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Michael Pasquier, Matthew J. Cressler, and Stephen Selka

roundtable

This roundtable features six scholarly assessments of the historical and  
theoretical challenges that emerge when we consider the participation of African 
and African-descended peoples in the Catholic tradition. The subject of Black 
Catholicism is garnering new attention from researchers for several reasons. 
Although the presence of Christianity in West-Central Africa is usually associ-
ated with European conquest and colonialism, it is instructive to consider that the 
Kingdom of Kongo voluntarily adopted Christianity—specifically Catholicism—
in the early 1500s as its official religion. In fact, the Kingdom of Kongo became 
an official diocese, operating under the auspices of Lisbon. From that point on, 
Catholicism played a central role in shaping the social fabric of Kongolese life by 
introducing novel religious practices and material cultures, by opposing or affirming 
preexisting cultural systems through ideology and institutions, and by participat-
ing in transnational networks of affiliation, travel, and intellectual formation.

Scholars have also begun to appreciate that a significant minority of 
Blacks arrived in the Americas from West-Central Africa as Christian-
identified peoples. Because Spanish and Portuguese colonialism proceeded 
under the official auspices of Catholicism, these colonizers organized civic 
and disciplinary institutions that frequently imposed Catholicism to one 
degree or another on free and enslaved Africans. For instance, the largest 
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population of free Africans in the Americas during the seventeenth  century 
lived in New Spain. There the Spanish monarch had instituted an inqui-
sition that exerted control over the lives of Africans enslaved and free 
with considerable efficacy and often ironic consequences. We now know 
that many Africans manipulated the inquisition’s requirement that sub-
jects  participate in heteropatriarchal marriage to create legitimate famil-
ial connections—their marriages were recognized in law and practice. In  
St. Augustine, the oldest colonial city in North America, Catholic Africans 
maintained an army devoted to making perpetual reprisals against British plan-
tations in the Lowcountry. And in Brazil,  African-descended peoples loyal to 
the expansive religious system of Orisha devotion have for centuries identified 
as loyal communicants of Catholicism. Although most Africans under Atlantic 
slavery were not converted to Christianity, those who did convert were over-
whelmingly affiliated with Catholicism. This means it is not Protestantism but 
Catholicism that constituted the majority of Black Christian experience in the 
Americas, a pattern that still holds true today.

There is at least one other major area of inquiry for which this roundtable 
has implications: the issue of Catholicism in the Americas or as a transatlantic 
phenomenon. Throughout the Americas and the Caribbean, during and after 
the period of Atlantic slavery under the British, French, Spanish, and Portuguese 
empires, most of the people who have lived their lives under the sign of 
Catholicism have been Native American and African descended, not European. 
Researchers will need to consider whether this fact requires any particular meth-
odological or theoretical changes in the study of American Catholicism more 
broadly. As some of our roundtable authors explain, for instance, simultaneous 
participation in multiple religious traditions has been the rule and not the excep-
tion for African-descended people’s historical involvement with Catholicism. 
This might have important implications for how scholars recognize what consti-
tutes the Catholic tradition.

We are pleased to offer this roundtable, and we invite our readers to 
 consider the important questions and observations the authors offer for 
understanding the form and substance of Black Christianity in its global 
context.

Edward E. Curtis and Sylvester A. Johnson
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The Immersion of Catholic Christianity in Kalunga

ras michael  brown, So u t h e r n  Il l i n o i s  Un i v e r s i t y  Ca r b o n d a l e

Abstract

This piece reflects on the engagement of African-descended peo-
ple with Catholicism since the fifteenth century in West-Central 
Africa and the Atlantic diaspora. Rather than look at the pro-
cess within a Christianity-centered model, I reorient this his-
tory within an  interpretive framework that I call “kalunga.” The 
Kongo word kalunga evokes ideas about place and spiritual knowl-
edge that I employ as a label for the all-encompassing physical 
and conceptual world inhabited by African-descended people. In 
this framework, I contend that the Catholic Christianity taken to 
West-Central Africa was subsumed within kalunga and thus trans-
formed from a separate religion into a fundamental component 
of kalunga. Captive West-Central Africans then extended this 
relationship between Catholic Christianity and kalunga into the 
Atlantic diaspora, where it shaped the development of religious 
cultures in the Americas, including in those societies where colo-
nizers and enslavers installed Protestant Christianity as the domi-
nant institutional religion.

Keywords: Catholicism, kalunga, Kongo, Virgin Mary, South Carolina 
Lowcountry

I would like to begin by reorienting the present inquiry from the histories 
of Catholicism and Afro-Christianity to the histories of the African-derived 
religious cultures of the Atlantic diaspora. Of course, these two sets of histo-
ries have been intricately woven together since the fifteenth century, when 
people from Western Europe began to fully traverse the Atlantic Ocean and 
establish contacts and relationships with diverse societies in Africa and the 
Americas. The European presence in the Atlantic realm resulted in coloni-
zation and enslavement, as well as the spread of first Roman Catholic and 
then Protestant forms of Christianity. We may be tempted to presume 
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that this latter process progressed inevitably in conjunction with the other 
 developments and that the story of the religious past of the Atlantic dias-
pora is the story of African-descended people becoming Christians and in 
turn transforming Christianity in the Americas. This could indeed be the 
case if we decided to view this past through a teleological lens focused on 
explaining a Christianity-centered history of religious change. For much of 
the last five centuries, however, Christianity was not the center of the spiri-
tual lives of African-descended people. Still, the enduring engagement with 
Catholic Christianity was and continues to be of fundamental importance to 
the religious cultures of people in certain regions of Africa and throughout 
the Atlantic diaspora. How do we explain this past without diminishing the 
choices that people made in shaping their religious cultures that included but  
were not defined by Catholic Christianity? How do we assess the meanings of 
Catholic Christianity to those African-descended people to whom Catholic 
ideas and practices mattered but who did not necessarily become Catholics? 
How do we respect the complexity and diversity of religious experiences 
without forcing those experiences into the exclusive categories of separate 
“religions” that often held less relevance to people of African descent than 
these categories do for us and our analyses?

We can begin to answer these questions by remembering that the history 
of African-descended people’s engagement with Catholic Christianity began 
with the immersion of Roman Catholicism in kalunga. At this point, I must 
note that I am taking some liberties with my use of this Kongo word. The 
term’s most basic meanings refer to the visible physical domain of the sea as 
well as to the land of the dead, the invisible realm from which all forms of 
spiritual power emanate.1 When we integrate the entire semantic field of the 
word at one time, kalunga becomes an all-encompassing world comprised of 
the seen and unseen and inhabited by the living, the dead, and other enti-
ties that operate throughout. It includes “real” spaces and reflects established 
ideas and practices concerning spiritual matters, and yet it identifies neither 
a specific place nor a distinct religion in any of the senses that we usually 
attach to “place” and “religion.” For our purposes here, we can think of kalunga 
as both a geographical expanse and conceptual realm akin to the “Atlantic 
world,” though not quite the same thing. The “Atlantic world,” at its heart, 
is a Europe-centered construct both historically and intellectually in that it 
derived from the explorations and conquests of Europeans, and we tend to 
perceive it as a stage built especially for European expansions, including the 
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spread of European Christianities, to play out on. I would prefer instead that 
we  envision the physical and imagined dimensions of kalunga as the setting 
for the religious histories of Africans and their dispersed kin and progeny. 
Africans knew and lived within kalunga long before Europeans ever dreamed 
of crossing oceans, and kalunga remains long after Europeans claimed to have 
conquered its lands with their empires and converted its inhabitants to their 
cults. And when Europeans set sail in Atlantic waters to reach Africa and the 
Americas, they unknowingly immersed themselves and their religious cultures 
in the vast and deep realm of kalunga.

Taking kalunga as our interpretive framework allows us to reimagine 
“place” and “religion” in ways that reveal less obvious patterns of engage-
ment with Catholic Christianity than we have considered so far. Further, it 
locates our analysis first in West-Central Africa, where the formative stages 
of the immersion of Catholic Christianity in kalunga occurred, and then into 
the Atlantic diaspora, where captive West-Central Africans constituted the 
largest regional cohort of Africans taken to the Americas.2 It also requires us 
to reconceptualize the scope and scale of the religious encounters between 
Africans and Europeans. We must recognize that even in the earliest interac-
tions in Kongo and neighboring societies, European Christians did not bring 
with them a whole Catholic Christian culture. At best, they brought only 
their individual understandings and experiences of Catholic Christianity, and 
try as they might, which some did as representatives of the institution, they 
could not transplant or replicate Catholic Christianity as it had developed in 
Europe. Their missions were made more difficult by the relatively small and 
transient number of European proselytizers of this foreign faith, an imbal-
ance amplified further by the high mortality among missionaries. Ultimately, 
even with the support of certain Kongo heads of state and nobles, Catholic 
Christianity could not equal, let alone overcome, the immense dimensions 
of the fully conceived and lived West-Central African religious cultures that 
engulfed Catholic Christianity in kalunga.

Yet Catholic Christianity did not have to equal or overcome local spiritu-
ality for Roman Catholic buildings, rites, beliefs, and holy people to become 
fundamental features of the spiritual landscape of Kongo and neighboring 
locales. Kalunga did not automatically reject novel influences, no matter how 
foreign, and could readily incorporate them without sacrificing its vitality 
and relevance for West-Central Africans. We can see the emplacement of 
Catholic Christianity in kalunga in the state of Soyo during the late  seventeenth 
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 century. European missionaries acting under the authority of the prince of 
Soyo offered amnesty to local people who voluntarily disclosed their activities 
as worshippers of “idols” and presented their consecrated objects for public 
burning in an attempt to undermine the influence of “fetishers” (banganga, or 
spiritual experts). After destroying these “idols and other instruments,” the 
missionaries convened an assembly of those who submitted to this offer of 
pardon to determine the state of their acceptance of Roman Catholic doc-
trine and authority. The missionaries asked if the people wished “either to 
observe the laws of God or to observe their superstitious ceremonies.” They 
expressed their strong devotion to the Christian god and the teachings of the 
missionaries yet stated that they continued to value “their ceremonies and vain 
observances.”3 We could interpret this event and the insightful dialogue it pro-
voked as a clash of religious cultures. From the Catholic Christian perspective 
 provided by the European author of this account, this was indeed the case. But 
the words of the Soyo “converts” revealed something else. These individuals 
genuinely embraced Catholic Christianity at the same time that they retained 
fealty for the local religious culture. To the European missionaries, this was 
unacceptable. The Soyo “converts,” however, saw this as not only normal but 
also desirable. They needed neither to accept one and reject the other nor to 
blend them together into a new “creolized” religion (though this did happen 
in some cases). They simply created space in their physical and spiritual worlds 
for Catholic Christianity. Kalunga certainly evidenced ripples from the new 
presence of Catholic Christians, yet it readily absorbed the newcomers’ rituals 
and spirits into the lives of the people who inhabited it.

