proverb and parable wisdom. In 

this case an African traditional religion worldview is applied to the Bible and Quran thus 

affirming Gayraud Wilmore’s assertion that, “this way of doing theology was as old as 
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the slave trade.”  Essentially in the absence of the ability to carry out major rituals and 

practices, the African worldview became the dominant contribution to Black Religion 

from traditional African religion.  This insistence on the core beliefs explain why Black 

Religion may be at odds with western monotheism although they are parallel belief 

systems.  To be clear this is not an assertion that Black Religion is traditional African 

religion with English terminology it is an African American religion that it affected by 

both an African worldview and American experience.   

     Long identifies three themes which Black Religion must confront in order to make 

meaning for African Americans.  The first is Africa as a “historical reality and religious 

image.”  As Long states,  

The image of Africa as it appears in black religion is unique, for the black 
community in America is a landless people.  Unlike the American Indian, the land 
was not taken from him, and unlike the black Africans in South Africa or 
Rhodesia, his land is not occupied by groups whom he considers aliens.  His 
image of the land points to the religious meaning of land even in the absence of 
these forms of authentication.  It thus emerges as an image which is always 
invested with historical and religious possibilities.165 

Most Hebrew Israelite groups have Ethiopianism as an implicit component of their 

religious worldview.  An issue to be examined is how Africa as both a historical symbol 

and a religious symbol functions in Hebrew Israelite religion and religious identity.     

     The second theme is “the involuntary presence of the Black community in America.” 

As with Black religion in general, the question of black humanity in a hostile society had 

led to a search for meaning in Hebrew Israelite religion.  A very important issue to be 

addressed is how Hebrew Israelite theology navigates a society that see Jewishness as 

symbolic of choseness and blackness as cursed.  Long states, “The meaning of the 
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involuntary structure or the opacity of the religious symbol has within this community 

held the eschatological hopes and the archaic religious consciousness.”166   

The involuntary presence in America and the attendant oppression and suffering of black 

people has placed in an emphasis on theodicy in Black Judaism and impacted the 

formation of Black Hebrew identities in profound ways.  According to Merrill Singer, 

“The ideology of the Black Hebrews offer a set of powerful symbols concerning the 

“true” identity and divine mission of African Americans, conceptions that stand in sharp 

contrast to the damaging messages…that are incorporated into racist diatribes and 

conveyed more subtly day-to-day assaults in a society that devalues distrusts, and 

demeans African Americans.”167  This is a key aspect and touchstone of Black Hebrew 

orthodoxy.  In essence, the religious meanings that Hebrew Israelites attach to the history 

of African enslavement in the Americas carries as much theological weight as beliefs 

about observance of religious laws and traditions.  However, these theodicies open up 

Black Hebrew theology to the question of divine racism 

     The third theme is the “experience and symbol of God” and the interpretation of the 

divine for Black Jews and Black Judaism.  As Long states,  

God for this community appears as an all-powerful and moral deity, though one 
hardly ever knows why he has wiled this or that.  God is never, or hardly ever, 
blamed for the situation of humanity, for somehow in an inscrutable manner there 
is a reason for all of this…The experience of God is thus placed within the 
context of the other images and experiences of Black religion.  Though biblical 
religion is used to speak of this historical presence and intervention in history, we 
have neither a clear Hebraic nor what has become a Christian interpretation of 
history.168    
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    Finally, the God of Black Judaism will be examined based that what we are witnessing 

in this religious movement is a reorganization of the High God concept. The God of 

Black Judaism is a highly personal deity who enters history on behalf of black people and 

is intimately concerned with blacks as its chosen people. For rabbinic, Torah-Only, and 

some messianic Hebrews they are arguing for strict monotheism which is in contrast to 

the hierarchal monotheism of traditional African religion and also an explicit rejection of 

the trinitarianism of Black Christianity.   Here Jones’ critique of black liberation theology 

is informative for this project in its ability to raise questions about the nature of God in 

Black Hebrew theology.   The relationship between theodicies of deserved punishment 

and the suffering servant demand an analysis of the core beliefs of the Black Hebrew 

faith. 

Research Method 

     In the previous section I discussed the theoretical perspective and the methodological 

approaches that inform this study.  Now I will discuss the methods and techniques that 

are used to gather, analyze and interpret the data for this study. 

Phenomenological Autoethnography 

     This study combines two research methods: phenomenology and autoethnography. 

Phenomenology of religion attempts to describe religions and religious themes as they 

appear or function in the life and consciousness of the people who participate in religion.  

Theophus Smith and Henry Mitchell explain the phenomenological approach to African 

American religion.  Smith states in his study of African American spirituality: 
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This is a phenomenological presentation.  By “phenomenological” I mean a description 
of this occurrence as it “gives itself” in actual experience, prior to any attempt to 
schematize or classify it.  Thus I intend to “bracket” all valuational or categorical 
considerations…Similarly, I will resist…any pressure to locate this phenomenon in 
relation to the Christian dogma (a premature consideration whenever systematic 
theologians and religious thinkers seek to organize occurrences without first allowing the 
phenomenon to reveal its inner dynamism).169 

Mitchell also explicates the phenomenological approach to African American religion.  

He states: 

[they] must be stated in the terms in which ordinary folks state them, when they 
are verbalized at all…I must not fight their feeling and style, in the interest of 
scholarly credibility.  If a widely used phrase comes from the fundamentalist 
hymn dear to the black brethren, I must tell it like it is believed and felt, even 
though there is on my agenda an item about acculturating people away from some 
of the unfortunate lyrics that go along with the profoundly nourishing items.170 
 

     Henry Mitchell and Theophus Smith regard the phenomenological approach as the 

most rigorous approach to the study of African American religion.  This approach is 

meant to present African American religion as a lived experience. Long, Mitchell, and 

Smith all argue that African American religion operates as a force to empower black 

people in the face of life’s difficulties. 

     The phenomenological approach of these scholars does not accord special authority to 

blackness.  Charles Long argues against the portrayal of blackness as an ontological 

symbol of some type of transcendent reality or truth about African Americans.  He 

instead argues that blackness is an “opaque” symbol, which means that blackness refers 

to a historical and social reality which has influenced African American thought and 

consciousness. 

                                                 
169     Theophus H. Smith, “A Phenomenological Note: Black Religion as Christian Conjuration,” Journal 
of Interdenominational Theological Center 11 (fall 1983- spring 1984): 1. 
170     Mitchell, “The Theological Posits of Black Christianity,” 120. 
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      Long further argues that blackness has its own distinct history and logic.171  He 

identifies three basic components of blackness:  

1. Utopian thought 
2. Alienation 
3. The use of western categories172 

 
The utopian impulse is reflected in black theology’s “seeking a proper place, place here 

including also land where the Black will not be alien.”173  The lack of a sense of 

connection to land, symbols and institution in America has caused African Americans to 

either desire a redemptionist return to Africa or relish a glorious ancient African past.  

Alienation stems from awareness that their presence in America is involuntary and was 

the result of a forced migration to the western hemisphere.  As a result, Long argues that 

Africans in the New World lacked a cohesive single set of African cultural traditions or 

language for communication, instead they used the culture and language of the dominant 

society.  He states, 

Biblical imagery was used because it was at hand; it was adapted to and invested 
with the experience of the slave.  Strangely enough, it was the slave who gave 
religious meaning to the notions of freedom and land.  The deliverance of the 
Children of Israel from the Egyptians became an archetype which enabled the 
slave to live with promise.174   
 

     Essentially Long argues that enslaved Africans used western categories such as 

biblical motifs, metaphors, and eschatology for the expression of an African/American 

worldview that did not conform to white American Christian thought.  This differs from 

the symbolic identification theory in a very substantial way. Long’s assertion is that 

                                                 
171      Charles H. Long, “Structural Similarities and Dissimilarities in Black and African Theologies,” 
Journal of Religious Thought 33, no. 2 (fall-winter 1975): 21. 
172      Ibid., 9-17. 
173      Ibid., 12. 
174      Long, Significations, 179. 
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Black Religion is a new religious phenomenon that had developed out of African and 

American resources.   This is somewhat different than the symbolic identification theory 

that argues that African Americans are using cultural resources to construct a new 

identity in lieu of that being projected by white society that is somehow trying to avoid 

the black historical situation.  At the root of the symbolic identification theory is the 

charge of black escapism meaning Jewish identity offers an escape from blackness.   

In distinction Long hermeneutical framework recognizes the religious life world in 

addition to the socio-political implications of Black identity in America. Similar to the 

symbolic identification theory, the understanding that the experiences of trauma have led 

African Americans to seek and create new meanings out of the cultural resources of the 

African past and American present; however the critical difference resides in the 

perspective that sees Black Judaism as a new religious expression of Black Religion.  The 

symbolic identification theory is not incorrect in its identification of the cultural resources 

present in Black Judaism; it is however flawed in its interpretations of that meaning in the 

lived experience of Hebrew Israelites.    Again, the rationale for an African American-

centered perspective becomes clear. This mixture of African and European cannot be 

easily untangled without removing the essence of the religious experience under 

examination. Therefore, a phenomenological approach to Black Judaism is needed 

because past research has avoided the deep-structure of signs and symbols of the religion; 

therefore the lived experiences of Black Hebrews have not been a source of theological 

reflection.  
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Autoethnographic Method 

     This study seeks to carve out new intellectual space in the study of Hebrew Israelites 

as it represents a self-reflexive study of the community in question.  As a member of the 

Hebrew Israelite community I use the autoethnographic method to engage the question of 

ethnic suffering and moral evil in Hebrew Israelite religion.   Carolyn Ellis defines 

autoethnography as, “writing about the personal and its relationship to culture.  It is 

autobiographical genre of writing and research that displays multiple layers of 

consciousness…”175 Autoethnographic works are usually written in the first-person voice 

and appear in multiple forms such as: short stories, novels, social science prose, journals, 

and photographic essays. Works can display “concrete action, dialogue, emotion, 

embodiment, spirituality, and self-consciousness.  These features appear as relational and 

institutional stories affected by history and social structure, which themselves are 

dialectically revealed through actions, feelings, thoughts, and language.”176  

     I chose the autoethnographic method as an approach to examine my own conversion 

and development as a member of the Hebrew Israelite community because, as Tierney 

states, “autoethnography confronts dominant forms of representation and power in an 

attempt to reclaim, through self-reflective response, representational spaces that have 

marginalized those of us at the borders.”177 Autoethnography is a method that connects 

the personal to the cultural, placing the self within the social context.178 These texts are 

                                                 
175     Carolyn Ellis, Ethnographic I, 37. 
176     Ibid, 38. 
177     William G. Tierney, “Life history's history: Subjects Foretold”, Sociology 27, 41-52, 1998. 
178     Deborah Reed-Danahay, Auto/Ethnography, (New York: Berg, 1997), 20.   
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usually written in the first person and feature dialogue, emotion, and self-consciousness 

as relational and institutional stories affected by history, social structure, and culture179 

 According to Anderson analytic autoethnography “refers to ethnographic work in which 

the researcher is (1) a full member in the research group or setting, (2)visible as such a 

member in the researcher’s published texts, and (3) committed to an analytic research 

agenda focused on improving theoretical understandings of broader social 

phenomena.”180 

    The use of self-narrative has long been a method of inquiry into the lives and issues 

confronting African Americans.  Beginning with Frederick Douglass’ Narrative of the 

Life of Frederick Douglass, African Americans have used reflections on the self as a 

portal into larger discussions on the black experience. In the work of W.E.B Du Bois 

there is the use of self narrative as he confronts the issues of race and the humanity of 

Black people.  There is a precedent in African American academic writing for critical 

cultural approaches to research and writing in what has come to be known as 

autoethnographic writing has been common among African American scholars and 

scholarship for more than one hundred years. There are some well‐documented 

discussions about the contributions of African American scholars to the early 

development of critical scholarship. The best example of this type of writing is W. E. B. 

Du Bois’ The Souls of Black Folk and Dusk of Dawn: The Autobiography of a Race 

                                                 
179     Carolyn Ellis & Arthur P.Bochner, Composing ethnography: Alternative forms of qualitative writing, 
(Walnut Creek: AltaMira, 2000), 15. 
180     Anderson, 375. 
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Concept.181 In V. P. Franklin’s, Living Our Stories\Telling Our Truths she discusses the 

validity of personal narrative as theoretical perspective in the African American 

intellectual tradition.182
  Although the autoethnographic approach to research has a long 

history, it has not always been recognized by the academy. Even in the discipline of 

sociology it is a marginalized method of intellectual inquiry that is not always well 

received. So why construct a dissertation that utilizes this research method? What benefit 

is there in approaching a theological issue from such a method? In the work of W. E. B. 

Du Bois, whose work represented an interpolation of his biography as a Black man in the 

United States with his scholarly endeavors states: 

My discussion of the concept of race . . . [is] not to be regarded as digressions 
from the history of my life; rather my autobiography is a digressive illustration 
and exemplification of what race has meant in the world in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries.183 

Du Bois recognized that scholarly work is about flesh-and-blood people whose lives are 

not easily abstracted into categories.  Du Bois work shares similarities with Zora Neale 

Hurston.  Françoise Lionnet describes Hurston as someone with a “position of 

fundamental liminality”.  This position “would bring home to her the distorting effects . . 

. and thus reinforce her skepticism in the anthropological project, in her assigned role as 

detached, objective interpreter and translator”.184 

                                                 
181      For a discussion of his work and  his development of and contributions to autoethnography, see 
David Levering Lewis, W.E.B. Du Bois: The Fight for Equality and the American 
Century, 1919 – 1963, (New York: H Holt, 2000), 189. 
182      V. P. Franklin, Living Our Stories\Telling Our Truths: Autobiography and the Making of the African 
American Intellectual Tradition, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995),11-13. 
183      Lewis, 388. 
184      Françoise Lionnet, Autobiographical Voices: Race, Gender, and Self-Portraiture, (Ithaca: Cornel 
University Press, 1991),166. 
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     Autoethnography engaged from an African-American centered perspective using a 

black theology methodological approach is being used to render a picture of the Hebrew 

Israelite community that is designed to bring to the forefront the central theological 

question of black theodicy and to accurately describe the core beliefs of Judaism. Using 

my own experience of becoming, living, interacting within, and finally leaving the 

Hebrew Israelite faith offers a unique perspective that other researchers simply have not 

discussed.  The question of black suffering as a theological question can be addressed 

using the self-reflexive method of autoethnography. Question such as why does black 

suffering led one to look to the Bible to answers surrounding ethnic identity.  Second, the 

liminal space that Lionnet discusses in relation Hurston is equally applicable to this 

research project.  My research occupies a space between the disinterested researcher and 

the apologist seeking to defend the faith tradition.    

          My first task is description; using phenomenological and autoethnographic 

methods I will describe the Hebrew Israelite community as it sees itself.  This means I 

will suspend question of authenticity and legitimacy vis-à-vis western historical Judaism.  

The issue of whether or not Hebrew Israelites are “really” the descendents of the biblical 

Israelites will be bracketed and the analysis will concentrate on what it means to African 

Americans who experience their lives believing they are in fact the descendents of the 

biblical Israelites. 

Research Design 

     Of necessary importance to the methodology is the research design which is the 

specific techniques and procedures used in data collection.  Considering the African-
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American centered theological nature of the study, particular qualitative methods are 

being utilized to achieve a detailed description of the core beliefs of Black Judaism and 

ethno-religious construction of Hebrew Israelites.  In this section, I will outline the 

specific methods being used. 

Data Collection 

This study will rely on the following methods for gathering data: participant observation, 

reflexive journals, self-interviews and documents and material analysis.  

Location of Data Collection.  

Data will be collected from multiple sites both in the form of reflexive journaling and 

participant observation.  The personal narrative will cover the following locations 

covering a time span of ten years: 1994-2004: Louisville, Kentucky; Wilberforce and 

Cincinnati, Ohio; Chicago, Illinois; New York City (Harlem and Brooklyn); and 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 

  

Primary Sources and Documents.   

There are multiple primary and secondary sources I will use in this autoethnographic 

study.  Hebrew Israelites have written texts that are primarily for religious instruction and 

teaching; these cover topics such as biblical history, biblical interpretation, and proper 

religious belief.  There are also polemical writings that explain why African Americans 

should abandon other religious faith (particularly Christianity) and “return” to the 

Hebrew faith.   These are texts which are widely read within Black Hebrew communities 

and form the basis of a Black Hebrew canon. There are several key texts which explicitly 
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deal with the problem of suffering and black identity from a Black Hebrew perspective.  I 

will examine God, the Black, and the Truth by Ben Ammi, Valley of the Dry Bones by 

Rudolph Windsor, The Deceiving of the Black Race by Moses Farrar, and Israelites and 

Jews: The Significant Difference by Cohane Michael Ben Levi.  These texts represent the 

wide spectrum of Black Hebrew religious thought covering rabbinic, Torah-only and 

Messianic sects and will be utilized to gain a full and complete understanding of Black 

Judaism.  In addition I will also utilize recordings of sermons, bible study classes, and 

online discussion forums as a supplement to these texts that deal with the question of 

suffering and moral evil as it relates to Hebrew Israelite identity.  These texts will play a 

role in the autoethnographic narrative as I confront these texts a critical researcher who 

also consulted these texts for spiritual insight.   

Procedure 

 Participant Observation.   
     As a method of autoethnographic research, conducting observations involves taking 

detailed field notes on the phenomena as they occur within the research sites. Participant 

observation provides invaluable information about the meaning of rituals and core beliefs 

of Black Judaism.  Engaging in the Hebrew Israelite life cycle of holidays, weekly 

congregation attendance will all be used to provide data on the meaning of rites, rituals, 

and symbols of Black Judaism.  It also provides an opportunity to see how Hebrew 

Israelite ethno-religious identity is lived out in sacred spaces. 



113 
 

Reflexive Journals.   
     Reflexive journals are a key aspect to the autoethnographic process, chronicling my 

past experience as a Hebrew Israelite will provide data which would not be accessible by 

other methods. The transient nature of some Hebrew Israelite groups makes it impractical 

and impossible to gather to information on groups who have disbanded or reorganized.  

Also, self-reflexive writing provides an opportunity to contextualize the personal 

narrative within the larger cultural background of the religious community under study. 

Ethical Concerns.   
     Although this study does not engage in the direct interview process, the use of 

personal narrative undoubtedly brings the personal lives of others into the research 

process.  In order to protect the anonymity of private members of the communities under 

examination the use of pseudonyms and other fictive devices will be employed.  This will 

not extend, however, to public figures such as spiritual leaders whose activities take place 

in the public sphere of religious activities. 

Data Analysis 

Thematic Analysis.   
     Although this dissertation utilizes the phenomenological autoethnographic method, the 

personal narrative must yield itself to thematic analysis.  The personal narrative as well as 

primary and secondary source document and materials is subjected to a critical analysis 

to produce themes and claims.   I note themes and claims gathered from the data and 

articulate the core beliefs produced out of the personal narrative, review of cultural 

documents and materials, and observations. 
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Genealogical Analysis.   
     Genealogical analysis involves examining historical, cultural, and religious texts in 

order to discover the historical, cultural, and social moments in which particular 

theological responses emerge. I use the historical approach to genealogical analysis; 

alternating moving from the past to the present to chart the development of Hebrew 

Israelite responses to the problem of ethnic suffering within their lived experience. 

      When engaged from an African-American centered perspective/black theology 

methodology, genealogical analysis is a critical tool in the examination of the problem of 

ethnic suffering and ethno-religious identity construction in Black Judaism.  In using this 

method, my examination of Black Judaism explores how the historical presence of anti-

Black racism on black people has produced an ethno-religious identity based on 

redemptive suffering. 

Conclusion 

     In this chapter I have outlined the process through which I will examine and analyze 

the religious phenomenon of Black Judaism.  I have provided the theoretical rationale, 

the methodological approach and the research methods that is utilized in this study.  I will 

now outline the summary of chapters to follow in this study. 

     Chapter 4 is the beginning of the personal narrative. The text uses narrative prose and 

chronicles my introduction and conversion to the Hebrew Israelite faith.  Readers are 

introduced to the beliefs, practices and traditions of Black Judaism within the narrative.  

This serves as a corrective to previous research which has not discussed Black Hebrew 

faith as a spectrum of beliefs orientations.  After presenting the spectrum of belief I 
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proceed to discuss how Hebrew Israelite theology interprets Africa as historical and 

religious image.  This will be accomplished by examining the textual interpretations of 

Hebrew Israelites in connecting the biblical narrative to African history and African 

Americans in particular.  This will allow for the next chapter which is a discussion of the 

problem of suffering in Black Judaism.  

     In Chapter 5, I discuss the problem of suffering in Hebrew Israelite theology by 

engaging the question of “the involuntary presence of the Black community in America”.  

This question raises the issues of ethnic suffering and moral evil within Black Judaism.  I 

continue with the narration and will reach the apex on the narrative: confronting the 

theological challenges of the Hebrew Israelite response to the problem of moral evil and 

ethnic suffering. I examine how Hebrew Israelites address the question of enslavement, 

racial oppression, and liberation from these existential conditions.   I continue to use both 

personal narrative and document analysis. 

     Secondly, I examine what Hebrew Israelites believe about the power and nature of 

their deity and its relation to causing and ending the suffering of black people.  I conclude 

with a discussion of how Hebrew Israelites have taken the answers to these pertinent 

questions and constructed an ethno-religious identity that centered on ethnic suffering 

and the problematic of this type of identity construction .    

     Finally chapter 6 concludes this study by moving from the descriptive process and to 

the task of revision in Black Hebrew theology. I will discuss ways in which gnosiological 

conversion can occur within Black Judaism. Part of this task will be to identify those 

ideas that Hebrew Israelite adheres to that prevent a full commitment to liberation.  This 
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critique of Black Judaism’s black liberation theism I will propose ways in which Black 

Judaism can address the problem of suffering without reducing itself to theodicies such as 

those of suffering servant model or deserved punishment model.  I outline the 

reformation of Black Judaism based on humanocentric theism and a restructuring of the 

core beliefs of the Hebrew Israelite faith. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

OF MY SPIRITUAL STRIVINGS: A LIVED EXPERIENCE OF BLACK JUDAISM 

Introduction: The Making of a Black Religious Nationalist 

     My interest in the problem of ethnic suffering and moral evil in Black Judaism arose 

from personal experience.  Since 1994, I have identified myself alternately as a Black 

Jew and Hebrew Israelite.  In this chapter I will take you on a journey through my 

introduction, conversion and early years as a Hebrew Israelite. 

     It was 1990s, if you were between the ages of 16-24 you had been exposed to what 

many hip hop scholars would label the “Golden Age of Hip Hop” which included 

Afrocentric and black nationalist themes. This sub-genre included artist and groups such 

as Public Enemy, X-Clan, Brand Nubian, Jungle Brothers, Queen Latifah, KRS-One, and 

Arrested Development.  Who can forget these lyrics on Boogie Down Productions’ “Why 

Is That?” 

Why is it young black kids taught  
They're only taught how to read, write, and act 
It's like teachin a dog to be a cat 
You don't teach white kids to be black 
Why is that? Is it because we're the minority? 
Well black kids follow me 
 
Genesis chapter eleven verse ten 
Explains the genealogy of Ham 
Ham was a black man, in Africa 
If you repeat this fact they can't laugh at ya 
 
Genesis fourteen verse thirteen 
Abraham steps on the scene 
Being a descendent of Ham which is a fact 
Means, Abraham too was black 
Abraham born in the city of a black man 
Called Nimrod grandson of Ham 
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Ham had four sons, one was named Canaan 
Here, let me do some explaining 
Abraham was the father of Isaac 
Isaac was the father of Jacob 
Jacob had twelve sons, for real 
And these, were the children of Israel 
 
According to Genesis chapter ten 
Egyptians descended from Ham 
Six hundred years later, my brother, read up 
Moses was born in Egypt 
In this era black Egyptians weren't right 
They enslaved black Israelites 
Moses had to be of the black race 
Because he spent forty years in Pharoah's place 
He passed as the Pharoah's grandson 
So he had to look just like him 
Yes my brothers and sisters take this here song 
Yo, correct the wrong 
The information we get today is just wack 
But ask yourself, why is that? 

 
KRS-One’s biblical interpretation was typical of the biblical hermeneutic popular among 

black Christian nationalist scholars which was popularized in hip hop song like this.  

Songs like this were formative in my development.  BDP, X-Clan, Public Enemy caused 

me to question how symbols were portrayed in religion.  I promptly rejected the idea of a 

white Jesus, a white Moses, white angels and any depictions of holy images that was 

white. I purchased and hung a picture of a dreadlocked black Jesus in my bedroom. 

      As Jeffrey Louis Decker argues 90s era black nationalist hip hop was as mix of 60’s 

era and Afrocentric inspired cultural nationalism, terming it "sixties-inspired hip hop 

nationalism" and "Afrocentric hip hop nationalism.”185   

                                                 
185      Jeffrey Louis Decker, “The State of Rap: Time and Place in Hip Hop Nationalism”, Social Text 34 
(1993): 53-84.   
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     The 1990s also saw the Nation of Islam led by the Minister Louis Farrakhan 

experience a renaissance and Spike Lee’s Malcolm X introduced a new generation of 

black youth to the black leader.   I would visit the local black bookstore Akebu-Lan and 

read books on black history and religion.  I started wearing a leather kufi and Kente cloth 

covered hats emulating the conscious rappers that listened to. At church, I would wear 

my kufi to the chagrin of the ushers who would ask me to take my hat off and my refusal 

stating, “This is religious dress, Jesus wore a kufi.” I was becoming a budding black 

Christian nationalist; but this was only half of the equation, the other half was the 

historical black college impulse. 

    On television, shows like The Cosby Show and A Different World encouraged me to 

want to attend a historically black college. In hip hop videos, rappers wore sweatshirts 

(Illustration 2) from the African American College Alliance (AACA) that advertised 

some of the most popular historically black colleges and universities in the country.   

