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ABSTRACT

HERALDING SOUTH AFRICA'S REDEMPTION: EVANGELICALISM AND
ETHIOPIANISM IN THE MISSIONARY PHILOSOPHY OF THE NATIONAL
BAPTIST CONVENTION, USA, INC 1880-1930

By
Eric Michael Washington

This dissertation analyzes the missionary philosophy of leaders within the
National Baptist Convention USA, Inc. from 1880-1930 encapsulating the first S0 years
of its history. Special attention is focused upon African American and African
missionaries in the South African field of operation of the Foreign Mission Board of the
convention. This dissertation argues that African American Baptists envisioned its role in
the redemption of South Africa in terms of an awareness of God’s Providential Design
that determined that Christian African Americans must be the ones to bring the gospel of
Jesus Christ to Africans as well as American civilization. This work analyzes editorials,
essays, and letters from the South African field that appear in the official newspaper of
the Foreign Mission Board of the National Baptist Convention, the Mission Herald.
Through this analysis it is found that both African American Baptists and African
Baptists in the mission field believed that God's Providence dictated that African

Americans must go to Africa to redeem Africans spiritually and materially.
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Introduction: Putting the Missionary into Missionary Baptist History

Go into any American city with a significant African American population, and
one will find a number of Missionary Baptist churches. Some of the names of these
churches are a source of humor. African American comedians have drawn much laughter
from jokes about the names of African American churches such as “Greater Second East
St. Paul Regular Missionary Baptist Church.” Such humor exemplifies one of the historic
methods of African American survival of terrible oppression in America as noted in
Lawrence Levine’s important work, Black Culture and Black Consciousness. Levine
shares one story of an African American minister who rejected the biblical teaching on
the existence of Hell. According to the joke the preacher substantiated this claim by
saying: “‘Oh, no my friends! The Lord would not repeat himself by making a place called
Hell when we already have a place called Georgia.””" Even in religious tones, African
Americans have always been able to express serious oppression through humor.

As a boy and teenager growing up in New Orleans, Louisiana, I was a member of
one of those ubiquitous Missionary Baptist churches. I wondered what made my church a
missionary Baptist church while others were just plain Baptist churches. Though my
father was the pastor of my church, I was intent on figuring out this problem on my own.
My tentative conclusion was that Missionary Baptist churches has Missionary
Departments, or Missionary Societies that sought to evangelize lost souls in the
neighborhood of the church, or made visits to prisons and nursing homes to spread the

good news of Jesus Christ. My church, at least, began to do such in the late 1980s in the

! Lawrence Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 299,
317.



aftermath of my fatﬁer's harangues about our church being “stationary missionaries.™
My father taught us that all Christians are missionaries, and the mission field is wherever
we were. After joining the Missionary Department, I thought I had a good working
understanding of what a Missionary Baptist church was.

After graduating from college, I began the study of history and commenced to
read much on the African American Baptist movement. In my reading, I received a
pleasant shock to realize that African American Baptists had a long tradition of overseas
missionary work, especially mission work in Africa. At this time I served a Missionary
Baptist church as a minister, and I learned that my own National Baptist Convention
USA, Inc. formed as a result of concerns for the sustaining and expansion of African
missions work. So that was it. Though I had been a member of a small, Missionary
Baptist church in New Orleans and continued to be a member of a Missionary Baptist
church, I was part of an on-going, larger movement within the African American Baptist
tradition.

Baptists, in general, and African American Baptists particularly take seriously
their covenant commitment to God and their fellow church members. Most Baptists have
a formal, written covenant that gives expression to their holy obligations as Christians.
The Church Covenant used by many church of the National Baptist Convention, USA
makes this statement, which is of importance here:

We engage therefore, by the aid of the Holy Spirit, to walk together in Christian

love; to strive for the advancement of this church, in knowledge, holiness, and

comfort; to promote its prosperity and spirituality; to sustain its worship,
ordinances, discipline, and doctrines; to contribute cheerfully and regularly to the

2 My father, Pastor C. E. Washington, was wont to state from the pulpit that he had never seen so many
“stationary missionaries” in all of his life, and that we needed to take the “missionary” off of the name of
the church’s sign.



support of the ministry, the expenses of the church, and the relief of the poor, and
the spread of the gospel through all nations.’

The italicized statement exemplifies the major focus that missionary work has among
African American Baptists. It is of such a serious nature that individual church members
vow before God and each other to support mission work financially. In 2002, one
contemporary African American Baptist pastor made an eloquent statement regarding the
import of financial support for mission work. Commenting on this section of the Church
Covenant, Pastor William C. Turner, Jr. has remarked:
Blessing the world entails being faithful and evangelical. We are heralds of the
good news that God has given salvation to the world. The power of sin has been
broken, and God has inaugurated the first phase of the kingdom within the church.
The church is the place where those seeking salvation from the raging storm of
life are to be welcomed. It is an ark of safety, a tower of refuge, a land like
Goshen that has been spared the plague that comes from the judgment of God. It

is wonderful when those who already know the Lord come to cast their lot among
us. But our first duty in ministry is to rescue the perishing who are around us.*

This statement helps to buttress the idea that African American Baptists are a missionary
people historically and at present. These eloquent words by Turner also place the
missionary squarely into Missionary Baptist.

African American Baptists fit neatly within the Christian tradition of evangelism
and missions work. As Baptists have held to a high view of the Scriptures historically, it
is no wonder that former Corresponding Secretary of the Foreign Mission Board of the
National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc., Dr. William J. Harvey stated that the Bible itself
is a “missionary book.™ For African American Baptists, the Scriptures define and

motivate missions. The writers of the New Testament gospels all include the words of

3 Articles of Faith and Church Covenant (Nashville, TN: National Baptist Publishing Board, 2000), 13.
Italics mine.

* William C. Turner, Jr., 4 Journey Through the Church Covenant: Discipleship for African American
Christians (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 2002), 57-58.

5 William J. Harvey III, Dollye W. Cunningham, and Bruce N. Alick, The Missionary Worker's Manual
(Philadelphia, PA: Foreign Mission Board National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc., 2002), 9.
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Jesus Christ to his disciples commanding them to preach the gospel to all nations. The
most famous and most quoted passage is found in the Gospel According to Matthew. It
reads: “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever |
have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world.
Amen.”® From its inception in first century Palestine, the Christian Church has carried
this Great Commission to this very day as it is truly a universal church with members in
every comner of the globe.

In the workings of what Christians call Providence, slave captives from Africa
who had never heard of Jesus Christ and the gospel heard of both in the grips of chattel
slavery. Prior to 1619, only a few Africans who resided along the West African coast had
contact with Christianity through the work of Roman Catholic missionaries from
Portugal. There is no discussion of the beginnings of African American Christianity
outside of the context of slavery. When Africans came to the English colonies in 1619,
they posed a serious problem to European Christians and the Church then planted in
America. The 17" century witnessed debates within Puritan New England, Anglican
Virginia, and Maryland regarding the baptism of slaves and their subsequent freedom.
Did African slaves receiving baptism deserve their immediate emancipation? Colonists
decided against such a practice, and Christian Africans remained slaves. In such a
condition Africans received Jesus Christ as their Savior through the preaching and
teaching of the gospel by Anglicans and Puritans during this time. These are the
beginnings of the development of African American churches during the Age of

Revolution. These churches, primarily Methodist and Baptist, would obey the same

¢ Matt. 28:19-20 King James Version.



commandment from Jesus Christ to "go ye theretore.™ Baptists such as George Liele, Lott
Carey, Nathaniel Paul, and William Colley all would go to preach the gospel to Africans
and members of the African Diaspora.’

This dissertation places forth the argument that African American Baptists from
the National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc. (NBC) were quite active in the African
mission field beginning in 1883 (under the auspices of the Baptist Foreign Mission
Convention founded in 1880 and is the precursor to the NBC) and that by 1930 had an
expansive and impressive work in South Africa more so than any other field of its
African work. As Baptists the leadership and missionaries of the Foreign Mission Board
of the NBC acted in accordance with the biblical mandate to make disciples of every
nation indicating a high view of biblical authority consistent with historic
Evangelicalism. As African Americans the Board and the Parent Body of the convention
framed its mission to all of Africa, South Africa included, within Ethiopianism, a
uniquely constructed African American theology that held to a belief that God had
ordained that West and West-Central Africans be captured and enslaved in America in
order to hear and believe the gospel and carry it back to Africa with the attendant markers
of American civilization. African South African missionaries employed and supported by
the Board embraced the same civilizationist ideas embedded in African American

Ethiopianism and viewed the gospel in terms of both spiritual redemption and social and

7 According to the London Baptist Confession of 1689, Providence is God’s “infinite power and wisdom”
that upholds, directs, disposes, and governs “all creatures and things.” By this definition nothing occurs in
the universe by chance, but by God’s determination and guidance. See The London Baptist Confession of
Faith of 1689, Chapter 5. Nathaniel Paul who was the first pastor of the African Baptist Church in Boston,
and also filled the pulpit during the early days of Abyssinian Baptist Church of New York City became a
missionary to Haiti during the late 1820s. On Thomas Paul’s missionary work in Haiti see Alfred Lane
Pugh, Pioneer Preachers in Paradise: The Legacies of George Liele, Prince Williams, and Thomas Paul In
Jamaica, the Bahamas, and Haiti (St. Cloud, MN: Paradise Publishing, 2003), 127ff. On the spelling of
George Liele, various spellings appear in the historical literature, but in his published letters Liele used the
spelling used here in this work.



economic redemption, and they favored much financial and pastoral help from African
Americans.

The importance of this topic is that it highlights how African American Baptists
applied Ethiopianism coupled with a firm commitment to historic Baptist belief to the
African mission field. This takes seriously African American Baptist leaders during the
late 19" and early 20" centuries as deliberate thinkers regarding Christian mission and
racial uplift. African American historians have noted that this period in African American
history is one of the lowest. Radical Reconstruction had failed to create a true racially
egalitarian society, lynching reached its height, and racial segregation became legal
owing to the Supreme Court’s decision in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. In this period,
African American Protestants including Baptists espoused Ethiopianist sentiment that
supported a renewed interest in emigration to Africa and African missions. Ethiopianism
demanded that African American Baptists would become “evangelical” regarding
uplifting their African brethren in the midst of European imperialism and colonialism. At
the same time, this topic reveals that African American Baptists had an optimistic
(possibly overly optimistic) view of their own rise in American society believing they
were well-equipped to transport their philosophy and method of racial uplift to Africa,
especially South Africa. Part of the explanation of such a phenomenon must take into
consideration African American Baptist reading of God’s Providence and their faith in

God’s overall redemptive plan for humankind.®

8 See David Henry Anthony, 111, Max Yergan: Race Man, Internationalist, and Cold War (New York: New
York University Press, 2006), 7-8. In the first chapter of this biography of an African American Baptist
who served as a missionary to India and South Africa for the YMCA, Anthony offers a good example of
how grassroots such Ethiopian and uplift sentiments were. Anthony states that Yergan’s slave-born
grandfather during the early 20" century impressed upon his son the need for African American Christians
to aid in Africa’s uplift.



The rest of this introduction will serve to describe the dissertation chapter by
chapter, to discuss the importance of this work, review the small body of historical
literature on National Baptist African missions, and offer a sketch history of American
Baptists and African American Baptists up to 1820. Descriptions of each chapter will
serve to allow the reader to have a firm understanding of what follows in this work and
how each chapter connects to the overall argument. Within the historiographical section a
brief analysis of a couple of important works on African American Protestant missions to
Africa will appear to give further context to the impetus of this dissertation.

Chapter One, “From Lott Carey to William Colley: Precursor African American
Missionaries to Africa and Missionary Movements, ca. 1821-1879,” serves as a sketch of
African American Baptist missionary activity from Lott Carey’s mission to Liberia in
1821 to 1879 when African American Baptists in the US Southeast explored the
possibility of forming a national convention of African Americans for the expressed
purpose of sending and supporting missionaries to Africa. This chapter is the context to
the period of 1880 to 1930 that this dissertation is interested in. It establishes important
considerations. First, it emphasizes that African American Baptists believed that God had
given them a special place in the redemption of Africans. Providence had made it clear
that the enslavement of Africans in America, and their embracing of Protestant
Christianity meant salvation for Africa. Second, it establishes that African missionary
endeavor was at the heart of African American Baptist efforts toward unification and
consolidation beginning in 1840 with the formation of the American Missionary Baptist

Convention.



Chapter Two, “The Shaping ot National Baptist Theology in the 19" Century and
in the Early 20™ Century,” forms the theological context of this work. It is a theological
overview of the various streams that flowed into what was National Baptist theology and

th

identity during the 19" and early 20" century. In this chapter, it argues that National
Baptists had a clear Baptist identity that was consistent with other American Baptists.
This chapter refers to this Baptist identity in terms of Evangelicalism. Baptists were (and
are) Evangelicals in the sense that they trace back their core beliefs to Reformed
Protestant teaching that emerged during the 16" century. Baptists held doctrines such as
justification by faith alone that holds that sinners are justified (acquitted from the penalty
of sin) by the grace of God alone through their faith alone in the person and work of Jesus
Christ. In addition to this teaching, Evangelicals also hold to the belief that Holy
Scripture is the sufficient, authoritative, and infallible rule of faith and practice. A
number of Protestants groups hold to these teachings including Reformed churches,
Lutheran churches, Anglicans, and Presbyterians; therefore African American Baptists
historically have found themselves within this stream of Christianity.

