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 1. Although “Praise God, from Whom all blessings flow” is most often referenced as a doxology in the Protestant church, it actually was introduced to the church by Thomas Ken (1637–1711), an Anglican Bishop who composed the hymns “Awake, My Soul, and with the Sun” and “Glory to thee, my God, this night.” “Praise God, from Whom all blessings flow” served as the final verse of both hymns.


Introduction



If the Black Church were more vigilant toward the needs, concerns, and desires of its youth and young people during the late 1960s and early 1970s, there probably would be no Hip Hop Culture. Although a strikingly convicting statement, the sentiment is worth pondering. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the Black Church stood as the stronghold of the Black Community, fighting for equality and economic self-sufficiency and challenging its body to be self-determined and self-aware. The Black Church also served to offer large doses of spiritual centering to offset the rather racist aggression by unyielding provocateurs of hatred. From its very emergence during slavery, the Black Church was a response to the systematic and obstructive oppression at the hand of those with political power and economic means. An assemblage of small congregations emerged within the hush harbors under the cloak of invisibility, wherein these gatherings of saints emotionally and physically supported one another while spiritually uniting to petition, with a sense of urgency, for their own survival and the promise of hope for their offspring. The Black Church, as it would later emerge, has always been a collective of diverse clusters of disciples whose unity is based not on one liturgy but in the shared petition that God “would never leave nor forsake” them (Hebrews 13:5). Although it has been perceived as a homogeneous and monolithic institution, the Black Church has never been such. In fact, its early history is a poignant indicator of its present reality in ways that are revealed in this volume. As twenty-first-century scholars, homilecticians, pulpiteers, and even laypersons continue to debate whether the Black Church is alive or dead, the realization should be evident that as long as there is injustice, inequity, and imbalance in the Black Communities of the United States of America, the Black Church has a lifeline, a mission, and an opportunity to rise to the occasion.

From the days of the Free African Society and the first Black Baptist Churches (eighteenth century) through the rise of the African Methodist Episcopal Denomination, the African American Episcopal Zion, the Christian Methodist Episcopal, the National Baptist Convention, Inc. (USA), the National Baptist of America Inc. International, Progressive National Baptist Convention, Inc., the Church of God in Christ, the United House of Prayer, the Church of Christ (Holiness), the Pentecostal Assemblies, the Apostolic Assemblies, the United Holy Church, National Black Catholic Congress, and numerous other organized clusters of peoples of faith, including the Nation of Islam and the Five Percent Nation of Gods and Earths, the Black Church, in its various manifestations and segments, has and remains relevant. The Black Church is alive, and, like any living organism, it has (individually and collectively) made some critical errors.

The Black Church has a fascinating, rich, and deep history—a history that has not only championed the survival, liberation, and equality of Black folks (and all folks) but struggled to delve into the internal chasms of generational difference. In many ways, the story of the Black Church is a narrative that puts so much focus on the future that limited time, energy, and resources were allocated to protecting the present. As the Black Church, through the various mantles of local congregations of various denominations, prayed for liberty and justice for all, a schism formed within the belly of the Black Community. Similar to the Black Church, the Black Community is an assemblage of numerous communities across the United States of America that find their common narrative as descendants of the African Diaspora in the United States, connected through the shared cultural characteristics passed down from generation to generation that both codify and code “Blackness.” Although creative artists such as Paul Laurence Dunbar (“We Wear the Mask,” circa 1896), Meta Warrick Fuller (“Ethiopia Awakening,” circa 1910), Zora Neal Hurston (Their Eyes Were Watching God, 1937), Margaret Walker (“For My People,” 1937), Jacob Lawrence (“Migration Series,” 1941), and Duke Ellington (Black, Brown and Beige, 1943) captured the sounds, sentiments, and sensations of the Black experience in United States, it was award-winning filmmaker Marlon Riggs (Black Is, Black Ain’t, 1995) who best pointed out that although we can describe what it is to be Black, it is extremely challenging to define, codify, and capture the holistic experience within a neatly constructed definition. Within the Black Community lie various strands of philosophical thought, theological belief, and very practical differences that have created difficult existences for many. It is clear that one can be a part of the Black Community and have a tremendously different experience than others. This reality is not limited to Black people, as no ethnic or racial enclave of people is as homogeneous or monolithic as stereotypical analysis might pose. Yet, among the diversity of expressions within the Black Community, there is no greater dilemma than that of the generational divide.