 

Illustration 2 Senior class photo wearing a AACA sweatshirt and hat, 1993 

When you turned to Black Entertainment Television (BET) they showcased black college 

football games and showed the halftime performances in full. But the final factor was an 

event far more local. Beginning in 1990, the city of Louisville began hosting the River 
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City Football Classic which hosted two black college football teams and their marching 

bands. For three years in a row, the featured school was Central State University in 

Wilberforce, Ohio.  After the 1992 River City Football Classic I was hooked, I was going 

to CSU and become an Invincible Marching Marauder.    

     However, my experience was not idiosyncratic; it represented a shift in black college 

attendance in the late 1980s and early 1990s. During 1987-1993 when A Different World 

was being showcased on NBC, enrollment in college for African American students at 

historical black colleges was at an all-time high. Even after the show went off the air, the 

proportion of Blacks who were enrolled at historically black colleges and universities 

rose ten percent from 1993 to 2003.186 

Meeting the UPK 

     In my second quarter at Central State, the winter of 1994, I met members of the Israeli 

School of Universal Practical Knowledge (UPK).  One evening as I was leaving the 

Mercer dining hall a poster on the wall caught my eye that was similar to the one below 

(Illustration 3) stating Jesus was black and that anyone interested in a bible study session 

should come to the basement of Pinn Hall that evening.   

     What I encountered in the basement of Pinn Hall that winter evening would have a 

profound impact on my life.  At the front of the room were two older students with large 

poster boards displaying pictures of enslaved African Americans and other scenes from 

black history.  The two students proceeded to explain that black people in the Americas 

were not “so-called African-Americans” but the descendents of the lost tribes of Israel.  
                                                 
186      Kenneth Redd, “Historically Black Colleges: Making a Comeback”, New Direction in Higher 
Education (Summer 1998): 33-43. 
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They began a rapid tag-team interpretation of various bible verses while pointing to 

various pictures displayed on the poster boards.  Central to their lesson was a verse-by-

verse interpretation of Deuteronomy 28: 15-68, with each verse being accompanied by an 

example from African American history.  I left that Bible study totally believing that I 

now was the “true Jew that the Bible speaks of.” 

 

 

 

Illustration 3 UPK Poster- The Real Image of Jesus 

 

     This was my introduction into a religious community which up until that point I had 

no idea even existed.  Black Jews or Hebrew Israelites were a new world to me, up until 

that point I only knew of African Americans belonging to two religions: Christianity and 

Islam.  The UPK is a messianic Hebrew group meaning that they believe that Jesus 
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(Yahawahshi as they called him) was the Messiah.  The UPK was known in the New 

York-area for their elaborate demonstration in Times Square in which they would teach 

their beliefs in public to onlookers.  The group drew sharp criticism for their harsh and 

abusive language towards whites and those who disagreed with them.  The UPK was 

founded by Abba Bivens an Israelite teacher from Harlem who debated other black 

religious teacher in the famous “step ladder speaking tradition.”187   

     The UPK’s teachings displayed both traditional Christian elements and what I would 

later recognize as traditional messianic Black Hebrew teachings.  The UPK believed in 

the inerrancy of the 1611 King James Bible and considered it the unadulterated literal 

“Word of God”.   The Christology of the UPK was fairly traditional in most regards; they 

accepted the Trinity, the pre-existence of Christ, and believe in the bodily resurrection 

and second coming of Christ. A key difference however was the rejection of the doctrine 

of the virgin birth.   

      I discovered the UPK also had several unique teachings. First, the group believed in 

reincarnation.  According to the sect the souls of the people of the Bible continued to be 

recycled throughout the ages down to the contemporary times. The sect asserted that their 

leader Masha (Moses) was actually a reincarnation of King David.   

Secondly, they believed UFOs were angelic chariots.  They used the descriptions given 

by UFO enthusiasts and cited the Ezekiel’s vision of the “wheel within a wheel” as proof  

of what people called UFOs were really “Ma-la-ka-yam” (angelic forces) attacking 

whites for their oppression of the “true” nation of Israel.   

                                                 
187      Keith S. Henry, “The Black Political Tradition in New York: A Conjunction of Political Cultures,” 
The Journal of Black Studies, (Vol. 7, No. 4, June, 1977), 458. 
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Notice the following “breakdown” (Illustration 4) on the topic of UFOs: 

 

Illustration 4 UPK Breakdown on UFOs188 

     Although to some this may signal delusional belief in science fiction, groups such as 

the UPK share a belief in alternate cosmologies with other sects of Black Religion.  The 

Nubian Islamic Hebrews or Nuwubians teach that UFOS are the Elohim (or Illywun) 

mentioned in Genesis first chapter, they also have an elaborate cosmology that involves 

extraterrestrials, rapture-beliefs, and apocalyptic holy race wars.189  Also sharing similar 

                                                 
188      Israeli School of Universal Practical Knowledge, “What Does the Bible Say About UFOS”, Handout, 
circa 1995. 
189      Malachi Z. York, Are There (UFO’s) Extraterrestrials In Your Midst? Scroll #84.  



124 
 

beliefs is the Nation of Islam, whose Mothership mythology formed the basis for the 

George Clinton’s musical universe.190 

     The nontraditional doctrines such as UFOs and reincarnation taught by the UPK made 

sense when viewed through the hermeneutical method employed by its members.  These 

interpretations called “breakdowns” is a series of bible verses linked together to provide 

an exegesis on a particular topic.  There were breakdowns on Martin Luther King, Jr. and 

integration, Islam, Christian holidays, and the origins of whites.  A breakdown is a 

didactic process in which you have a reader and a “speaker”.  The speaker is responsible 

for providing the meaning of the verses read aloud.  The reader’s main task is to quickly 

locate and read forcefully the verses aloud to the audience. A reader must have 

knowledge of the “breakdowns” in order to quickly move from verse to verse for the 

desired effect of the exegesis. A good reader/speaker team can seamlessly go from topic 

to topic convinces audiences of the veracity of their teachings.  The final element of the 

breakdown is pictorial representations of their breakdown in collage-like fashion on huge 

billboard set up around the demonstration site to which they point to for additional 

emphasis. As the reader and speaker work the other members present provide protection 

and ‘fish’ for potential converts by engaging onlookers in conversations about the topic 

of discussion.   

    One of the most important breakdowns is the interpretation of the current identity of 

the twelve tribes of Israel.  The breakdown of the twelve tribes indicated that all of the 

twelve tribes of Israel were now in the western hemisphere. Native Americans and New 

                                                 
190      Anthony B. Monteiro, “Du Bois and Axial Age Theory ,“ W.E.B Du Bois and the Emancipation of 
Black Humanity Lecture Series, Temple University, April 16, 2009. 
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World African population made up the twelve tribes of Israel with the head tribe of Judah 

being African Americans. 

     A chart (Illustration 5) is displayed listing the biblical tribe with the current nationality 

next to it.  It reads like a United Nations roster of the western hemisphere.  The 

breakdown is a verse-by-verse typological exegesis on Genesis 49th chapter, Jacob’s 

blessing of his sons.  The group believed that Jacob’s pronouncements are latter-day 

prophecies that will help the tribes reclaim their identity in future.  Each prophecy 

involves either an indigenous Indian or African population in the western hemisphere 

based on the physical, cultural, or geographical traits of the group identified.  For 

example, Haitians and Dominican Republicans are identified as the tribes of Levi and 

Simeon respectively.  As the following verses in Genesis 49: 5-7 state: 

5) Simeon and Levi are brethren; instruments of cruelty are in their habitations.  
6) O my soul, come not thou into their secret; unto their assembly, mine honour, 
be not thou united: for in their anger they slew a man, and in their selfwill they 
digged down a wall. 7) Cursed be their anger, for it was fierce; and their wrath, 
for it was cruel: I will divide them in Jacob, and scatter them in Israel. 

 
The identification is based on the fact that the nations of Haiti and Dominican Republic 

share the island of Hispaniola and Haitians are known for the religion of Vodou which 

the UPK teaches are the powers of divination held by the Levitical priesthood.  The 

revolutionary violence of the Haitian Revolution is also cited as an identifiable trait.   
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Illustration 5 Twelve Tribes of Israel Visual Breakdown191 

     The UPK is not alone in its attempt to assign tribal identity to its members; other 

Israelite camps assign or adopt tribal identity using various methods such as astrological 

signs or character traits.  Israelites with exceptional leadership skills are said to be of the 

tribe of Judah, whereas those most proficient in teaching the Bible are believed to be 

Levites.  I like most African American Hebrew Israelites believed that I was a member of 

the tribe of Judah. 

     The issue of tribal identity is a part of a larger racial mythology of Black Judaism. The 

racial mythology of the UPK has many of the common features of Hebrew Israelite 

belief. First and foremost is the idea of monogenesis which believes the original human 
                                                 
191      Har-Tziyon, “Twelve Tribes of Israel”,www.har-tziyon.org,  Handout. Accessed November 8, 2010. 
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was black.  While current anthropological and genetic research may be used to confirm 

these claims the primary authority is the Bible.  Using the second chapter of Genesis, 

Hebrew Israelites lay out a foundation for the argument for black humanity’s primordial 

state.  Whites or Europeans are the results of various theories ranging from beliefs that 

whites are the results of leprosy, the descendants of the biblical figure Gehazi, and the 

most popular explanation is the Edomite myth.192  The Edomite myth is a racialized 

reading of the birth narrative of Jacob and Esau in Genesis 25:21-28:   

21 Isaac prayed to the LORD on behalf of his wife, because she was childless. The 
LORD answered his prayer, and his wife Rebekah became pregnant. 22 The babies 
jostled each other within her, and she said, “Why is this happening to me?” So she 
went to inquire of the LORD.  

  23 The LORD said to her,  

“Two nations are in your womb,  
and two peoples from within you will be separated;  
one people will be stronger than the other,  
and the older will serve the younger.”  

24 When the time came for her to give birth, there were twin boys in her womb. 25 
The first to come out was red, and his whole body was like a hairy garment; so 
they named him Esau. 26 After this, his brother came out, with his hand grasping 
Esau’s heel; so he was named Jacob. Isaac was sixty years old when Rebekah 
gave birth to them.  27 The boys grew up, and Esau became a skillful hunter, a 
man of the open country, while Jacob was content to stay at home among the 
tents. 28 Isaac, who had a taste for wild game, loved Esau, but Rebekah loved 
Jacob. (NIV) 

     The Edomite myth is a midrash that proposes that white Jews and black Jews are two 

separate nations or races who were ordained by God to be separated from their birth.  

This is clearly an acknowledgement of the racial predicament of 20th century America, 

yet it also proposes a very subtle and provocative idea about Jewishness.  It proposes that 

                                                 
192      Rudolph Windsor, From Babylon to Timbuktu, 18-19. 
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there is kinship between black Hebrews and white Jews.   The midrash proposes an 

identification of whites in general and Ashkenazi Jews in particular as the descendents of 

Esau.  The use of Esau as an archetype of the Jewish oppressor (such as the depiction of 

Rome during the 1st century CE) is paralleled in the Hebrew Israelite tradition.  Esau is 

used to describe European Jews who are believed to be the “usurpers” of the heritage of 

Israel.193     

     The racial element is read into the physical descriptions of Jacob and Esau as an 

indicator of the race of the two twins.  Esau is described as red and hairy. Israelites 

interpret this passage to infer that Esau is abnormal, they play on the color “red” to state 

that Esau’s reddish tone is similar to that of whites, whereas his hairiness was another 

indicator of whiteness.  

     Another aspect of the UPK and Hebrew Israelite racial mythology is the use of the 

term “Hamite” in reference to continental Africans.  The UPK and other Hebrew 

Israelites make a distinction between continental and New World Africans by employing 

a division of “Shemitic” and Hamitic Africans.  As a twist on the Hamitic myth,  Hebrew 

Israelites teach that during the Roman Wars Black Judaeans fled into North and West 

Africa where they settled and lived amongst the indigenous “Hamitic” West African 

population. In their interpretation of pre-colonial African history Shemitic Africans 

(Israelites) were sold by Hamitic West Africans into slavery to Europeans and Arabs.   

     Within this view many of the negative stereotypes and prejudices about traditional 

African culture are repeated and used as justification for anti-African attitudes.  At a UPK 

study sessions, priests would show the film Mondo’s Magic to demonstrate the difference 
                                                 
193      Cohane Michael Ben Levi, Israelite and Jews, 56. 
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between ‘Hamite culture’ and Israelite (read African American) culture.  Continental 

Africans were portrayed as pagans and idol worshippers. Undoubtedly, this attitude was 

an embodiment of the antipathy towards increased African immigration to the United 

States.   On a HBCU campus like Central State this dynamic was also present and 

emerged in the social interactions of students. Many dismiss the degree of diversity on a 

HBCU campus because of the idea that black colleges are monotones of blackness, yet 

the interaction between African American, Caribbean, and African students (not to 

mention local whites) is a lesson in the cultural diversity of the African diaspora.  In 

heated exchanges between members of the UPK and continental Africans (most of which 

were Christian or Muslims) insults like “dirty Hamite” and “ignorant cotton picker” were 

traded back and forth.  We viewed African American students who dated “Hamites” as 

race traitors who were no different had they dated a non-Black person.   Against this 

backdrop international event transpired that would later leave me ashamed and 

embarrassed of my behavior.  In 1994, the Rwandan genocide occurred and several 

Rwandan Tutsi students received news that family members were murdered in the 

bloodshed.  The school had a special memorial ceremony during its weekly convocation 

and teachers were encouraged to educate and inform their classes by the university 

president.  It was in classes that I displayed disinterest and frustration with teachers 

taking our class time to discuss “Hamite tribal wars”.    

     This type of Hebrew Israelite racialogy still however features a black core belief as 

identified as Henry Mitchell, that being the oneness of mankind.  Although, the UPK 

believed that various “nations” were the enemies of the “so-called black man in America” 
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they still upheld a belief in the oneness of that humanity. Colin Kidd discusses the 

emergence of Black Jewish and Islamic race mythologies as a part of a larger black 

counter-theological response to the racial accounts of white Anglo-American 

Protestantism.  He argues that they inverted the racial story that white Protestants had 

constructed to bolster their hegemony of religious symbolism.  He points outthat Black 

Jews reconstruct from the same sources that white Protestants to represent the Bible and 

its central figures as black thus challenging the dominant racialized symbols of western 

religion.194  This is consistent with Charles Long’s characterization of Black Religion as 

speaking through western language and symbols to articulate an African reality.  Hebrew 

Israelites racial mythology posed an opaque spiritual reality that is shared by other 

denominations of Black Religion.   

“Conversion” 

     After I accepted the ‘fact’ of my new found identity I simply started living as an 

Israelite.  The UPK did not have any special ceremony or ritual to signify that one had 

joined the Israelite faith.  This is a common feature of many sects within Black Judaism, 

the belief that African Americans are the long tribes of Israel hence they are returning to 

their original faith instead of converting to a new one.  This had two effects, it made 

becoming an Israelite quite easy.  Typically, there is not a required length of study 

(although new Israelites can be characterized by voracious study of the newfound 

teachings), no required ceremonies such as ritual immersions that one finds in rabbinic 

Judaism and Christianity, and declaration of formal creeds that one finds in Islam.  All 

                                                 
194       Colin Kidd. The Forging of Races, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 262-263. 
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that was required of the neophyte was acceptance of their new “lost” identity.  This is not 

to imply that there is not a conversion experience in the Hebrew Israelite faith. Those 

who have become Israelite have admitted to wholesale lifestyle changes such as adopting 

the dietary laws of Leviticus, quitting jobs in order to abide by the laws of Sabbath 

observance, and adopting Hebrew names.  This confirms the analysis of black messianic-

nationalist sects by Baer and Singer, who outlined the conversion practices of African 

American who joined messianic-nationalist sects.195   

     My own conversion experience began with me reading a number of standard books 

known within Hebrew camps. These included Valley of the Dry Bones which explained 

why black people were in a depressed socio-economic state in American society and also 

introduced me to the central teaching of Deuteronomy 28th chapter; and Babylon to 

Timbuktu which was a primer in biblical and post-biblical history from a Hebrew Israelite 

perspective.  I was able to find all of these books at my local black bookstore on my 

summer vacation and read them. I also studied the breakdowns that I had been given by 

the brothers from our weekly study sessions at school.  I began reading and studying the 

Bible with a new passion, it was no longer a foreign religious text but as many Israelites 

would claim “the history book of black people.”196  

Campus Holy Wars 

     The campus of Central State was also a microcosm of the religious diversity of the 

African American community.  The majority of students on campus were Protestant 

                                                 
195     Baer and Singer, 285. 
196      This is a common claim of Hebrew Israelites. The Bible is viewed as the “official history” of black 
people before slavery.  This is claimed in several Hebrew Israelite texts. 
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Christians ranging from a variety of denominations, next were Muslims students which 

were divided along Nation of Islam (NOI) and Sunni lines.  The Muslims students also 

included the African immigrant students who were all Sunnis.  Finally there were Black 

Hebrews, Nubian Islamic Hebrews and a sprinkling of Rastafarians.   The close 

proximity of all these religious traditions invariable led to doctrinal debates.  In front of 

the Student Union along with daily debates about sports, hip hop, were religious debates 

between respective members of each community.  NOI members would engage in a 

defense of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad from Sunni critics; Muslims (both NOI and 

Sunni) would debate with Christians over the divinity of Jesus; Black Hebrews would 

debate Christians, Muslims, and Rastafarians about Jesus, the Bible, the Quran or any 

other topic at hand.  Several of the Black Pentecostal Christians would declare all of us 

false prophets and refuse to debate the “Word of God.”  However, there was an unspoken 

alliance between all of us non-Christians that it was universally agreed that Christianity 

was the “white man’s religion”.    

Making Aliyah to Harlem 

     In the spring of 1995 I decided I would leave during winter quarter finals and go to a 

Passover celebration in New York.   I had never been to New York and was quite nervous 

about going but I did not want to miss this chance to celebrate Passover in “the place that 

the Lord has placed his name.”  We believed that 1 West 125th Street in Harlem was the 

place that Yahawah (God) had ordained to be his new holy sanctuary.  It was called “the 

Camp”; it was the residence and meeting place for the UPK.   But before we left I needed 

garments for the holy day.  Paraza had a spare black work suit that he gave me to “stud 
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up”.  The UPK is known for their elaborate studded and bedazzled outfits that they wear 

while out street teaching and on their public access television shows.  I couldn’t go to 

Passover not properly dressed, so I started studding my clothes and a pair of black army 

boots with red, gold, and white studs (Illustration 6).  

 

 

Illustration 6 UPK Passover, New York City 1995 

     When I arrived in New York I was overtaken by the size and speed of the city but 

nothing had prepared me for what I would see that night. The Passover celebration was 

held in a large convention hall not far from “the Camp”.  When I walked in there were 

Israelites everywhere all dressed in bedazzled and studded garments greeting each other 

with the phrase, “Yahawah bahasham Yahawahshai barak atha (God in the name of 

Jesus bless you).”  Men had long braided corn rows with large thick black beards; the 

women wore long blue jean skirts with studs and rhinestones in the shape of the Star of 

David.   



134 
 

     On the stage were the leaders, with King David (Masha) and High Priest Yaiqob at the 

center of a table with twelve priests looking like a living Last Supper painting.  Little did 

I know I was participating in my first seder (festive meal) as we were told to eat shredded 

lamb, horseradish chips, matzah, and drink cups of Manischewitz wine.  As the night 

wore on periodically announcements from the priests would blare out from the PA 

system about the various celebrities who were in attendance such as the RZA from the 

hip hop group Wu Tang Clan.  During that night I met Israelites from all over the country 

and the world as UPK members from the United Kingdom, the Caribbean, and Latin 

America were all in attendance.  I met a Mexican Indian by the Issachar (which 

incidentally was his tribal affiliation) who explained how the UPK breakdowns made 

sense to him and he immediately joined five years ago.  Contrary to how I would later see 

the UPK portrayed in the popular media as a black hate group this collection of people 

was a cornucopia of ethnicities and nationalities all joined by the conviction they 

represented the true nation of Israel. 

Don’t Feed Me No Swine 

     There are several aspects to transitioning into the Hebrew Israelite way of life.  

Perhaps, the biggest indicator of the new lifestyle was diet. Although I had tried to give 

up eating pork for years earlier, I had read Leviticus before I became an Israelite and 

attempted to abstain from eating pork, catfish, and shellfish only to be rebuked by my 

parents. But now I was convinced that I would no longer eat the foods forbidden by the 

Old Testament (as I still called it); I was an Israelite after all.  I had never been a fan of 

shellfish and I detested catfish, however, abstaining from pork became a challenge.  Like 
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many southern African Americans families, pork was a main staple of my family’s diet. 

At breakfast there was bacon and sausage; at lunch there was bologna and salami, and at 

dinner there was ham, pork chops, hot dogs and pepperoni pizza.  These were all 

minefields to be navigated by this neophyte Hebrew Israelite.  Since I was 19, I was not 

bound to eat at home everyday which made it somewhat easier during my initial summer 

break.  When that was not an option I simply did not eat the pork if it was served.  But 

this requires further explanation; a common practice with new Hebrews is simply 

removing the pork from food cooked with pork.  That meant spooning out collard greens 

that did not have hamhocks entangled; it meant plucking the pepperoni off a slice of 

pizza, it involved a lot of unconscious eating of pork that would require further refining. 

It would be years before I knew what “kosher” meant and looking for a hechsher (kosher 

certification) to let me know a particular food was safe for consumption as a Jew.   

A New Name 

     When I returned to Central State the following fall of 1995, I was eager to meet up 

with the other Israelite brothers.  There was Paraza, Tazapawan-ba, and Aharan; they 

were all from the East Coast. They all lived in or had been to New York and were far 

more familiar with the Hebrew Israelite way of life. Also, they all had UPK Hebrew 

names, which I still lacked and had not even thought about.  One day after a study 

session, a brother said 

Paraza: “Ach, what your Hebrew name?”   
Me: “I don’t have one yet.”  
Paraza: “Well what do you want it to be?” 
Me:“I don’t know.” 
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Paraza: “Well, you are a quiet brother; you have a real quiet spirit. Hey ach 
(motioning to Tazapawan) give me that Strong’s Concordance over there. 
(Thumbing through the Hebrew-English lexicon) What’s the word for “quiet 
spirit”? 
 

After a few minutes, Paraza looks over at me and says: 

Paraza: “Well the word for quiet is “shaahn” and the word for spirit is “rachaa”. 
So what about “Shaahn-rachaa”? 
Me: “OK, that sounds fine to me.” 
 

     From that moment on, I was Shaahn-rachaa to the brothers.  I now had a Hebrew 

name, my conversion was complete, or so I thought.  As Baer and Singer point out, a 

large part of the conversion experience is the adoption of a new identity which includes 

the adoption of a new history and new name and shuns the dominant society projection of 

African Americans as de-ethnicized Negroes. 

    Throughout my first ten years as a Hebrew Israelite and Black Jew, I would undergo 

several more name changes.  First, I would shorten my name to Shaahn from Shaahn-

rachaa this coincided with me leaving the UPK.  For a brief period of time I would adopt 

the name Nazir, which coincided with my close relationship with several Sunni Muslims 

and sounded like one of my favorite hip hop artist Nasir “Nas” Jones.  This ambiguous 

Hebrew/Arabic sounding name made it easy for me to go between the two religious 

communities anonymously.  Upon my arrival in Chicago, I reclaimed the name Shaahn 

and added a surname “bar Benyamin” (son of Benjamin), which was a version of my own 

father’s name “Benny”.  I would keep this name until I decided to study Orthodox 

Judaism, at which time I felt the need for a new start and a new Jewish name.  I adopted 

the name Ephraim ben Avraham to demonstrate my status as a ger (convert) which 

remains my Hebrew name to this day. 
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      In Black Religion, name changing signifies an important spiritual step.  In black 

religious history there are multiple examples of individuals changing their names to 

accompany a new spiritual step.  Isabella Baumfree becomes Sojourner Truth; Michael 

King, Sr. changes both he and his son’s name to Martin Luther, Elijah Poole becomes 

Elijah Muhammad; Cassius Marcellus Clay is given the name Muhammad Ali, and the 

name change par excellence is possibly Malcolm Little receiving the name Malcolm X 

and later becoming El Hajj Malik El Shabazz. 

     Black Judaism has incorporated this aspect of Black Religious practice into its 

conversion experience; the new adherent usually chooses a new name to demonstrate a 

new level of religious identity.  Although, name changing has been associated with black 

cultural nationalism of the 1960s hence the influx of Swahili, West African, and Arabic-

inspired names into the mainstream of black American society; religious name changing 

serves a similar function.  Take for example the use of the “X” in the Nation of Islam, the 

adherent may keep their first name and only replace their surname (assumed slave name) 

with the “X”.   This does not necessarily mean the replacement one’s name with an 

African or even Arabic name but more of an acknowledgement of the historical narrative 

of African Americans. 

    In Black Judaism, the name change process has two aspects: replacement and 

reclamation.  The former name is replaced, for example John Williams is replaced with 

Yochanan ben Yehudah.  The name John is Hebraicized.  Hebraization is seen as a re-

Africanization; Israelites argue that Hebrew is an African language because of the belief 

that it is the original language of humanity hence an Edenic or African tongue.   



138 
 

     The choice of surnames is equally significant. A commonly chosen Hebrew surname 

is “Israel”; this has its basis in the biblical text in 2 Chronicle 7:14, “If my people, which 

are called by my name, shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn 

from their wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will 

heal their land.”  The act of properly identifying oneself as Israel is tied to the notion of 

repentance and will lead to the eventual salvation.   

     Many Hebrew Israelites use eponymic tribal names from the Hebrew Bible as 

surnames to demonstrate a sense of “tribal” identity.  A special reservation is for those 

who adopt the surname Levi (or any of its variants).  Most of these individuals assert that 

they are descendants of the biblical figure Levi and also Aaron.  It is common for these 

individuals to serve priestly functions in their congregations. 