This chapter also argues that National Baptists understood their mission at home
and abroad in racialist terms articulated within the framework of Ethiopianism. In its 19"
century African American context Ethiopianism is a theology that holds that it was God’s
Providential Design that Africans enslaves in America after receiving Christ and their
physical freedom would return to Africa to preach the gospel in the fulfillment of Psalm

68:31, which reads: “Princes shall come out of Egypt: Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her

hands unto God.” The ultimate goal for Ethiopians was the “redemption” of Africa



through the means of Christian civilization.” Anthony labels this belief “racial salvation,”
which is quite an apt description of this enterprise.'” African-American clergymen held to
a philosophy/theology of uplift and were accommodationists, according to Wheeler."'
Accommodation included the acceptance of American civilization as the norm.
According to Wheeler, "They accepted prevailing American standards of moral and
ethical behavior, adopted the American political and economic system.”'? For Wheeler,
this meant that they were also visionaries--they saw African American potential as living
as "equals rather than subordinates” in American society.'’ African American Baptist
leaders fit well within this assessment by Wheeler. Owing to this, African American
Baptist leaders and missionaries generally speaking believed in the backwardness of
certain features of African cultures; this emerges through the letters from South African
written by African American Baptist missionaries. Because of this, African American
Baptists shared similar beliefs as their white counterparts in the African mission field.
Though the sources of Ethiopianism are less varied (most the work and writings
of Alexander Crummell and Edward Blyden), the sources the developed into a lucid
Baptist identity among African American Baptist leadership run the gamut from
catechisms used by slave masters and teachers during the Slave Era to the use and singing
of Evangelical hymns by Isaac Watts and Charles Wesley. Though leaders also drew
from the works of Calvinistic Southern Baptists such as James P. Boyce, they also readily

accepted Landmark teaching prevalent in the South but made popular by James Pendleton

® See George M. Frederickson, Black Liberation: A C omparative Historv of Black Ideologies in the United
States and South Africa (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 61, 68.

' Anthony, Max Yergan, 8.

" Edward L. Wheeler, Uplifting the Race: The Black Minister in the New South 1865-1902 (Lanham, NY:
University Press of America, 1986), 1.

'2 Wheeler, Uplifting the Race, 1.

' Wheeler, Uplifting the Race, 1.



during the last half of the 19" century. This teaching taught that the true and historical
Church of Christ is a Baptist church, not by name but by doctrine and practice.

Chapter Three, “The Formalization of the Ethiopian Refrain: The Birth of African
American Baptist Foreign Mission Enterprise in Africa, 1880-1921,” develops the history
of the early activities of the Baptist Foreign Mission Convention (BFMC) founded in
1880 and the work of the Foreign Mission Board of the National Baptist Convention
founded in 1895 under Lewis G. Jordan who served as Corresponding secretary from
1896 to 1921. Jordan is a luminary figure in the history the Foreign Mission Board and in
the history of the NBC-USA overall. In this chapter, there will be the analysis of Jordan’s
many articles and editorials in the Mission Herald, the organ of the Foreign Mission
Board. The Herald is Jordan’s creation to serve as the medium to inform National
Baptists of the activities of the Board. Jordan expanded this goal of the Herald as he
crafted it to be his personal pulpit to exhort the readership into giving more money to
support and send missionaries to all the fields where the Board had a presence, but the
emphasis was on the development of its African fields. Because there are no extant
documents and letters by Jordan, the Herald serves as the major primary source for this
chapter and the following ones. In the key secondary sources on the Foreign Mission
Board (as this introduction discusses below), the writers base their work on the contents
of the Herald. What is different in this chapter (and in subsequent chapters) is that it
analyzes Jordan’s writings revealing his staunch Baptist Evangelicalism and his
Ethiopianism in motivating his readers to support the Board. These editorials on the
pages of the Herald are nuggets of gold as they offer such a rare opportunity to read and

interpret the writing of an African American Baptist leader during this period outside of
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sermons or other printed media. Jordan is revealed as pastoral yet taithtul to his calling.
There will be more discussion of the significance of the Mission Herald as a primary
source below in this introduction.

Chapter Four “Voices from the South African Field: Echoes of Evangelicalism
and Ethiopianism during the Jordan Era,” analyzes letters from the South African field in
order to support the argument that African and African American missionaries in the field
believed that African American Christian civilization was the remedy for African
unbelief and what they perceived to be as African backwardness. This is a new utilization
of the contents of Herald as well for the issues of this publication possess the letters from
the South African field. As context, the chapter highlights the beginning of the
Missionary century in South Africa commencing in 1800 with a brief survey of the
advent of Christian missions throughout southern Africa with an emphasis on the mission
work of the Baptist Union of South Africa, the Ethiopian movement in South Africa, and
the advent of African American missionaries with the presence of the African Methodist
Episcopal Church in the 1880s. In 1800, missionaries from the London Missionary
Society (LMS) arrived at the Cape. Missionaries from the LMS and other societies
established stations throughout southern Africa among various African kingdoms and
states. Most conversions among Africans during the 19" century came as a result of the
ministries of African evangelists. It was rather late in the century that Baptists in South
Africa began efforts to evangelize among Africans; in fact, these missionary endeavors
began just before African American Baptists began their work in South Africa.

It was in 1894 that the very first African American Baptist arrived at the Cape to

commence missionary work to Africans there. This Baptist was Rev. R. A. Jackson who



hailed from Mississippi, and traveled to South Africa under the auspices of the Baptist
Foreign Mission Convention and he eventually received support from the Foreign
Mission Board after the founding of the NBC-USA. In South Africa, Jackson founded
Shiloh Baptist Church and had quite a following; Jackson reported a membership of over
400 persons. Jackson’s work spread outward from the Cape as a result of the conversion
of migrant laborers, who carried the gospel back to their respective homes. Also an
American Roman Catholic, who resided in South Africa, J. I. Buchanan believed the
gospel as preached by Jackson. Buchanan received believer’s baptism, and would also
serve as a Baptist missionary working for the Foreign Mission Board. He established a
station at Middledrift in the Cape as well. This is a summary of the initial work
performed by National Baptists in South Africa. Drawing from letters from the field, this
chapter will analyze and highlight how missionaries perceived their work in South
Africa, and even how African workers did the same.

Chapter Five’s, “Expanding Ethiopianism and South African Redemption during
the East Administration, 1921-1930,” central focus is on the James East era (that began in
1921) up to 1930. It assesses and evaluates how East built upon the Jordan foundation,
and examines editorials and articles by leaders in the Foreign Mission Board motivating
the convention to support mission work. This chapter is the first attempt to cast East’s
theology and missionary philosophy, and it serves, in part, as an intellectual biography of
East. During this period, East redoubled the effort of the Board to raise more money for
missionary funding while maintaining the traditional framework of the work, which was
to preserve Baptist principles and working toward developing African ecclesiastical self-

sufficiency. As noted other leaders wrote articles during this period. Among the notables



are Walter Brooks who was the pastor of Nineteenth Street Baptist Church of
Washington, D. C. who was a great supporter of the mission work in South Africa. Other
than this, he is also one of the carly historians of African American Baptists. The other
notable writer is William F. Graham who was the Treasurer of the Foreign Mission Board
for a time during East’s tenure, and he was the pastor of Holy Trinity Baptist Church in
Philadelphia. Both men wrote articles encouraging the readership of the Herald based
upon strident Ethiopian appeals and Evangelicalism.

The final chapter, Chapter Six, ‘I am trying to Establish a Big School Here:’
Expanding the Ethiopian Vision in South Africa During the East Era to 1930,” is an
analysis of letters from the South African field revealing that African missionary workers
and agents took on a larger role and share of the enduring work in South Africa from
1921 to 1930. It is evident from letters and reports coming from South Africa that
mission churches and leaders readily embraced the opportunity to develop viable
churches, schools, and an entire denomination to help “uplift” their own people. Part of
the reason why Africans take on a larger share of the work is because the Union of South
Africa succeeded in flushing out African American missionaries from working directly
with Africans during this period. There is no ofticial reason why this was so, but East
assumed that the government feared that African American presence would lead to
greater African political consciousness especially in light of South Ethiopianism and the
Nyasaland Rising of 1915 led by a Baptist pastor, John Chilembwe. This chapter also
manifests that the work in South Africa expanded as churches grew in membership and
mission stations operated growing day schools, and the Board began to support more

churches during East’s term in office.



The Conclusion, "Heralding Still, But the Vision Has Changed,™ re-iterates the
thesis of the work that leaders in the Foreign Mission Board and missionaries in the
South African field perceived that their mission was both to preach the gospel of Jesus
Christ and mediate forms of racial uplift, particularly through building schools that would
center on a curriculum of Industrial Education like Booker T. Washington's Tuskegee
Institute in Alabama. There is also a discussion on filling in more gaps in the history of
African American Baptist missionary work in South Africa as well as urging scholars to
take African American Baptist theology seriously in their studies. This conclusion also
gives an honest assessment of the success of National Baptist missions work in South
Africa in response to J. M. Chirenje’s sweeping conclusion that African American
Baptists missions work amounted to very little."”

Why such a dissertation? There are a number of reasons that this work is viable.
First, the study of African American religion has emphasized the cultural aspect rather
than the theological aspect. Granted, the study of how African slave captives shaped
American Christianity through adapting under the lash of slavery is an important
phenomenon in American Religious history. One must remember, however, that the
Christian gospel appeals to the mind and heart of all nations of people; it is universal in
its appeal and application. Christianity is also a set of doctrines needing to be
comprehended, trusted, and lived out in daily grind of life. All of this engages the human
mind as well as the heart. Theology is arguably more important than how a group of
people made their culture fit within the rubric of Christianity. Though culture is a key

consideration in studying religion, it fails to identify a Christian as a Baptist. Baptist

14 Chirenje makes such a statement in his Ethiopianism and Afro-Americans in Southern Africa, 1883-1916
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1987). More discussion of Chirenje’s assertion
follows in this introduction.



identity centers on adherence to a set of distinct doctrines. This work, in part, focuses

upon the theology of African American Baptists specifically during the late 19"

and early
20™ century and how it influenced their missionary philosophy. This work focuses upon
the intellectual history of National Baptists as it pertained to their theological bases for
engaging in missionary work throughout Africa in the late 19" and early 20" centuries.

A second reason why this work is important is because most African American
Christians are Baptists, and they are members of one of the four National Baptist
conventions (NBC-USA, National Baptist Convention of America, Progressive National
Baptist Convention, and the National Missionary Baptist Convention). The NBC-USA
boasts of a membership over between 8-8.5 million. This is a sizeable portion of the
African American Christian community, and this convention has wielded much power
historically and still functions as a strong institution pressing for a more just and
equitable society especially for African Americans. Throughout the 20 century, National
Baptists have been integral to the social and political concerns of African Americans.
Joseph H. Jackson, who led the NBC-USA from 1953-1982, emphasized a more
conservative yet vital social activism. More progressive men like Gardner C. Taylor,
Martin Luther King, Sr., and Martin Luther King, Jr. broke away from the older
convention to form the Progressive National Baptist Convention in 1961 desiring a more
engaged convention socially. Without question, National Baptists have been a significant
part of African American life during the 20" century. Just by this factor alone, the study
of National Baptist activity of any stripe is a noteworthy study as Baptists represent a

significant portion of the African American population.



One particular teature of National Baptist contribution has been overlooked by
American Christian and religious scholarship at large---its contribution to American
foreign missions. David Killingray notes that “African Americans constituted a small but

»lS
" Ina

visually significant element in the modern Protestant missionary movement.
recent work, Campbell asserts that “American churches played a central role in
evangelizing” Africa, and that “enthusiasm for African missions work was especially

»l6

pronounced in black churches.”” He makes special mention of the founding of the NBC

stating that its founding was “to coordinate mission activity among black Baptists.”l7
This makes their work in Africa during the 19" and 20" century that much more
significant. Their contribution to foreign missions emerges within the context of African
American nationalism and a renewed interest in African American emigration. In his
description of African American nationalism, Edwin Redkey states that it “stressed a
glorious past in Africa and a suffering past in America.”"® Accepting this partial
description of African American nationalism, Ethiopianism can be considered nationalist.
Redkey also mentions that the political and social difficulties African Americans faced
during this period prompted a resurgence of African emigration in which missionary
activity fits within."

Beyond the immediate context of the founding of the Baptist Foreign Mission

Convention and the National Baptist Convention, this work focusing on African

'* David Killingray, “The Black Atlantic Missionary Movement and Africa, 1780s-1920s,” Journal of
Religion in Africa, Vol. 33 (Feb 2003), 4, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1581633, (accessed April 4, 2010).

