
the black hebrews and the black christ
The Black Hebrews and the Black Christ have emerged as significant topics in discussions about
identity, spirituality, and cultural heritage among African American communities. This movement,
often referred to as the Black Hebrew Israelite movement, asserts that African Americans are the
true descendants of the biblical Israelites and emphasizes a unique interpretation of the Bible. In
this article, we will explore the historical context of the Black Hebrews, their beliefs, the concept of
the Black Christ, and the broader implications of these ideas in contemporary society.

Historical Context of the Black Hebrew Movement

The Black Hebrew Israelite movement has its roots in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
emerging during a time of significant racial oppression and social change in the United States.

Origins and Development

1. 19th Century Foundations: The movement began to take shape in the late 1800s, with figures
such as Frank Cherry and William Saunders Crowdy claiming that African Americans were the
descendants of the ancient Israelites. They sought to provide an alternative narrative to the
dominant Christian theology that often marginalized Black experiences.

2. Migration and Growth: As African Americans migrated from the rural South to urban centers in
the North during the Great Migration (1916-1970), the movement gained traction. Various sects
emerged, each with its interpretation of the Hebrew scriptures and the identity of Black people as
God's chosen people.

3. Nation of Islam Influence: The rise of the Nation of Islam in the 1930s and 1940s also played a
significant role in shaping Black identity and religious thought, influencing many Black Hebrews'
beliefs and practices.

Modern Day Expression

Today, the Black Hebrew movement is diverse, encompassing various groups with differing beliefs,
practices, and degrees of adherence to Jewish customs. Some of the most notable groups include:

- The Church of God and Saints of Christ: Founded by Crowdy, this group blends Christian practices
with Hebrew customs.
- The Israelite Church of God in Jesus Christ: This group emphasizes the belief that Jesus Christ is
the Black Messiah and follows a strict interpretation of the Old Testament.
- The Hebrew Israelite Community: A more recent offshoot that focuses on cultural and ethnic
identity while advocating for a return to traditional Hebrew customs.



Beliefs of the Black Hebrews

The beliefs of the Black Hebrews are varied and complex, but several core tenets unify the
movement.

The Chosen People

One of the main beliefs among Black Hebrews is the conviction that African Americans are the true
descendants of the biblical Israelites. This belief is often supported by scriptural interpretations,
including:

- Deuteronomy 28: Many Black Hebrews cite this chapter as a prophecy that outlines the curses that
would befall the Israelites, which they believe parallels the African American experience.
- Identification with the Diaspora: The transatlantic slave trade and the subsequent experiences of
African Americans are viewed as a fulfillment of biblical prophecies regarding the loss and
dispersion of the Israelites.

The Role of Jesus Christ

The figure of Jesus holds a central place in the beliefs of the Black Hebrews, but their interpretation
diverges significantly from mainstream Christianity.

1. The Black Christ: Black Hebrews often portray Jesus as a Black man, emphasizing that his
ethnicity plays a crucial role in understanding his life and mission. This interpretation serves to
reclaim the narrative of Jesus from Eurocentric depictions and highlights the significance of racial
identity in spirituality.

2. Messianic Expectations: Many in the movement see Jesus not just as a savior but as a figure who
embodies the struggles and triumphs of Black people. This perspective fosters a sense of
empowerment and resilience within the community.

Adherence to Hebrew Law

Black Hebrews often advocate for a return to the laws and customs outlined in the Torah, including:

- Observance of the Sabbath: Many groups observe the Sabbath on Saturday, following the Jewish
tradition.
- Dietary Laws: Adherence to kosher dietary laws is common, with an emphasis on purity and health.
- Cultural Practices: The incorporation of traditional Hebrew customs, including prayer shawls and
dietary restrictions, reinforces their identity as descendants of Israel.



Impact on African American Identity

The Black Hebrew movement has played a significant role in shaping African American identity and
spirituality, offering an alternative framework for understanding their history and relationship with
God.

