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Abstract
The pos t-black playwright, Marcus Gardley has been concerned with the concept of 
African American identity as defined within the nexus of diverse socio-cultural elements. 
This s tudy explores the role of religion as an integral and indispensable cons tituent of 
African American identity in three of Gardley’s plays, namely, And Jesus Moonwalks 
the Mississippi, The House That Will Not S tand, and A Wolf in Snake Skin Shoes, while 
considering the relevant cultural and sociological s tudies on the role of religion in African 
American communities. Drawing upon the conception of identity in the framework of 
African American criticism, the focus of this paper is on Gardley’s intricate portrayal 
of the function of the church and religious beliefs in shaping black identity. It is argued 
that Gardley’s insightful and multilayered depiction of religion in his drama delineates a 
rather complex and paradoxical function where African American identity both benefits 
from, and bears the negative impacts of, religiosity. This s tudy reveals that, in Gardley’s 
plays, Chris tianity sometimes acts as a soothing balm to African Americans who have for 
long fought not only racial discrimination but also collective and individual traumas in 
various s tages of their lives, as seen in the cases of Free, Maud Lynn and Miss SSippi. In 
some cases, however, a type of Chris tianity promoted by the black church is presented as 
an obs tacle in the way of some African Americans’ recognition of their true identity, as 
observed in the case of Gumper. 
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1. Introduction
In The Methuen Drama Book of Pos t-Black Plays, Harry Elam and Douglas Jones 
argue that a paramount and “overriding preoccupation” of pos t-black plays and their 
aes thetics is “the problem of identity.” These plays, they maintain, s trive to answer 
“the ques tion of who we are, now,” and, in answering the ques tion, “they respond to 
the ways in which not only new socio-cultural circums tances but legacies from the 
African American pas t shape African American identities in the present” (Elam and 
Jones 2012: xii). 

Marcus Gardley is a contemporary pos t-Black African American playwright 
whose works particularly deal with the ques tion of African American identity. Often 
adapting other famous literary works or myths, he tries to depict the contemporary 
issues of African American life in the light of pas t his torical facts and fiction. In addi-
tion to skin color, which is a dis tinctive racial indicator, other characteris tics, such as 
religious beliefs, certain linguis tic features, and Afrocentrism, have served to indicate 
and emphasize the identity of Afro-Americans in Gardley’s works.    

2. ObjectiveandScopeoftheStudy
This paper attempts to provide a new reading of Marcus Gardley’s plays by focusing 
on religion as a defining African American identity marker in three of his plays: . . . 
And Jesus Moonwalks the Mississippi, The House That Will Not S tand, and A Wolf 
in Snake Skin Shoes. For this purpose, we will draw on several scholars who have 
s tudied the role of religious beliefs and the black church in the formation and main-
tenance of African American identity. 

3. SignificanceoftheStudy
In Cultural Trauma: Slavery and the Formation of African American Identity, Ron 
Eyerman explains that “slavery, not as [an] ins titution or even experience, but as 
collective memory, a form of remembrance . . . grounded the identity-formation of a 
people” (2003: 1). It is due to the bitter his torical fact of slavery that African Amer-
icans are s till considered a marginalized minority in America, even though a large 
minority which has made much progress in acquiring equal rights, particularly in the 
las t 60 years or so. When Eyerman takes the trauma of slavery as a cultural process 
that is “mediated through various forms of representation and linked to the reforma-
tion of collective identity and the reworking of collective memory” (1), he is partly 
referring to the artis tic representations of that trauma as an ongoing issue that needs 
attention. Thus, the s tudy of African American literature, especially those realis tic 
works that focus on defining elements in the culture, identity, and lives of African 
American people, is of significant value to our knowledge of contemporary America. 
In this context, inves tigating the literature produced by the new generation of Afri-
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can American writers can help update our unders tanding of the ways in which these 
writers s till engage with the ques tion of identity and its connections with cultural 
traditions and his tory.        

4. ReviewofLiterature
While Gardley’s plays treated in this paper have been subject to several short reviews 
that mos tly focus on their theatrical aspects and present no detailed or well-supported 
argument, there is only one academic article that s tudies Gardley’s . . . And Jesus 
Moonwalks the Mississippi in terms of the relationship between black identity and 
his tory. In “Recons truction, Fugitive Intimacy, and Holding His tory,” Soyica Colbert 
argues that, in the play, Gardley tries “to situate how slavery shapes black (sexual) 
embodiment,” and disrupts “the division between human and non-human” and ren-
ders “identity as an unsettled mode of being rather than a fixed s tate” (2019: 510).  
In the Introduction to The Methuen Drama Book of Pos t-Black Plays, Harry and 
Jones contend that, in And Jesus Moonwalks the Mississippi, “the world of the Civil 
War provides the setting in which Greek myth, talking trees, singing rivers, and a 
moonwalking Jesus combine to interrogate the politics of sex and the body” (2012: 
XXX). Robert Hurwitt, in his review of Gardley’s play, contends that . . . And Jesus 
Moonwalks the Mississippi “combines an intensely personal wres tle with the imme-
diate legacy of slavery during the Civil War with a religious ques t in a freewheeling 
ricochet of metaphors and a mashup of s tereotypes” (2010). Chad Jones, on the other 
hand, claims that Gardley “weaves myth, folklore, American Civil War his tory, per-
sonal family his tory and musings on race in this country” (2010). 

Michael Billington finds The House That Will Not S tand “a rich mix” in which 
“Gardley vividly captures the sense of a house not only divided agains t itself but also 
caught up in a war of different traditions” (2014). In the New York Times review of 
the above play, Ben Brantley argues that the house in the play is a metaphor for “the 
corrupt ins titution of slavery. Or rather slavery in many forms — cultural, familial 
and religious, in a world where worth is measured by skin tones” (2018). 

