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“I’m a Israelite, don’t call me black no mo” 

- Kendrick Lamar (“YAH.”) 
 
In his 1983 publication entitled The World, The Text, and the Critic literary theorist Edward Said 

maintained that “texts are worldly, to some degree they are events, and, even when they appear 

to deny it, they are nevertheless a part of the social world, human life, and of course the 

historical moments in which they are located and interpreted” (4). African Americans from the 

eighteenth century onward have successfully interpreted the Hebrew Bible and Christian 

scriptures to befit their existential reality and reinforce their humanity, and in these rhetorical 

reconfigurations, their efforts demonstrate Said’s textual understanding. On the sonic landscape 

of the spirituals, African Americans have identified with the Torah’s themes of social justice, 

liberation, and equality. With songs such as “I Am Bound for the Land of Canaan,” “Didn’t My 

Lord Deliver Daniel,” and “Steal Away,” African slaves and their descendants identified directly 

with the suffering Children of Israel – they engaged with scripture as a living, malleable 

organism, and carved within it a likeness of their own experience. The reinterpretation of 

scripture has thus been central to the self-definition, identity-formation, and social cohesion of 

many African American communities from the first theological utterances of the earliest bards, 

to the more contemporary exaltations of black artists throughout the postmodern nation. This 

analysis evaluates the network of African American identifications with central stories and 

principles of the Torah, situating it within the overarching social sphere of African American and 

Jewish relations.  
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While the earliest alignments with the enslaved Hebrews of Exodus by African 

Americans occurred prior to substantial contact between blacks and Jews, black theology has 

continued to evolve within the context of an integrated history with Jews. One particular branch, 

– stemming in part from interaction with Jews in America – is the Black Israelite theological 

phenomenon. This study will evaluate African American and Jewish relations as they have 

unfolded through religious identifications, social proximity, industry, and political movements, 

and will culminate with an investigation of this Black Israelite tradition. As part of the historical 

trend of identifying with the central themes of the Torah, Black Israelite communities interpret 

biblical meaning and hold that they, instead of contemporary Jews, are the true descendants of 

the Children of Israel. I will discuss the historical emergence of this compelling scriptural 

identification, and will then focus on its more recent resurgence from the 1960s/70s to the 

present. Following the currents of black nationalism and militancy, the Black Israelite movement 

of the 1960s/70s embodied fervent claims of Hebraic authenticity, divine election, and elevated 

racial status. As a more contemporary orator of this tradition, I will focus on Kendrick Lamar 

and his fourth studio album DAMN. (2017) which employs biblical rhetoric to such an extent that 

Hua Hsu of The New Yorker Magazine has exclaimed that while “Religion is often invoked in 

hip-hop to dramatize one’s struggles against temptation or judgement… ‘DAMN.’ uses it in a 

more profound manner” (2017). Overall, this analysis will survey the historical tradition of 

African American biblical interpretation, it will evaluate the Black Israelite movement, – 

particularly as it functions in a web of African American/Jewish integrated history – and will 

ultimately resolve that it has been on the site of music that the vast majority of biblical 

reinterpretations have been articulated and maintained for African Americans. Much can be 

learned from the ways in which oppressed communities re-articulate and reclaim the texts 



Smith Blackburn 3 
	

handed down by dominant social classes. Instead of reinforcing a narrative of victimhood, 

analyses such as these demonstrate the intellectual resilience and adaptiveness of otherwise 

constrained individuals. Studying this particular rhetorical move by African Americans to revise 

the Hebraic tradition and claim their own space in the dominant Judeo-Christian religious 

discourse can lead to further understanding of African American self-definition through 

narrative. Lamar’s contemporary narrative reconstruction, in the tradition of the Black Israelites, 

therefore functions as a fundamental part of the evolution of black identity in America.    

Beginning with a discussion of the various modes of identification and cooperation 

between African Americans and Jews in the United States, to then examine the Black Israelite 

phenomenon, it is important to outlay the multifaceted theological relationship between the two 

groups. The African American identification with the Exodus story, the Jewish involvement in 

civil rights activism, and the immense cooperation between the two groups in the entertainment 

industries stems from a network of religious and social commonalities. Regarding the historical 

social proximity between blacks and Jews, Ben Sidran explains in There Was a Fire: Jews, 

Music and the American Dream (2012) that,  

There has been a Jewish presence in America since before the nation was founded. The 
first small boatload of Sephardic Jews washed up on America’s shore in 1654… The first 
great wave of Jews to America, however – as many as 60,000 – arrived in the 1850s, as 
part of the great German Jewish Reform movement. (2; L527) 

 
While some Jewish individuals settled in the antebellum United States, and even owned slaves, 

the American Jewish presence thus becomes significantly more pronounced during and after the 

civil war. Fleeing persecution, pogroms, war, and famine, as well as seeking religious freedom 

and economic opportunity, Jews of Ashkenazi and Sephardic heritage traversed the Atlantic to 

enter into the American environment. With some of the largest Jewish settlements concentrated 

in Northern cities such as New York and Chicago, the fateful interaction between African 
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Americans and Jews unfolded with the increased black presence in these areas after the tides of 

the Great Migration (1916-1970).  

As Cheryl Lynn Greenberg recounts in Troubling the Waters: Black-Jewish Relations in 

the American Century (2006),  

Among the millions of immigrants who came to the U.S. after 1880 were more than two 
million Jews from Eastern Europe. Like their African American counterparts, they were 
generally poor and often poorly educated, and most moved as family groups… like black 
migrants, their ways clashed with those more-established members of their community 
already living in American cities. (27)  

 
Following Greenberg’s account, scholars agree that central to the identification between blacks 

and Jews was a shared experience of marginalization, otherness, and stigmatization. The vastly 

divergent histories of blacks and Jews at times distilled into a mutual experience of 

discrimination due to “involuntary, inherited characteristics” (Greenberg 9) and thus a space was 

carved for cooperation. Historian Jacob Dorman explains the economic and emotional 

connection between the two groups in the following account: 

As peddlers and petty merchants, this new generation of Jews was more likely than 
Christian contemporaries or American Jewish predecessors to have contact with African 
Americans. Like Jewish abolitionists who retained a central European political 
orientation, Jewish peddlers who retained European political identities as a persecuted 
people were more inclined to resist the racism indigenous to the American South. (67)  

 
It can therefore be gathered that many working-class immigrant Jews, having experienced 

persecution in their former nations and after struggling to be accepted as whites in their new 

environment, took to engaging with African American communities. This was an effort both to 

gain economic stamina and to prevent American racism from saturating their ideologies. Sidran 

explains this process in depth at the outset of his book where he states that Jews identified “up” 

as whites, to the best of their ability, but also identified “down” with African Americans. Among 
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economic and social reasons for this “downward” identification, Sidran cites religious factors. It 

is this religious perspective that will be the focus of this discussion. 

 Sidran states that Jews “immediately gravitat[ed] toward black culture” due to several 

reasons. “The first is slavery:” he writes, “for thousands of years, Jews at the Passover Seder had 

repeated ‘this year we are slaves, next year we shall be free’… As Lenny Bruce once said, 

‘Negroes are all Jews’” (Sidran 2; L812). For Sidran, the social circumstances of geographical 

proximity and economic adaptability are insufficient determining factors to thoroughly justify 

the relationship between Jews and African Americans. He argues that Jewish religion, centered 

on the conception of a monotheistic God, played a fundamental role in allowing Jews to 

empathise with and see themselves in the position of African Americans. He explains that,  

The Jewish narrative, beginning with Abraham’s covenant with God, is at the root of 
contemporary Western faith and philosophy. It is not simply faith in the veracity of a deal 
made centuries ago by a mythical man… It is faith in something quite real: the 
commonality of all people… For it seems to me that social justice – a radical concept 
5,000 years ago, when human sacrifice was the norm – is inherent in the very idea of 
monotheism… For if we believe there is only one true God, who speaks directly to 
anyone who can hear – who can be moved by an individual’s prayers, and who has made 
all people in his own image – then all people, having equal access to this single divine 
source, are equal to one another. (Sidran Intro; L300)  

 
With its social justice maneuvers in Exodus, its universalist claims in Genesis, and its 

articulation of social decorum and mutual respect in Deuteronomy, the Torah presents a vision of 

a world starkly divergent from reality. In this vision, the suffering just are elevated and those 

corrupt with power are damned, just as the enslaved Hebrews of Israel were freed from the grips 

of the Egyptian empire. Finding commonality in slavery1, and in the belief of a liberating God, 

blacks and Jews were thus able to identify with one another and establish a union. While not 

reducing the Jewish communion with African Americans to a utopic fantasy, – the majority of 

                                                
1 For African Americans, the experience of slavery existed in recent historical memory, while Jews related more to 
the theme of slavery through religious-historical narratives. 
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Jews were overwhelming more interested in survival and achieving social mobility through their 

closeness to whiteness, than in their allegiance to black America – the position I hold with Sidran 

simply places religion as one of the foremost determining factors for this relationship. The social 

justice rhetoric of the Torah has in the past and continues today to colour the identification 

between blacks and Jews in quotidian motions as well as in such grand moments such as the civil 

rights movement. As Greenberg recounts the history of Jewish involvement in the civil rights 

movement, she states “Many Jewish activists identified their religion as motivating their actions. 