Interactions of this kind appear to have been quite common with the 
immersion of Catholic Christianity in kalunga. In Soyo in the mid-eighteenth 
century, for example, a Capuchin priest and local Catholic Christians held a 
large procession and celebration for Santa Maria that included vast offerings 
of legumes, manioc, millet, tobacco, eggs, fruits, and other produce of the land 
in honor of the return of a restored image of the “very Holy Virgin” to the 
church of Our Lady of Pinda. The event came during a severe famine that had 
already claimed many lives, but the people continued to add to the “extraor-
dinary heap of alms offerings to Our Lady.” The procession and offerings 
had been intended to ask for rain in addition to rededicating the image to 
the chapel. The generosity of the suffering people was rewarded by a “prompt 
and abundant” rain that ended the famine and resulted in an unprecedented 
bounty in which the crops of millet rendered twice the normal harvest. 
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This event became more remarkable with the appearance of the “pagans of 
the kingdom of Angoi located on the other side of the great river Zaire,” who 
joined in the proceedings as well. They brought their own offerings of food 
and cloth as they sought the healing powers of Santa Maria for sick people 
taken to the chapel.4

The offering at Our Lady of Pinda answers some of the questions with 
which I began. We cannot classify it as a strictly Roman Catholic, Kongo 
Catholic, or “pagan” rite because it was all three simultaneously. Those who 
celebrated the offering came to it along different paths, some as converts to 
Catholic Christianity, others as participants in the blended religious culture 
of Kongo Catholicism, and still more as practitioners of local indigenous reli-
gious cultures. They arrived at the chapel following different paths and likely 
went back home along the same paths, having been satisfied spiritually without 
changing the ways by which they preferred to access the powers of kalunga. The 
chapel certainly stood as a Catholic Christian landmark, and the priest who 
led the observances no doubt conducted Mass and honored the Virgin Mary in 
complete accordance with the dictates of the church. Yet those who journeyed 
to the chapel, made their offerings, and celebrated with all the others gathered 
there did not need to embrace, reject, or blend with Catholic Christianity to 
create and take meaning from the event. The celebration and its outcomes just 
made sense within kalunga, as Santa Maria was clearly a powerful and benevo-
lent nature spirit, the chapel was her shrine, and the European priest was the 
nganga of the spirit and her shrine.

I contend that we should see this kind of engagement—convergence and 
concurrence—as far more common in West-Central Africa and the Atlantic 
diaspora than we have to this point, to see it as perhaps even typical.5 We 
need not expect the significance of Catholic Christianity in kalunga to have 
been defined primarily by large or influential groups of professing Catholic 
Christians, whether Roman Catholics or Kongo Catholics. Rather, we should 
be more aware of the presence of numerous West-Central Africans who 
were conversant to varying degrees with aspects of a Catholic Christianity 
immersed in kalunga but who did not necessarily translate this engagement into 
any formal or confessional expression of Roman Catholicism either in West-
Central Africa or in the Atlantic diaspora.

In any case, Catholic Christianity infused kalunga with words, images, con-
cepts, and practices that would take on additional or alternative meanings after 
men, women, and children from West-Central Africa had endured the terrible 
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journey from kalunga’s eastern shores to its western shores. We cannot assume 
an uncomplicated movement of Roman Catholic or Kongo Catholic religious 
cultures to the Americas. There was simply too much suffering between one side 
of kalunga and the other for us to leap across the great water without considering 
the transformative nature of the experience. Further, the dispersal throughout 
the geographical expanse of kalunga presented new environments and contexts, 
some of which included strong Roman Catholic cultures and institutions and 
others that did not, particularly those places where Protestant Christianity 
prevailed among European colonizers. I  would like to suggest that we resist 
the inclination to make our usual distinctions between Catholic and Protestant 
Christianities when assessing the engagements of African-descended people 
with Christianity in kalunga. The differences we typically assign to the divide 
between Catholic and Protestant Christianities, inevitably laden with the  
histories of “reformations” and wars in Europe beyond the  cleavages based  
on theologies and doctrines, did not matter much, if at all, to captive Africans. 
When Catholic and Protestant Christianities were immersed in kalunga, they 
likely appeared far more alike than different to those unburdened by the bag-
gage of Catholic-Protestant conflict in Europe and in European colonies. Even 
those who had extensive experience with Catholic Christian rituals and spirits 
would not have felt compelled to differentiate between them to a great extent 
or even to chose sides because spiritual life in kalunga did not require people to 
choose sides. Catholic and Protestant Christianities could be seen as equally 
valid means to access the spiritual power of kalunga.

Nevertheless, we know that Catholic and Protestant Christianities 
 evidenced differences, especially in certain features that we know held great 
significance to many Africans. Here is where we find the critical distinction 
that comes from recognizing kalunga as our framework. We are not so much 
concerned with the differences between Catholic and Protestant Christianities 
as expressions of Christianity as we are in the ways that captive Africans likely 
perceived Catholic and Protestant Christianities within kalunga. As such, any 
divergences in the religious histories of African-descended people in Catholic 
and Protestant colonies derived less from what those sects proclaimed them-
selves to be or what we understand them to be as institutionalized forms of 
Christianity than from the ways that African-descended people chose to 
engage what they saw or did not see in them as spiritually relevant, fulfill-
ing, and valid. This is conditioned, of course, by our awareness that unlike 
Protestant Christianity, Catholic Christianity had a significant presence in 
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West-Central Africa throughout the duration of the transatlantic trade and 
that many people taken from that region brought a range of engagement expe-
riences with Catholic Christianity with them to the Americas. What hap-
pened when they arrived in European colonies where Protestant Christianity 
prevailed among the colonizers and enslavers? What influence, if any, did their 
engagements with Catholic Christianity have on the religious cultures they 
recreated in their new surroundings? We find answers to these questions in 
the early South Carolina Lowcountry.

A large majority of the enslaved newcomers to South Carolina within 
the first two generations of its colonization had recent origins in Africa, and a 
 significant number of them had an explicit affiliation with Catholic Christianity. 
People in this latter category carried Iberian names, which likely marked them 
as “Atlantic creoles” from West-Central Africa who played essential roles in  
seeding African-Atlantic cultures during the sixteenth and  seventeenth 
 centuries.6 The presence of these “Atlantic creoles” allows us to imagine that 
other captive West-Central Africans who did not exhibit a Catholic Christianity 
identity but who nevertheless engaged Catholic Christianity in some sense 
numbered among the other enslaved Africans taken to the South Carolina 
Lowcountry in this time as well. Additionally, these groups of Africans with 
connections to Catholic Christianity were supplemented by swelling numbers 
of people indigenous to North America who had been taken as captives from 
Spanish mission settlements in La Florida by English raiders and their Native 
American allies during the early decades of the eighteenth  century. The propor-
tion of indigenous people integrated into the enslaved population peaked at 
30 percent, almost all of whom were acquainted with Catholic Christianity in 
some form or another from their lives in the Spanish missions. Like the West-
Central Africans brought to the Lowcountry, they appeared drawn to the con-
vergence and concurrence of indigenous and European spirits in the veneration 
of the Virgin Mary above all other expressions of Roman Catholic practice.7 At 
the very least, the intermingling of numerous people of African and indigenous 
origin, both with histories of engagement with Catholic Christianity in other 
environments, compels us to contemplate how this circumstance shaped the 
formation of Lowcountry religious cultures over time.

Our earliest view of this process comes from the beginning of the 
 eighteenth century. The Anglican missionary Francis Le Jau tended to Goose 
Creek parish and indicated in 1710 the existence “in this parish [of ] a few 
Negro Slaves[,] . . . born and baptised among the Portuguese,” who “come 
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to Church and are well instructed so as to express a great desire to receive 
the H. Communion amongst us.”8 He required these enslaved Catholics to 
“declare openly their Abjuring the Errors of the Romish Church,” most nota-
bly “praying to the Saints.”9 In the two-year period that Le Jau  considered 
necessary for this “tryall,” it appears that some of the original “few” grew 
less desirous of becoming Anglicans, as only two remained so inclined.10 It 
may be the case that the rigid catechism and Protestant doctrine enforced 
by Le Jau antagonized these potential “converts” and discouraged their pur-
suit of becoming Anglicans. If we revisit the notion that they embraced 
a Catholic Christianity immersed in kalunga, however, we may interpret 
this encounter differently. While “praying to the Saints” may have been an 
issue of doctrinal contention for an Anglican missionary, it was a point of  
spiritual convergence and concurrence for many West-Central Africans, as we 
have seen at the chapel of Our Lady of Pinda. They were clearly receptive 
to the possibility of claiming an Anglican affiliation, most likely to add it to 
their religious identities rather than as a step toward choosing one side over 
another in the bloody contest that fractured European Christian communities. 
But the fact that Le Jau emphasized “praying to the Saints” as especially egre-
gious among the “Errors of the Romish Church” may have led these enslaved 
Africans to reject the Anglican Christianity offered by the missionary, as it 
denied one of the most meaningful points of engagement with Christianity for 
West-Central Africans. We are not witnessing the repudiation of Protestant 
Christianity by Catholic Christians. Instead, we see in this instance inhabit-
ants of kalunga rejecting a religious culture that did not support or augment 
their ability to live in kalunga. By restricting access to the array of spirits needed 
by the living in their everyday struggles and sufferings, Le Jau ensured the fail-
ure of the Anglican mission among enslaved Africans in the South Carolina 
Lowcountry, even among those for whom engagement with Christianity, in 
this case Catholic Christianity, mattered a great deal.

This leads us to wonder about what remained by the end of the  eighteenth 
century of this significant early presence of African and indigenous people 
who included Catholic Christianity in their religious cultures. It does not 
appear that a distinct, intergenerational Catholic subculture emerged within 
the enslaved communities of the Lowcountry, though some traces may have 
lingered in isolated instances.11 What did endure, however, was the under-
standing that the interaction with and reliance on spirits, particularly 
those associated with special places on the physical and spiritual landscape, 
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 provided meaningful sites of convergence and  concurrence with Christianity. 
The renewal of this convergence and concurrence in the Lowcountry did not 
come until the nineteenth century, when African-descended people rede-
fined the evangelical Methodist practice of “seeking” as a context in which to 
inject spirits derived from Kongo simbi spirits.12 Here we see the lasting legacy 
of the immersion of Catholic Christianity in kalunga. The South Carolina 
Lowcountry remained within kalunga for a very long time, as people of African 
descent there continued to call the sea “kalunga,” to find the “cymbee” (simbi) 
in freshwater springs, and to name the forest “feenda” (finda) for many gen-
erations after the first captive Africans arrived on the shores of the Carolina 
colony. In that sense, kalunga outlasted the Catholic Christianity that West-
Central Africans brought with them across the sea. But the extensive 
engagement with Catholic Christianity in West-Central Africa stimulated 
the creation of a rich vocabulary and complex syntax for communication 
between religious cultures that allowed West-Central Africans to shape the 
spiritual dialogues between Africans, Europeans, and indigenous people in 
the Lowcountry, as well as in other regions of the Atlantic diaspora. The 
fact that we see this dialogue continue to flourish within the communities 
and religious cultures nourished by African-descended people throughout 
the Atlantic world testifies to creative power activated by the immersion of 
Catholic Christianity in kalunga.13
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Black Catholicism in Mexico
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Abstract

Mexico provides an example of African American Christianity 
that seems both familiar and unfamiliar within the context of 
the Americas. It is almost impossible to trace African elements in 
Mexican Catholicism in the way that we can in other parts of the 
diaspora, yet African American Christianity existed in colonial 
Mexico and influenced what we see as Mexican Catholicism today. 



256 journal of africana religions

Mexicans of African descent formed religious communities around 
African or Black identities and used ritual practice in distinctive ways 
that were tied to their lives as slaves and servants. Ritual practice also 
allowed Africans and their descendants to participate in colonial 
Catholic society through their roles as healers and their membership 
in confraternities and attendance at church services.

Keywords: religion, healing, Mexico, confraternity

When people think of African American Christianity, they may recall  evangelical 
Protestantism in North America and the first Great Awakening. Or they may 
think about practices from the Caribbean and Brazil, such as Santería, Vodun, 
and Candomblé, which incorporate recognizable West African deities and West 
and West-Central African forms. Yet before Africans and their descendants 
developed these well-known forms of African-derived religion in the Caribbean, 
Brazil, and the United States, enslaved and free African Americans practiced 
Catholicism in the Spanish American viceroyalties of New Spain (present-day 
Mexico) and Peru, beginning in the sixteenth century. In Mexico, they practiced 
Catholicism in ways that were mainstream and that helped integrate them into 
colonial society. These religious practices were also distinctive and were tied to 
their own social circumstances and identities as African Mexicans.

