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Praise for 
THE BLACK MADONNA

“A sumptuous, multi-layered manifesto on the adoration of the Sacred Black Feminine, Christena Cleveland’s The Black Madonna invites the reader onto a literary pilgrimage to meet Black Madonnas of the world. This book reminds those who are under-mothered that Black Madonna has always been with us, nourishing us through her sacred womb. It is a triumphant prayer pronouncing the ever-loving, ever-compassionate ability of Black Madonna to replenish, give us breath, protect, soothe pain, and ensure our freedom once we come to her. In a world that is tearing at its seams, Cleveland insists that it is the love of Black Madonna that will save us all.”

— Natasha Gordon-Chipembere, PhD, professor of African diasporic 
literature at Long Island University and author of Finding La Negrita

“Christena Cleveland has journeyed courageously into the depths of healing and returned with a map forged from her own evolution. In The Black Madonna, she places powerful cartographic tools in our hands, inviting us to chart our own paths toward spiritual liberation in the company of the sacred Black feminine. Cleveland’s work has always been impactful; here, it is lush, lyrical, and profoundly transformative.”

— Dr. Chanequa Walker-Barnes, professor of practical theology and pastoral 
care at Columbia Theological Seminary and author of Too Heavy a Yoke

“The Black Madonna is a gift to anyone craving a divine feminine spirituality—but especially to ‘under-mothered’ Black women, socialized to cast our own needs aside and nurture everyone else. As Black women navigate transgenerational burdens—enslavement, white supremacy, misogynoir—we find in Black Madonna not only solace but our own holiness as well. In the tradition of bell hooks, who longed for Black liberation via the sacred Black feminine, Christena Cleveland calls readers to unshackle themselves from religions of domination. Whether tracing history or describing personal encounters, Cleveland’s book is a revelation—one that Black people, too often denigrated and devalued, sorely need.”

— Nadra Nittle, author of bell hooks’ Spiritual Vision

“Christena Cleveland has written a revolutionary, indispensable, brilliant, and achingly original book. She has opened us to the love field of the Black Madonna in a way that restores us to our original inheritance and divine presence in life. Cleveland’s work will permanently transform our understanding and help us birth ourselves in the middle of this global dark night into midwives of the Black Madonna’s reality of justice and love.”

— Andrew Harvey, author of The Magdalene Revolution

“Throughout this luminous love song to Black Madonna, Christena Cleveland blesses Blackness as holy and femininity as divine. Everyone is invited to this feast of mystical subversion and embodied adoration. Through richly textured stories, intimate personal accounts, and beautifully written reflections, Cleveland’s wisdom shines, lighting our way to a personal encounter with the Mother of us all, placing in our hands the tools we need to mend our broken hearts and make a meaningful contribution to healing the broken heart of the world.”

— Mirabai Starr, author of Wild Mercy and Ordinary Mysticism

“I count this among the most important, substantive, and insightful books ever written on the Black Madonna. It represents a new stage in Marian theology, and appropriately it comes from the pen of a Black woman who is eager to move beyond a stale, flat, exclusively white, patriarchal version of God. Read this book and be prepared to welcome the divine feminine into your soul, body, and spirit and into humanity’s collective history once again.”

— Rev. Dr. Matthew Fox, author of 44 books, including Original Blessing and One River, Many Wells

“The Black Madonna is a bold, unsettling challenge to a Christianity that has grown too comfortable with narrow images of God. In this moment, when old powers are finding new ways to oppress and exclude, Christena Cleveland’s work pushes the reader to enter into a more expansive imagining of the divine and who we—especially those of us who are Black women—are in relation to that divinity. Cleveland’s writing is profound, beautiful, and brave.”

— Chine McDonald, author of Unmaking Mary

“Dr. Christena Cleveland’s warm experience and understanding of Black Madonna pulls no punches! Her rich and true communion imparts a bold love that much of the world is not allowed to know. Offering inspiration that manufactured, soulless gods could never, this book of properly seasoned medicine is a feast for the spirit. Readers of all walks will be resuscitated with hope and companionship, invited to hold joy and pain together with Her hands in a sacred bundle, while conjuring a future of kinship among us rowdy fugitives fleeing weaponized religion.”