     Another popular Hebrew surname is Yosef.  As Nasi Danyel ben Yosef once 

explained in a d’var Torah (sermonic exposition on a biblical passage) that the story of 

Joseph and his brothers had prophetic symbolism. This name represents a Hebrew 

Israelite midrash on the meaning of their enslavement. Ben Yosef explains that black 

people in America are Joseph; they have been sold off to Ishmaelites (Arabs and 

Europeans) by their brothers (continental Africans) and taken to Egypt (America) where 

they have risen to be a sign to their brothers of the African diaspora.  This interpretation 

is embedded with the notion of African American exceptionalism, the belief that African 

Americans by virtue of their location in the African diaspora have a unique role to play in 

the redemption of Africa and in the world. 
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Additionally, the name changing ritual or process is part of the rejection of two additional 

factors which are seen as intertwined in Hebraic and Islamic denominations of Black 

Religion: the slave name and Christianity.  English names are believed to be tied to both 

slavery and Christianity, note how the issue is dealt with in by the Honorable Elijah 

Muhammad. He states: 

You must remember that slave-names will keep you a slave in the eyes of the civilized 
world today. You have seen, and recently, that Africa and Asia will not honor you or 
give you any respect as long as you are called by the white man’s name…You are still 
called by your slave-masters' names. By rights, by international rights, you belong to 
the white man of America. He knows that. You have never gotten out of the shackles 
of slavery. You are still in them.197  
 

     This also represents a fissure in Black Religion between the Black Church on one side 

and Black Judaism, Black Islam on the other; this divide is akin to the division between 

Catholics and Protestants meaning that the core beliefs of Black Religion are not at 

dispute as much as the symbols and rituals of the plurifaith.  The Black Church was seen 

as not being radical enough in its condemnation of anti-Black racism and it 

accommodating white Christianity on a cultural and spiritual level.  Some scholars have 

argued that the identification of Christianity with whites was a major factor in the 

expressing of alternate ethno-religious identities based on the other western tradition of 

Islam and Judaism.  It is not an accident that Black Judaism and Islam emerged during 

the Nadir, the dark period in African American history in which race relations 

deteriorated accompanied by what Gayraud Wilmore calls the “de-radicalization of the 

Black Church”. 198  Therefore it can argued that the practice of name changing came to be 

                                                 
197      Elijah Muhammad, “A Good Name is Better than Gold” in Message to the Black Man, 
http://www.seventhfam.com/temple/books/black_man/blkindex.htm, Accessed February 17, 2011. 
198      Gayraud Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism, 181-184. 
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seen as a ultimate signifier of the failure of Black Church to combat the assault of anti-

Black racism on black humanity by members of the Black Hebrew and Islamic traditions.   

Y2K and the Parting of Ways 

     As 1995 ended an emphasis was being placed on the pending turn of the millennium.  

The UPK has a deep apocalyptic millenialist strain to its teachings.  Just four years prior, 

a belief had been that the first Iraq War was the prelude to Armageddon and the United 

States would become engulfed in a conflict that would bring the country to its knees. The 

quick victory in Iraq however caused a refocus of UPK rhetoric. The new focus was on 

the millennium and the second coming of Christ.  In New York, street demonstration 

emphasized to whites that in year 2000 that their “rule would end.”  The UPK believed 

that Jesus would return to earth with an angelic host and destroy western civilization in 

an apocalyptic race war.  Whites (including Middle Easterners), Asians, and continental 

Africans would be subjugated to slavery in service of the kingdom of God (Native 

Americans and New World blacks) led by a Black Christ.  At CSU, a number of New 

York-based teachers had been sent to Ohio to set up a camp and encouraged college 

students to drop out of school because in five years there would be a new “heaven and 

earth” and the white man’s education would be useless.   

     “Drop out of school, are you serious?!” is what I thought to myself. I was a junior and 

had just changed my major to history. There was no way I was dropping out of school, 

“My parents would kill me,” I thought to myself.  This suggestion was met with 

opposition by several other students who were one to two years away from graduating.  It 

was at this time I started to distance myself from the group. The upper level history and 
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religion courses I was taking were conflicting with much of the information I was being 

taught. Anytime I would cite a source from a book that was outside of the accepted 

readings I was told, “You’re going off, ach (brother)”.    

     The UPK was convinced that they were the only “camp” that possessed “The Truth” 

completely.  One of the ways that Israelites conceptualize their beliefs and practices is 

with the concept of the “Truth.”  The “Truth” is the collection of beliefs and practices 

that make an Israelite an Israelite. At the foundation of the Truth is the belief that black 

people are really the lost tribes of Israel. The Truth is a reality to be discovered by so-

called African-Americans, Blacks, Negroes, or Coloreds; that they are not who they have 

been told they are.  Therefore it is common to be asked by other Israelites, “How long 

have you been in the Truth?” or people to declare, “I was born in the Truth.”  It is this 

sense of certainty that provides Hebrew Israelite with a sense of direction and identity. 

In the Wilderness  

After I left the UPK it was a wilderness of sorts for me as I tried to figure out where I 

would go next. As chance would have it, not long after I left the UPK I ran into a brother 

who would periodically attend meetings on campus. His Hebrew name was Shachaal 

meaning “Lion of the Lord”.  Shachaal was different from the other people who would 

attend the study group; he seemed to challenge the brothers who taught class often and 

appeared quite well read in areas outside of what we were being taught.  He informed me 

that he left “the brothers” alone because they were too narrow minded in their worldview.  

Unlike me, Shachaal had not been raised in a traditional Black Christian Church.  His 

mother was member of the Institute of Divine Metaphysical Research (IDMR) and he had 
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taken shahadah as a teen-ager and belonged to the American Muslim Mission.199  

Although he was an Israelite he still considered himself a devout Muslim. He also studied 

the 360 (the lessons of the Five Percent Nation) and was well versed in the writing of Dr. 

Ben, Jacob Carruthers and Cheikh Ante Diop. Unconsciously, Shachaal was a living 

embodiment of someone who embraced the full complexity of Black Religion.  He 

recognized the underlying unity of structure between the UPK, the Nation of Islam, Five 

Percenters, and Kemetologists.  While he maintained he was an Israelite, he saw the need 

to push past the dogmatic aspects of each community.   

     Incidentally, this was also the time I began associating with Hebrew Israelites in the 

Cincinnati area. This was aided by a new dimension to the Hebrew Israelite faith, the 

internet.  In 1996, I signed onto America Online (AOL) and was introduced to a whole 

new cyber-community of Black Hebrews.  In the NetNoir section of AOL there was a 

section dedicated to Black Hebrews. In this section I met Hebrew Israelites who differed 

from the UPK.  On message boards I was able to meet, discuss, debate, and most 

importantly learn about other Black Hebrews.  It is also online that I was introduced to 

one of the major doctrinal divisions within Black Judaism: Messianic and Torah-Only.       

As a former UPK member I considered “Messianic” and felt comfortable maintaining a 

belief in Jesus and calling myself a Jew.  I knew white Jews didn’t believe in Jesus, but 

they were Edomites not the “true Jews” so I was in for a shock to hear other Hebrews 

deny that Jesus was the Messiah.  On messages boards I debated other Hebrews about 

Jesus, the Sabbath, and Bible interpretations. There were a few that became mainstays of 

                                                 
199      The American Muslim Mission is the Islamic sect founded by Imam Warith Deen Muhammad, the 
seventh son of Elijah Muhammad. 
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the NetNoir Black Hebrew community: Afraqueen, ShoLevi, Yehudah, and several others 

who contributed to this cyber Black Hebrew community.   

     Afraqueen was an ardent Torah-Only Hebrew from New Jersey, she was a former 

member of A-Beta Hebrew Cultural Center which left the USA in 1969 under the 

leadership of Ben Ammi and later became the Kingdom of Yah.  She had actually lived 

in Dimona, Israel but defected from the sect after seeing the group’s focus shift to the 

adoration of Ben Ammi. She equated this with idolatry and subsequently left the group 

and returned back to the United States.  Afraqueen’s posts were scripture-laden missives 

against the worship and exaltation of anyone or anything besides the “HOLY ONE OF 

YISRAEL YIHOVAH”.  To make her point her posts would alternate between bold and 

all caps large type font. For example: 

“And God spake all these words, saying, I am the LORD thy God, which 
have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. 
Thou shalt have no other gods before me.” Exodus 20:1 - 3 

 
The other great transgression Israelites committed was to dismiss and disobey 
GOD’s LAW and not live by HIS Ordinances, Statutes, and Judgments, as written 
in HIS Book of the Law to do FOREVER or pay the consequences!200 

Afraqueen’s emphasis on the adherence to “GOD’s LAW” demonstrated her belief that 

God was punishing black people for disobedience.  Afraqueen’s dedication to “God’s 

Law” led her and several other Israelites to form the LawKeepers, Inc, a Torah-Only 

organization dedicated to propagating the belief that Yihowah’s law was to be upheld, 

and His law alone was holy.  The LawKeepers website features many articles authored by 

Afraqueen on a variety of subjects. Her articles condemned Christianity, Islam, and 

                                                 
200       Tziona Nelson, “WHAT WENT WRONG BETWEEN THE GOD OF ISRAEL AND HIS 
COVENANT PEOPLE?” LawKeepers.org Accessed: January 4, 2011. 
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especially Judaism as forms of corruptions of God’s Holy Torah.  Compared to other 

Hebrew Israelites she was fairly political active, she was involved in the reparation 

movement and featured articles on LawKeepers.org in support of reparations.  She also 

was an advocate of making aliyah to the “Holy Land”.  This statement requires further 

explanation, however, Afraqueen believed that the entire region from the Euphrates River 

in Iraq to the Nile River represented the Promised Land.  This expanded idea of Israel 

comes directly from the Biblical text which contains two passages which foretell the 

Israelite conquest of the Levant. In describing God's covenant with Abraham, Genesis 

15:18 reads: "To your descendants I give this land from the River of Egypt to the Great 

River, the river Euphrates." Also Moses announces to the Israelites in Deuteronomy 

11:24, that "Every place where you set the soles of your feet shall be yours. Your borders 

shall run from the wilderness to the Lebanon and from the River, the river Euphrates, to 

the western sea."  For Afraqueen and other Hebrew Israelites, the true land of Israel 

would be larger than the modern state and it was preferable to live throughout the full 

“Holy Land” not just the State of Israel.  She implored other Hebrews to follow her 

example as she immigrated to Jordan in 1999 in her sincere belief that God wanted her to 

leave America before it was too late.201   

     While not as zealous as Afraqueen, ShoLevi was another major contributor to the 

message boards. ShoLevi was from Brooklyn and a member of Hashabah, another Torah-

Only Hebrew congregation that was founded by Cohane Levi ben Levi.  ShoLevi was 

                                                 
201      Tziona Nelson, “Is Yihovah in the Process of Calling His Chosen People Home, or Does He Want 
His Chosen to Remain in Captivity?” The LawKeepers, http://www.thelawkeepers.org/, August 31, 2000, 
Accessed December 23, 2010. 
 



145 
 

very knowledgeable in the practices of Torah-Only Judaism. She also represented the 

paradox of New York Torah-Only Judaism.  As mentioned previously, Torah-Only 

Judaism was an outgrowth of Black Rabbinic Judaism.  While ShoLevi and other Torah-

Only Hebrews rejected rituals such as bar mitzvahs, she was an ardent reader of the 

parasha, the traditional reading of the Torah in one or three year cycles.  She explained 

that since the Torah was her heritage that she had the right to “borrow” from Judaism any 

practices that she found to elevate her understanding of “Culture”.    

     At the other end of the message board spectrum was Yehudah from Brookline, 

Massachusetts.  He was a Messianic Hebrew that was knowledgeable of Hebrew and 

rabbinic traditions. His postings displayed an interest in biblical history, archaeology, and 

Hebrew lexicon.  He and Afraqueen would engage in titanic message board debates over 

the claims of messiahship of Jesus, the validity of the New Testament, and interpretations 

of various topics in the Bible.  I learned a lot from Yehudah regarding Black Messianic 

Judaism.  He introduced me to an alternative to the UPK’s beliefs.  Most importantly he 

introduced me to Black Rabbinic Judaism.  Yehudah also participated communally in a 

white synagogue, an idea that I had not even allowed to enter my consciousness.  He 

encourage me to locate a synagogue in my area and visit to experience hearing Hebrew 

prayed and recited and learn many of the traditions of rabbinic Judaism.  Although he 

was Messianic, Yehudah believed that Jesus (Yeshua) was a Torah Observant Jew who 

did many of the same things practiced in rabbinic Judaism.   

      Although, Afraqueen, ShoLevi, and Yehudah were the dominant voices of the 

message board there were contributors from all over the country opening my eyes to the 
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scope of Hebrew belief.  There were people in Los Angeles, Seattle, Dallas, Boston, 

Jackson, Mississippi, and even Hebrew Israelites in Juneau, Alaska.  But it was my 

ability to connect with Israelites in Cincinnati, which led to the next step in my journey. 

          Cincinnati was my first experience with Midwestern Black Judaism and it was also 

my first experience meeting a white Hebrew Israelite. From the AOL message boards I 

came into contact with Abiyah Israel, a white woman who had adopted the Hebrew 

Israelite faith.  Abiyah had invited me and my wife, Khadiyah down to Cincinnati.  It was 

an awkward moment, Abiyah kept her racial identity secret out of fear we would reject 

her if we found out she was white so two days before we were to meet her she informed 

us of her race and asked if we still wanted to meet her.  We told her race was not an issue 

and we wanted to meet her.  Abiyah was fairly well known in the Cincinnati Israelite 

community considering she was the only white person known in anyone’s camp.  Abiyah 

was also messianic, she had been introduced to the faith by an ex-boyfriend who dated 

her only on the condition she accept “the Truth”.  As a Midwestern city, Cincinnati had 

developed an interesting mix of traditions. Most of its congregations were small meeting 

in storefronts, community centers or former churches.  Most groups assembled as study 

classes with morehs (teachers) engaging in nearly all day bible study sessions on the 

Sabbath and holy days.  Cincinnati lacked the rabbinic tradition seen on the East Coast.   

     Cincinnati which also was home to the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of 

Religion, the Reform rabbinical college provided a source for Judaica resources through 

its library in which many Hebrews bragged about retrieving “stolen legacy from the 

Edomites” in the form of checking library books and never returning them. But outside of 
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that, Cincinnati Reform Judaism had little impact on the development of Cincinnati black 

Judaism.  One the biggest cultural influence on Black Judaism in Cincinnati was 

Rastafarianism.  The ascetic lifestyle of Rastafarians provided a doppelganger for which 

Black Hebrews appropriated and reacted to Rastafari teachings.  The ital life style had 

created a vibrant vegetarian and vegan lifestyle among Cincinnati’s black consciousness 

crowd, Pan-Africanists, black nationalists, and Hebrew Israelites sported locks, invoked 

Jah (or Yah), and abstained from alcohol, meat, and the others ‘spoils of Babylon’.  The 

relationship between Black Judaism and Rastafarianism presented another interaction 

between two denominations of Black Religion.  Both were dedicated to providing a 

spiritual alternative to Black Christianity and what it perceived as the negative attributes 

of western society.   

   I visited several congregations in Cincinnati, all of them messianic. The first was the 

Assemblies of Yahveh.  It was in a multiracial congregation which was led by an older 

fair-skinned gentleman that everyone called the “Elder”. His wife was a middle aged 

Filipino woman and the couple had three daughters. The Elder was a sacred namer, who 

believed the most important thing was calling upon the name Yahveh for salvation of 

black people from oppression.  The congregants were a mixture of types that included 

other sacred namers and other more nationalist oriented.  

      It was also in Cincinnati that I first met a female Hebrew Israelite leader, Malkah Ha 

Olam (Queen of the Universe); she was extremely charismatic and very knowledgeable 

about the laws of the Bible. She also engaged in a number of rituals such as lighting 

candles and reading from a small black worn book on the Sabbath that I later learned 
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were the norms of rabbinic Judaism.  In order to teach us “proper” Sabbath prayers, she 

would pass the prayerbook around the room with each of us taking turns reading the 

prayers in English.  Later I learned this little black worn prayerbook with Hebrew on one 

side was a siddur, the traditional Jewish prayerbook.  Malkah was also a messianic who 

adopted rabbinic tradition in her belief that Yahshua was a “Torah observant Black 

Hebrew”.202 She explained that she had studied “white Judaism” and considered 

converting along with her husband but she would not forsake her belief in Yahshua.  So 

she continued to teach her brand of messianic Black Judaism in a storefront to a small 

congregation. 

Learning the Language 

     In my visits to the Assembly of Yahveh, I met a brother named Mikael, who taught 

Hebrew and gave lessons at his house.  Mikael invited us over after morning service for 

lunch and to study Hebrew.  According to Mikael, he was very poor at reading English 

but was able to pick up Hebrew with no problem. He attributed this to his belief that 

Hebrew was a holy language and it connected with his ruach (spirit).  This belief is 

shared among many other Hebrews who believe that the acquisition of the Hebrew 

language is a divine act which provides supernatural benefits upon its speakers.  Also, 

from a nationalist perspective Hebrew acquisition was part of reclaiming one’s lost 

original language.  An additional by-product of Hebrew learning was challenging the 

beliefs about black educational under-achievement. Individuals who had very poor 

                                                 
202     Although Malkah Ha Olam had learned many rabbinic traditions, she did not accept the belief that it 
was forbidden to use the tetragrammaton YHWH. She was adamant about emphasizing the name Yahweh, 
as God’s personal name. When she said the Hebrew name for Jesus, she stressed the syllable “Yah” in her 
pronounciation. 
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reading comprehension skills would begin learning Hebrew convinced that English’s 

“bastardized” past made it impossible to truly master whereas the holy tongue of Hebrew 

was divinely imparted upon its speakers. 

     In Israelite communities, Hebrew enters everyday language through the practice of 

rituals.  Hebrew appears in the speech of Israelites when speaking about the Bible, in 

greetings and other expressions, and in the use of words borrowed from the Hebrew 

language that replace their English equivalent, such as ach for brother, abba for father, 

and bayit for house.  The words most often used are particular types: terms of 

endearment, titles to address family members, specific places, clothing, and religious 

concepts. 

     The speaking of Hebrew, however, is not without cultural battles.  The learning of a 

language involves the concomitant elements of culture. Because most Hebrew reading, 

writing, and speaking occurs in the white Jewish community, the wholesale adoption of 

the language does not occur without contestation.  First, there is a difference between 

Modern Hebrew which is the main form of spoken Hebrew in the world, and biblical 

Hebrew which is the liturgical language of Judaism.  In spoken Hebrew there are 

elements of eastern European language that have been incorporated into the language, 

this is unacceptable to nationalist oriented Hebrew Israelites who insist on Hebrew being 

spoken as a “pure and holy tongue”. Therefore, Hebrew Israelites will use many archaic 

Hebrew phrases instead of Modern Hebrew to confer a sense of authenticity to their 

speech.  A prime example is the Hebrew letter vav. Many readers and speakers of the 

Black Hebrew dialect of Hebrew will pronounce the vav as a waw which is closer to the 
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Arabic pronunciation.  While there are native readers of Hebrew such as Yemenite Jews 

who also pronounce the vav as waw along with a number of other differences from 

Ashkenazi and Sepahrdic Hebrew, they are not consciously speaking Hebrew to construct 

a ‘non-white’ Hebrew.   Concurrent with this is the use of the paleo-Hebrew script 

instead of the cursive or block script of Hebrew.  Some cultural nationalist oriented 

Hebrews will learn the Hebrew alphabet and write exclusively in the paleo script.   

     Another aspect of this practice is the UPK reading and speaking of Hebrew which 

they call Lashawan Qadash (Holy Tongue). The UPK employs a method of speaking 

Hebrew which eliminates the use of all vowel sounds with the exception of “ah” and long 

“i” (which is the Hebrew letter ayin). See below.  For example the word “shalom” which 

consists of the letters shin-lammed-cholam vav-mem is spoken as shalam or shalawam.  

View the following chart of UPK variants(Illustration 7): 

 

Illustration 7 UPK Hebrew alphabet with sounds 



151 
 

Here is a Lashawan Qadash tutorial is provided (Illustration 8): 

 

Illustration 8 Lashawan Qadash tutorial 

     The ethno-religious impact of Hebrew usage finds analogues in the African American 

Islamic tradition and its use of Arabic as a liturgical and conversational language.  Saud 

Abdul Khabeer notes the difference between what he calls an “Arabiya ideology” and a 

“black Americanist ideology”.203  He points to the usage of Arabic as a signpost for 

assimilation into Islamic culture; Arabiya ideologues being those who believe that total 

immersion into Arabic culture is necessary for proper Muslim behavior are contrasted 

with black Americanists who limit the use of Arabic to liturgical and religious 

instruction.  Hebrew likewise has a similar function for Black Hebrews; there are those 

who insist that the Hebrew language must be fully incorporated to truly reclaim ones 

Israelite heritage and identity.   The acquisition of Hebrew cannot be associated with any 
                                                 
203      Khabeer, Black Arabic: Some Notes on African American Muslims and the Arabic Language in 
Black Routes to Islam, 178-179. 
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particular type of sect, rabbinic, Torah-Only, and certain messianic sects all use Hebrew 

as discussed.  Holiness sects typically have the least amount of Hebrew usage with some 

believing that Hebrew will be given supernaturally by Yahweh.  This is based on their 

reading of Zephaniah 3:9 which states, “For then will I turn to the people a pure language 

that they may all call upon the name of the LORD, to serve him with one consent.”  Sects 

with this perspective view Hebrew as part of the redemptive process along with being 

transported back to the land of Israel. This is another example of the eschatological 

undercurrents present in Black Judaism which asserts that God will provide his chosen 

people all that they need in the future to worship Him in “spirit and truth”. 

Of Rabbi Funnye and Others 

     It was by chance that I met Capers Funnye, my first wife Khadiyah was from Chicago 

and we had been traveling there since the spring of 1996.  We had visited a couple of 

messianic congregations such as Israel of God which was led by Henry “Hank” Buie. The 

only title he used was “Brother” as he taught that titles were rejected by Jesus as a means 

of displaying equality and humility.  The Israel of God was not a single congregation but 

a collection of congregations spread throughout the United States. They had “churches” 

in Chicago, Buffalo, Kalamazoo, Atlanta, Dallas, Memphis, and Minneapolis.  According 

to the Israel of God website: 

The Israel of God is a Bible Study Class. Our purpose is to teach the uncut word 
of God according to the Prophets (Old Testament) and Apostles (New Testament). 
We observe the Lord's Sabbath Day, the Lord's Feast Days (as outlined in 
Leviticus 23rd chapter), and the Lord's Dietary Law (as outlined in Leviticus 11th 
chapter). We teach and observe the Royal Law, which is the Ten Commandments.  
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We also believe in the resurrection and that Jesus is the King of Israel who will 
rule over the House of Jacob forever. We believe that Jesus is the God of all 
people and that his house "shall be a house of prayer for all people." (Isaiah 
56:7)204  

 
Israel of God reminded me very much of a traditional Black church service, there were 

ushers, and a choir along with offering collections.  The service had responsive readings 

and a sermon which was transmitted to its sister congregations via closed circuit 

television.  However, it was the content of the sermon which reflected the Hebraic 

character of the congregation.  Buie taught traditional messianic Black Judaism which 

consists of adhering to the laws of the Old Testament and accepting Jesus Christ as Lord 

and Savior.  Israel of God fell into a category of messianic that was more accommodating 

of traditional Christological beliefs that the Messianics I had worshipped with in 

Cincinnati.  Incidentally, at the time I was visiting IOG, I was also beginning to move 

away from Black Messianic Judaism.  Shachaal and I had been visiting a Conservative 

synagogue in Dayton and began studying rabbinic writing and considering traditional 

Jewish responses to the divinity of Jesus and the claims for Jesus being the Messiah.  We 

slowly came to a consensus that Jesus might have been a great teacher, possibly a prophet 

but we agreed he was not the Messiah and definitely not the son of God and so ended my 

days as a Black Messianic Hebrew.           

     Yehudah from the AOL message boards suggested that I might want to contact Rabbi 

Funnye.  I had heard of him before I ever met him, however, most of what I heard was 

always negative information.  The chief complaints leveled at Rabbi Funnye were a) he 

                                                 
204      Israel of God, “Home Page” www.theisraelofgod.com, Accessed February 8, 2011. 
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was not Messianic b) he was “Jew-ish”205 c) He was a Prince Hall Mason.  In many 

Israelite circles this was a hat trick of suspect behavior.  The first objection resulted from 

the fact the majority of Hebrew Israelites are messianic once you are outside of the 

confines of the New York rabbinic community.  The second charge of being “Jew-ish” 

meant that he was trying to be white.  Removed from the soured climate of black-white 

Jewish relations of New York, Funnye had worked to establish himself in the Chicago 

rabbinical establishment.  He graduated from Spertus College of Judaica, joined the 

Chicago Board of Rabbis, and worked on interracial Jewish councils to promote 

diversity.206  The more nationalist-oriented Hebrews believed that Funnye had abandoned 

a chief tenet of Black Hebrew teachings; that white Jews were Edomites and/or converted 

Khazarians who had stolen the heritage of Hebrew Israelites. His embrace of white Jews 

and white rabbinic Judaism in Chicago, an area dominated by messianic Black Judaism 

was viewed with suspicion.  Chicago was also one of the cities in which white Jews 

attempted outreach during the late 1960s.207  The final objection to Funnye was him 

being a Prince Hall freemason; this was an issue for certain nationalist oriented Hebrew 

Israelites who subscribed to right-wing based conspiracy theories that groups such as the 

freemasons were part of a global conspiracy to create a one world government.  Black 

bookstores in many cities throughout the United States feature sections with conspiracy 

theory literature that cater to this line of thought. Books such as Behold a Pale House by 

                                                 
205      Many Hebrew Israelite engage on the following signification on the word “Jewish” meaning that 
“ish” indicates that European Jews are “has the qualities of Jews but are not truly Jews” as in “brown” and 
“brownish”. 
206      Niko Koppel, “Black Rabbi Reaches Out to the Mainstream of His Faith,” New York Times, March 
16, 2008. 
207      Landing, 328-329. 
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William Cooper, The New World Order by A. Ralph Epperson, and The Protocols of the 

Elders of Zion are featured titles along with Arthur Koestler’s Thirteenth Tribe point to a 

global scheme to steal the rightful birthright of Hebrew Israelite by Ashkenazi Jews.  