When I began researching the religious rituals practiced by African-
descended people in Mexico, I hoped to find practices with clear ties to 
Africa like those in the Caribbean and Brazil. After all, syncretism is central 
to Mexican Catholicism, as Native Mesoamerican ideas about divinity and 
methods of communicating with the sacred are woven into Catholic practice 
all over the region. Early missionaries translated catechisms and confession-
als into native languages such as Nahuatl and Zapotec, making the mixture 
of ideas and practices inevitable. I soon realized, however, that it is hard to 
see the relationship between African ideologies and Mexican Catholicism. 
This makes sense, of course, when thinking about demography: Mexico’s 
population was overwhelmingly indigenous in the colonial period. Today the 
 indigenous-descended, or mestizo, population predominates. Some schol-
ars see West African roots in contemporary cultural practices on the Costa 
Chica, the coastal belt of the states of Guerrero and Oaxaca where pueblos 

negros, or “Black towns,” have existed since the colonial period. Yet Laura Lewis 
has recently pointed out that many of these practices attributed to Africans, 
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including those connected with religious ideas about fate and the soul, are 
similar to local indigenous practices. She also raises thought-provoking ques-
tions about why we are so eager to see these connections, arguing that this 
“Africa thesis” serves to place Black Mexicans outside of constructions of the 
Mexican nation of which they are a part.1

If it is difficult to find traces of Africa in contemporary Mexico, what 
about the colonial period, when the African and African-descended popu-
lation formed a small but significant percentage of the overall population, 
 especially in cities? Colonial mainland Spanish America renders for us a his-
tory of African American Christianity and broader ritual practices that differ 
significantly from those of the Caribbean, Brazil, or British North America 
and the United States. There are structural reasons for this difference. Unlike 
these plantation societies, which themselves differed in terms of size and 
demographic ratios, the majority of enslaved and free Africans in New Spain 
lived in urban areas. They did domestic and artisanal work, which meant that 
they lived and worked alongside Spaniards, Native Americans, and members 
of the large category of mixed-race people known generally as castas, sharing 
cultural practices and forming families with members of these different groups. 
Even when enslaved Africans worked on Mexican sugar plantations and haci-
endas, they worked alongside indigenous and mixed-descent laborers, some of 
whom were fulfilling tribute obligations and others of whom were wage labor-
ers. Thus, cultural and religious practices mixed along with physical bodies.

Demography played an important role in the development of African 
Mexican religious practices in that, unlike regions centered on large planta-
tions, Africans did not form the majority of the population in New Spain. 
Europeans did not transport enslaved Africans to mainland Spanish America 
in the numbers that they did to the Caribbean and Brazil. Together, the 
Caribbean and South America received about 95 percent of all enslaved 
Africans. New Spain received about 110,000 captives, in the sixteenth cen-
tury from the Senegambia and in the seventeenth from West Central Africa. 
This was a fraction of the overall trade, estimated at about 12.5 million cap-
tives. Furthermore, the trade to New Spain ended around 1650, whereas in 
other areas the trade peaked in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The 
African American Christianity that developed in what is now Mexico was thus 
less explicitly African inflected than the religious practices that developed 
in regions with large enslaved populations and continual reinforcements of 
Africa-born people.
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Yet there is much to say about African American Christianity in colonial 
Mexico; Africans and their descendants in Mexico, generally labeled “negro” 
(“Black”) and mulatto, had meaningful ritual lives that included formal and 
less formal practices of Catholicism. All enslaved Africans were theoretically 
Christians. In order to keep the empire free of Judaism, Islam, and eventu-
ally Protestantism, Spanish monarchs required that all arrivals to the colonies, 
enslaved or free, be Catholic. We need more research on how this process 
worked, however; there is not a great deal of literature on evangelization and 
conversion in Africa and in the Americas. In general, there seem to have been 
three ways that enslaved Africans who were not born into Christianity became 
Christians. First, some Africans had contact with Catholic missionaries in 
West and West-Central Africa before enslavement. The Kingdom of Kongo 
adopted Christianity in the sixteenth century, and Christian missionaries 
made inroads in neighboring regions. French Capuchins and other missionar-
ies worked on the Gold Coast and elsewhere in West Africa beginning in the 
seventeenth century.2 A second group, comprising newly enslaved Africans, 
was involuntarily converted to Christianity through mass baptisms in coastal 
trading forts.3 These were cursory ceremonies at best, however, and enslaved 
Africans of this group seem not to have known much about Catholic practice 
or doctrine when they arrived in the Americas. A third group of enslaved 
Africans learned about Catholicism after arriving in Spanish America, in 
some cases from owners and in other cases from Jesuits, Dominicans, and 
members of other religious orders. Africans and their American descendants 
also learned about Christian doctrine and practice by attending church ser-
vices and public religious events such as festivals, religious plays, and proces-
sions and by viewing religious imagery in churches and the houses in which 
they worked as slaves or servants. They learned about Catholic prohibitions 
and how to avoid official censure through inquisitorial autos de fé, in which 
 inquisitors publicly read descriptions of religious crimes before whipping 
offenders.

Africans and their descendants practiced Christianity in formal, socially 
acceptable ways. They attended church: Black and mulatto slaves sometimes 
went to Mass with their masters, and slaves and free people attended on their 
own as well. They owned religious objects such as sculptures, paintings, and 
crosses, and they observed the sacraments including baptism, marriage, and the 
Eucharist.4 They left money for masses to speed their way through purgatory 
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after death. People of African descent, along with those of indigenous descent, 
were not permitted to become priests, yet free African Mexicans took minor 
orders, became lay brothers, and occasionally professed as friars. Black women 
worked in convents as servants, and some followed the convent rules and served 
as donadas (religious servants or lay sisters).5 Yet whether enslaved or free, they 
were not allowed to become nuns except (as far as we know to date) in one 
unusual case from Puebla, one of New Spain’s largest cities. In 1678, Discalced 
Carmelite nuns and male clerics urged Juana Esperanza de San Alberto, an 
enslaved Bran woman originally from present-day Guinea-Bissau and brought 
to New Spain as a child, to take orders as a nun. She had served as a slave in the 
convent of San José for over sixty years and had become widely known because 
of her extreme piety. She would only agree to profess as a nun on her deathbed, 
however. According to the nuns and priests who wrote her biography, Juana 
protested that, as a Black woman, she was not worthy of taking the veil ear-
lier in her life, and her biographers praised her for her humility in knowing 
her place in society. Thus even the story of a Black nun became, in the hands 
of Juana’s biographers, a reminder that Spaniards thought that Africans and 
their descendants were not suited for important religious roles due to their 
Blackness.

Although Spanish American elites may not have associated African-
descended people with acts of Christian piety, many participated in Catholic 
life through membership in confraternities. These lay organizations were usu-
ally based in parish churches and were devoted to particular saints. Members 
of religious orders, including the Dominicans and Jesuits, helped organize and 
oversee them. Confraternities functioned as mutual aid societies, supporting 
members when they were ill or otherwise in need and paying for their funer-
als. African Mexicans belonged to mixed confraternities and also formed their 
own groups restricted to those of African descent. In some cases, members of 
slave confraternities bought the freedom of enslaved members in addition to 
carrying out their more standard mutual aid functions. These groups encour-
aged the maintenance or formation of identities based on African origin 
because members of specific African ethnic groups formed their respective 
confraternities. Some confraternities were formed around racial identities, as 
creole Blacks and mulattos formed their own groups. In some cases, elites and 
government officials suspected confraternities of being the sites of subversion. 
In 1611 and 1612 in Mexico City, rumors circulated that Black confraternities 
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were  conspiring to overthrow Spanish rule and put their own rulers in power. 
Officials responded by executing the heads of prominent Black confraternities.6

Confraternities are a promising place to look for evidence of African-
based Christianity—in the Caribbean and Brazil, confraternities and similar 
organizations were sites of African-based ritual practice (Brazilian Candomblé 
formed in confraternities, for example). This may have been true in Mexico 
as well, although there is not much information available. The only hints that 
I have found of African-based practices come from a description of the events 
surrounding the alleged 1611–12 insurrection. In describing the funeral of a 
West-Central African-born confraternity leader (according to the account he 
was from Angola, although this probably indicated the port of embarkation 
rather than his home), an anonymous Spanish chronicler emphasized the sing-
ing and dancing that took place at the gravesite.7 He claimed that the confrater-
nity members anointed the corpse and the gravesite with wine and oil, threw in 
another (living) member, and continued to pile on more wine and earth until 
the living man jumped from the grave holding a weapon. The alarmed Spanish 
writer claimed that this performance heralded an uprising. This account clearly 
reflects the Spanish author’s anxieties about slave rebellion, as well as his desires 
to denigrate the African confraternity members—he portrayed them as wild and 
uncontrolled and described the funeral rites as “barbaric.” But if we delve under 
the Spanish judgments about the scene, we find some similarities between this 
account and funeral accounts from West and West-Central Africa, where palm 
wine was poured over graves and people danced and sang at burial sites.8

This funeral description provides a provocative clue about the  possibilities 
of finding an African-inflected Christianity in colonial Mexico. It also pro-
vides an invitation for further research. Yet the bulk of available information 
about how enslaved and free African Mexicans engaged in ritual life indicates 
that their religious lives were very much like those of their Spanish and mixed 
neighbors. This does not mean their ritual practices all conformed to Catholic 
doctrine, however. Although authorities wanted colonial residents to practice 
Catholicism in an orthodox form, and the inquisition existed to punish those 
who did not, Spanish American residents, including Spaniards and indigenous 
peoples as well as enslaved and free African-descended people, do not seem 
to have drawn such a distinct line among different kinds of religious practices. 
This is one reason why I include these nonconforming (some might say non-
Christian) practices in a discussion of African American Christianity—because 
the lines between Christian and non-Christian activities were far from clear in 
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the minds of ordinary people. The other reason to include these practices is that 
Catholic ideas and objects, along with other elements, informed these rituals.

One large set of ritual practices in which African Americans engaged, 
and that officials often saw as running counter to Catholic practice, involved 
healing, which was labeled “magic” or “witchcraft” by some observers. Healing 
practices varied across time, space, and individual practitioner and situation. 
I use the term “healing” broadly—African Mexicans and others used these 
practices for both physical healing, such as curing illnesses, and what we might 
think of as psychic or emotional healing. What I am distinguishing as “physi-
cal” and “psychic,” however, were not operative categories for New Spain’s 
residents. For them the unseen and physical realms were linked. Illness and 
misfortune could originate from within the body or might be caused by the 
ill will of other humans or spirits. Healers used materials such as herbs, roots, 
and plants; the bones, hair, nails, body fluids, and body parts of humans and 
animals; and Christian images and prayers in certain ritualized ways to heal.

New Spain’s residents used these healing practices for physical ailments 
that we would recognize as illnesses today—pain, digestive problems, fevers, 
and other problems. They also used them to affect and control others. For 
example, practices often called “love magic” or “love medicines” were designed 
to make people fall in or out of love and to rein in wayward romantic partners. 
These methods included putting unnamed powders and other materials such 
as hair or menstrual blood in the subject’s drinking chocolate, food, and cloth-
ing, and burying objects owned by the subject. Such rituals were accompanied 
by specific actions and words, so that it was not the material alone that healed 
but, rather, the entire complex of material and ritual that caused change. These 
practices drew on indigenous, African, and European healing traditions. For 
example, peyote, a hallucinogenic cactus long used in Mesoamerica to allow 
individuals to access the sacred, was used to heal, alongside amulets containing 
written prayers, hair, feathers, and seeds. These amulets may have had con-
nections to West and West-Central African traditions of wearing pouches 
containing herbs, beads, and shells to protect wearers from evil and to pre-
vent specific illnesses. Native Americans and Spaniards had similar traditions 
involving amulets as well, however, so we cannot pinpoint the exact origins of 
the medicines. Healers supplicated saints and the Virgin Mary for help, and 
crosses were sometimes part of the ritual as well.