In his review of A Wolf in Snakeskin Shoes, Billington wonders “whether the 
play was an assault on religion or simply on those who exploit it to pursue their own 
ends” (2015), implying the significant role of religious beliefs in the play. Another re-
viewer, Aleks Sierz, believes that religious faith is a “central occupation” in the play 
and argues that the play includes “themes of religious healing, ‘curing’ homosexu-
ality, exploring roots, and the relationship between men and women” which make it 
“a spirited satire whose cartoon characters occasionally reveal unexpected depths” 
(2015). 

5. ResearchQuestions
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In this s tudy, we examine the role of religion in Gardley’s plays and present an an-
swer to the following ques tions: A) How does religious belief affect the behaviour 
and identity of the main characters in the plays? B) What is the role of the Black 
church in forming the identity of these characters?  

6. TheoreticalFrameworkandMethodology
This article draws on a number of s tudies in the fields of sociology and social psychol-
ogy that have inves tigated the concept of collective identity, particularly in the lives 
of African American people, for their varied connections to religion and the church. 
In this paper, we mos tly draw on Vivian L. Vignoles and Hecht et al.’s conceptions of 
identity. Also, Elijah G. Ward, Deborrah E. S. Frable, and Mattis and Greyman-Simp-
son provide us with the basic arguments about the relationship between identity and 
religion, as well as the influence of the Black church on African American identity 
and the role of that church in dealing with the black LGBT+ community. After pro-
viding some definitions and the results of s tudies on the role of religious beliefs and 
the black church in forging African American identity, we will present an analysis 
of Gardley’s plays to see how he depicts these issues in the lives of their characters.     

6.1. ReligionasaDominantIdentityMarker
As a challenging and controversial concept, identity has been defined and redefined 
according to dis tinct functions and variants. As Vivian L. Vignoles puts it, identity 

refers to “how people answer the ques tion, ‘Who are you?” which can be posed 
“explicitly or implicitly, at a personal or a collective level, to others or to oneself” 
(Vignoles 2012: 1). The concept of identity can also be defined as “a code for be-
ing” which “provides the means for unders tanding self, interaction, relationships, 
and society by defining the nature of self and social life” (Hecht et al. 2013: 231). 
Identity, in fact, refers to the process of “orienting the self toward particular cultural 
frameworks while defining, negotiating, and recons tructing aspects of the self via 
interaction with others” (46). These aspects or elements that shape people’s identities 
are called identity markers. It is important to know that “identity development cannot 
be inspected without a thorough contextualization of the individual’s life within the 
parameters of society and culture (Watzlawik 2012: 259). As Watzlawik asserts, there 
are different “facets” that shape “the s tructure of identity” such as culture, religion, 
and gender (253).  She believes that “of all indicators for ethnic or cultural identities, 
religion, and gender role orientation” hold a remarkably immense significance (255). 

Religion, as an influential factor in African American identity formation, has 
been inves tigated by a number of sociologis ts and cultural scholars. Exploring the link 
between “Religion and Identity,” S teward Harrison Oppong examines the s trength of 
the correlation between religiosity and identity formation in different demograph-
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ic situations and periods and generally argues that, depending on the demographic 
group covered, the circums tances, and the period of time, religion is one of the key 
determinants of identity formation. Highlighting the significant impact of religion 
on the cons truction of identity, Oppong observes a “positive correlation” between 
religious commitment in general and achieving a true concept of social identity. He 
also s tates that religion expresses a “deep sense of unity,” and points out that the 
formation, intensity, and amount of the internalization of individuals’ religiosity de-
pend on multiple factors such as personal choice, the period in which one lives, and 
the influence of one’s parents as well as that of the community to which one belongs 
(Oppong 2013: 15).

S tudies reveal that religiosity and spirituality are of high significance in black 
communities. S tatis tics show that almos t “eighty-nine percent of African American 
adults self-identify as religious; 78% attend religious services regularly; and 90% 
pray, meditate, or use religious materials” (Mattis and Grayman-Simpson 2013: 547). 
Despite the fact that Chris tianity was not the original religion of the enslaved Afri-
cans and was imposed upon them by the whites in power, it is now considered as one 
of their chief identity markers. “Negro is a very original being,” writes Zora Neale 
Hurs ton, explaining that while living and moving in a white society, the black indi-
vidual “reinterpret[s]” everything that he touches for his own use. She believes that 
“he has modified the language, mode of food preparation, practice of medicine, and 
mos t certainly the religion of his new country” (Hurs ton 2000: 37).

 Reporting that the supporters of African American churches “contribute $1 
billion a year to their parishes, and total assets are believed to exceed $10 billion,” 
Hecht et al. also argue that black churches are “a purveyor of the cultural and spiri-
tual corners tone of the community” (21). They add that African American churches 
are integral to the s tudy of the “social reality” of the members of any Afro-American 
community (21).  Religion and spirituality, therefore, are evidently dominant in many 
aspects of black lives and hold the power to highly affect their racial, cultural, and 
even sexual identity. 

6.2. AfricanAmericanChurchandBlackCulturalIdentity
Elijah G. Ward believes that within the United S tates, black churches have been hold-
ing an immensely ins trumental and dominant role in African American culture and 
black society (Ward 2005: 495). He further writes that, for almos t 250 years, the 
black church has been “the organizational and cultural matrix from which many black 
social ins titutions and forms of artis tic expression emerged and have been sus tained” 
(495). Daniel and Smitherman also affirm the sociocultural role of the church when 
they argue that “the traditional Black church becomes more than a church . . .  It is a 
human phenomenon responding to social and economic upheavals” (28). 
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Likewise, Richard Wright contends that “it was through the portals of the 
church that the American Negro firs t entered the shrine of Wes tern culture.” He fur-
ther explains that “living under slave conditions of life, bereft of his African heritage, 
the Negroes’ s truggle for religion on the plantations between 1820-60 assumed the 
form of a s truggle for human rights.” He adds that their s truggle proved to be of a 
“revolutionary” nature until religion s tarted to function as therapeutic for all their 
pains. Emphasizing the significance of the church, he writes, “even today there are 
millions of American Negroes whose only sense of a whole universe” somehow de-
pends on “the archaic morphology of Chris tian salvation” (Writght 1980: 47).