Therefore Funnye was not to be considered a trustworthy spiritual leader by these types 

of Hebrew Israelites who typically engaged in behaviors that kept them in menial labor 

jobs which did not require the need for a social security card which was believed to be 

the “mark of the beast”.  This was a clear example of the apocalyptic undertones of 

nationalist oriented Black Religion which saw a cosmic reckoning with white supremacy 

in the near future.  

     The irony of this line of reasoning of course is that Prince Hall Freemasonry has 

always been a source of Black Judaism.  William S. Crowdy, F.S. Cherry, Wentworth A. 

Matthews were involved in the Prince Hall Masonic lodge and used its teachings in their 

interpretations of Black Judaism. Jacob Dorman identifies freemasonry along with other 

forms of mysticism in his argument that Black Judaism is a “bricolage”.208  Dorman’s 

conceptualization of Black Judaism recognizes the creolized nature of Black Religion in 

general.  Freemasonry represents a major source for black religious thought as it was 

used to further articulate a sense of African identity in America through western 

language. 209 The use of the Bible in tandem with Masonic lore is too often overlooked by 

non-rabbinic Black Hebrews who seek to stress a “lost tribes” basis for Hebrew Israelite 

identity. 

                                                 
208      Jacob Dorman, ''I Saw You Disappear with My Own Eyes'': Hidden Transcripts of New York Black 
Israelite Bricolage', Nova Religio 11:1 (2007), 61–63. 
209      James Sidbury. Becoming African in America: Race and Nation in the Early Black Atlantic. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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     When I visted Rabbi Funnye at Beth Shalom Bnai Zaken Ethiopian Congregation  I 

was immediately struck by his mild demeanor in comparison to many of the spiritual 

leaders I had met up until that point.  He was dressed in a dark black robe, and wore a 

velvet black kippah.  Funnye was the first black rabbi that I had met, up until that point I 

had only congregated with chiefs, priests, princes, morehs, and brothers.  I had met white 

rabbis from my visits to Jewish synagogues.  Funnye entered the sanctuary and stood 

upon the bimah (lecturn) to begin service.  He removed a large white tallit (prayer shawl) 

and led the congregation in the blessing for donning the tallit. In a big booming voice he 

said: 

Barakh atah adonai elohenu melekh ha’olam asher kidishanu b'mitz'votav 
v'tzivanu l'hit'ateif ba-tzitzit (Blessed are you, Lord, our God, sovereign of the 
universe Who has sanctified us with His commandments and commanded us to 
wrap ourselves in the tzitzit.) 

 
All around me men dressed in an array of styles kissed and wrapped themselves in white 

and blue tallits.  This was my introduction to congregational Black Rabbinic Judaism and 

Beth Shalom B’nai Zaken Ethiopian Hebrew Congregation was to become my new 

spiritual home. 

     Beth Shalom B’nai Zaken Ethiopian Hebrew Congregation (Beth Shalom) is the result 

of a merger of several Israelite groups in Chicago.  It is a rabbinic congregation that 

emerged from a mixture of Rabbinic and Torah-Only sects.  Beth Shalom is unique as a 

congregation in that it has all three major leadership types incorporated into its 

organizational structure. They have a rabbi, princes, a cohane (priest), with a number of 

elders and morehs (teachers). 
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     The congregation is led by the rabbi who is assisted by princes. The princes were from 

the Bnai Zaken faction that had its roots in Brooklyn. The Bnai Zaken members 

originally were Torah-Only Hebrews and were extremely nationalist in orientation. The 

princes on high holy days wore solid white turbans to indicate their status. In addition, 

there were a couple of nasikahs (princesses) who also earned their titles while a part of 

B’nai Zaken.  To the outside reader talk about princes and princesses may indicate that 

these people were detached from reality, however, their role in the congregation was 

centered in the day-to-day operations of the congregation.  They were akin to deacons 

and deaconesses who were responsible for daily upkeep and running the congregation.  

As a Black Christian this was very familiar to me, however, in my brief travels around 

Israelite congregations this was totally new.   

    The third principal of the merger was “The Cohane” (The Priest), he was a protégé of 

Cohane Levi Ben Levi, the founder of Hashabah.  The Cohane was known for his hour 

long sermons and half hour priestly blessing that always began with a current event.   He 

was also a student of Eliyahoo Buie, who was one of the leaders of R’BAH (Righteous 

Branch of African Hebrews), which were those individuals who left the Kingdom of Yah 

after the Liberia contingent moved to the state of Israel.  R’BAH was also nationalist 

oriented and Torah-Only.   

     With all of this diversity undoubtedly there were disagreement and conflicts between 

the rabbi and the cohane, congregants and the rabbi, and congregants with each other.  

Most were doctrinal differences over how the laws of the Torah should be properly 

observed.  Rabbi Funnye welcomed Hebrew Israelites from all over the Hebrew Israelite 
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spectrum with the one caveat; he alone determined what the ritual standards of Beth 

Shalom were as a congregation.  What individual members did in their homes was not his 

concern.  One particular doctrinal dispute which occurred every year at Passover was 

whether it was permissible to burn the lamb’s bones served during the seder at the 

conclusion of Passover. As with many Hebrew Israelite congregations, a whole lamb is 

prepared as part of the Passover celebration for a number of members it was believed that 

no part of the lamb served at the seder should be left overnight. This was based on their 

reading of Exodus 12:10 “And ye shall let nothing of it remain until the morning, and that 

which remaineth of it until the morning ye shall burn with fire.” To some it was clear, the 

remaining portion of the lamb had to be burned.  Rabbi Funnye, however, ruled against it 

stating  that the burning of bones was tantamount to sacrifice which was forbidden 

outside of Jerusalem Temple according to his understanding.  To resolve the dispute the 

“bone-burners” did not attend the congregational seder and held their own where they 

were free to observe the Torah as they desired. This disagreement reflects the constant 

tension between Black Rabbinism and Torah-Only Black Judaism at Beth Shalom and 

within Black Judaism as a whole.  At the root of this disagreement is not simply Torah 

observance but the proper observation which will lead to redemption by Yahweh.   The 

chief polemic asserted by Torah-Only Hebrews is that rabbinic tradition contravenes 

“God’s Law” which prevents Hebrew Israelites from fulfilling their covenant to live by 

the laws of Yahweh and reverse the consequences of the curses in Deuteronomy 28th 

chapter.    
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       One thing that separated Rabbi Funnye from many of his Black Rabbinic Jewish 

colleagues was his insistence on the halakhic conversion process for potential converts.  

When he assumed the leadership of Beth Shalom, he recognized all of the respective 

members of the merging congregations as “Jews” meaning none of them would be 

required to undergo a formal conversion process.  For any new member of Beth Shalom, 

they would have to demonstrate that they had belonged to a long-standing congregation 

and that they had lived a Torah-observant lifestyle.  For people like me and my wife, 

although we had lived as Hebrew Israelites we did not have an established affiliation with 

an existing community.  Therefore we would have to undergo halakhic conversion to 

become full members of Beth Shalom. 

Becoming a Black Jew 

It was the summer of 1999 and I was now on the next step in my journey, I was preparing 

for conversion. My wife and I were attending weekly Friday night erev Shabbat 

service/classes.  Although Beth Shalom had a sizable population a key factor made 

regular attendance outside the main Saturday services sporadic.  Beth Shalom purchased 

and merged with the remaining members of Agudas Achim Bikur Cholim, a white 

congregation in 1994.  The congregation was located on the Southeast side of Chicago 

which by the 1990s had a largely Hispanic population surrounding the congregation.  

Most of the members of Beth Shalom lived outside of the neighborhood.  This made 

frequent synagogue programming difficult outside of Shabbat and holy day services. Its 

members lived throughout the city largely scattered throughout the south and west sides 

and in Chicago’s south and western suburbs.  However, a prerequisite for conversion was 
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attending these Friday night sessions, so there I was sitting in the Rabbi’s office for erev 

Shabbat service.  A collection of potential converts at Beth Shalom usually had the 

following elements: 

1. Israelites from disbanded study groups or informal congregations who were 
looking for a new congregation. 

2. Israelites that was once messianic and looking for a non-messianic 
congregation. 

3.  Potential spouses or significant others of members of Beth Shalom (usually 
women) 

4. Christian friends and co-workers of members who had been convinced of the 
“Truth”.  

     This combination of types made for some interesting classes and services.  Many 

times Israelites from disbanded groups were Torah-Only or messianic congregations who 

were trying to adjust to rabbinic rituals and liturgy. They questioned the origin and 

necessity of many rabbinic traditions such as praying from a siddur, wearing tallit, and 

the lighting of Shabbat candles.  Former messianic Hebrews and Christians were still 

trying to separate previous Christian teaching from new interpretations of the Bible.  

They had been steeped in a series of messianic proof text and were learning the 

traditional Jewish interpretation of the scriptures.  The last group of mostly girlfriends 

and potential spouses tended to give Funnye the most “problems”.  They were there 

because a boyfriend or fiancée had stipulated that they would not marry a “Christian”; 

however some of women were not quite ready to give up their Jesus.  This acceptance of 

mixed couples and active proselytizing stands in marked contrast to much of traditional 

Judaism.  Hebrew Israelites actively missionize and proselytize within the African 

American community for new converts.  The belief that Black Judaism represents the 

exclusive “Truth” for black people is a leading reason that Black Judaism engages in 
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missionary outreach.  By teaching black people their true identity and God, Hebrew 

Israelites believe they are working to end their “captivity” in America.  Therefore co-

workers and potential mates are seen as fertile ground to plants the seeds of the Israelite 

“way of life”. 

Going to the Mikvah 

     My wife and I studied from August 1999 to April 2000 and three weeks before 

Passover a group of five of us drove out to Beth Hillel Bnai Emunah, a conservative 

congregation on the north side of Chicago.   When it was my turn to go before the beth 

din (religious court), I was extremely nervous and trying to remember answers to 

potential questions. As I sat down: 

 Rabbi Fishman: Hello young man 

Me: Hello Rabbi Fishman 

Rabbi Fishman: Typically, when someone comes before the beth din we ask them 
a series of questions to make sure they‘re prepared to make this all important step. 
However, your rabbi has always brought us the most prepared people I have ever 
seen so my only question is, “What is your Hebrew name?” 
 
Me: (shocked and stunned) Shaahn bar Benyamin 
 
Rabbi Fishman: Hmm, ok. That’s a new one. He also brings us converts with the 
most interesting names. I am not familiar with the name “Shaahn”.  Cantor 
Landau can you look it up for me? 
 
Cantor Landau: (Thumbing through a Hebrew names book) I don’t see Shaahn 
but I see Shanan, how about that? 
 
Me: (Hestitantly) Yes that is fine. 
 
Rabbi Fishman: Would you like to change it to something else? 
 
Me: No, Shanan is fine. 
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Rabbi Fishman: Very well then. Shanan ben Avraham Avinu it is. 

 
Rabbi Fishman fills out the certificate of conversion and hands it to Rabbi Funnye and 

Cantor David Landau for their signatures.  Next, I go into a preparation room to get ready 

to enter the mikvah.  But before I enter the mikvah I must undergo one more step, the 

hatafat dam brit, a ritual pricking of the penis for a single drop of blood to symbolize 

ritual circumcision.  So there I was an adult black man, an ardent black nationalist, and 

standing (actually sitting) before this white mohel to allow him to perform this procedure 

to make me a “real Jew”.   In many ways the emotional confusion well outstripped the 

physical pain of the ritual.  I believed that I was returning to my ancestral faith that had 

been stripped from me by whites, yet here I was completely disrobed and letting a white 

man prick my penis. 

     After the hatafat dam brit was over I was ready for the last step, the mikvah.  I entered 
the dark pool by myself and stood there until the members of the beth din opened up the 
shutters.  I stood there submerged in water up to my shoulders ready to perform this last 
step. 

Rabbi Fishman:  You will immerse three times, your entire body must go under 
the water and you need to raise your feet of the mikvah floor. You will hear the 
word “kosher” each time you properly immerse. 

 
I began successfully immersed myself three times. Then I was instructed to read the 

following:  

Barukh atah Ado-nai Elo-henu melekh ha'olam asher kideshanu b'mitzvotav 
v'tzivanu al ha'tevillah. (Blessed are You, O Lord, our God, King of the universe, 
who has sanctified us with His commandments and commanded us regarding the 
immersion.) 
 

After that I was instructed to recite:  

Sh’ma Yisrael Adonai Elohenu Adonai echad. (Hear O Israel the Lord thy God is 
One.) 
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It was complete. I was now a halakhic Jew according to the standards of Conservative 

Judaism.  (Illustration 9) Yet, I still did not feel completed.  

      

 

Illustration 9 Certificate of conversion April 2, 2000     

     Rabbi Funnye’s advocacy of halakhic conversion was by no means universally 

accepted within Black Hebrew communities.  Funnye used the Conservative movement’s 

beth din (religious court) and mikvah (ritual bath) to perform conversions. Funnye, 

himself underwent conversion and believed that although African Americans were 

descendants of the West African Hebrew populations the experience of enslavement had 
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rendered them “cut off” from their ancestral faith which required a process of 

reintegrating Black Jews back into Am Yisrael (people of Israel) .210   

     The halakhic conversion issue, however, is considered by other Hebrew Israelites as 

an encroachment not fulfillment; it is not because they reject the conversion process 

outright, but because they reject the implications of the power of legitimation by whites.  

Consider how Rabbi Shlomo ben Levy of the International Israelite Board of Rabbis 

responds to the question of halakhic conversion in the essay “Who Are We?” 

Since the particular Halakhic conversion ceremony in use today is not found in 
the Torah, nor is it referred to in any of the biblical instances where people joined 
the Hebrew faith, (Ruth for example), we do not believe that it has the same 
legal weight as Torah law [emphasis mine]. Also, we feel that it denies the 
concept of divine intervention and selection referred to in Isaiah 11:11-12 and 
Jeremiah 3:14. In these passages the Hebrew prophets state that God will be 
responsible for the gathering of His people which He shall choose from the "four 
corners of the earth" and from the "islands of the sea." This process is described 
as a selection of individuals rather than of groups, "I will take you one from a 
city, and two from a family, I will bring you to Zion." The fact that Orthodox 
rabbis hold that they are the sole arbiters of deciding who is a Jew negates the 
existence or exercise of a divine will that is not channeled through them first. In 
contrast, the ceremony we use serves as a public acknowledgment of a spiritual 
transformation that has already taken place within the individual.211 

   
     The acceptance of conversion and return on the personal level or to use the rabbinical 

Hebrew phrase t’shuvah has significance within Black Religion as a whole.  The question 

is at the root of any discussion of spiritual autonomy within Black Religion.  Black 

Religion’s plurifaith communities have long dealt with the issue of spiritual legitimation. 

The ability of African Methodist Episcopals to elevate their own bishops during the 19th 

                                                 
210      Capers C. Funnye, Jr. “The Conversation Question”, Jerusalem Chronicle, September 2000. 
211      Shlomo Ben Levy, “Who Are We?” www.blackjews.org/articles.htm, Accessed March 1, 2011. 



165 
 

century required the recognition of white Methodist authorities.212 The Nation of Islam 

has continually had to legitimate its form of Islamic practice before orthodox Islamic 

(primarily Sunni) denominations, and eventually this led to the split between Warith 

Deen Muhammad and Louis Farrakhan who reconstituted the NOI based on the teachings 

of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad.213  Conversion and spiritual autonomy reflect a 

series of interconnected questions around how Hebrew Israelites understand the most 

central aspect of their practice: Torah observance. 

The Torah of Black Judaism 

     After my halakhic conversion I began a quest to become more Torah observant.  The 

elements of Torah observance in Black Judaism can be loosely characterized by the 

following: 

What is the Hebrew Israelite Torah? 

     When Israelites speak about the “Torah” they generally mean the five books of Moses 

(Genesis-Deuteronomy).  The Torah is understood to be the literal word of God.  In a 

basic sense the word “Torah” is used interchangeable with “Law” primarily viewing the 

concept of Torah as a legal system to be followed.   

Sabbath Observance 

      Sabbath observance is the most visible sign within Black Judaism typified by 

refraining from working in one’s occupation.  The Sabbath is considered a holy day in 

                                                 
212      Henry Mitchell, Black Church Beginnings, (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2004), 66-
69.  
213      Sherman A. Jackson, Islam and the Blackamerican, 6-7. 
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which observant Hebrew Israelites attend services and study groups.  There is a minority 

of Hebrew Israelites that refrain totally from leaving one’s home and literally treats the 

Sabbath as a “day of rest”.   Many activities are forbidden such as: shopping, cooking, 

cleaning, visiting non-Israelite family, and playing games.   In some ways Israelite 

Sabbath observance draws from the same cultural sources as the Black Church.  It defines 

holy as a sanctuary away from anti-Black racism and oppression.  The Sabbath is a space 

where blackness is affirmed and deemed as sacred.  Sabbath day sermons are filled with 

stories about the accomplishments of “Black Israelites” and contemporary blacks who 

overcame the odds such as Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, and Marcus Garvey.  

Messianic Hebrews speak about a triumphant black Christ which will return to vanquish 

white supremacy.214    

Holy Day Observance 

     As with Sabbath observance, holy days are times in which Hebrew Israelites celebrate 

“Culture”.  In Black Judaism a distinction is made between a “holy day” and “holiday”.  

A “holy day” is any day deemed sacred by the Torah, whereas a “holiday” is a “man-

made” creation to celebrate both sacred and secular occasions.   Ben Ammi, the leader of 

the Kingdom of Yah addressed the issue of holy day observance in the following manner: 

These days have not and cannot be abolished. Most people accepting the modified 
version of slave-oriented Christianity have reasoned that all the annual Sabbaths 
and feast days have been abolished.  Yet history shows that as Christianity held 
fast to its ancient roots and origins, all African (particularly Northeastern African) 
scholars observed and taught the observance of the annual Holy Days given by 
God.  It was not until after the Middle Ages that new ordinances originating in 
Rome began to come forth.  The African scholar disappeared, and a new 

                                                 
214      African Hebrew Israelites of Jerusalem: Tree of Life: African Hebrew Israelite of Jerusalem 
Absorption Manual, (Washington, DC; Communicator’s Press, 2003), 90-93. 
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European scholar arose that gave no respect to the truth, nor did this scholar 
desire to worship according to ancient African Hebrew customs.215 
 

Ben Ammi and other Hebrews use the concept of “holy day” to make a distinction 

between Israelite (alternately called African Hebrew or Eastern) culture and “Western” 

society.  They associate the adoption of Christian culture with an imposition of Europe’s 

domination of Africa and its diaspora not just politically but spiritually.  The holy day is 

an effort to re-center Black folks within a counter-spiritual system even while using the 

very language of western historical religions.  

     The main Israelite holidays which are observed are Passover, Shavuot (The Feast of 

Weeks), Rosh Hashanah (alternately known as Yom Teruah), Yom Kippur (The Day of 

Atonement) and Sukkot (Feast of Booths).  Lesser observed holidays are Hanukkah, 

Purim, and the Fast of Av.  Although these holidays appear in the Bible, they are not 

mandated in the Torah and therefore are not as widely observed.  

     The observance of holy days draws the distinction between Hebrew Israelites, Black 

Christians, and white Jews.  It is not uncommon to hear Israelite spiritual leaders point 

out the fact that their holy days are legislated in the Bible while Christian holidays are the 

result of the Nicene Council.216  It is quite common to hear sermons or Sabbath day 

lessons criticizing the origins of Christian holidays the Saturday before a Christian 

holiday.  Hebrew Israelites believe they are “exposing” the pagan roots of Christianity in 

an attempt to convince Black Christians to return to their true culture.  The celebration of 

Christian holidays has long been the object of consternation by black nationalist 

denominations of Black Religion.  Hebrew Israelites typically reference the work of 
                                                 
215      Ben Ammi, God the Black Man and Truth, 177. 
216      Moses Farrar, Deceiving the Black Race, 22. 
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Black Christian nationalist Ishakamusa Barashango who works Afrikan People and 

European Holidays: A Mental Genocide Books 1 &2 are often cited to demonstrate the 

incompatibility of European (read: Christian) culture with the Hebrew Israelite Way of 

the Life. 

Passover  
     Passover is seen as the holy day which most recognizes and articulates the narrative of 

black suffering.  Hebrew Israelites weave together the struggle of the biblical Israelites to 

their own history in America.  It has been widely written about that the Exodus is the 

central trope in Black Religion in all of its biblio-centric manifestations. Likewise the 

literal identification with the Israelites as ancestors gives the Exodus additional 

significance.  Black slavery is not simply a parallel it is a continuation of the history of 

the Hebrew people.   Passover is referred to by Cohane Abdi ben Levi as “our African 

Liberation Day” a reference to the May 25th observance celebrated in many African 

countries and in the Diaspora. 

     An Israelite Passover seder takes many forms. Black Rabbinic Jews typically adhere 

to the rabbinic ritual contained in the haggadah with slight modification which includes 

songs from African American culture such as “Go Down Moses” and “Wade in the 

Water”.  Torah-Only Hebrews attempt to adhere as close to the biblical text as possible in 

their observance. Torah-Only Hebrews roast whole lambs, serve the foods mentioned in 

the text, and recount the Exodus story. Some take the additional step of placing lamb’s 

blood on the doorpost of their homes.  Messianic Hebrew may range in their observance 

by incorporating elements of the rabbinic Haggadah along with re-enactments of the Last 
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Supper, a notable practice among early holiness Israelites was the ritual of foot-

washing.217  

     The foods prohibited during Passover are foods that contain leaven or leavening 

agents.   The prohibitions observed by Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews do not seem to 

neatly correlate with Hebrew Israelites.  Black Rabbinic Jews typically adhere to a 

modified form of the Sephardic minhag which allows for the consumption of legumes 

and rice.  Torah-Only Hebrews also consume legumes and rice yet they prohibit any 

product that have baking soda, baking powder, and other leavening agents.  

High Holy Days 
     The holy days of Rosh Hashanah (Yom Teruah) and Yom Kippur are considered the 

Days of Awe, the holiest days in the Hebrew year.  In Black Judaism, there is a doctrinal 

dispute over the meaning of these holy days.  In rabbinic tradition, the first day of Tishri 

(the seventh month) is the beginning of the civil year, it is called Rosh Hashanah.  This is 

observed as such in rabbinic, messianic, and holiness Israelites sects.  The holy day is 

observed as a joyous occasion with many of congregants dressed in all white.  Communal 

meals are often served with many of the foods associated with the African American 

observance of the secular New Year such as black eyed peas, baked chicken, etc.  

Congregations blow the shofar (ram’s horn) and participate in nearly all day long 

services.     

     In distinction to this Torah-Only Hebrews reject the designation of Tishri 1 as the 

Hebrew New Year (note: Hebrew in lieu of Jewish New Year).  Instead they maintain 
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that Aviv/Nisan 1 is the true Hebrew New Year.  Instead, Tishri 1 is Yom Teruah or The 

Day of Blowing Trumpets.  While the day is equally as solemn to Torah-Only Hebrews 

there is a conscience attempt not to celebrate the holiday as a “new year”. 

   Notice how Cohane Michael Ben Levi addresses the issue: 

The most sacred month on the Hebrew calendar is the seventh month. In the 
seventh month there are more holy days than in other month.  Leviticus 23:24 of 
the Torah teaches us that the first days in the seventh month is a holy day called 
Shabbatone Zekrone Teruah in Hebrew, which means “Memorial Blowing of the 
Trumpets”… Present Jewish tradition has changed this day to Rosh Hashanah in 
their religion, which means the head or beginning of the year…This is contrary to 
the Torah and Israelite culture. Aviv is the first month which begins the year 
(Exodus 12:1)218 

 
     This passage reflects the basic contours of how Hebrew Israelites understand the 

concept of Torah.  The Torah is a textual obligation between Yahweh and Hebrew 

Israelites; it is not to be amended by “religion” meaning man-made traditions.  Hebrew 

Israelite are cognizant that various portions of the biblical text cannot be properly 

observed in “captivity” so the understanding that all Torah observance is a memorial (or 

remembrance) of the original practices. 

Sukkot  
     The seven day festival of Sukkot requires mention because it illustrates two points 

about the observance of Hebrew holy days. First, Sukkot which is a harvest festival is 

celebrated by many Hebrew Israelites as the “Hebrew Thanksgiving.”  A conscience 

effort is made to draw a distinction between “Yah’s Thanksgiving” and “man’s holiday”.  

It is customary to see the celebration of Sukkot take place in tents, booths, garages and 

other structures adorned with willows and palm branches, it also not uncommon to see 
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fruit baskets passed out as is done at Congregation Temple Beth El in Philadelphia.  

Congregants stand beneath a decorated awning of the entrance of the synagogue and eat 

fruit which has been passed out at the conclusion of morning service. 

 A secondary point about the observance of Sukkot is the polemical usefulness in 

discussions about Kwanzaa, the Pan-African harvest festival started by Maulana Karenga 

in 1966.  The black nationalist sentiments within Black Judaism would seem to make 

Kwanzaa amenable to Hebrew Israelites, however, because Kwanzaa is “man-made” 

many Israelites reject Kwanzaa as a legitimate holiday and assert that Sukkot is the true 

“African day of Thanksgiving”.   

     Overall the observance of Hebrew holy days serves as symbols of African identity 

expressed through biblical language.  The agricultural nature of many of the holy days 

are emphasized in a manner to recall the African and rural African American past for 

people who have been living in urban locales for possibly two generations.  Most of the 

holy days are celebrated in a communal manner with congregants bringing food to the 

knesset or camp to share the festive occasions.  As with Sabbath observance, holy day 

observance is practiced as a boundary setting performance.  Using the language of the 

Bible, Hebrew Israelites assert that their holy days are “holy convocations” again 

expressing a sense that a collection of black people is imbued with sacred significance.    