One could argue that this is not African American Christianity—aside 
from the question of whether these practices should be characterized as 
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Catholic, they were not exclusive to Blacks and mulattos. Spaniards, Natives, 
and castas also made use of these medicines in their romantic lives. Yet there 
were at least three ways in which African Mexicans had a special relationship 
to these medicinal practices. First, Blacks and mulattos often acted as interme-
diaries between the indigenous people who sold the materials and the clients 
who bought them. Second, Africans and their descendants acted as practi-
tioners, providing instructions on how to use the medicines, preparing and 
applying medicines, and enacting the rituals surrounding them. Spaniards  
and others often consulted these practitioners in time of need. Thus, Blacks 
and mulattos were able to attain a measure of status and to earn money 
through knowledge of healing rituals. Finally, enslaved people had a special 
use for these love medicines; they used them on their owners and bosses, not 
to make their masters fall in love but to make their masters treat them better.

Mexico provides an example of African American Christianity that seems 
both familiar and unfamiliar within the context of the African diaspora. As 
far as I can tell, it is almost impossible to trace African elements in Mexican 
Catholicism in the way that we can in other parts of the diaspora (although 
I would be very happy to be proven wrong!). Yet, African American Christianity 
certainly existed in colonial Mexico and presumably influenced what we see as 
Mexican Catholicism today. Like their fellows in many parts of the Americas, 
Mexicans of African descent formed religious communities around African 
or Black identities. They also used ritual practice in distinctive ways that were 
tied to their lives as slaves and servants. Yet these same activities that distin-
guished them from other colonial residents also allowed Africans and their 
descendants to participate in colonial society. Confraternities, festivals, and 
churches were places where people of different social and ethnic groups met. 
The practice of healing also brought Africans and their descendants into con-
tact with members of different groups as buyers, sellers, and practitioners and 
gave them some status as well. Notwithstanding all I have summarized about 
African Mexican Christianity, we still know relatively little about it. There is 
much more to be learned about conversion practices, culture contact on the 
local level, and the experiences of first-generation Africans in Mexico. We 
know that Africans and their descendants in Mexico thought about and prac-
ticed Christianity in a variety of ways. Delving into the topic in a more fine-
grained way will allow us to better assess how Mexico compares to other parts 
of the diaspora.
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Creoles, Catholics, and Color Lines
emily suzanne clark,  Fl o r i d a  St a t e  Un i v e r s i t y

Abstract

In this short article for the forum on Black Catholicism, I  examine 
Afro-creole opposition to the New Orleans Archdiocese’s plan to 
create a Black “national” parish. The archdiocese’s decision to cre-
ate St. Katherine’s parish and particularly the local protests to that 
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decision draw attention to the ethnicizing capacity of religion. 
Furthermore, it illuminates how the tradition of Catholicism (not 
simply Protestantism) is significant to Black religious cultures.

Keywords: Black Catholicism, New Orleans

On May 19, 1895, St. Katherine’s, the first Black “national” parish in 
New Orleans, officially opened its doors for a dedication mass, but not 
without pushback from some of the city’s Black population who identified 
St. Katherine’s as another case of Jim Crow segregation. Though Archbishop 
Francis Janssens created St. Katherine’s in order to quell the archdiocese’s 
racial tension, protesting the parish offered some Black Catholics an 
opportunity to criticize the racial politics of both the city and the Catholic 
Church. Janssens himself noted how “the American negro, who only speaks 
English and would prefer to have a separate church,” was the minority of 
the city’s Black Catholics; the rest he described as “the creole negro . . . who 
speaks French and loves to be with the whites in church.”1 Neither group— 
“American negro” or “creole negro”—was more authentically Black or more 
authentically Catholic than the other, but the actions and rhetoric of both 
sides of the St. Katherine’s debate highlight the diversity of the city’s Black 
Catholic community.

Both Blacks and whites in New Orleans used Catholicism to dictate 
where, why, and how the color line was drawn, but Black Catholics remain 
a population frequently overlooked by scholars of American Christianities. 
American Catholic studies has typically examined white, immigrant communi-
ties, though it has broadened its scope in recent years, and the study of African 
American religions in the United States primarily has focused on Protestant 
religions and influence. However, if we broaden our geographical purview we 
find that Catholicism and resonances of Catholicism are frequently studied 
in, for example, Afro-Caribbean religions. The study of religion in the United 
States needs to catch up and look beyond the nation’s Anglo-American past. 
As Albert Raboteau explains in A Fire in the Bones (1995), African American 
Catholics possess something akin to a Du Boisian double consciousness times 
two, for Black Catholics are a minority both as Blacks in the Catholic Church 
and as Catholics in the Black demographic.2 Although Black Catholics them-
selves may be “a minority within a minority,” the historiography need not repli-
cate this marginalization. Rather, the study of African American religions and 
religions of the African diaspora calls for more conversation between scholars 
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of various traditions, geographic locations, and time  periods in order to build 
more complex, inclusive paradigms for analyzing Black or Africana religions. 
This could help bring together the historiographies of African American 
Protestantism and Black Catholicism in the study of African American religions 
in the United States and trouble the assumed naturalness of Protestantism and 
the perceived peculiarity of Catholicism. A model based on creolization, as 
suggested by Michael Pasquier, is a good place to start. For my own contribu-
tion to this discussion, I examine how Black opposition to Janssens’s plan and 
St. Katherine’s draws our attention to the ethnicizing capacity of religion and 
how it illuminates the significance of the tradition of Catholicism (not simply 
Protestantism) to Black religious cultures.

To help navigate the debate over the creation of this Black parish, I 
consider the ways Catholicism helped structure how the city’s Afro-creoles 
imagined their own racial or ethnic identity. Much of the city’s Afro-creole 
population was free during the colonial and antebellum era, and they were 
Catholic, often mixed-race or of lighter skin color, French-speaking or bilin-
gual, educated, and often wealthier than their noncreole neighbors.3 Before 
the Civil War, this population occupied a racial and social space somewhere 
between slave and white, but following emancipation, their special status as 
free Black now described all Blacks. In response, some members of this pop-
ulation sought to maintain relationships with white creoles and avoid being 
equated with noncreole Blacks. In other words, they tried to sidestep the 
white/black color line, and some Afro-creoles hoped carving out their unique 
ethnic identity would allow them to evade that binary. Catholicism—its lan-
guage, discourse, ritual practice, and local history—became part of this ethnic 
Afro-creole identity and could be invested with a political element, which was 
particularly seen in the protests of St. Katherine’s.

Following Reconstruction, the Catholic Church’s history of integrated 
parishes was invoked as a means of pushing back against Jim Crow, but by 
the early twentieth century, the archdiocese became segregated. Archbishop 
Janssens explained that the first Black national parish, St. Katherine’s, was 
not meant as a Jim Crow parish but was rather a parish specifically for Black 
Catholic needs. However, history shows the results differed from Janssens’s 
intention, for many more Black parishes followed in its wake, along with 
the archdiocese’s segregation. Janssens was unique for two reasons, both of 
which influenced his decisions regarding St. Katherine’s. He was the first non-
French archbishop for the New Orleans archdiocese, and he was one of the 
few archbishops in the United States concerned with preserving a preexisting 
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Black Catholic population as opposed to creating one. The Dutch cleric took 
control of the see of New Orleans in 1888 and inherited an archdiocese per-
vaded by friction. The widespread hardening of white supremacy in the post-
Reconstruction era increased racial and ethnic conflicts in mixed parishes. In 
New Orleans, both African Americans and Italians were often on the receiv-
ing end of white intimidation and neglect. From Janssens’s perspective, the 
problem was that in interracial parishes, wealthy white members did not want 
their funds to go toward Black pastoral care. As a result, Black pastoral care was 
often overlooked. Darker-skinned Italian immigrants suffered too, though not 
to the same degree as did Black Catholics. Thus, Janssens began to see racial 
and ethnic segregation as a possible solution to parish tensions.4

Janssens’s idea of a racially segregated parish was not a popular one among 
many at the beginning. Most of the city’s French priests did not agree with 
him (though some of their dissension stemmed from the fact that Janssens 
was not French), and many French-speaking Black Catholics spoke out against 
the idea. Janssens quickly learned that his allies in this plan were English-
speaking Black Catholics. Despite objections from the city’s French-speaking 
Black Catholics, Janssens pursued his plan to create a Black parish (it is worth 
noting that at the same time, German, Italian, and Polish national churches 
were becoming common across the United States). He argued that providing 
Black Catholics with a parish that was all their own was the best way to keep 
African American Catholics from leaving for neighboring Protestant denomi-
nations. At St. Katherine’s, Black Catholics would be able to manage their own 
affairs, though under the guidance of a white pastor. After years of seeking 
support—both clerical and financial—to renovate the old St. Joseph’s parish 
building, Janssens succeeded and began plans for St. Katherine’s parish. He 
assured local Catholics that they could continue to attend their regular ter-
ritorial or canonical parish; St. Katherine’s would operate like other national 
or ethnic parishes—it would specifically serve the needs of a particular popula-
tion but attending it would be optional.

Black Catholics persisted in their opposition to the plan. Not only did 
many of the “creole negros,” as he noted, prefer to attend church with whites, 
but also many Black Catholics across this ethnic divide saw the proposed parish 
as attempt to implement segregation and openly invite white supremacy in 
the church. In January 1894, Janssens received a petition from a community 
of “practical Catholics” (with a mix of French, Spanish, Anglo, and German 
surnames) asking him to cease plans on St. Katherine’s, arguing that “as faith-
ful subjects of the Church, we do most emphatically protest against this class 
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legislation for no other reason than to humble and humiliate one class of God’s 
children without elevating the other.”5

Among the outspoken opponents of St. Katherine’s was the Citizens’ 
Committee (Comité des Citoyens), an organization primarily comprising 
Afro-creole men who protested Jim Crow laws in the city and who orches-
trated Homer Plessy’s famous train ride. In the organization’s official news-
paper, the leaders of the committee identified St. Katherine’s as a “Jim Crow 
Church.” During the years leading up to St. Katherine’s opening, the periodi-
cal had often discussed the Catholic Church and race. In June 1891, Crusader 
published a letter to the editor called “Prejudice in the Catholic Churches” in 
which the author (a member of the Catholic faith “not willing to change it for 
any other one”) lamented that the Catholic Church “treats us in a  disgusting 
manner.” According to the Black Catholic author, the American Catholic 
Church in its racism was more uncivilized than “the remote nations of the 
Black Continent.”6 Though this comment may suggest anti-African sentiment 
from the author, it also contains a harsh criticism of American Catholicism. 
Once the Crusader learned of Janssens’s plans, St. Katherine’s became a center-
piece in their civil rights protest. When a sixteen-year-old girl wrote the peri-
odical to ask about its stance on the proposed parish, the editors responded by 
quoting one of their previous articles: “If the Catholic authorities desire to lose 
their communicants among the colored population of this city, the surest and 
most direct way to it is the organization of separate church edifices.”7 Later the 
Citizens’ Committee would publicly call for protest; for example, in February 
1895 the Crusader printed the committee’s official resolution calling all Black 
Catholics to speak out against St. Katherine’s.8

By the time St. Katherine’s was opened in May 1895 with a mass and 
 dedication service officiated by Janssens, the men of the Crusader were alone in 
their protest. Most accepted the inevitability of the parish’s opening, and some 
participated at the opening service while others continued to attend other 
 parishes. Janssens’s English homily emphasized how St. Katherine’s existed to 
serve the African American population; this was “the first service inaugurated 
for the welfare of the colored people of New Orleans.” He noted the opposi-
tion he encountered when he first suggested a separate parish and applauded 
the population’s acceptance of his idea. “Here in this church the colored people 
will be at home. It is a church for their own special benefit and occupation. . . . 
St. Katherine’s church is for them at all times.”9 During the debate over the 
parish and in Janssens’s dedication homily, Black Catholicism became an arena 
for politics. The official institutionalism of segregation across New Orleans 
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was now reflected in parochial organizing, and the Citizens’ Committee saw 
their protest of St. Katherine’s as part of their wider platform. Janssens’s deci-
sion to deliver his homily in English reflects his own recognition of the parish’s 
supporters.