GENERATIONAL DIVIDE

From the days of Bishop Richard Allen and Bishop Absalom Jones, the difference in opinions on liturgy style and approach to worship created segmentation. During the late eighteenth century, both Allen and Jones were members of Philadelphia’s interracial St. George’s Methodist Church. After an altercation of blatant racism within the congregation, both departed to found the Free African Society. The two were challenged over decisions to associate with the Episcopal denomination or whether to establish a more innovative and progressive mantle of faith for Blacks. Jones founded the African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas and was later elevated to bishop. Allen would establish the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal and, subsequently, the African Methodist Episcopal denomination. Although it has not been exaggerated in previous scholarship, Jones and Allen were fourteen years apart, and it is possible that that fourteen-year gap may have aided in the determination of whether assimilation and accommodation were the best course of action, as opposed to creation and segmentation. It is clear that throughout the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries and even now into the twenty-first century, the challenge remains as to the question of segmentation and denominationalism within the church.

The Black Church is not the only prevalent ground for age-driven fractionalization. During the early years of the twentieth century, Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. DuBois would engage in a national debate over the best course of progress for the Negro. Washington, an exceptional educator, orator, and political leader, advocated that young people should focus attention on industrial education and the slow and steady accumulation of wealth. DuBois, an esteemed educator, pan-Africanist activist, and exemplary writer, articulated the investment of the community in the “exceptional,” the “Talented Tenth.” Note that Washington, considered conservative, was twelve years DuBois’s senior.

During the 1960s, much attention was placed on polarizing the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz (aka Malcolm X) as diametrically opposed to each other. Yet, another reading through the reflective eyes of privilege reveals that there was actually an aged generation of elders who were opposed to both of them, due to their both rocking the boat of steady progress and potentially creating a frenzy that might take things backward instead of forward. It was the elders of the National Baptist Convention that would eventually create enough tension to create an exodus of relatively young pastors to establish the Progressive Baptist Conference. Likewise, it was a rather youthful cohort of former Nation of Islam devotees who would aid Brother Malcolm in establishing the Organization for African Unity. The generational divide is neither a unique consideration nor is its presence anything new.

From the historic debates on segregation versus integration to the debates over the prestige and power of Historically Black Colleges and Universities over the acceptance of Blacks into previously predominantly White institutions, these debates have continued to be evidence of eras of generational divide. A recent tipping point was captured during the 2007 frenzy launched by Bill Cosby’s “Come on People” remark at the NAACP’s Fiftieth Anniversary Celebration of the historic Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education Supreme Court case, which infuriated legions of folks on both sides of the generational aisle and ironically impacted the pulpits and pews of Black Churches across the nation as folks decided whether to agree and side with Cosby or join the prolific writer, orator, and philosphico-socio-politico Michael Eric Dyson, who responded loudly with Is Bill Cosby Right? Or Has the Black Middle Class Lost Its Mind? With twenty-two years of life experience separating the two, there was no splitting the fence; the Black Community had to take a side.

No previous generational divide has been as extreme, volatile, and destructive as the present divide between the Civil Rights Generation and the Hip Hop Generation. Hip Hop Culture grew from the soundscape, canvas, and battlegrounds of the concrete jungles of New York’s well-known boroughs, inspired as a self-determined response by ostracized, disenfranchised urban youth who felt that they had no support system or resources. With no heroes in plain sight, these youth, passionate with the same urgent desires for survival and hope that their parents and grandparents carried, created their way from the bottom of America’s belly one rhyme, piece, and step at a time. It was early Hip Hop Culture that courageously stood against gang warfare, guns, narcotics, and youth-on-youth violence. Rappers (and MCs), DJs (and turntablists), Breakers (and dancers), and Graffiti artists effectively and critically advocated for democracy through freedom of expression, social commentary, political debate, and economic critique. It was the next generation of this arising Hip Hop Community that begged for better schools, better health care, better playgrounds, better opportunities, and equal access for themselves and for their parents and grandparents. Cultural awareness became an early trademark of the multiethnic, multiracial, multifaith community of young people who desired to create the better existence that their parents, grandparents, godparents, aunts, and uncles (whether they were praying people or not) were not able to give them. For many young people during this early period, Hip Hop Culture was the supplement to the weekly dose of Sunday morning faith. Hip Hop Culture was “in addition to,” as opposed to “instead of.” The Hip Hop Generation proselytized and catechized through their innovative creations, allowing their intimate spirituality and articulated faith to bleed through their creative expressions. Trinitarian Protestant thought, as well as recitations of Islam, Five Percent Nations of Gods and Earth, Rastafarian, Judaism, Buddhism and beyond, permeated the lyrics, symbolisms, imagery, and fashion. The role of spirituality, faith, and religion in Hip Hop Culture has always been strong, even as we wrestle with the most current status of Gospel Hip Hop, Holy Hip Hop, or any of the other monikers. Rap/Hip Hop expressions have been inclusive of belief statements, faith tenets, and theological frameworks throughout the brief history of Hip Hop Culture, yet many in the Black Church have not felt comfortable with the new methods, modes, and manners of expressions.