' James T. Campbell, Middle Passages: African American Journeys to Africa, 1787-2005 (New York: The
Penguin Press, 2006), 142.

17 Campbell, Middle Passages, 142.

'8 Edwin Redkey, Black Exodus: Black Nationalist and Back-to-Africa Movements, 1890-1910 (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1969), 14. Killingray also states that the missionary movement must be
seen within the context of Back-to-Africa movements. See Killingray, “The Black Atlantic,” 6.

19 Redkey, Black Exodus, 6-12.




American Baptists and Foreign Missions is important because Joseph H. Jackson
president of the NBC-USA from the 1950s to 1980 served as secretary of the Foreign
Mission Board during the 1940s. William H. Harvey who led the Board for most of the
second half of the 20" century was quite successful in keeping National Baptist
missionary presence throughout Africa, the Caribbean, and Europe. For this study, two
men led the Board with successful results in South Africa. Lewis Jordan was a great
churchman and denominational giant, and he was also a man with Pan-African
consciousness and a race man. He established National Baptist missionary work in South
Africa. Jordan’s successor, James East, served as a missionary in South Africa under
Jordan, and made further strides to keep the Board’s work in South Africa on solid
ground despite economic hardships in American and in South Africa and the racism of
the South African government.

A third aspect of the importance of this dissertation is that scholarship has been
preoccupied with writing on the African Methodist Episcopal Church’s presence in South
Africa. This preoccupation is a result of Bishop Henry M. Turner’s tour of Southern
Africa in 1898 and the record of that tour; this tour is inextricably linked with the
dynamism and provocative nature of Turner’s personality and sentiment. There is no
African American Baptist who matched Turner’s bravado. In addition, the AME did
expand its denomination into South Africa owing to South African Ethiopianism, which
began as an independent movement in which African Christians, who were Wesleyan
Methodists, severed their ties with the European-led mission church in the 1890s. As
good Methodists, these leaders desired to affiliate with an African American Methodist

Church. There is no denying the great importance of this phenomenon. Without the



fanfare, African American Baptists built a rather impressive missionary network that
spread to every province in South Africa by the early 1920s. National Baptist missionary
effort also resulted in the founding of African Baptist associations that eventually grew
into the National Baptist Convention of South Africa. They also built a critical social
network that provided college education for African men and women. Some of those
educated at National Baptist schools such as Benedict and Virginia Union returned to
South Africa to become leaders on the mission field such as Rev. E. B. P. Koti.

Responses to two historical works in particular form the impetus of this
dissertation. While attempting to find a suitable topic centered in South Africa and
treating the relationship between Protestantism and African nationalism, I re-read J. M.
Chirenje’s Ethiopianism and Afro-Americans in Southern Africa, 1883-1916. Published
in 1987, this volume offers a rare look of church relations between Africans in Southern
Africa and Africa-Americans during this time frame. Chirenje’s major goal and purpose
in the text is to identify and analyze the interesting relationship between African
churchmen involved in the Ethiopian movement, which in the South African context was
a separatist church movement. African ministers and churches separated from European
mission churches during the 1890s owing to racist practices on the part of European
missionary superintendents.

Though the title of the book reads as if the scope will be encompassing of all
African American missionary groups operating in Southern Africa during this period,
Chirenje highlights the relationship between the African Methodist Episcopal Church and
African Methodists and Wesleyans. In introducing the book, Chirenje made a statement

that I believed then as well as now was short-sighted and presumptive. In mentioning the



initial African American Baptist missionary to South Africa, R. A. Jackson, who arrived
in the Cape in 1894, he states: “Despite its earlier initiative to evangelize, the Baptist
group does not seem to have been as eftective as the AME church was.™" This statement
contradicted what I had read in histories on National Baptist history. It was time to
investigate.

The second work that gave me a thrust in venturing to write this dissertation is
James Campbell’s Song of Zion.*' This volume offered me a type of framework for
understanding comparative history specifically about African American and African
Christians during the late 19" century. Campbell gives his audience both a history of the
AME Church and the Ethiopian movement in South Africa, and then he studies the
confluence of these two histories on the soil of South Africa examining how each would
inform the other’s future endeavors. Campbell labels this “a comparative exercise.”** He
also states that the “premise”™ of his work is that African Americans and Africans had a
“reciprocal” affect on each other’s identity. This premise has some interest for this
dissertation as it is interested in how both African American Baptists viewed both their
mission to Africa and how Africans received this mission and African American
missionaries in their midst at given times. The dissertation that follows is a modified
application of this “comparative exercise™ between African American and African
Christians, but within the Baptist tradition of Christianity. This work is also less

interested in the reciprocal shaping of identities and more concerned with understanding

;0 Chirenje, Ethiopianism, 4.
! James T. Campbell, Songs of Zion: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States and
South Africa (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1998).
py) . 9
Campbell, Songs of Zion, xii.
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how both groups comprehended the workings ot Providence at it pertained to African
uplift and their involvement in these providential workings.

In reading Campbell’s volume, an interesting theme runs through the narrative:
Providence. He understands (whether he is a Christian or non-Christian) that the
historical actors he wrote about took God's Providence seriously; therefore, as a historian
he wrote of Providence seriously. In chapter one, Campbell addresses Daniel Coker’s
attention to Providence. Coker’s observance of Providence informed his own
Ethiopianism and motivated his decision to immigrate to West Africa as a missionary in
February 1820. What one can draw from Campbell’s espousal of God’s Providence in
shaping African American Methodist interest in Africa is that Providence is the key
element in the development of African American Ethiopianism in the 19" century. This
point contributes to the intellectual framework of this work.”*

In one of the more popular general histories of Baptists written in the last twenty-
five years, the history of National Baptists is tucked away neatly in the catch-all chapter
entitled, “The Larger Baptist Family.” The history of the National Baptist Convention
USA, representing some 8.5 million African Americans, lies next to the history of Asian
Baptists, Latino Baptists, and Primitive Baptists all groups with relatively small numbers
among Baptists. In introducing this section of the chapter, Leon McBeth, the writer,
states: “Black believers make up a major part of the Baptist family in the United States,

reporting about ten million members by 1982.** What follows is essentially a sketch

 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 12, 69. Campbell (see 66) also makes the connection between Providence and
Ethiopianism in referring to African American sentiment regarding Colonization. He indicates that Phyllis
Wheatley’s endorsement of Colonization had a degree of Ethiopianism. Definitely, Absalom Jones’
“Thanksgiving Sermon” joined Providence and Ethiopianism as did Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting
Narrative.

* H. Leon McBeth, The Baptist Heritage: Four Centuries of Baptist History (Nashville, TN: Boardman
Press, 1987), 776.



history of thirteen pages. Though this treatment of National Baptist history is better than
previous general histories of American Baptists, it still relegates African Americans to
the sidelines of American history.”

Though African American Baptists have received little treatment in general
American Baptist history, the case is different in the historiography of the Black Church.
Going back to Carter G. Woodson’s landmark publication The History of the Negro
Church African American Baptists and their churches have figured prominently in
histories of the Black Church. % In every chapter, Woodson provides rich detail of the
history of African American Baptists within the history of the Black Church.

What is surprising is that there is a relative few volumes on the history of African
American Baptists and the National Baptist Convention, USA. This poses a major
challenge to historians of this denomination since there is little to draw from regarding
secondary sources, and few debates to enter into. While this is an understandable
challenge, it is also a great opportunity for historians to interpret this history from varied
angles and cast new light on this important topic in American Church history and African
American history. By reading pertinent works on African American Baptists from slavery
into the first half of the 20" century, there are clear themes and markers that are present
in this body of scholarship and writing. Even though three of the four major National
Baptist conventions date their beginnings in the year 1880, the historiography

commences in earnest with the influx of African Americans joining Baptist churches in

5 See Robert Torbet, A History of the Baptists (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 2000). The current
printing in 2000 is the fifteenth; the original publication was in 1950. This volume remains a standard in
Baptist historiography. Torbet connects African American Baptist history to the phenomena of Baptist
missions during the late 18" and 19" centuries, 353-355.

% See Carter G. Woodson, History of the Negro Church (Washington, D.C.: The Associated Publishers,
1921).
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the South during the late stages of the First Great Awakening that begin in New England
in the 1730s, but drifted into the Upper and Lower Southern colonies after 1750. With
New Light/Separate Baptist evangelists and church planters migrating from the North and
preaching the simple gospel of grace and faith, African American slaves and free persons
alike received this good news. Also Baptist slave owners began to house small plantation
missions where New Light white ministers and African American ministers would
preach. As a result converted African American slaves formed their own churches.

This was the case in Silver Bluff, South Carolina and Savannah, Georgia. In
Virginia, African American converts worshipped with whites, but very soon organized
separate Baptist churches owing to their swelling numbers. For the writers and scholars
of African American Baptist history, this phenomenon during the Age of Revolution is
the starting point for National Baptist history. From plantation missions and small
independent churches in the South, and then seceded congregations of African American
Baptists in the North during the first decade of the 19" century, the National Baptist
movement grinded on as Northerners founded district associations and regional and state
conventions and Southerners did the same following the Civil War. With an emphasis on
home and foreign mission work as well as racial uplift, African American Baptists
achieved unity in 1895 with the founding of the National Baptist Convention of the
United States of America. This is a brief summary of the chronology that emanates from
the historiography.

One niche to carve, or one lacuna to fill in the historiography is the history
African American missions to Africa. At first glance, the historiography, both American

Baptist and African American Baptist, seems to place great emphasis on this theme.
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Torbet, for example, gives African American Baptist missions an entire scction within his
discussion of the early Baptist mission movement. He even states that George Liele, a
former slave preacher in Georgia and South Carolina, was the first Baptist missionary as
he left the colonies during the American Revolutionary War and established the first
Baptist church in Jamaica. This was some fifteen years prior to William Carey’s mission
to India. Torbet also notes that the mission of Lott Carey, who under the auspices of both
the General Baptist Convention and the American Colonization Society, left for Liberia
in January 1821. To his credit, Torbet asserts that “the missionary motive was strong in
the development of denominational unity among the colored Baptists."’27 In this assertion,
the evidence supports this statement. After commenting on the missionary work of Liele
and Carey, Torbet ends with a brief discussion of William W. Colley’s efforts in
organizing the Baptist Foreign Mission Convention in 1880; Colley had been a
missionary working for the Foreign Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention
from which he resigned in 1879.

At this point in this introductory chapter, attention will be granted to the very
small body of work specifically on the history of National Baptist foreign mission, which
is the focus of this work. There are only three major works written all by ministers, but
two of the three by ministers are legitimate scholars. The oldest of these works is by C. C.
Adams and Marshall Talley entitled Negro Baptists and Foreign Missions published by
the Foreign Mission Board of the NBC-USA, Inc. in 1944.% This is a factual little
volume on the history of the Foreign Mission Board. Adams served as foreign missions

secretary during the 1940s, and had access to all of the pertinent records and primary

2237 Torbet, History, 354.
_C- C. Adams and Marshall A. Talley, Negro Baptists and Foreign Missions (Philadelphia, PA: Foreign
Missions Board of the NBC USA, Inc., 1944).
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sources. The audience of this book, however, was the individual churches ot the NBC
and their missionary societies. The book, by no means, is academic. The writers begin
with a discussion on the “meaning of missions,” and then they present briet historical
snapshots of National Baptist missionary forerunners such as George Liele and Lott
Carey. The writers pinpoint W. W. Colley’s enterprise in 1879 as the immediate
precipitating activity that prompted the founding of the Baptist Foreign Mission
Convention in 1880. As the writer progress to the National Baptist Convention period,
they offer little of significance on the work done by Lewis Jordan and James East.

In 1953, E. A. Freeman published his Epoch of Negro Baptists and the Foreign
Mission Board.”® This work is a revision of Freeman's doctoral dissertation undertaken at
Central Baptist Seminary in Kansas City, Kansas. At the time of the publication, Freeman
was the pastor of a National Baptist church in Kansas City, Kansas. This book is a
thematic history of National Baptist foreign mission work emphasizing its beginnings
under the auspices of the BFMC in 1880 and moving forward into the present (ca. 1950).
The relative strength of this work is that it is the first true scholarly attempt at chronicling
and analyzing this aspect of National Baptist history. One other strength of this book is
the soundness of the general thesis, which is that foreign mission interest was part and
parcel with the interest of the whole convention during its early stages.3  What is also
helpful in this work is that Freeman pointed future historians and scholars of this
particular segment of National Baptist work to the core primary sources, which are the

annual reports given by the Foreign Mission secretary and the Mission Herald.