Sylvester Johnson’s 2010 article “The Rise of Black Ethnics: The Ethnic 
Turn in African American Religions, 1916–1945” is part of the new scholar-
ship on African American religions that expands the study of Africana reli-
gions in the United States beyond mainline Protestantism. It can also be put 
in conversation with African American Catholicism. In this article, Johnson 
describes what he calls “black ethnics” and their relationship to religious iden-
tity; namely, that by claiming a racial category other than “Negro”—such as 
Moorish or Jewish—certain African American religious groups asserted a 
new identity that “transcended the boundaries of the United States,” “marked 
them as members of a world community of peoples of color,” and “promoted 
theologies and practices of ethnic heritage that redeemed converts from social 
death, a condition marking them as people without personhood, relegated 
as nonmembers of an American nation.”10 This thoughtful participation in a 
larger conversation on race forces scholars to take seriously ethnic formations 
as they happen.

Examining how some Afro-creoles in the late nineteenth and early 
 twentieth centuries understood their own racial, cultural, and religious her-
itage can expand on Johnson’s research. According to Rodolphe Desdunes, 
a creole of color, political figure, and Citizens’ Committee member, Afro-
creoles, too, were not American Negroes; rather, they were what Desdunes 
termed “Latin Negroes.” In a short 1907 publication entitled A Few Words to  

Dr. Dubois: “With Malice toward None,” Desdunes differentiated between the 
“Anglo-Saxon or American Negro” and the “Latin Negro.”11 What Desdunes 
noted was a philosophical and political difference between the two kinds of 
Blacks in the South who had recently been legally forced together with the 
1896 Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson. A few years later, Desdunes cata-
loged the history of his fellow creoles of color in Our People and Our History: A 

Tribute to the Creole People of Color in Memory of the Great Men They Have Given Us and 

of the Good Works They Have Accomplished.12 Decades earlier in the 1880s, white 
creole historian and former president of the Louisiana Historical Society 
Charles Gayarré began a campaign to have “creole” designated a white-only 
ethnic and racial category.13 Contemporary, negative mythologizing about old 
creole French culture by authors such as George Washington Cable had made 
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the boundaries of creole identity a contentious issue.14 Gayarré and others who 
attempted to defend the integrity of white creole identity did so at the expense 
of Afro-creoles like Desdunes.15 The response of Desdunes and others to this 
exclusion was to identify themselves as a unique ethnic community. This act 
was more than simple self-identification; it was a deliberate reaction against 
the Jim Crow umbrella category of “Negro.”

The kind of distinction Desdunes drew between the Latin Negro and the 
American Negro was an ethnic one, and the differences included philosophy, 
history, ancestry, and religion. In Our People and Our History, Desdunes tells us that 
the religious heritage of these creoles of color was Catholicism; when he cata-
logs anything regarding the creole’s religious past, it centers on Catholic schools, 
Catholic parishes, Catholic charities, and Catholic sisters. For Desdunes and 
other creole protestors of St. Katherine’s, Catholicism was a tradition and a dia-
logue through which they sought by appealing to ethnicity to avoid falling into 
an increasingly rigid racial binary. Catholicism also worked, somewhat ironi-
cally, to strengthen the binary via the creation of racially differentiated parishes 
and through other Black Catholics’ support for this independence from white 
parishioners. Though “American Negroes” too had a claim on Catholicism, 
creoles in New Orleans understood Catholicism to be authentically their own. 
Catholicism was central to their history and essential for understanding their 
cultural heritage. Even those Afro-creoles who no longer attended Mass claimed 
Catholicism as crucial to their community’s identity, and they argued that their 
calls for equality and justice upheld the true message and mission of the Catholic 
Church. Thus, whereas all too often the historiography introduces Protestantism 
as the natural conversion or “progression” for Africans in the diaspora, Desdunes 
and others identified Catholicism as their community’s religious bedrock.16
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Creole Catholicism before Black Catholicism
Religion and Slavery in French Colonial Louisiana
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Abstract

The development of Afro-creole Catholicism in French  colonial 
Louisiana preceded the interpretive category and historical experi-
ence of “Black Catholicism” in American history. A critical analysis 
of the creolization of Catholic and African identities reflects cur-
rent trends in religious and Africana studies that seek to deconstruct 
essentialized categories associated with “Black religion.”
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In January 1730, a Roman Catholic priest scribbled the word “negritte” in 
the mortuary register of New Orleans’s St. Louis Church. The unnamed 
 six-month-old baby was the property of the Commissaire Ordonnateur 
Jacques de La Chaise, one of the largest slaveholders residing in French colonial 
Louisiana at the time. In August 1901, another priest listed a “niger, illegiti-
mus” in the baptismal register of New Orleans’s Sacred Heart of Jesus Church. 
The three-week-old baby, whose name was Louis Armstrong, was brought by 
either his mother or grandmother to receive a sacrament from a church that 
would play an unknown role in the musician’s adult life.

The inscription of the words “negritte” and “niger, illegitimus” in Catholic 
Church records is a reflection of the long history of racial and religious catego-
rization in the United States. The lives of these two children—one a child of 
an unknown enslaved African woman in colonial Louisiana and the other a 
child of the Great Migration who would die at the side of his Catholic wife in 
Queens, New York—also raise questions about how we might track the early 
development of ideas about “Black religion” and the “Black Church” in light 
of the experiences of Black Catholics. New Orleans, as one of the primary 
entrepôts and incubators of African American Catholicism, is an obvious 
place to consider non-Protestant conceptualizations of race and religion in a 
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colonial context. Indeed, between 1719 and 1743, approximately six thousand 
enslaved Africans were shipped to colonial Louisiana (a region that extended 
roughly from Mobile to New Orleans and from the Gulf of Mexico to the 
Illinois Country). By 1727, enslaved Africans outnumbered French inhabit-
ants, producing a population imbalance that would remain intact for the 
remainder of the French colonial period (1699–1769).1

Historians rarely invoke the phrase “Black Catholicism” to describe 
African involvement with the Catholic Church in eighteenth-century 
Louisiana. They prefer to use the word “creole” when trying to make sense 
of the racial and religious diversity that came before the Louisiana Purchase 
in 1803 and the development of a bipartite system of racial categorization 
that defined people as either white or Black during the antebellum period. 
Based on this rather recent scholarship, we might describe colonial Louisiana 
as a time and place that came before “Black Catholicism” and that remained 
unsettled and processual in light of its connection to the Black Atlantic and 
the emergence of what some have called “Afro-creole Catholicism.”

Three books on the history of colonial New Orleans published since 2007 
provide us with a starting point for considering the appropriateness and use-
fulness of the adjective or noun “creole” and the verb “creolize” in the study of 
Catholicism in multiracial and multiethnic contexts. Each book more or less 
recapitulates Ira Berlin’s characterization of eighteenth-century Louisiana as 
a unique colony because “black life . . . changed from African to creole, rather 
than creole to African.”2 What Berlin means is that enslaved Africans of 
Louisiana did not come from other Caribbean islands where they would have 
already encountered Catholicism and where they would have become “creole.” 
Rather, before the influx of Haitian immigrants in the early nineteenth  
century, most of the enslaved came straight from Africa to Louisiana, which led 
to the growth of second and third generations of “creole” slaves.

Emily Clark, in Masterless Mistresses, focuses on the experiences of enslaved 
people of African descent who were owned or otherwise influenced by 
Ursuline nuns during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For Clark, 
Catholic sacramentalism was a “practical measure” for “the outward expres-
sions of religiosity.” By mining the sacramental records of New Orleans’s 
St. Louis Cathedral, Clark finds that creole slaves who lived in New Orleans 
increasingly received the sacraments of baptism and marriage over the course 
of the eighteenth century. “For all practical purposes,” she concludes, “the 
Ursulines led a successful effort to draw enslaved Africans into Catholicism” 
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because they “provided an institutional foundation for inclusivity in one of the 
key realms of colonial society and culture and laid an enduring foundation for 
a multiracial church that did not know congregational segregation until the era 
of Jim Crow in the late nineteenth century.”3 This argument thus suggests that 
Afro-creole slaves in New Orleans became Catholic in a rather uncomplicated, 
tidy way because of Ursuline benevolence and enlightenment. Slaves went to 
Mass; they were baptized, married, and buried by priests; and they became 
godparents—so they were Catholic.

Shannon Lee Dawdy, in Building the Devil’s Empire, and Jennifer Spear, in 
Race, Sex, and Social Order in Early New Orleans, employ theories of “creolization” 
that account for the cultural mediation between people of European and 
African descent. While Dawdy and Spear do not focus entirely on religion, 
their depictions of life in colonial New Orleans are peppered with exam-
ples of African and European influences on the development of Afro-creole 
Catholicism. Dawdy defines “creolization” “as the birth of a new native soci-
ety” and “the process of transition from an experimental colonial enterprise, in 
which the rules structuring social, moral, economic, political, and even mate-
rial life are uncertain and in flux, to a more stable, locally adapted society cre-
ated through metis [a term taken from James Scott that means “mixture”], in 
which actors come to share a basic set of understandings about who’s who and 
how things work.”4 Spear augments this creolization model by attending to 
intimacy, the physical nearness of people’s bodies in space over time, and the 
cultural consequences of such close physical proximity and cultural collision.5

Clark, Dawdy, and Spear complement Daniel Usner’s Indians, Settlers, 

and Slaves in a Frontier Exchange Economy and Gwendolyn Midlo Hall’s Africans in 

Colonial Louisiana, neither of which take up questions of religion.6 Together, all 
five of these books encourage us to think locally, continentally, and globally 
about colonial Louisiana at the geographic periphery of the French Empire 
(which makes Louisiana very isolated at times) and the geographic nexus of 
European, North American, and African religious traditions (which stresses 
Louisiana’s dynamic position on the Mississippi River and Gulf Coast). They 
also shed light on what the ethnomusicologist Nick Spitzer calls “cultural cre-
olization,” which “describes the development of new traditions, aesthetics, 
and group identities out of combinations of formerly separate peoples and 
cultures—usually where at least one has been deterritorialized by emigration, 
enslavement, or exile.”7 That being said, current scholarship on religion in 
French colonial Louisiana does not adequately consider African encounters 
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with Christianity before transatlantic slavery. The insights of John Thornton’s 
The Kongolese Saint Anthony and Jason Young’s Rituals of Resistance, with their atten-
tion to a Catholic presence in West Africa, add to the temporal and spatial 
complexity of the process of creolization in colonial Louisiana and throughout 
the Americas.8

If we are to apply the innovative work of Clark, Dawdy, and Spear to the 
development of Afro-creole Catholicism, we can begin with the Code Noir 
of 1724. The Code Noir legislated the baptism and catechization of slaves, 
allowed them to observe the Sabbath and feast days, prohibited sacramen-
tal marriages between les blancs and les noirs, and made it possible for baptized 
slaves to be buried in consecrated cemeteries, among other things.9 But to 
quote a Capuchin priest’s observations about religion and slavery on planta-
tions outside New Orleans, “It comes about that those who are at a distance 
[from New Orleans] ordinarily die without sacraments and that even in the 
most populated places the instruction of the negro and Indian slaves is entirely 
neglected.” Moreover, the Capuchin argued that “what hurts us is that more 
than seven-eighths of the slaves are employed on the plantations where we 
cannot transport ourselves either for want of boats or because the lack of reli-
gion on the part of their masters renders our efforts useless.” Given these cir-
cumstances, the Capuchin believed that “the majority die without baptism and 
without any knowledge of the true God.”10

What do we take from this observation? At least three things. First, if 
we want to explore the origins of “Black Catholicism,” we cannot always stay 
in New Orleans. We must go to plantations and frontier outposts, where a 
majority of enslaved Africans lived and died. Second, we must account for the 
influence of Native American cultures on the religious beliefs and practices of 
Africans, as they constituted an overwhelming majority of inhabitants in colo-
nial Louisiana. And third, we cannot focus exclusively on sacramental forms 
of Catholicism if we want to know something about how people of African 
descent encountered and transformed Catholicism. Instead, we will need to 
operate with a more flexible definition of Catholicism that accounts for the 
creativity of Catholicism, one that does not get bogged down in trying to gauge 
the degree of Catholic orthodoxy and orthopraxy of people of any color, one 
that does not stop at discussions about adherence to the Code Noir, and one 
that treats Catholicism as subject to creolization.