‘[I]t is our moral obligation as Jews not to desist from being a light unto the nation,’ one anti-

segregationist Virginia rabbi preached in 1958” (4).  

 This brief discussion of Jewish and African American relations, with an emphasis on the 

themes of social justice within the Hebrew scriptures, situates the African American practice of 

biblical interpretation and identification with the Torah in a wider web of black and Jewish 

integrated history. The two groups have shared a common experience of marginality, have 

shared physical spaces, and continue to share in a profoundly interwoven religious ideology. 

What unites African Americans with Jewish theology2, – which is largely based on the books of 

the Torah – is their visceral and sustained identification with the Exodus story. In Exodus, the 

prophet Moses (a son of Israel) is summoned to deliver the enslaved Hebrews from Egyptian 

slavery. To the oppressed and weakened Hebrews, God through Moses relieves them of their 

labours and endows them with justice. The text reads, “And I will take you to me for a people, 

and I will be to you a God: and ye shall know that I am the LORD your God, which bringeth you 

                                                
2 Here, I do not intend to homogenize the vast diversity of various Jewish religious groups in the United States. 
There is no underlying principle or essential orientation unifying all expressions of Judaism. However, I do stress 
that in their emphasis on the book of Exodus, African Americans align with a significant portion of Jewish religious 
ideologies, since the books of Moses hold a foundational position in the majority of Jewish thought, however they 
may be interpreted. As Michael Walzer stresses in Exodus and Revolution (1985), “The Exodus has always stood at 
the very centre of Jewish religious thought” (6).  
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out from under the burdens of the Egyptians” (Ex. 6:7). To enslaved eighteenth and nineteenth 

century Africans, who had predominantly been exposed to the Christianity of their oppressors, – 

a Christianity tailored to reinforce African inhumanity and necessitate a rigidly hierarchical 

system – the stories of the Exodus inspired them to persevere and resist.  

 Various modes of Christianity were spread among enslaved Africans, but it was the 

religious ideology that emphasized liberation, social justice, and moral order of the First (1730s) 

and Second (1780s – 1850s) Great Awakenings that provided African Americans with the tools 

to rebel against the dehumanizing psychological warfare aimed toward them. It was the story of 

Exodus which became centralized in their religious formulations, and this continues into 

contemporary African American faith structures. In their text entitled, Black Zion: African 

American Religious Encounters with Judaism (2000), Yvonne P. Chireau and Nathaniel Deutsch 

maintain that, 

While all Protestants adhered to a faith tradition that was nurtured by an understanding of 
the Old and the New Testament as holy Scripture, African American Christians possessed 
a special affinity for the canon of Hebrew texts, including Psalms and Proverbs, the 
apocalyptic books of the prophets, and the narrative accounts of Israel’s formative 
history. (17)   

 
This “special affinity” extends far beyond a mere familiarity with the Children of Israel, it has 

been a collective intellectual maneuver to identify with the Hebrews, and to hold God as not only 

the liberator of the slaves in Egypt, but also as the liberator of African slaves. Seeing themselves 

in the oppressed labourers of Exodus, African American slaves and their descendants allow the 

text to unfold onto the reality of the American South. Africans identified with Israel as God’s 

elect, and saw their liberator as the God of the oppressed, not the patriarchal authority over a 
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racialized hierarchy3. On this biblical interpretation, professor of Hebrew Biblical studies and 

history, Herbert R. Marbury explains that,  

For most African Americans, the Bible’s stories, particularly Exodus, grounded their 
religious knowledge. African Americans readily transformed its themes of bondage and 
freedom to their own context. Black religious imagination endowed Moses, Pharaoh, the 
Egyptians, and the Children of Israel with iconic status. (5)  
 

Most importantly, Marbury resolves that “Such imaginations summoned the Bible’s stories to 

mediate the textuality of Western history with their own counter-history” (Ibid.). Through textual 

reinterpretation, African American slaves and their descendants were thus able to treat some of 

the psychological ills of slavery by reconfiguring a dominant religious-historical document. 

Importantly, the progressive universality of the Torah, – the ways in which it figures all human 

beings as children of God, and how it is centered around the fundamental principle of one God 

for all humanity – provided interpretive room for African American slaves to see themselves as 

part of the Biblical world. They were able to enter into the text and contest their own existential 

reality – to see themselves as chosen, not forgotten. 

 From the slavery era to contemporary America, African Americans have developed a 

long history of religious hybridity. Working with the religious ideologies and circumstances 

available to them, African Americans reoriented the doctrines in ways that suited their own 

psychological and physical needs. This ability to resuscitate their own morale through a patch-

work of religious observances and doctrines is the mark of a successful postcolonial retaliation. 

On this process of interpretive rebellion, Marcus Garvey (1887-1940), – a leader of the Pan-

                                                
3 The Christianity handed down to enslaved Africans by their oppressors centered itself on the foundation of a racial 
hierarchy. With the “Curse on Ham” and other like passages, slave owners and missionaries employed scripture to 
reinforce the racial inferiority of African Americans. This religious perspective was starkly divergent from the 
evangelical Christianity enslaved Africans were exposed to during the Great Awakenings. This latter perspective 
replaced arguments of racial inferiority with strident claims of human equality, and it strongly emphasized Exodus 
principles.  
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Africanist movement, forerunner in the Black nationalist agenda, and founder of the Universal 

Negro Improvement Association and African Communities League – stated that “‘our 

theologians’ are at work rewriting (white) theology so as to make it pertinent to the needs and 

experience of the Black man” (cited by Randall Burkett 45). Over time, African American 

communities have selected segments of Christianity, Judaism, Islam, West African traditions, 

and others to observe, thereby endowing themselves with their own “polycultural religious 

assemblages” (a phrase coined by Dorman). To reinforce this idea historian Israel J. Gerber 

explains that, 

In their own way… the blacks resisted … restraints and gradually evolved their own 
distinctive African American form of Christianity, condemning slavery and condoning 
their struggle against their sorry lot… Not interested in a religion that served merely as an 
opiate to assuage their suffering, they selectively accepted the white man’s heaven and 
apocalyptic visions for the emotional relief these concepts provided them. (83) 

 
The interpretive work of hybridizing religious doctrines forms a historical continuum stretching 

back to the African slaves’ adoption of the themes of liberation, freedom, and divine election in 

the Exodus; continuing into Pentecostal and Evangelical black churches which practice 

possession of the holy spirit, thus summoning West African possession practices; and continues 

further into the Black Israelite tradition of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The 

continuum has countless syncretic (or “polycultural”) movements plotted along its ebbs and 

flows with each religious phenomenon activating a different aspect of African American identity 

and fulfilling a different need.  

 Now that a preliminary elucidation of African American/Jewish relations has been 

outlaid, with particular attention paid to the religious undercurrent beneath the Jewish alignment 

with African Americans, and to the African American religious identification with Biblical 

Hebrews, the discussion now turns to more tangible relations between the two groups. To guide 
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this study through African American/Jewish relations into a discussion of the emergent Black 

Israelite movement, it is important to examine various aspects of this relationship, and to finally 

focus on its fateful dissolution during the 1960s/70s. Out of this break will evolve some of the 

more pronounced Black Israelite movements, many of which continue into the present socio-

religious landscape in America. African Americans and Jews integrated and cooperated with 

each other on various platforms including the entertainment industries, garment industries, 

labour unions, the civil rights movement, and organizations for social justice (Greenberg 3). 

