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Emily Raboteau is the author of the critically acclaimed novel, The Professor’s Daughter. Her
fiction and essays have appeared in Best American Short Stories, Best African American
Fiction, The Guardian, Oxford American, Tin House and elsewhere. Recipient of numerous
awards including a Pushcart Prize and a Literature Fellowship from the National Endowment
for the Arts, Raboteau also teaches creative writing at The City College of New York in
Harlem.About the AuthorA decade in the making, Emily Raboteau’s Searching for Zion takes
readers around the world on an unexpected adventure of faith. Both one woman’s quest for a
place to call “home” and an investigation into a people’s search for the Promised Land, this
landmark work of creative nonfiction is a trenchant inquiry into contemporary and historical
ethnic displacement.At the age of twenty-three, award-winning writer Emily Raboteau traveled
to Israel to visit her childhood best friend. While her friend appeared to have found a place to
belong, Raboteau could not yet say the same for herself. As a biracial woman from a country
still divided along racial lines, she’d never felt at home in America. But as a reggae fan and the
daughter of a historian of African-American religion, Raboteau knew of "Zion" as a place black
people yearned to be. She’d heard about it on Bob Marley’s Exodus and in the speeches of
Martin Luther King. She understood it as a metaphor for freedom, a spiritual realm rather than
a geographical one. Now in Israel, the Jewish Zion, she was surprised to discover black Jews.
More surprising was the story of how they got there. Inspired by their exodus, Raboteau sought
out other black communities that left home in search of a Promised Land. Her question for
them is same she asks herself: have you found the home you’re looking for?On her ten-year
journey back in time and around the globe, through the Bush years and into the age of Obama,
Raboteau wanders to Jamaica, Ethiopia, Ghana, and the American South to explore the
complex and contradictory perspectives of Black Zionists. She talks to Rastafarians and
African Hebrew Israelites, Evangelicals and Ethiopian Jews, and Katrina transplants from her
own family—people that have risked everything in search of territory that is hard to define and
harder to inhabit. Uniting memoir with historical and cultural investigation, Raboteau overturns
our ideas of place and patriotism, displacement and dispossession, citizenship and country in
a disarmingly honest and refreshingly brave take on the pull of the story of Exodus.From
Publishers Weekly"In this profound and accessible meditation on race, novelist (The
Professor’s Daughter) and scholar Raboteau depicts her travels from Israel and Jamaica to
Africa and the Deep South in search of the elusive African-American notion of “home.”" —
Publishers Weekly --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Excerpt.
© Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.ISRAEL: We’re Going to JerusalemThe security
personnel of EL AL Airlines descended on me like a flock of vultures. There were five of them,
in uniform, blockading Newark Inernational Airport’s check-in counter. Two women, three men.
They looked old enough to have finished their obligatory service in the Israeli Defense Forces
but not old enough to have finished college, which meant they were slightly younger than me. I
was prepared for the initial question, “What are you?”, which I’ve been asked my entire life,
and, though it chafed me, I knew the canned answer that would satisfy: “I look the way I do
because my mother is white and my father is black.” This time the usual reply wasn’t good
enough. This time the interrogation was tribal. They questioned me rapidly, taking turns.“What



do you mean, black? Where are you from?”“New Jersey.”“Why are you going to Israel?”“To visit
a friend.”“What is your friend?”“She’s a Cancer.”“She has cancer?”“No, no. She’s healthy.”“She’s
Jewish?”“Yes.”“How do you know her?”“We grew up together.”“Do you speak
Hebrew?”“Shalom,” I began. “Barukh atah Adonai…” I couldn’t remember the rest of the
blessing, so I finished with a word I remembered for its perfect onomatopoetic rendering of the
sound of liquid being poured from the narrow neck of a vessel: “Bakbuk.”It means bottle. I must
have sounded like a babbling idiot.“That’s all I know,” I said. I felt ridiculous, but also pissed off
at them for making me feel that way. I was twenty-three. I was a kid. I was an angry kid and so
were they.“Where is your father from?”“Mississippi.”“No.” By now they were exasperated.
“Where are your people from?”“The United States.”“Before that. Your ancestors. Where did they
come from?”“My mother’s people are from Ireland.”They looked doubtful. “What kind of name is
this?” They pointed at my opened passport.I felt cornered and all I had to defend myself with
was my big mouth. It was so obviously not a time for joking. “A surname,” I joked.“How do you
say it?”“Don’t ask me. It’s French.” There was a village in Haiti called Raboteau. That much I
knew. Raboteau may once have been a sugar plantation, named for its French owner, one of
whose slaves may have been my ancestor. It’s also possible I descended from the master
himself. Or from both – master and slave.“You’re French?” they pressed.“No, I told you. I’m
American.”“This!” They stabbed at my middle name, Ishem. “What is the meaning of this
name?”“I don’t know,” I answered, honestly. I was named after my father’s great-aunt, Emily
Ishem, who died of cancer long before I was born. I had little idea where the name came from,
just a vague sense that like many slave names, it was European. My father couldn’t name
anyone from our family tree before his great-grandmother, Mary Lloyd, a slave from New
Orleans. Preceding her was a terrible blank. After Mary Lloyd came Edward Ishem, the son she
named after his white father, a merchant marine who threatened to take the boy back with him
to Europe. To save him, Mary shepherded her son to the Bay of St. Louis where it empties into
the Mississippi Sound. There he grew up and married a Creole woman called, deliciously,
Philomena Laneaux. They gave birth to my grandmother, Mabel Sincere, and her favorite
sister, Emily Ishem, for whom I am named.“It sounds Arabic,” one of them remarked.“Thank
you,” I said.“Do you speak Arabic?”“I know better than to try.”“What do you mean?”“No, I don’t
speak Arabic.”“What are your origins?”I felt caught in a loop of the Abbot and Costello routine,
“Who’s on first?” There was no place for me inside their rhetoric. I didn’t have the right
vocabulary. I didn’t have the right pedigree. My mixed race had made me a perpetual
unanswered question. The Atlantic slave trade had made me a mongrel and a threat.“Ms.
Raboteau! Do you want to get on that plane?”I was beginning to wonder.“Do
you?”“Yes.”“Answer the question then! What are your origins?”What else was I supposed to
say?“A sperm and an egg,” I snapped.That’s when they grabbed my luggage, whisked me to
the basement, stripped off my clothes and probed every inch of my body for explosives, inside
and out. When they didn’t find any, they focused on my tattoo, a Japanese character. According
to the tattoo artist it meant different, precious, unique. I was completely naked, and the room
was cold. My nipples were hard. I tried to cover myself with my hands. I remember feeling
incredibly thirsty. One of them flicked my left shoulder with a latex glove. “What does it mean?”
he asked. This was the first time I’d been racially profiled, not that the experience would have
been any less humiliating had it been my five hundredth. “It means Fuck You,” I wanted to say,
not merely because they’d stripped me of my dignity, but because they’d shoved my face into
my own rootlessness. I have never felt more black in my life than I did when I was mistaken for
an Arab.***--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From the Inside
FlapAt the age of twenty-three, Emily Raboteau traveled to Israel to visit her childhood best