On the first page of the opening chapter of The Truth behind Hip-Hop, Elder G. Craige Lewis posits that he will reveal “how hip-hop is destroying the lives of many, as they seek to be entertained by a supernatural influence that is beyond their natural control.” Although I value Elder Lewis’s commitment to truth and revelation, I would argue that we should be more concerned with the number of clergy and congregations who are turning their sanctified backs on the volatile youth who need to be loved (whether they are a part of the Hip Hop Community or not). Tirades of accusations of Hip Hop as being demonic, satanic, and essentially evil disregard the simple fact that in all human creative endeavors, there are some things that are widely appreciated and well received and others that are distasteful, not useful, and unpalatable. Yet, the presence of polar opposites does not negate the importance of the overall expression and the acknowledgment that the expressers availed themselves as vulnerable beings to share.

Although Hip Hop Culture in the twenty-first century is different from its infant state in the late 1960s and early 1970s, its urgent cries, moans, groans, and hollers remain consistently focused on the same survival, liberation, and equality that the Black Church has fought for over the generations. In fact, although the Hip Hop modus operandi is dramatically and drastically different, perhaps even polemic, Hip Hop and the Black Church are essentially fighting for the same thing and that is what makes this question of the dilemma of the generational divide and the initial and subsequent disengagement of the Black Church so intellectually perplexing.

This collection of writings from leading thinkers, preachers, scholars, and practitioners from around the country serves to give voice to a growing movement within the Black Church to deal with the dilemma of the generational divide and to consider new approaches to restoring health, vitality, and intergenerational dialogue between the Civil Rights Generation and the Hip Hop Generation and, subsequently, all generations. Conceived as an extension of previous conversations initiated by Anthony Pinn (Noise and Spirit: The Religious Sensibilities of Rap Music), Benjamin Stephens III and Ralph C. Watkins (From Jay-Z to Jesus: Reaching and Teaching Young Adults in the Black Church), and Ralph C. Watkins, Jason A. Barr Jr., Jamal-Harrison Bryant, William H. Curtis, and Otis Moss III (The Gospel Remix: Reaching the Hip Hop Generation) and numerous others, the contributors in this volume have surpassed the simple goal of assessment to wrestle with the more challenging duties of providing timely commentary, critical analysis, and, in some cases, practical strategies toward forgiveness, healing, restoration, and reconciliation. This began in 2006 as an attempt to gather a few voices from within the fold to initiate a conversation (with a clear intent to have some of the voices be female); it has now turned into a rally call to challenge the generations to come back to the table to settle differences and move forward together. In many ways, this collection serves a greater community beyond the Black Church. Hip Hop Culture is an international phenomenon, and it has challenged the norms and traditions of numerous institutions beyond those conceived of faith. From the entertainment industry to the United (and Non-United) Nations to international commerce, Hip Hop Culture has had a dynamic influence. It has challenged traditional thought, and through the simultaneous rapid emergence of technology, it has challenged the ways that we communicate with one another, both in the United States and abroad. Many around the world are looking to the Black Church to take note on how we respond, react, and relate to the growing international dominance of Hip Hop Culture. So in many ways, this collection perhaps serves as a case study in acknowledging not only the issue but the prophetic role of the church to offer practical approaches to restoring health, vitality, and intergenerational dialogue where there is such lack.

Divided into three sections, this volume does not propose to be exhaustive; in fact, our sole aim is to be more effective in stimulating, inspiring, and encouraging dialogue. It is our collective goal to use this volume to challenge the Black Church and Hip Hop Culture to realize their shared responsibilities to each other and to the greater society.

Part I, “From Civil Rights to Hip Hop,” explores the transition from one generation to another through the transmission of legacy and heritage or lack thereof. Each provocative piece examines the generational passing of the baton in unique fashion only to arise at the same conclusion: the Black Church must reengage in the lives of the youth and young adults who compose the Hip Hop Generation. It is mandatory, it is necessary, and it is urgent! In the opening piece of the section, Alton B. Pollard III offers “From Civil Rights to Hip Hop: A Meditation,” based on a lecture delivered at Spelman College as part of its 2006 Distinguished Lecture Series. In this poignant diachronical examination of the legacy and heritage of the Black Freedom Struggle, the Howard University School of Divinity dean challenges the reader to position Hip Hop Culture as an extension of the struggle and an opportunity for ostracized communities to come together in the pursuit of a “just and inclusive world.” Joshua Hutchinson follows with “Dissed-Enfranchised: The Black Church under the Steeple,” challenging the church to reclaim its traditional values and teachings, such as the importance of community and family. According to Hutchinson, the impact of the successes of previous generations has led to the demise of current and future generations due to a shift in values and priorities. This dynamic shift is explored in the closing piece, “Chasing a Dream Deferred: From Movement to Culture,” where I use Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun to expose a broader realization of the generational divide while charging the church (and the Hip Hop Community) to reconnect, reconcile, and recommit to the collective pursuit of liberty, justice, and equality for all.