Finding in each other a common sense of marginalization, a shared history of persecution, and a 

common drive toward perseverance in the face of adversity, the two groups often sought to work 

together to achieve their collective goals. While they did often work alongside each other in their 

entangled communities, their relationship was not without strife. “Blacks and Jews have been 

neighbors, competitors, allies, and antagonists,” describes Greenberg, “linked in the minds of 

bigots, mid-century progressives, and each other” (7).  

 Beginning with the more cooperative efforts between the two groups, Jews and African 

Americans were engaged throughout the civil rights movement, in various agencies and 

organizations for social justice, and have become over the years a dominant collaborative force 

in the entertainment industries. Regarding the civil rights movement, many Jewish religious 

leaders were moved to participate in the African American plight for voting rights, and basic 

civil liberties during the 1950s-1960s. Indeed, “Many Jewish individuals and congregations were 

spiritually transformed by their involvement in the civil rights movement and by the African 

American religious leaders who were at its vanguard” (Chireau and Deutsch 4). Moreover, 

Susannah Heschel, – daughter of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, a religious leader who 

passionately supported Dr. Martin Luther King and walked alongside him at Selma (1965) – 
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explains that, “despite their opposition, it was the very religiosity of both many Jews and many 

African Americans that inspired their political activism and the nature of the political stances 

they took” (171). As parts of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the 

Communist Party, Jews and African Americans participated in the struggle together. In all, “a 

shared commitment to equality and concerted joint action between blacks and Jews had helped 

produce substantial civil rights advances” (Greenberg 1). Organizations for the improvement of 

African American quality of life and for the empowerment of marginalized communities also 

presented a platform for Jewish and African American cooperation. The National Association for 

the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) was founded in 1909 with its initial participants 

and founders including “a group of upper-class German Jews and WASP reformers and black 

activists” (Friedman 45). These early founders included Henry Moskowitz, W. E. B. Du Bois, 

Ida B. Wells, and others. Murray Friedman in What Went Wrong? The Creation and Collapse of 

Black-Jewish Alliance (1995) explains that the founding of the NAACP may have been the 

moment at which the African American/Jewish alliance became tangibly official by taking 

“institutional shape” (45). In all, central to these black and Jewish cooperative efforts can be 

understood as a shared commitment to a social justice mandate – the core theological theme of 

Hebraic monotheism and the Exodus. 

Regarding the cooperation of Jews and African Americans in the entertainment 

industries, one need only look to the twenty-fifth anniversary presentation of the Def Comedy 

Jam released in 2017 by Netflix for a characteristic exemplar. Def Comedy Jam began in July of 

1992 and was a television program predicated on displaying young African American stand-up 

comedy, providing a platform for artists who would otherwise be excluded from the arena of 

popular entertainment. Breaking through onto the world stage through Def have been black 
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comics such as Martin Lawrence, Katt Williams, and Sheryl Underwood. At the outset of the 

anniversary special, hosts Martin Lawrence and Dave Chappelle pay homage to manager Sandy 

Wernick who mobilized the vision of Def creators Russell Simmons and Stan Lathan to establish 

a black comedy television program. They state,  

Dave Chappelle: So, Russell Simmons and Stan Lathan saw comedians like Robin Harris 
at the Comedy Act Theatre here in LA, and then there was a whole uptown comedy club 
circuit in Harlem, and they realized that there was nothing like that on television…  
 
Martin Lawrence: Then Russel and Stan, they added a major Hollywood manager Sandy 
Wernick… They had to go and enlist this man because they were both looking around 
and they was like, we’re trying to get this on T.V., but we black, we gon’ need a Jewish 
guy. (Netflix 2017)  

 
Lawrence here makes reference to the long history of Jewish and African American partnership 

in the film, music, and T.V. industries. He candidly reveals how many black artists were 

supported by, and given a platform for artistic expression by Jewish-owned media companies. 

For example, Leonard Chess, executive and co-founder of Chess Records (founded 1950), was a 

Polish Jewish immigrant who established a platform to display some of the most universally 

celebrated names in blues and rock and roll. He recorded African American artists including 

Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, and most famously, Etta James. Further, Atlantic Records was 

partly founded in 1947 by Herb Abramson, an American Jewish record company executive 

hailing from Brooklyn, New York. With his record label, Abramson showcased black artists 

from various genres including Ray Charles, Otis Redding, and Aretha Franklin. The infamous 

Apollo Theatre of New York, showcasing predominant black comics and musicians, was also 

owned by a Jewish family, the Schiffmans (Sidran 6; L3237). Jews, alongside their African 

American counterparts, thus made up a remarkable portion of America’s entertainment industry 

as composers, producers, performers, publishers, film studio moguls, booking agents, venue 

owners, and managers (Sidran Foreword; L154).  
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 Despite their marked collaboration in the entertainment industries, in the development of 

organizations for social justice, and in their work for the civil rights movement, tensions between 

African Americans and Jews emerged due to several factors. To begin, charges of exploitation 

and manipulation in the music industry abounded among black performers throughout the 

twentieth century. As Sidran explains,  

The business relationship between blacks and Jews has always been contentious, in part 
because of the intensity of this affair, and in part because, when the dust cleared, it 
seemed the Jews usually wound up holding the assets and the blacks were left holding the 
keys to a lot of Cadillacs. (6; L3260) 

 
Ray Charles, in an interview with Playboy (1970), discusses the charge of Jewish economic 

exploitation of blacks, coming to the conclusion that to target Jewish communities as the 

harbingers of “blaxpoitation4” is to obfuscate the always-already unjust industries of which Jews 

and blacks have been a part. While he was speaking generally about Jewish and black 

interactions, his words reverberate strongly into the context of the entertainment industries. He 

states,  

I know that some black people are saying the Jew has been in our communities, sapping 
us of this and stealing that. But, hell, I know some black people in those same 
communities who have been sapping and stealing from black folks as fast as that Jew… if 
black people turn right around and say that all Jews are thieves and crooks, we’re just as 
wrong as the white man, and it might as well be dog eat dog… Frankly, I must say that 
Jews have been some of the black man’s biggest supporters in this country, so I can’t see 
spitting on a helping hand. (Charles 3; L1227) 

 
The music industry in itself was (and continues to be) marked by the capitalization of vulnerable 

artists, and by the manipulation of composers and performers with regards to the collection of 

royalties and assets. African Americans had a right to view the entertainment system as corrupt, 

but the essentialist blame of that corruption on Jews has only caused division, and has lead to 

few solutions.  

                                                
4 This term is of recent coinage and was not used by Ray Charles. I use it here for emphasis.  
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 Moreover, in social justice organizations where both Jews and blacks occupied leadership 

roles, Jews, over time, came to be charged with paternalism. The 1960s/70s marks the most 

concentrated moment of devolution for the Black/Jewish alliance, and at this time, the “day to 

day operations [of the NAACP] were increasingly placed in the hands of black professionals and 

the predominantly black executive committee” (Friedman 57). Indeed, Friedman maintains that 

at this time “incidents [had] taken place against a background of intensifying mutual 

recrimination, with charges of Jewish racism and paternalism on the one hand and counter 

charge of black anti-Semitism and ingratitude on the other” (2). Even in the civil rights 

movement where Jews and blacks worked alongside each other to ensure the improvement of 

black lives in America,  

Some revisionist historians of the civil rights movement maintain that Jews, wishing to 
enjoy the benefits of assimilation without assuming responsibility for the injustices 
perpetuated against blacks… betrayed and misled black people by promoting a vision of 
assimilation that has turned out to be an impracticable option for many. (Friedman 2) 
 

The charges of paternalism and exploitation against Jews by blacks stem from a wide network of 

social exchanges, not simply in the high history of social justice movements and the 

entertainment industry. Friedman describes how tensions have arisen over circumstantial and 

mundane, – but still impactful – imbalances of power. He writes,  

Conflicts such as those recently experienced erupted long before the halcyon days of the 
1960s. Tensions over land-lord-tenant disputes, the business practices of merchants in 
Harlem and Detroit in the 30s and 40s, quarrels over racial preferences, the forced 
resignation of UN Ambassador Andrew Young – these and other fractious but largely 
forgotten incidents are no less typical of this long-standing but troubled relationship. 
(Friedman 2)  

 
Causing the dissolution of the Jewish/African American alliance has been a fundamental 

inequality between the two groups with regards to social mobility, economic opportunity, living 

conditions, and access to education. European Jews arrived in America just as poor and 
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disenfranchised as many African Americans, but their closeness to whiteness perpetually 

garnered them a marginally, – and at times substantially – clearer path to success. As Greenberg 

recounts, “Although anti-Semitism was real, race was the deeper cleavage in American society, 

and American Jews had a vested interest in remaining on the safe side of that divide” (28). Even 

though Jews and African Americans were living alongside each other in the country’s Northern 

cities, Jews often held authoritative positions of landlord, shopkeeper, and middleman, and 

Greenberg maintains that this “attests to… the differentiated black and Jewish economic 

potential” (6). African Americans thus chronically witnessed the advancement of Jews due to 

their closeness to whiteness, and this was especially difficult to confront after “The litany of 

litigated and legislative victories, including Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954, the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965… resulted in few material gains in the 

real lives of African Americans” (Marbury 172). 

