“Redemption Song”
Old pirates yes they rob I

Sold I to the merchant ships

Minutes after they took I from the

Bottom less pit

But my hand was made strong 

By the hand of the Almighty

We forward in this generation triumphantly

All I ever had is songs of freedom

Won’t you help me sing these songs of freedom

Cause all I ever had redemption songs, redemption songs.

Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery

None but ourselves can free our minds

Have no fear of atomic energy

Cause none of them can stop the time

How long shall they kill our prophets

While we stand aside and look

Some say it’s just a part of

We’ve got to fulfill the book

Won’t you help to sing, these songs of freedom

Cause all I ever had, redemption songs, redemption songs,…









Bob Marley


Legendary musician Bob Marley diverged from his characteristic reggae style music in the above song to record this mournful spiritual, “Redemption Song.”  Recorded in 1980, this reflective piece was on the last album recorded by Marley before his death in 1981.  In this song, Marley sings in the first person, taking on the role of a slave, “singing the songs of freedom” (Papa, Gerber and Mohamed:  Fall 1998).  Marley was known for creatively blending the sounds and thoughts from religious slave spirituals with his own native Jamaican music to give rise to a new and celebrated musical style.  Marley also recorded many other songs with elements of original African American slave folksongs such as “Go Down Moses”, “Buffalo Soldier” and “Amazing Grace” to name just a few.  It is possible that my fondness of his music is what led me to choose the topic of my research, “Slavery and Religion”. 
 I have always wondered how the enslaved Africans were able to endure the ugliness of the institution of slavery.  How did they maintain any hope?  How did they cope with being separated from their families?  How did they survive the physical and emotional cruelty cast upon them? What kept them sane?  What kept them going day to day?   The only answer that I can fathom is, they acquired an inner strength obtained by an immeasurable faith in a power greater than that which walks this earth;  a power greater than that which inflicts the pain on the down trodden.  I believe that through their deep spirituality, the enslaved African Americans not only survived, but also used their religion, their spirituality, as a form of resistance against the institution.  
For most Europeans, whom brought the Africans to America, religion was neatly placed in a particular category in society.  For the African people, religion, God in particular, was at the center of life.  Through this centralizing of religion, the peoples of Africa fused their concepts of God and religion into their daily lives and routines, thus giving rise to an incredibly spiritual people.  Their spirituality was visible in their music, dance, and story telling.  Unfortunately, like everything else in their lives, once the Africans became the “property” of the white man, they were stripped of the freedom to practice their religions.  The slave owners knew that by stripping them of their African names, their African traditions, their religion, their music, their heritage, their entire identity, was a resolute way to master over the slaves.  So that is exactly what they did.  The African slaves were not permitted to retain anything that would be reminiscent of who they were or where they came from.
The spiritual practices of the enslaved Africans have ancestral origins from various parts of Africa, Dahomey, Nigeria, Senegal, Ghana, the Congo, and other West African nations.  These different regions practiced a range of religions, from Voodoo (Vodoun), Akan, Ifa, Orisha, LaReglas de Congo, and Mami Wata.  Small percentages were even African Muslims, incorporating ancestral veneration and family deities into their ritual practice (Mamissii “Zogbe`” Vivian Hunter-Hindrew, Hounon Amengansie: 2002).  There were even some West Africans who came to America with an extensive history of pre-Christian Talmudic (biblical) ritual knowledge and practice.  The people of this religion were familiar with the legend of Moses, though they did not recognize him as “the chosen one” who led the Jews to the Promised Land, but rather they believed him to be “the great conjurer” and the “bringer of the law”.
Common to most African religions were various forms of drumming, dancing, clapping, and chanting.  The Africans from whom the slaves had descended lived in a world of sound; a world in which the chanted, sung, or shouted word was not only a primary source of communication, but also of prayer.  Additionally, the idea of spirits and conjuring was also fairly widespread among many African religions.  It has been confirmed through archaeological research that the concepts of conjuring and the belief in good and evil spirits are just a few of the traditional ideals that the enslaved people of Africa managed to sustain. 

In Williamsburg, Virginia, historical archaeologist, Maria Franklin found a collection of drilled spoon handles while excavating Rich Neck, a tobacco plantation from the eighteenth century which used enslaved African labor.  Franklin and her team unearthed a slave quarters that dates back to the middle 1700s.   She believes that these spoon handles were worn as charms by the slaves to attract good spirits, a practice, which if discovered by the slave owners, would have earned the slaves a severe beating.  The masters did not want the slaves to practice any form of religion, but especially their native religions because they were viewed as idolatrous and savage by the white slave owners.    