Part II, “Hip Hop Culture and the Black Church in Dialogue,” explores the multitude of ways, shapes, and forms through which the conversation is already going on, with a prophetic gaze toward heightening and intensifying the dialogue. From sermons to theoretical examinations and spiritual ponderings, this part is riveted with stimulating discoveries, inspiring reflections, and empowering commentary. University of Pennsylvania chaplain Charles L. Howard leads the way with “Deep Calls to Deep: Beginning Explorations of the Dialogue between the Black Church and Hip Hop,” by drawing attention to the numerous “contact points, intersections, and integrations” that the two share. Focused on moving the dialogue toward progressive results, Howard challenges both the church and the culture by offering strategies of success grounded in prophetic reflection. Pastor Cynthia B. Belt continues the challenge for fruitful dialogue with “Rap Music as Prophetic Utterance.” Here she mixes practical experience and scriptural mandate to demand more accountability in the dialogue between the Black Church and Hip Hop Culture. Prof. Lerone A. Martin follows with “Binding the Straw Man: Hip Hop, African American Protestant Religion, and the Dilemma of Dialogue,” a piece that offers his profound thinking around the central question “How can African American faith communities address and respond to Hip Hop Music and Culture in a manner that is faithful to the mission of Jesus Christ and correspondingly addresses the realities of African American life?” In the first of two sermons in the volume, Pastor Sherman A. Gordon offers another method and example of the ongoing dialogue that occurs during weekly worship experiences: “Kick Your Delilah to the Curb” reveals one of many ways in which this cross-generational dialogue occurs from the pulpit. Rising cultural critic and ordained minister Shaundra Cunningham penned “Thou Shall Have No Other Gods before Me: Myth, Idols, and Generational Healing,” a piece that spotlights the reality of idol worship in both the Black Church and Hip Hop Culture. She boldly challenges us to relinquish the finger-pointing in exchange for much-needed transparency and confession with the desired goals of reconciliation and unity. With “Hip Hop Children of a Lesser God,” prolific writer and esteemed activist “Truth Minista” Paul Scott offers a critical commentary of the ongoing dialogue, with the final assessment that both sides of the conversation are in desperate need of more TRUTH. In the second of two sermons, Prof. Stephen C. Finley offers “Bling Bling,” a unique homiletical experience that presents yet another example of the cross-generational dialogue via the pulpit. Transcribed from a Youth Day service, this sermon offers one of many approaches of making biblical text and commentary practical and relevant to a multigenerational congregation. Closing is Prof. Shana Mashego’s innovative exploration of the dialogue occurring within the forgotten Black Churches within predominately non-Black denominations (Catholic, Methodist, Lutheran, Episcopal, and Presbyterian). “Formality Meets Hip Hop: The Influence of Hip Hop Culture on the Afro-European Church” mixes personal reflection and scholarly analysis to reveal yet another layer of the ongoing dialogue.

Part III, “Gospel Rap, Holy Hip Hop, and the Hip Hop Matrix,” introduces to some and emphasizes for others the perspectives and insights of practitioners, scholars, and activists from within the fold who are eager to share, with the hope that clarity would lead to engagement. Readers will explore the multitude of expressions of faith and the diversity of locations where these expressions take place. Prof. Josef Sorett’s captivating “Beats, Rhymes and Bibles: An Introduction to Gospel Hip Hop” is the first of two pieces that are previously published. Reprinted from the winter 2006–2007 edition of The African American Pulpit, Sorett’s work offers one of the first critical examinations of Gospel Hip Hop; it is a “must read” for all endeavoring to do ministry in the twenty-first century. Likewise, Cassandra Thornton’s “Isn’t Loving God Enough? Debating Holy Hip Hop” offers a provocative look at Holy Hip Hop from the inside out. Also known as DJ Lady Grace, Thornton offers insight into the ongoing debates concerning Holy Hip Hop using personal insight and scriptural backing. In the second of two reprinted contributions, scholar and consultant Kenneth D. Johnson offers “Five Theses on the Globalization of Thug Life and 21st Century Missions.” Previously published in the Antioch Agenda: Essays on the Restorative Church in Honor of Orlando E. Costas (2007), this piece is effective in challenging the church to realize the global effect and impact of Hip Hop Culture. Esteemed activist and scholar Rev. Osagyefo Uhuru Sekou offers a theological read on Hip Hop Culture through personal reflection and by challenging the lens through which we see our young people. Rev. Patricia Lesesne, an administrator in the Broward County (Florida) Public School System, offers her personal struggle with attempting to empower and influence the next generation in “Confessions of a Hip Hop Generation Minister.” Based on personal reflection and grounded in hope, Lesesne’s prose grants us an eye-opening revelation of the urgency for generational bridging. Expert educational consultant Dr. René Rochester offers “Spiritually Educating and Empowering a Generation: Growing up in a Hip Hop Matrix.” This is an intriguing response to the central question “What do we do if a young person’s existing knowledge of biblical truth is what they have learned in a song or from imitating the appearance of Holy Hip Hop?” and it is a clever description and examination of the Hip Hop Matrix. Rising African and African American religious thought scholar Onaje X. Offley Woodbine offers an important hypothesis of basketball as religion in “An Invisible Institution: A Functional Approach to Religion in Sports in Wounded African American Communities.” He reveals basketball as a religious project that responds to suffering and can lead toward healing. As the book began with a meditation, it is fitting to close in the tradition with a benediction. “‘To Serve the Present Age’: A Benediction” is my attempt to close the volume with gratitude, in petition, and with the acknowledgment that our collective efforts are futile without the power of prayer.