The Company of the Indies plantation—located across the river from 
New Orleans on the west bank of the Mississippi—is a suitable place to test 
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this model for creolizing Catholicism. Perhaps thousands of slaves traveling 
from West Africa to Louisiana spent time at the company plantation. Simon Le 
Page du Pratz, the manager of the plantation, is the source of some of the few 
details about the religious perspectives of the first generation of African slaves 
in Louisiana that we have. Le Page du Pratz expressed a combination of curios-
ity and pity toward those “negroes [who] found no old slave of their own coun-
try upon their first arrival in our colonies. Some of them have killed or drowned 
themselves, several of them have deserted and all of this from an apprehension 
that the white men were going to drink their blood. When they desert they 
believe they can get back to their own country by going round the sea.” Le Page 
du Pratz also described those he enslaved as “very superstitious, and are much 
attached to their prejudices, and little toys which they call gris gris.”11

Of course, we cannot take Le Page du Pratz’s ethnographic observations 
at face value, but we do know that it was at the company plantation in 1731 
that a group of around a hundred Bambara slaves “plotted at New Orleans 
to massacre all the French who are settled on the river . . . as the people came 
from high mass at the parish church.”12 After an investigation, the governor of 
Louisiana concluded that the slaves “would [have] set fire to different houses 
of the town in order to scatter those who would not be in the church.”13 The 
warning of an enslaved African woman prevented the plot from being car-
ried out. One female and five male leaders were subsequently executed. By all 
accounts, it started when a Bambara slave allied himself with an Indian nation 
already at war with the French, infiltrated the company plantation, gained the 
support of its enslaved community, and planned an attack to coincide with a 
specifically Catholic ceremony, to be followed by the murder of all European 
settlers and the continued enslavement of Africans and Native Americans 
who did not side with the Bambara.14 Another slave conspiracy scare swept 
through New Orleans in 1732. The revolt was expected to occur on Christmas 
Eve, and according to a colonial official, “those who went to the midnight mass 
were armed like Don Quixote,” while “the rabble of this town” and “all the 
unimportant inhabitants kept themselves on guard” at their homes and on the 
streets of the capital.15

The takeaway from this episode is at least threefold. First, African  ethnicity 
mattered in colonial Louisiana, especially for the first generation of African res-
idents; there was not a common “Black” identity. Second, Africans interacted 
with and learned from Native Americans; surely this had an effect on the reli-
gious beliefs and practices of enslaved Africans. And third, enslaved Africans 
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were watching free Europeans; they were beginning to recognize Catholicism as 
something peculiarly European and something significant to be exploited.

If we are to return to New Orleans with creolized forms of Catholicism in 
mind, St. Peter Cemetery is a good place to add material and physical form to sac-
ramental records and ethnographic observation. St. Peter Cemetery was the first 
cemetery in New Orleans, active from 1725 to 1788. It was rediscovered in 1984 
when ground was broken for a new condominium on the northwestern edge of 
the French Quarter. It included twenty-nine skeletons. Burial objects were found 
on only one body, that of a middle-aged African man. Two of his teeth bore deco-
rative notching reminiscent of practices in West Africa. His bones did not show 
signs of hard labor, unlike the skeletal remains of other African men at the site. 
The burial objects were Catholic ones: a jeweled rosary with attached medals 
of St. Anthony and St. Peter and a silver-and-gold medallion bearing the image 
of the Virgin Mary encased in glass. A concentration of pollen was also found 
with the remains, suggesting that someone left a bouquet of flowers on his body 
during burial.

Archaeologists identified four small clusters of a section of the cemetery 
that included people of African, Native American, and European descent. One 
cluster included an Afro-European woman in her twenties, a European man 
in his twenties, an Afro-European man in his forties, and an infant. A second 
cluster included a Euro-Indian child, a woman of indeterminate ancestry in 
her twenties, and an African man in his teens.16 I could go on. The point is 
that Afro-creole slaves in New Orleans were likely to identify themselves as 
Catholic while still retaining certain African customs and traditions. And we 
see that Catholics were having sex across color lines, despite the Code Noir’s 
prohibition against premarital sex and mixed-race marriages.

The last ship carrying enslaved Africans to Louisiana arrived in 1743. 
Before and certainly afterward, most of the members of the enslaved popu-
lation of the Lower Mississippi Valley were creole, having been born and 
raised in a Francophone colony with diminishing direct ties to Africa. The 
number of enslaved people of African descent reached approximately forty-
five hundred (compared to thirty-five hundred free whites and free people 
of color) by 1763. That same year, Louisiana’s Superior Council implemented 
a decree suppressing the Society of Jesus. The banished Jesuit missionary 
François Philibert Watrin, then residing in Paris, published a rebuttal to the 
suppression, focusing mostly on the benevolence of his confreres toward the 
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120 people enslaved at the Jesuit plantation on the outskirts of New Orleans. 
Following the auction of the order’s human and material property in 1763, 
according to Watrin, “the slaves were to be taken to New Orleans, to be sold 
there for the benefit of the king.” Later that year, nine Jesuits boarded a ship 
bound first for St. Domingue (Haiti) and then France, along with “forty-eight 
nègres” who “no longer belonged to the Jesuits.” Watrin was quick to mention 
how the Jesuits shared provisions with their former slaves aboard ship, having 
“always preserved the same care in regard to them, and shared quite willingly 
with ces misérables.”17

Not long after the Jesuits left Louisiana, the Spanish took control 
of the colony and reinvested in African slavery.18 By 1788, the number of 
slaves had quadrupled to almost twenty-one thousand, or 55 percent of the 
population, resulting in what Gwendolyn Midlo Hall has described as the 
 “re-Africanization” of Louisiana. This growth in slavery was supplemented 
by three separate waves of refugees from Haiti (1791, 1803, and 1809) that 
included approximately twelve thousand whites, free people of color, and 
enslaved Blacks. Haitians brought Vodou to antebellum Louisiana, where it 
collided with the Catholicism of Afro-creoles, French and Spanish creoles, 
and Irish immigrants, as well as the Protestantism of Anglo-Americans and 
African Americans who descended on New Orleans and the plantations that 
lined the rivers and bayous of the Lower Mississippi Valley.19

Albert Raboteau and Cyprian Davis use the term “Black Catholicism” 
to describe the identification of African Americans with Catholicism in the 
cultural hothouse of nineteenth-century Louisiana.20 And, indeed, there are 
some good reasons to differentiate between white and Black Catholicism after 
the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, not least of which was the establishment of 
all-Black religious orders, church congregations, and lay societies.21 But such 
a binary account of white and Black Catholicism misinterprets the multicul-
tural, multiethnic, and multiracial features of Afro-creole Catholicism that 
extended into the nineteenth and even twentieth centuries. It also under-
plays the extent to which the effects of creolization influenced the religious 
beliefs and practices of Black Protestants in both the colonial and national 
periods of American history. By extension, recent arguments for the cultural 
and historical constructions of “Black religion” and the “Black Church” might 
benefit from the application of the concept of “creole religion” to the reli-
gious formation of African American communities. If anything, the process of 
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creolization provides us with a series of fresh approaches to the study of “Black 
Catholicism” that might also augment our understanding of “Black religion.”
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Abstract

This article is a contribution to the roundtable discussion of Black 
Catholicism. African American converts to Catholicism in the United 
States have often been viewed with skepticism because of the precon-
ceived notion that African Americans are naturally evangelical and 
Protestant. As a result, scholars have resorted to functionalist expla-
nations of Black Catholic conversion, presuming African Americans 
convert for social or economic advantages. Letters written by Black 
Catholic converts themselves, however, challenge these narrow func-
tionalist explanations and illuminate the complex pressures and moti-
vations that often led to conversion. Attention to Black Catholic 
converts can thus help us unburden the study of “Black religion” by 
calling attention to alternative modes of African American religious 
life and practice.
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African American Catholics in the United States have often faced doubts from 
others about their religious sincerity, doubts that typically have taken the form of 
a question. Why would African Americans convert to Catholicism? The ques-
tion implies that African Americans are essentially inclined to be religious in 
non-Catholic ways. Most people have persistently presumed African Americans 
in the United States are somehow naturally evangelical and Protestant in their 
religious lives.1 However, since the U.S. Black Catholic community increased by 
208 percent between 1940 and 1975, largely as a result of conversions, scholars 
have faced the problem of explaining Black Catholic conversion.2

Two related accounts were prevalent in the 1970s. The first came from 
a growing number of self-consciously Black Catholics who embraced Black 
Power. These Black Catholics were deeply skeptical of their coreligionists 
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who refused to embrace the racial consciousness of Black Power, whom they 
characterized as self-hating, so-called Negro Catholics. Father Lawrence 
Lucas, a Black Catholic priest and activist, exemplified this position. 
Lucas lamented, “It is impossible for me to forget that I am the product 
of the Church’s system that transforms black people into black-faced white 
people.”3 He argued that Catholicism in the United States was a white reli-
gion and that Blacks were attracted to it because of their subconscious desire 
to be white. He also shared the increasingly widespread opinion that there 
was an authentically Black way of being religious. Many African American 
Catholics, who had cultivated European-derived devotions throughout their 
lives, were fundamentally transformed by the emerging racial consciousness 
of the Black freedom struggles in the mid-twentieth century. As Catholics 
became  conscious of “Black identity” in new ways, the search for an authen-
tically Black religiosity intensified. Many Black Catholics imagined that 
“authentically Black” religion lay at the intersection of hush harbors and 
Africa. They turned to the slave past and to the African present, to Negro 
spirituals, ring shouts, and “traditional” African religions. “Authentically 
Black religion” in this context could be called a diasporic vision of Black reli-
gion (in the singular). If African Americans refused this authentically Black 
mode of religiosity, they effectively embodied a religio-racial contradiction 
and betrayal.4

Sociologists offered the second explanation of the rising tide of African 
American Catholic conversion. One exploratory analysis in 1968 set the trend 
that endured into the 1990s. Joe Feagin developed a number of hypotheses 
that drew heavily on E. Franklin Frazier’s famous critique of middle-class 
Black religion. According to Feagin, Black people from lower-class back-
grounds felt less and less comfortable in lower-class Protestant churches as 
they climbed the socioeconomic ladder—a conclusion he arrived at based on 
the assumption that certain religious “styles of life” correlate with different 
levels of social mobility.5 The Catholic Church thus provided some middle-
class African Americans with a means to escape lower-class status, or so said 
the sociologists.