Affirming the contribution of the church to African American culture, Leroi 
Jones (mos tly known as Baraka), in his work, Blues People: Negro Music in White 
America, refers to spirituals as the precursor of Gospel music. He also highlights the 
impact of spirituals on the rhythmic s tyle of black conversation as well as on some 
musical genres such as rock and roll and blues.

6.3. Religion,PsychologicalHealth,andBlackIdentity
The church can highly influence the psychological health and identity of African 
Americans. Since the very beginning of slavery in America, African Americans have 
endured extreme, horrific, and unspeakable experiences that have left las ting scars 
on their collective memory. These horrendous events include slavery, lynching, ra-
cial segregation, white supremacis t laws, denial of civil rights, and inequalities in 
criminal jus tice, some of which continue to exis t. Consequently, the psychological 
health, self-image, and mental well-being of African Americans have been negatively 
affected. 

In this context, the black church has proved to be a highly efficient means 
of acquiring psychological health and identity. Hecht et al. point out that the black 
church experience “is more than a religious ceremony; it is a time of communing and 
relieving s tress through emotional catharsis” (157). As an essentially cons tructive 
means of maintaining a healthy sense of identity, religious involvement has proved 
to be of great help in reducing the s tress factors which negatively impact the healthy 
formation of identity. 

In a like manner, Mattis and Grayman argue that African Americans whose 
“safety, well-being and life conditions” are affected and damaged by the “realities of 
racism and classism” have a tendency toward religiosity, spirituality, and otherworld-
ly beliefs. They argue that mos t African Americans, when facing a health problem, 
tend to turn to the church minis ters for help and solace. Emphasizing that “the re-
lationship between religiosity and race appears to be dynamic rather than unidirec-
tional,” they believe that “these tendencies may prevent feelings of powerlessness 
and hopelessness and may buffer agains t assaults on a personal sense of es teem and 

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Leroi+Jones&text=Leroi+Jones&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Leroi+Jones&text=Leroi+Jones&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books
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efficacy” (550). 

6.4. BlackChurchesandtheIssuesofHomosexualityandHyper-masculinity
Sexuality and gender identity are highly significant in the shaping of the individual’s 
overall sense of identity, especially for LGBT+ communities. While, as Deborrah E. 
S. Frable notes, sexual/gender identity, in the domain of medicine, refers to the “indi-
vidual’s psychological sense of being male or female” (Frable 1997: 147), it is some-
times considered as “a political s tatement and not jus t information about self-percep-
tion” (157). One of the mos t controversial and salient issues in the realm of sexual 
identity is homosexuality. His torical records show that homosexuality has never been 
welcomed or accepted by the majority of people, especially when religious ideolo-
gies s tarted to propagate their moral codes. Frable, for ins tance, explains that, in the 
nineteenth century, it was believed that homosexual practices and behaviors shaped 
a specific, dis torted sexual sense of identity and such identity was characterized as a 
“sickness” (150).

Mattis and Grayman assert that “Homophobia in the church may also nega-
tively affect individuals’ efforts to seek emotional, social, or ins trumental supports 
from religious leaders, coreligionis ts, and religious ins titutions as a whole.” They 
also believe that “homophobia may limit individuals’ ability to coherently integrate 
their sexual, racial, and spiritual identities (e.g., individuals may be unable to recon-
cile their identities as Black, gay, and Chris tian or Muslim with their unders tandings 
of God and of faith life)”. They finally assert that “although faith life appears to 
shape racial identity positively, the link between religiosity, mental health and oth-
er social identities (e.g., sexual identity) may be less positive” (550). As a spiritual 
ark, the black church has been mos tly empowering and supporting African American 
communities for a long time. It has been influencing, whether directly or indirectly, 
the lives of both religious and nonreligious people. As Ward argues, what is s triking 
about this prevalent eminence of the church is “the influence it wields indirectly in 
the lives of those blacks that are not churchgoers.” He adds that “even if as adults 
they no longer embrace the church or religious principles, many blacks have been 
profoundly influenced by the church ideology and imagery with which they were 
raised, and this continues to influence their later beliefs and practices” (495). In other 
words, African American LGBT+ individuals, whether religious or non-religious, are 
also affected by the religious ideologies inculcated in them. 

The church, however, has very often taken a rather unsympathetic s tance to-
ward LGBT+ individuals. Angelique C. Harris’s “Review: Homosexuality and the 
Black Church” reveals that some pas tors had to avoid the issue of homosexuality 
in their churches so that the members of the congregation would not be offended 
and leave the church (Harris 2008: 267). It also notes that African American LGBT 
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people who cannot find “spiritual confirmation and religious support” within the 
mains tream black churches, will find solace through practicing other religious beliefs 
such as Protes tant Chris tianity, Buddhism, Haitian Voodoo, and Shamanism (268). In 
“We Wear the Mask: African American Contemporary Gay Male Identities,” Edward 
Brown refers to many notions such as race, family, and religion as major contributing 
factors in determining “the level of sexual identity acceptance or rejection by African 
American gay men” (Brown 2005: 36). Mattis and Grayman explain that those Af-
rican American LGBT people who are members of religious and faith communities 
that welcome their identities will have fewer identity problems. “Those who remain 
in religious ins titutions that are hos tile to LGBT identities, however, are often ex-
posed to homophobic messages that can undermine their well-being and self-worth” 
(550). 

It would be simplis tic, however, to think that this issue is limited to the black 
church only. Affirming that “within the composite African American community, 
there is s till public disdain for homosexuality,” Hecht et al. write that “by proclaiming 
a homosexual identity, one immediately dis tances oneself from the composite hetero-
sexual community, which is why many homosexuals keep their sexuality secretive 
or ‘closeted’” (220). Hecht et al. explain that there are further consequences: “with 
social dis tance may come social penalties, such as community os tracism, violence, 
and discrimination” (220). Gregory B. Lewis contends that unsympathetic feelings 
toward homosexuality are much s tronger in African American communities than in 
white communities and that “blacks disapprove of homosexuality more s trongly than 
whites”, adding that “nearly three-quarters of blacks say that homosexual relations 
are always wrong, and over one-third say that AIDS might be God’s punishment for 
immoral sexual behavior” (Lewis 2003: 75).