I am grateful for each contributor to the project. Each has made himself or herself a vessel of ministry in one’s own unique way, and it is our collective prayer that this work be beneficial in all the various ways that it may.


Part I

From Civil Rights to Hip Hop



Chapter One

From Civil Rights to Hip Hop:  A Meditation

Alton B. Pollard III

When Spelman College asked me to address the subject “From Civil Rights to Hip Hop,” to explore with a group of young African American women the profound connections that exist between our recent past and the present moment, I was very pleased and deeply honored.[1] I was also filled with no small amount of fear and trepidation. In the first and second place, I am not a member of the Hip Hop generation. I am a proud member of the “soul” generation that precedes it, offspring of those spirituals and blues and gospel and R&B and jazz children hewed out of hard living, who migrated from the “Black Belt” of the rural South to the cities and from there to all points North and West.

It was the work of scholar-activists such as Vincent Harding and his epic text There Is a River: The Black Struggle for Freedom in America that first led me into the cascading and darkly radiant depths of the Black-led freedom movement in this land. Upon reflection, I decided to share some words with those of you who may be very much like me, who need to rediscover or perhaps discover for the first time some of the resources that can serve to inspire and empower us as a people on the journey to self-understanding and sustained commitment in a very unsettled time. I hope you will allow me to share with you stories of hope and struggle from my life to yours, from my experiences to yours, from my faith to yours.

I invite you, as members of the Hip Hop generation, to remember and never to forget that there is something infinitely worthy about the Black freedom struggle, that even and especially now there is something that yields the clue that testifies to the fact that the visitations of the spirit to our ancestors in this land, whether four hundred years ago or forty, are far from over. In the post–September 11 world, there has been a veritable retreat from progress toward a radically inclusive society and a reactionary tendency to demonize, criminalize, and marginalize that magnificent Black-led movement of militancy, mass struggle, and hope a generation ago. Indeed, the nation appears ready to turn back the clock in many such respects. Fortunately, African Americans did not choose to respond in kind to such blatant racism and wanton disrespect. Instead, we have embraced our historic legacy—sometimes haltingly, at times falteringly—and experienced continual renewal. We receive our separate past as a wellspring, a touchstone, a fount, a present source of strength. This is our sacred calling and our moral responsibility.

I recount the story of that sacred struggle here in narrative form. The first story briefly calls to remembrance the horrific saga of the Black movement from enslavement to freedom. The second story attends with greater depth to the struggle for freedom at mid-twentieth-century America. The third and most expansive story turns to the contemporary struggle for Black freedom being led by young people. Through the lens of history and culture, I want to bear witness to that long and continuous, marvelous and unyielding belief that Black people have always had and continue to have in their own humanity.

THE MAAFA

The moment of our transfiguration as a people began with the transatlantic transport of Africans to the Western hemisphere, the mainlands of North America and South America, the New World. Before this time, modern notions of African unity and “race” were relatively unknown.[2] Deep in the bowels of foul and squalid European ships with names such as Justice, Liberty, Grace, John the Baptist, Mary, and Jesus, the children of Africa—Fula, Bambara, Ibo, Iboni, Fulani, Karamanti, Ashanti, Jolof, Fanti, Hausa, Mandingo, Yoruba, Dahomey, Bini, Efik, Congo, Moco, Mondongo, Sengale, Ga, Fon, Kru, and more—came to experience the height of human alienation and disorientation. They cried out their misery to God—Nyame, Yala, Olorun, Imana, Mawu, Olodumare, Meketa, Ondo—each in their native tongue. Forcibly removed from family, friends, and all that is sacred, to be deposited in lands hostile and unknown, there are not words enough to convey the agony, despair, and bewilderment, the confusion in mind, body, and spirit, the fear and apprehension that surely seized these innocents.