Dietary Laws 

      Foodways are an important part of religious observance and ritual for Black Judaism. 

The role of food in the cultural practices and religious beliefs of Hebrew Israelites is 

complex and varies among individuals and communities.  Foodways is defined as 
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“everything about eating including what we consume, how we acquire it, who prepares it 

and who’s at the table – is a form of communication rich with meaning. Our attitudes, 

practices and rituals around food are a window onto our most basic beliefs about the 

world and ourselves.” 219    

     At the center of Hebrew Israelite foodways is the concept of food taboo.  Food taboo 

has long been the research of cultural anthropologists.  For example, Mary Douglas 

associated food taboos with animal taxonomy. Her analysis of the abominations of 

Leviticus argued that pigs and other animals were taboo for the ancient Hebrews because 

they were anomalies in terms of a taxonomic order that was viewed as an expression of 

divine order. Pigs, which “part the hoof” but do not “chew the cud,” do not fit into the 

usual divisions of domestic animals, and so they were excluded.220 

     Jean Soler, examining the same issue, countered that what made pigs ritually taboo 

was that they would also eat meat and were predators, while animals that “chew the cud” 

are vegetarian. According to the biblical text, in Paradise both humans and animals ate 

only herbs and fruits, but after the Flood, humans were allowed to eat meat as long as 

they killed animals in a ritual fashion that reserved the blood containing the essence of 

life for God.221  This represents the basis for Black Hebrews who subscribe to vegan and 

vegetarian lifestyles.  The use of the food taboo in Hebrew Israelite Torah observance is 

to mark a transition from the “so-called Negro” lifestyle to the Hebrew “Way of Life”. 
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     After Emancipation, the descendants of enslaved Africans continued to produce the 

foods of enslavement, but these became problematic when African Americans found in 

Black Judaism a non-Christian tradition in which freedom was contextualized by 

separation from the culinary past.  Black Judaism articulated a religious worldview that 

stressed turning away from the historical experience of slavery; African American 

foodways became linked to a legacy of suffering and bondage.  Also with advances in 

food science, the “soul food” diet was designated as one of the culprits in the poor health 

and life expectancy of African Americans.  In effect, it was believed that African 

American foodways was ‘culture of culinary morbidity’.  Hebrew Israelites were just one 

of many cultural critics to identify the black diet as a source of concern for African 

Americans.222 Therefore the Hebrew Israelite use of the food taboo serves as response to 

both historical and existential concerns. 

     The laws that govern the proper eating in Black Judaism come directly from the Bible.  

Black Judaism has no national certifying bodies such as the Orthodox Union which 

affixes the  symbol to foods it certifies as kosher.  The standards for proper Israelite 

foodstuff consumption are a local matter.  First, it is appropriate to address the issue of 

kashrut in Black Judaism.   Kashrut or kosher is a concept which emerged with western 

rabbinic Judaism and is codified in the many legal texts of Jewish law.  As mentioned 

previously, Black Judaism does not observe the multiple series of laws that govern 

animal slaughter, food preparation and consumption.  This does not mean that Hebrew 

Israelites are not stringent in their observance of the dietary laws.  The first level is the 
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recognition of the food taboos mentioned in Leviticus 23. Some rabbinic Black Jews will 

only consume kosher meat and other will attempt to purchase free range or organic meat. 

Generally Torah-Only Hebrew Israelites do not eat any of the animals prohibited by the 

Torah although there is no general adherence to particular method for the animal’s 

slaughter. 

      Other foodstuffs are subjected to two layers of inspection by Hebrew Israelites of 

most persuasions.  Most Hebrew Israelites recognize the various hechsher symbols used 

by rabbinical authorities to designate food as kosher.  A second level of stringency is the 

reading of labels of processed food looking for ingredients which may be objectionable 

such as dyes and emulsifiers.  It is common for Hebrew Israelites to refuse to eat food 

certified as kosher based on further reading of labels.  This hermeneutic of suspicion is 

another way for Hebrew Israelites to main a sense of spiritual autonomy by ultimately 

determining what the Torah means for themselves and their community. 

          The Hebrew Israelite sect which is most identified by their use of the food taboo is 

the African Hebrew Israelites (KOY). They are advocates of a vegan based dietary 

lifestyle. The KOY institutionalization of their religious worldview was through the 

establishment of its Soul Vegetarian restaurants and the dissemination of their diet 

through various forms of media.  Its leader Ben Ammi transformed the KOY into one of 

the most widely known Hebrew Israelite sects both in Israel and the United States. The 

KOY’s theology of food is the recategorization of foods as healthy, dangerous, sacred, 

tainted, or polluted, according to the physiological and spiritual needs of “African 

Edenic” people. 
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     A corollary to these physiological differences is the marking of disease and moral 

pollution.  The need for Hebrew Israelites to construct behavioral barriers to potential 

physical decay and weakened immunity to what they call the “Euro-gentile” mindset. 

They define the “Euro-gentile” as the nations which are “unquestionably responsible for 

having brought all of humanity and creation to the brink of destruction as a result of their 

continuously evil activity and deeds.”223 Limiting the ingestion of particular foods 

represented one of the most important methods against disease of the physical and social 

body. In a published works Ben Ammi addresses the necessity of African Americans  to 

divorce themselves from not only meat but a host of “unhealthy lifestyle choices.”  In 

response, the KOY proposes “No Salt Days”, “Live Food Day”, “Live Food Week”, and 

“Sugarless Week”.224 

     Also white rice, refined sugars and flours are all on the list of foods to avoid; 

alternatively, members are encouraged to eat tofu, brown rice, soy milk and butter, and 

fresh vegetables. Soul Vegetarian restaurants sell mock barbeque ribs, collard greens 

seasoned with onions and tomatoes, and cornbread made without eggs. By cleansing their 

bodies through the avoidance of traditional “slave” foods, African Hebrew Israelites 

believe they have cleansed their minds of the ideological poisons that made them 

participants in their own degradation.  

        The irony of the African Hebrew Israelite approach is that the central dishes of the 

soul food diet remain the staple of their vegan cusine.  There is an attempt to maintain 
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continuity with the soul food tradition while at the same time critiquing the historical and 

social circumstances that produced the cuisine, hence the “soul” in Soul Vegetarian.    

     The central question raised by Hebrew Israelites through their dietary law is, “What 

will the foodways of a truly liberated Black humanity be?” Sects like the KOY argues 

that meat abstention is part of a messianic African-Edenic plan for redemption of black 

humanity.  Ultimately, this is where the Black Hebrew foodways find common cause 

with other denominations of Black Religion such as the Nation of Islam and 

Rastafarianism.  The Nation of Islam advocated a diet which restricted its members from 

eating foods which were signifiers of slavery and/or working class African American 

culture.  The ital lifestyle of Rastafarianism also seeks to eliminate the destructive effects 

of the western diet upon its practitioners.  Likewise, Black Judaism is attempting to 

articulate a future black humanity through the mundane act of eating.   Angel F. Mendez 

Montoya call this alimentary theology arguing that paying attention to what and how 

food is eaten can “deepen our awareness regarding food while reorientating the 

dimension of interdependence between human communities, humanity with ecology, and 

all creation with God.”225  Montoya’s notion of alimentation can be best described by the 

saying, “We are what we eat”. It connotes transformation on the part of the food and the 

partakers.   This best describes the religious observance of Hebrew Israelite dietary laws, 

a system of reorientation from slavery to freedom through the practice of eating or more 

importantly what is not eaten. 
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Summary of the Torah of Black Judaism      

By choosing these aspects of Hebrew Israelite Torah observance I tried to elucidate how 

they approach rituals and religious practices.  Overall, Torah observance is a marker of 

ethno-religious identity within the larger tradition of Black Religion. The observance of 

the Sabbath is a refuge from white supremacy; holy days are a celebration of the 

relationship between black people and Yahweh, and the observance of the Leviticus-

based food taboos system serves as a way to address the historical relationship between 

black people and their food consumption because of slavery and prejudice.  All of these 

aspects of Torah observance reflect a conscious understanding that black people have 

been circumscribed in their life options and Torah observance is provided as a curative 

measure.  The belief that black people will be redeemed from oppression from adopting 

these measures is the ultimate purpose of the Black Hebrew Torah observance. 

Looking for More 

     Although I was comfortable adhering to the Torah as understood in Black Judaism. I 

began to believe that I must become more “orthodox” in my practice to become more 

authentically Jewish.  I had begun to differentiate between my Jewish self and Hebrew 

self.  I felt that Black Judaism did not embrace the totality of historical Judaism.  This 

also coincided with a decline in my black nationalist orientation towards religion.  I 

started to see Black Judaism as inferior to historical Judaism particularly the Sephardic 

tradition.   Many Black rabbinic sects assert that their practices are Sephardic (Spanish-

Portuguese and North African) in orientation in comparison to Ashkenazi (Eastern and 

Western European) customs and traditions.  This is made manifest through the adoption 
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of Sephardic prayer books, reading the Sephardic haftorot, and adopting particular 

Sephardic customs for Passover and other holidays. The roots of this Black rabbinic 

Sephardic-philia can be traced to the Caribbean where many of the congregants of Black 

rabbinic congregations worshipped. The presence of Sephardic Judaism in the Caribbean 

has long been seen as source of Black Judaism by its practitioners. In addition, the 

presence of Sephardic congregations in East Coast cities in which early Black rabbinic 

congregations emerged likely influenced the adoption of the Sephardic rite as more akin 

to Hebrew Israelite understandings of rabbinic Judaism.  As has been pointed by Landing 

and others individual Black Jews attended Sephardic congregations in New York, 

Philadelphia, and other eastern cities maintaining that they were of Sephardic ancestry.226  

However, I was still suspect of the Hebrew Israelite interpretations of Sephardic 

traditions at Beth Shalom and wanted to experience “authentic” Sephardic Judaism. 

     My opinion was influenced by another  congregant at Beth Shalom by the name of 

Yachdiel. Yachdiel had come to Beth Shalom from the Universal Kingdom- House of 

Israel, a rabbinic/Torah-Only hybrid congregation and he had become quite 

knowledgeable of the Hebrew language and Orthodox Judaism.  In his attempt to live a 

more observant lifestyle, he was the sole member of Beth Shalom to live within walking 

distance to the synagogue.  He dressed in dark three piece suits, wore a black fedora, and 

wore rabbinic style tzitzit hanging from his clothes.  Yachdiel would also spend 

weekends with an orthodox rabbi with whom he would attend Sabbath services.  After an 

extended stay on the North Side, Yachdiel came back to Beth Shalom and wanted to 

share what he learned with other congregants and I was a willing student.   
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     Because Beth Shalom morning services sometimes lasted until to three o’clock in the 

afternoon many times I had time to leave after the Torah service to eat lunch with 

Yachdiel, daven (recite prayers) and return back to service at Beth Shalom.  It was during 

these informal lunches that Yachdiel began teaching me about the differences between 

Black Judaism and Orthodox Judaism.  He believed that Israelites although sincere were 

not truly living by the mandates of the Torah because Hebrew Israelites ignored the laws 

of halakhah.  In essence it is halakhah which makes Judaism a distinct religion either in 

its observance or its rejection and reformulation by its more liberal movements. 

     The biggest area in which Yachdiel drew a distinction between Black Judaism and 

orthodoxy was in regards to the laws of kashrut.  As mentioned previously, Black 

Hebrews maintain a level that is regarded by Rabbi Funnye as “biblical kosher” only 

consuming those animals that are permissible by the laws in Leviticus.  For Yachdiel, this 

meant he did not participate in the weekly communal meals after morning Sabbath 

service.   This undoubtedly placed Yachdiel on the periphery of the communal life of 

Beth Shalom. 

    I was mesmerized by Yachdiel’s knowledge of Jewish law and the stringency of his 

observance.  I began to purchase many of the books that Yachdiel suggested and began to 

adopt many of the same practices among them wearing of rabbinic tzitzit and eating only 

kosher meat.  While I had worn tzitzit before this point, I wore them according to the 

customs of Black Judaism.  This involved taking cotton cords with one blue string and 

twisting them in different manners. Whereas, in rabbinic tradition the strings were 

attached to a four-cornered poncho like undergarment with the strings pulled out and over 
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the pants worn by men, in Hebrew Israelite custom the tzitzit were affixed to the clothes 

directly usually by safety pin and were worn by both men and women.  Also, in rabbinic 

tradition, the techelet (blue cord) was no longer worn because of the belief that source of 

the color blue to dye the string had been lost to history; therefore it was no longer 

mandatory to wear the techelet string.  For many Hebrew Israelites, particularly Torah-

Only sects this was another blatant contradiction of the biblical commandment therefore 

Israelite tzitzit always had a techelet string.    

    The importance placed on this seemingly minor ritual demonstrated the importance of 

properly fulfilling the exact wording of the biblical commandments for Black Hebrews. 

Whether or not rabbinic Judaism was correct in its suspension of the wearing of the 

techelet (blue cord), Hebrew Israelites interpreted this as another instance in which 

“whites” were abrogating “Yah’s Law” to which they must adhere to initiate their 

redemption from bondage.   I had, however, unconsciously adopted a mindset that was 

critical of Hebrew Israelites insistence on having spiritual autonomy and wished they 

would just simply follow the tradition of rabbinic Judaism. 

A Black Jew Meets a Black Hat 

     By the summer of 2001, I had started visiting a Conservative synagogue in Hammond, 

Indiana which was near my home in the Chicago suburb of Calumet City.  They featured 

interdenominational lectures by the local rabbis.  One that caught my eye was “The 

Jewish View of Reincarnation” taught by the area’s Chabad representative Rabbi Aryeh 

Dudovitz.  From my days in the UPK I had been taught that the Bible taught 

reincarnation so I interested in hearing what the rabbi had to say on the matter. 
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     Rabbi Dudovitz gave a lecture on the mystical beliefs within Judaism known as 

Kabbalah and discussed how Jews also believed in a form of reincarnation.  But it was 

his statement that “Converts are gentiles with Jewish souls that are trying to return” that 

caught my attention.  I thought to myself, “Was this the reason why I had become a 

Hebrew Israelite? Was this part of my journey back to my true spiritual home?”  After the 

lecture I introduced myself to the rabbi and explained that I felt that I had a “Jewish soul” 

although I was not born Jewish.  The rabbi invited me over to his home to study and I 

gladly accepted his invitation.  I was about to enter the world of Hasidism.   

     The next week I met the rabbi and he began by informing me that although I had 

undergone a Conservative conversion that I was still not a Jew according to Orthodox 

standards and that if I wanted to become a Jew I would need to undergo a halakhic 

conversion by Orthodox standards.   Strangely enough I did not voice a word of protest; I 

agreed and asked how I would go about undergoing an Orthodox conversion. Rabbi 

Dudovitz explained that he was Hasidic and he belonged to the Chabad sect and that he 

could teach me what I needed to learn and convene a beth din of Chabad rabbis and I 

could convert to Judaism “properly”. 

Walking Away 

After this meeting I discussed with my wife Khadiyah what I had learned from Rabbi 

Dudovitz and she seemed hesitant but reluctantly agreed to give it a try.   She had begun 

feeling that Judaism no longer met her spiritual needs and was too consuming of her life.  

What had went unnoticed by me was my wife although living at home again had become 

estranged from her family socially through the Black Jewish lifestyle.  For two years she 
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had missed Christmas plays and Easter dinners and many other family functions that 

centered around her predominately Christian family.  However, my shift to orthodoxy 

would prove to be her breaking point with Judaism and our marriage.  By the 2004 we 

were divorced and I was living in an Orthodox Jewish neighborhood on the North Side of 

Chicago. 

     There was another casualty to my shift to orthodoxy, my attendance at Beth Shalom 

had nearly ceased.  By 2001 I had become assistant treasurer of the congregation, vice 

president of the men’s auxillary, and a gabbai. I was fully enmeshed in the 

congregation’s organization structure, however I decided to walk away for what I thought 

was more authentic Judaism.  I resigned from all my offices and chose to become an 

Orthodox Jew.  However, there remained one more matter of business; I needed to 

explain my actions to Rabbi Funnye. 

     My non-attendance had not gone unnoticed by Rabbi Funnye, he asked me to come in 

and meet with him and some of the other elders of the congregation.  He was concerned 

that I was falling away from the congregation and did not understand why I was no 

longer in regular attendance.  I attempted to explain that I wanted “something more” and 

that Beth Shalom was not meeting my spiritual needs.  Rabbi Funnye was hurt, angry, 

and disappointed. He attempted to explain to me that each community of Jews had to live 

according to its own culture and history.  In essence what he was attempting to explain 

was the rationale of Black Judaism existence.  My quest to adopt Eastern European dress, 

North African customs, and learn intricate law codes from two thousand years worth of 

western historical Judaism did not speak to my own historical experiences as an African 
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American.  I was not convinced as I was determined to learn “real Judaism”.  I left Beth 

Shalom that evening and did not return for nearly a year. 

     My choice to leave Beth Shalom was not an idiosyncratic incident. What unfolded in 

my initial years at Beth Shalom had played out at time and time again in Black Rabbinic 

Jewish congregations.  Black Rabbinic Judaism’s tenuous relationship with halakhah has 

longed plagued its adherents who have had to make sense of the selective application of 

rabbinic traditions to the exclusion of others.  Secondly, the quest for recognition and 

legitimacy in the eyes of white Jews places Black Rabbinic Jews in a double-

consciousness of Jewishness.  The attempts to become more observant to demonstrate a 

true sense of Jewish identity has led to Black Jews hating the very tradition that gives 

them identity.  An example of this phenomenon is seen in the January 27th, 2007 episode 

of Religion and Ethics Weekly which interviewed Yavilah McCoy, the daughter of 

halakhic Black Jewish couple, and granddaughter of a Black Israelite rabbi.  McCoy’s 

story is a case study in the challenges Black Jews face when they want to take full 

advantage of the educational resources available to American Jews families. When they 

send their children to predominately white Jewish Day Schools they experience a barrage 

of challenges to their identity in the form of questions about ancestry and religious 

observance.  Black Jews can either retreat from these spaces, challenges them, or 

assimilate through acceptance of white halakhic authority.  The acceptance of white 

halakhic authority undermines the truth claims of Black rabbinic Judaism, and leaves the 

Black Jew interstitially between blackness and Jewishness.  Many choose to fully 
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immerse themselves in the white Jewish culture and abandon the Hebrew Israelite 

community. 

No Minyan 

     Although I began my orthodox studies with the Chabad, I simply could not accept the 

idea of another dead white messiah so I decided I would look elsewhere.227  In May 2002 

I moved to the North Side of Chicago right off Devon Avenue. Devon Avenue was a 

magical place filled with Orthodox Jewish shops, Indian sari palaces, Indo-Pakastani 

restaurants and a multitude of ethnic groups.  

     Yedidiyah, an acquaintance I had met who occasionally visited Beth Shalom 

contacted me about attending a Sephardic synagogue in the area.  Yedidiyah, himself an 

black Jew with Cochin Indian ancestry had begun attending Shaare Mizrach Sephardic 

Congregation. The congregation was mostly filled with Moroccan and Tunisian Jews and 

I believed that I would finally learn “real” Sephardic Judaism, but more importantly I 

thought I would feel more comfortable in an “African” congregation. 

     The spiritual leader of Shaare Mizrach’s was Rabbi Daniel Racca. He was a very 

plaintive and erudite man who was considered an amazing teacher of Torah.  Yedidiyah 

introduced me to Rabbi Racca and I explained my background as being a Hebrew 

Israelite who was interested in learning the Sephardic tradition.  He explained that he did 

not sponsor converts but he was more than happy to have me at Shaare Mizrach and 

                                                 
227      The Chabad sect believes that their deceased leader Menachem Mendel Schneerson (known as the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe) was the Jewish messiah.  Although Schneerson was believed to be the Messiah while 
he was alive by his followers; his death in 1994 has placed his followers in a theological bind similar to that 
of the 1st century followers of Jesus of Nazareth.  Just as I had rejected the idea of a white Jesus saving my 
soul (and subsequently a black Jesus also) I also rejected the idea that the Lubavitcher Rebbe who was 
white could be my messiah. 
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would instruct me in the details of the Sephardic tradition once my conversion was 

complete. 

     The congregation although primarily North African had an interesting mix of other 

Sephardic and Mizrachi ethnicities: there were Yemenites, Portuguese-Brazilians, 

Persians, Israelis, Ethiopians, and several ‘ex-patriate’ Ashkenazis who decided to adopt 

the Sephardic minhag as their own.  Initially, I along with Yedidiyah and his wife were 

the only “black Jews,” however I was informed that another former member of Beth 

Shalom had was also a member and she had just left for Israel.  Some of the members 

suggested that when she came back they could set up a shidduch (Jewish matchmaking) 

for me.      

     Although English was spoken the primary languages of the synagogue was French and 

Israeli Hebrew, neither of which I knew very well, so interestingly enough I became 

friends with the other English speakers which happen to be the “Ashka-fardis” (the white 

Jews who adopted the Sephardic minhag) as they sometimes called themselves.  Being 

single again and newcomer to the congregation I was a frequent guest for Friday night 

Sabbath dinners in which members were able to find out how and why I an African 

American had made my way to Shaare Mizrach.  Most of them had only scant knowledge 

of Hebrew Israelites mostly from those who lived in Israel and knew of the KOY, which 

they did not consider as Jews.  They found my story interesting and intriguing, however, 

they all stopped short of embracing me as a fellow Jew. 

     Ritually and liturgically I loved services at Shaare Mizrach, I heard songs and prayers 

chanted in a manner I had only heard on CDs.  Perhaps this was my own orientalizing of 



186 
 

the congregation but I felt that I was in a Middle Eastern paradise.  A personal favorite 

was listening to the Yemenite men chant the Torah with their distinct Hebrew 

pronounciation.  I would think back with minor contempt on the various Hebrew 

Israelites who attempted to insert Yemenite pronunciations into their Hebrew speech.  I 

had even begun to increase my knowledge of Israeli Hebrew and French to the point I 

could answer in very basic sentences during lunch.  However, there was one gnawing fact 

that I could not escape, I was not counted in the minyan.  No matter how many Sabbath 

day lunches I was invited to, regardless of how friendly they were to me I knew deep 

down I was not considered a Jew by my fellow worshippers.  This was reinforced in very 

mundane ways such as being asked to unlatch hooks on the partitions to set up for lunch 

by “Torah-observant members”.228 

     This sense of anxiety was brought home by my biggest emotional fear while attending 

Shaare Mizrach, arriving for davening(praying) and there not being a minyan(quorum of 

adult male worshippers) already present or even worse to be number ten and see the 

men’s disappointment that they had to wait for someone else to come in.  On one 

occasion this became particularly embarrassing when a number of visitors from Israel 

were visiting family at the congregation. I walked in for Mincha (afternoon) prayers and 

immediately the men assembled began praying.  One of the members came out of the 

bathroom and the following transpired: 

                                                 
228      The laws of rabbinic Judaism prevent thirty-nine categories of activities on the Sabbath. Among them 
is destroying a structure. By asking me to unlatch the hooks he was not guilty of violating the Sabbath.  
This practice of observant Jews asking non-Jews to perform task which they are forbidden has led to the 
concept of the Shabbos goy, an individual who carries out tasks on the Sabbath which are forbidden to 
Jews. This member was indirectly trying make me a Shabbos goy. 
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Frequent member: “Echat, sh’tayeem, shalosh, arba, hamesh, sesh, shevah, 
shemoneh, tayshah. Ayfo esreh? Ayfo esreh? Lo minyan” (One, two, three, four, 
five, six, seven, eight, nine. Where is ten? Where is ten? There is no minyan) 
 

The Israeli visitor puzzled points out there were ten men in the room so they started; by 

this time my knowledge of Hebrew was proficient enough to make out they were talking 

about the number of men present.  The man indiscreetly motioned in my direction to the 

puzzled visitor. 

Frenquent member: “Hu lo yehudi. Lo minyan” (He is not a Jew, we do not have 
a minyan) 

The praying immediately stops. They wait for another minute when someone goes 

outside and pulls the neighborhood drunk off the street (who happened to be Jewish) and 

slaps a kippah on his head. 

 Frequent member: Minyan! 

    At that moment I realized that a drunk guy with a kippah was considered more Jewish 

than myself I knew I would not be undergoing an Orthodox conversion.  I slowly began 

to withdraw from regularly attending Shaare Mizrach from that moment on.  While it 

could be easily argued that the previous episode was simply adhering to the halakhah, it 

simply could not be reconciled with my sense of dignity as a black man.  From my 

perspective it was not the case that a non-Jew had not be counted, a black Jew had not 

been counted in the minyan.  In that instance Arnold Joshua Ford, Wentworth A. 

Matthews, Levi Ben Levi, Abihu Reuben and Capers Funnye had not been counted.  The 

words that were spoken to me by Rabbi Funnye during our last encounter finally 

resonated.  Finally I understood what he meant about each Jewish community standing on 

its own history. I was made conscious of my own double-consciousness; I had been 
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viewing myself from the vantage point of those held my Jewishness in utter contempt. 

Without a goodbye I left Shaare Mizrach. 

Homecoming 

     In the summer of 2003 I informed Rabbi Funnye that I wanted come “back home” to 

which he was happy to hear.  I was coming back right before the High Holy Days and in 

the spirit of repentance I made a public apology to the congregation for abandoning my 

responsibilities as a congregational officer.  I was happy to be back at Beth Shalom 

however, I was not the same person who left.  

     First, I had changed my name from Shaahn to Ephraim when I moved to the North 

Side and many of the people who already knew me had to get used to my new name and 

the new perspective. Secondly, I had nearly two years of Orthodox instruction and didn’t 

necessarily disagree with the teachings as much as the use of them to negate my 

existence.  I believed that many of the Orthodox restrictions on the Sabbath were proper, 

I still only ate kosher food, and I still believed that rabbinic halakhah was binding. 