Moreover, stark economic shifts unfolded in America’s Northern cities following WWII, 

particularly in New York City, and this created a profoundly divided environment. Once centred 

on industrial production, New York by the 1960s became a metropolis of white-collar 

opportunity. Jews, if they did not leave the city behind to enter into the middle class suburbs, 

were able to maintain white-collar jobs with their access to better education, while blacks 

remained struggling for sustenance. As Jerald E. Podair maintains in The Strike that Changed 

New York: Blacks, Whites, and the Ocean Hill-Brownsville Crisis (2002), white Jews became 

part of the culturally dominant sphere, while blacks became “geographically isolated, 

economically underdeveloped, educationally unsuccessful, and culturally marginalized” (9). 

Most scholars view the Ocean Hill-Brownsville teacher’s strike of 1968 as the eruption of this 

stark division in New York’s downtown. Before the strike unfolded, African American children 
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were predominantly schooled in below-average facilities, achieving far below the necessary test 

scores for their age groups, and were taught in large part by white Jewish teachers who did not 

live in their communities. During the strike, African American associations sought to take 

control of their educational services and replace their students’ teachers with black professionals 

who could inspire their children to succeed. “At Ocean Hill-Brownsville,” Podair explains, 

“blacks punished white New Yorkers for assuming they both believed in the same things, and for 

attempting to do their thinking for them” (6). After being told to vacate their jobs by a new 

African American board, Jewish teachers took to the street, supported by the other (often non-

Jewish) white teachers of New York. African Americans charged Jews of unfairly exercising 

privilege, and Jews charged African Americans of anti-Semitism. The teachers were largely 

reinstated after the strike, and few improvements were made to aid black children in their 

educational progress.  

All of these tensions and conflicts were wrought on the foundation of an American 

racialized hierarchy from which few could take ideological refuge. From the eruption of the 

1960s/70s and through to the present, Jews and African Americans continue to work together 

along various avenues of industry, but a significant current of resentment has coloured the 

relationship. As Greenberg maintains,  

In the case of black-Jewish relations, the ambiguity of Jews’ whiteness also played out in 
reverse. If Jews were not entirely white, they nonetheless often ‘stood in’ for whites in 
black people’s minds, and absorbed the full force of their racial resentment. (6) 

 
The Jewish response to black resentment has too been strong, and their position echoes Ray 

Charles’ comments above. “Jews for their part,” writes Friedman, “resent this refusal of the 

moral credit for being virtually the only white group to have gone to the side of blacks in their 

long and painful struggle for equality at a time when this had little appeal” (2). Regardless of the 
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moral righteousness of either side, the 1960s/70s witnessed a resurgence of a profound form of 

identity-reclamation and empowerment on the part of African Americans. Skirting along the 

currents of the Black Power movement, Black Nationalism, and Afrocentrism, emerged a new 

pulse of the Black Israelite tradition. Now that an elucidation of African American/Jewish 

integrated history has been presented, the discussion turns to the ways in which blacks identified 

with (and through) the Jewish religious tradition. In the face of oppression, and to fulfill the need 

for an empowered identity, many African Americans reinvigorated their interest in the Black 

Israelite movement, calling upon the stories indigenous to the Jewish faith to articulate their own 

subjectivity. How this identification functions in the larger theme of black/Jewish relations is the 

concern of the remaining sections of this study.  

 Disillusioned by the apparent non-fulfillment of civil rights promises, many African 

American communities of the 1960s/70s felt contempt for their isolated living situations, social 

immobility, economic strife, and for the systemic persecution of blackness. They sought to 

reclaim and reinvigorate their identity through a militaristic defense of black value. The Black 

Power, Black Panther, and Black Nationalist movements all carried within them the central tenet 

of Afrocentrism which is a concept,  

…that has grown both within the academy and elsewhere. An offspring of the race 
revolution, it sought to provide blacks with a feeling of pride in their heritage and to 
correct the unfortunate stereotyping of black images in American culture. (Friedman 13) 

 
The lasting psychological trauma of slavery and the dehumanization of Jim Crow laws, – 

coupled with the sustained oppression which seemed to remain even after civil rights legislative 

triumphs – left many African Americans void of an empowered self-definition. Thus, in various 

efforts to instill positive notions of blackness and African-American historical validity into the 

minds of discouraged blacks, a resurgence of the Black Israelite tradition took hold. The 
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descendants of African slaves in America for centuries have faced a unique violence – they have 

been systemically written out of history, with their familial names and heritages lost due to a lack 

of historical documentation, and they have been strategically denied cultural ties to Africa. As 

Gerber explains,  

The routine practice of dispersing family members coupled with the brutal manner in 
which they were brought to America, prevented slaves from knowing their origins. From 
diverse tribal and geographical backgrounds, the Africans had no common identity or 
common culture. (179)  

 
The inherited trauma of historical erasure inspired many blacks, in this period of upheaval, to 

reinterpret biblical scripture and insert their own experience into a well-established, 

authoritative, historical-religious document ordained by Western society.  

For the Introduction to New and Alternative Religions in America (2006), Dorman 

contributes a section entitled “Black Israelites aka Black Jews aka Black Hebrews.” In this, he 

explains that “The 1960s movements saw black Israelism5 as a highly political answer to the 

racism, oppression, and hopelessness of African American inner cities” (75). The inherited ills of 

identity-deprivation instilled by slavery did not only colour this particular moment in black 

history. However, the black nationalist movement capitalized on the lasting impacts of fractured 

African American identity and the disillusionment of urban blacks, to further the plight of radical 

identity reclamation. Dorman’s historical overview situates the 1960s Black Israelite revival as 

the latter phase in the tradition. He writes,  

There have been three major periods of Black Israelite religious formation: the earliest 
decades of developments within Protestant Christian Holiness churches in the 1890s and 
beyond; a second period of Spiritualist and Judaic groups immediately before and after 
the First World War; and a third phrase of Black nationalist Israelite groups during the 
civil rights and Black Power eras of the long 1960s. (Dorman 5) 

 

                                                
5 Black Israelism, the Black Israelite movement, and Black Hebrews are interchangeable terms here.  
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Just as eighteenth and nineteenth century African American Christians had done before, the 

followers of the Black Israelite tradition gravitated toward the Exodus story to realize their own 

liberation. The theological nuances of this identification will be elucidated in later sections, but 

at present I will articulate the foundation of the Black Israelite faith structure.  

In stead of seeing contemporary Jews as the biological and historical descendants of the 

biblical Nation of Israel, the Black Israelites employ the curses of Deuteronomy 28 to claim that 

African Americans are the authentic descendants of the Hebrews freed from Egypt. In this 

chapter of Deuteronomy, Moses threatens Israel with several curses: if Israel does not follow the 

law ordained by God, Moses iterates, God will banish them from Israel, and they shall live 

meagre lives. The text reads,  

The LORD shall bring thee, and thy king which thou shalt set over thee, unto a nation 
which neither thou nor thy fathers have known; and there shalt thou serve other gods, 
wood and stone … Thou shalt beget sons and daughters, but thou shalt not enjoy them; 
for they shall go into captivity. (Deut. 28:36, 41) 

 
The Black Israelites as well support their claim with highly detailed biblical interpretation that 

suggests the ancient Hebrews were black-skinned6. In the tradition of African American biblical 

reinterpretation, the Black Israelites saw themselves in the suffering Hebrews of Exodus, and 

read the curses of Deuteronomy to be a clear justification of their own oppression. Moses warns 

Israel that they will be turned into slaves if they are non-obedient, and in this, many African 

Americans seeking to assuage their inherited trauma and fortify an empowered identity, claimed 

those curses to be historically accurate. They saw themselves at the receiving end of God’s 

warning, and thus, through hermeneutic maneuvers, they too saw themselves at the receiving end 

                                                
6 Gerber recounts an illuminating example of this. He explains that, “Rudolph Windsor, rabbi of a black Jewish 
group… notes that Pharaoh’s daughter raised Moses in the palace after Jochebed, his real mother, nursed him 
through infancy (Ex 2:1-10). The Egyptians are Hamites, Windsor asserts, and Hamites are black-skinned; therefore, 
since the Egyptian princess was black the child Moses must have been black too. A white child would have been an 
oddity in the Pharaoh’s palace” (Gerber 67). 
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of God’s election. According to their doctrine, blacks in America must reconnect with the laws 

of the Hebrew bible to regain the love of God, and only then will they be liberated. 