The Maafa—a Kiswahili term for the Middle Passage and impending African Holocaust—was an unspeakable and world-altering horror for untold millions. Out of the belly of the beast, the macabre would be forever seared into the memory of the captives, a memory passed on to their children and their children’s children. Questions were without ceasing: How could human beings be so evil? How could one group of people justify treating other people like this? What manner of creatures were these Europeans called Spanish and Portuguese, Dutch and French, Saxon and Dane? For Africa’s dispersed, our foremothers and forefathers, a nefarious nightmare, hell on Earth, had begun.

The year 1619 and the settlement of Jamestown, Virginia, are often chosen as the time and place to refer to the beginnings of African America, despite historical accounts that date back one century before, to the territory that would become South Carolina and the first recorded acts of Black resistance on this side of the grandywaters (the Atlantic Ocean) in 1526.[3] Thus began for Africans in this land, the uprooted of many cultures, religions, and tongues, a unifying assessment of the meaning of their involuntary presence in a strange land and a fundamental recognition that freedom would not be freely given but arduously won—and never enough.

CIVIL RIGHTS AND BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS

By 1965, almost 350 years after Jamestown, the children of Africa in America numbered well over twenty million. It is almost a cliché to say that the civil rights years were unlike any other period in the history of the nation. But the truth is seldom as neat or simple as it sounds. Hard lessons had to be learned as African Americans gradually disabused themselves of moderate notions about White America with continuing racial discrimination, the status quo ante, and an at-best cautious federal government. Young women and men such as Diane Nash, Ruby Doris Smith, Prathia Hall Wynn, Anne Moody, James Bevel, James Lawson, Bob Moses, and John Lewis pressed the adult generation to assume a less gradualist and more militant and activist posture. Shortly before his death, Martin Luther King Jr. offered these prescient thoughts on the power and meaning that young people brought to the insurgent liberation struggle:

Young Negroes had traditionally imitated whites in dress, conduct, and thought in a rigid, middle-class pattern. . . . Now they ceased imitating and began initiating. Leadership passed into the hands of [Blacks], and their white allies began learning from them. This was a revolutionary and wholesome development for both.[4] 

As the sixties went on, youthful militancy deepened and solidified, challenging more and more of the ideology, customs, and practices of Black complacency and White supremacy. Sit-ins at lunch counters, kneel-ins at churches, wade-ins at beaches, sleep-ins at motels, and freedom rides across interstate lines transformed the national landscape. College students, high school students, and elementary school children courageously withstood the punishment meted out in hundreds of cities, towns, and rural communities and withstood the political indifference emanating from the corridors of power in Washington, DC.

The leaders of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee were a hard core of emboldened and impassioned students who—along with their White allies—plunged into civil rights work. For the most part, they were first-generation Black college students, Northern as well as Southern, who quickly drew around them the poor, unemployed youth of the rural areas, elevating the movement to populist stature and broadening and deepening the meaning of Black emancipation with their youthful audacity and radicalism. The “shock troops of the movement” continued to grow and metamorphose and change, as the freedom movement passed out of the South and to the North and West and raised the provocative and necessary call for “Black Power.”

These were the children of those great fallen heroes, Martin and Malcolm and Medgar, and of women warriors such as Ella Baker, Septima Clark, Fannie Lou Hamer, Myrlie Evers, Betty Shabazz, Rosa Parks, Jo Ann Robinson, Coretta Scott King, and Queen Mother Audley Moore. It is important, too, that we not underestimate the influence of such African stalwarts as Jomo Kenyatta, Julius Nyerere, Sékou Touré, Patrice Lumumba, and Kwame Nkrumah. Stokely Carmichael, Angela Davis, Eldridge Cleaver, Kathleen Cleaver, Huey Newton, Elaine Brown, Erika Huggins, David Hilliard, Francis Carter-Hilliard, Frances Beal, and Assata Shakur were among the growing number of young Black leaders who did not agree with the strategies of the elders but cared enough to answer the call, to summon the courage, to become active participants in the struggle to change their own lives and the lives of their communities.

These were also the fierce young warriors of well-known groups such as the Black Panther Party for Self Defense, the Black Liberation Army, the Republic of New Africa, and the African Peoples Party. In response to the triple threat of sexual, class, and racial oppression, “comrade sisters” developed the Black Women’s Liberation Committee and the Black Woman’s United Front. Laborers organized the Detroit Revolutionary Union Movement and the League of Revolutionary Black Workers; socialists established the February 1st Movement; cultural nationalists founded the United Slaves (or U.S.); and religious nationalists started the Shrine of the Black Madonna. And there were countless local groups at the grassroots. These young people, gang members, high school and college students, literally became the carriers of the fire—not so much the destruction of urban explosions that was exploited by some and misrepresented by others—but women and men who carried in their hearts and minds the burning embers of justice and the relentless fires of liberation. Theirs was a searing anger and fearlessness that refused to accept the status quo, the taken-for-granted business as usual. They believed enough in the possibility of societal change to “fight the power,” to try to rebel. (Is it any wonder that the defiant message struck by the Isley Brothers would resurface years later in the seminal rap anthem by Public Enemy?)