Harris claims that black churches have been trying to preserve their power 
through sexual oppression. As she further explains with reference to Michel Foucault, 
“all forms of sexual oppression are based in power s truggles; by oppressing the body 
and sexuality of another individual, control is enacted over her or him” (265). This 
could explain why some extreme homosexual behaviors are interpreted as acts of 
resis tance agains t white dominance. Hecht et al. explain that “these legal, informal, 
and religious attempts to control African American gays and lesbians are, in a sense, 
asking them to assimilate into a heterosexual world as well as accept the larges t 
identity negotiation imperative of their lives” (222). They also add that such enforced 
assimilation might lead them to disown an integral aspect of their identity.  Conse-
quently, “many African American gay men and women are in cons tant negotiation to 
define and redefine their sexual and cultural identities as they face ascribed identities 
that demean and threaten them” (222). 

Ward refers to American black churches as “a significant source of the ho-
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mophobia” and argues that this attitude “pervades black communities,” is “theolog-
ically-driven,” and is “reinforced by the anti-homosexual rhetoric of Black Nation-
alism” (493). In fact, he claims that the sense of homophobia also “supports a s trong 
and exaggerated sense of masculinity within black communities,” and these attitudes 
together take “a significant but generally unexamined psychic and social toll on peo-
ple’s lives” (495). Elsewhere, he explains that “church-related homophobia influ-
ences conceptions of what it is to be a black man, thereby influencing the behavior 
and lives of black males, both s traight and gay,” and adds that “heterosexual men 
who might not normally express hypermasculinity may feel pressure to do so as a 
result of repeated, impassioned church-inspired homophobic messages.” For Ward, 
such hypermasculinity provides black men with opportunities for projecting male 
dominance,” venting the “extra frus trations” imposed by a racis t society, boos ting 
their “sense of identity in an uncertain social world” and “precluding ques tioning 
about one’s sexual orientation” (498). Thus, black gay men may face many cultural, 
religious, and racial obs tacles on their path to a healthy and genuine self-image, and, 
incapable of negotiating their sexual identity, they sometimes resort to a fake hyper-
masculinity. 

7. Discussion
ReligionandIdentityintheTheaterofMarcusGardley
Offering accurate representations of multiple black identity markers and their work-
ings and relationships in And Jesus Moonwalks the Mississippi, The House That Will 
Not S tand, and A Wolf in Snake Skin Shoes, Gardley depicts an intricate and compli-
cated image of the role of religion in African American communities which illus trates 
a multilayered image of black identity in relation to religious faith and the black 
church. As a remarkable ins tance of African American literature and a true product 
of African American culture, Gardley’s drama is infused with religious concerns and 
spiritual elements. Church-related images, actions, and conversations are employed 
throughout the plays to foreground the paramount presence of religion in the ev-
eryday life of African Americans. To unravel his representation of black religious 
identity, other related facets such as cultural, spiritual, and sexual aspects of identity 
will be explored here. As we will show, Gardley presents both positive and negative 
images of religion, attributing different functions to it in the lives of African Ameri-
can people. 

Religion is particularly highlighted in A Wolf in Snakeskin Shoes, which opens 
in a “charismatic mega church” (Gardley 2015: 3). The play displays a combination 
of inspiring and disappointing functions of religion by contras ting the hypocrisy of 
the main character, Apos tle Toof, with the innocence and naivety of other characters. 
The central character is a hypocritical pries t who pretends to be trying to guide people 
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through his frequent religious advice and biblical references. Toof and other charac-
ters, especially those who are affected by his words, repeatedly quote the Bible and 
Jesus to achieve others’ approval, explain themselves in their arguments, or persuade 
people to take a certain course of action. For ins tance, after Maxine accidentally hits 
Apos tle Toof in the nose, the latter quotes the Bible to report his reaction to the blow 
to his wife in a way that invokes a Jesus-like character: “I wanted to fight him but 
I didn’t because the Bible says turn thy other cheek” (Gardley 2014: 12). Through 
Lorreta’s warning to Maxine, we learn that Toof has drawn on religious excuses to 
persuade her to engage in sex with him. Loretta warns Maxine that “This man has 
been playing you, girl. Not God. That’s why you don’t have on no dress. Jesus wants 
you to keep your clothes on; only man desires your flesh” (2014: 15). Also, when 
Toof tries to persuade his wife to forgive him for his infidelity, he again appropriates 
the Bible for the purpose: “The Bible says ‘for better or for worse’ and you took a 
vow!” (2014: 16). While he is not loyal to his spouse, he asks Loretta to remember 
their wedding vow and how the Bible advised them to s tay together in the hard times.  

In addition to frequent quotations from and references to the Bible, often a 
religious song is heard on the s tage to indicate the characters’ religious backgrounds. 
In mos t scenes, there is a choir singing a religious hymn to praise Jesus or to ask for 
help from God:

FIRS t LADY AND CHOIR: I’m gonna let it shine/ Every day, every 
day, every day, every day/ I’m gonna let my little light shine./ On Mon-
day: gave me the gift of love/ On Tuesday: peace came from above./ 
On Wednesday: told me to hide my face/ On Thursday: gave me a little 
more grace/ On Friday: told me to watch and pray/ On Saturday: gave 
me the words to say/ On Sunday: gave me the pilot light/ To let my little 
light shine. (2014: 3- 4)

These religious songs remind us that the action of the play happens in a context dom-
inated by religious beliefs. In fact, for some of the characters, resorting to God for 
help in the face of hardships sounds thoroughly natural, and even the only solution.