friend. While her friend appeared to have found a place to belong, Raboteau could not yet say
the same for herself. As a biracial woman from a country still divided along racial lines, she'd
never exactly felt at home in America. But as a reggae fan and the daughter of a historian of
African-American religion, Raboteau knew of "Zion" as a place black people yearned to be.
She'd heard about it on Bob Marley's album, Exodus and in the speeches of Martin Luther
King. She understood it as a metaphor for freedom, a spiritual realm rather than a geographical
one. Now in Israel, the Jewish Zion, she was surprised to discover black Jews. More surprising
was the story of how they got there. Inspired by their exodus, Raboteau sought out other black
communities that left home in search of a Promised Land. Her question for them is same she
asks herself: have you found the home you're looking for?On her ten-year journey back in time
and around the globe, through the Bush years and into the age of Obama, Raboteau wanders
through Jamaica, Ethiopia, Ghana, and the American South to explore the complex and
contradictory perspectives of Black Zionists. She talks to Rastafarians and African Hebrew
Israelites, Evangelicals and Ethiopian Jews, Katrina transplants from her own family--people
that have risked everything in search of territory that is hard to define and harder to inhabit.
Uniting memoir with historical and cultural investigation, Raboteau overturns our ideas of place
and patriotism, displacement and dispossession, citizenship and country in a disarmingly
honest and refreshingly brave take on the pull of the story of the Exodus. --This text refers to
an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From the Back Cover"This is a beautifully
written and thought-provoking book. MY HEAD GETS BLOWN OFF EVERY PAGE. Though it
describes Raboteau's very unique journey for her spiritual Zion, it's somehow wholly universal,
too. Everywhere she goes, she hopes to find some straight and golden thread that would draw
a line in the direction home, but instead she finds a tangle of humanity that refuses to adhere
to any tidy narrative. An African-American named Robert E. Lee who lives in Ghana. Ethiopian
Jews who find Jerusalem but not acceptance. And yet everyone she meets she renders with
great deftness and empathy--a novelistic level of detail and understanding. I doubt there will be
a more important work of nonfiction this year."--Dave Eggers, author of A Hologram for the
King and Zeitoun"An EXCEPTIONALLY BEAUTIFUL and well researched book about a search
for the kind of home for which there is no straight route, the kind of home in which the journey
itself is as revelatory as the destination. Go on this timely and poignant journey with Emily
Raboteau and you will never think of home in the same way again."--Edwidge Danticat, author
of Brother I'm Dying and Create Dangerously"Emily Raboteau has written a POIGNANT,
PASSIONATE, human-scale memoir about the biggest things: identity, faith, and the search for
a place to call home in the world. Searching for Zion is as reaching as it is intimate, as original
as it is old soul. I didn't want to put this beautiful book down."--Cheryl Strayed, author of Wild"I
burned through this EYE-OPENING book, utterly engaged with Raboteau's search--which is,
after all, everyone's search. Raboteau presents a self full of contradictions, SMOLDERING
energy, and the willingness to lay it all bare. Searching for Zion is a GLORIOUS meditation on
what it is to be alive."--Nick Flynn, author of Another Bullshit Night in Suck City"Searching for
Zion is both an ENORMOUSLY MOVING journey and a profound reflection on an important
topic. I was hooked and could not put it down. Emily Raboteau is a gifted and POWERFUL
writer."--James H. Cone, author of Black Liberation Theology and The Cross and the Lynching
Tree--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From Kirkus
Reviews"No quest for home is ever limited to a simple place, and the author evokes that reality
beautifully by focusing on the spiritual aspect of the search for many of African descent...An
excellent choice for readers interested in religion, philosophy and the elusive concept of home."
— Kirkus --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From



Booklist"Part political statement, part memoir, this intense personal account roots the mythic
perilous journey in the writer’s search for home, in the U.S. and across the globe... sure to
inspire intense debate about the search for meaning." —Booklist --This text refers to an out of
print or unavailable edition of this title.From BookforumSearching for Zion is an evocative
record of the psychological quest for a homeland. For as much time as the book spends on the
road, it's ultimately within Raboteau's own head, trapped within the motions of her thoughts,
where her vision is most singular. Raboteau's sense of racial homelessness produces many
moments of displacement — and she uses them to question the thing-in-itself nature of being
black in America now. —Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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