The echoes of urban rebellion carried over well into the seventies. On hundreds of college campuses, African American students organized and fought for change in curriculum, administration, admissions policies, racist pedagogy, and educational ethos. Black history classes and Black studies programs emerged, swiftly followed by ethnic studies, women’s studies, and a growing consciousness about our African and Two-Thirds World connectedness. They drank from the deep, intellectual, and philosophical wells of Frantz Fanon, Cheik Anta Diop, John Henrik Clarke, Walter Rodney, Chancellor Williams, and countless others. But there was more to come, far more, a tremendous outpouring of artistic energy, which served to connect Black politics, Black Power, and Black consciousness with the masses. At the heart of this magnificent outpouring were such poets as Mari Evans, Ed Bullins, Askia Muhammad Touré, June Jordan, Haki Madhubuti, Amiri Baraka, Kalamu ya Salaam—and Muhammad Ali. Black collegians, movement activists, and community people turned to these prophetic voices who, like them, were seeking to re-create themselves and the nation. Holding out their hands, reaching out with their lives, refusing to let their own woundedness prevent them from making essential connections, these artists found poetry in the people, among the people, with the people, for the people, by the people, as they sought to live out the serious and glorious meaning of their beautiful Black gift.

Black women were especially prominent among the artist-activists, from Sonia Sanchez to Nikki Giovanni and Carolyn Rodgers to reencounters with Margaret Walker, Maya Angelou, and Gwendolyn Brooks. Into the present, their voices can still be heard singing, shouting, wailing, compressing anger, sorrow, and promise into the cadences of their poetic utterances. And there were the musicians of that not-so-distant time, Mahalia Jackson, John Coltrane, Sun Ra, Aretha Franklin, James Brown, Marvin Gaye, Nina Simone, the Impressions, the O’Jays, Stevie Wonder, Gill Scott-Herron, the Last Poets, Bob Marley and the Wailers, and Sweet Honey in the Rock, who opened us to new and provocative ways of oppositional engagement and democratizing self-understanding. To their leadings and promptings and more, a generation listened and learned and danced and fought—and prayed.

RAP AND HIP HOP

That was three decades ago. Today, we are once again undergoing fundamental and incontestable generational and societal change. Now as then, there is division and tension, conflict and change, rivalry and respect, old school and new school, within African America. I, for one, cannot rap, scratch, graffiti, deejay, emcee, or flow. Those who know me would probably say that I don’t dance all that well either. However, I see the same divine presence that was at work during the era of civil rights and Black consciousness pervasive in Hip Hop music and Hip Hop culture today. I see it in the growth, innovativeness, and empowerment of my own young adult children, and I see it everywhere. I see it in the oral, musical, and cultural traditions as old as African drumbeats now turned into new art forms. I see it in our largely uncelebrated, ever resourceful and resilient, intergenerational strength. I am the affirmation of our past. I bear witness to our future. I am the transmission of ancestral memory. I am the premonition of Hip Hop.

I am in full agreement with Patricia Hill Collins, who sees the end of civil rights and Black Power and the ascendancy of Hip Hop as being marked by a shift from a color-conscious racism that relied on a system of racial segregation to an apparently color-blind racism that promised equal opportunities yet provided no lasting avenues for African American advancement. All protests notwithstanding, “the new colorblind racism claimed not to see race yet managed to replicate racial hierarchy as effectively as the racial segregation of old.”[5] African American youth, in all their ways, stand at ground zero of a complex of intersectionalities including race, gender, sex, ethnicity, class, environment, and more. In the glare of the mass media, in their bodies and with their very lives, they symbolize the contradictions of the new racism.

Just beyond the mass media’s pornographic obsession with and magnification of the excesses of contemporary urban Black life—sex, violence, drugs, antiauthoritarian and materialistic life (a real and contradictory consciousness that we ignore to our own peril)—there exists a larger Hip Hop lifestyle, a deeper and oppositional mode of expression that struggles to live within society’s tension and seeks to give voice to young people long denied their say. It is the creative power of this generation, the perennial prerogative of the young, the right to be culturally subversive, to potentially transform themselves and the world around them. It is historically represented in the rhymes of KRS-One, Chuck D, Tupac Shakur, and Biggie Smalls. It is manifested in the antisexist message of MC Lyte, Sister Souljah, and Salt-N-Pepa. It is embedded in the metonyms of the Million Man March anthem “Where Ya at Y’All.” It flows from the Hip Hop feminism of Queen Latifah, Eve, Missy Elliott, and Lauryn Hill. It is the higher knowledge characterized by Common, the members of De La Soul, the Roots, Mos Def, Talib Kweli, Dead Prez, Nas, and A Tribe Called Quest. It is the spoken-word tapestries woven by Jessica Care Moore and Sarah Jones. It is the power, passion, and poetry of Kanye West, Maxwell, John Legend, Kardinal Offishall, and Anthony Hamilton. It is the sultry, sophisticated, and expressive soul of Mary J. Blige, Erykah Badu, Jill Scott, and Destiny’s Child. It is the uncommon compositions and lyric declarations of Alicia Keys, Me’Shell NdegéOcello, and India.Arie.