 In…. And Jesus Moonwalks the Mississippi, religion enters and acts in the 
s tory in no less important character than Jesus Chris t himself, even though the s tory 
happens during the 19th century. The characters see him and talk to him. Often there 
is a reference to the church, too. Miss Ssippi, representing African American culture, 
is getting ready to go to church and is on her way there in the entire play. She puts 
on her “Sunday dress” (Gardley 2012: 362), “church hat” (376), and “church gloves” 
(390) and goes to church while her dress is covered in blood. Her songs often resem-
ble a spiritual hymn:

MISS SSIPPI: (singing) GONNA PUT ON MY WIDE ROBE/ DOWN BY 
THE RIVER SIDE/ DOWN BY THE RIVER SIDE./ DOWN BY THE 
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RIVER SIDE./ GONNA PUT ON MY WIDE ROBE/ DOWN BY THE 
RIVERSIDE./ AND S tUDY WAR NO MORE. (Jesus 362)

To create a spiritual and religious atmosphere, many songs in the play resemble 
church hymns, indicating the dominance and central role of Chris tianity in the every-
day lives of the characters.

In The House That Will Not S tand, extreme religiosity is depicted through 
Maude Lynn’s character, a devoted Chris tian who is obsessed with her religion and 
evaluates her own and others’ actions only through a Chris tian lens. At one point, for 
ins tance, she explains to her sis ters that their father, Lazare Albans, will suffer in hell 
because “The word of the Lord says mon père is going s traight to hell for being an 
adulterer, a cheat, a curse, a liar, a drunk, a heretic and a sloth” and regrets that she 
could not save his soul (2014: 11). It seems that, rather than grieving over the death 
of her father, she mourns his los t soul. She is such a devoted Chris tian that the fact of 
being locked up by her sis ters cannot bother her so much simply because she thinks it 
helps her to be a better Chris tian and a more Jesus-like figure. She says,

Go ’head, tie me up! This jus t how the Romans did Jesus. He tried to 
keep folks from the fiery pit but they didn’t lis ten to Him either. So go 
ahead, tie me! It don’t matter that I’m your sis ter: Jesus’ people turned 
on Him too. It don’t matter that I’m s tarving: Jesus fas ted forty days 
and forty nights. It don’t even matter that you’re tying me so tight I can 
hardly breathe: Jesus bled to death! (2014: 29)

Affected by religious ideas she has learned, Maude Lynn doesn’t mind physical or 
emotional damages that she might suffer as long as the pain makes her a better Chris-
 tian. Indeed, it seems that identification with Jesus not only helps her tolerate the pain 
but also gives her a sense of spiritual satisfaction and achievement. 

Maude Lynn cons tantly seeks refuge in the Bible in order to achieve comfort, 
especially after Lazare’s death. Sometimes she quotes those parts of the Bible that 
promise help and salvation such as “Ask and it shall be given unto you; seek and you 
will find, knock and the door [and the door will be opened for you]” after which the 
door actually opens and she is rescued by Marie Josephine (2014: 35). Overwhelmed 
by the news of Agnès and Odette’s risky plan, she seeks salvation in Jesus and the 
cross: “Jesus keep me near the cross” (2014: 22). 

Free, in . . . And Jesus Moonwalks the Mississippi, enjoys more direct access 
to religious support as she is often accompanied by Jesus himself acting as her imag-
inary childhood friend. Jesus says to her, “I am s trong. The s trength of your life. 
A lamplight unto your feet” (2012: 371). Later she gives her “dolly” to Jesus and 
believes that if He holds it close, it won’t cry (2012: 371). In fact, Jesus assures her 
not only through His words but also through His actions. For ins tance, when Free is 
frightened and Blanche doesn’t agree to climb down the tree house with her and see 
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what is happening in the house, she says that Jesus will be by her side: “Fine, I’m 
goin’ down. By my lonesome. Joos ta moi. Moi and Jesus. And I’ze jus t a fee- yah. 
Goin by herself. A brave lil girl. Bye, Blanche” (Jesus 370). Now that she has Jesus 
by her side, she feels brave. Jesus slides down to the field before her, reassuring her 
that he will be with her “Till the ends of the world” (2012: 371). 

Organdy, too, finds religion healing and comforting. Even though he does not 
believe in God or any religion and is awaiting his death, he finds solace in Chris tian-
ity after being preached by Toof. His faith grows so deep that, assuming the love of 
Jesus is enough, he s tops taking medicine and asks God for a direct cure. 

When Cheryl Kirk-Duggan informs us that “Black enslaved persons s tolen 
from Africa brought with them a legacy of music, culture, politics, social organiza-
tion, pedagogy, and ways of being and learning, which included religion, govern-
ment, and social s tructures” (Kirk-Duggan 2014: 500), certain practices by Gardley’s 
characters become more readily unders tandable. As Ayanna Thompson puts it, “while 
the African-American Chris tian spiritual is frequently figured as the key to s trength, 
forgiveness and uplift, Gardley’s play places Chris tian spirituality in a continuum 
with African and Haitian practices” (Thompson 2014: xxi). Here, religion’s role in 
the formation of African American identity is sometimes presented in connection 
with black music, art, and certain other cultural practices that draw on African cultur-
al heritage and can be taken as ins tances of Afrocentrism.

In Gardley’s plays, religion is infused with dis tinct African cultural elements. 
The House That Will Not S tand, for ins tance, is replete with African practices and 
black spiritual notions. In this play, we see African spiritual folkways and practices 
such as Louisiana (New Orleans) voodoo carried out by Creole women. Beatrice nar-
rates how she has cursed Lazare by whispering “a black magic song” (44). She also 
recites the Apos tle’s Creed but also voodoo spells to resurrect Lazare’s body (39). 
Meanwhile, Makeda sings a song while blowing smoke over a rock and then sprin-
kling water over it. She asks African gods and spirits to help them: “Spirit of the Ifá/I 
call on you./Spirit of Pap’ Legba,/Bless this house./Clear all obs tacles/ In our path,/
Will you?/Papa Legba/ bless this house” (39). 