32: E. A. Freeman, Epoch of Negro Baptists and the Foreign Mission Board (New York: Ao Press, 1980).
Freeman, Epoch, 2.
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After the publication of Freeman’s work on the history of Foreign Missions
within the NBC in the 1950s, it was in 1989 that another work on this history appeared.
Written by William J. Harvey who was the sitting Corresponding Secretary of the
Foreign Mission Board, this is a comprehensive history of both the Foreign Mission
Board and African American Baptist missions dating from the Age of Revolution.*’
Harvey’s major thrust in this book is to identify to his audience that African missions
have been a most important part of African American Baptist history as well as the motor
energizing the African American Baptist cooperative movement during the 19" century.
He states as such in his introduction: “The first major organized endeavor of Black
Baptists in America was directed toward sending the Gospel to Africa.”* In this
statement is the implication that African American Baptists operated within a theological
framework that believed in Gods Providential Design that caused their slavery for the
purpose of spreading the gospel in Africa. A further assumption is that African American
Christians uphold the major burden of preaching Jesus Christ to Africans. Harvey
buttresses this point by quoting L. K. Williams, who served as president of the NBC
during the 1920s: “The work of saving Africa is largely the task of American Negroes.
Others have gone there with gunpowder, rum, firearms and propaganda to exploit the
Africans, but we must go there carrying the open Bible and the uplifted C hrist.”

In summary, Harvey’s framework consists in the belief that Christianity is a missionary

faith, and that African American Baptists have the responsibility to Christ to spread the

* William J. Harvey, Bridges of Faith Across the Seas: The Story of the Foreign Mission Board National
Baptist Convention, USA, Inc. (Philadelphia, PA: Foreign Mission Board National Baptist Convention,
USA, Inc., 1989).
; 32 Harvey, Bridges, 1.

Harvey, Bridges, 2.
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Gospel to their own kith and kin on the African continent owing to their unique history in
America and in the African Diaspora.

In terms of the structure of the work, Harvey follows the traditional thematic
outline of National Baptist history. He begins with the founding of plantation churches in
the Lower Colonies with an emphasis on George Liele’s ministry and his subsequent
missionary work in Jamaica. From there, he focuses upon Lott Carey’s career as a
missionary and colonist to West Africa. For Harvey and other writers of National Baptist
history, Liele and Carey are pioneers of African American Christian missionary interest
in African peoples whether in the Caribbean or Africa. Finally, as part of the context of
the founding of the BFMC in 1880, Harvey writes of the experiences of African
American missionaries employed by the Southern Baptist Convention in the 1840s
through the 1870s including William W. Colley who is considered the father of the
BFMC.™

In agreement with the historiography also, Harvey pinpoints the link between the
Cooperative Movement commencing in the 1830s and the national movement that
flowered in the 1890s blossoming into the National Baptist Convention in 1895. Harvey's
argument is that the goal to evangelize on the continent of Africa energized the
Cooperative Movement during this period. He writes: “The primary goal of the
conventions of the Black Baptists was spreading the gospel in Africa because it was the
land of their forebears and therefore excited a special interest among those of the

Diaspora.”3 3 The organization of regional conventions beginning in 1840 with the

3 See Harvey, Bridges, Chapter 1.
3 Harvey, Bridges, 21.



founding of the American Baptist Missionary Convention by African Americans Baptists
along the Eastern seaboard led directly to the founding ot thc BFMC in 1880.

Following this general historical context, Harvey's focus becomes narrowly on
the work of the Foreign Mission Board following the inauguration of the NBC. To
analyze and highlight key features of the Board’s activities, Harvey organizes this history
according to the tenure of each corresponding secretary beginning with Lewis Jordan’s
twenty five years as secretary to his own tenure up to 1986. By organizing the majority of
the work as such, the reader is able to gauge the success and expansion of the Board’s
work as each succeeding secretary built upon his predecessor’s work. For the purposes of
this present work, Harvey makes it clear that Lewis Jordan's role as the first secretary
was that of a foundation builder while his immediate successor, James East, helped to
bring a more systematic giving scheme to the churches to ensure a good supply of money
for the work of the Board. What Harvey's work lacks, however, is the voice from the
missionaries out in the field and Africans, who received the gospel from the mouths of
National Baptist missionaries. The perspective of this work is quite limited to activities
and pronouncements of the secretaries.

The last work featured in this chapter is Sandy D. Martin’s Black Baptists and
African Missions also published in 1989.* Unlike Harvey's work that is more for the
consumption of lay people in the NBC-USA, Martin’s work is thoroughly academic as it
is a revision of his dissertation completed in 1981 at Columbia University.”’ The book

also incorporates previous published work by Martin that appeared elsewhere prior to

% Sandy D. Martin, Black Baptists and African Missions: The Origins of a Movement 1880-1915 (Macon,
3C7;A-‘ Mercer University Press, 1998).
S andy D. Martin, “The Growth of Christian Missionary Interest in West Africa among Southeastern
Black Baptists, 1880-1915 (Unpublished Dissertation, Columbia University, 1981).
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1989." As a work exclusively on African American Baptist foreign missions, it surpasses
the two other works by far as it places Baptist motivation for African missions as well as
Baptist sentiments towards Africa and Africans within the general conception of African
American Protestants, namely African Methodists. Regarding his thesis, Martin’s is
comprehensive yet clear:
[T]hat black Christians in general and black Baptists in particular actively
engaged in an effort to evangelize African during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries; that they understood redemption or salvation of non-Christian
Africans in material or temporal as well as spiritual terms; that this enterprise
demonstrated their sense of racial identity with all peoples of African descent---a
proto-pan-Africanism, if you will; and that this missionary quest on behalf of the

ancestral homeland contributed to the development of and conflicts among black
Baptist denominations.*’

In developing and supporting this thesis, Martin utilizes key primary sources such as
minutes of the different statc conventions and regional conventions as well as the national
conventions that were in existence in the 1880s.

Even though Martin’s thesis is rather large, he presents a sub-thesis that is more
critical to his entire presentation regarding the African American Baptist movement
toward organizing a national convention dedicated to African missions. He argues that
African American Baptists in the Southeast, but particularly Virginia were the ones who
pressed and prodded for an African American national convention. Martin brings this
argument even further to argue that the BFMC was basically an extension of the foreign
mission enterprise of the Virginia Baptist State Convention as the major leaders of the
BFMC were the leaders of the Virginia convention. To support this argument, Martin

states that William W. Colley of Virginia was the most influential person sparking

* See Martin, “The Baptist Foreign Mission Convention, 1880-1894." Baptist History and Heritage 16:4
(October 1981): 13-25; “Black Baptists, foreign missions, and African colonization, 1814-1882,” in Black
Americans and the Missionary Movement, ed. Sylvia Jacobs (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1982).
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missionary interest in 1879. Also he notes that the Virginia Baptist State Convention sent
out Solomon Cosby in 1878 as its missionary to Nigeria. What this point leads to i1s a
questioning of African American Baptist national unity in 1880 at the time of the
organization of the BFMC.

Even with a slightly nuanced argument, Martin's work still falls into line with
earlier work regarding African American Baptist missionary philosophy. The sources
Martin utilizes reveal that African American Baptists held strongly to their understanding
of their unique place within American Protestantism as the primary carriers of the gospel
to Africa; God, in his Providence, directed them through the crucible of slavery to be
later freed to carry out the Great Commission in Africa.* Martin comprehends that this
formed the bedrock of African American Baptist missionary philosophy along with great
concerns for the material well-being of Africans encountered on the mission field.

With this small historiography, there is much room for expansion and clarification
of the key themes of National Baptist history in general and the history of National
Baptist foreign missions. First, there is a need to expand upon African American Baptist
theology to help clarify African American Baptist missionary philosophy. Too often,
what African American Baptists believed about their faith is overlooked by scholars; but
the leadership of African American Baptists were clear concerning the content of the
Christian faith and the Baptist expression of it. Second, there must be the incorporation of
African responses to African American missionaries. Did they view them differently than
European missionaries? Did they hold to similar beliefs regarding racial uplift? These are
questions this dissertation is concerned with, and attempts to offer more well-rounded

and extensive use of the primary source material used by previous scholars.

0 See Martin, Black Baptists, 1-2, 45.
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Before moving to a short historical sketch of American and African American
Baptist history to 1820, an explanation for the use of a limited parcel of primary sources
is needed. The title of this work highlights the word “herald™ because the major primary
sources used to inform this work is the publication of the Foreign Mission Board of the
National Baptist Convention, the Mission Herald. The Board first published this organ in
1897 to serve to as a medium of information about missions work. During the first decade
of the 1900s, the Herald included editorials by the Corresponding Secretary (at that time
Lewis Jordan) that attempted to clarify the goals of the Board and also to motivate the
actions of National Baptists pertinent to the flourishing of the Board’s work. Another
important feature of this publication was the printing of letters from the mission field.
The readers in America could read month by month the progress of the overall mission
work of the convention by missionaries in the various fields of operation.

In reading the small body of historiography on National Baptist African missions,
the one constant primary source referred to by the writers was the Mission Herald. The
writers used the Herald to gather information; they failed to use it in a critical sense.
Since in the aim and purpose of this dissertation there is concern with the theology of
National Baptist leaders in undergirding African missions the Herald has proven
invaluable. In addition, no repository exists housing the original letters from the South
African mission field, or any mission field of the Foreign Mission Board. Judging from
the historiography, the original letters are no longer extant. Again, the Herald is the
primary source to locate letters from the field. With this, this primary source has its
limitations. First, the letters from the South African field fail to offer historians with a

great deal of context. The missionaries, evangelists, pastors, and other workers who wrote
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those letters sent them with the intention of reporting what occurred on their various
stations. Second, the African missionaries also needed more support from the Foreign
Mission Board; theretore, they focused on needs and also the number of baptisms into
church membership and the number of students enrolled in the schools. They had to
demonstrate to their audience that their stations were viable, and would utilize funds
wisely. With these two considerations regarding the limitation of this source, the focus on
the South African field is narrow and it fails to engage much of the events taking place in
South Africa during the early 20" century. All of this explains why the Herald has such
use as the chief primary source of this work, and this is why it is prominent in the title of
this work.

Noted Baptist historian, William H. Brackney summarized the Baptist experience
during the colonial period by stating that “the Baptists were a small, scattered, and
persecuted group."“ A brief sketch of general Baptist history during this time period will
reveal the accuracy of this statement. During this period, Africans and African Americans
embraced this expression of Christianity. Unlike their white counterparts, these people of
color had the added disadvantage of being chattel, the movable property of other men and
women. This phenomenon alone makes the story of African American Baptists a unique
one and one that needs a higher profile in the history of the Christian Church in America.
What is interesting about the history of African American Baptists during this period is
that many African American converts to Christianity who found their places in Baptist
churches also found their way to freedom. Men like George Liele, David George,

Andrew Bryan, and Lott Carey began their lives in the shackles of slavery both

*! William H. Brackney, ed., Baptist Life and Thought: A Source Book. Revised edition (Valley Forge, PA:
Judson Press, 1998), 95.
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physically and spiritually, but through the gospel of Jesus Christ they found full
liberation. The following historical sketch reveals that African American slave captives
and manumitted slaves who embraced the Baptist expression of Christianity were truly
Baptists. This overview also establishes the foundation of African American Baptist
mission work since African American Baptist missionaries will emerge from independent
African American Baptist churches founded during the late 18" century and early 19"
century.

Early African American Baptist history (from ca. 1650-1820), like Early African
American history (from 1619-1820), is unique. The study of African American Baptist
history can never divorce itself from a solid knowledge of American Baptist history; the
study of the former is part of the latter. With that stated, African American Baptist history
during this period has its own set of issues that makes it stand on its own. One cannot
write of African American Baptist history without writing about slavery and its affect on
slave conversion and the establishment of plantation churches. The entire context of
slavery helps to explain the beginnings of African American Baptist churches in the
North owing to the experience of racism and segregation in the Church of Jesus Christ.
Also the historian must consider the degree of racial consciousness that motivated the
first African American Baptists to found churches in the Caribbean, Canada, and in West
Africa during this period. All of these issues, to re-iterate, make African American
Baptist history unique.