It is of paramount importance that the Black Israelites claimed Hebraic authenticity over 

that of contemporary Jews, especially as they did so during the Black Power movement. As the 

black/Jewish alliance continued to dissolve at this historical juncture, the Black Israelites 

actively rearticulated biblical and Jewish identity to take rhetorical hold of one of the most 

authoritative religious-historical documents of the Western canon. On this process of 

identification as it unfolds throughout various periods, Gerber explains that blacks,  

… would align themselves with an existing group already blessed with a well-established 
background and heritage. This approach would immediately add substance to their lives, 
would help them escape the reality of the present, and would elevate their status. (187)  

 
While its historicity has never been validated, the biblical story of Israel’s finding functions as a 

cultural grounding for those part of the Jewish faith. As a religious-historical document, the bible 

chronicles an almost universally recognized cultural heritage, and for a historically-

disenfranchised group, the text has been and continues to be a tool for identity reclamation. By 

claiming to be the true descendants of Israel, the Black Israelites forged a counter-history by 

employing the same textual tool that ascertained black inferiority in the past. The Black Israelites 

effectively reoriented biblical rhetoric from the “Curse on Ham” – which is a central tenet of 

white supremacist biblical interpretation and one that situates black-skinned individuals as the 

descendants of Noah’s transgressive son, Ham – to the curses of Deuteronomy – which endow 

African Americans with divine preference. Marbury elucidates this process by stating,  

[African Americans] read the Bible’s stories onto themselves and, by doing so, they 
signified themselves into history (that is, the Western tradition) and re-signified 
themselves as subjects in the present. When they preached about the ‘band of Israelites,’ 
they inscribed new meaning upon their past and trafficked in the Bible’s discursive 
power. They conferred upon themselves the standing that the Israelites passed within the 
Western tradition. These activities constitute the politics of African American biblical 
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interpretation, which consists of successive attempts from the antebellum period onward 
to reclaim black bodies from Euro-American discourses and their epistemologies. (5)  
 
In the context of the integrated history of African Americans and Jews, the resurgence of 

Black Israelite activity during the 1960s/70s becomes far less interior to black culture, and more 

of an outcome of black/Jewish interaction. One of the founders of the Black Israelite tradition, 

Arnold Josiah Ford (1877-1935) explained that “Judaism was the true religion of the blacks. 

Africans, he said, have never been Christians but blood Hebrews” (Gerber 14). This genealogical 

claim becomes more pertinent when largely disenfranchised African Americans of the 1960s/70s 

witnessed the systemic advances of white Jews, felt exploited and mismanaged by them, and 

began to harness new waves of anti-Semitism. The Black Israelite movement as a whole is too 

complex and diverse to be figured as the outcome of one moment in black history which 

happened to coincide with the disillusion of the black/Jewish alliance. However, the resolution of 

1960s/70s Black Israelites, – fueled by Afrocentrism and Black Power rhetoric – to claim 

Hebraic authenticity, does signal efforts to supplant Jewish culture. In the eyes of many black 

Americans, Jews, – even though they at first experienced marginalization not dissimilar to that of 

blacks – were able to systemically benefit from America’s racial hierarchy which continued to 

oppress African Americans. Divisive rhetoric often erupted from Black Israelite groups to such 

an extent that these movements “wielded their faith as a form of black militancy that was racially 

charged and often antiwhite” (Dorman 75). Indeed, this division was centered around the notion 

that white Jews laid false claims to Hebraic authenticity – they were viewed as “frauds” or 

“inerlopers” (Chireau and Deutsch 24). Marcus Garvey, – one of the most strident promoters of 

Afrocentrism and pan-African nationalism, and thus a central figure of the Black Israelite 
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tapestry7 – was “prejudiced against the Jewish people…” Gerber maintains, “despite the 

similarities between their respective groups” (14). In all, the Black Israelite movement, as it was 

fueled by Black Power rhetoric at this time, was often decidedly removed from the black/Jewish 

alliance.8 

Moving forward, the reinterpretation of biblical rhetoric on the part of African Americans 

has always been a political endeavour. As Walzer writes, “Revolution has often been imagined 

as an enactment of the Exodus and the Exodus has often been imagined as a program for 

revolution” (ix). Thus, the central text of the African American biblical identification with the 

Torah has been one steeped in social justice rhetoric. What Reverend and professor of theology 

Charles Lattimore Howard terms “liberation theology” has played a fundamental role in igniting 

and sustaining black retaliation against systemic oppression. This section of the study will 

elucidate the ways in which African Americans have mobilized the liberation theology intrinsic 

to Exodus for their own spiritual and physical uplift. It will then position the rhetoric of the 

Black Israelites into a wider tradition of African American resistance-through-religion. Once the 

concept of liberation theology has been explored, the discussion will turn to a more detailed 

account of the Black Israelite tradition, culminating with an analysis of Kendrick Lamar’s 

                                                
7 Marcus Garvey himself did not identify as a Black Israelite. His theology was steeped in Afrocentric rhetoric and 
positioned Ethiopia as the destined home for all those dispersed within the African diaspora. This Ethiopianist 
position had at its centre the conviction that the “living God” or Christ incarnate was an emperor of Ethiopia. 
Garveyism presents itself strongly in the black nationalist rhetoric of the Black Israelites, but the two theological 
perspectives are unique. Garvey, however, held strongly the position that Jesus “‘had Negro blood in him’” (cited by 
Burkett 54).  
8 To explain this further, divisive racial rhetoric and anti-Semitism pervades the Black Israelite tradition, especially 
in its 1960s/70s resurgence. As an example, the Nation of Yahweh (established in 1979 Miami) has been one of the 
most controversial and heavily criticized sects of Black Israelism. The group has been charged by the Southern 
Poverty Law Center and the Miami Herald magazine for blatant anti-Semitism and anti-white racism. More 
generally, Chireau and Deutsch maintain that central to the Black Israelite religious formulation is the fervent 
“denial of the veracity of ‘white’ Jewish traditions” (24).  
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DAMN. It will then conclude with meditations on African American self-definition through 

narrative.  

 Howard describes at the outset of his text that “Black theological work is the work of 

liberation – the work of attaining freedom in every aspect of life. Therefore it must be done with 

an eye toward liberating those that are Black” (12). For this reason, African American readings 

and employments of biblical themes have empowered some of the earliest slave revolts as well 

as the more recent advances in black civil rights and Afrocentrism during the twentieth century. 

In the antebellum era, enslaved religious leaders reinterpreted Torahic themes and embodied its 

central figures in order to inspire effective revolts and convince the enslaved majority that God 

was on the side of the oppressed. On this, Dorman recounts, 

Gabriel Prosser, a slave who wore his hair long and identified himself with his hero 
Samson, led a slave revolt in Richmond, Virginia, in 1800, using the Bible to convince 
the other slaves that they were in fact the Hebrews and that God would help them win 
their freedom. Likewise, the slave rebellions led by Nat Turner and Denmark Vasey 
employed biblical verses to bolster the courage of the conspirators. The Exodus narrative 
and identification with the Children of Israel became critical aspects of African American 
Christianity. (68)  

 
Without the successful identification with the central characters of such a profoundly 

authoritative text, such revolts may not have held great power or influence. Revolutionaries like 

Prosser and Vasey saw space for intellectual revision in the rhetoric of their oppressors. In their 

textual adaptations, they empowered other enslaved Africans to follow in their pursuit, 

reassuring them that they were not alone. Reconfigured narratives befitting the needs of slaves 

thus instilled, in those lacking in emotional strength, the impetus to move forward. Narrative, 

successfully articulated by black religious leaders of this era and through succeeding periods, 

thus holds within it a profound ability to mobilize. In the reinterpreted Exodus narrative enslaved 

Africans found a collective identity and a common goal of liberation. Perhaps these biblical 
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applications recall the initial motivations behind the writing of the Hebrew scriptures centuries 

ago – to increase the morale and inspire group cohesion among an oppressed, colonized 

population.  

