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FOREWORD

The purpose of the five volumes of the Oxford History of the British Empire
was to provide a comprehensive survey of the Empire from its beginning to
end, to explore the meaning of British imperialism for the ruled as well as the
rulers, and to study the significance of the British Empire as a theme in world
history. The volumes in the Companion Series carry forward this purpose.
They pursue themes that could not be covered adequately in the main series
while incorporating recent research and providing fresh interpretations of

significant topics.
Wm. Roger Louis
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PREFACE

The planning for this volume began in 2001 with the recruitment of a core of
contributors, some of whom attended a planning symposium by the beach in
Perth, Western Australia, in February 2002, with support from the Academy
of the Social Sciences in Australia and the Institute of Advanced Studies at
the University of Western Australia. By the end of that year a full complement
of authors had accepted the challenge of their commission, which required
each of them to write a chapter exploring a single theme connected to the
overarching subject of Christian missions and the British Empire. The
originality of the project lay principally in the thematic approach, which
required each of the authors to write beyond the area of their own regional
specialization. Some of the themes are hardy perennials, while others have
only recently attracted scholarly attention.

Initial findings were presented and compared at a second symposium held
at the Missions House of the Basel Missionary Society with generous spon-
sorship from the Centre for African Studies at the University of Basel and
Oxford University Press. The authors were given leeway to write up to 10,000
words in their first drafts, a limit that all exceeded by a considerable margin.
After a round of mutual criticism and encouragement, they were required to
condense their chapters to 8,000 words. From this process of cross-fertiliza-
tion and distillation emerged a book more than usually imbued with a shared
purpose. On the other hand, no attempt has been made to force a single
theoretical framework or vision on the contributors. The contributions
range from traditional empirical investigations to work on the pioneering
edge of post-colonial and transnational theory. The authors include com-
mitted Christians as well as agnostics and atheists. Their evaluations of the
results of three centuries of missionary enterprise range from the sanguine to
the sceptical. All share the convictions, however, that the British Empire
would have been very different in the absence of missions, that the agenda for
future research is lengthy, and that the religious convictions of peoples
around the world who accepted Christianity in all its myriad forms must
be taken as seriously as the faith of the European Middle Ages or the
American Puritans.



viii PREFACE

The editor wishes to thank all the contributors for putting up with my
demands, all the sponsors of the project, and the editorial staff of Oxford
University Press. Special thanks go to Professor W. Roger Louis, general
editor of the Oxford History of the British Empire, who first recognized the
need for this volume, to Emeritus Professor Terence Ranger of St Antony’s
College, Oxford, who made valuable suggestions in the early stages of the
project, and to Alaine Low, who commented extensively on the penultimate

draft.

Norman Etherington

Perth, Western Australia
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1

Introduction

NORMAN ETHERINGTON

The explosive expansion of Christianity in Africa and Asia during the last
two centuries constitutes one of the most remarkable cultural transform-
ations in the history of mankind. Because it coincided with the spread of
European economic and political hegemony, it tends to be taken for granted
as a reflex of imperialism. However, the precise connections between religion
and Empire have yet to be fully delineated by historians. This book aims to
make a contribution to the very small shelf of literature devoted to exploring
those connections in a vast library of scholarship on the history of the
Christian religion. Much work remains to be done.

Unfinished Business

Christian missions are also unfinished business for the Oxford History of the
British Empire. Christian missions and missionaries are remarkable for their
absence in the first five volumes. Only once do they occupy a whole chapter
(volume V, Historiography, chapter 19). For the rest, extended discussion of
the missionary role in Imperial history occurs only in Andrew Porter’s
chapters on religion and trusteeship in volume IIT and Nicholas Owen’s
chapter on critics of empire in volume IV. Missionaries briefly step onto
centre stage in chapters on West Africa, the Pacific Islands, and the West
Indies, but otherwise receive brief generic references (e.g. ‘British missionar-
ies as well as British businessmen required protection’ (IV, p. 42); ‘the most
visible group among the British in China was one that many Consuls tended
to regard as a nuisance: the missionaries’ (I, p. 158)). The marginal status of
missions in volumes I to V contrasts markedly with the iconic importance
accorded to the missionary in popular literature on Empire. J. A. Hobson
memorably summarized the supposed sequence of imperial progress: ‘first
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the missionary, then the Consul, and at last the invading army’’ The same
aphorism appears in many guises without attribution: ‘first the missionary,
then the trader, then the gunboat’; ‘first comes the Missionary, then comes the
Resident, lastly comes the Regiment’* A variation conveying much the same
assumption about the relationship between evangelization and imperial ex-
pansion has often been quoted by spokesmen for anti-colonial nationalisms:
‘First they had the Bible and we had the land; now we have the Bible and they
have the land. One reason that historians distrust such easy generalizations is
that rarely, if ever, do they accord with the record of British colonization.
Plantation owners in the West Indies and officials of the East India Company
put up stubborn resistance to missionaries seeking admission to lands already
under imperial control. Colonial administrators barred Christian missionaries
from parts of Nigeria and Sudan. Elsewhere missionaries worked for decades in
lands that never came under imperial control. They pointedly resisted colon-
ization schemes for New Zealand, South Africa, Malawi, and other regions.
The whole relationship between Christian missions and the Empire is
problematic. For historians of religion, missions in the era of European
imperialism constitute only a small chapter in a 2,000-year-old narrative of
the expansion of Christianity—a story that is much more than a British or
even a European enterprise. Christianity originated in Palestine and spread
through the Middle East and North Africa before it reached Scandinavia and
eastern Europe. The religion flourished in Tunisia, Ethiopia, Sudan, and
south India before there was a British Empire. And despite predictions that
‘the white man’s religion’ would decline when the hand of imperial protec-
tion was removed, evangelization prospered as never before. The number of
professing Christians in countries formerly under the British flag has multi-
plied many times since decolonization. Today significant numbers of Afri-
can, Fast Asian, and South Asian Christian missionaries are at work in
Europe and North America. Confounding the prediction that Islam would
outrun Christianity in twentieth-century Africa, the Christian population of
the continent grew from some 9 million in 1900 to 117 million in 1970 and 335
million in 2000—a transition that has been called ‘one of the most extraor-
dinary phenomena of human history’?> Andrew Walls points out that ‘in the