What historians of the African American Baptist movement have sought to
achieve in general has been a better understanding of the trends shaping what became a

self-conscious movement of African Americans who organized and governed Baptist
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churches. Owing to this, the story begins during the Age of Revolution in America. This
is certainly an irony of American history: while British-Americans voiced their
discontent with the lack of representation in the British Parliament and other concerns of
republicanism, African American slave captives and former slaves heard the liberating
good news of Jesus Christ that set them free in an ultimate sense. Based upon their good
confession and at the good graces of some white ministers and plantation owners, they
began to organize independent churches in the Southern colonies and eventually in
Northern states during this period. Before detailing African American Baptist history, its
colonial, American Baptist context must be established. African American Baptist history
during the colonial period into the antebellum period emerges directly from the colonial
American Baptist movement. Because of such, African American Baptists inherited and
embraced a robust “Evangelical” Calvinism, which was the dominant theology under
girding Baptist doctrine during this time; African American Baptists, with a sense of race
consciousness, also embraced the missionary spirit of Evangelical Calvinism. African
American Baptists during this time frame were “Black Calvinists,” as they received the
teaching of the Great Awakening and sought to spread the gospel to their African and

African American brethren at home and abroad.*

* By “Evangelical” Calvinism, I refer to Calvinism that has a missionary purpose and orientation unlike
“Hyper-Calvinism,” which attempted to dissuade Christians from preaching the gospel generally. It held to
the non-biblical doctrine that God will call his elect even without the free offer of the gospel to all. In
reality, Calvinism proper is biblical and does hold to the preaching of the gospel to all with the
understanding that God’s elect will heed the call. Regarding “Black Calvinism,” historian John Saillant
notes that African American slaves and freemen such as Lemuel Haynes, Jupiter Hammon, John Marrant,
and Phyllis Wheatley “accepted a Calvinist form of Christianity.” These people of African descent saw in
Calvinism a theology that explained God’s purpose in the enslavement and the freedom of Africans and
African Americans. Part of this providential design was clearly seen to bring Africans theretofore lost in
traditional religions back in African into the light of the gospel of Jesus Christ so that they could return to
Africa to preach the gospel. For a good overview of “Black Calvinism,” see John Saillant, Black Puritan,
Black Republican: The Life and Thought of Lemuel Haynes 1753-1833 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003), p. 4. For a fresh theological treatment of the history of African American Christian theology through
the words of representative African American Christians, see Thabiti Anyabwile, The Decline of African
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Baptists in America like their English counterparts emerged from within the ranks
of the Puritans. The English Puritan movement dates from the middle of the 16" century
as members within the newly founded Church of England (Anglican Church) began to
press for Reforms along the same lines of reform in Switzerland and other places on the
European continent. For instance, Puritans desired the Church of England to move from
Episcopal polity to congregational polity, they urged for the removal of pictures, statues,
and other types of adornments from church buildings, and they wanted a complete
reformation of worship including the centrality of biblical preaching and congregational
singing of psalms. At the time of the English colonization of the Eastern Atlantic
seaboard, the Puritan movement was well established though Anglicans persecuted
Puritans.*

The story is well integrated into American history regarding the courageous
Roger Williams who founded the colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations in
1636 after standing against some of the teachings of the Congregational Church in
Massachusetts Bay Colony. The significance of Williams in Baptist history is critical.
African American Baptist pastor and historian LeRoy Fitts states, “The tremendous
influence of Roger Williams in the birth of Baptists in America is a matter of great
significance to the subsequent development of the sociopolitical thought among black

ss44

Baptists.”™" Shortly after founding the colony, Williams became a Baptist and helped to

American Theology: From Biblical Faith to Cultural Captivity (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press,
2007). Anyabwile asserts that during Colonial America African American Christians emerged out of a
Reformed (or Calvinistic) understanding of the Christian faith, and it was over time that African American
Christians retreated from this context. See, 20.
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Judson Press), 13.
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tound the first Baptist church in America. Along with founding the first Baptist church in
America, Williams also was the first political leader in the British North American
colonies to offer religious freedom to colonists. This social and political tenet has also
been part and parcel with Baptist social and political doctrine. Williams had company
though in helping to establish Baptist churches in Colonial America. A sketch history of
Baptist beginnings in Colonial America is what follows. This history will trace Baptist
beginnings from New England to the Middle Colonies and even to South Carolina in the
seventeenth century.45

With the advent of the First Great Awakening Baptist preachers began to preach
more fervently and attract large numbers. There is consensus among historians of the
African American Church in general, and the African American Baptist tradition in
particular that the First Great Awakening was “the dawn of a new day” for African-born
and African American slave captives and free persons of colors regarding their entrance
into Protestant churches. Raboteau and Campbell, for example, hold that the Great
Awakening in the 1740s fostered the growth of African American converts to
Christianity, especially in the South. Not discounting that this era was one that witnessed
the first period of African American conversion, Gomez adds to this by stating that some
slave masters freed their slaves owing to their adherence to Revolutionary principles. He
concludes that both antislavery preaching and the revivals attracted African Americans to
Christianity.46 Fry and Wood accurately describe that African Americans were active in
their own religious transformations, and that the First Great Awakening was a period of

transformation within European-American Protestantism. African Americans were

* Fitts, History, 22.
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squarely in this pivotal moment in American Christian history.’” Gomez makes a similar
point by stating that African converts could respond to preaching in their own way that
meant that they responded according to their cultural personality.*™ Out of this context, it
is no surprise that African American converts during joined Methodist and Baptist
churches in large numbers. Luther Jackson argues that Baptists and Methodist preached a
type of equality of all in the face of God, and this spiritual egalitarianism drew African
Americans into their ranks.*’ In New England, where the movement began, Jonathan
Edwards reported that “many of the poor negroes™ have experienced a great change
“wrought upon” them by the preaching of the gospel and the Holy Spirit. In 1740, when
the movement launched, there was a discernible African American presence at revival
meetings. Chief revival preachers like Whitefield and Tennent noted the presence of
African Americans within the crowds that came to hear this preaching. Whitefield
reported that on one occasion in Philadelphia, “"near fifty negroes came to give me
thanks for what God had done to their souls.” This was in 1740. Tennent, in a letter to
Whitefield, stated that the preaching in Charlestown, Massachusetts greatly affected the
Africans/African Americans present.5 0

It was during the 18" century that African Americans began to join Baptist

churches in fairly large numbers, especially in the South. Lawrence Neale Jones states

7 Sylvia R. Frey and Betty Wood. Come Shouting to Zion: African American Protestantism in the
American South and British Caribbean to 15830 (Chapel Hill. NC: University of North Carolina Press,
1998), xii.
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that the “spontaneity and informality of worship™ in Baptist churches was a point of
attraction to African Americans.”' There is evidence of African Americans being
members of Baptist churches in New England before the 18" century, however.
According to former Baptist pastor, William Banks, a slave by the name of Jack is
considered to be the first African Baptist. He received baptism into the Baptist church in
Providence, Rhode Island in 1652. In 1685, an unknown African woman received
baptism in a church in Connecticut. In the same year, an African American woman
named Peggy Arnold was a member of the Newport Seventh-Day Baptist Church in
Rhode Island. Into the 18" century, theologian and African American church historian,
Henry Mitchell, in agreement with Banks, states that in 1743, a slave named Quassey was
a member of the Baptist church in Newton, Rhode Island. Mitchell adds that in 1762 that
First Baptist in Providence, Rhode Island baptized eighteen Africans into its membership.
In 1771, First Baptist Church in Boston began to admit Africans into the church. In 1772,
Robert Stevens and eighteen other African Americans held membership at First Baptist
Church of Providence, Rhode Island. In the same year, First Baptist Church of Boston
began to receive African American members. Moving South to South Carolina by 1796,
First Baptist Church of Charleston, South Carolina had 248 members with the majority
African-American slaves. According to Mc Beth, First Baptist of Charleston was the
leading church in South Carolina. Under the ministry of Richard Furman, who began his
long pastorate in 1787, First Baptist became the leading Baptist church in the entire
South. There were African/African American Baptists dating from early in the Colonial

history of the United States; this should be no surprise as people of African descent figure

5! Lawrence Neale Jones, African Americans and the Christian Churches 1619-1860 (Cleveland, OH: The
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within the entire fabric of Amcrican history. What is a little more intriguing is that these
African and African American Baptists received baptism in both New England Baptist
churches and Baptist churches in the South based upon a clear testimony of their
conversion to Christ. In addition. as mentioned above, all of these churches were
Calvinistic; therefore, the first generation of African American Baptists was at least by
association if not by true conviction, Calvinist also.™”

As Baptists in general moved south, they encountered different attitudes regarding
African American membership and slave evangelization. Late in the century, some
Keﬁtucky Baptists asked questions regarding the propriety of African Americans (slave
or free) holding a seat in the Kentucky Baptist Association. The association responded in
favor of African Americans holding a seat in associational business meetings provided
they have been sent by their home churches. In 1795, the Lick Creek Church in Kentucky
split over the issue of slavery, and the Rolling Fork Church also endured turmoil
regarding slavery.™

Even though there was some ambivalence on the part of white Baptists in the
South on the legitimacy of holding slaves as a Christian prerogative, Woodson argues
that Baptists gained African American membership owing to their anti-slavery
sentiments, but he states that they failed to have a great concerted effort owing to their
decentralized church polity. Surprisingly, in slave-holding Virginia there arose a group of

Calvinistic Baptists calling themselves “Emancipating Baptists,” or *Anti-Slavery
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Baptists,” who, like many ot their Methodist counterparts. retused to admit slave-holders
into their fellowships and sought to preach against slavery.™

By the late 18" century, African Americans began to organize and lead their own
churches. According to Woodson, religious freedom in America is inextricably linked
with the carving of space for and by African Americans in Evangelical churches. He also
believes that the Revolutionary sentiment was conducive to the rise of African American
independent churches. Woodson asserts that this type of spirit is readily noticed in the
rise of African American Baptist churches in the South during this period. It is worthy to
note that this particular phenomenon was the result of expediency and not of divisiveness.
According to Fitts, the African American independent church movement among Baptists
began as a result of the plantation missions primarily. Before the advent of independent
churches, African American men preached on their plantations with their masters’
permission. During this period, slave codes prohibited African American slaves from
organizing their own churches. It was the practice of slaves to worship in the white
churches at times designated by the plantation owners.”

These African American preachers were able to lead other African American
Christians in informal gatherings. They and other worshipers would escape to wooded
areas or secluded cabins for preaching and prayer services. Fitts states that these informal
meetings were precursors to the formal establishment of independent churches late in the
century. The number of African American preachers who preached on plantations and
who led informal meetings is lost to the historical record. According to providence, slave

masters saw the gift these men possessed and ignored the slave codes that disallowed

* Woodson, History, 29, 31-33.
%% Woodson, History, 40-41; Fitts, History, 24, 31.

39



slaves from preaching publicly. White Baptist churches allowed these men to exercise
their gifts, and eventually these churches had to let their slave and free African American
congregants form their own churches.™

Discernible African American Baptist churches have been in existence since the
end of the Revolutionary period in American history. In writing of the beginning of
African American Baptist congregations, the late pastor/historian Walter Brooks notes:
“The freedom and local democracy of the Baptist Church enabled the Negroes to
participate in the affairs thereof much earlier than they were so indulged in the other
denominations.™’ This is an interesting statement that highlights polity. Church polity
refers to how a church governs itself whether it is congregational, rule by bishops, or by a
council of elders. This issue of polity is often overlooked by historians because it seems
so bland and uninteresting. Studying polity differences is indispensable in understanding
why African American Baptist churches emerge prior to African American Methodist
churches. According to Carol George, Richard Allen first approached his presiding elder
in Philadelphia about organizing a separate African American Methodist society in 1786,
but the elder rejected this proposal. Such could never occur within Baptist circles owing
to the Baptist belief in the autonomy and independence of a local church.™

Brooks points out the relatively good relations between whites and African

Americans during the 18"

century, and even during the pre-Civil War era within Baptist
church circles. Jordan, in concurrence, implies that there have been independent African

American Baptist churches since this time. Brooks, Woodson, and Jordan date the
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beginning of the African American Baptist independent movement in the 1770s while
Fitts dates the beginning of the independent church movement in the 1780s. Regardless
of the decade that African American Baptists began to organize their own churches, it
must be emphasized that these were the first independent African American churches of
any denomination. Though Richard Allen led a group of African American Methodists
from St. George’s Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia in 1787, the African
Methodist Episcopal Church organized formally in 1816.%°

The historians agree that one man had his hand in pushing the African American
Baptist movement forth. This man was George Liele. Historians have highlighted the life
and ministry of George Liele, who is arguably the most significant African American
Baptist minister of the Revolutionary Era. Owing to the great significance of George
Liele, it is important to ofter a summary of Liele’s life and ministry. Woodson, Jordan
and more recent writers have re-told Liele’s interesting and inspiring story. Liele,
according to Jordan, was “the first American Baptist foreign missionary, preceding
William Carey, the renowned European missionary, by at least fifteen years.”® Former
Baptist pastor Alfred Lane Pugh writes that Liele was the first African American to
connect the “gospel thread of Christianity™ to the West Indies. Liele is also recognized by
Woodson and other writers as a “pioneer” preacher among African American Baptists.®'

Liele was born ca. 1750 in Virginia, but moved with his master Henry Sharpe to

Burke County, South Carolina just a few years before the outbreak of the Revolutionary
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War possibly in 1772. According to Pugh, Sharpe taught some of his slaves to read and
write, which was illegal. One of the slaves he taught to read and write was George Licle.
Sharp was a deacon in the Baptist Church in Burke County, which Matthew Moore led.
As Liele attended worship services with his master, the preaching of Matthew Moore
struck him and he experienced conversion. Sobel dates Liele’s conversion sometime in
1773. Both Pugh and Sobel write that Moore was a revivalist preacher in the same vein as
a Whitefield and a Wesley. Moore preached the necessity of the new birth, and he held to
the Baptist distinctive of a regenerated church membership; therefore, if one desired to
join the Buckhead Creek Baptist Church he/she needed to give testimony of his/her
conversion. After his conversion and his testimony, Liele received membership in the
church through believer’s baptism in 1774 according to Sobel. Soon after becoming a
Christian, Liele showed that he had a gift for preaching the gospel; the church gave Liele
allowance to preach on the plantations along the Savannah River and occasionally he
preached to the members of his own church. Sharp demonstrated his own degree of
Christian enlightenment by emancipating Liele in order to preach full-time. A few weeks
following giving Liele his freedom, Sharp died; and Sharp’s children planned to re-
enslave Liele and actually imprisoned him owing to his British sympathies or owing to
their love of money. These are the two possible reasons Jordan places forward.®