 The civil rights movement has also been chronicled as fervently religious. David 

Chappell in A Stone of Hope: Prophetic Religion and the Death of Jim Crow (2004) recounts 

that, “Civil rights activists were more forthright about the source of their moral sentiments than 

other reformers, at the time and since. They frequently said things like, ‘I carry my battle with 

the Bible in one hand and the U.S. Constitution in the other’” (100). As a meeting place and 

centre for mobilization, the black church emboldened activists with the ecstasy of religious 

revival9. If most African American religious movements, like that of the Black Israelites, can be 

understood as markedly political, then the African American political movements of recent 

history can just as well be considered as markedly religious. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Baptist 

minister and leader of the civil rights movement, was often described in biblical terms. Chappell 

writes,  

When Johnnie Carr, one of the principal organizers of the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 
1955-56, was later asked why the civil rights movement succeeded, she answered, 
‘Because God sent us that man’ … R. D. Nesbitt, a member of the Montgomery boycott’s 
finance committee, referred to King as ‘a modern day ‘Moses’’ and ‘truly a God-sent 
man.’ (87) 

 
King himself infused the biblical themes of movement, exodus, divine purpose, and moral 

idealism into his declarations to ground his efforts into a narrative of religious doctrine. He 

maintained that “‘Whenever Christianity has remained true to its prophetic mission, it has taken 

                                                
9 To expand on this, Chappell maintains that “The conviction that God was on [the civil rights activists’] side comes 
through in many statements by black movement participants during the 1950s and 60s. This conviction often came 
to participants in ritualistic expressions of religious ecstasy. Experiencing and witnessing such expressions gave 
participants confidence, not simply in the righteousness of their protest, but also in the effectiveness of that protest 
in this world.” (4) 
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a deep interest in social justice’” (cited by Chappell 51). King was a Baptist minister but he 

remained, throughout his involvement in the movement, a proponent of the Hebrew prophetic 

tradition. Indeed,  

King frequently referred to ‘prophetic Christianity’ in his later writings and speeches and 
cited Jeremiah, Amos, and Isaiah as examples of brave men who sacrificed their social 
position and standing (if not their lives) when they preached to society of its corruption 
and insisted on total, rather than incremental, reformation. (Chappell 47)  

 
In a 1957 speech, moreover, King employed Exodus rhetoric by imagining a “Birth of a New 

Nation” in which oppressed black individuals could live autonomously (Chappell 160). Thus, in 

the realm of black ideology, biblical rhetoric stemming from the Hebraic tradition has been 

intertwined with political activism since some of the earliest manifestations of black resistance. 

As will later be discussed, this continues to be the case with regards to Kendrick Lamar and more 

contemporary waves of African American opposition. 

 As stated in the introduction, it has been on the site of music that significant 

identifications with Torahic themes and reinterpretations of biblical stories have been articulated 

and maintained for African Americans. To a profound degree, music has provided a platform for 

African Americans to repurpose the intellectual tools available to them to reconstruct their own 

narrative of identity. Phillip Bohlman in his 2006 text entitled Music in American Religious 

Experience, outlines in great depth the artistic ingenuity and historical weight of the African 

American spiritual song tradition. In these liturgical monophonic songs, black slaves and their 

descendants imposed their own reality on biblical texts, allowing the two worlds to converge 

sonically. As Bohlman maintains, “Music emerged and continues to emerge as an agent of 

mediation between the sacred and the secular, between the religious and the political, and 

between the mythical and historical imagination of America itself” (3). The spirituals effectively 

endowed Africans with divine connection by figuring God as their God the liberator with lyrics 
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like “O my lord delivered Daniel… O why not deliver me, too?” (cited by Chireau and Deutsch 

17)10. As well, the spirituals were often sung during ring shout celebrations in which enslaved 

and post-abolition Southern blacks would assemble to commune, sing, dance, and pray in a 

sacred circle. These very celebrations helped to reinforce group cohesion and aided in 

maintaining cultural ties to the African continent through circle-dancing. Writer, orator, and 

abolitionist Frederick Douglas too exalted the spirituals as effective socio-religious tools. 

Bohlman recounts that,  

Douglas, in his autobiographical ‘My Bondage and My Freedom,’ stated similarly that 
every tone in the spirituals was a prayer to God for deliverance from slavery… and that a 
keen observer might have detected in songs about being ‘bound for the land of Canaan’ 
that the enslaved were not first interested in going to heaven but in reaching the North 
(48)  

 
This tradition of musical identification continues into the civil rights movement with 

compositions mediating between spiritual and social realms like “Oh Freedom,” “Go Tell it on 

the Mountain,” and “Battle of Jericho11.” Like the spirituals, these compositions encourage 

collective, often acapella singing and, in doing so, inspire group cohesion and collective action. 

They too reinforce African American activism as endowed with divine purpose, and allow 

biblical rhetoric to be uniquely, and purposefully, black.  

At this point, the discussion more specifically focuses on the Black Israelite movement, 

its emergence, its music, and its position in black religious history. The biblical narrative of 

Israel’s establishment has been employed countless times in modern history. By identifying as 

the true descendants of the ancient Israelites, or the modern day Israelites, alternative religious 

                                                
10 To expand on this, Gerber displays how “Coupled with the concepts of election and the promise of the possession 
of land, [the Hebrew scriptures] captured the imagination of black religious people. Negro spirituals, replete with 
Biblical names and places, are poignant expressions of this identification” (191).  
11 For video footage of a performance of this song by Mahalia Jackson at an assembly with Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr. in Chicago, please visit: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=odHqG1rA4M8.  
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communities have empowered their identities and actions with a sense of divine purpose. The 

inherent ambiguity of scripture, coupled with its central tenet of universality explicated in 

Genesis, allows the text to be adopted and interpreted by countless groups, for varying political 

purposes. The claim to Hebraic authenticity made by the Black Israelites was thus preceded by 

similar religious claims central to Mormonism, Freemasonry, and Anglo Israelism. Dorman 

provides an apt summary of this intellectual history. He explains that,  

Twentieth-century Black Israelites did not descend from ancient Israelites or 
contemporary Jews in either Africa or the Americas. Rather, like most other ‘imagined 
communities’ of the late nineteenth-century, British and American Isaelite adherents 
invented their identities from a host of ideational rhizomes – subterranean, many-
branching, hyper-connected networks. Identification with the Exodus narrative, radical 
Methodist Christianity, esoteric Masonic historical theories, and the movement known as 
Ango-Israelism provided the most salient avenues by which people of all races adopted 
Israelite identities at the end of the nineteenth-century. (Dorman 57-58) 

 
The Black Israelite assertion of African American connectedness to the ancient Hebrews 

therefore stems from a far-reaching ideological thread. Often working-class, economically 

suffering communities took to biblical reinterpretation to empower their own identities through 

the Hebrew rhetoric of social justice. The Anglo Israelites of Britain were various communities 

of lower class labourers who empowered their own sense of self-worth by aligning with the 

ancient Hebrews. These groups formed a movement that “attempted to establish linguistic links 

between the tribes of Israel and European peoples and place names: the Scots were descendants 

of Isaac, the Danes children of the tribe of Dan, and so on” (Dorman 70) which starkly resembles 

the efforts of the Black Israelites to delineate their own genealogical connection to the ancient 

Hebrews. The infamous Twelve Tribes of Israel Chart showcased by Black Israelites past and 

present lists African Americans as the descendants of Judah, “West Indian Negroes” as the 

descendants of Benjamin, and so forth. Indeed, the practice of identifying though the authority of 
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the Bible as God’s elect by marginalized peoples has become a historical trend. As Dorman 

ponders,  

Who can delineate a boundary between the emotionalism of the worship of the English 
working class and the emotionalism of the worship of enslaved Africans in the Americas? 
Who can separate the occultism of European Americans and the occultism of African 
Americans? On close examination, boundaries between ‘real’ cultures disappear into a 
continuum of humanity. (187)  

