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Some time ago I read, in a guide book, about the singular story of a little group of Afro-Americans who converted from Christianity to Judaism and left the USA to live in the Negev desert. Last year, while travelling in Israel, I visited their community. This is a summary of their history.  
The group was founded in Chicago by Ben Carter, a former foundry worker: in 1966 he had a dream in which the angel Gabriel revealed to him that African Americans were descended from the lost tribe of Israel who were expelled from Jerusalem in 70 C.E., after the invasion of the Romans. They were driven out of Jerusalem and migrated across the continent eventually reaching West Africa. From there they were brought to America as slaves in the XVIIII° century. The members of the community believe that Israel is their ancestral home and that before the construction of the Suez Canal the Arabian Peninsula and the Middle East were physically connected with the African continent and that African people moved freely throughout this region. They consider Israel a region of north Africa. They say that there are many biblical references to various locations in Africa and interactions between African peoples and the Ancient Hebrews: King Solomon, the Queen of Sheba, the period of slavery in Egypt, etc.. Ben Carter (who changed his name to Ben Israel after his arrival in Israel) was convinced that the time had come for the descendants of the Biblical Israelites among Afro-Americans to return to the Promised Land and to establish the Kingdom of God on earth. They formed a comparison between their experience in America with that of the Hebrews held in slavery in Egypt, particularly as told in the Book of Exodus. The cruel chapter of slavery was part of God’s plan to lead them back to the Promised Land of Israel. 

In 1967 Ben Carter took a group of Black Hebrews to Liberia, a country founded by freed American slaves, where they settled to purify themselves of the negative influence acquired in captivity. The sojourn in this country was very difficult because they lived in tents in the bush during the monsoon season. In 1969 they made preparations and entered Israel on temporary visas. Initially the Chief Rabbinate of Israel ruled that they were not Jews and not entitled to enter the country under the Law of return. The group refused a proposed compromise, that of their conversion to Judaism, on the grounds that they were Jews already. 

They built their own school, developed their own health care system (based on preventive medicine) and economic infrastructures to provide for themselves. In 1990 the Black Hebrews reached an agreement with the government and they were given temporary residency status. With the passing of time, a compromise was reached. The government permitted registered Black Hebrews to live and work in Israel for a renewable period. The visas entitled the members to social services and medical assistance. The group has recently been granted permanent residency status in Israel. Now many young Black Hebrews serve in the Israeli Defense Force.

They settled in the Negev desert and founded a village in Dimona. Now they live in three villages: (Dimona, Mitzpe Ramon and Arad) and there are approximately 3000 members. 

In Israel the community is well-known as an oasis of social harmony, free of crime and drug abuse. Many people visit their centre in Dimona and the community is always very happy to receive visitors to make their lifestyle better known. 
The group observes and follows all the Old Testament commandments.
When they came to Israel they adopted a vegan diet, eliminating meat, fish, poultry and animal products (in accordance with Genesis 1:29) such as milk and cheese. They fast on Saturday, their Sabbath. The community has encouraged exercise and completely eliminated salt from its cooking. This lifestyle (which is very different from that of most Americans, whether black or white) has prevented obesity and high blood pressure, as well as the chronic diseases often to be found among black American people (research from Waverly Bellmont Medical Centre and Washington University School of Medicine). Cholesterol levels also were very low. 
They observe the circumcision of male children eight days after birth (Leviticus 12:3) as well as the laws concerning purification for women (Leviticus 12: 2-5). When a woman is menstruating she is separated from men and she doesn’t sleep with her husband. Pre-marital intercourse is forbidden. This is the best way to prevent AIDS.
Their lifestyle could help to prevent chronic disease (stroke, obesity, high blood pressure, diabetes) in American black people. Now they want to transfer their health experience in Africa to save the continent which is being destroyed by AIDS and poverty.  

Women wear African tribal dress with colors and geometric designs. Men dress more modestly and they always wear a cap.
The group maintains abstinence from alcohol (other than the wine that they make) tobacco and drugs. They refuse pharmaceutical products and practice traditional medicine. But when there is an emergency they rush the patient to hospital. 
They believe that the system of preventive medicine demonstrates the benefits of living according to the word of God. 
Many of Black Hebrews’ religious practices are the same as those of orthodox Jews: they observe the Sabbath (from sunset Friday to sunset Saturday) and the other holy Days (Passover, Shavuot, Yom Kippur and Succoth). They, moreover, instruct their children in Hebrew, study the Torah and adopt Hebrew names. 

Other practices are different from the Judaism, as for example the practice of polygamy and fasting completely on the Sabbath. 
Many members of the community work as domestic or as construction workers. Others sell traditional jewellery or sing gospel songs in a choir. Ten percent of the earnings of each person go into a central fund that provides medicine, education etc.. 
The common members of the community are styled Brothers and Sisters. Crown Brothers and Crown Sisters act as guides to daily life. Above them are the Ministers, officials who run every group, according to Ben Ami whom they regard as the Messiah. 
They seek to be a model for men in modern society who have lost any religious meaning in their lives and their pacific and pragmatic experience is amazing. 
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