Upon learning of the plan, Liele hastened to borrow $700 form a British colonel
named Kirkland in order to flee the country with his family. Realizing that he would have

a better chance at living a life free of American prejudice and the possibility of re-
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enslavement he decided to re-settle in the English colony ot Jamaica. The ship on which
Liele and his family would travel across the Caribbean was in harbor for a few weeks,
and during this time Liele went to Savannah and baptized some African American
converts he had preached to during his days as a plantation preacher in Georgia. Liele
baptized these converts in the Savannah River among who were Andrew Bryan and
others who would become the founding members of First African Baptist Church in
Savannah.®’

When Liele left America, he went to Jamaica as the indentured servant of Colonel
Kirkland. According to Jordan, when Liele arrived on the island the sad spiritual
condition of blacks in Kingston deeply moved him. As a result, Liele began to preach the
gospel of Jesus Christ at the race tracks. Later, he rented a room and organized a Baptist
church of four people. The church grew enormously. In less than eight years, Liele
baptized 500 people. In 1789, he built a chapel amid persecution. During this time, he
spent time in prison and went on trial for preaching “sedition.” From 1805 to 1814, a law
forbidding preaching to slaves was carried out. Finally, in 1814 English Baptists sent
missionaries to Jamaica at the behest of Liele.**

Jordan includes a personal letter Liele wrote to Dr. Rippon, who was one of the
leaders of the Baptist Missionary Society in London. Liele wrote the letter in 1791; he
organized the church in Kingston in 1784. The letter contains a brief description of Liele
and the work of ministry he undertook in Jamaica. He is honest to state that his
occupation is that of farmer; therefore, he was a part-time pastor. He mentions that most

of the church members are slaves, and have very little money to support the church. This
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1s the main problem Licle relates to Dr. Rippon. The church needs funds to complete the
“meeting house.” What all of this demonstrates is that African American Baptists even
during the Revolutionary Era had a keen interest in spreading the gospel and the Baptist
tradition outside of America to other persons of African descent.®

With this emergent movement among African American Baptists joining churches
and preaching the gospel, two important questions remain: what did these African
American Baptists believe? Was their doctrine different from their white counterparts?
During the middle and late 18" century, African American Baptist doctrine mirrored that
of white Baptists. N. H. Pius, one of the leading National Baptists at the inception of the
convention, writes this intriguing statement about African American Baptist beginnings:

Interesting and strange appears the record of the rise and progress of Negro
Baptists in America. Intercsting, because it is a record of the struggles of a people
who had their rise amidst fiery trials and afflictions as slaves, and strange because
they have made their progress as a separate part of the general Baptist family, and
yet believe and practice all that it believes and practices.®

This was nothing unique to Baptists as seceding Methodists during the late 18" century
and early 19" century clung to Methodist doctrine wholcheartedly.

The dominant theology of Baptists in Colonial and Revolutionary America was
Calvinism. There exists no extant manuscripts of slave preaching at this time; but
evidence rests on the fact that white Baptists nurtured slave preachers in their churches,
licensed them to preach, and that white Baptist pastors ordained African American

pastors. All of this strongly indicates that African American Baptist ministers learned and
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preached the tenets of Calvinist theology. The content ot African American Baptist
theology has been overlooked during this period by historians.®’

During the colonial period of American history, Calvinism predominated among
the Baptists. The first Baptist church founded in North America was a Particular Baptist
church. From 1639 to 1790, there were six difterent Baptist groups in America:
Particular, General, General Six Principle, Seventh Day, New Light, and Free Will. These
groups together numbered 67, 475. From that number, 57, 306 were Particular Baptists.
One reason for the large number of Particular Baptists is that by 1790 most General and
New Light Baptists merged into Particular Baptist churches. This phenomenon occurred
because of the evangelical and organizational skill of the Philadelphia Association, the
leading Baptist association of the day. To a lesser extent, the Charleston Association also
exerted influence over Baptist churches.®®

Both of these associations adopted the Second London Confession of 1677. By
adopting this confession, these two associations committed themselves to Calvinist
orthodoxy. During this time, many General Baptist churches were re-organized as a result
of the influence of the Philadelphia Association. General Baptist and Particular Baptist
distinction was barely noticeable at times. Since General Baptist theology (Arminianism)
was weak on the local level, Particular Baptist preachers helped to convert Arminian
pastors to Calvinism. This type of intra-sect proselytizing greatly helped the Baptist

movement to gain momentum into the 18" century.”
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It was during the 18" century revivals already mentioned above that Baptists
began to plant new churches and these churches organized associations. Two men in
particular emerged from this movement and began to preach and evangelize in the Lower
colonies, namely Shubal Stearns and Danicl Marshall. Stearns was a Congregationalist
from Connecticut who believed the gospel and converted under the preaching of
Whitefield. Daniel Marshall joined a Particular Baptist church after moving from
Connecticut to North Carolina after a brief sojourn in Virginia. According to Abraham
Marshall, the son of Daniel Marshall, the elder Marshall became a Baptist after careful
examination of New Testament scripture. To attest that Daniel Marshall was an avowed
Calvinist, the church he established near Augusta, Georgia in 1792, the Kiokee Baptist
Church, became the “mother church of Calvinism in Georgia.” It was from this
theological context that African American Baptists emerged and formed their own
independent congregations. Baptist theology was synonymous with Calvinism especially
in the South. As will be detailed below, Abraham Marshall, the son of Daniel Marshall,
in particular, had a direct hand in helping to establish one of the first African American
Baptist churches. "’

According to Jordan, the first African American Baptist church began in Aiken
Country, South Carolina before 1776; this is the Silver Bluft Baptist Church. There is a
lack of consensus regarding the founding date of Silver Bluff Baptist Church. Former
slave turned Baptist elder David George has left us a first-hand account of the founding
of this church, but like many testimonies of the 18" century by former slaves there are
some vague details. George's account offers no dates; therefore, secondary sources are

needed to corroborate some of the events mentioned such as the British attack on
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Savannah during the Revolutionary War. Drawing from George's account, Silver Bluft
Church began as a plantation mission ca. 1774. According to Harvey, church records
indicate the year 1750 as the founding date. This is highly improbable since George was
born ca. 1743 in Virginia and remained there as a slave until he was nineteen years old.
George was one of the charter members. Though it is possible that a seven year could
have been a member of a Baptist church then, it is highly unlikely and it contradicts
George’s account of his own age in his narrative.”'

The scholarly works, however, support that the church came into existence
between 1773 and 1775; George's account upholds this. He mentions further that Liele
preached there on at least two occasions both subsequent to his own conversion
experience. According to Sobel, it was through Wait Palmer’s preaching, a New Light
Baptist preacher that George reccived saving knowledge. Fitts and Harvey, in
contradiction, state that Liele’s preaching produced George's conversion. This is a rather
difficult problem, but judging from Liele’s preaching ministry to various plantations
along the Savannah River it seems likely that George would have heard Liele’s sermons
previously to hearing Palmer. George clearly indicates that he heard Palmer after his
conversion. Shortly after George’s conversion, he heard Liele preach and informed him
of his conversion to Christ.

The church began by Wait Palmer, who George calls “Brother Palmer™ heard the

testimony of eight slaves on the plantation of George Galphin, and baptized them on the
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profession of their faith. Though George credits Palmer with founding the Silver Blutf
Church, Pugh states it was both Liele and Palmer who founded the church. In addition to
this, Harvey asserts that Liele was the first pastor of the Silver Bluff Church. In order to
clarify this, Liele was only a licensed preacher at this time and was unqualified to
administer the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Palmer, according to
George, was a pastor of a church and this is why he baptized George, his wife, Jesse
Peters, and five other slaves. Since Liele had preached there before he would have been
interested in the organization of persons he had preached to and probably helped to bring
to the Christian faith. This would have made him the first pastor. Soon after George’s
baptism and at the behest of the church and Palmer, George became the elder of the
congregation. He remained as the pastor of the church until the time that the British
captured the city of Savannah in 1778.7

Following spending a month in jail in Georgia and a short stay in Charleston,
George and his family immigrated to Nova Scotia, Canada where he founded an African
Baptist Church in the city of Shelburne and left there to become colonists in Sierra
Leone, where he founded a Baptist Church in Freetown in 1792. Though George and his
family fled America, Silver Bluft continued to meet in Georgia. According to Fitts, Jesse
Peters (also known as Jesse Galphin) was the second pastor of the church when it was
formally constituted in 1781."

Another historic African American Baptist church founded during this period is
the aforementioned First African Baptist Church of Savannah. According to Charles

Elmore who has written the most recent history of this church, this church is now known
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as First Bryan Baptist Church, or ~Old Bryan,” even though there is a church in Savannah
that still bears the name “First African Baptist.”™ This story of how this came to be 1s
beyond the scope of this work. Elmore clearly links the founding of this church in 1788
with the Silver Bluff Baptist Church. Both of these churches began as plantation
missions, and it was the ministry of George Liele that produced the first Christians who
formed this church. According to Jordan and Fitts the year 1778 is founding year of this
venerable old church. Andrew Bryan formally organized and constituted on January 20,
1788. Bryan was the slave of Jonathan Bryan, who encouraged him to preach on the
plantation. Later, Bryan allowed his slaves led by Andrew to build a meeting place on his
property in Yamacraw. Washington states that Jonathan Bryan was a New Light
Presbyterian. Two white Baptists helped in constituting First African and in formally
ordaining Andrew Bryan. These men were Rev. Thomas Burton and Rev. Abraham
Marshall, and both of these men were Separate Baptists. Washington adds that Jesse
Galphin helped Andrew Bryan and his fellow African Baptists form a connection with
the Separate Baptists. After experienc.ing initial growth and success, the church
disbanded owing to the British occupation of Savannah. The church re-organized with the
help of Abraham Marshall. First African suffered from white interference in a negative
after its founding. Its independence was limited and members of the church suffered
Pe€rsecution such as imprisonment and floggings. Andrew Bryan and Sampson Bryan
tWwice received floggings, and about 50 members received whippings from whites as well.
Fitts states, “With few exceptions, members of Bryan's entire congregation were
Persecuted for their faith and practices.” Savannah ofticials charged the entire

COn gregation with plotting an insurrection and imprisoned. They lost their building ca.
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1790, but the church received exoneration of these unfounded charges in the Inferior
Court of Chatham County. In the aftermath of this trying incident, Jonathan Bryan
allowed the church to have another meeting place in his home, or barn. Also in 1790 First
African joined the Georgia Baptist Association becoming the first African American
church to do so. It remained the only African American church in the association for
years. Even when the Association divided into two districts, First African remained a
member. By 1800, First African had 800 members, and it founded two other churches:
Second Baptist in 1802, and Ogeechee Baptist in 1805."*

Though the first independent African Baptist churches began as plantation
missions along the South Carolina-Georgia border, other independent African Baptist
churches sprouted in Virginia. The independent church movement in Virginia occurred
simultaneously with the movement further south in South Carolina and Georgia.
Washington notes something special about the formation of the African Baptist churches
in Virginia. He states that the free African American population had a greater influence
on the formation of these churches than in Georgia. The simple reason for this, according
to Washington, was that there were more free African Americans in Virginia than in
Georgia during this period. The pattern of organization, however, was similar as African
American converts began to meet together and then form themselves into congregations
with the support of white Baptist associations. Like the lack of consensus regarding the
founding date of Silver Bluff Church, there exists the same lack of consensus regarding
the founding dates of these nascent African Baptist churches in Virginia. According to

Woodson, the first African Baptist church founded in Virginia was the Harrison Street
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Church in Petersburg, Virginia in 1776. According to Washington, free African
Americans and slaves founded the Harrison Street Church ca. 1788. Woodson also notes
that the second African Baptist church founded in Virginia was in Williamsburg in 1785.
Washington, however, states that Rev. Govan Pamphlet, a free African American
minister, organized the African Baptist Church at Williamsburg in 1781, but the church
had met informally since 1776. In 1791 (or by this year), the church became a member of
the predominately white Dover Baptist Association. Fitts states that there were two
churches founded in Petersburg; in addition to Harrison Street there was Gilfield Baptist
Church. Washington offers more detail on the founding of Gilfield Baptist Church; he
states that in 1788 African Americans founded this church “as a racially mixed
congregation.” When the congregation moved to Petersburg by 1809, the African
American portion of the church separated and formed the Sandy Beach Baptist Church
that became a member of the Portsmouth Association in 1810. Another church founded in
the late 18" century in Virginia worth mentioning is the First Baptist Church of
Richmond. At its founding, it was a bi-racial church consisting of African Americans
(mostly slaves) and whites. The importance of this church, however, is that it would
become an all African American church in 1841 with a membership of over 1,700.
Another important feature of this church will be discussed below regarding the life and

ministry of Lott Carey.”