 
 Other religious movements, including Mormonism and Freemasonry anticipated the 

Black Israelites doctrinal foundation, as these strains too make some claim to Hebraic 

authenticity. The Latter Day Saints of Mormonism are called thusly due to their conviction that 

they are the modern descendants of the ancient Israelites. Indeed, the forefathers of the Black 

Israelite tradition stemmed from these theological predecessors. Both Bishop William Saunders 

Crowdy and Bishop William Christian, founders of the Black Israelite movement, “were devout 

Masons. It is likely that Masonic texts as well as Masonic interest in the Holy Land and in 

biblical history helped both men to formulate their Israelite beliefs” (Dorman 79). One of the 

most cited founders of the Black Israelite faith has been Bishop/Prophet William Saunders 

Crowdy who began his proselytizing on the streets of Oklahoma in 1892. Establishing the 

Church of God and Saints of Christ in 1896, Crowdy – alongside Bishop Christian – laid the 

theological foundation for the entire Black Israelite tradition. On the central principles of their 

theology, Dorman explains that,  

Bishop Christian certainly taught that the ancient Hebrews were black, and most likely 
taught that contemporary African Americans were their descendants, but Crowdy began 
to systematically adopt the rituals of the Hebrew Bible, beginning with the seventh-day 
Sabbath and continuing with the Passover and the other festivals of the Hebrew calendar. 
Through their joint efforts, Bishops Christian and Crowdy seeded the African American 
religious landscape with the conviction that the ancient Israelites were Black, and 
attracted thousands of African American believers who had adopted some of the rites of 
the Hebrew Bible to go along with the conviction that the Hebrew and Christian Bibles 
were describing their own ancestors. (Dorman 90-91) 
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Importantly, most scholars of this tradition maintain that one of the strongest motivating forces 

behind Crowdy’s (and his followers’) theology has been the disillusionment of the 

Reconstruction era12: 

The [Black Israelite] movement’s emergence can be traced to the late nineteenth-century, 
when former slaves had their hopes for a more just United States dashed after 
Reconstruction was abandoned by the federal government due to intense resistance from 
white supremacists. Blacks in the South became subject to restrictive Jim Crow laws and 
were the victims of periodic racial violence across the country. (Genius13) 

 
As inheritors to Crowdy’s theological movement, various resurgences of the Black Israelite 

tradition unfolded in Chicago and Harlem during the 1920s. Most notable, however, is the latest 

resurgence of 1960s Chicago. John L. Jackson, scholar of contemporary urban environments and 

race relations, explains that during this period “Chicago had a hyperpolitical public sphere: 

people talking to the streets; legal institutions slowly bending to the project of formal social 

inclusion; religious organizations retooled for racial protest” (41). Out of this fertile 

environment, several sects of the Black Israelite tradition emerged, including the African Hebrew 

Israelites of Jerusalem. Another emergent group from this era, based in Miami, has been the 

controversial Nation of Yahweh. In sum, at this historical juncture, various Black Israelite groups 

co-evolved with Black Power ideology and created a militaristic front against the devaluation of 

blackness.  

 At present, the Black Israelite tradition is experiencing a resurgence. Genius reveals that,  

                                                
12 In his tenth chapter, Gerber presents a useful summary of the motivating forces behind the Black Israelite 
tradition. He explains that, in identifying with Israel, African Americans simultaneously “attained a sense of dignity 
and worth, and acquired a history, a people, a heritage and a culture. Possessing a defense against feelings of 
insignificance, they overcame anxiety. By associating themselves with a well established, highly revered and 
honored ancestry, they elevated their pride and entered Western society as equals in the Judeo-Christian tradition” 
(188).  
 
13 This quote has been taken from a video entitled Inside the Hebrew Israelite Movement That’s Inspiring Kendrick 
Lamar & Kodak Black released in 2017 by online music platform, Genius (formerly known as Rap Genius).  
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On the heels of Donald Trumps’ upset victory, [America] finds itself in political turmoil. 
‘In these times, people who are spiritually or religiously oriented may look toward 
alternative spiritual perspectives or solutions,” [professor André] Key told Genius, “and 
this is one of them.” (Genius)  
 

Still active organizations of this faith movement are the Church of God and Saints of Christ, the 

Commandment Keepers, the African Hebrew Israelites of Jerusalem, and Israel United in Christ. 

Importantly, within these religious realms lies a prolific rap music scene. Rappers espousing 

Black Israelite theology in their flows include Crunk God Euro, Soloman the Jew, Obadiah, and 

Purple Reign (of Israel United in Christ). In an African American narrative tradition stretching 

back to the eighteenth century, these artists resist the current issues of systemic American racism 

with theological retaliation. Obadiah’s “Israelite Boy” (2016) reads,  

 That’s why I’m a Israelite boy… 
 I pray that my heavenly [God] 
 Strapped with the bible, these verses 
 Are hollow so fire will leave my esophagous  
 No Afro-American –  
 Hebraic heritage backed with biblical documents (Obadiah 1-6)  
 
Obadiah here supplants the identifier of “African American” with Hebraic identity, 

overpowering systemic oppression against blacks by aligning with divine election. Like the early 

spiritual bards, Obadiah resists the constraints of the black identity available to him, and 

reconfigures for himself a hybrid identity by aligning with scripture.  

 Other rap artists from beyond these religious organizations have too begun to inject Black 

Israelite theology into their music, as has been the case with Kodak Black, Clingy (with his track 

“King Judah”), and Compton rapper Kendrick Lamar14. Notably, this artistic engagement with 

                                                
14 Lamar’s own religious views are non-denominational. In interviews, he expresses a dedication to monotheism and 
alternative religious understanding (that is, outside of the organized Christian streams of Protestantism, Catholicism, 
and Methodism, etc.). He stresses that a personal experience of God, outside of strict religious sects, is the right 
spiritual path to follow. For The Hollowverse, Lamar states “Believe in God, it’s only one God. Fuck all that religion 
shit. Believe in one God, and do right. Try your best to do right, we ain’t perfect. Just do that and everything will be 
straight” (cited by Frye unpag.).  
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biblical tropes comes as part of a wider resurgence of biblical application by rap artists such as 

Kanye West, Chance the Rapper, and J. Cole. While the current Black Israelite assemblies are 

still ambivalent toward the attention they have garnered from Lamar’s DAMN. record, Lamar’s 

work has nonetheless shed new light on an otherwise esoteric phenomenon. “Alright,” a track off 

of his 2015 To Pimp a Butterfly album, became the unofficial anthem of the Black Lives Matter 

movement, presenting itself in the unified voices of protesters around the country. Lamar’s work 

has attracted throngs of activists due to its visceral articulation of police brutality and systemic 

racism against blacks in America. He positions himself as the pseudo-religious saviour of a 

fallen world – his religious rhetoric is thus steeped in political activism, and his political activism 

is steeped in religious rhetoric. Revealing his highly resistant artistic predisposition, the lyrics on 

his track entitled “LUST.” off of DAMN. display his fears of the emerging Donald Trump 

presidency: he raps, “Lookin’ for confirmation, hopin’ election wasn’t true / All of us worried, 

all of us buried, and our feelings deep / None of us married to his proposal, make us feel cheap” 

(Lamar 2017).  

Stemming from the social justice mandate of the Exodus, Lamar aligns himself with the 

ancient Israelites, as he is inspired to do so by his cousin Carl Duckworth, a member of Israel 

United in Christ. In his track entitled “YAH.” – which could be making reference to the Hebrew 

word “Yahweh” meaning God – Lamar (like Obadiah) overtakes his African American identity 

label with the claim of Hebraic heritage. He raps, “I’m a Israelite, don’t call me black no mo / 

That word is only a colour, / It ain’t fact no mo” before reciting that his cousin Carl reminded 

him to “know [his] worth” and that “Deuteronomy say that we all been cursed” (Lamar 2017). 

For Lamar, the current political injustices, against which Black Lives Matter has assembled, 

cause him to reassess his African American identity. Instead of allowing the constraints and 
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inherited violences of that identity to determine his being, he escapes the realm of racial 

identification and enters into theological discourse. Notably, the claim he makes is still related to 

genealogy and heritage – Lamar claims that he is not black, he is Hebrew – but by displacing his 

African American racial identity and adopting a theological one, he takes control of his racial 

alignment. In the tradition of the spirituals, he divorces himself from the vilification of 

blackness, and enters into a new racial assemblage in which his blackness is a virtue. 