Regrettably, not everyone agrees with this assessment. There are powerful discussions for us to have about whether cultural potential still exists for organizing young people to transform themselves and their community. In simple terms, do we prefer serious Black Panthers or serious drug dealers and addicts? Do we prefer to establish serious agendas for Black communities or become Black clones of White mainstream America? Are there perhaps other choices? Lest we forget, no generation is perfect, and none of us are exempt from critique. But for complex reasons, now more than ever, the great divides of race, gender, sexuality, and class are falling along the fault line of intergenerational misgivings and distrust.

This is certainly the case where African America is concerned. All too often, the civil rights generation is ready to decry the amnesia and irresponsibility of the Hip Hop generation. With equal eloquence and even greater defiance, the Hip Hop generation trumpets the death of all civil rights sensibilities. (However, I am always amazed to meet young Black women and men who distance themselves from Hip Hop and rap.) Somewhere between these oppositional views and antithetical stances lies the much-needed cross-generational recognition that we as a people are only as strong as our weakest link. Simply stated, we need the lessons of civil rights and Hip Hop. Civil rights is African America’s sacred legacy. Hip Hop is this era’s sacred hope.

A myriad of complex social realities define the world of the Hip Hop generation, from globalization and resegregation in the public sphere to deradicalization and commercialization in religious places. Despite what some critics have said, today’s young people are no less spiritual than their predecessors but live in a time when the loss of faith in social institutions—no less religious ones—is disturbing, understandable, and epidemic. Many Hip Hop heads speak truth to power saying, “I’m spiritual but I’m not religious.” Whatever else one may make of Mase—who left the Hip Hop world at the height of his success in 1999, started his own ministry here in Atlanta (SANE—Saving a Nation Endangered Church International), returned to the rap scene with his Welcome Back album (by his previous standards neither a critical nor commercial success), and reportedly defected to 50 Cents’s G-Unit and his original gangsta roots (Murder Mase), all while still maintaining the status of pastor—his story mirrors the seldom-recognized but vast and aching spiritual void found in much of Hip Hop America.[6] 

Like the Rev. Al Green before him, Rev. Run of Run-DMC fame is navigating the worlds of the sacred and profane with his CD Distortion. In 2004, the aspiring minister Kurtis Blow sought to bring his turntables into two renowned Harlem churches. In 2005, Kanye West struck multiplatinum with the triple video and megahit release “Jesus Walks” (to say nothing of his head-turning Rolling Stones cover).[7] The versatility of Faith Evans is heard on Donald Lawrence’s award-winning gospel album I Speak Life. Famed rapper and actor LL Cool J features gospel artists Mary Mary on his 2006 disk Todd Smith.

Christianity is hardly the only religion game in town. As Imani Perry notes in Prophets of the Hood, the submerged underground of rap is populated with the religiopolitical lyrics of groups such as Brand Nubian and the Poor Righteous Teachers, informed by Islam and other religious traditions.[8] To the point, there is a passionate quest for something deeper and more authentic than what often passes for religion in the current generation. If the Black faith community would serve the present age, it requires a far greater commitment to social struggle and a deeper dedication to young people than what is currently the case. Questionable theology, dubious politics, hierarchical practices, misogynistic behavior, mythic untruths, excessive materialism, and an utter captivity to custom are the hallmark of many African American congregations in the twenty-first century. It could even be said that Hip Hop had to be born because, among other reasons, Black believers were no longer being faithful to their own calling.

If Hip Hop would claim its rightful place as the successor of the civil rights movement—and I think it must—there are at least four factors that have to be considered. We have already discussed the need to join Hip Hop and faith where coexistence is possible and where mutual integrity and respect can be maintained. In the second place, Hip Hop will have to establish a more intentional economic and political sensibility than what currently exists. Bakari Kitwana lays out the beginnings of such a constructive blueprint in The Hip Hop Generation.[9] Unfortunately, his otherwise-progressive political platform suffers from lack of a much-needed gendered perspective.[10] 

With Hip Hop, a twenty-first-century multibillion-dollar industry, and with a proliferation of artists counted among its millionaires, the entrepreneurial spirit of artists such as Master P, Jermaine Dupri, Queen Latifah, and P.
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