— Pixie Lighthorse, author of The Wound Makes the Medicine
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1 
INVOCATION

Holy Insurrectionist, you love to stir shit up.

So when the murky dust settles,

We see that everything this colonial world

Has conditioned us to build is simply trash.

Empire Assassin, you lovingly topple our inner empires—

The internalized lies that keep us small

and tethered to the plantation economy,

Too scared to step out and into your blessed fugitivity.

Divine Ancestor, we are cut from your cloth.

Show us that we’re too sacred for this

Little life of resource scarcity and self-doubt.

Override our conditioning with your regal DNA.

Icon of Resistance, your Black body is a gospel

Proclaiming that Blackness is holy and femininity is divine.

Since you cannot be shamed, tamed, or contained,

We lift our heads as we burst forth in you.

North Star, Our Lady of Liberation,

By your light we see our next bold step.

As you usher in a world of true freedom.

May we be holy and stir shit up too.






Chapter 1 

SHE SPARKS OUR LIBERATION 

Following Black Madonna into Deeper Freedom

As a Black American whose ancestors were enslaved, I often wonder what possessed some enslaved people to risk everything, choose freedom above all else, and revolt against an overwhelmingly powerful plantation society. I don’t have access to specific historical details about my ancestors. But in my daydreams, I like to imagine my mythical ancestor awakening one seemingly ordinary day, getting dressed, anointing her radiant ebony skin with oil, and gently brushing her glorious 4c black hair. Then, while exiting her plantation cabin and surveying the glistening sun rising above the milky cotton fields, my ancestor simply shakes her head and steadfastly declares to herself, “I’m too sacred for this.”

Our enslaved Black ancestors were socially and religiously programmed to remain dutifully oppressed for their entire lives. The mere physical and emotional brutality of slavery practically forced them to disconnect from their bodies, emotions, and desires, thus making it nearly impossible for them to connect with the deep, embodied wisdom that lovingly whispers, “You’re too sacred for this.” As somatic practitioner Kelsey Blackwell writes, “Our people . . . learned to push our anger down, to disconnect from feeling and sensation ‘to get through,’ to not take up too much space, to always be helping, to apologize for ourselves and our bodies.”1

Despite all odds, a rare few of our enslaved ancestors incited rebellions. What gave them the audacity? What empowered them to believe they were worthy of freedom? In a wicked colonial society that was designed to tether and diminish them, what sparked their liberation?

As I began to study the early slave rebellions in colonial America, I discovered that perhaps the question isn’t what sparked their liberation, but who sparked their liberation.

BLACK MADONNA: ICON OF RESISTANCE

Not surprisingly, they don’t teach much about slave rebellions in high school history class; like many of us who want to learn Black history, I had to educate myself. And tragically, I was well into adulthood when I first learned about the Stono Rebellion of 1739, which, according to historian Henry Louis Gates Jr., was the largest slave rebellion ever staged in the 13 colonies. This epic and costly pre–Revolutionary War slave revolt was orchestrated by Kongolese Catholics who, like my mythical ancestor, believed that they were simply too sacred for slavery. But unlike my mythical ancestor, we have access to historical details that reveal that an uncommon dark-skinned version of the Virgin Mary named Black Madonna was the who that fueled this particularly iconic rebellion.

Like many other enslaved people, the Kongolese were subjected to religious and social programming that tried to convince them that they were unworthy of freedom. On the American plantation, enslaved Africans were systematically stripped of their ancestral languages, customs, and spiritualities and forced to assimilate to the values of the plantation—namely, the English language, absolute subservience to white masters and the norms of the plantation, and allegiance to the white jesus* of the plantation, who shared the same race as their captors and affirmed the enslaved people’s diminished status. Yet when the Kongolese learned that the Spanish promised emancipation to any enslaved people who escaped to St. Augustine, Florida, they began planning their revolt and journey toward freedom.

On the weekend of September 8, 1739, the Kongolese strategically waited until their masters were preoccupied at church before adorning themselves in blazing white attire, then collected their sacred ancestral drums and raided a firearms store near the Stono River about 20 miles southwest of Charleston, South Carolina. Once armed, they began their valiant rebellion. “With cries of ‘Liberty’ and beating of drums,” historian Peter H. Wood writes, “the rebels raised a standard and headed south toward Spanish St. Augustine . . . Along the road they gathered Black recruits, burned houses, and killed white opponents.”2 Over the course of several miles, the group of revolutionaries grew to almost 60 people, and over 20 white slave owners were killed, primarily by beheading.