Moreover, Jesus is often illus trated as an African American man. Gardley de-
scribes Jesus as “black, [with] a warm beauty” who “wears sandals and a robe”. (348) 
He is the same character who plays The Great Tree, “a black god with terrible wood-
en limbs that arch from his back like wings, his hair is long and locked with coral 
shells” (2012: 356). In this way, it can be claimed that Jesus is represented not only 
as an African American but also as the continent of Africa, with all its ancient and 
long-s tanding cultural heritage. Africa, too, considers Jesus as a black man: “Jesus 
was black. He had hair like lamb’s wool” (2015: 34). Gardley also portrays a black 
Jesus in Demeter and Free’s conversation:
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FREE: Jesus. He say hi.
DEMETER: Tell him I said hello. Where’d you find this Jesus anyway?
FREE: Don’t know. Don’t remember.
DEMETER: Well, what he look like?
FREE: Like Jesus. Like you . . . but he got magic.
DEMETER: Your Jesus Negro then. Your real momma mus ta give you that Je-

sus. (2012: 406)
Gardley’s new version of Jesus is a black man with curly hair who wears sunglasses, 
does beatboxing (2012: 399) and moonwalks (401). Through creating an African Je-
sus and ascribing black cultural and spiritual images to Chris tianity, Gardley portrays 
an Africanized Chris tianity that helps create a special version of African American 
identity.

Sometimes, however, Gardley positions African religious beliefs agains t the 
European form of Chris tianity in order to accentuate the outs tanding significance of 
African Americans’ cultural roots and black identity. An example of this could be 
seen in the conversation between Africa and Apos tle Toof regarding the behavior of 
God/gods in Wolf:

AFRICA: Yes. But I warn you: I have nineteen gods compared to your one.
APOS tLE TOOF: That may be so but mine is the one true God.
AFRICA: If that’s true, isn’t that the problem? Mos t religions respect other 

faiths but not yours. Your God is jealous and condemns and apparently 
yells.

APOS tLE TOOF: Actually men do that in His name but my Father is all love 
all the time. He’s a DJ in the radio s tation in the sky that plays nature 
music 24/7 from heaven. He’s deeply misunders tood.

AFRICA: Then why doesn’t He come down from his cloud and make peace.
APOS tLE TOOF: Does the tree ask the leaves why they grow on its branches? 

Does the ocean ask the fish why it swims in its arms? Why does God 
need to come to you?

AFRICA: The gods of my grandmothers do. They are present and move 
through the earth proudly. They give me roots. If you want, I can feed 
you some. (41)

The “roots” that Africa mentions metaphorically invoke the cultural and his torical 
heritage of African American identity. She praises her African religious practices and 
juxtaposes them with the European and American versions of Chris tianity. To her, 
African gods enjoy a tangible presence in the day-to-day lives of her community that 
seems to be lacking in the relationships between other Americans and their God.   

While the above arguments sugges t African Americans’ positive and desirable 
connections with religion and the church, in some cases, Gardley tries to display the 
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negative impacts of Chris tianity on black lives and identity. Sometimes characters are 
represented as having los t their individuality or true identity to their religion and to 
have turned into the prisoners of their own religious minds. Maude Lynn and Gumper 
are two such characters. Isolating herself in her Chris tian world, Maude Lynn does 
not leave the house and s tays in her religious zone with the Bible and Jesus all the 
time. As previously noted, even when she is literally tied up and locked up in her 
room, she does not object since she believes she can be a better Chris tian this way. 
Marie Josephine’s advice also implies the mental imprisonment of Maude Lynn. Be-
fore leaving the house, she advises Maude Lynn in the following way:

This world got all kinds of chains, Maude Lynn. Be one thing when 
somebody is born in chains, be another when you get chains put on ya. 
But the saddes t in all the world is when you put them chains on yourself. 
You done chained yourself to a cross that God done already died on, my 
baby. He don’t need you to carry it for the res t of us. God needs you to 
be you. (2014: 56)

Mary’s words here not only represent a criticism of Maude Lynne’s treatment of 
herself but also indirectly criticize a naïvely harmful interpretation of Chris tianity 
and Chris tian people’s connection with God. In a similar fashion, Dorita believes 
that “Gumper will be a prisoner of his own heart” (2015: 35) and, in his prayers, 
implores God to save Gumper and the whole family from Toof’s plans. As indicated 
by the cases of Maud Lynn and Gumper, Gardley sometimes pictures the characters’ 
religious views as a “chain” on them, depriving them of their freedom and a genuine 
sense of identity. Through the words of Mary Josephine and Dorita, Gardley censures 
a reading of Chris tianity that encourages people, especially African Americans, to 
lead a devas tatingly passive life in the name of submission to God.   

Gardley also denounces the way Americans abused Chris tianity to control peo-
ple and take away their ances tral properties, as well as their rich identity. At the be-
ginning of A Wolf in Snakeskin Shoes, Gardley quotes Desmond Tutu, who claimed 
that “when the missionaries came to Africa they had the Bible and we had the land. 
They said ‘Let us pray.’ We closed our eyes. When we opened them we had the Bible 
and they had the land” (2015: 1). The image of these European missionaries is adroit-
ly presented through the character of Toof, who is a fraud and misuses his s tatus as a 
pries t, thus allowing Gardley to present Jesus/Chris tianity as a means of European/
American abuse of African Americans. In the s tage directions of the las t act of the 
play, Gardley attributes a Jesus-like position to Toof when he writes, “the scene looks 
like the image of the Las t Supper as the remaining house of Organdy inhabitants 
gather around a table and before a great feas t. They s tand frozen with Apos tle Toof 
center – as Jesus. A bright light falls on him” (60). This representation of Toof or 
Chris t is further s tressed in the words of Peaches, who describes Toof as a fraud who 
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is only after the family’s fortune:
PEACHES: […] I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with having faith. I’m 

callin out the man that adminis ters it. I’m saying that Rev. Toof is a 
snake! Can’t you hear the walls hissing, like he’s lis tening […] And the 
minute we turn our backs, he’ll eat us all like a light snack with his tea. 
(2015: 34)

In fact, for Peaches, it is not the Chris tian faith, but the church’s abuse of that faith 
that should be denounced. Peaches’s words also sugges t a parallelism between Toof’s 
alleged intentions and the way Europeans exploited Africans, as described in Tutu’s 
claim. Toof is compared to a snake both to imply his satanic and seductive nature 
and to represent him as a symbol of American/European exploiters of Africa. Jus t as 
the Europeans are described by Tutu (and, indeed, Gardley) as confiscating African 
territories in the name of Jesus Chris t, Toof is described by Peaches as looking for an 
opportunity to devour the people and their fortunes “like a light snack with his tea”. 