Unconsciously, I had become Yachdiel and thought it was my task to bring “real” 

Judaism to the blinded Hebrew Israelite who did not know any better.  

     I still lived on the north side so I every Shabbat I would carry my own Sabbath lunch 

in a crock pot to simmer until lunch time as we had service.  In my time at Shaare 

Mizrach I had gained a pupil of my own, Nechamyah.  He was a former member of the 

Nubian Islamic Hebrews or Nuwubians, a group which blended Judaic and Islamic 

teachings together to form another expression of Black Religion.  The leader of the 

Nubian Islamic Hebrews was Dr. Malachi Z. York who had taken the group through 
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multiple incarnations such as the Ansaru Allah community, the Nubian Islamic Hebrews 

and finally as the Nuwubians.  They were originally headquartered in Brooklyn but by 

the late 1990s moved to Eatenton, Georgia and established a huge self-contained complex 

complete with pyramid replicas.229  The Nuwubians prided themselves on being able to 

refute all the central teachings of other denominations of Black Religion. Their beliefs 

referred to as Factology, Overstanding or Right Knowledge clearly has parallels to 

Hebrew Israelites conception of “The Truth”.  In the plurifaith of Black Religion such 

doctrinal disputes occur at the surface level of culture.  These arguments hinge on the 

veracity of the truth claims about the cosmologies and myths that the sects use to project 

a counter-reality to white supremacy.   By moving beyond the surface level, the 

commonalities of Nuwubianism and Black Judaism become clear, both are asserting the 

full humanity of African people in case of the Hebrew Israelite it is with Hebrew 

cosmology and with Nuwubians Sumerian cosmology.  Nechamyah was looking for a 

new congregational home as well. He briefly joined me at Shaare Mizrach until I made 

my ‘exodus’ back to Beth Shalom.  Nechamyah also had come to believe that rabbinic 

halakhah was the proper way to go but neither of us appreciated the humiliating process 

of conversion under white rabbinic auspices.    

       The transition back to Beth Shalom was not as smooth as I imagined it being.  I had 

become accustomed to the significantly shorter Sabbath morning service and became 

impatient with the four and a half hour morning services at Beth Shalom.  I also was used 

to a completely Hebrew liturgy with only a brief English sermon by the rabbi and felt that 

the Beth Shalom services were far ‘too churchy’ with a gospel-style choir that sung 
                                                 
229      Kathleen Malone O’Connor, “The Nubian Islamic Hebrews, Ansuru Allah Community”, 124-128 
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reworded contemporary gospel songs in addition to standard Black Jewish spirituals and 

hymns such as “Wade in the Water”, “Marching to Zion” and “What’s My Name?”  In 

order to fulfill mitzvot (commandments), during the singing Nechamyah and I would 

walk to back of the sanctuary and daven mincha silently.  I had learned this from 

Yachdiel from his days at Beth Shalom.  In retrospect, I had become alienated from my 

own cultural tradition of Judaism.  I was still a single spiritual body with “warring souls.  

     Once I returned to Beth Shalom three developments occurred which would have an 

impact on the direction of my Jewish self-understanding.  First, the International Israelite 

Board of Rabbis had chartered a campus of the Israelite Rabbinical Academy in Chicago 

to be headed by Rabbi Funnye.  A new generation of rabbis would be ordained in 

Chicago which had not happened since the days of Rabbi Reuben the teacher of Rabbi 

Funnye.  I applied and was accepted into the IRA and immediately jumped into my 

studies using what I had learned from the North Side to establish myself as a solid 

student-rabbi.  The Israelite Rabbinical Academy is the educational apparatus of the 

International Israelite Board of Rabbis, Inc; prospective clergy are expected to complete a 

apprentice program which leads to ordination and the ability to serve in one of the 

rabbinic congregations.  My choice to enroll was motivated by my desire to be a rabbi but 

not a pulpit rabbi; I wanted to be a mashgiah (kosher supervisor) and work towards 

systemizing Hebrew Israelite halakhah. I imagined myself to be working towards 
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becoming the Hebrew Israelite Maimonides;230 perhaps this was my way of still trying to 

authenticate Black Judaism for myself and others. 

     The second factor was my decision to go back to school for my master’s degree in 

history.  I enrolled at Chicago State University and began learning the discipline of 

history. I learned to critique sources and conduct original research.  Initially, I thought I 

would able to use these new found skills to prove the legitimacy of Hebrew Israelite 

claims about history and religion; however my decision to take a course in the history of 

religion would alter how I saw religion in general and Black Judaism in particular.    

     Finally, I was introduced to Gary Tobin and Bechol Lashon, an affiliate program of 

the Institute for Jewish and Community Research.  Rabbi Funnye had met Gary Tobin on 

one of his lectures in the San Francisco area and the two established a partnership and 

friendship.  Gary invited Rabbi Funnye to bring members of the Hebrew Israelite 

community to the annual Bechol Lashon conference which was dedicated to the issue of 

Jewish diversity.  I was one of the members chosen and I was introduced to individuals 

from all over the Jewish diaspora.  In particular I was able to meet Jews from the African 

Jewish groups that many Hebrews Israelites would constantly reference as “our brothers” 

that being Ethiopian Jews, the Lembas, and the Abuyadayas.  It was in these interactions 

I truly began to see the difference between African Jewish communities and Black 

Judaism.    More importantly, Bechol Lashon set the stage for my departure from Chicago 

and the next stage in my journey, Philadelphia.  At the yearly conference I met Walter 

Isaac a fellow graduate student who was planning to attend Temple University and 

                                                 
230      Maimonides (Moses ben Maimon) was the preeminent medieval Jewish philosopher who sought to 
explain the Jewish faith through rational means.  He is also known for articulating the Thirteen Principles 
of Jewish Faith. 
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convinced me that we should work together on studying the Hebrew Israelite community 

from the perspective of a Black Hebrew. No sooner had I returned to Beth Shalom I was 

leaving again for a new challenge: the academy.  

The Three Pillars of Black Judaism 

     From this narrative I have identified three pillars upon which the structure of Black 

Judaism rest: identity, deity, and religious duty.   These are the core beliefs of Black 

Judaism as religious system.  The first pillar is to (re) claim an African ethno-religious 

identity through an adoption of the Israelite faith.  The second pillar is to recognize 

Yahweh, the God of the Bible as one’s deity.  This is accomplished in several ways as 

was seen; Israelites advocate strict monotheism, adoptionist and trinitarian Christologies 

to articulate a belief in the God of the Bible. The third pillar is the Hebrew Israelite belief 

in the Bible (both Hebrew and/or Christian) as method of structuring reality in a 

bibliocentric manner in which the laws of the Old Testament were to be observed 

particularly the Ten Commandments.     

Hebrew Israeliteness as African (American) Ethno-Religious Identity 

     Hebrew Israelites themselves have an ambivalent relationship to Africa as a religious 

symbol.  Groups such as the UPK appropriate Africa by constantly asserting the 

blackness of the biblical figures and referencing Africa as the home of humanity; the 

blackness of the Egyptian vis-a-vis the Hebrews blackness; and the choice of Egypt as the 

place of refuge for the Christ child.  Undoubtedly, the Africa of many Hebrew Israelites 

is the biblical notion of Africa.   
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     Africa resonates as a historical image and religious symbol as place of primordial 

historical and spiritual origins.  Hebrew Israelites emphasize the Garden of Eden’s 

location being located in Africa and confirming the belief that humanity started in Africa.  

This mixing of the historical and mythic realms also creates an alternative or perhaps an 

originary geography of the Holy Land.  “Northeast Africa” is a geographical construct 

used by Hebrew Israelites to reattached the “Middle East” back to the Nile Valley both 

historical and spiritually.231  As a religious symbol, Africa is a part of a holy land that 

will return to former glory in a messianic era. This type of Hebrew Israelite Ethiopianism 

is manifest throughout songs, sermons, and teachings.   

     Africa also plays a role in how Hebrew Israelites defines themselves in an ethno-

religious manner. Several communities interject “African” into their self-naming 

process. Whether it is African Hebrew Israelites, Afro-Judeans, Ethiopian Hebrew, or 

even Nubian Islamic Hebrews there is a conscious effort to reassert an African 

identity in lieu of a Negro identity that is projected by an anti-Black racist society.  

This has been discussed by many sociologists of religion as a form of social escape 

but I wish to push further into the theological significance of asserting an “African 

Hebrew” identity. 

     Africa is centrally located in much of the religious symbolism and signs of Black 

Judaism.  The use of Hebrew as a liturgical language because of its classification as 

an Afro-Asian language is a prime example of this signification process. The attempts 

by Hebrew Israelites to show linguistic roots of West African words by selectively 

choosing Akan homonyms are part of the process of re-Africanization.  The 
                                                 
231        Ben Ammi, God, Black Man and the Truth, 10-11 
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reinterpretation of the Hebrew holy days as African Hebrew also point to the sense of 

Africa as a holy space that according to Hebrew Israelites has been either “stolen” or  

“hidden” by European spiritual colonialism. 

     At the center of western religious mythology is a Eurocentric tradition which 

appropriates the Nile Valley in a mythic Aryan Middle East. This has already been 

discussed at length by Diop, Ben-Jochannan, and Bernal and do not wish to rehash 

the historical particulars of the debate.  Black Judaism assertion of the anteriority of 

Africa to Judaism and Jewish religion is to create continuity between Northeast 

African, Nile Valley, and inner African spirituality.   

     However, a problematic arises in what is “African” about an African Hebrew 

Israelites, African Judeans, or Ethiopian Hebrews.  It is clear that Black Judaism like 

the Black Church has celebrated its African past at arm’s length from traditional 

African spirituality.  Black Hebrew Israelite discourse about pre-colonial Africa is 

replete with charges of idolatry and paganism as causes of the fall of African 

civilization and hence their enslavement.  As I continue this study I will discuss the 

implications of this problematic as form of anti-African blackness. 

The God of Black Judaism 

     Regardless, of my sectarian orientation, I affirmed a belief in a deity that was all-good, 

all-knowing, and all-powerful.  However, there is much that needs to be unpacked in the 

beliefs about the symbol of God in Black Judaism.  The God of Bible is the deity of 

physical liberation (i.e. the Exodus) for the biblical Israelites. The first task of the God of 

Black Judaism is psychic liberation.  The God of Black Judaism is first the deity of 
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transformational experience and identity.  In comparison, the Israelites are never found in 

state of unconscious identity in their bondage.  God is not in need to reminding them that 

they are Israel in the biblical narrative.  But one finds in the conversion experiences of 

Hebrew Israelites the revelation that God reveals not only who He really is, but who they 

really are.  Yahowah (or Yah) is the God of “knowledge of self” who must first and 

foremost lead so-called blacks back to Israel (the identity) before Israel (the land).  

Although, the conversion experience in Black Judaism is not highly ritualized or uniform 

as previously discussed, the individual conversion experience is highly personalized.  As 

Long notes, “It is not merely the case of God acting in history, for historical events are 

not the locus of the activity…”  As the conversion narratives of Prophet Crowdy, Prophet 

Cherry and others, God interjects into the consciousness of black people to lead them to 

psychic emancipation. 

     The God of Black Judaism is likewise a result of rearticulations of Black Religion’s 

understanding of monotheism.  As Henry Mitchell has argued the Christology of the 

Black church although rhetorically Trinitarian was functionally hierachal monotheism 

with a distinction made between Christ and God the Father.  Black Judaism in its 

Messianic formulations has maintained this distinction, whereas Black Rabbinic and 

Torah-Only Judaism have jettisoned Jesus as an embodiment of Yahweh.   

    It is clear that Black Judaism accepts the proposition that God is all-good, all-powerful, 

and all knowing.  It is equally true that Black Judaism believes in what Mitchell calls the 

core belief “The Justice of God”, in its belief in the deserved punishment of black people 

as wayward lost tribes of Israel.  The belief and acceptance of this core belief about the 
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nature of God requires further analysis as I discuss the problem of theodicy in Black 

Judaism, 

The Religious Duty of Black Judaism 

     As was discussed in the section The Torah of Black Judaism Hebrew Israelites have 

constructed a religious code which appropriates the Hebrew Scriptures (or Old Testament 

of the Christian Bible) along with New Testament for messianic and holiness sects.  The 

narrative displayed that the attempt to uphold these laws is largely based on the belief 

that the key to redemption is properly living by the laws of God. 

Conclusion 

     The purpose of this chapter was to present a description of the phenomenological 

autoethnographic experience of Black Judaism through its beliefs, practices, and 

traditions.  By suspending the questions of the legitimacy of Black Judaism and moving 

directly to what this faith tradition means to its adherents I believe that I moved past the 

questions of authenticity that has been the focus of much of the prior research.   

     Secondly, before a discussion of theodicy can commence there needed to be a general 

understanding of what Black Judaism looks like in a lived religious experience. I 

attempted to introduce readers to the religious diversity of Black Judaism while at the 

same demonstrating the anxieties associated Hebrew Israelite identity vis-à-vis the larger 

society.   In the next chapter I will demonstrate how the issues surrounding Hebrew 

Israelite ethno-religious identity are a product of the problem of moral evil and ethnic 

suffering in Black Judaism. 



197 
 

CHAPTER FIVE 

IF THOU DO NOT HEARKEN TO THE VOICE OF THE LORD THY GOD: A 
CRITIQUE OF THEODICY IN BLACK JUDAISM 

 

Introduction: The Involuntary Presence of Blacks in America 

      As was seen from the previous chapter Hebrew Israelites are attempting to 

accomplish three tasks: a) first reclaim a lost African identity, b) come to terms 

theological with the involuntary presence of African people in the Americas, and c) 

articulate an understanding of the divine that supports their liberation.    I have identified 

the second task as the most salient factor in the practice of Black Judaism.  In this chapter 

I will discuss the problem of ethnic suffering and moral evil as the animating force 

behind the core beliefs of Black Judaism.  To accomplish this I will continue the 

autoethnographic process offering a continuation of the narrative and then by shifting 

primarily to a discussion of textual documents used in Black Judaism.  These texts are 

central to the self-understanding of a Hebrew Israelite.     

“The Curse” 

“Why can’t the black man get ahead in this world?  Why do all his business fail?”  
 “Its because of racism” 
 “No brother, it’s the curse. We are under the curse” 
 “Have you ever read Deuteronomy 28th chapter?” 

     “Under the curse”, I have heard this refrain many times in my days as a Hebrew 

Israelite.  It is the catch-all phrase that explains the numerous physical, economic, and 

social maladies that plague African Americans.  Little did I know when I became a 

Hebrew Israelite that so much of my spiritual development would be to coming to terms 
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with the “Curse”.  I believed my social, economic, and physical conditions were the 

result of a divine curse that had been decreed long before I was ever born, or for that 

matter my parents, grandparents, or even great grandparents.  But it wasn’t just my life it 

was the lives of 40 million black people in America. We were all cursed for breaking the 

laws of the Almighty God.  

      The animating force of my conversion and consequently many other Hebrew 

Israelites was coming to terms with what Charles Long calls the “involuntary presence of 

the Black community in America.”232  The inexplicable circumstances that black people 

face in recognizing that their story is essentially different from any other ethnic group in 

this country.   

Congregation Temple Bethel and Hebrew Israelite Fundamentalism 

     In 2004 I arrived in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania to continue my graduate study in 

African American Studies at Temple University.  I had been a Hebrew Israelite or Black 

Jew in some form or fashion for ten years.  In that span I had been a member of the UPK, 

a messianic Hebrew, a rabbinic Black Jew, and studied Orthodox Judaism.  I had 

experienced Black Judaism in Ohio, New York, and Chicago; I worshipped in some of 

the most hallowed sanctuaries of the faith.  Now I was in Philadelphia away from the city 

and the congregation that I had developed as a Black Jew.  I had been to Philadelphia 

once before in 1999 upon first moving to Chicago.  I accompanied Rabbi Funnye to 

celebrate the 48th year anniversary of Mother Louise Elizabeth Dailey, the spiritual 

leader of Congregation Temple Beth El (CTBE).  CTBE is a hybrid congregation; it 

                                                 
232      Long, Significations, 176-177. 
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started as a holiness sect belonging to the House of God denomination also known as 

Hebrew Pentecostals.  In 1976, Mother Dailey separated herself and her congregation 

from the House of God denomination, to pursue a strict monotheistic form of holiness 

Judaism.233   

     Five years later I was back in Philadelphia and it had been pre-arranged that I would 

attend CTBE and finish my studies as a rabbinical student at the Israelite Rabbinical 

Academy.  However, my studies would take a dramatically different path; it was in 

Philadelphia that the unresolved question of black theodicy would emerge for me in my 

Israelite consciousness.   Several factors would converge to cause this rupture in 

consciousness: 

1. For the first time I was studying about traditional African culture and religion 
divorced from Israelite doctrine. 

2. I was introduced to the critical study of the Hebrew Bible. 
3. I was studying issues related to the philosophy and history of religion. 
4. I was questioning the role of fundamentalism in Black Judaism.  

 
These three factors coalesced around the central question of, “Why do black people 

suffer?”  These factors were illuminated by my new surrogate congregational home, 

Congregation Temple Beth El.  CTBE, although it had adopted rabbinic rituals in many 

areas had an underlying principle which it retained from its Hebrew Pentecostal past, sola 

scriptura.  Scripture alone or “give me book”234 was the interpretative tradition that 

guided most of its congregants.    

     In 2001, Mother Dailey passed away and her daughter Debra Bowen was elevated as 

the new spiritual leader.  Initially, Bowen was addressed as overseer just as her mother 

                                                 
233      Daniel Ross, Jew Like Me, 71. 
234      Any assertion made during bible study at CTBE had to be accompanied with a scriptural reference to 
be considered valid. 
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before her which has its roots in the holiness tradition.  Coincidentally with my arrival at 

Temple Bethel, Bowen had undertaken a major effort to rabbinize the congregation.  She 

was very much in a situation akin to Warith Deen Muhammad after the passing of the 

Elijah Muhammad.  Just as Warith Deen Muhammad wanted to move the Nation of Islam 

within the mainstream of Islamic practice while maintaining a sense of black identity;  

likewise, Bowen was trying to successfully move Bethel further from its holiness 

foundation while maintaining their distinctive worship style and services.  Many of the 

congregants were wary of this theological shift and this was typified in a seemingly 

minor ritual matter that occurred not long after I arrived. 

     In many Israelite congregations, after an individual attends a funeral or comes in 

contact with the dead in any manner they refrain from attending service for a specified 

time in accordance with biblical laws relating to the Temple.  This practice is also 

extended to mothers after childbirth and women during their menstrual cycle.  In rabbinic 

Judaism this practice is no longer observed because it is believed that the state of ritual 

impurity cannot be eliminated without the presence of a functioning Jewish priesthood to 

perform the elaborate purification rites.  Congregations like Temple Bethel continued the 

practice in their attempt to keep the commandments as best as possible in “captivity”.  

Bowen attempted to discard this practice as unnecessary and wanted to introduce the 

rabbinic understanding of the scripture.  She was met with opposition in two forms.  First, 

older members did not understand why a practice which had been instituted under Mother 

Dailey was being abandoned if it had served the community during the past fifty years. 

Secondly, members did not fully agree with the rabbinic interpretation of the verses in 
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question.  However, there lay a deeper issue around this ritual conflict.  One must 

remember that salvation and redemption is tied to Torah observance and the fear that one 

is no longer attempting to fulfill a Torah commandment has consequences upon the 

redemptive process.  For Hebrew Israelites the attempt to fulfill the biblical laws cannot 

be interfered with by what they consider “traditions”.  To the members of Temple Bethel 

(who refer to themselves as Bethelites) “traditions” are not to be placed above “The 

Book”.  As a result even Bowen who dropped the title of overseer and adopted the title of 

rabbi, had to constantly maintain a balance between rabbinic traditions and Hebrew 

Israelite fundamentalism.  I attempted to integrate myself into Temple Bethel but simply 

did not see an intellectual space to fit into; their strict literalism left me questioning the 

meaning of the purpose of Black Judaism.   

     I also visited other congregations throughout the metropolitan Philadelphia area.  I 

briefly attended Mikveh Israel, the historic Sephardic synagogue which had several 

African American congregants among them Cole Windsor, the brother of the well known 

Hebrew Israelite author Rudolph Windsor.  However, the experience of Shaare Mizrach 

had precluded the idea of me attending another Sephardic synagogue and being seen as a 

second-class Jew.  I also visited Beth Hephzibah, a Torah-Only congregation in Upper 

Darby, Pennsylvania.  The congregation was well known in Torah-Only circles for its 

nationalist ideology and their biting critiques of rabbinic Black Judaism.  Just as with 

Congregation Temple Bethel, Beth Hephzibah approached the Bible with a hermeneutical 

tradition of scriptural literalism in their approach to Torah observance.  They criticized 

Black rabbinic Jews for placing the traditions of the “Edomite” above the laws of the 
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Almighty God of Israel.   However, I was well past their polemical diatribes against 

white Judaism and the constant assertion of what I will refer to as curse consciousness. 

Curse consciousness is the overdetermining belief that any action engaged in by blacks 

will ultimately fail if it is not “ordained by Yah (God)”.   Cursed consciousness and 

scriptural literalism were only the surface manifestations of what I would discover was 

the real foundation of Black Judaism: the theodicy of deserved punishment.  

Coming to Terms with the Problem of Theodicy in Black Judaism 

     After visiting several congregations, I settled at Temple Bethel and became a 

permanent visitor, I say permanent visitor because I never quite was able to assimilate 

myself into their style of holiness-rabbinic Judaism.  But even at Temple Bethel, the 

specter of curse consciousness constantly reared its head in sermons, discussions, and 

Sabbath-school classes.  Members of CTBE invoked “the curse” to respond to a myriad 

of situations such as the lack of Hebrew Israelites owned businesses and the non-

existence of a communal infrastructure beyond the level of the congregation. This was 

contrasted with the members purchasing new model cars and homes in the suburbs.  To 

this seeming paradox, the members of CTBE reasoned that God had blessed them for 

upholding the commandments; foremost the honoring the Sabbath and the paying of 

tithes and offerings.   During morning services members who had purchased cars or home 

would take part in a blessing ritual in which Bowen would display the keys to either a 

new car or home to the congregation and proclaim the favor the particular member had 

gained with the Eternal shown by the ability to buy a car or home.  The audience would 
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shout and cheer as the member walked up to the bimah to retrieve their keys from Bowen 

giving the Eternal praise for blessing their congregation’s members.  

     Bethelites constantly debated how black people could prosper without living by the 

“laws of the Eternal.”235   The wealth of megachurch leaders, athletes, entertainers and 

other successful African Americans was the subject to scrutiny to figure out how it was 

possible that these individuals who did not observe the Sabbath or holy days were able to 

be blessed. The question of ethnic suffering was constantly in the shadows of many 

discussions.  Bowen was fond of telling her congregation that the captivity of Israel 

would be over in 2019, a reference to the four hundred year anniversary of the first 

Africans arriving in Jamestown, Virginia.  She reasoned that the biblical passage of 

Genesis 15:13 was a biblical prophecy that foretold of black enslavement. It states: 

And he said unto Abram, Know of a surety that thy seed shall be a stranger in a 
land that is not theirs, and shall serve them; and they shall afflict them four 
hundred years. 
      

Bowen and other Israelites argue that this passage does not refer to Hebrew bondage in 

ancient Egypt but is a modern day description of the enslavement of black people in 

America.  They point out that according to Bible that they Hebrews were not in Egypt for 

400 years and this prophecy must allude to another episode of Hebrew bondage which 

they have identified with American slavery.  Their answer to black suffering was that it 

was prophecy and was ordained by God.  For ten years this did not register an intellectual 

dissent from me, I accepted that black people were Hebrews and were in a captivity from 

which God would deliver them when they turned back to Him. 

                                                 
235      In an attempt to divorce Bethelite understandings from their holiness past, Dailey instituted the use of 
the word “Eternal” and “El” instead of the use of Lord and God which could be used to address Jesus.   
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      A seemingly totally unrelated incident would bring black theodicy into an unresolved 

situation in my spiritual life.  On August 29, 2005 as fall semester was just beginning, 

Hurricane Katrina made landfall in New Orleans, Louisiana.  The cataclysmic damage is 

now of historical record, yet it was the responses I saw on the part of my fellow Hebrew 

Israelites that shook me to my spiritual foundations and made me question my faith of the 

past ten years. 

     That Sabbath I attended CTBE as I had been for some time, and as was custom before 

the reading of the Torah in Hebrew, there was a brief discussion of the weekly reading 

which was Deuteronomy 11:26-16:17.  It was a review of the laws given by God to the 

Israelites in preparation for their entering the Promised Land among them was a 

command to destroy all pagan places and objects of worship, to worship God at one 

central cultic place, to follow only the true prophets of God, and to destroy all individuals 

and communities that seek to serve other gods.  An associate rabbi leading the Torah 

discussion immediately drew a connection between the laws against idolatry and the 

events that had happened during the week.  He declared to the audience that, “The 

Eternal is real and metes out punishment to those who ignores his commandments.”  

He couldn’t possibly be inferring what I thought he was, but sadly he confirmed my 

suspicion. He exclaimed to the congregants, 

“The people of New Orleans have discovered the all too real power of HaShem 
(God) and his displeasure with their Voodoo and other idolatrous and satanic 
practices”   

 
I was in shock and complete disbelief. I was thinking, “Didn’t he see the news reports? 