But what happens when we ask Black Catholics themselves? In 1945, 
twenty-four African American converts to the Catholic Church on the South 
Side of Chicago wrote letters answering the question “why I want to become 
a Catholic.”6 When read together, three themes emerge that illuminate the 
complex pressures and motivations for conversion.7
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First, while we are conditioned to think of religion as fundamentally a 
matter of personal belief, these letters make clear that practice often preceded 
belief. Although not a Catholic, one man decided he would start attending 
Mass with his wife and, while there, “do as others would do” (letter 4). Other 
people recalled attending Mass with close friends and only later falling in love 
with Catholic doctrines. A number of converts reflected on the “dignity” and 
“quiet” of the Mass, which convinced them of its authenticity (letters 9 and 21).  
And participation in Catholic practices was not limited to Mass attendance. 
Nearly all the letter writers referenced active prayer lives. One woman joined 
a group that prayed the “Novena to our Sorrowful Mother” and credited her 
eventual conversion to St. Bernadette, who miraculously saved her from a major 
surgical operation (letter 9). In other words, many African Americans were 
deeply moved and profoundly shaped by their active participation in Catholic 
devotional practices. Practices like these led thousands of African Americans 
to enter the Catholic Church in the middle years of the twentieth century.

Second, most of the converts acknowledged relationships as central to 
conversion.8 Some attended instruction classes because they were engaged 
to marry Catholics (who were virtually obligated to marry other Catholics). 
This was not circumstantial or insignificant. Chance encounters and seren-
dipitous relationships are essential elements of any life, religious or otherwise. 
Conversion cannot be understood outside of the motivations and pressures 
of human relationships. One letter writer, for example, attended Mass and 
religious instruction classes at the insistence of her Catholic fiancé (letter 20). 
Human relationships were not the only ones converts indicated. Some letter 
writers recounted relationships with supernatural presences that virtually 
compelled them to join the Catholic Church. One woman vividly recounted 
a visit from a saint in a time of need. Though she had been raised Baptist, in 
a moment of spiritual need she prayed so hard that a “very high Saint came to 
me in a vision,” carried her to the Catholic Church, and told her to find help 
there—“from that day I decided to become Catholic.” She later identified this 
figure as St. Jude, the patron saint of hopeless causes (letter 14). We might 
assume relationships between human beings and Catholic saints could only 
occur among the already initiated, but apparently that was not the case, and 
encounters such as these contributed to conversion.9

Third, these letters insist we seriously consider the possibility that 
African Americans may have converted because they found something about 
Catholic faith compelling. A common refrain among letter writers was their 
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belief in the “One, True Church.” Religious instruction classes, of course, 
encouraged converts to arrive at this conclusion. Months of class and Mass 
culminated in absolution from past heresy, baptism, and their vow to adhere 
to the “Catholic Faith, outside of which nobody can be saved.”10 These letters 
reflect the exclusivity of Catholic truth claims, describing the church vari-
ously as “the head of all churches” (letter 2), the “only true Church of God” 
(letter 5), and the only church that teaches “the truth” (letter 11). Some of the 
converts even concluded that since the Catholic Church was the “One, True 
Church,” conversion was their only alternative. One man reflected that based 
on “Biblical evidences and facts,” which he cited in the letter, “there is noth-
ing else for me to do but to become a true Catholic.”11 Taken together, these 
convert letters challenge the assertions of those who remained skeptical about 
Black Catholic conversion. They reveal the variety of pressures and motiva-
tions contributing to conversion, factors not easily reduced to a functionalist 
cause like social advancement.

Nevertheless, we should not presuppose the innocence of conversion 
tales. Faith in the “One, True Church” cannot be understood outside the con-
text of racial and class conflicts internal to the African American community. 
A conflict recounted by the Reverend A. P. Jackson, a Black Baptist minister 
and South Side Chicago native, forcefully demonstrates this point. Jackson 
recalled how Black Catholics responded when his Baptist community moved 
into the vicinity of a prominent Catholic parish. When they discovered that 
some “foot-stomping, hand-clapping Baptists were coming over, they said, 
‘Oh my God, now the neighborhood will go to the dogs, and we can’t let this 
happen!’ So, when we started building the church, they used to break our win-
dows, and twice they even tried to set the church on fire.” When he caught 
the perpetrators, he asked the youths why they vandalized his church. Their 
response was “‘this ain’t no church. Not a real one.’” When Jackson challenged 
them, they pointed across the street to Corpus Christi Catholic Church: “‘Our 
priest told us. That’s a real church over there!’”12

Likewise, when converts reflected on the “quiet dignity” of the Catholic 
Mass, they did not do so in a vacuum.13 The “quietness” of Catholic wor-
ship stood in juxtaposition to other modes of African American religiosity, 
particularly “the preacher, the music, and the frenzy” of Black evangelical 
Christianity.14 Acknowledging this juxtaposition allows us to think about the 
range of religious practices African Americans engaged in the twentieth cen-
tury, and the ways those practices were raced and classed, without naturalizing 
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any one experience as more authentically Black than others. Taking faith 
 seriously as a component of conversion means we need to consider what con-
verts have to say about conversion, even if we do not like what we hear.

“The peculiar burden of black religion,” to quote Curtis Evans, “is revealed 
in that a repudiation of those religious and cultural practices deemed singu-
larly ‘Negro’ provoked criticism for being a betrayal of blackness. To embrace 
such ideas, on the other hand, was viewed by others as an affirmation of the 
‘natural’ expression of the primitive and emotional passions of an essential 
blackness.”15 Black Catholic converts embodied this peculiar burden. Those 
Catholics who embraced Black Power in the mid-twentieth century insisted 
on an authentic way of being Black and religious. They lamented those who 
did not embrace “authentic blackness” as captive to self-hatred at best and as 
being “black-faced white people” at worst. Seriously considering the stories 
of converts can help us unburden Black religious subjects, who have too often 
been obscured by our own assumptions. But even more so, it can illuminate 
debates within African American communities (communities too often por-
trayed as univocal), debates over the precise relationship of African Americans 
to Africa, the nature of Black religious life, and ultimately what it meant to be 
Black and religious in the first place.

The question remains of what we are to make of these convert tales, as 
 scholars of Africana religions and in the pages of this journal. At the Journal 

of Africana Religion’s inaugural symposium, “Africana Religions: Theorizing 
Traditions, Geographies, and Temporalities,” Paul Christopher Johnson 
directly addressed the definitional dilemma facing scholars of “Africana reli-
gions.” Should we define Africana religions as religions self-consciously turned 
toward Africa and Africanness, or as religions of people of African descent? He 
illustrated this dilemma with a provocative example. In present-day Portugal, a 
growing number of white Portuguese practice variations of Candomblé, while 
most of their Afro-Brazilian counterparts identify as Pentecostal.16 Where, 
then, and what are Africana religions?

The case of African American converts to the Catholic Church, 
 considered alongside their critics, confirms my desire to hold both of these 
definitions in tension. The interpretive framework of Africana religions cer-
tainly helps us better understand Black Catholics who turned to African-
derived  religion and to Africa in their search for “authentically Black” 
practices. However, the African Americans who explicitly sought to escape 
Black evangelical religious practices by converting also have something 
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fundamental to contribute to our understanding of Africana religions. Their 
embrace of the “One, True Church” over and against practices “deemed sin-
gularly ‘Negro,’” to use Curtis Evans’s phrase, reminds us of the very con-
structedness of “Africana religions” and cautions us against using the term 
without serious critical consideration. Rather than limiting our studies to 
those religious communities that affirm our preconceived notions of African 
American and Africana religions, Black Catholic converts and others like 
them call us to consider the ways African Americans themselves struggled 
with and against those notions.

An article titled “Reflections of a Negro Convert,” published in the 
Catholic Interracial Review in December 1936, reiterates this point. The anony-
mous author reflected on the ways “white Catholics, in friendly curiosity, often 
ask the Negro convert . . . [h]ow did you ‘happen’ to become a Catholic?”  
In an attempt to answer the question, the author proceeds through a  
catalogue of possibilities. Most stem from relationships. The author was raised 
by “devout Christian parents,” “was fortunate in having contact with very good 
Catholics,” and came “under the influence of a brilliant man of my own race 
who had just become a convert.” By the end of the piece, however, it is clear 
that none of these reasons are sufficient in and of themselves. The author con-
cludes by asking herself the same question white Catholics have. “But, how 
does one ‘happen’ to become a Catholic?” For this particular convert and for 
my 1945 letter writers, the only adequate answer was “contained in the words of  
St. Paul—‘By the grace of God I am what I am.’”17 Working from preconceived 
notions of what “African American religion” looks like, skeptical scholars often 
reduce Black Catholic conversion to functionalist explanations. They dismiss 
the stories of converts as the platitudes of a social climber or the delusions 
of a race traitor. But scholars of Africana religions would do well to listen 
to and think critically about what converts have to say. They may illuminate  
unexpected ways of being Black and religious in the African diaspora.
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Black Catholicism in Brazil
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Abstract

Studies of Afro-Brazilian religion have tended to focus on Candomblé 
and other African-derived religions, and this is  especially true in 
studies focused on the northeastern state of Bahia. Indeed, Bahia has 
long been imagined as a kind of living museum where African cul-
ture has been preserved in the Americas, a place where Christianity 
appears only as a thin veneer. This article focuses on my work on the 
intersection of Candomblé and Catholicism and more  specifically 
on the Afro-Catholic Sisterhood of Our Lady of the Good Death 
(Irmandade de Nossa Senhora da Boa Morte, or simply Boa Morte), 
whose members are women of African descent involved with 
Candomblé. Because of its grounding in African-derived religion, 
observers often wonder whether the sisterhood’s yearly festival is 
actually Candomblé ritual masquerading as a Catholic  celebration. 
I argue that behind this question is the questionable presumption that 
Catholicism is somehow epiphenomenal in Afro-Brazilian religious 
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life, a view that I contend is rooted in specific racial  ideologies and 
cultural  nationalisms and stems from certain ideas concerning the 
 relationship between  religion and belief.

Keywords: Catholicism, Christianity, Candomblé, Bahia, Brazil,  Afro-
Brazilian religion, African diaspora

I am an anthropologist whose research focuses on Brazil, a place where anthro-
pology is often equated with the study of indigenous tribes and African-derived 
religions. The field of Afro-Brazilian studies in particular has tended to focus 
on Candomblé and other African-derived religions, and this is especially true 
in Bahia, where I have conducted most of my ethnographic research. Bahia 
has long been imagined as a kind of living museum where African culture has 
been preserved in the Americas, a place where Christianity appears only as a 
thin veneer. As a result, some of the Brazilians I work with, many of whom are 
used to anthropologists who study Candomblé, are puzzled by my interest in 
Catholicism and Pentecostalism.

In fact, I am concerned with Candomblé, but primarily in relation to 
Christianity. My current research focuses on the Afro-Catholic Sisterhood of 
Our Lady of the Good Death (Irmandade de Nossa Senhora da Boa Morte, or 
simply Boa Morte), whose members are women of African descent involved 
with Candomblé. I refer to the Sisterhood of Boa Morte as “Afro-Catholic” 
because its main purpose—public purpose at least—is to celebrate the Feast 
of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. As a result, I am often asked “Do the 
sisters see themselves as Catholic?” or “Isn’t the festival really a Candomblé 
ritual?” I do not have simple answers to these legitimate questions. Behind 
them, however, is the questionable presumption that Catholicism is somehow 
epiphenomenal in Afro-Brazilian religious life, a view that I contend is rooted 
in specific racial ideologies and cultural nationalisms and stems from certain 
ideas concerning the relationship between religion and belief.

At least some Africans had extensive contact with Catholicism before 
they crossed the Atlantic, and a significant number of them were professed 
Catholics. Both Coptic Christianity and the Ethiopian Orthodox Church 
existed in Africa before the advent of the transatlantic slave trade, but most of 
the Christianized Africans who came to the Americas as slaves were Catholic. 
Some were had already been exposed to Catholicism in Spain and Portugal, 
while others from Angola and Kongo were already Catholic before reaching 
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the Americas because the African Catholic Church had been present there 
since the 1500s.1

African Christians often performed the role of catechists in the Americas. 
Nevertheless, most clergy and slave owners often did not require much from 
slaves beyond participation in a minimal number of sacraments.2 This seems 
to support the idea that slaves participated in Catholic practices because they 
were forced to or for pragmatic reasons. At least in Brazil, however, most 
descriptions of Catholicism from the colonial period suggest that the majority 
of people, slaves or not, were not fervent believers. That is, if Afro-Brazilians 
seemed to display public conformity without earnest commitment, they were 
typical Catholics of their time.

