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                                       RASTAFARI  
  
The Rastafari movement is a monotheistic, Abrahamic, new religious movement that arose in a 
Christian culture in Jamaica in the 1930s. Its adherents, who worship Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia, 
former Emperor of Ethiopia (1930ï1936 and 1941ï1974), as the Second Advent, are known as 
Rastafarians, or Rastas. The movement is sometimes referred to as "Rastafarianism", but this term 
is considered derogatory and offensive by some Rastas, who dislike being labelled as an "ism". 
 
Rastafari is not a highly organized óreligionô; it is a movement and an ideology. Many Rastas say 
that it is not a "religion" at all, but a "Way of Life". Most Rastas do not claim any sect or denomi-
nation, and thus encourage one another to find faith and inspiration within themselves, although 
some do identify strongly with one of the "mansions of Rastafari" ð the three most prominent of 
these being the Nyahbinghi, the Bobo Ashanti and the Twelve Tribes of Israel. 

 
The name Rastafari is taken from Ras Tafari, the pre-regnal title of Haile Selassie 
I, composed of Amharic Ras (literally "Head," an Ethiopian title equivalent to 
Duke), and Haile Selassie's pre-regnal given name, Tafari. Rastafari are generally 
distinguished for asserting the doctrine that Haile Selassie I, the former, and final, 
Emperor of Ethiopia, is another incarnation of the Christian God, called Jah. They 
see Haile Selassie I as Jah or Jah Rastafari, who is the second coming of Jesus 
Christ onto the Earth. 
 
The Rastafari movement encompasses themes such as the spiritual use of cannabis 

and the rejection of western society (called Babylon, in reference more to the metaphoric Babylon 
of Christianity than to the historical Mesopotamian city-state). It proclaims Africa (also "Zion") as 
the original birthplace of mankind, and embraces various Afrocentric social and political aspira-
tions such as the sociopolitical views and teachings of Jamaican publicist, organizer, and black 
nationalist Marcus Garvey (also often regarded as a prophet). 
 
Today, awareness of the Rastafari movement has spread throughout much of the world, largely 
through interest generated by reggae music. The most notable example is Jamaican singer/
songwriter Bob Marley (died 1981). By 1997, there were around one million Rastafari faithful 
worldwide. About five to ten percent of Jamaicans identify themselves as Rastafari. 
 

 



 
World-views and doctrines 

  
God 

Rastafari are monotheists, worshipping a singular God whom they call Jah. Rastas see Jah as be-
ing in the form of the Holy Trinity, that is, God being the God the Father, God the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit. Rastas say that Jah, in the form of the Holy Spirit (incarnate), lives within the hu-
man, and for this reason they often refer to themselves as "I and I". Furthermore, "I and I" is 
used instead of "We", and is used in this way to emphasize the equality between all people, in 
the recognition that the Holy Spirit within us all makes us essentially one and the same. 
 
Some Rastas accept the Christian doctrine that God incarnated onto the Earth in the form of Je-
sus Christ, to give his teachings to humanity. However, they often feel his teachings were cor-
rupted by Babylon. Many Rastas, in accordance with their assertion that "word, sound is power", 

also object specifically to the English pronunciation of his name /ʅdɖiʍzȝs/ as impure, preferring 

instead to use the forms in Hebrew (Yeshu) or Amharic ('Iyesus). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  
The Holy Trinity 

Rasta doctrines concerning the Holy Trinity include stressing the significance of the name 
"Haile Selassie", meaning "Power of the Trinity" or "Might of the Trinity" in Ge'ez ð the name 
given to Ras Tafari upon his baptism, and later assumed as part of his regional name at his No-
vember 2, 1930 coronation by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. 
 

Haile Selassie 
Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia, considered by some Rastas to be the reincarnation of Jesus 
Christ. 
 