S Woodson, History, 85; Fitts, History, 45, Washington, Frustrated Fellowship, 14-15; Luther P. Jackson,
“The Religious Development of the Negro,” 189-190; Jones, African Americans and the Christian
Churches, 133-133. Jackson and Jones concur with Washington regarding the date of the first African
Baptist church in Virginia founded by Govan Pamphlet. Pamphlet’s first name is also given as Gowan.
Jackson also gives the church at Williamsburg priority as he states the Gilfield and Harrison Street
organized after 1781.
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An interesting side note regarding African American Baptists in Virginian during
the late 18" century is the ministry of African American men in bi-racial or
predominately white Baptist churches. Raboteau states that there is evidence from 1766
that African American men preached during New Light Baptist meetings. This evidence
is from Brunswick, Virginia. In 1792, the bi-racial Baptist Church in Portsmouth,
Virginia called an African American man named Josiah Bishop to preach for them after
their pastor resigned. This is the same Josiah Bishop who would become the pastor of
Abyssinian Baptist Church in New York City in 1809. This same church at Portsmouth
purchased the freedom of a slave named Simon in order for him to preach full-time.
William Lemon, another African American man, served as the minister at a white Baptist
church in Gloucester County, Virginia at the turn of the 19" century.”®

Moving west from the vast state of Virginia, African Americans organized their
first Baptist church in the state of Kentucky in 1790 according to Fitts. A slave named
Old Captain, or Brother Captain began this work. Brother Captain was the slave of Lewis
Craig, who was actually one of the Baptist pioneer preachers in Virginia and suffered
persecution owing to his Baptist beliefs. Craig sent Brother Captain to Kentucky to grow
a crop in 1780, but the crop suffered destruction and Captain had to return to Virginia. In

1790, Captain returned to Kentucky in Lexington and from his cabin began to preach the
gospel to fellow African Americans for a period of seven years. The founding of this
church was similar to others founded in the slave South during this period. This church
could possibly qualify as a plantation church, but it definitely began as a “cabin church”

by a slave who loved Christ, the gospel of Christ, and his own people.”’

7
.,: Raboteau, Slave Religion, 134.
Fitts, History, 50-51.
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At the close of the 18" century, there were a few independent African American
Baptist churches. All of them came into being first by the great revival that began in
earnest in the 1730s and that trickled southward by New Light Baptist preachers. These
preachers held to the belief that God was no respecter of persons to a degree, and
preached the gospel to Africans/African Americans both slave and free. Through the
good graces of Christian slave masters, African American men preached to their own
people and received help in founding churches. Men like George Liele and David George
preached the gospel and organized churches in other countries, which established a
pattern in African American Baptist history. When viewing the founding of these pioneer
churches and the ministry of pioneer preachers, it is clear to see the moorings of National
Baptists, who are also Missionary Baptists.

The first independent African American churches began in the South where
slavery had sunk its roots in its rich soil. What is interesting about that phenomenon is
that white Baptists, all of whom had been affected positively by the First Great
Awakening, helped these churches to establish themselves. The first decade of the 19"
century witnessed the first independent African American Baptist churches begun in the
North. Unlike the churches of the South, these Northerm African American Baptist
churches started in similar fashion as their African Methodist counterparts that became
quasi independent during the 1790s. Woodson argues that after the Revolutionary War
period whites and their prejudice against African Americans helped to cause the rise of
the independent church movement.”®

In 1805, free African American Baptists in Boston founded First African Baptist

Church in the Beacon Hill section of the city. As this was the first African American

® Woodson, History, 71.
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church of any denomination founded in New England, the roots ot its founding are in the
discrimination experienced in an overwhelmingly white region of the country. Historians
James and Lois Horton substantiate this claim by stating: “The black church arose in
Boston partly as a response to the discrimination faced by blacks in white churches and
partly in response to the needs for self-expression which originated in the culture and
experience of the black community.™"’

In general, the white leadership of Baptist churches relegated their African
American members to sitting in the galleries. According to Pugh, the leadership of these
churches forbade African American members from singing, or even speaking during the
worship services. Unwilling to undergo this type of treatment in the house of the Lord,
African American Baptist Bostonians began to mect in private homes. Those who
decided to release themselves from the white churches to worship privately were “a few,”
or “a handful.”® According to Horton and Horton, these private worship meetings were
“nondenominational” representing a number of Protestant denominations.®'

The future leader of the group of African American Baptists who would found
African Baptist Church was Thomas Paul who arrived in Boston in 1789 at the tender age
of 16 newly converted and baptized in his native New Hampshire. Upon his arrival, he
joined the nondenominational private group. Owing to Paul’s giftedness as an exhorter,

he emerged as the leader of this group. In 1798, the group now led by Paul began to meet

in a schoolhouse on the West End of Boston for their worship on the Lord’s Day. Finally

" James Oliver Horton and Lois E. Horton, Black Bostonians: Family Life and Community Struggle in the
Antebellum North (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, Inc., 1979), 39.

% Horton and Horton, Black Bostonians, 40.

8l Jordan, Negro Baptist, 22; Horton and Horton, Black Bostonians, 40, Fitts, History, 46; Pugh, Preachers
in Paradise, 127; Jane Lampman, “Pioneering Church Marches On,” October 19, 2005-
http://wwwcsmonitor.com/2005/1019/p13s01-lire.html; http://www.pbcboston.org/history.htm (accessed
July 20, 2007).
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they organized First African with the blessing and approval of First Baptist and Second
Baptist. In December 1806, Paul received ordination to become the pastor of this
church.*?

In 1808, African American Baptists in New York City founded the Abyssinian
Baptist Church. The main cause for the founding of this church was the prejudicial
treatment received by African American members at First Baptist Church. According to
Woodson, the African American members had approached the main body of the church
as early as 1807 requesting to be dismissed in order to form an independent African
church as the Methodists and Episcopalians had done. It was when Pastor Thomas Paul
of First African in Boston came to New York in order to give a series of lectures that
First Baptist was satisfied with the formation of an independent African church under the
condition that Paul would be the organizing pastor. Paul remained in New York City as
an interim pastor of Abyssinian from June 1808 to September 1808, and he experienced a
good and successful ministry. Fitts adds more detail to the founding of the church. He
asserts that Ethiopian traders actually helped to found the church, and this is why the
founders named it “Abyssinian.” This assertion has no primary source evidence. Fitts
states, “According to tradition, these *Abyssinians attended the First Baptist Church of
New York where they were promptly ushered into the slave loft.” It is highly unlikely
that this occurred for at least two reasons. First, it is only a tradition, which the present
church upholds; there are no names of these Ethiopian traders, and there is no evidence
that the Kingdom of Ethiopia at the time had a vast trading network into the Western

hemisphere. Second, Ethiopians were (and still are predominately) Orthodox Christians

82 Horton and Horton, Black Bostonians, 40: Pugh, Preachers in Paradise, 127. African Baptist would
become a charter church of the Boston Baptist Association founded in 1812.
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not Protestants. It is hardly the case that Ethiopian traders would travel to New York City
and worship at a predominately white Baptist church. After members of Abyssinian
purchased a building and began to worship, the church became constituted formally on
July 5, 1809 under the pastorate of Josiah Bishop.*

Following Paul’s interim term as pastor of Abyssinian Baptist Church, he returned
to the African Baptist Church in Boston to experience a fruitful ministry. In March 1823,
he became a missionary to the Republic of Haiti through the Massachusetts Baptist
Missionary Society. Though he remained in Haiti for six months achieving very little
success, he still represents the mind of many African American Baptists during this
period who desired to carry the gospel to people of African descent.™

The founding of First African Baptist Church in Philadelphia occurred because
some of the African American members of First Baptist Church “for some time felt that it
would be more congenial for them to worship separately...” According to Woodson,
these members received letters of dismission from First Baptist Church on May 14, 1809.
There were thirteen members dismissed in this fashion. In the very next month, these
thirteen African American Baptists founded First African Baptist Church. Woodson
remarks on the probable trouble that prompted the African American members of First
Baptist to leave. He states the once strongly anti-slavery First Baptist weakened on this
issue after the Revolutionary War. He notes that the church had a succession of Southern
pastors that aided in this attenuation of the anti-slavery sentiment. Woodson also notes

that there was an emergent tide of prejudice against African Americans in Philadelphia

8 Woodson, History, 88-90; Fitts, History, 46, Washington, Frustrated Fellowship, 20.

8 Woodson, History, 90-91; Pugh, Preachers in Paradise, 132-133, 149-150. Paul’s lack of success had
much to do with his inability to speak either French or Haitian Creole; this hampered his communication
seriously. Also Paul became ill during this stay and had to return to Massachusetts.
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owing to the migration of free men trom the South. According to Fitts, the problem was
exacerbated because mixed with the migration of free men were fugitive slaves from
Virginia; in fact, Fitts states that fugitives had joined First Baptist Church. In an
interesting turn, it was a free African American man from the South, Georgia in particular
that helped to organize First African. This man was Henry Cunningham who was once a
preacher in First African of Savannah, and was the pastor of Second African in Savannah.
According to Washington, Cunningham was in Philadelphia to ask for financial help
from the Philadelphia Baptist Association. Cunningham served as the pastor of African
Baptist until his death in 1811, and the church was without a full-time pastor until 1832.
During this period, the church experienced little growth and endured a split that gave rise
to Second African Baptist Church in 1816. From the outset of First African’s existence, it
was a member of the Philadelphia Baptist Association; and Second African became a
member along with two other African Baptist churches founded later.®

As mentioned above, Baptists were quite numerous in Philadelphia and its
surrounding area even into New Jersey. It was in New Jersey that two more independent
African Baptist churches formed beginning in 1812. Fitts offers a summary of the
founding of these churches without the detail noticed in the organization of the churches
in the larger East coast cities like Boston and New York. African Baptist churches began
in Trenton and Salem, respectively. There can only be conjecture regarding the

circumstances surrounding the founding of these two churches. It would be safe to

%5 Woodson, History, 86-87; Fitts, History, 47-48; Washington, Frustrated Fellowship, 21. See also Gary
B. Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia’s Black Community 1720-1840 (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 201. Nash notes that Blockely African Baptist and Union African
Baptist founded in 1827 and 1832 respectively joined the Philadelphia Baptist Association.
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assume that African Americans withdrew from their former predominately white
churches owing to prejudice and other racist actions.™

During the Early Republic period of American history, there were two other types
of churches African Americans held membership in. One was the African American
church with a white pastor. Such a church was First Colored in Richmond, Virginia. The
other type was a Baptist church with a “Colored Branch.” Functionally and practically,
the colored branch was independent with African Americans electing their own officers
and received and disciplined their own members under the nominal oversight of the white
branch. Such churches were First Baptist in Montgomery, Alabama, and churches in
Natchez and Jackson, Mississippi and Charleston, South Carolina.”’

Early in the 19" century, racially integrated Baptist churches in the South placed
limitations on the activity of slave members. This is evident from a report in 1802 from
the Dover Baptist Association in Virginia. The report addressed a problem within the
association regarding the practice of some churches that allowed slave men who were
rightful members of the church to vote in church business meetings. The report reflected
a conventional opinion regarding African American inferiority. Fitts asserts such thinking
on the part of this association contradicted Baptist principles.*®

In 1809, a majority African American Baptist church in Virginia experienced
violence at the hands of whites. These belligerent whites displayed utter disrespect for
African American Christians as they whipped an African American minister, a Reverend

Moses, for preaching in a service. The church’s association placed a ban in effect

% Fitts, History, 49-50. Fitts offers no documentation on the founding of the first two African Baptist
churches in New Jersey. Other historians fail to include the founding of these churches in their histories.
8 Jordan, Negro Baptist, 22.

% Fitts, History, 25.
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prohibiting any African America man, whether slave or free, from preaching. This
prohibition carried the threat of ex-communication from the association. According to
Fitts, such actions reveal that the institution of slavery in the South placed whites under
great stress. To clarify this statement, Fitts intimates that during this period, Southern
whites were fearful of African Americans both slave and free mecting in an independent
churches.*

Though white Southerners feared African Americans in assembly at church
during this period, there was a unique church founded in the French colony of Louisiana
in 1805 by a free man of color named Joseph Willis originally from South Carolina, who
migrated west to Mississippi and then to Louisiana. According to Fitts, Willis® personal
migration west from the East is owed to the Western growth of Protestantism in America
during the first decades of the 19" century. The best information existing on Willis and
his pioneering work is found in William Hicks"™ brief history of African American
Baptists in Louisiana originally published in 1914. Hicks draws heavily from a history of
Louisiana Baptists by Paxton. Hicks states, quoting from Paxton, that Willis was the first
person to bring Baptist teaching into Louisiana. At the time, the colony of Louisiana was
a Roman Catholic colony and had no toleration of Protestantism. Willis arrived in
Louisiana in November 1804 at Vermillion, which is about 40 miles southwest of Baton

Rouge; it was there he began to preach.”

