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This Far by Faith: African-American Spiritual Journeys


A history covering three centuries, This Far by Faith (PBS) chronicles and comments on the spiritual journeys of remarkable African-American men and women who triumphed over the adversities of their lives to lead, inspire, and help make possible the spiritual, social, and political freedom of an entire people.


Although some Africans who came to America believed in Christianity or Islam, most were from societies of traditional African religious backgrounds.  Most African religious traditions featured a belief in a Supreme Being with the worship of other gods and ancestors.  Ritual and magic were used to commune with nature, gods, and the Supreme Being.  Many African religions believed in a group of divine beings or forces, ancestors who enabled the living to communicate with these deities, and a society ordered by customs and principles, all of which were created and sustained by a Supreme Being.


There were many things in the program I found fascinating, not the least of which were:

· Approximately 10% (500,000) of Africans brought to America were Muslim.

· the observance of Islamic dress codes to preserve human dignity

· “drinking the Koran”

· By the Civil War, all traces of Islam had died out.

· Conventional Christianity did not appeal to African-Americans because of its emphasis on subservience and creeds.

· Evangelical Christianity did appeal to African-Americans because of its emphasis on freedom, liberation, and feelings.

· “The Great Awakening” as the perfect context for Sojourner Truth’s ministry

· praise houses, the ring shout, secret meetings, bonds as strong as those of family

· spirituals: strength and solace

· Hope comes from knowing what one has to deal with.  Spirituals make that knowledge possible.

· In Charleston, S.C., African-Americans took collections to buy back and free slaves.

· In 1817, white officials in Charleston proposed a building to be constructed on top of an African-American burial ground.  SACRILEGE!  Four thousand black Methodists left the Methodist Church and started the first African Church (AME).

· Denmark Vesey’s interpretation of the Bible (“The Bible within the Bible”), with its emphasis on the Old Testament was very helpful in formulating the ideas and strategies of future liberationists, political and theological, Christian and non-Christian.

· It was ingenious how Vesey combined native African mysticism and magic with Old Testament theology.

· It was interesting how George Wilson (a Christian) turned Vesey in—a modern Judas?

· Sojourner Truth’s spiritual journey is remarkable.  I was reminded of the Apostle Paul’s conversion when he was knocked off his horse upon seeing the risen Jesus.  Truth’s reaction seemed somewhat the same.  She was dazed, and she said, “I had no idea You were so big.”  Amazing!

Some Research on Part of This Far by Faith: African-American Spiritual Journeys
(From “There Is a River” and “God Is a Negro”)
Denmark Vesey (1737-1822)

At age 60, Denmark Vesey called for armed rebellion against the institution of slavery.  Casting himself as Moses, and his people as the enslaved Israelites, Vesey interpreted the biblical book of Exodus as a charge from God for slaves to overthrow their masters and escape.  Vesey's was a God of vengeance and retribution.  He became a martyr to the cause for freedom.  After the executions of Denmark Vesey and 34 others, Charleston authorities exiled the African Church leaders and razed the building.  Although devastated by the destruction of their church, black Charlestonians continued to honor Vesey's revolutionary Old Testament theology in secret.  For abolitionists such as David Walker, Frederick Douglass, and Harriet Beecher Stowe, Vesey became a symbol of resistance and an inspiration in their writings.  White Charleston responded by increasing efforts to convert slaves to New Testament Christianity, and by passing legislation to further restrict the rights of slaves.  This increasingly militant path eventually led to the Civil War.

(Source: http://www.pbs.org/thisfarbyfaith/people/denmark_vesey.html)

Sojourner Truth (1797-1883)

She was born enslaved, named Isabella, and sold four times before she was twelve.  From these humble beginnings, Sojourner Truth experienced a personal conversion, changed her name, and became one of the country's leading abolitionists and feminists.  She resisted attempts to label her or put her in a box, challenging those of her time to remember, in the words of Nell Painter, that "among blacks, there are women, and among women, blacks.”  Sojourner Truth first met the abolitionist Frederick Douglass while she was living at the Northampton Association.  Although he admired her speaking ability, Douglass was patronizing of Truth, whom he saw as "uncultured.”  Years later, however, Truth would use her plain talk to challenge Douglass.  At an 1852 meeting in Ohio, Douglass spoke of the need for blacks to seize freedom by force.  As he sat down, Truth asked "Is God gone?”  Although much exaggerated by Harriet Beecher Stowe and other writers, this exchange made Truth a symbol for faith in nonviolence and God's power to right the wrongs of slavery.

(Source: http://www.pbs.org/thisfarbyfaith/people/sojourner_truth.html)

Frederick Douglass (1818-1895)

One of the abolitionist movement's primary leaders was Frederick Douglass.  He was born Frederick Baily, the son of a field hand and, reportedly, her white master, in 1818.  He was first sold at age six.  He learned to read and write over the next ten years, until he was apprenticed as a caulker for a shipbuilder in Baltimore.  Although he was able to rent out his own time and thereby earn some money, he chafed for his freedom.  On July 5, 1852, Douglass delivered his famous speech, "What to the Slave is your Fourth of July?" at an event commemorating the signing of the Declaration of Independence, held in Rochester, NY, Douglass’ home at the time.  In his scathing address, which is considered "perhaps the greatest antislavery oration ever given," Douglass railed against the institution of slavery, the Fugitive Slave Act, and the hypocritical American Christianity that supported such oppression.

(Source: http://www.pbs.org/thisfarbyfaith/people/frederick_douglass.html)

Henry McNeal Turner (1822-1915)

Today's black church draws its strength and vitality from the foundation laid by men like Henry McNeal Turner, "one of the most skillful denominational builders in American history," according to his biographer, Stephen Angell.  An accomplished preacher even before the Civil War, Turner became the first black U.S. Army Chaplain.  He helped organize the Republican Party in Georgia, got elected to the legislature, became a bishop in the AME church; then turned his back on the U.S. and became a back-to-Africa activist and one of the first black nationalists.  Turner believed that Emancipation was the first Exodus for African-Americans and leaving the South would be the second.  While many in the black community shared Turner's views on the limits of freedom in the South, most chose to remain in the United States instead of migrating to Africa.  Turner's insistence on linking missionary work in Africa with mass emigration to the continent made him a divisive figure in the AME Church.  At the same time, his four trips to Africa showed him the dignity of a people uncowed by slavery.  In 1895, speaking before the first meeting of the National Baptist Convention, Turner declared that African-Americans should see God as a Negro.

(Source: http://www.pbs.org/thisfarbyfaith/people/henry_mcneal_turner.html)
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