Importantly, the backing track of this performance (a beat by Sounwave) is made up of beats and 

pitches played perpetually in reverse. While the kick drum hits and snares are played normally, 

the remaining pitches of the track are strategically reversed. This lends an air of instability and 

floating ethereality to the piece. With the technique of reversal, Lamar also signals a kind of 

retreat, revolution, and return. In a way, his musical form mirrors the retroactive ancestral claims 

made in his verses.15 

Further, in the aggressive landscape of Lamar’s second track “DNA,” similar ancestral 

claims are made. Lamar raps,  

I got loyalty, got royalty inside my DNA…  
I got power, poison, pain and joy inside my DNA…  
I was born like this, since one like this  
Immaculate conception  
I transform like this, perform like this  
Was Yeshua new weapon (Lamar 2017) 

 
Here Lamar makes a theological-genetic claim to Hebraic authenticity. With “loyalty” and 

“royalty” situated in the bloodlines of African Americans, Lamar effectively rewrites any 

circulating narratives of white supremacy (like those displayed at the Unite the Right rally staged 

                                                
15 Lamar has stated that he employs reversal as a mixing technique throughout the album. Indeed, he has even 
claimed that the album as a whole can be played backwards. For Billboard Magazine he states, “I think a week after 
the album came out, [fans] realized you can play the album backwards… It plays as a full story and even a better 
rhythm” (cited by LaSimone unpag.).	 	
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in Charlottesville, Virginia in August of 2017) and claims “royal” Israelite heritage. He 

strategically reorients scientific racism hailing from the Enlightenment period which often placed 

African-descended individuals as the least evolved and most inferior. As Matthew Linder writes 

in, “’Am I worth It?’: The Forgiveness, Death, and Resurrection of Kendrick Lamar” (2017),  

[In his] personal relationship with God, Kendrick’s prophetic songs affirm the dignity 
and worth of the black bodies in Compton and echo Howard Thurman’s grandmother, 
‘You – You are not niggers. You-You are not slaves. You are God’s children.’ Or, 
borrowing a phrase from Kendrick’s own music, despite his doubts and anxieties, he is 
and his people are, in fact, ‘worth it.’ (110)  

 
Lamar maintains that he himself is “Yeshua new weapon,” a prophet who does divine work by 

rearticulating African American identity (“I transform like this” (my emphasis)) on the site of his 

musical activism (“perform like this” (my emphasis)).  

 On the seventh track of DAMN. entitled “PRIDE.,” Lamar raps about engendering group 

cohesion, and his vocal production undergoes marked shifts. He raps, “I put my faith in these 

lyrics, hoping I make amend,” and claims of embodying an “Indigenous disposition, feel like we 

belong here” (Lamar 2017). In this sense, Lamar injects pride of place through a theological 

framework – he endows his community with an “indigenous disposition” and a sense of 

belonging. At the same time, as the track unfolds, Lamar’s voice throughout his verses is 

strategically pitched upward into a comical, childish persona, before oscillating back to his 

natural pitch, then moving far lower into an authoritative guise, and ultimately returning back 

upward. These oscillations signal a kind of mediation between discursive fields. Lamar has 

identified as a prophet on several occasions: In “ELEMENT.” he raps, “I’m willing to die for this 

shit” as he puts himself on the line for the betterment of his world, referenced as the microcosm 

of “Compton.” Further, as seen in “DNA.,” Lamar self-identifies as “Yeshua new weapon” or an 

instrument of God. In “PRIDE.” Lamar maneuvers between the divine and authoritative realm 
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(the grander, deeper voice), to a comical and lighthearted sphere (the highest-pitched voice), only 

to consistently revert to his natural timbre. In these moves he effectively mediates between the 

divine and the mortal, self-figuring himself in the likeness of the Hebrew prophets leading Israel 

to fulfillment.  

 It is of paramount importance that some of the most pertinent and accessible articulations 

of Black Israelite rhetoric come on the site of the music of a self-defined prophetic artist. As an 

inheritor of the spiritual tradition, and of the compositional work of the civil rights movement, 

rap music continues to function as a platform for radical black resistance-through-religion. As 

Sam Kestenbaum writes for Genius,  

Hip-hop has provided a platform for alternative black spiritual movements for years. Rap 
pioneers like Rakim as well as Wu-Tang Clan members incorporated the beliefs of the 5 
Percenters into their music; Ice Cube peppered his songs with the teachings of the Nation 
of Islam; in his very early days Jay-Z even referenced Dr. York’s Nuwaubian Nation. 
(unpag.)  

 
Moreover, Rap music according to scholar James McLeod is an “embodiment of hip-hop culture 

and offers a narrative of both struggle and resilience.” In its most nascent New York 

manifestations,  

In the 1970s, a wave of white flight left behind, primarily, an impoverished black 
community. Artists from this area brought together words and beats to describe the 
struggles of poverty in black culture. Rappers like Grandmaster Flash, Kurtis Blow, and 
the Sugarhill Gang served to unite and galvanize their community. Within the boundaries 
of this new collective, strength and resiliency emerged largely from the declaration of 
shared experiences. Thick narrative descriptions of life continued as an essential tenet in 
rap music through the contemporary moment. (McLeod 123)  

In impoverished and often systemically disadvantaged communities, rap music has functioned as 

a medium through which African American artists could ignite cultural pride in their 

communities, engender social cohesion, and perpetuate the rhetoric of resistance. When it traffics 

in religious rhetoric, and actively reinterprets biblical stories to inspire resilience and racial pride, 

like Lamar’s DAMN., rap music becomes entangled with a much wider history of African 
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American resistance. Within this tradition, it has been on the site of music that African American 

artists have been able to rearticulate biblical rhetoric and maintain those new understandings in 

order to fuel resistance, rework dominant historical narratives, articulate counter-histories, and 

create empowering identity structures.  

 Dorman describes this hermeneutic reinvention-through-narrative as a staggering 

phenomenon of marginalized peoples. He writes,  

Marginalized groups develop a multitude of tactics for mitigating the oppressive 
ideological conditions they face on a daily basis. Polycultural Black Israelite religions, 
which responded to racism and the erasure of African peoples from historical narratives 
by staking a claim for Black centrality in Western narratives of sacred history, can be 
understood in related terms: as resourceful and patched-together responses to oppressive 
ideologies, and as tactics that acquired their own centers of gravity and never merely 
mimicked the religions practiced by Jews of European descent – even as members of both 
communities found themselves both attracted and repelled by the other. (20)  

 
Dorman’s latter remarks return us to the web of black/Jewish relations. The Exodus – with its 

poignant rhetoric of social justice so intrinsic to the African American/Jewish identification – 

has, in the Black Israelite tradition, become a method of division. By staking a claim in Hebraic 

identity, adopting traditions, names, and emblems of the Jewish faith, and by espousing anti-

white rhetoric, many Black Israelites have instrumentalized the Exodus as a tool of division. In 

the likeness of many religious studies, this one has come to the conclusion that both division and 

unity emerges from the Black Israelite faith. The division here may be a symptom of the larger 

currents of disunity flowing through the black/Jewish relationship, erupting during the Black 

Power era of the 1960s/70s. Did the Black Israelites surge in popularity at this time because 

African Americans sought to supplant Jewish identity? Do they continue to flourish today due to 

a growing chasm between blacks and Jews? This study has attempted to begin tackling these 

questions. 
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The underlying reality here is the very mythical nature of the ancient Israelites. Who, 

among the many who have tried, has the right to claim Hebraic authenticity? And in regards to 

the Torah as narrative, the emulation and idealization of Israel carries with it many theological 

problems. The Book of Amos reveals that Israel is far from perfect in the eyes of God. The 

prophet Amos explains that there have been crimes against God committed by gentile nations, 

but that those very crimes exist within the walls of Israel itself. Similarly, in Exodus, Moses’ 

brother Aaron in his configuring of the Golden Calf idol reveals Israel’s inherent weaknesses and 

human frailty. In the Torah, Israel is meant to be a model and a light unto others, but all nations 

are held as one in God. If not a beacon of morality and recipient of God’s eternal preference, 

Israel can be understood as a kind of social experiment: a battle ground (the Hebrew word 

“Israel” literally translates to “wrestle with God”) on which God and man can establish a code of 

conduct to then apply universally. The fact that Israel has come to mean a chosen nation, and a 

vessel of divine blessings, reveals more about the emotional and political needs of its readers, 

than it does about its narrative meaning.  
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