Astoundingly, the clothing, drumming, and even the date that the revolutionaries selected for their rebellion point to Black Madonna as the source of empowerment and inspiration. According to historian Mark M. Smith, the Kongolese wore white in honor of Black Madonna, who is often associated with the color, played drums in homage to the sacred rhythms at Black Madonna’s cathedral in the Kingdom of Kongo, and even carried out the attack on the annual feast day of Black Madonna.3

When I take a moment to immerse myself in the Kongolese freedom journey, I am astounded. Despite the forceful colonial programming, they somehow resisted; excavated their deep, embodied wisdom; faced their terror; relinquished their colonial attachments; and charted a liberation path. As they were enslaved people, life off the plantation was likely a complete mystery to them. They probably had no personal knowledge of the terrain or the environmental threats—like hostile white people, animal predators, and inhospitable fauna and flora—that could harm them. They had no idea whether their escape attempt would be successful or whether it would end in their capture and death by flogging. Even if they successfully escaped, they couldn’t have known whether the skills they acquired on the plantation would transfer to the free world and secure a living for them. Even more, if they found themselves in a desperate situation, they couldn’t have known whom to trust and whom to be wary of, because people of any race, even other Black folks, could be spies for plantation owners. On a relational note, they couldn’t have known what would happen to the loved ones they left behind on the plantation, and perhaps they trembled at the thought. In truth, no amount of reconnaissance and careful planning could reduce the enormous risk that lay in their trek toward freedom.

In the midst of all the body-shuddering unknowns, the Kongolese took a deep breath, embraced their intrinsic sacredness, and marched off the plantation. Though the path to freedom was perilous and unpredictable, they implicitly understood that they were not alone; they were accompanied by a trustworthy and abundant protector who was deeply invested in their wellness and liberation. Despite the colonizers’ ardent attempts to disempower them, the Kongolese revolutionaries were empowered by Black Madonna and knew that they were worthy of freedom. They were connected to a cosmic truth that their sacredness required their freedom, a cosmic truth that powerfully overrode the earthly realities of the plantation.

With Black Madonna guiding and reassuring them, the Kongolese revolutionaries could face anything.

ARE WE TALKING ABOUT THE SAME MARY?

Now, you might be thinking, But wait—isn’t Black Madonna (aka the Virgin Mary) a relic of Christianity? And isn’t Christianity the religion of the plantation? How did the Kongolese know of Black Madonna—and more importantly, how did she liberate and empower them to resist the plantation?

Though we often assume that Christianity was introduced to Africans after colonial enslavement, groundbreaking work by historians such as David Daniels unveils the truth that many African communities practiced a version of Christianity while still living on their ancestral lands.4 Prior to the transatlantic slave trade, the Portuguese established Catholicism in the Kongo, and many Kongolese made magic by integrating the most life-giving aspects of Catholicism with their Indigenous spiritualities. Specifically, many Kongolese Catholics nurtured a deep devotion to the Virgin Mary, elevating her beyond her diminished status as an unassuming and relatively powerless “servant of God” to co-chief of Christ and a goddess in her own right. Despite the patriarchal teachings of the Catholic Church, the Kongolese drew upon an Indigenous cosmology that affirmed the divine power of women and embraced the Virgin Mary as an emboldened Christ figure who possessed all the powers and grace that Jesus and the Father possessed. They implicitly understood what Black Madonna devotee Mirabai Starr would teach over 250 years later: She is “. . . the quintessential Mother, the feminine face of the Holy One, fierce protector and gentle consoler . . . She refuses to be defined as the passive, obedient handmaid of the Father. She is the radical, powerful, engaged Mother of the World.”5