Haile Selassie I (1892ï1975) was the Emperor of 
Ethiopia from 1930 to 1974. Rastas claim that he is 
the root of Jesus (Yahshua) Christ and therefore an 
incarnation of Jah (Jehovah) onto the Earth. They also 
claim that he will lead the righteous into creating a 
perfect world, called "Zion." Zion would be the ulti-
mate paradise for Rastas. The future capital city of 
Zion is sometimes put forward as the New Jerusalem 
(Lalibela, Ethiopia), the very Habitation of the God-
head (Trinity) creator, Rastafari. Prophetic verses of 
the Hebrew Bible such as Zephaniah 3:10 "From be-
yond the rivers of Cush my worshipers, my scattered 
people, will bring me offerings" have been interpreted 
as subtly hinting that the messianic king will be in 
Ethiopia, and the people will come from the rest of the 
world "beyond" its rivers. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rastas say that Haile Selassie's coming was prophesied from Genesis to the Book of Revelation. 
Genesis, Chapter 1: "God made man in His own image." Psalm 2: "Yet I set my Holy king/ On My 
Holy hill of Zion", which is identified by them as Jesus Christ. Psalm 87:4-6 is also interpreted as 
predicting the coronation of Haile Selassie I. During his coronation, Selassie was given many of 
the same titles used in the Bible: "King of Kings," "Elect of God," and "Conquering Lion of the 
Tribe of Judah the Author of Mankind" are just some of more than 38 titles and anointments. This 
is one of the primary reasons he is held to be God incarnate. Rastas also refer to Selassie as "His 
Imperial Majesty" (or the acronym thereof, HIM) and "Jah Rastafari". 
 
According to tradition, Haile Selassie was the 225th in an unbroken line of Ethiopian monarchs of 
the Solomonic Dynasty. This dynasty is said to have been founded in the 10th century BC by 
Menelik I, the son of the Biblical King Solomon and Makeda, the Queen of Sheba, who had visit-
ed Solomon in Israel. 1 Kings 10:13 claims "And King Solomon gave unto the Queen of Sheba all 
her desire, whatsoever she asked, beside that which Solomon gave her of his royal bounty. So she 
turned and went to her own country, she and her servants."  
 
On the basis of the Ethiopian national epic, the Kebra Negast, Rastas interpret this verse as mean-
ing she conceived his child, and from this, conclude that African people are among the true chil-
dren of Israel, or Jews. Beta Israel black Jews have lived in Ethiopia for centuries, disconnected 
from the rest of Judaism; their existence has given some impetus to Rastafari, as they feel it vali-
dates their assertion that Ethiopia is Zion.  
 
Regarding the death of Haile Selassie I, Rastafari do not accept that God could die and thus insist 
that Selassie's 1975 reported death was a hoax. It is claimed that he entered the monastery and will 
return to liberate his followers and vanquish all evil, restoring his creation. A few Rastas today 
consider this a partial fulfillment of prophecy found in the apocalyptic 2 Esdras 7:28. 
 
For Rastafari, Haile Selassie remains their God and their King. They see Selassie as being worthy 
of worship, and as having stood with great dignity in front of the world's press and in front of rep-
resentatives of many of the world's powerful nations, especially during his appeal to the League of 
Nations in 1936, when he was still the only independent black monarch in Africa. From the begin-
ning the Rastas decided that their personal loyalty lay with Africa's only black monarch, Selassie, 
and that they themselves were in effect as free citizens of Ethiopia, loyal to its Emperor and devot-
ed to its flag. 
 
 



 
 

                                       Jesus Christ, Rastafari 

 
An 18th century Ethiopian image of Jesus 
 
Acceptance of the God-incarnate status of Jesus is in Rastafari doctrine, as is the notion of the cor-
ruption of his teachings by secular, Western society, figuratively referred to as Babylon. For this 
reason, they believe, it was prophesied in the Book of Revelation ï "And I heard the number of 
them which were sealed: and there were sealed an hundred and forty and four thousand of all the 
tribes of the children of Israel." ï that Jesus would return with a new name that would be inscribed 
on the foreheads of 144,000 of his most devoted servants. Rastas hold that this was fulfilled when 
Haile Selassie was crowned King of Kings on 2 November 1930, whom they see as the second 
coming of Jesus or the coming of the holy spirit, and therefore Jah, onto the Earth. 
 
