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Black Churches

In the UK, the term ‘black’ is used mostly with reference to people of African heritage; whether coming direct from Africa, the Caribbean, or born in the UK.  Black is also used to mean all dark-skinned people from anywhere.  ‘Black churches’ refers to those churches that are led, or peopled in the majority, by black people.  However, some have ascribed theological meaning to ‘black churches’, with Beckford saying they are identified by particular forms of worship and liturgy.
  Theologically, the spiritual root of black churches go back to slavery and the slave trade; and American theologian James Cone insists that ‘the black church was born in slavery’.
  This theological argument is not shared by all, with some insisting that black denominational realities often have their roots in traditions that do not fit neatly into the determinant ‘black’.
  Black churches in the UK operate within a complex sociological and theological context; yet they flourish and represent the fastest-growing sector of Christianity.

Two terms are used as important signifiers for black churches; black-led and black-majority.  ‘Black-led’ refers to churches that are clearly led by black people; and ‘black-majority’ refers to those churches that have a majority of black members or adherents, irrespective of denominational affiliation.  So today in the UK we find black-led churches that are Pentecostal, Charismatic, or Evangelical.  Many of these are transplants from the Caribbean, Africa and the Americas such as the New Testament Church of God, Church of God of Prophecy, Redeemed Christian Church of God, and Cherubim and Seraphim Church, to name a few.
  And there are black-majority churches that include those just mentioned, but also some that belong to mainstream denominations; Anglican, Roman Catholic, Baptist, Methodist and United Reformed Church, Assemblies of God and the Elim Church.
  

History of Black Churches in the UK

John Mbiti argues that Africans are incurably religious.
  This being so, there has been a religious black presence in Britain since the earliest time, probably as early as the 3rd Century.
  But there have been significant numbers of black Christians in the UK since the unfortunate advent of African enslavement by Europeans since the 15th Century.  That brought many black people to Britain and other parts of Europe.
  There is evidence of Africans congregating as unofficial church from the earliest time, and a reliable citation of a Black Church during the early 1900s.
 But the era of clear Black Christian and Church presence is during the period since the Second World War. The symbol of this era is the SS Empire Windrush that landed with its cargo of mostly Jamaican economic migrants at Tilbury Docks in June 1948.
  Since that time there has been a clear and continuous presence of Black Christianity and churches in the UK.  

Initially, the common experience of migrants in the UK in society and in the churches was one of racism, exclusion and struggle.
  This resulted in the flourishing of Black churches as those naturally established as extensions of churches existing back home but not in the United Kingdom were further bolstered by those belonging to ‘mainstream’ churches but who felt ‘cold-shouldered’ by or excluded from those mainstream churches.  Racism has continued to blight church relations in the UK, with John Sentamu
 calling the Church of England ‘institutionally racist’, but by general consensus there has been improvement in this area.  The history of black churches and the history of racism are intrinsically linked, so that whilst racism is not ‘the’ reason for the existence of black churches, it is a key factor in their growth and relevance to black people.

Present reality and importance

There are now key black leaders influencing both church and national political policies, and black churches are seen as pivotal to the progress and impact of Christianity upon the nation.
  This emerging importance of Black Christianity has however to be seen within the context of Black people as a relatively small percentage of the overall population (2%).  It is primarily because of the low church attendance and adherence to the faith of the mainstream white population why such a small percentage of the overall population can have a disproportionate effect on the Christian sector.  However, whatever the cause for their significance, the emerging importance of the Black Church and its pride of place as the most observable and effective part of the Black community, is seen as politically and ecclesiastically expedient, especially as we grapple with the many attendant challenges facing the Black and minority ethnic communities.  This moment has been widely expected for some time.

Relations and interactions between black churches and traditional churches

The starting point in terms of black/white relationship was a poor one because of the experience of racism in society and in the churches and because black churches were regarded by whites as cults and pseudo churches.
  However, largely due to the numerical growth and intellectual and spiritual maturity of the black churches; coupled with the recognition of probably all mainstream churches that racism is intolerable and must be rejected as a practice, relations between Black and White Christians and churches have improved in recent times.  There have been a number of intercultural ecumenical initiatives that have assisted in creating better understanding between different traditions and cultures within the multi-cultural context of Britain.
  A number of Black-led ecumenical agencies now work in collaboration with mainstream ecumenical agencies; at the same time there is increasing Black Church/White Church partnerships and relationship.
  The future looks positive in terms these kinds of relationships provided that the principle of mutual respect is held as paramount.

Black churches contribute to "a vision for Europe enlightened by our faith in Jesus Christ"

The stark reality is that Europe outside of the United Kingdom is hugely problematic for Black people in terms of almost unbridled racism.  This has resulted in minimal Black involvement in mainstream Europe. Where there is European involvement by Black Britons it tends to be with other Black and ethnic minorities such as Haitians in France, or working strictly within defined denominational boundaries.
  Of course with the advent of cable television, many black churches now broadcast their services across Europe and the world.  Also, the example of increasing success within the United Kingdom of Black Christianity offers a model and hope to the rest of Europe of what is possible even from a skeptical and humble beginning.  Black Christians bring with them a living faith birthed from their history of human oppression.  Their moral strength, like Nelson Mandela’s, is rooted in their ability to forgive and work with their former oppressors for a better future for both.
  In this year marking the bicentenary of the Act of Parliament to abolish the Slave Trade in the British Empire, it is an appropriate moment to utilize the resources of the descendants of former enslaved peoples to help bring the life-giving faith of Jesus to bear upon a Europe that once led the world in mission toward that very end. 

Conclusion

I hope that these few lines provide some understanding of how black churches in the UK contribute to the wellbeing of our nation as a model for the rest of Europe and the world.
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