But to the Kongolese, the Virgin Mary was so expansive and compelling that she couldn’t be fully defined by or confined to Christianity; she was also venerated as a Kongolese ancestor. As Smith writes, “Beyond the Kongolese commitment to Catholicism generally, evidence suggests that the Virgin Mary occupied an important place in their cosmology.”6 As both a Christ figure and an ancestor, the Virgin Mary of the Kongolese was explicitly African. For example, in 1704 back in the Kongo, Dona Beatriz Cimpa Vita, a young Kongolese anti-colonial revolutionary, decried the racism of the Catholic Church and audaciously took it upon herself to revise the official church prayers to affirm that “Jesus and Mary were actually Kongolese” and that Mary could be reliably called upon when Kongolese people experienced colonial violence.7 Unlike the distant, porcelain white Mary of European Christianity, the Kongolese Virgin Mary was Black Madonna—a Black version of the Virgin Mary who relates to the unique experiences of Black people and reliably stands with us as a powerful advocate against racial oppression and the other colonial powers. Since Black Madonna was both their holy queen and their ancestor, her very existence affirmed the Kongolese’s divine birthright as cherished and sacred human beings. As members of her lineage, the Kongolese knew they were divine too, and far too worthy for life on the plantation. No amount of colonial programming could dissuade them from the liberating truth they encountered in Black Madonna.

Though the Stono Rebellion was the largest slave rebellion in early colonial America, it was unsuccessful in a purely physical sense. Once the local militia was alerted, it quickly mobilized and engaged the revolutionaries in a field near the Jacksonborough ferry. Though the revolutionaries fought valiantly, more than half of them were killed before they could escape, and most of the ones who escaped were hunted down and beheaded. Nevertheless, the Stono Rebellion sparked a series of slave revolts around colonial America. As news of the Stono Rebellion spread, many other enslaved people began to embody their sacredness in a new way and seek freedom for themselves. In a cosmic sense, the Stono revolutionaries—with their unforgettable white attire, sacred drumming, and fearless beheadings—liberated the imaginations of countless enslaved people who could now echo their cry for liberty.

I am astonished that in a colonial world ruled by white supremacy and its patron saint, white jesus, the Kongolese devotion to Black Madonna clothed them in sacredness, inoculated them from the forceful colonial conditioning that claimed they were worthy only of enslavement, and fortified their efforts for liberty. Despite the towering uncertainty that surrounded them, the Kongolese embraced the cosmic truth that Black Madonna teacher Clarissa Pinkola Estés would affirm centuries later, about “how deeply incubated we are in the Holy Mother, we, the children of the dark-skinned holy woman who is never afraid of the dark.”8 Black Madonna was their North Star, and with Black Madonna guiding them, they could face anything. Through the Stono Rebellion, Black Madonna nourished generations of enslaved Black people to embody their sacredness, find their North Star, and get free. Even more, I was astounded when I learned that right around the time of the Stono Rebellion, Black Madonna was also inspiring revolution among enslaved Africans in Haiti. In this book, as we explore resistance efforts throughout the African diaspora, we’ll come to see that Black Madonna is a holy insurrectionist who is known for empowering radical freedom. We’ll come to see that Black Madonna is often the who that sparks liberation.

RECLAIMING BLACK MADONNA

As the heroic story of the Kongolese revolutionaries reveals, Black Madonna is an irreplaceable icon of resistance for Black people, one that can withstand and transform even the most vile colonial environments. Yet tragically, most Black people have never heard of her, much less been emancipated by her. For example, though I was deeply engaged in both Christian and racial justice communities throughout my young adult life, I didn’t learn of Black Madonna until I was in my mid-30s. In all honesty, if I hadn’t intentionally gone looking for her, I doubt I would have found her. Amid the awakenings of the #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo movements and the sickening backwash of Trump’s 2016 election, I began desperately seeking a divine being who could relate to my experiences as a Black person and as a woman. It only took one quick Google search for me to discover Black Madonna—a sacred Black feminine being who has existed for millennia yet often remains hidden in plain sight. As we’ll come to uncover in this book, though Black Madonna is often associated with the Catholic Church, her roots are much deeper than Catholicism and go back to ancient Black goddesses like Isis of Egypt, Black Artemis of ancient Ephesus (Turkey), and Cybele of ancient Phrygia (Turkey). Neither tamed nor contained by Catholicism, the wild, loving, and fierce Black Madonna draws seekers from all religious and spiritual paths, including African American Hoodoo, Afro-Brazilian Candomblé, and Afro-Cuban Santería. Further, much like the Kongolese, Black and brown people around the globe and across the centuries have found refuge, hope, healing, and liberation among the more than 450 Black Madonnas that currently exist in Africa, North America, South America, Asia, and Europe. Though the different Black Madonnas around the world have unique names and culturally rooted stories, they collectively represent one unitary and powerful being. But this vast interspiritual and diasporic history was unknown to me as an African American with deep roots in the Protestant church.