Spiritual Empowerment

1. Reclaiming Heritage: By identifying as descendants of the Israelites, Black Hebrews seek to
reclaim their cultural and spiritual heritage, which has often been marginalized or erased.

2. Community and Identity: The movement fosters a sense of community and belonging among its
members, providing a space for individuals to connect with their heritage and reinforce their
identity in a society that often marginalizes Black voices.

Social and Political Activism

The Black Hebrew movement is often intertwined with social justice and political activism,
addressing issues such as:

- Racial Injustice: Many Black Hebrews engage in activism to combat systemic racism and advocate
for social change, linking their spiritual beliefs with their commitment to justice.
- Education Initiatives: Programs aimed at educating both members and the broader community
about African history and biblical narratives are common, promoting awareness and understanding
of their unique perspective.

Critiques and Controversies

Despite its influence, the Black Hebrew movement has faced criticism and controversy, both from
within and outside the community.

Internal Divisions

The diversity within the movement has led to varying beliefs and practices, resulting in
disagreements and tensions between different sects. Some key points of contention include:

- Theological Differences: Variations in the interpretation of scripture can lead to conflicts over core
beliefs and practices.
- Cultural Appropriation vs. Authenticity: Some critics argue that certain groups may appropriate
elements of Jewish culture without fully understanding their significance, leading to debates over
what constitutes authentic practice.



External Criticism

The broader society often misunderstands the Black Hebrew movement, leading to negative
stereotypes and misconceptions. Critiques often center around:

- Extremism: Some factions within the movement have been labeled as extremist or separatist,
leading to a generalization that paints the entire movement in a negative light.
- Theological Disputes: Mainstream religious organizations often reject the claims of Black Hebrews
regarding their identity and beliefs, leading to tensions between communities.

Conclusion

The Black Hebrews and the Black Christ represent a dynamic and evolving facet of African American
spirituality and identity. By asserting their connection to the biblical Israelites, Black Hebrews
reclaim their heritage and challenge the historical narratives that have often marginalized their
experiences. As the movement continues to grow and adapt, it remains a vital part of the broader
conversation about race, identity, and faith in contemporary society. Understanding this movement
in its historical and cultural context allows for deeper insights into the complexities of African
American identity and the ongoing quest for spiritual and social empowerment.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who are the Black Hebrews and what do they believe?
The Black Hebrews, also known as Hebrew Israelites, are groups that identify as descendants of the
ancient Israelites. They believe that African Americans are the true descendants of the biblical
Hebrews and often emphasize a connection to the Hebrew culture, laws, and traditions.

What is the significance of the Black Christ in Black Hebrew
theology?
The Black Christ represents the belief that Jesus Christ was of African descent, which is a central
tenet for many Black Hebrew groups. This belief serves to empower their identity and affirm their
connection to biblical narratives, challenging traditional depictions of Jesus.

How do the beliefs of Black Hebrews differ from mainstream
Judaism and Christianity?
Black Hebrews often reject the mainstream interpretations of Judaism and Christianity, asserting
that their understanding of scripture, identity, and historical context is more accurate. They typically
focus on the African diaspora's role in biblical history and emphasize the need for a return to the
laws of the Old Testament.



What role does community play in the Black Hebrew
movement?
Community is central to the Black Hebrew movement, as it fosters a sense of belonging, cultural
identity, and mutual support. Many groups emphasize collective worship, shared customs, and
communal living, which reinforces their spiritual and cultural objectives.

How have the Black Hebrews influenced contemporary
discussions on race and religion?
The Black Hebrews have contributed to contemporary discussions on race and religion by
advocating for a reevaluation of religious identities and histories. Their emphasis on African heritage
challenges Eurocentric narratives in both Judaism and Christianity, promoting a broader
understanding of faith that includes diverse racial identities.

What challenges do Black Hebrews face in society today?
Black Hebrews often face challenges such as discrimination, misunderstanding, and lack of
recognition of their beliefs within the broader religious community. Additionally, they may encounter
legal and social issues related to their practices, identity, and the quest for cultural legitimacy.
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