The videos of people on their roofs, the pictures of the Ninth Ward totally submerged 
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under water?  Was he really trying to blame Katrina on black people?”  I expected there 

to be a silence of non-approval to these suggestions, but instead I heard “Amens” and 

“Uh-hmms” showing agreement with the speaker’s point.  I went from shock and 

disbelief to outright disgust.  I had enough I had to say something. When I was 

recognized I commented: 

It’s hard to fathom the amount of irresponsibility in this line of thinking.  Instead 
of looking to scapegoat black folks and Vodun as its properly called, why don’t 
you look in the synagogue’s parking lot at all the urban assault vehicles (SUVs) 
you got parked outside contributing to global warming.  Anybody whose been 
paying attention to the news would know that more violent storms are being 
forecasted because of global warming.   This was not the work of God, but of 
humans, particularly humans who want to avoid responsibility for their actions 
towards the environment. Personally, I think God is more offended at the idolatry 
of SUVs than “voodoo dolls”.   

 
 The response was the silence of non-approval that I thought the rabbi would have 

received for his comments.  However, I knew I was up against an unsympathetic 

audience; I had indirectly challenged one of the assumptions of black theism, the 

omnipotence of God.  This wasn’t the first time my comments at Temple Bethel had run 

afoul of Black Jewish orthodoxy.  As Anthony Pinn has argued in response to the 

problem of evil, one only has three options and I had consciously chosen to limit the 

power of God rather than make God the source for suffering.  However, the congregants 

at Temple Bethel were fully committed to God remaining in control of black suffering 

and using Hurricane Katrina as his instrument of correction.  I had enough of the curses 

and angry God talk, at the conclusion of the Torah reading I left the morning service and 

did not return for several months.   
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     This episode at Congregation Temple Bethel presented “the curse” for what it really 

was: black theodicy in the form of deserved punishment.  The articulation of the 

continued ethnic suffering of African Americans as a result of a divine curse had finally 

become intellectually untenable to me as Hebrew Israelite.  I could no longer accept 

willfully that an all-good and all-powerful deity could decree such a punishment upon 

black people.  However, I was now outside the theological bounds of my religious 

tradition yet I could not understand why more Hebrew Israelites were unwilling to reject 

this answer to the problem of moral evil and ethnic suffering.  

The Hebrew Israelite Theodicy of Deserved Punishment: Black Judaism’s Response to 
Ethnic Suffering and Moral Evil. 

 
     For the remainder of this chapter I will engage in a close reading of several key texts 

in the Hebrew Israelite canon. All of these texts deal with the question of moral evil and 

ethnic suffering and they all provide the answer that I will refer to as the Hebrew Israelite 

theodicy of deserved punishment.   

     Hebrew Israelites maintain that African Americans cannot advance in American 

society because of a divine punishment.  Therefore, the racism and oppression that black 

people face is a result of divine decree. The most reasonable question to such a statement 

should be “Why? What did black people do to deserve such a punishment such as 

enslavement and racial oppression?”  For an answer to that question, first let us turn to 

the words of Cohane Michael Ben Levi, he states: 

Unknown to most Black folks, is the fact that the Maker of Heaven and Earth has 
been the spiritual force working against them as a people.  He has prevented any 
successful attempt on their part to unite as a people. He has also stood against us 
to defeat and frustrate every enterprise undertaken by us to organize ourselves 
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into a viable nation...The NAACP, SNCC and all numerous other individuals or 
united efforts, all failed because none were approved by the Creator, who had not 
yet satisfied His will to punish us as a people. Each one also fell short of the 
truth about, who we are, who our God is, what requirements are for our 
return to Him and His return to us [emphasis mine].  In fact our struggles for 
liberation in Africa, the Caribbean, the Americas and elsewhere in the diaspora, 
throughout history will reveal that we have a long line of failures trying to achieve 
nationhood under the banner of anything outside of our true identity of Israel.236 

 
According to Ben Levi the answer is clear, black people have disobeyed the laws of God 

and the result is the “captivity” of the western hemisphere.  Also in this passage, Ben 

Levi mentions the three pillars of Black Judaism: identity, deity, and religious duty.  His 

statement reveals that he believes God is actively (not simply withdrawing from human 

affairs) opposing black unity until three conditions are met.  Ben Levi’s proposes an 

answer that is reminiscent of the Hebrew prophets lamenting the woes of the wayward 

Judeans.  His use of the biblical notion of “deserved punishment” is purposeful in 

rhetorical intent.  Ben Levi wants his readers to see themselves in the same vein as the 

Judeans of the 6th century BCE.  Finally his answer does not single out whites as the sole 

inflictors of black suffering. He states: 

The oppressors of Israelites were not always Europeans/Euro-gentiles…Whether 
among Blacks in the East or Whites in the West, prophetically the nations of the 
world have been the instrument used by God to accomplish His will to punish 
Israel and destroy our nationhood. 
Israelites who seek justice today and believe God is Just, especially those who 
still inhabit lands on the continent of Africa today, should ask the question, “Why 
did this happen to us, and why not other people?”  The answer is in the history of 
the Old Testament, believe it or not. 237 
 

Ben Levi discusses white supremacy as a continuation or a new dispensation of 

punishment for Israelites. In keeping with a bibliocentric understanding of history, he 

                                                 
236      Ben Levi, Israelites and Jews, 6. 
237      Ben Levi, Israelites and Jews, 7. 
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views the rise of anti-black racism only in response to its usefulness in serving as God’s 

chastening rod.  He directs readers to the Old Testament in response to the question of 

“Why?” Ben Levi like other Hebrew Israelite writers regard the identification of blacks 

with the biblical Israelites as axiomatic, it simply requires the proper hermeneutic to see 

that blacks have lost their true identity.      

Deuteronomy 28 

     At the center of the Hebrew Israelite theodicy of deserved punishment is an exegesis 

of Deuteronomy 28th chapter. The verses of particular importance begin at verse fifteen 

and continue to the end of the chapter.  In each of the following texts, Deuteronomy 28th 

is discussed in detail.  Rudolph Windsor divides the curses into five categories: 

worldwide dispersal, economic, physical and biological, psychological, and identity.  I 

will use Windsor’s categories as I outline the responses to Deuteronomy 28th chapter. 

Worldwide Dispersal.   
     The first category, worldwide dispersal is the central theme because it raises the 

problem of moral evil and ethnic suffering in Black Hebrew thought.  It is the Middle 

Passage, the dislocation both physically and mentally of millions of Africans into the 

New World which raises the question of black theodicy, why do blacks suffer if God is 

good?  This act of moral evil requires explanation for African Americans who accept the 

idea of a benevolent deity in control of the universe.  The Middle Passage and its 

subsequent consequences (enslavement, racial discrimination, and anti-Black racism) 

make ethnic suffering the most intractable theological issue in Black Religion; it is a 

historical episode that requires theological explanation.  Black Religion as a plurifaith has 
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responded in primarily in a uniform manner by asserting various forms of redemptive 

suffering.  They argue that the Middle Passage although a horrendous evil is redemptive 

in its nature and will consequently lead to the redemption of humanity.    Take note of the 

following responses by Israelite writers; I will provide the proof text which will be 

followed by an exegesis of the passages: 

 41Thou shalt beget sons and daughters, but thou shalt not enjoy them; for they 
shall go into captivity.  
 
64And the LORD shall scatter thee among all people, from the one end of the earth 
even unto the other; and there thou shalt serve other gods, which neither thou nor 
thy fathers have known, even wood and stone.  68And the LORD shall bring thee 
into Egypt again with ships, by the way whereof I spake unto thee, Thou shalt see 
it no more again: and there ye shall be sold unto your enemies for bondmen and 
bondwomen, and no man shall buy you. 

Rudolph Windsor: Moses and many of the Hebrew prophets predicted worldwide 
dispersal, captivity, and slavery for the African Hebrews because of the violation 
of the laws of God…It was the African Hebrew Israelite tribes who were taken by 
force from the West African coast and brought to South, Central, and North 
America as slaves….The African Hebrew people were carried as slaves to 
Europe, Asia, North and South America, and even to the islands of the 
seas…According to the predictions of the African Hebrew prophets, the original 
Israelites were to have gone into captivity and slavery (Deuteronomy 28:32, 
Lamentations 1:3, and Joel 1:3).  The only people who were brought as slaves to 
the United States or to any other place in the western hemisphere were African 
Hebrews.  The rest of the Europeans came her as immigrants of their own free 
will; therefore, they do not fulfill the Bible prophecy, nor do they qualify to be 
called the original Hebrews, but they can be converts to the Hebraic religion and 
culture.238 

Moses Farrar: Our race is in great trouble and distress; we find no ease wherever 
we go.  Only God can bring our redemption and salvation.  The prophecy says 
that we would come into Egypt again by ships (author’s emphasis): the Western 
Hemisphere where we were scattered is “the second Egypt,” and we arrived by 
ships. Others bought and sold us, and we bought and sold each other to our 
enemies.  No man shall intercede on behalf of the people of African ancestry 
except he is sent by God Almighty Himself to lift our people worldwide out of the 
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horrible pit of degradation. The only way out is through God, His Commandments 
and the teaching of His prophets. 

First note that both Windsor and Farrar repeat the charge of disobedience by blacks as the 

cause of their dispersal.  Secondly, they stress to the reader that this dispersal was 

foretold or prophesied by God, so implicitly they regard this events as the work of God 

who had foreknowledge of black suffering.  Farrar proposes that only “God Almighty 

Himself” can alleviate black suffering.  Farrar adds an additional proof text from the New 

Testament to his formulation of worldwide dispersal.  He cites the words of Jesus to 

strengthen his argument. He quotes Luke 21:20-24. It states: 

20And when ye shall see Jerusalem compassed with armies, then know that the 
desolation thereof is nigh.  21Then let them which are in Judaea flee to the 
mountains; and let them which are in the midst of it depart out; and let not them 
that are in the countries enter thereinto.  22For these be the days of vengeance, that 
all things which are written may be fulfilled.  23But woe unto them that are with 
child, and to them that give suck, in those days! for there shall be great distress in 
the land, and wrath upon this people.  24And they shall fall by the edge of the 
sword, and shall be led away captive into all nations: and Jerusalem shall be 
trodden down of the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles be fulfilled 
(emphasis mine). 

Farrar explains the verses as follows :   

These five simple verses, though not nearly as verbal as the prophecy of 
Moses in Deuteronomy 28, hold a very important clue as to how 
thousands of descendents of the ancient Hebrew-Israelites became 
inhabiters (sic) of the New World…Thousands fell by the sword (Luke 
20:24, first part). Fleeing for their lives, many thousands more escaped 
into various countries of Asia and Africa. Still running for their lives from 
the onslaught of the Roman sword, thousands went into Africa, some 
crossing the Sahara Desert, and settling in various countries of the Mother 
Continent. Many years passed over, and West Africa, eventually became 
the home of not a few of the descendants of the Israelites who were driven 
out of Jerusalem.  Wherever they settled they continued their Hebrew 
customs and traditions…The Jews who had lived in West Africa for more 
than 1,400 years were caught up, along with many other African tribes, in 
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the Slave Trade of the 14th, 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries.  Thus the 
prophecy of Moses in Deuteronomy 28 and the prophecy of Jesus in Luke 
21 were fulfilled when the posterity of ancient Israel were lead away 
captive into rigorous slavery and sold to their enemies for bondsmen and 
bondswomen.239 

Here Farrar weaves a historical narrative that runs from the Jewish Wars of the 1st 

century CE to the advent of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade.  The historical veracity of 

this narrative is not the focus; for the narrative is cited as an article of faith in the same 

manner as the Exodus, the Resurrection of Christ, or the Mi’raj (the Night Ride of 

Prophet Muhammad) meaning while they occur in the historical realm and not the mythic 

past, the verification or non-verification is not necessary for its adherents to maintain 

faith.  So what are the theological implications of this narrative that Farrar presents?  It is 

to establish a historical precedent for a Jewish presence in West Africa. But that seems to 

go against the earlier claim of historical verification; however that is not the case.  

Hebrew Israelites must articulate their faith within the historical realm even if they are 

appealing to mythologized versions of the past.  A parallel can be seen by the amount of 

detail the writers of the Torah or the Gospels introduce into their narratives for the 

purposes of displaying the power of God to enter into the flow of history.  I argue that 

Hebrew Israelites are engaging in the same practice, they reconstructing an African 

Jewish past that God disrupts with the act of dispersal.  

      Cohane Michael Ben Levi also historicizes this prophecy; he dedicates an entire 

chapter of his book, Israelite and Jews: The Significant Difference to the problem of 

slavery.  Chapter Four is entitled “The Atlantic Slave Trade”  

                                                 
239      Moses Farrar, The Deceiving of the Black Race, 45-48. 
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At this juncture, we will show that the people taken in the “Atlantic Slave Trade” 
or “Middle Passage,” to the New World, were and still are descendents of that 
ancient Hebrew Israelite nation and people.  Thus revealing the hidden or missing 
link in the historical past of the people now known as Negroes, located in parts of 
Africa, Asia, Europe, Australia, the Caribbean, Central, North and South 
America, as well as, many remote places throughout the earth.240 

In his exegesis on Deuteronomy 28:68, Levi posits a familiar refrain: 

In the simplest terms this metaphor is saying, that Israel would go into slavery; 
similar to the cruelty of Egypt.  The statement that no man shall buy you, simply 
means no one would free us, that only God of Israel would ultimately grants us 
our freedom…Israel attempted to avoid their inevitable fate, worldwide dispersal, 
by fleeing into West Africa. However, we were taken into the western hemisphere 
via the Atlantic Slave Trade.  No longer were we to be identified as a nation of 
Israelites, but instead as a nonentity called Negroes,241 

Ben Levi takes his explanation a step further; he argues that West Africa was an attempt 

to escape divine punishment which only leads to the eventual and already prophesied 

dispersal through which “the LORD shall bring thee into Egypt again with ships”.  On 

this point it is essential for the purposes of prophecy to “fit” black people that they were 

transported on ships into slavery.  As is often pointed out, Egypt shares a common land 

border with the land of Israel, therefore the need to be “shipped” to Egypt is thought of as 

unnecessary.  Although, late classical and medieval Jewish exegetes identified this verse 

with the Roman occupation of Judaea, the verse lent itself to an interpretation that 

foretold the Middle Passage.  This is obviously aided by a previous identification of 

American bondage as “Egypt” in the African American religious vocabulary. 

     In a similar fashion Rudolph Windsor acknowledges that the original context of 

Deuteronomy 28th chapter was most likely the Babylonian conquest of Judea in the sixth 
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century BCE, however, he proposes that the verses represent a double (or even triple) 

prophecy. He states:  

This prophecy applies to the period when the city of Jerusalem was besieged by 
the Babylonians, Greeks, and Romans, It refers to the extreme famine disease, and 
destruction that ensued in this city. However, scholars are aware that there is 
duality and triplicity in prophecy.  This prophecy applies to the life that Afro-
Americans suffer in the cities of America and similar places.  Just think of the 
plight in the black ghetto and you know what I mean.  Our ancestors were not 
only cursed in the fields of Israel…, but were cursed in the fields in the South 
right after the Civil War.242 
 

This is a common hermeneutical device in Hebrew Israelite interpretation, the dual 

prophecy. Dual prophecies are not unique to Hebrew Israelite interpretation, Christian 

proof text are replete with dual prophecies.  The dual prophecy also serves the purpose of 

legitimizing expected liberation through past acts of liberation.  This addresses the issue 

raised by William Jones who argues that black Christians had not identified an exaltation 

event to justify their hope in a future liberation.  Hebrew Israelites, however, argue by 

virtue of their “ancestral ties” to their Israelite forbears that it is legitimate to expect 

liberation as a consequence of their repentance.  

Economic Curses.  
     The second category in this theodicy is that of economic curses. The suffering of 

African Americans economically requires that Hebrew Israelites address this 

theologically.  The failed promises of Reconstruction and the search for a “Promised 

Land” in conjunction with the formative economic relations between whites and blacks in 

the South had a profound impact on how Hebrew Israelites attempted to frame the issue 
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of economic justice. Each writer identifies the oppressive conditions of the late 19th 

century and early 20th century as the relevant point of concern. 

     Urbanization along with immigration forms the rest of the economic dilemma for 

Hebrew Israelites.  Each writer believes that each succeeding immigrant groups is 

successful in accessing the American Dream while Hebrew Israelites experience what 

Malcolm X called an “American Nightmare.”  Consider the following passages: 

Rudolph Windsor: This forty-third verse is a very relevant prophecy for our day; 
it means that foreigners or other races that live in the same country or city as the 
African Hebrews will rise up the social ladder higher than African Hebrews, and 
as a collective people, we find this very true from South America to North 
America.  “He [the stranger] shall be the head, and thou shall be the tail” 
(Deuteronomy 28:44) – The stranger who just recently came to this country will 
prosper to a great degree in his new business; this will enable him to lend us 
money, but we will not be able to lend money to anybody else…and the majority 
of blacks are still on the bottom of the socioeconomic scale; they are “the tail.”  
Many of them are suffering from more curses than are written in this book; not 
only are recent strangers placed in the position to lend them money, but many of 
these strangers even deny blacks mortgage loans.243  

 
Moses Farrar: Europeans and Asians come to this country and get ahead in a very 
short time, opening businesses and receiving great recognition.  We as a people 
are still at the bottom of the barrel and “are the tail.”  Our foreparents worked the 
field in hunger, thirst and near nakedness- just a piece of cloth around their loins- 
and were treated worse than animals.”…As swift as the eagle flieth” (v. 49): the 
symbol of the United States is the eagle; their countenance was fierce, and we did 
not understand their tongue.  They had no mercy on the old or the young.  
We have experienced an ongoing lack of prosperity as a people, constantly 
oppressed, no one has come to our rescue.  The slavemasters laid (sic) with our 
mothers, wives, and daughters; land and cattle have been taken away, especially 
in the South, even during post-slavery years.  As we helplessly looked on, our 
sons and daughters were sold to another people.  Nations who we knew not went 
into western and southern Africa and possessed all their natural resources and 
wildlife. 244 

 
 

                                                 
243      Windsor, 73, 74. 
244      Farrar, 44. 
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Cohane Michael Ben Levi: In America as aliens migrate into the country they 
continue to rise higher and higher above us, while we sink lower and lower, 
crying out for more civil rights.  Many of the rights gained only a few years ago 
are being reversed today.245 

 
      The identification of immigrant groups “rising  above” Blacks in northern urban areas 

is interpreted as another aspect of the “deserved punishment” proposing the idea of divine 

punishment as a fitting explanation for African Americans’ economic woes.  The 

transgenerational economic situation of African Americans lends itself to this 

interpretation of black life.  Although Hebrew Israelite recognize individuals who have 

accumulated wealth, it is their analysis of the masses of black people which requires them 

to posit a divine origin to the economic woes of an entire community.     

Physical and Biological Curses.   
     The third category is physical and biological curses, it refers to the biological and 

health conditions of African Americans.  Israelite authors offer the following proof text 

of Deuteronomy 28:27. It states: 

27The LORD will smite thee with the botch of Egypt, and with the emerods, and 
with the scab, and with the itch, whereof thou canst not be healed.  
 

Windsor interprets this passage by stating: 
 

Emerods are another name for boils, scabs are dried up sores that protrude from 
the skin.  The disease that they feared most on the slave ships was small pox, 
because the doctors had no way of curing it until the end of the eighteenth 
century. As the prophet Moses had predicted, the botch, itches, and emerods, and 
scabs certainly infected these African Hebrews so that they could “not be healed”. 
 
Cohane Michael Ben Levi: In the verses in Deuteronomy, we are told that disease 
and sickness and defeat will be our portion and it is so. Millions of Black people 
in the West Indies, North America and parts of Africa die from diseases as a result 
of poor diet, unsanitary health conditions and unwholesome sexual habits...Yet 

                                                 
245      Ben Levi, 11. 
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when we examine Israelite history we can clearly see that these curses have 
pursued and clung to our people.246 

 
    The physical health of African American lends itself to theological concern as well.  It 

did not go unnoticed by Israelite authors that historically and contemporarily, blacks rank 

higher than their neighbors in morbidity rates in a number of disease categories.  

However, it is in the area of physical health that some Hebrew Israelites have asserted a 

more humanocentric view, although it is still tied to the notion of adherence to the Bible.   

     In response to the “physical curses”, Hebrew Israelites argue for healthier lifestyle 

choices amongst African Americans. Sects such as the Kingdom of Yah (KOY) and other 

smaller camps teach vegetarianism and veganism to their congregants and advocate for 

overall healthier lifestyles to combat the consequences of “the curse”.  This act of 

humanocentric agency can be attributed to the ability of Hebrew Israelites to control their 

food consumption whereas the previous two themes represent larger external systems of 

oppression.      

Psychological Curses.   
     The fourth category of the theodicy of deserved punishment is psychological curses.  

This is an attempt to explain the psychological trauma that African Americans have faced 

at the hands of anti-Black racism.  It does not escape our writers notice that the mental 

damage created by enslavement and years of Jim Crow segregation have taken their toll 

on African Americans.  This too represents vestiges of Yahweh’s unbending resolve to 

bring blacks back to their true identity and god.  The proof texts cited is as follows:  

                                                 
246      Ben Levi, 9. 
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Deuteronomy 28:28The LORD shall smite thee with madness, and blindness, and 
astonishment of heart:  29And thou shalt grope at noonday, as the blind gropeth in 
darkness, and thou shalt not prosper in thy ways: and thou shalt be only oppressed 
and spoiled evermore, and no man shall save thee. 
 
65And among these nations shalt thou find no ease, neither shall the sole of thy 
foot have rest: but the LORD shall give thee there a trembling heart, and failing of 
eyes, and sorrow of mind:  66And thy life shall hang in doubt before thee; and 
thou shalt fear day and night, and shalt have none assurance of thy life: 67In the 
morning thou shalt say, Would God it were even! and at even thou shalt say, 
Would God it were morning! for the fear of thine heart wherewith thou shalt fear, 
and for the sight of thine eyes which thou shalt see. 

 

Windsor explains and interprets the emotional trauma of living in an anti-Black racist 

society and the lack of sanctuary from such oppression. Considering the following 

statement: 

This verse is a very profound verse [referring to Deuteronomy 28:28] when you 
reflect on its deep meaning.  It refers to the severe suffering and agony that the 
Afro-Israelites would endure in their land of persecution. 
 
Many slaves suffered insanity, madness and hysteria when they saw the 
slavemasters beat, rape, kill, and sell their loved ones. Although President Lincoln 
promulgated the emancipation of the slaves in 1863 and the federal government 
promised protection for the freeman, the Ku Klux Klan emerged to terrorize, 
intimidate, and kill the Afro-Israelites (“thy life shall hang in doubt before thee”) 
The prophetical (sic) curses were proclaimed by Moses and they shall continually 
plague us until we return to our God.247 

 
Windsor identifies black history as an Afro-Israelite experience; he even transposes Afro-

Israelite for black in his explanation of the passage. He offers a rhetorical pun on the 

verse “hang in doubt before thee” referencing the evils of lynching by white supremacist 

groups such as the Ku Klux Klan.  Once again, he proffers the solution to this type of 

psychological trauma: a “return to God”.  None of our authors ever brings into question 

the goodness of God or the possibility that the suffering and emotional trauma faced by 
                                                 
247      Windsor, 82-84. 
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black people could be the result of anything but the refusal of African Americans to 

“repent” of their sin of not recognizing the God of Israel. 

Identity Curses.  
     The last category of the theodicy of deserved punishment is perhaps most important 

for purposes of this study.  Hebrew Israelites believe by virtue of disobedience to the 

laws of God that they have had their “true” identity stripped from them and have suffered 

the fate of mis-identity. The curse of mis-identity has resulted in a constant search for 

one’s true identity.  Once again our authors raise the possibility that the stripping of 

African American sense of self was not simply a consequence of a racist chattel slavery 

system but was the final step in the complete divine debasement of black people.  Take 

note of the following passages: 

Rudolph Windsor: The word identity refers to a people’s nationality, culture, 
history, and language; a people get its nationality and language from the nation to 
which they belong.  Of all the nationalities in America, black Americans are the 
only ethnic group that is not called by its true national name.  We see here that 
black Americans lack a nationality. Why? The reason is that the Lord God of 
Heaven and Earth has permitted the enemies of the African Judean to take away 
our true nationality.  Do we have proof of this? Yes! We do. “They have said, 
Come and lets us cut them off from being a nation; that the name of Israel will be 
no more in remembrance” (Psalm 83:4-5)248 

 
Cohane Michael Ben Levi: We have become a byword and a proverb: negroes, 
Blacks, Cons, Jet, Sambo, Nigger, Afro-American, West Indian and the like.  Our 
true name and identification, Israelite, has been removed by God through our 
enslavement among foreign peoples.249 
Unknown to most Africans or African Americans is the fact that our abandonment 
of our Israelite culture made it possible for Jews to claim it as their own.  The 
ignorance which today blankets many people of African descent about (our) true 
history and culture does not permit them (us) to read the words in the scriptures 
and relate them to their (our) ancestors and cultural inheritance.250 

                                                 
248      Ibid, 75. 
249      Ben Levi, 11. 
250      Ben Levi, 18. 
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     From a close reading of these passages first we see that the writers do not consider 

“black” and “African American” to be authentic representations of their identity.  

Windsor identifies “nationality, culture, history, and language “as the essential aspects of 

identity. He then makes the argument that blacks are without a nationality, which 

connects them to a “nation” meaning a discrete territorial landmass.  We are reminded of 

Long’s assessment that Black Religion must respond to the sense of landlessness 

experienced by black people. Windsor like his fellow authors reject the racial designation 

of “black” because it lacks a territorial signifier.  Hebrew Israelites are not alone in this 

assessment; the very term “African American” is a response to the lack of an ethnic 

signifier in the previous nomenclature used to identify people of African descent in the 

American society.251 

      According to Ben Levi “nigger” and “coon” are categorized along with “black” 

“Afro-American” and “West Indian” as indicators of mis-identity.  Ben Levi provides the 

answer to the problem of black mis-identity.  Black people are not identified properly 

because they “abandoned” their true identity of ‘Israelite”.  He does not identify whether 

this “abandonment” by black people, occurred prior or during the “captivity” of the New 

World. This also provides an answer to another issue for Hebrew Israelites, the question 

being “Why black people aren’t recognized as the lost tribes of Israel if the prophecies 

only fit them and why does the world recognize white Jews as the descendants of the 

biblical Israelites?”   The authors argue that willful ignorance on behalf of the “cursed” 

allows this to occur without redress by the God of the Bible.   Secondly, the “nations” 
                                                 
251      John Baugh, “Changing Terms of Self-Reference Among American Slave Descendants”, in Out of 
the Mouths of Slaves, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999), 86-87. 
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have conspired to prevent black people from returning to their true ethno-religious 

identity.  