Even after I encountered Black Madonna, I felt almost entirely alone as a Black devotee. Almost all the research and teachings on Black Madonna that I found were written by white people who essentially ignored her Black racial identity. To them, Black Madonna’s Blackness has to do with her ethereal nature, her connection to the earth, and her connection to the underworld. In other words, Black Madonna’s Blackness has nothing to do with her Black body and her identification with Black people. White scholars have even gone so far as to actively deny her Black racial identity, claiming that Black Madonnas are really just white Madonnas that have been darkened over the years by candle soot. As it has so many other things, whiteness has colonized Black Madonna.

It wasn’t until years into my journey toward Black Madonna that I learned that iconic Black feminist bell hooks was also a devotee of Black Madonna and was deeply sustained by her. In her book Homegrown, hooks details her first encounter with Black Madonna while in college. She writes, “In my life, I’ve traveled all over the world to see beautiful art. But my pilgrimage to the Shrine of the Black Madonna in Montserrat [Spain] nourished my soul. This image of a beautiful, dark Madonna, blessing and healing the world is counterhegemonic: it challenges the equation of Blackness with ugliness.” Later hooks lamented the fact that most Black Americans remain unaware of and are even resistant to Black Madonna, saying, “Unfortunately, African Americans have not been interested in reclaiming representations of [B]lack Madonnas. . . . And this is a sensitive point because most constructions of Black[ness] are tied to representations that are hateful and ugly, so that the idea of an icon that can stand in resistance becomes further and further away.”9 To hooks, Black Madonna uniquely nourishes Black souls, invites Black people to embody our sacredness, and offers herself as an icon of resistance to all the ways that our modern-day plantation society tries to make us feel like we are unworthy and powerless. In fact, hooks biographer Nadra Nittle affirms, “hooks posited that images of the Dark Virgin could inspire Black Americans just as they have for other groups such as Indigenous Mexicans and Afro-descendants throughout the Americans . . . as bearer[s] of the sacred, the healing, the inspiring.”10

When I learned that our ancestor bell hooks wants us to reclaim and embrace Black Madonna as an icon of resistance for Black people, I began to scour the global and historical world for stories that, told through a Black lens, affirm and empower Black people. I didn’t have to look far. As I dug beneath the surface of the official church and historical records and talked to regular people who are devoted to Black Madonna, I uncovered countless rarely publicized, heartwarming, empowering, and often hilarious stories about her that show us who she truly is. As we’ll see throughout this book, despite what the white scholars say, Black Madonna is undeniably Black and consistently sides with and emancipates the oppressed, the silenced, the enslaved, the cast out, and the disempowered. Visual artist and Black Madonna scholar Justin Randolph Thompson agrees, asserting that the vast majority of Black Madonnas are, “despite policing and negation, unapologetically and distinctly Black beyond speculation.”11

Before we begin our illuminating exploration of Black Madonna, I want to point out that this book differs from most books on Black Madonna in three crucial ways:

First, I have intentionally centered the Black experience and focused on how Black Madonna empowers and liberates Black people across the diaspora. Though all people of all races are truly welcome as Black Madonna kin, throughout the book I’ve sought out and prioritized the voices and perspectives of Black artists, scholars, teachers, and devotees. I did this to honor hooks’s ancestral call for Black people to reclaim Black Madonna, as well as to honor Black Madonna’s Black body and disrupt the white supremacist norms that rule many spiritual spaces.

Second, in order to help us not just know things about Black Madonna but also experience her, I’ve included invocations to begin each chapter and embodied practices that end each chapter. These are designed to nurture an authentic connection with Black Madonna, who longs to commune with us.

Third, in order to honor Black Madonna’s deeply relational and imminent nature, I have chosen not to refer to her as “the Black Madonna,” which feels like a distant title to me. Instead, I have omitted “the” and simply call her “Black Madonna,” which, from my perspective, fosters intimacy. The exception is when I refer to a specific Black Madonna by her official title (e.g., the Black Madonna of Paris), as we’ll see in the unforgettable story that follows.