% Fitts, History, 26.

® William Hicks, History of Louisiana Negro Baptists from 1804 to 1914 (Nashville, TN: National Baptist
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Again tfrom drawing from Paxton. Hicks writes that Willis™ preaching placed him
in a dangerous position for two rcasons: first, he was African American; and second, he
was a Baptist. Willis™ preaching had good effect as many believed the gospel and became
Christians. These were the first Baptists in Louisiana, and Willis formed the converts into
a Baptist church, which, of course, was the first Baptist church in the colony. Though
Willis was a licensed preacher, he was un-ordained. Because of his lack of ordination, he
was unable to baptize the new Christians or serve them the Lord’s Supper. He returned to
Mississippi to seek ordination from his home church, but there was no pastor there. He
took a letter from his home church and went to affiliate with a church with a pastor to
obtain ordination, but the other church refused because he was an African American.
Finally, he had to appeal to the Mississippi Association for ordination in 1811 at the
behest of his followers back in Louisiana. The Mississippi Association granted him
ordination in 1812 possibly in November of that year, and the association formally
recognized the Calvary Baptist Church of Bayou Chicot (St. Landry Parish) on
November 13, 1812. Besides being the first Baptist church in Louisiana, Brooks indicates
that this church was unique in that it was a bi-racial congregation. Willis would initiate
other seminal Baptist work in Louisiana ministering in Rapides Parish helping to found
other church, and by organizing the first Baptist association in the Pelican State in 1818,
which he served as its first moderator. Again, the special quality of this association was
that it consisted of white churches. In Louisiana, the father of Baptist work was an
African American man from South Carolina known as “Father Willis.™"

Stress associated with slavery seemingly lessened as Baptists spread west. There

was a Baptist work among slaves in Missouri as early as 1818 in St. Louis. In 1822, a

*! Hicks, Louisiana Negro Baptists, 18-19; Brooks, “The Evolution of Negro Baptist Church,” 13.
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separate African American church organized under white pastoral supervision. J. M. Peck
was the Baptist missionary who gave pastoral oversight to the fledgling church; Peck was
a missionary of the Home Mission Board of Triennial Convention that organized in 1814.
This church was in the habit of purchasing the freedom of slaves. The Reverend John
Berry Meacham, a free man of color was the pastor of the African American Baptist
church in St. Louis at this time. He was the son of a Baptist slave preacher back in
Virginia, and the church purchased his freedom.”

This sketch of the early history of African American Baptist churches serves as
both the context and the foundation for African American Baptist mission work to Africa.
At this period, African American Baptists both slave and free took seriously their call to
spread the gospel as indicated in the growth of churches. This period also indicates that
they were identifiably Baptist and willing to remain so.

As the introduction to this work has been placed forward, what follows is the
specific history of African American Baptist foreign mission work in Africa and South
Africa demonstrating how an oppressed group of people endowed with the power of their
faith endured slavery, segregation, and disfranchisement to build a viable ecclesiastical
institution never forgetting their ancestral homeland. Critical in understanding this entire
movement is African American Baptists peering and reading the movement of God's
Providence in benchmarks of progress made by African Americans in American society.
Without African American Baptist reliance on reading Providential signs and markers
there would be no Ethiopianism, and arguably no African missionary movement in the

19" and 20™ centuries.

%2 Fitts, History, 26.
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Chapter One: From Lott Carey to William Colley: Precursor African American
Missionaries to Africa and Missionary Movements, ca. 1821-1879
Though David George became the first Baptist of African descent to found a

Baptist church in Africa, his remarkable story of escaping slavery as a Black Loyalist
during the American Revolution, ministering and founding a Baptist church in Nova
Scotia, and then becoming a missionary colonist in Sierra Leone has failed to be
considered a true watershed moment in the history of National Baptist missionary work
in Africa. Lott Carey’s missionary endeavor to Liberia in 1821 is the benchmark and the
contextual starting point for the history of National Baptist African missions. Support for
this assertion is found in the late 1920 issues of the Mission Herald that announced the
upcoming observance of the Centennial of Carey’s journey to Liberia. The Foreign
Mission Board decided to dedicate the January 1921 Herald to Carey’s mission by re-
printing letters from Carey, and an excerpt from his “Farewell” sermon he delivered in
Richmond before embarking aboard a ship headed to West Africa. Then Corresponding
Secretary Lewis Jordan wrote an editorial entitled “One Hundred Years Ago---And
Now.™'In it, Jordan compares the state of Baptist missions to Africa in Carey’s day to
what it was at the beginning of 1921; he also mentions the progress African Americans
have made from 1821 when the vast majority of African Americans were slaves and now
they own “twenty-five million acres of land™ and run scores of colleges and schools.

With this stated, Jordan peered back into the genesis of African American missions to

! “One Hundred Years Ago--And Now,” Mission Herald, January 1921. The article is technically
anonymous, but Jordan wrote these various articles and editorials in the Herald during his tenure unless
specifically noted by the listing of another writer.
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Africa with the hope that National Baptists would continue to flourish and build upon the
foundation laid by Carey.”

From Carey’s missionary work in Liberia, African American Baptists continued
to keep Africa missions in focus as the American Baptist Missionary Convention founded
in 1840 sent missionaries to West Africa during its existence. As the century moved on, a
few African American Baptist State Conventions founded immediately after the Civil
War sent missionaries to West Africa as well. In 1879, African American Baptists in
Virginia recognized the need to consolidate the effort to send missionaries to Africa, and
they sent out one of their own, William Colley, formerly a missionary working for the
Southern Baptist Convention, to gauge the interest of African American Baptists
regarding forming a national convention dedicated solely to African missions. The focus
of this chapter is on these small movements that eventually led to the founding of the
Baptist Foreign Mission Convention in 1880. This history reveals that African American
Baptists fighting against slavery and second class citizenship at home continued to realize
the importance of their place in God's plan of the redemption of Africa. If Africa is to be
saved, African Americans must be those forging ahead.

The most renowned of African American Baptist missionaries during the Early
Republic period was Lott Carey. As early as 1837, the pastor of Second Baptist Church
of Richmond, Virginia, James Braxton Taylor published a brief biography of Carey. The
purpose for Taylor’s biography was to use Carey’s extraordinary story to encourage other
African American men to enter the African mission field. Without a doubt, Carey is
recognized as the father of American missions to Africa. Taylor, as did other

Evangelicals during this time, believed that African Americans should be the primary

2 «“One Hundred Years Ago—And Now.”
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people traveling to Africa to spread the gospel and to aid in the uplift of Africa. For
Taylor, the preaching ot the gospel in Atfrica with the bringing of Western civilization
were twin ways in which “civilized nations™ could atone for the “*degradation and
misery” they have brought to Africa. Taylor saw the clear intent of providence in having
African Americans as primary agents of this endeavor of evangelism and atonement. He
writes: “Though white men may and ought to enter this field, yet the indication of
Providence, thus far, have been in favor of making our colored brethren the chief
instruments of this labor of love.™

Into the 20" century, African American church historians began to write of
Carey's life and career. Eminent African American Baptist pastor and professor, Miles
Mark Fisher wrote an essay published in 1922 detailing Carey’s ministry, Jordan includes
a brief chronology of Carey’s life and ministry in his history of African American
Baptists, which is taken from Taylor’s biography, and Leroy Fitts wrote a short book on
Carey during the 1980s but republished in the 1990s. What follows regarding Carey’s life
and his motivation for missions draws from these sources and an article published in
1970 by William Poe.?

According to the historiography on Carey, Carcy was born a slave in the county

of Charles City in Virginia ca. 1780 on the estate of William A. Christian. His father was

a Baptist, and his mother was seemingly a Christian though she was no member of a

} James Braxton Taylor, Biography of Elder Lott Cary, Late Missionary to Africa (Baltimore, MD:
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church. Jordan states that nothing much is known ot Carey’s childhood. He does report
that Carey moved to Richmond in 1804, and there he worked at a tobacco warehouse. It
is fairly obvious that Carcy’s master, William Christian, hired him as this warehouse. At
this time, he was still unconverted and was a drunkard and one who used profane
language. This Carey’s life for three years, and then his life changed. Attending worship
sometime in 1807 at First Baptist Church of Richmond, Carey heard a sermon by Rev.
John Courtney from the gospel of John on Jesus and Nicodemus. Through this sermon on
the necessity of the new birth, Carey knew now his terrible, sinful condition; this led to
his spiritual conversion and he became a Christian. Carey received baptism in 1807 by
Rev. Courtney, and he became a member of First Baptist Church.’

After receiving baptism and holding membership in the First Baptist Church of
Richmond, Carey had an intense desire to learn how to read after hearing the sermon that
led to his conviction of sin and conversion to Jesus Christ. Carey yearned to read the
passage for himself; because of this, he purchased a Bible and commenced to learn to
read by first reading John 3, and with the help of his fellow warehouse workers he later
learned to write. Fitts states, “It is significant that Carey’s literary education began in his
young adult life concomitant with his conversion experience.” Carey’s quest for learning
actually accords with other slave testimonies of their learning to read through the Church;
the aforementioned George Liele and David George became literate through Christian
teaching. Around this time as well, Carey began to preach gospel to other African
Americans both slave and free in Richmond and its environs. After giving evidence of his

spiritual gift, Carey was soon licensed to preach by First Baptist Church. In the aftermath

5 Taylor, Biography, 11-12; Fisher, “Lott Cary,” 381-382; Jordan, Negro Baptist, 12; Poe, “Lott Carey,”
49-50; Fitts, Lott Carey, 3-5.
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of his licensure, Carey spent the Lord’s Day (Sunday) preaching on plantations
surrounding Richmond. Carey would preach as far South as Norfolk and in Lynchburg in
the East as Lynchburg. As a licensed Baptist preacher, Carey increased his desire to
improve his mind by reading: he continued to improve his mind even using his spare time
at the warehouse reading.’

During this time as well, Carey became more useful at the warehouse and he
began to accumulate money; he received promotions on the job and his boss gave him
extra money and extra tobacco for him to sell. Owing to his thrift and industry, Carey
purchased his freedom and that of his two children for $850 in 1813. As a freeman, Carey
received a regular salary that increased from time to time. At the time of his
manumission, Carey was undoubtedly a widower, but he married again in 1815 and
became an able provider for his family.’

As Carey continued to be a devoted, Christian family man, he continued to be
useful in the Church. Because of Carey’s preaching and influence in the African
American community in Richmond, he also was “instrumental in awakening among his
Colored brethren in the city of Richmond a lively interest on behalf of the spiritual
condition of Africa.” According to Fisher, William Crane, a deacon at First Baptist
Church, was the major organizer of a night school for free African Americans housed in
the meeting house of the African Baptist Church of Richmond. Through his night school,
Crane engaged his students, including Carey and Colin Teague, about African missions.

Teague, who was also a freeman, was a fellow preacher in First Baptist Church and was a

¢ Taylor, Biography, 13-14; Fisher, “Lott Cary,” 382, 384, Jordan, Negro Baptist, 12; Fitts, Lott Carey, 13-
14.
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close friend of Carey’s who would also leave for West Africa in January 1821. Crane was
successful in igniting a tire within Carey and Teague’s bosoms.”

Deacon Crane’s encouragement of his pupils Carey and Teague to take an
interest in African missions occurred at a time that American Baptists began to organize
to engage in foreign missions work. American Baptist interest in foreign missions came
by the influence of English Baptists and the mission work of William Carey in India, who
began his work there in 1795. According to Jacobs, the missionary zeal of English
Baptists owed itself to the Evangelical Revival of the 18" century.’ The English
Particular Baptists had organized the Baptist Missionary Society three years prior in
London. William Straughton, pastor of First Baptist Church in Philadelphia, was
knowledgeable of the activities of the English Particular Baptists; he was English, and he
had been present at the founding of the Baptist Missionary Society. Baptists in America
were noticeably excited about Carey’s mission; they gave their financial support to the
endeavor as well as prayed for the success of the mission; and they read Carey’s letters
from the mission field. English Baptist missionaries en route to India stayed in America,
and spoke in Baptist churches. When American Congregationalists founded the American
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions in 1810, Baptists gave their money
again.'o
The impetus for American Baptists to organize for foreign missions resulted from

a rather remarkable turn within Congregationalist ranks. American Board missionaries
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Adoniram Judson and Luther Rice became convinced of baptism by immersion during
their journey to India in 1813. Judson and Rice decided to resign their posts with the
American Board believing it would be disingenuous for them to receive support from a
Congregationalist organization; they determined to seek support from American Baptists.
Judson and his w