The slave owners did not allow the slaves to formally gather for fear that they would communicate with each other and formulate an insurrection, hence they were not permitted to gather for religious worship.  If they were caught doing so, the slaves were subject to brutal beatings, horrendous torture, or even death.  Though, this did not stop most of the enslaved Africans.  It was not uncommon for the slaves to sneak off late at night, often times gathering deep in the woods, a ravine, or a distant field, to sing and pray.  Many slave owners worried the slaves would communicate through the drum sounds, so in several regions in America, drums were forbidden.  As a result, in place of drums, the slaves used hand clapping and foot stomping to create rhythmic beats in the tradition of African music and prayer worship when they gathered for their secret prayer meetings.
Music was a central part of the African’s religious custom as well as a major component of their native culture.  Thus, the enslaved African-Americans also included music as an expression of worship using their voices as their chief music making instrument.  They would sing together while working out in the fields, while they were alone, or in call-response pattern.  The slaves used their music, not only as a form of worship and as an expression of human experience, but eventually they very cleverly used music as a way of communicating with each other.  The latter was the concern that the slave owners feared the most.  Any form of communication between the slaves was viewed as a threat of a possible revolt by the owners.  As a result, singing and music was often times restricted as well.
Around the time of the Great Awakening of the 1730s and 1740s, the process of converting slaves to Christianity began in earnest.  The white evangelists set out to save the poor, black heathens from the “dark continent” and show them the way to salvation.  This movement then intensified in the late eighteenth century.  Initially, slave owners were reluctant to allow Christianity to be introduced to their slaves for fear that the Christian concept of the spiritual equality of all human beings would encourage slaves to demand their freedom and create an unrest among the slave communities.  Eventually, well into the eighteenth century, most slave owners reasoned that Christianity would make slaves more docile and conscientious, especially if it was monitored and doled out very carefully by the white preacher.  No slave owners allowed their slaves to attend church by themselves, nor were the slaves permitted to have their own preachers.  Slaves usually attended church on Sunday with the white members but, they were only permitted to sit in the back, away from the white people.  Occasionally, in lieu of having the slaves attend services at the same time as the white members, the slave owners would hold a separate service for the slaves, usually in the evening, yet carefully monitored by the watchful eye of the master.  

The slave owners dispensed Christianity guardedly, making certain that what was being preached to the slaves was applicable to their lot in life.  They only permitted white ministers to preach to the slaves a sermon that was carefully tailored to meet the needs of a slaveholding society.  The slaves heard many, many times, “Servants, obey your masters...” and bible verses of that nature.  They were told, “Although you masters may not find you out, God sees you; and He will punish you.  You must forsake your sinful ways and be faithful servants.  If you disobey your earthly master, you offend your heavenly Master” (Jacobs 1861:  pp.106-107). 
The slaves were equally selective in what they accepted and how they incorporated it into their view of this world and the next.  “Unable to read the Bible for themselves and skeptical of their masters’ interpretation of it, most slaves learned the message of the Christian gospel and translated it into songs in terms of their own experience” (Raboteau 1978: p.243).  It was through these spirituals that the lessons of the Bible became fundamentally real and took on unparalleled meaning for the slaves.  In a sense, they were living the teachings of the Bible through their oppression and suffering.  They identified particularly with the Hebrews of the Old Testament being led to the Promised Land by Moses on their exodus from bondage.  The messages from the New Testament which resonates the equality of all mankind became a predominant principle of African American Christianity. 
While it was not always demanded of them by the slave owners, many slaves would attend the white churches, listen to the words of the white preacher and then would “steal away” late at night to worship together in their own way.  They would gather deep in the woods, in ravines or distant fields, places which became known as “hush harbors”, always well hidden from the slave owners. It was here that he slaves freely mixed African rhythms, dancing, and singing with Christianity.  It was here that the spirituals with their double meanings of religious salvation and freedom from slavery took form and flourished. Though they lived in constant fear of being discovered and then accordingly having to pay the consequences, this did not deter them.  It was a custom at these prayer meetings for the slaves to turn a pot upside down or fill a pot with water to “catch” their voices when they would shout and sing as to not be heard by the overseer (Sleet Interview: 2005).  It is not known how this custom started, or if it had other meaning behind it, but this practice became common among the slaves when worshipping together.
Some slaves chose not to attend the white churches at all, which considering how unwelcome they must have felt amongst all of the white worshippers, and taking into account the message that was being shoved down their throats, it is certainly understandable why they might have stayed away from Christianity all together.  The slave owner’s agenda was quite obvious.  He was using every means possible to maintain optimum control over his “property”, his slaves.  He was using the words of God to better his own situation here on earth.  Probably very few slave owners truly had the slaves’ best interests in mind when they introduced Christianity to them; if they did, they would not have kept them enslaved in the first place.
Most, if not all, of the religious denominations permitted their members to own slaves.  In fact, many of the Protestant ministers themselves were slave owners, especially in the South.  Even though the Catholic Church was not as ubiquitous in the South, slavery was an accepted practice within that institution as well.  It wasn’t that the concept of the institution of slavery was not questioned within organized religions from time to time; that is not the case.  For example, within the Kentucky Baptist Churches, the reference to the unlawfulness of slavery was referred to October 3rd, 1789 at the General Committee meeting of the elders held in Cox’s County Creek Church in Nelson County, Kentucky.  The issue of slavery was mentioned, and then duly dismissed as “improper to enter into so important and critical matter at present” (Nowlin 1922: pp.71-77).   Moreover, while some Catholics condemned the practice of slavery, the Catholic Church in general found it “necessary to accept slavery as a cultural norm.  Nevertheless, the Church consistently proclaimed the equality between slave and master in the eyes of God, and worked to alleviate the suffering caused by slavery and advocate for basic human rights for slaves, including the right of slaves to purchase their own freedom” (Stopsky 1999).  Overall, it would be accurate to say that there were no true religious denominations for the slaves to turn to for unbiased spiritual guidance.  There was no real refuge within any organized religion that recognized the Blacks to be equal to the Whites.  With the exception of the occasional, sincere missionary, the enslaved African Americans were on their own as far as religious support and counsel.  
So why did the slaves accept Christianity?  Was it purely because it was forced on them?  Or was it truly a way for them to cope with the immense suffering in their lives?  While attending the white churches might not have been spiritually uplifting, it may have been that it gave them a slight reprieve from the day to day oppression that they experienced.  It may have been an opportunity for them to see friends or family members that they had been separated from.  Or possibly just a chance to communicate with slaves from other plantations, perchance even about possible escape plans.  Or perhaps it was even somewhat of a social event, a gathering of sorts, where they could try to forget, even for just the briefest time, about the daily hell in which they lived.