OUR LADY OF FUCK AROUND AND FIND OUT

The Black Madonna of Paris, who is also called Our Lady of Good Deliverance, is a superstar Black Madonna. Since she burst onto the scene in the 11th century, her extra-dark-chocolate skin; bright red lips; elegant, voluminous red-white-and-blue robe; and fleur-de-lis scepter, which connotes her status as royalty, have drawn millions of devotees. With her afro-puffed child resting on her left hip, Our Lady of Good Deliverance stands tall and firmly rooted at the center altar of the convent chapel of the Congregation of the Sisters of St. Thomas of Villeneuve just outside Paris. On my first visit to her, I entered the small and unassuming chapel and was both enticed and comforted by Black Madonna’s intensely serene gaze that appears to look directly at the realities of the world and yet remains unfazed. It’s no wonder that she is called Our Lady of Good Deliverance; her entire vibe is so grounded and stable that it seems that literally nothing in the world can steal her peace or the peace that she offers to those who seek it. Who better to approach when one is in desperate need of a good deliverance?

Given her status as the oldest existing Black Madonna in Paris, it’s not surprising that many famous luminaries have been drawn to her. Countless French kings and queens, as well as important Parisian saints such as Vincent de Paul and Francis de Sales, are among her celebrity devotees. According to the official church records, she is called Our Lady of Good Deliverance because across the medieval and Renaissance periods, she was especially known for miraculously helping women safely deliver their babies in an era when childbirth was especially dangerous. And yet, if you talk to Black Madonna lovers across France, you’ll hear an entirely different story about why she is called Our Lady of Good Deliverance.

According to the unofficial oral tradition, the Black Madonna of Paris has been known for helping women in abusive marriages get free. For centuries women in France were so disempowered that they were unable to divorce their husbands, even if their husbands were abusing them. With the law and Church doctrine against them, they literally had nowhere to turn when they feared for their lives and the lives of their children.

So they sought help from Our Lady of Good Deliverance.

For hundreds of years, abused women all over the countryside would set out on foot toward Paris—braving the elements, crossing snowcapped mountain ranges, and evading bandits in order to pray at the altar of the Black Madonna of Paris. According to the stories that I’ve heard dozens of times from dozens of people in dozens of different French villages, whenever a woman asked Our Lady of Good Deliverance to free her from her abusive husband, he would magically disappear. In other words, he was never seen or heard from again. No body, no crime scene, no nothing. Just gone.

I’m not saying she killed him but . . .

Clearly, Our Lady of Good Deliverance knows how to handle her business.

Like countless Black women I know and love, when Black Madonna is given a task, you can consider it handled. She is the cosmic embodiment of the “trust Black women” mantra that is commonly shared on social media. Beyond her divine trustworthiness lies an unbothered steadfastness that is not subject to the systems of this world. Like most Black women, she knows how to “make a way out of no way.” And if oppressors fuck with Our Lady of Good Deliverance or the marginalized folks she loves, they will swiftly find out exactly how good she is at making a way out of no way. That’s why I’ve nicknamed her Our Lady of Fuck Around and Find Out. Behind her intense and serene Black feminine gaze lies a strategic knowledge of how to work around the systems of oppression so that all who should be free can, in fact, be free. When the law of the land and the moral authority stand against liberation, she invites the most disempowered to her altar to tell their stories and receive her unflappable peace. We can trust that Our Lady of Fuck Around and Find Out is going to handle it.

More than anything, the stories about Our Lady of Good Deliverance illuminate who she is and what she means to the most marginalized people. In a society in which abusers are protected rather than held accountable, in which victims are terrorized and silenced, in which even the police and church are agents of oppression, the people know without a shadow of a doubt that Our Lady of Fuck Around and Find Out will hear them and trust their eyewitness accounts. Many divine icons, such as white jesus, have been stripped of their liberatory powers, removed from their historical allegiance with the oppressed, co-opted by colonialism, and transformed into agents of oppression. Yet Our Lady of Good Deliverance remains united in solidarity with the oppressed. She stands defiantly and serenely in her chapel in Paris, helping people who haven’t held the mic in years find their voice and boldly tell their story, and actively intervening in support of their liberation. And to the abusers who are accustomed to avoiding accountability, Our Lady of Fuck Around and Find Out embodies the divine being that the historical Mary, the mother of Jesus, described in the Gospel of Luke: “You have scattered the proud in their conceit; you have deposed the mighty from their thrones and raised the lowly to high places.” Or, as Black women say to abusers, “Fuck around and find out.”