Nevertheless, many Africans in Latin America and the Caribbean, even 
those who were slaves, often went beyond mere external compliance with 
Catholic practices. Devotion in the form of lay brotherhoods/sisterhoods 
(irmandades) was central to Afro-Brazilian life.3 As the historian Kim Butler 
explains, Afro-Brazilian irmandades, much like cabildos throughout Spanish 
America, served as “cultural orientation centers, support networks, [and] 
insurance funds” and “provided a religious superstructure through which 
Afro-Brazilians could seek spiritual support from Catholic deities as well as 
the African deities with which they were syncretized.”4 At the same time, cabil-

dos and irmandades, along with communities of escaped slaves and free people of 
color, provided spaces in which African religion could continue to be practiced 
and played a central role in the re-creation of Africa in the Americas.5 Some 
served the purpose of pooling funds to buy others out of slavery, yet although 
they supplied the money, the emancipation itself was effected through 
Catholic organizations and in the name of spiritual patrons such as Our Lady 
of the Rosary. In this context it is difficult to disentangle accommodation from 
resistance. Indeed, many slaves embraced Catholicism and its sacraments for 
the spiritual benefits they offered—although they did so mostly on their own 
terms.6 As Andrew Apter writes:

The Catholicism of Vodun, Candomblé, and Santería was not an 
ecumenical screen, hiding the worship of African deities from perse-
cution. It was the religion of the masters, revised, transformed, and 
appropriated by slaves to harness its power within their universes of 
discourse. In this way the slaves took possession of Catholicism and 
thereby repossessed themselves as active spiritual subjects.7
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In the realm of religion as it is actually lived, appropriation and messy  boundaries 
are the rule rather than the exception. This is one reason why the idea of 
 “syncretism” (depending on how it is defined) is not particularly helpful for 
understanding Afro-Catholicism in Latin America and the Caribbean. In fact, 
more often than not, claims that a religion is mixed or attempts to draw clear 
lines between religions represent ideological moves, not neutral descriptions.

The view that Candomblé and Catholicism are mixed, for example, 
fits with the claim that Afro-Catholicism illustrates the Brazilian tendency 
towards hybridity, a nationalist discourse linked with the assertion that Brazil 
is a “racial democracy.” Here, the idea is that religious syncretism represents 
the harmonious mixture of the African and the European. On the other hand, 
the view that Afro-Catholic festivals are Candomblé ceremonies behind a 
Catholic façade—the “idols behind altars perspective”—fits with the discourse 
of African purity, which in turn has an affinity with discourses of Black con-
sciousness. This is embodied in the so-called antisyncretism movement, which 
calls for the separation of Candomblé and Catholicism on the grounds that 
Candomblé should be recognized and respected as an independent religion in 
its own right.8

This call for separation is often grounded in the desire to maintain or 
reestablish African authenticity through purification. Recent scholarship has 
taken a critical look at discourses of African purity in Brazil, however, focus-
ing on the stakes that scholars and elite practitioners had in claiming that this 
or that terreiro was more pure or authentic than its rivals.9 Such privileging is 
reflected, for example, in the idea that Yoruba religion is the purest, stron-
gest, and most truly “religious” (as opposed to “fetishist”) source from which 
Candomblé emerged, thus marginalizing the other influences on Candomblé 
from other areas and traditions in Africa, not to mention Catholicism.10 To 
the extent that African-derived religion is seen as essential to Afro-Brazilian 
identity—and the purer the better—the Blackness of those who identify with 
Christianity may be under question.11

Nevertheless, Catholicism continues to play a role in the lives of many 
Candomblé practitioners, many of whom attend Mass on special occasions 
and pray to Jesus or Mary, for example. However, those who participate in 
both commonly say that Candomblé and Catholicism are separate religions 
and that they work with different energies, echoing the language of antisyn-
cretism. Interestingly, in recent decades the Catholic Church has reached 
out to those who have a “double religious belonging” through inculturated 
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masses that integrate African-inspired singing and dance and by validating 
the Afro-Brazilian “cosmovision”—within limits, of course.12 The language of 
double belonging challenges both the idea that Candomblé and Catholicism 
are indistinguishably mixed and the notion that Catholicism is a mere façade. 
Although this downplays the eclectic bricolage that is Brazilian popular reli-
gion, it reflects how in most circumstances practitioners at least make a con-
ceptual distinction between the two religions even as they practice both.

Looming in the background of the discussions of the relationship between 
Catholicism and Candomblé are certain assumptions about the relation-
ship between religion and belief. Candomblé, for example, is a paradigmatic 
 example of a “religion of the hand” that consists less in the believing than the 
doing. With this in mind, it is ironic that true adherence to Catholicism is mea-
sured in terms of earnest belief. Indeed, arguments that Catholicism is a mere 
façade not only tend to mirror Protestant understandings of what  religion is— 
understandings that for a long time have defined academic approaches to the 
study of religion—but also to echo Protestant critiques of Catholicism in par-
ticular.13 Regardless of how people are viewing them in the moment—through 
the lens of doubt, faith, irony, or indifference—Catholic symbols and practices 
have definite uses and effects in Afro-Brazilian religious networks.

As I explore in my current research, heritage preservation and tourism 
promotion have had a significant impact on Bahian religious life. As a heri-
tage site, Bahia has been described as a living museum for African cultural 
survivals, reflecting the common claim that African culture has been better 
preserved in Brazil than anywhere else in the African diaspora. Heritage pres-
ervation and tourism development help to define Bahia as a place that is more 
African than Africa, which, among other things, positions Brazil as a place 
where affluent African Americans can recover their lost African culture. As 
an example of the resilience of authentic African culture in the Americas, 
Candomblé has been at the center of discussions of this kind of tourism 
development. In fact, Candomblé has become Bahia’s “trademark.”14 All of  
this reinforces the discourse that Catholicism was just a façade that allowed for 
the preservation of Candomblé; Catholicism does not fit into the tourist gaze.

At the same time, the festival of Boa Morte, a formally Catholic celebra-
tion, is central to the ethnic tourism itinerary. The present-day Sisterhood of Boa 
Morte was founded by freed slaves in Salvador sometime in the early 1800s and 
relocated to Cachoeira around 1835.15 Although Boa Morte celebrates the Feast 
of the Assumption, the influence of Candomblé is visible in many ways, including 
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in the clothing and necklaces that the sisters wear during the festival and in the 
food that they eat. Residents of Cachoeira all know that the sisters are members 
of Candomblé temples, and evangelicals are particularly keen to point this out.

Naturally, there are opposing discourses about the nature of Boa Morte. 
One emphasizes that the festival is Catholic but that it has an Afro-Brazilian 
inflection. At least in public, in fact, the sisters themselves stress that “Boa 
Morte is one thing and Candomblé is another.” They make no secret of their 
involvement with Candomblé, but they maintain the distinction. This may 
reflect the pervasive influence of discourses of antisyncretism and double 
belonging in Candomblé and Catholic communities. That is, it is important 
to acknowledge the difference between the two religions, even if in practice 
they are difficult to disentangle.

In addition, in the 1990s the sisterhood was embroiled in a conflict 
with the Catholic Church—which launched a sort of campaign against 
Afro-Catholic syncretism—leaving the sisters a little cautious about how 
they represent their practices. At the same time, the story illustrates how 
Boa Morte is unthinkable without Catholicism. The legal battle erupted in 
1989. Dubbed a “holy war” by the press, the controversy revolved around 
the parish priest’s refusal to allow the members of Boa Morte access to 
the sacred items used to celebrate the sisterhood’s yearly festival. These 
included the images of Our Lady of Boa Morte and Our Lady of Glory, used 
in the processions, as well as a large gold crown and other pieces of gold and 
silver jewelry that accompany the images. The priest, Padre Hélio, asserted 
that because the Boa Morte had never been registered as an official irman-

dade, the items belonged to the parish rather than to the sisterhood.
A local attorney, Celina Maria Salla, whose family had served as patrons 

of the irmandade, took Padre Hélio to court. The local judge decided in favor of 
Boa Morte and ordered everything returned to the sisters after Celina produced 
documentation dating from the nineteenth century that attested to the fact that 
the sisterhood owned the items. Unsatisfied with the outcome, Padre Hélio 
complained to Cardinal Dom Lucas in Salvador, who appealed the decision of 
the municipal court. While the appeal was pending, Dom Lucas met with the 
sisters and threatened excommunication if the sisters did not concede to the 
church. The sisters refused to give in, and the appellate court ultimately decided 
in favor of Boa Morte. For almost ten years after that victory, however, no priest 
was allowed to celebrate the mass of the festival of Boa Morte, by order of the 
cardinal.



293 Roundtable

During this time Boa Morte had to change venues. At first the festival was 
celebrated at the local Brazilian Catholic Church (ICB), a denomination that 
separated from the Roman Catholic Church in 1945 and founded a number 
of churches around the country. This arrangement lasted only a year, how-
ever, after which the sisters left the ICB and adopted the practice of hiring 
a non–Roman Catholic (sometimes Orthodox) priest to celebrate Mass at 
their own chapel. It was not until 1999, after Dom Lucas was called to serve at 
the Vatican, that Boa Morte reconciled with the church. In fact, it was a very 
contrite Padre Hélio who celebrated the first mass.

Despite this rapprochement and the obviously central role that the priest 
plays in the celebration, many locals, including evangelical critics and sym-
pathetic intellectuals, argue that Boa Morte is really a Candomblé ceremony 
masquerading as a Catholic festival. This claim requires considerable specula-
tion about Candomblé rituals that go on during the festival out of view. These 
are murky waters, but considering the visible presence of Candomblé, it would 
not be surprising if rituals following the logic of Candomblé took place behind 
the closed doors of the sisters’ headquarters during the festival. Indeed, Boa 
Morte has a reputation as a secret society, and its secrets are understood to be 
grounded in Candomblé.

In a way, of course, the fact that these practices happen in secret makes 
Boa Morte a strange attraction for those supposedly searching for their 
African roots. After all, there are temples in Salvador that have explicitly 
 re-Africanized their practices—one of them removed all of the images of 
saints from the temple and moved them to an adjacent museum, for example. 
But what a visitor to Boa Morte sees in the streets is a Catholic festival. Most 
often this leads to two responses from African American visitors. The first is 
surprise—many African American tourists have complained about the white 
Virgin Mary in the center of a festival that was billed as a living example of 
the African heritage in Brazil. The other response, of course, is to read the 
Catholic side of the celebration as a masquerade.

The situation reminds me of Michael Taussig’s discussion of a coin minted 
in a fictional South American country that has an Indian embossed on the 
front and an image of Jesus on the back. Taussig says, “I’d understand if they 
got rid of syncretism and Jesus altogether, but what is this? Do they secretly 
worship Jesus behind the image of an Indian?”16 Likewise, are the sisters of 
Boa Morte somehow secretly Catholic? That is, are their nods to Candomblé 
ironic, forming the real façade behind which Mary is earnestly embraced? 
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This is pushing the point, I know, but it is clear that the pervasive framing of 
Boa Morte as part of the African heritage in Bahia, as important as this may 
be to emphasize, discounts the possibility of taking the festival seriously as 
a folk Catholic  practice. In my discipline of origin, anthropology, some for-
mulation like this is clearly evident: Christianity, like modernity, is not cul-
ture—Christianity is what corrodes authentic culture. The need to interrogate 
this idea is, I think, the primary reason we need a critical anthropology of 
Christianity for the twenty-first century.
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