The African American slaves were a very resourceful people.  Not only did they manage to make the most of the little religious instruction offered to them, they also took from that what they needed to form their own “invisible institution.”  “This invisible church formed bonds of solidarity and resistance among slaves, giving them opportunity to commiserate over their tribulations, celebrate their survival, and create their own religious culture” (Simms 1998: p.52).  It became a form of resistance for the slaves in the sense that they were able to take something that the white oppressors meant to use as a form of domination over them, and alter it to become something of their own, something that they could identify with.  The hand-clapping, foot stomping and call-response became exclusive to the worship service of the African American slave.  Since most slaves were not taught to read, the Bible was put to memory.  Some slaves even believed that God revealed his word to them directly, “in their hearts” (Raboteau p.242). The religious culture, beliefs and traditions that evolved during the secret prayer meetings were handed down orally to the next generation.  The establishing of their own religious institution gave the slaves a sense of hope.  It gave them an identity, the very thing that the white slave owners had tried so desperately to erase from them had been reborn through their intense faith in themselves, each other, and God.  

We may never know exactly why the enslaved African Americans chose to accept Christianity.  I don’t believe it was solely because it was forced upon them, nor do I feel that they necessarily would have sought it out had they been given the freedom to practice the religions indigenous to them.  From what I have learned through my research, I feel that the majority of the slaves accepted Christianity as a way of coping with their sufferings in life. They needed something to carry them through the unspeakable pain and cruelty that was there daily existence.  Obviously, they were not the heathens that the white evangelists declared them to be, but in fact a truly spiritual people.  Their traditional approach to worship was one of joy and celebration. Their religion dealt with life as they lived it.  It was about pain and sorrow, praise and thanksgiving, grace and hope.  The clapping, dancing, and shouting, while alien to the white European religions, was in fact their customary way of praising God.  In fact, these Africanisms are still evident in the Black churches today.  The contemporary African American religious service is one of much emotion and involvement by the congregation.  The sermon is often times chanted by the preacher, there is much hand-clapping and singing, with the “spiritual” still being at the core of the gathering.  

Throughout the history of Blacks in America, much has been taken from them.  As slaves they were stripped of everything dear to them, their families, their culture, their traditions, most importantly their freedom.  Even after the Emancipation Act of 1862 and well into the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, the Blacks continued to struggle for true freedom.  In reality, that struggle continues today on many levels.   What I have learned, and so accordingly appreciate about black people as a race, is how they have managed to overcome these tremendous adversities, and fuse that what has managed to survive from their African heritage, with what they have wrought from many years of suffering,  to give birth to a new, vibrant culture.
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