SHE CHANGES EVERYTHING

As someone who has been a Black Madonna devotee and student for years, I’m not surprised that the most disempowered women turned to the Black Madonna of Paris to help them reclaim their worth and voice in a society that hammered them with unworthiness and silencing. I’m also not surprised that the Kongolese who orchestrated the iconic Stono Rebellion that inspired generations of enslaved people were inspired by Black Madonna. And again, it’s no surprise that bell hooks’s iconic Black feminist leadership, which has awakened countless Black people to the ways in which we can be more free, was inspired by her early, powerful, face-to-face encounter with Black Madonna. My first encounter with Black Madonna in 2016 instantly empowered me to become aware of the ways in which my Black, embodied soul remained shackled to modern-day plantations and longed to be free.

In the span of one tempestuous January afternoon, I was transfigured. In order to retrieve a delivery of books on Black Madonna, I had just braved the windy and rainy inferno that lay between my porch and the cavernous mailbox at the end of my long gravel driveway. After I dried off, I made a cup of cinnamon cardamom tea and settled into the nest of blankets on my kitchen couch. Before studying the text, I decided to casually flip through the books and peruse the illustrations of the Great Black Mother within. And that’s when the shift began. Before I even read anything, my soul immediately recognized that the photos and drawings of ancient Black Madonnas affirmed my questions about my own sacredness as a Black person.

Growing up as a Black evangelical Christian, I was often taught that “I was fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14) and deeply loved by God. Yet due to the overwhelming number of white jesus images that litter the modern-day plantation that we call America, as well as the overwhelmingly denigrating ways our society treats Black people, I struggled to claim and embody my Black sacredness. Throughout my young adulthood, I would often ask myself:

If I truly am sacred, then why don’t I listen to, much less trust, my inner knowing? Why do I always need to look outside myself for wisdom and guidance?

If I truly am sacred, then why do I still question my intrinsic beauty?

If I truly am sacred, then why do I still seek to control myself and others? Why can’t I trust my body’s wisdom and affirm other people’s body wisdom?

If I truly am sacred, then why are so many of my relationships transactional, rife with jealousy, and governed by our competitive, capitalist system?

If I truly am sacred, then why do I still hold myself to an impossible standard of perfection?

If I truly am sacred, then why do I still carry so much fear about what will happen to me if I reject what society has taught me
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A BLACK MADONNAISSANCE






















NICKNAMING OUR MOMMA



	The Black Madonna of Vichy is officially called Our Lady of the Sick, but I nicknamed her She Who Cherishes Our Hot Mess.

	The Black Madonna of Mayres is officially called Our Lady of the Rock, but I call her Our Lady of the Side-Eye.

	The Black Madonna of Mende is titled Our Lady of the Fountain, but I call her She Whose Thick Thighs Save Lives.











	Are there any resonant nicknames that quickly rise to the surface? If so, write them down. If not, that’s completely okay; the next few questions may help you encounter a nickname that nurtures your embodied soul. You may want to journal, draw, move/dance, or put a hand on your heart as you lovingly inquire:


	How do I want to be more free? How do I need to be more free to embody my inherent sacredness?

	Now what do I need Black Madonna to be in order to boldly walk toward deeper freedom? Do I need her to be trustworthy like an immovable rock? Do I need her to be wise like an ancient, deep-rooted tree? Do I need her to be bold and bright like divine lightning? Do I need her to be a protector? Do I need her to deftly reweave me like a grandmother spider?




	After reflecting on these questions, set a timer for five minutes and write or draw any needs and new names that rise to the surface of your mind.

	Once you have your list, proclaim the names out loud and without judgment. Simply notice how your body responds to hearing them. Is it invigorated? Is it downregulated? Does it feel enveloped by a blanket? Do your shoulders feel relaxed?

	Circle or highlight the name or names that especially resonate with your body and your needs.

	Take a few moments to reflect on the name or names. Do you feel Black Madonna speaking to you through it? Do you feel empowered to claim it as one of your personal nicknames for Black Madonna?
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