Gardley’s multilayered illus tration of religion presents a Jesus who is portrayed 
in such a way as to deliver multiple meanings throughout the plays. He is a black man 
(Toof/ Jesus) who can sometimes soothe the pains of characters, whether as a source 
of comfort (e.g., to Maude Lynn/ Organdy) or as a companion or imaginary friend 
(e.g., to Free). Meanwhile, he is also depicted as a symbol of Chris tian missionaries 
who used their religion as a means of exploitation. Thus, Gardley renders religion in 
a way that evokes memories of the exploitations of blacks through an imposed ideol-
ogy and pas t hardships of African Americans’ his tory. Ironically, it is the same ideol-
ogy that helped the enslaved Africans bear the pain of losing their land to preachers 
and of the brutality of slavery. By attributing African American features to Jesus, 
Gardley celebrates an Africanized Chris tianity while criticizing the whites’ version 
of that religion as an imposition and a means of American exploitation of the blacks. 

Gardley also highlights the peril of dissolving one’s individuality and identity 
into an imposed religion. The characters that are referred to as the prisoners of their 
own minds, blinded by extreme religiosity, deny their true identity. For ins tance, as 
pointed out above, Gumper hides his real identity so that Jesus would love him, or 
Maude Lynn locks herself in her grief and accepts her fate passively so that she would 
suffer as Jesus did. However, eventually, both characters succeed to s tep out of their 
mental prisons. At the end of the s tory, Maude Lynn breaks the chains and leaves the 
falling house of Albans; “With all the courage she can mus ter, Maude Lynn s teps out 
of the house and exhales!” (66 [s tage direction]). She tells her mother that she wants 
to live: “Non. Non. I’m done with mourning the dead. I want to live!”  (2014: 66). 
She no longer sacrifices her life for the Bible:

BEARTRICE: Don’t you dare take another s tep. The Bible says honor thy moth-
er, which is the firs t commandment with promise!
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MAUDE LYNN: Oui. But it also say that every man seek his own soul’s salva-
tion. (66)

The characters are thus encouraged to celebrate their authentic identity and reject the 
misinterpretations of the Chris tian faith. Here, as well as elsewhere, Gardley depicts 
religion as an ideology that can act as an obs tacle in the way of finding one’s identity 
and roots. Though religion can be soothing and helpful for African Americans, for 
some of Gardley’s characters, it can also be a placebo given by Europeans to dis tract 
them from the real pain of all sorts of injus tice. Within his plays, Gardley s trongly 
criticizes Europeans’ manipulation of Chris tianity which is bes t reflected through 
Toof’s misuse of religion. His words in the final dialogue of the play bear witness to 
that: “Religion is s tory. What matters in this world is how you tell that s tory so that 
you can survive» (2015: 74). In other words, it is the narrative that creates and shapes 
the truths of religion. 

Another concept that Gardley draws on to enrich his portrayal of African 
American religious identity is the issue of sexual identity. African Americans’ sexual 
identity is highly influenced by Chris tian doctrines, and the African American LGBT 
community is also highly affected by black churches. That is why Gardley also deals 
with the sexual identity of African Americans in his works. Elam and Jones write that 
in . . . And Jesus Moonwalks the Mississippi, “the world of the Civil War provides the 
setting in which Greek myth, talking trees, singing rivers, and a moonwalking Jesus 
combine to interrogate the politics of sex and the body” (xxx). They further explain 
that “by disregarding and dis torting sacrosanct narratives and images of Chris tianity 
and American his tory, Gardley pushes us to rethink the lessons and limitations of 
these ins titutions vis-à-vis our contemporary moment” (xxx). In his play, A Wolf in 
Snakeskin Shoes, too, the author discusses the undesirable impacts of Chris tianity on 
black gay men’s identity.

Since homosexuality is often s trongly rejected in African American commu-
nities, especially through religious ins titutions such as black churches, homosexu-
al people often conceal their real sexuality. As Hecht et al. assert, “when openly 
gay-identified African American men and women choose to disclose, they tend to 
open up to a female family member firs t, such as a mother or sis ter, followed by 
brothers, fathers, other close relatives, and then the dis tant relatives” (221). These be-
haviors are particularly revealed through Gumper’s character. The firs t one to whom 
Gumper reveals his gayness is his sis ter, Africa. He also explains that he has been 
concealing his true sexual identity since childhood: “I’ve realised something about 
myself that I can no longer hide. There’s a secret I’ve been keeping inside since I was 
six” (Gardley 2015: 30). 