Some Rastas say that Jesus was black while Western Society (or Babylon) has commonly depicted 
him as white for centuries. 
 
 

Zion vs. Babylon 
Rastas assert that Zion (i.e., Africa, especially Ethiopia) is a land that Jah promised to 
them. To achieve this, they reject modern western society, calling it "Babylon", which 
they see as entirely corrupt. "Babylon" is considered to have been in rebellion against 
"Earth's Rightful Ruler" (Jah) ever since the days of the Biblical king Nimrod. 
 
Rastas claim that they are the real Children of Israel. Another historical viewpoint 
which seeks to validate this link between Ethiopia, Israel and the Rastafari belief sys-
tem can be found under the Lion of Judah and their goal is to repatriate to Africa, or to 
Zion. (Rasta reggae is peppered with references to Zion; among the best-known exam-
ples are the Bob Marley songs '"Zion Train" and "Iron Lion Zion".) 
 

Paradise 
Many Rastafari are physical immortalists who maintain that the chosen few will continue to live 
forever in their current bodies. This is commonly called "Life Everliving". Everliving in Iyaric re-
places the term "everlasting" to avoid the "negative wordsound" of last implying an end. Rastas 
say their life will never have an end, but will be everliving, with Jah as king and Amharic the offi-
cial language. 
 

Afrocentrism and Black Pride 
Afrocentrism is another central facet of the Rastafari culture. They teach that Africa, in particular 
Ethiopia, is where Zion, or paradise, shall be created. As such, Rastafari orients itself around Afri-
can culture. 
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Rastafari holds that evil society, or "Babylon" has always been white-dominated, and has commit-
ted such acts of aggression against the African people as the Atlantic slave trade. Despite this Af-
rocentrism and focus on people of the black race, members of other races, including whites, are 
found and accepted by Blacks among the movement, for they believe Rasta is for all people Rasta-
fari developed among poor Jamaicans of African descent who felt they were oppressed and that 
society was apathetic to their problems. Marcus Garvey, who is viewed as a prophet of Jah, was a 
keen proponent of the "back to Africa" movement, advocating that all people of the black race 
should return to their ancestral homeland of Africa. 

 
 
 
 
 
Many early Rastas for a time believed in black supremacy. Widespread advocacy of this belief 
was short-lived, at least partly because of  Haile Selassie's explicit condemnation of racism in an 
October 1963 speech before the United Nations. Most Rastas now espouse the doctrine that racial 
animosities must be set aside, with world peace and harmony being common themes. One of the 
three major modern houses of Rastafariðthe Twelve Tribes of Israelðhas specifically con-
demned all types of racism, and declared that the teachings of the Bible are the route to spiritual 
liberation for people of any racial or ethnic background. During his famous UN address (which 
provided the lyrics for the Carlton Barrett and Bob Marley song "War"), Haile Selassie made the 
following statement:    
 
"Last May, in Addis Ababa, I convened a meeting of Heads of African States and Governments. In 
three days, the thirty-two nations represented at that Conference demonstrated to the world that 
when the will and the determination exist, nations and peoples of diverse backgrounds can and 
will work together. In unity, to the achievement of common goals and the assurance of that equali-
ty and brotherhood which we desire. On the question of racial discrimination, the Addis Ababa 
Conference taught, to those who will learn, this further lesson:  