     Third, according to our authors the inability of blacks to articulate a single ethnic 

name is a result of “the curse”.   If the Middle Passage raises the question of black 

theodicy, then the complexity of blackness is at its root.  For Hebrew Israelites just as 

with their Black Religion counterparts, the need to find a unifying sense of blackness is 

of the upmost concern to their existential circumstances.  The need for a singular black 

identity such as the Black Church, the Tribe of Shabazz, the Moorish Americans, or in 

this case Hebrew Israelite allows liberation to be singular exodus-like event.  By 

removing the ‘messiness’ of the West African plurality of ethnicities and reducing all 

West Africans captives into a singular ethno-religious identity liberation is viewed as a 

historical possibility.  

     The processes that produced Black Judaism are internal and at the deep structure of 

African American culture.  African Americans are attempting to articulate a sacred 

identity along with their secular selves.  This is why the Exodus trope finds nearly 

universal resonance in Black Religion. 252  Therefore the significance of the “identity 

curse” is the prevention of Blacks finding their sacred selves which Hebrew Israelites 

argue is essential to achieving their liberation.   

     The discussion of mis-identity reveals much about the nature of theodicy of deserved 

punishment.  Hebrew Israelites advocate a liberation theology based on what I will refer 

                                                 
252      I say “nearly universal” because some embodiments of Black Religion reject the bibliocentric 
Exodus trope. Particularly those with marked Afrocentric conceptions of the Bible such as the Ausar Auset 
Society which consciously argues against identifying with the Israelites vis-a-vis the Egyptians. 
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to using the words of Rabbi James Hodges “salvation through identity.253  This final 

curse is the first curse according to Hebrew Israelites that must be broken for black 

people to liberate themselves from the debilitating effects of the exile, economic, 

physical, and psychological oppression to which they have become victims.  As a type of 

‘original sin’, Hebrew Israelites assert that with the acknowledgement of their true 

identity (Israel) they will be able to reclaim their true place in God’s plan.   

    Hebrew Israelites, therefore, are arguing for a form of black choseness through their 

suffering which ultimately serves as another example of black liberation based on 

redemptive suffering.  For Hebrew Israelites these forms of suffering continue not 

because of white supremacy and anti-black racism but because of blacks’ refusal to 

recognize their true identity as the chosen people of God, therefore God will intensify the 

suffering until blacks abandon all other ethno-religious and secular identities.  The five 

categories of ethnic suffering and moral evil which have been identified and articulated 

by Hebrew Israelites requires that we confront the issues present in all black theodicies: 

the possibility that Black Judaism propagates a form of divine racism.  In the next section 

I will discuss the inadequacy of deserved punishment as an answer to moral evil and 

ethnic suffering 

The Inadequacy of a Theodicy of Deserved Punishment 

     As the previous section have shown, Black Hebrews answer the question of ethnic 

suffering and moral evil with the response that African Americans are the culprit in a 

cosmic drama that has resulted in their enslavement and oppression.   They also provide 
                                                 
253      Home Page-House of Israel Temple of Faith, http://www.houseofisraeltempleoffaith.org/Index.html, 
Accessed March 3, 2011. 
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the curative measure by which to end this oppression through a three-fold belief in the 

right god, right identity, and right religion.  This form of redemptive suffering stipulates 

that God loves black people (Israel) so he punishes them until they repent and reclaim 

their lost identity and help usher in a messianic era.  This messianic era will represent the 

return of African-Edenic civilization to the world which will fulfill the prophecies of the 

Bible. 

     By raising the issue of deserved punishment as a possible theodicy, Black Hebrews 

have necessarily opened the door to the charge to divine racism.  They must demonstrate 

that their construction of the problem of evil and the situation of black suffering can only 

be the result of divine punishment because they are the chosen of God in lieu of possible 

theological interpretations.   By arguing that God has identified with black people 

through their “true” identity of Israel, they have put forth the argument that God has an 

“in-group” and ‘out-group” theologically to which they affirm they represent the “in-

group” by virtue of their suffering.   

     As with black Christian liberation theologians, Hebrew Israelites have not considered 

the multievidentiality of black suffering in regards to black identity liberation theology.   

It could equally be argued that black people do not suffer as result of their chosen status 

of Israel but because of some other factor such as the classic theological assertion of the 

“Curse of Ham” which has been used to justify the oppression of black people. 

     The Hebrew Israelite theodicy of deserved punishment is rooted in an eschatological 

reckoning with black suffering.  Black Hebrews have tied the end of black suffering to a 

redemptive process that has the following elements: 
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1. The ingathering of lost tribes back to the land of Israel (depending on the 
particular sect this may include non-black “lost tribes” as well). 

2. Retributive justice for the enemies of the “true” Israelites.  
3. Africa is restored to former glory 

 However, for this process to commence, it must be demonstrated that Yahweh is pleased 

with black people adoption of him as their deity, adoption of Israel as their identity, and 

adherence to the laws of the Bible to Yahweh’s satisfaction.   These are simply untenable 

prerequisites for black liberation for it places the entire onus of liberation on black people 

through a set of requirements that lack the tools for measurement.  As Jones identifies in 

other theodicies of deserved punishment there is a lack of “precise tabulation of the sins 

of the forefather”.254     

Hebrew Israelite Torah Observance as a form of Quiteism 

     Hebrew Israelites assert that white racism is simply the tool of oppression used by 

God to teach wayward blacks (Israelites) a lesson.  So the question becomes is it right to 

fight against racial oppression if Yahweh has decreed it, and is it wrong to hold white 

responsible for any acts of moral evil committed in their dispensing of justice on behalf 

of God? This can lead to the problem of quietism on the part of Hebrew Israelites even as 

they pursue reclaiming their identity, worshipping the “right” God and seeking to adhere 

to the laws of Bible.  It can be argued that this emphasis on the three pillars has stifled the 

ability of Hebrew Israelites to develop a social justice agenda.  Whereas the Black 

Church is synonymous with the Civil Right movement and Malcolm X and indirectly the 

Nation of Islam were catalysts for Black Power, Black Judaism has not advanced a 

religiously-based social justice movement for the benefit of the African American 
                                                 
254      Jones, Is God a White Racist? 130. 
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community as a whole.  The closest any Hebrew Israelite sect comes to addressing the 

needs of the African American community is the African Hebrew Israelites of the 

Kingdom of Yah whose veganism program addresses the health issues of the black 

community.  Ultimately it can be argued that the theodicy of deserved punishment has 

prevented the opportunity for there to be a Hebrew Israelite-led social justice movement. 

     The argument for a theodicy of deserved punishment should be a cause of concern for 

its proponents, for it involves the perpetuity of black suffering for proper and prophetic 

identification as Israelites.   As has been shown Hebrew Israelite identity is asserted 

through a series of prophecies.  The consequence is that Hebrew Israelites positively 

assert their identity based on the negative consequences of blackness.  The Hebrew 

Israelite theodicy of deserved punishment requires African Americans be in state of 

oppression to positively identify them as the chosen of God.  It is the ability to “uniquely 

fit” the prophetic curses that calls for the continued oppression of black people. This 

conclusion is unacceptable for a functional religious community that seeks liberation as 

its goal. It begs the question, “How does one identify the true children of Israel if black 

folk are prosperous in society?”  If African Americans are on par economically, socially, 

and politically with all other ethnic and racial groups in America what becomes of the 

rationale for claiming that black people are chosen?  Would choseness shift to a new 

oppressed class of Americans?  And if black advancement takes place without the 

prerequisite of identification with Israel, Yahweh, and Torah would this nullify the 

Hebrew Israelite tradition?   
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    Concurrent with identity through redemptive suffering is assertions of reclaimed 

Israelite identity.   The relationship between “lost identity” and identity through suffering 

is circular.  The belief that blacks are Israelites is confirmed through prophecy. The belief 

that prophecy reveals black’s true identity is confirmed through beliefs that blacks are 

lost Hebrews.   While circular reasoning is not unique to Black Judaism, it still has the 

effect of perpetuating a type of quietism in regards to black suffering.  Every new 

oppressive condition can be reasoned as an attempt by God to chastise black people back 

to their true identity.  

Confronting History in Black Judaism 

     So far I have suspended claims of historicity in Black Judaism which involve its belief 

in ancient Israelite ancestry. However, the assertion of Israelite heritage by Black 

Judaism opens the door to questions of historical veracity regarding Hebrew Israelite 

claims of descent.  Hebrew Israelites maintain that history confirms their claims to 

Hebrew descent which forms the basis for their appeal that they are wayward Israelites 

who have lost their identity.    If we accept historically, that Judaic and Hebraic 

migrations to West Africa occurred and it is a reasonable assumption that West Africans 

with Hebrew ancestry were among the captives transported to the western hemisphere 

this should not be the basis of a New World Jewish identity.  If we accept that Jewish 

slaveholding in western hemisphere created both de facto and de jure Africana Jewish 

individuals not communities, this should be recognized but this also should not be the 

basis of Hebrew Israelite identity.  The historical approach is fraught with legitimate 

genealogically problems which have been skirted with appeals to ahistorical arguments 
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such as only Hebraic Africans being the victims of the Maafa.  This assertion is itself an 

anti-African belief denying the historical experiences of African ethnic groups who do 

not have Hebraic ancestry. 

Deserved Punishment as Anthropological Poverty   

     The problem of black theodicy has created a crisis in Hebrew Israelite ethno-religious 

identity and belief.  Implicitly, Black Hebrew ethno-religious identity suffers from the 

problem of a deficient theological anthropology.   According to Englebert Mveng African 

“beingness” is subjugated and made inferior as the “anthropological poverty of African 

people”.   The use of the term “anthropological poverty” is used to describe the religious 

debasement of African American identity.  According to Mveng, “It consists in 

despoiling human beings not only what they have, but of everything that constitutes their 

being and essence.”255 For Mveng anthropological poverty represents not only the 

consciousness of the oppressor but also of that of the oppressed.  It is the acceptance of 

the incompleteness of in this case African American being. I am appropriating Mveng 

term to describe the Hebrew Israelite acceptance of impoverished African American 

being. I argue that this is represented in the belief that black people are incomplete 

spiritually without the Hebrew Israelite identity. The acceptance of a cursed 

consciousness represents this belief that blackness is somehow deficient and requires 

spiritual completion.    

                                                 
255      Englebert Mveng, “Third World Theology-What Theology? What Third World?” 217 
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     The combination of the black theodicy and the poverty of black Hebrew anthropology 

has led to the problem of Black Judaism as a form of mis-religion.256  Mis-religion is the 

de-centering of African Americans by appeals to deficient theodicies and theological 

anthropologies.  Currently, Black Judaism in all of its denominational forms functions as 

a mis-religion by asserting that black people are incomplete until they accept their lost 

identity, lost God, and lost religious duty.   

Conclusion: Losing My Religion 

     In response to the theodicy of deserved punishment articulated by Black Judaism I 

realized I had a difficult choice before me. I could no longer accept the prospect of a 

silent God who demanded that black people return to a heritage that most were not aware 

of or face continued racial oppression.  Secondly, I also did not want to return to western 

historical Judaism as I no longer believed that I was a lost Jewish soul trying to find my 

way home.  Black Judaism no longer addressed the central question that it first answered 

back in the basement of Pinn Hall in 1994 of “Who am I” or put another way “What’s my 

name?”   

     For the first time in my life I understood what Malcolm X meant when he stated 

“before there was any such thing as a Christian or Jew we were black people.”  I no 

longer needed Black Judaism to tell me who I really was; I was simply black with all of 

the complexities of what that entails.  Without any grand announcement or proclamations 

I decided to leave Black Judaism and pursue a life based on the simple Yoruba proverb, 

                                                 
256      I am appropriating Carter G. Woodson’s notion of “miseducation”.  Although, Charles Long has also 
proposed the term mis-religion, whose work is integral to this study my use of “mis-religion” is not a result 
of Long’s usage. 
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“Good character (iwa pele) is sufficient armor against any unexpected happening in life. 

Anyone who wears it need fear nothing.”  

          In this chapter I introduced readers to the Hebrew Israelite theodicy of deserved 

punishment. In an attempt to maintain the belief in a benevolent deity and accept the 

reality of black suffering, Hebrew Israelites have constructed a response that argues 

blacks are in a state of cosmic wretchedness.  I also demonstrated the inadequacy of this 

theodicial explanation of black suffering and as the basis of Hebrew Israelite ethno-

religious identity.  By pointing out that Black Judaism rests on a foundation of 

anthropological poverty and inadequate theodicy I have identified Black Judaism as a 

form of mis-religion.  

     As a denomination of Black Religion, Black Judaism is in a state of mis-religion 

which proposes theological answers that do not advance the cause of liberation for 

African Americans. On the contrary, the acceptance of a theodicy of deserved 

punishment continues the oppression of black people without proposing a solution that 

does not depends on an eschatological reckoning.  In order for Black Judaism to move 

from mis-religion to a meaningful liberation discourse means restructuring Black Judaism 

away from the theodicy of deserved punishment to a theological understanding of the 

black experience that does not depend on black spiritual incompleteness.   The task of 

revision or gnosiological conversion is the task of the final chapter. 

 
 
 

 
 
 



229 
 

CHAPTER SIX 

OF A NEW FAITH OF THE FATHERS: TOWARDS A HUMANOCENTRIC BLACK 
JUDAISM 

 

Introduction 

     In this chapter I will propose a new orientation to Black Judaism.  In the previous 

chapter I engaged in a description of the contours of black theodicy with Black Judaism. 

The final task of this study is to offer a corrective to the theodicy of deserved punishment 

which requires me to engage in revision or gnosiological conversion.  As has been seen 

in the previous chapter, Black Judaism is animated by a belief in redemptive suffering 

that will only cease when African Americans recognize their true identity of Israel, their 

“true” god, Yahweh, and uphold the laws of the Torah.   I pointed out the flaws to this 

formulation of Hebrew Israelite ethno-religious identity construction as a form of black 

mis-religion.  The question before us is it possible to posit a Black Judaism which neither 

attempts to eradicate the African American self through rabbinization nor traps itself in a 

circular nihilism of scriptural legalism?  Is there a path for Black Judaism to uphold the 

goals of Black Religion (combat racism on divine terms) which does not retreat into a 

form of anthropological poverty?   In order to accomplish this task I will complete the 

task of gnosiological conversion.  William R. Jones explicates the process of 

gnosiological conversion as follows:  

1. The ideas and concepts that undergird oppression must be clearly isolated for 
study and criticism.  

2. The related and supporting ideas, myths, and other concepts that serve to 
justify the oppression must be identified.   

3. The removal of the oppression and its supporting set of ideas and system of 
justification. 
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     The previous chapter began this process as I identified the theodicy of deserved 

punishment with its interpretation of Deuteronomy 28th chapter as the supporting scaffold 

for this oppressive theodicial perspective.  In the remainder of this chapter I will propose 

a Black Judaism that rests on the foundation of humanocentric theism.  On this 

foundation I will propose a new articulation of the three pillars of Black Judaism which 

does not require the black suffering as a prerequisite for ethno-religious identity. 

Why Humanocentric Theism? 

     In their discussions of black theodicy, Anthony Pinn and William R. Jones present 

humanism as a possible option for the engagement with the problem of black suffering.  

Anthony Pinn concludes that theodicy in any form is not acceptable basis for Black 

Religion arguing that will eventually lead to a form of redemptive suffering.257  He 

advocates a “strong humanism” that does not use theodicy as a methodological tool and 

refuses to compromise with ethnic suffering.  William Jones, however, recognizes that 

the need to provide an internal critique means that one cannot dismiss black theism 

wholesale in constructing an answer to black theodicy.  Jones’ humanocentric theism 

addresses the concerns of black theism in regards to the problem of ethnic suffering.  

Jones outlines the essential tenets of humanocentric theism. 

1. Its affirmation of a delegated ontological status to man as co-creator of 
essential features of human existence 

2. Its emphasis upon the activity, choice, and freedom of man 
3. The reinterpretation of the concept of divine sovereignty and omnipotence.258 

 

                                                 
257      Pinn, Why Lord? 19. 
258      Jones, Is God A White Racist?, 193. 
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As a consequence of the exalted status of human freedom and choice is a restructured 

sense of God’s power.  Jones argues that God uses “divine persuasion” as a means of 

acting in human history.  God’s will is only done as far as he can persuade humans to 

follow his dictates in a non-coercive manner.   

     Therefore I argue that Black Judaism adopt the concept “divine persuasion” and the 

functional ultimacy of humanity.  By moving from a stance of strict divine omnipotence 

in which God must act on behalf of blacks as Israelites to bring about their liberation, it 

becomes the action of Hebrew Israelites themselves that will ultimately lead to their 

freedom from “captivity”.  In this theological system racism is not the result of God’s 

withdrawal or active chastisement of black people but the function of choices of other 

human beings whose power is not omnipotent.  It removes all vestiges of divine approval 

of black suffering. 

      Humanocentric theism also prevents another commonplace stance of Black Judaism, 

the quietist retreat from the oppressive conditions faced by African Americans by 

emphasizing religious duty as the means to bringing about liberation. By removing the 

tendency to accommodate moral evil and ethnic suffering through pursuing increased 

religious observance, Hebrew Israelite will be forced to pursue liberation through 

political engagement and agitation dictating by the prophetic voices of the Hebrew 

tradition.  It is humanocentric theism call for human not divine action which echoes 

Afrocentricity’s “victorious consciousness” which should replace the cursed 

consciousness presently engulfing Black Judaism.  
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     As Jones states the ultimate purpose of humanocentric theism is to “remove God from 

anybody’s side”.259  This means God is neither cosmic grudge keeper nor tarrying 

liberator.  Liberation depends ultimately on whether Hebrew Israelites are willing to 

remove the barriers to their own freedom from curse consciousness.  This also means, 

however, that liberation is not assured in an eschatological reckoning with black 

suffering. 

     The final contribution of humanocentric theism to Black Judaism is giving it the 

ability to engage the surrounding secular society that it finds itself in the 21st century.  In 

some ways, the lack of theological maturity has stifled the ability of Black Judasim to 

engage a whole set of issues relating to modern African American life such as gender and 

LGBT concerns.  While Hebrew Israelites may continue to regards these as external 

concerns of the Euro-gentile world the increasing diversity of black life requires that 

Black Judaism have a wider theological lens to engage the complexity of black life. 

    Black Judaism must also abandon its concept of choseness as a signifier of God’s 

unique favor.  Whereas, liberal movements of white rabbinic Judaism have grappled over 

the meaning of choseness in a post-modern multicultural context; Black Judaism has not 

engaged such discussions preferring to maintain notions of choseness that signify 

uniqueness or even spiritual superiority.  Any articulation of choseness must be devoid of 

considerations such as spiritual uniqueness or superiority.  A possible reconceptualization 

of choseness utilizes the metaphor of Orisha-devotion in which the orisha is the “head” 

of the devotee. In this case, Yahweh is the communal “head” of the Hebrew Israelites 

which signify the relationship between Yahweh and Hebrew Israelite community without 
                                                 
259      Ibid, 196. 
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denoting the exclusion of others.  This also serves as a corrective to the universal 

exclusivist monotheism that Black Judaism advocates.   

     Finally the belief in the eschatological salvation of blacks through a single libertory 

sequence must be abandoned whether in the form of an ‘exodus’ from North America, a 

cosmic battle of Armageddon led by angels in UFOs, or expired curse with a triumphant 

return to the land of Israel.  Hebrew Israelites should advocate for the humanity of black 

people in the present and in the land of their nativity not “captivity”. 

    To echo Jones’ response to the Black Church regarding the compatibility of 

humanocentric theism with its current belief system I assert that the fact that Black 

Judaism does not presently orient itself from a humanocentric perspective is not reason 

enough to disregard its corrective potential.  To continue the present theological tradition 

assures that Black Judaism will continue on its present course as a form of mis-religion 

for oppressed people. 

A Black Jewish Reformation 

     A reformed Black Judaism based on humanocentric theism must address two 

interrelated issues: the basis of ethno-religious identity and the purpose of Torah 

observance.  The first issue is the most salient because of the role of theodicy in its 

construction.  I propose a Hebrew Israelite ethno-religious identity which is not based on 

“reversion”, or halachic conversion, but on an organic covenant.  The organic covenant is 

based on the acceptance of the brit (agreement) of the Torah observance by virtue of the 

revelatory experience not of Moses and the Israelites at Sinai but of Crowdy, Ford, and 

Matthews.  By shifting the focus of identity away from “lost tribes” and ethnic suffering 
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as deserved punishment, to the organic experience of African Americans with the biblical 

text, Hebrew Israelites are able to affirm a Hebrew identity that is consistent with the 

goals of Black Religion (combating anti-Black racism on theological grounds).  Using the 

Nation of Islam as a model, although the NOI recognizes the revelation of Prophet 

Muhammad as authoritative, it is the revelation given to the Honorable Elijah 

Muhammad as the Messenger of Allah which forms the basis of this denomination of 

Black Religion.  It is the immediacy of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad message to 

black people which elevates his status within Black Religion.  In essence, Black Judaism 

has the opportunity to re-articulate Judaism based on black historical existence.   This 

was the direction that Prophet Crowdy, Prophet Cherry, and even Ben Ammi originally 

sought in that use of the symbols of Judaism.  The recognition of revelations to Israelite 

founders along with the acceptance of Yahweh as the orisha260 (spiritual head) of Black 

Hebrews, however must be careful not to slip to into displacement or dispensationalist 

theology that argue Black Hebrews are the “True Israel” which has replaced the old Israel 

(rabbinic Judaism and/or European Jewry).  This is already present in originalist claims 

of black Hebrews who assert that European Jew are imposters or converts and must be 

abandoned. 

     Secondly, Torah observance must become a method of orientation to lived experience 

but is not the key to black salvation or redemption.  I propose that Black Judaism  

abandon the rabbinic project in order to receive legitimation by western historical 

Judaism.  By rabbinic project I mean elevating the halakhah produced by western 

                                                 
260      My use of orisha is not to infer that Yahweh is a part of the Yoruba pantheon, but to introduce the 
term orisha as a conceptualization of multi-theistic deity, meaning that multiple religious communities 
worship a single deity without making exclusionist claims. 
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historical Judaism to the status of final authority and continue the process that began with 

the biblical text of tying proper observance to salvation.261  As historians of Black 

Judaism have pointed out, rabbinization occurred in proximity to white rabbinic Jews, 

and less as a result of organic ties to rabbinic Judaism in West Africa or through New 

World Jewish enslavement.   Black Rabbinic Judaism has produced a complex Black 

Jewish double-consciousness which has traditionally ended with the negation of the black 

experience.  As Torah-Only Hebrews have corrected pointed out, rabbinic Judaism was 

developed in a particular historical epoch that addressed the existential concerns of that 

Jewish community.  Black Judaism first and foremost is to speak to the existential 

concerns of African Americans which may or may not coincide with the concerns of what 

a second century Judeans faced under Roman occupation or the centuries of Christendom 

for European Jewry.   

      Finally, the issue of fundamentalism and sola scriptura that is prevalent is Messianic, 

Torah-Only, and Holiness sects of Black Judaism must be confronted.  The emphasis on 

sola scriptura is tied to the belief that liberation will result from a proper observance of 

biblical legislation. This tradition must be abandoned in favor a more liberal orientation 

to the idea of scripture that recognizes the human element in the production of holy writ.   

This does not mean a wholesale adoption of higher criticism and a replication of Reform 

Judaism, rather a return to the hermeneutics of suspicion that guided the earliest 

generation of African Americans who regarded the Bible as both a liberating text and as 

Elijah Muhammad once declared a “poison book”.   The Bible should be consulted along 

                                                 
261      This is not saying that African Americans should not convert to rabbinic Judaism.  This line of 
reasoning applies to the autonomous communities of Black Jews and Hebrew Israelite who practice Black 
Judaism.   
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with other sources of theological construction which are extra-biblical in nature such as 

the writings of the prominent sacred and secular thinkers, writers and artist of the African 

American expressive tradition.  I propose that Black Judaism adopt Anthony Pinn’s nitty 

gritty hermeneutic which does not compromise with black suffering and views with 

suspicion any theodical arguments which advocates redemptive suffering as a possible 

answer to the dilemma of black suffering.  A nitty-gritty hermeneutics chief concern is 

the “rawness” of black life and offering an interpretation which does not shy away its 

complex and often conflicting nature.  This would be a major reorientation towards Black 

Judaism as it would de-center the biblical text as the sole source for making sense out of 

black life however I believe it fundamentally necessary for any future Black Judaism.   

Conclusion 

     By proposing humanocentric theism as the basis for a gnosiological reconstruction of 

Black Judaism I have argued for a radical departure from its current foundation of black 

theodicy.   Humanocentric theism does not promise to lead to liberation but presents the 

opportunity to pursue liberation through the efforts of human action.  A reformation of 

Black Judaism offers a chance for Hebrew Israelites to free themselves of a cursed 

consciousness and begin articulating an ethno-religious identity based on the acceptance 

of human freedom.   

     In this study I presented the lived experiences of myself and other Hebrew Israelites to 

discuss the problem of moral evil and ethnic suffering.  Although, I no longer identify as 

a Hebrew Israelite this still represent an internal critique of the faith tradition.  I did not 

believe I could identify a problem of this level of importance without offering a series of 
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corrective measures. I believe that the discipline of African American Studies demands 

scholars not simply identify the problems that plague the black community but we offer 

solutions.  What I have attempted to do in this final chapter is offer a solution to those 

who Du Bois once declared were “bone of the bone and flesh of the flesh of them that 

live within the Veil.”  
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