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Black religion refers to more than solely religions in which persons of African descentidentify' while persons of African descent practice a variety of religious practicesand traditions, participation in rerigions such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and NativeAmerican religious traditions do not lenerally fall under the rubric of .,black religion.,,In the context of the United States, th"e term "brack rerigion,, generally references twodifferent categories ofreligions. The first category understands that during the experi-ence of slavery and col0nialism, christianity and Islam took on a unique expressionamong persons of African descent. From this encounter comes what is commonlyreferred to as "the black church" tradition composed primarily of the historically blackchristian denominations-Nationar Baptist Convention, e.og..rri". National Baptistconvent ion, Afr ican r\{erhodist  Episcopal (AME) church, Afr ican MerhodisrEpiscopal Zion (AME Zion) churcn, cnrrrtiun Methodist Episcopar (cME) church,church of God in christ (coGlC)-and secondar'y the preiominantty brack congre_gations of the various Protestant denomination, uni catholicism.- persons of Africandescent have also uniquely practiced Islam, resulting in the African and African Ameri-can participation in "orthodox" Islam, as well as the distinctly black interpretations ofIslam found in the Nation of Islam and the Five percent Nation of Isram. one may alsoinclude the African Hebrew Israelite variation of Judaism in this category. For manyblack communities, the practice of Islam and Judaism.""r" no, uaoi,"o ou.ing slavery;rather they were consciously adopted and adapted at an earlier o, late. stage in history.In a second category fall religions that are uniquely connected to the historical andspiritual experiences ofpersons ofAfrican descent. This category includes African tradi-tional religions (also commonly referred to as .African_derived 
religions,,) and their var_iations throughout the united States, canada, and the caribiean, i.e., Santeria,Candombl6, vodun (or vo-odoo), Ifa, Conjure, etc. These categories are not rigid, norare they the only ways in which scholars ani practitioners mighti"Ju" brack religions.For example' some scholars and practitioners'consider Rastaflri a vibration or expressionof christianity, while other:s 

""" 
it u, a religion uniquely tied to the experiences andcircumstances of persons of African (more specifically but not exclusively, Jamaican)
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The Gender of God

In most black religions, God is referred to in masculine terminology. Although this is

not particularly tied to the theology of the religious tradition, it can be very difflcult

to separate a gender-neutral conception of God from written and oral texts that

describe God as having a gender. In Christianity, for example, God is thought of as a

"spirit" and does not contain any of the biological indications of sex or gender'

Within Jewish and Christian scriptures, there are references to God using female

and maternal language. Progressive varieties of these traditions will refer to God using

both genders (Mother-Father God) or using gender-neutral language (Creator God).

Nevertheless, the majority of these traditions refer to God in male language. This

practice is widely understood as a product of human patriarchal interpretation of the

religion. The predominantly male naming of God appears to be typical of monotheistic

religions.
In religious traditions that recognize divine plurality, the divine is imaged as non-

gendered or as gendered. For example, in Yoruba-based African traditional religions,

the high God, Olodumare or Olorun, is not referenced with having one gender or

another. Another category of the divine, variously referred to as orisa, orisha, or loa,

maintains the genders and activities one finds among human culture. Thus there are

male orisha such as Shango, the orisha associated with thunder, Ogun, the orisha of

iron and war, or Elegba/Eshu, the orisha of the crossro ads and majot decisions. There

are also female orisha such as Oya, the orisha associated with the whirlwinds, change,

and family-based ancestors, Oshun, the orisha of the river, beauty' and love, or

Yemanja or Yemoja, the orisha of the oceans and motherhood' While this is not an

exhaustive list, this illustrates that some black religions can identify both the male

and the female genders with the divine.

Feminist and womanist scholars often argue that the gendered understanding of the

divine both reflects and contributes to the roles that the various genders are ascribed

within human society. When, for example, God is imaged as male, men have more

powerful roles in human society than women' Theologically, this is enforced by the

idea that humanity is made in the image of God, and thus the man was created first

and is the ideal form of human being. Likewise, many black religions expect human

beings to strive to l ive as God or God's (usually) male representative, unite with

God, or become God. When God is imaged as exclusively male, then both male and

female human beings are expected to fashion their lives after a male ideal. Many per-

sons argue that this male imaging of God is both a cause and a reflection of the gender

roles that religions expect of women and men'

Gender Roles

Differentiated gender roles exist in nearly all religions, black religions being no excep-

tion. At the time of the Atlantic slave trade, gender roles in West African societies

were more fluid than what many Africans experienced during slavery and in their lives

in Western civilization. While most West African societies were patrilineal, which
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priesthood, and women leaders must work underneath the man's leadership. In less

formal communities, women exercise leadership through the respect they garner for

possessing Special gifts. Healer-women, conjure-women, and seer-women serve as

leaders in their communities-through respect and fear-because the religious com-

munity acknowledges that they have a special relationship with the divine that gives

them the ability to heal, make predictions, or curse the lives of those around them'

African American New Thought religions are the few communities within black

religions with primarily female leadership. Whether independent or black congrega-

tions of predominantly white denominations such as Unity or Religious Science, many

local congregations have women serving as their chief ministers' In 1974, Johnnie

Colemon founded the Universal Federation for Better Living that serves as an

umbrella organization for various African American New Thought congregations

around the world.
Across black religious traditions, women's activity has cultivated civic and organiz-

ing skills that black women often translated into political leadership. Although they

often face the same patriarchy in the political realm as they do within religious com-

munities, African American women have been the leaders of grassroots movements

within existing political structures and formed their own organizations (as in the wom-

en's club movement of the early twentieth century) that have promulgated the civil

rights of all people, especially African Americans and women'

Transgressing Gender

The presence of women in leadership and religious scholarship and individuals who do

not embrace the proscribed gender roles transgress the gender ideals established within

and maintained by most black religions. Women in leadership force religious

communities to expand and disrupt their notions of femininity and masculinity' New

questions are raised: If public leadership is a masculine trait and women are leaders'

u." *orn"n behaving in masculine ways? Or do the definitions of "feminine" and

"masculine" need to be revised, expanded, or perhaps left open for self-description?

Or perhaps the issues should be completely reframed into questions of responsible

moral agency regardless of gender or biological sex identification?

In 1985, Katie G. Cannon borrowed author Alice Walker's term "womanist" to

describe the religious scholarship of black women that examines the religious lives

of black women who are often oppressed by race, gender, and class. Since that time,

womanist religious scholarship has researched and highlighted women's roles within

black religious traditions and advocated theological ideas that advocate for the libera-

tion and wholeness of black women and the entire community. Womanist religious

scholarship has greatly influenced the religious scholarship of black men, white men,

and other women of color. Thus much progressive religious scholarship acknowledges

and resists the oppression of women and people of color'

Proscribed gender roles within black religions have not only served to oppress black

women systemically, but they also hurt black men. Within these gender roles, black

men are expected to live up to masculinist and capitalist ideals that society only deems
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The language of mounting signifies an intimate, almost sexual, relationship. Thus a
male orisha may be mounting a male human being during spirit possession.
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