 
óThat until the philosophy which holds one race superior and another 
inferior is finally and permanently discredited and abandoned; That 
until there are no longer first-class and second-class citizens of any na-
tion; That until the color of a man's skin is of no more significance than 
the color of his eyes; That until the basic human rights are equally 
guaranteed to all without regard to race; That until that day, the dream 
of lasting peace and world citizenship and the rule of international mo-
rality will remain but a fleeting illusion, to be pursued but never at-
tained; And until the ignoble and unhappy regimes that hold our broth-
ers in Angola, in Mozambique and in South Africa in subhuman bond-
age have been toppled and destroyed; Until bigotry and prejudice and 
malicious and inhuman self-interest have been replaced by understand-
ing and tolerance and good-will; Until all Africans stand and speak as 
free beings, equal in the eyes of all men, as they are in the eyes of 
Heaven; Until that day, the African continent will not know peace. We 
Africans will fight, if necessary, and we know that we shall win, as we 
are confident in the victory of good over evil." 
 

He concluded this speech with the words, "We must become members of a new race, overcoming 
petty prejudice, owing our ultimate allegiance not to nations but to our fellow men within the hu-
man community." 
 



 
 
 
 
Some Rastafari learn Amharic, which some consider to be the original language, both because this 
was the language of Haile Selassie I, and in order to further their identity as Ethiopian. There are 
reggae songs written in Amharic.      
 

Scripture 
Rastafari is a strongly syncretic Abrahamic religion that draws extensively 
from the Bible. Adherents look particularly to the New Testament Book of 
Revelation, as this is where they find the prophecies about the divinity of 
Haile Selassie. Rastas claim that they, and the rest of the black race, are 
descendants of the ancient twelve tribes of Israel, cast into captivity out-
side Africa as a result of the slave trade. 
 
Some Rastafari assert that only half of the Bible has been written, and that 
the other half, stolen from them along with their culture, is written in a 
man's heart. This concept also embraces the idea that even the illiterate can 
be Rastas by reading God's Word in their hearts. Rastas also see the lost 
half of the Bible, and the whole of their lost culture, to be found in the Ark 
of the Covenant, a repository of African wisdom, which is allegedly locat-
ed in Ethiopia. 
 

A great interest in the Amharic Orthodox version of the Bible, authorized 
by Haile Selassie I in the 1950s, has arisen among Rastas. Selassie him-
self wrote in the preface to this version that "unless [one] accepts with 
clear conscience the Bible and its great Message, he cannot hope for sal-
vation," thus confirming and coinciding with what the Rastafari them-
selves had been preaching since the beginning of the movement. 
 
The Kebra Nagast, the national epic of Ethiopia, is also taken as im-
portant amongst many Rastas. The Kebra Negast is an African folk bible 
describing, in greater detail than the King James version, the relationship 
between King Solomon and Queen of Sheba. 
 

                                             
                                            Ceremonies 
There are two types of Rasta religious ceremonies: Reasoning and Groundation. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reasoning  
A "reasoning" is a simple event where the Rastas gather, smoke cannabis ("ganja"), and discuss 
ethical, social, and religious issues. The person honored by being allowed to light the herb says a 
short prayer beforehand, and the ganja is passed in a clockwise fashion except in time of war when 
it is passed counterclockwise. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Groundation  
 
A "groundation" (or "grounation") or "binghi" is a holy day; the name "binghi" is derived from 
"Nyabinghi", believed to be an ancient, and now extinct, order of militant blacks in eastern Africa 
that vowed to end oppression. Binghis are marked by much dancing, singing, feasting, and the 
smoking of ganja, and can last for several days. 
 