 When Organdy learns about Gumper’s homosexuality, he cannot accept it. He 
is deeply influenced by both Chris tian ideologies and his own cultural beliefs. As an 
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African American, he supports a s trong sense of masculinity, and as a (newly convert-
ed) Chris tian who is highly influenced by Apos tle Toof’s ideas, he rejects Gumper’s 
real sexuality and cas tigates him: “Nonsense, I know my son, I know my blood. This 
boy was born to play golf at the country club. GUMPER?!” (Gardley 2015: 50). Lat-
er while Peaches and Africa support Gumper, Organdy asks him to be a man: “Boy, 
don’t let these women get your mind s tirred. Be a man” (40). He further considers 
Gumper’s homosexuality as a sickness: “No. No, that’s not right. Can’t be. Not a 
piece of me. Not my blood. I don’t have that shit in my blood. He mus t be sick!” (51) 
In fact, Gumper’s sexual orientation is so despicable to Organdy that he tries to dis-
 tance himself from Gumper and seems even ready to spurn their blood relationship.   
 After Apos tle Toof baptizes Gumper in the moonlight to “cleanse” (2015: 54) him so 
he can be his father’s “pride and joy” (51) again, he tells Gumper that now God loves 
him and he can be a real man:

APOS tLE TOOF:[…] God loves you and he only condemns you because he 
condemns sin. Lift your hands. Tonight you become a man. I rebuke 
every demon, every spirit, every sprite, every fairy. I loosen from your 
heart every flower, every fruit, every Nancy, Pansy, every Mary. […] I 
dispatch angels to feed you a carb, to catch you up on rugby, to uncross 
your legs, to make you sit through Saving Private Ryan and break things 
for no apparent reason. I charge you to bar crawl, to hunt and kill Bambi, 
to play golf, to be the manlies t Organdy to ever please a woman. (55)

Toof’s words here reflect the significance of typical male characteris tics that are ex-
pected of men in African American communities in the same way that they are ex-
pected of Gumper by his father, Organdy. Thus, the way Gumper is treated by others 
is a faithful depiction of the way homosexuals are treated in African American com-
munities, where, highly impacted by religious doctrines, many people treat gayness 
as a sickness that could and should be cured.

Gardley criticizes the exaggerated masculinity often idealized in African 
American communities. As in Toof’s dialogue, a man can only be manly enough 
when he plays rugby, watches war movies, drinks profusely, hunts, and breaks things 
for no reason. After baptism, Gumper claims that he is no longer gay. He says, “I’m 
delivered. I feel it. I’m not chained anymore and will one day go to Heaven. I don’t 
like mens no more” (Gardley 2015: 56). And, later on, he s tarts to display a sense of 
hypermasculinity through some aggressive and fierce behaviors. For ins tance, he is 
portrayed as a wolf who is howling along with other men in their excitement after 
watching a match. As Gardley writes, Gumper and other men act in a rather rough 
and aggressive manner; “[they] jump on each other like animals” (63 [s tage direc-
tion]). Eventually Gumper in his excitement shouts: “MAN IS A BEAS t!” (63).

In order to define hypermasculinity, Mosher and Sirkin draw on terms such as 
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“frivolous,” “impulsive,” “disliking s tructure,” “aggressive”, “hot-tempered,” “bel-
ligerent,” “rebellious,” “nonconforming,” and “disorganized” (1984: 162). Gumper’s 
aggressive and violent behaviors thus indicate the hypermasculinity which is often 
practiced by African American homosexual men. Although Gumper keeps behaving 
like ‘a man’, at the end of the play, we eventually learn that he has never felt s traight 
and he was trying to win back his father’s love and respect. He actually used hyper-
masculinity as a mask to hide his real sexual orientation.

Through Gumper’s s tory, the African American definition of masculinity 
and the impacts of religiosity on the identity of individuals, even those who are not 
churchgoers, are highlighted. As previously noted, the European manipulation of re-
ligion is reflected through Apos tle Toof’s misuse of Chris tianity. Gardley criticizes 
sexual oppression seemingly originating in Chris tianity as a means of maintaining 
authority and superiority over minority groups. Explaining Michel Foucault’s ideas, 
Harris writes, “all forms of sexual oppression are based in power s truggles; by op-
pressing the body and sexuality of another individual, control is enacted over her or 
him” (265). Thus at the end of the play, Gumper’s words to Apos tle Toof in defense 
of his real sexuality can be interpreted as an act of rejection of, and resis tance agains t, 
the church’s domination: “I can’t believe I let you put your hands on me. Jus t for the 
record I never felt delivered – I only kept it silent. I’ve decided not only am I going 
to be a s tewardess but I’m also going to be a pilot.” (Gardley 2015: 70). This is also 
a defense of his true identity.

8. Conclusion
The influential position of religious faith and black churches in cons tructing, main-
taining, and reflecting African American identity is well depicted and affirmed in 
Gardley’s plays The House That Will Not S tand, A Wolf in Snake Skin Shoes, and … 
And Jesus moonwalks the Mississippi. Gardley’s portrayal of religion as an African 
American identity indicator is complex and multilayered, serving to illus trate the 
paradoxical nature of religion. It is also a true reflection of the role of religiosity 
and spirituality in African American communities sugges ted by sociological s tud-
ies of Afro-American culture. The positive and soothing effects of religiosity and 
spirituality, as well as their damage to African American identity, can both be seen 
in Gardley’s drama. Religion and spirituality, as promoted by the black church, are 
sometimes presented as a source of solace and comfort to African Americans. This is 
for ins tance, true of Free, Maude Lynn and Miss Ssippi. 

On the other hand, the negative impacts of black churches on the development 
of sexual identity within homosexual black communities (especially black gay men) 
and the issue of hypermasculinity are also discernable in the plays. These negative ef-
fects can be particularly seen in the way Apos tle Toof’s treatment of Gumper pushes 
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him towards a fake hypermasculinity that is ultimately rejected in favor of revealing 
his true sexual identity. 

Our s tudy of Gardley’s selected plays also shows that, while disapproving and 
condemning European/American abuse of religion as a means of control and ex-
ploitation of Africans, Gardley presents a version of Chris tianity that seemingly helps 
Afro-Americans celebrate their ances tral culture and maintain a sense of their origi-
nal identity. It can be observed that Gardley’s treatment of religion in . . . And Jesus 
Moonwalks the Mississippi, The House That Will Not S tand, and A Wolf in Snake Skin 
Shoes is sophis ticated and multidimensional, presenting an aspect of Chris tianity that 
has served as a means of exploitation while depicting a positive dimension that is 
rooted, or is imagined as rooted, in African American original culture and which can 
work as a source of tranquility.  

This paper is an excerpt from an MA thesis entitled “A S tudy of African American 
Identity Markers in Gardley’s Drama.”
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