In public gatherings, Rastafari often say the following standard prayer, with several variants, com-
parable to the Lord's Prayer: 
 
"Princes and princesses shall come forth out of Egypt, Ethiopia now stretch forth her hands 
before JAH. O Thou God of Ethiopia, Thou God of Thy Divine Majesty, Thy Spirit come 
into our hearts, to dwell in the paths of righteousness. Lead 
and help InI to forgive, that InI may be forgiven. Teach InI 
Love and loyalty on earth as it is in Zion, Endow us with Thy 
wisemind, knowledge and Overstanding to do thy will, thy 
blessings to us, that the hungry might be fed, the sick nour-
ished, the aged protected, the naked clothed and the infants 
cared for. Deliver InI from the hands of our enemy, that InI 
may prove fruitful in these Last Days, when our enemy have 
passed and decayed in the depths of the sea, in the depths of 
the earth, or in the belly of a beast. O give us a place in Thy 
Kingdom forever and ever, so we hail our God JAH Selassie I, 
Jehovah God, Rastafari, Almighty God, Rastafari, great and 
powerful God JAH, Rastafari. Who sitteth and reigneth in the heart of man and woman, 
hear us and bless us and sanctify us, and cause Thy loving Face to shine upon us thy chil-
dren, that we may be saved, SELAH."  
 
When lighting a chalice, the following, shorter invocation is often used: "Glory be to the Father 
and to the Maker of Iration, as it were in the Iginning, is now an shall be foriva, world without 
end, SELAH." 
 
Some important dates when groundations may take place are: 
 
January 7 ï Oriental Orthodox Christmas  
March 25 - The birthday of Empress Menen  
April 21 ï The anniversary of Haile Selassie's visit to Jamaica. Also known as Grounation Day.  
May 25 - African Liberation Day  
July 23 ï The birthday of Emperor Haile Selassie  
August 17 ï The birthday of Marcus Garvey  
September 11 ï Ethiopian New Year  
November 2 ï The coronation of Haile Selassie  



 
Places of worship 
Generally, Rastas assert that their own body is the true church or temple of God, and so see no 
need to make temples or churches out of physical buildings. However, some Rastafari have creat-
ed temples, as some call spiritual meeting centers in international communities with large Rastafa-
ri populations. 
 

Sects and Subdivisions 
Mansions of Rastafari 
There are three main sects or orders of Rastafari today: the Nyahbinghi Or-
der, Bobo Ashanti and the Twelve Tribes of Israel. All agree on the basic 
principles of the divine status of Haile Selassie and the importance of black 
images of divinity. Many Rastafari do not belong to any sect and the move-
ment as a whole is loosely defined and organized. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Nyahbinghi Order 
The Nyahbinghi Order (also known as Haile Selassie I Theocratical Order of the Nyahbinghi 
Reign) is named for Queen Nyahbinghi of Uganda, who fought against colonialists in the 19th 
century. The Nyahbinghi Order holds steadfast to ancient biblical values. They consume nothing 
that harms their body because the body is the temple and the temple the church. The Nyahbinghi 
Order is a non-violent order that calls upon God's power to execute judgement upon all black and 
white "downpressors" (oppressors). This is the oldest of the orders and it focuses mainly on Haile 
Selassie, Ethiopia, and the eventual return to Africa. It is overseen by an Assembly of Elders. 

Bobo Ashanti 
Bobo Ashanti was founded by Prince Emanuel Charles Edwards in 
Jamaica in the 1950s. "Bobo" means black and "Shanti" refers to the 
Ashanti tribe in Ghana, from which this sect believes Jamaican slaves 
are descended. Members of Bobo Shanti are also known as Bobo 
Dreads. 
 
In belief, Bobo Dreads are distinguished by their worship of Prince 
Emmanuel (in addition to Haile Selassie) as a reincarnation of Christ 
and embodiment of Jah; their emphasis on the return to Africa 
("repatriation"); and their demands for monetary reimbursement for 
slavery. 
 
Members of the Bobo Ashanti order wear long robes and tightly 
wrapped turbans around their dreads. They adhere closely to the Jew-
ish Law, including the observance of the Sabbath from sundown Fri-
day to sundown Saturday and hygiene laws for menstruating women. 
They live separately from Jamaican society and other Rastafarians, 
growing their own produce and selling straw hats and brooms. They 
often carry brooms with them to symbolize their cleanliness. 