! Imperialism: A Study (London, 1938), p. 204.

* Frederick S. Downs, History of Christianity in India, V/5, Northeast India in the Nineteenth
and Twentieth Centuries (Bangalore, 1992), p. 30.

3 D. B. Barrett and T. M. Johnson, ‘Annual Statistical Table on Global Mission: 2000’
International Bulletin of Missionary Research, XXIV (2000), pp. 24-5.
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course of the twentieth century, Christianity has become a mainly non-
Western religion’*

Just as the history of the British Empire can be written without much
attention to missions, the history of missions can be written without much
attention to the Empire. The index of a book entitled Christian Mission in the
Twentieth Century contains five references to imperialism, two references to
Britain, and none to colonialism; in contrast, communism and communists
get eleven references, along with thirteen to the United States.” This under-
lines the important point that the story of missions in the Empire is not
simply the story of British missions. Many British missionaries worked
outside the Empire, and many of the missions that worked inside the Empire
were not British. Continental European and North American missionaries
predominated in parts of many British colonies. Nor were the British ever in
the vanguard of missionary work. Catholic missions accompanied the ex-
pansion of Spain and Portugal in the early modern period; in the eighteenth
century European Pietists launched missions to the most distant corners of
the globe long before missionary societies began sprouting in Britain in the
last decade of the eighteenth century and the first two decades of the
nineteenth century. And when British societies did appear, most of their
first agents were drawn from other countries. From its foundation to 1830
forty-nine of the Church Missionary Society’s agents came from continental
Europe.® In the twentieth century American missionaries far outdistanced
Protestant British counterparts, and Roman Catholic missions enjoyed a
resurgence that eventually eclipsed the celebrated achievements of the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. All things considered, the trajectories of
missions and Empire hardly bear comparison. The expansion of Christianity
pre-dated the British Empire by a very long time and entered a period of
explosive growth after most of the imperial enterprise had been wound
up. By the same token, a map of worldwide missionary activity—even
British missionary activity—does not resemble the map of formal Empire
in any era.

These plain facts largely explain why missions so seldom figure in the
Oxford History of the British Empire. Why then call missions unfinished
business? One reason is that, although missions and the official Empire

4 B. Stanley, ed., Christian Missions and the Enlightenment (London, 2001), p. 22.
> Timothy Yates, Christian Mission in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1994).
¢ Stanley, ed., Christian Missions, p. 35.
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were quite different operations, they play related parts in a larger drama—
the spread of modernization, globalization, and Western cultural hegemony.

Another reason is that, when they are considered on a micro level, they
often appear to enact or mimic the operations of political and economic
imperialism at the macro level. Clifton Crais sees the mission station as ‘a
colonialist institution par excellence’ that ‘communicated many of the essen-
tial ingredients of British rule and the capitalist world economy’” Scholars
outside the world of religious and historical studies were recently introduced
to this view of missions by a massive and influential study of London
Missionary Society work among the Tswana people of southern Africa: Of
Revelation and Revolution by the anthropologists Jean and John Comaroff.®
While historians generally welcomed the Comaroffs’ work with lukewarm
enthusiasm, anthropologists, literary scholars, and post-colonial theorists
hailed the book as a revelation.” Leon de Kock probably correctly identified
the reason for these divergent responses by pointing to historians’ valoriza-
tion of archival texts over ritual and performance. The Comaroffs view the
London Missionary Society’s stations as ‘performing civilization, in the hope
of educating the Tswana to adopt Western cultural practices through the
power of display.’® In many cases a strong case can be made for the mission
station as a microcosm or trope of Empire. Like the explorer, the missionary
arrived in regions barely touched by Western influences, preaching the
superiority of Western religion, technology, and cultural practices. After a
period of resistance, people began to adopt the new ways. Perversely, mis-
sionaries resisted the attempts of their converts to assume an equal social and
clerical status in the Church until, in an act of spiritual decolonization,
mission churches broke free from foreign control. Without denying that

7 Clifton C. Crais, White Supremacy and Black Resistance in Pre-industrial South Africa: The
Making of the Colonial Order in the Eastern Cape, 1770-1865 (Cambridge, 1992), p. 104.

8 Jean Comaroff and John Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, 1, Christianity, Colonial-
ism and Consciousness in South Africa (Chicago, 1991); I, The Dialectics of Modernity on a South
African Frontier (Chicago, 1997). From the historian’s point of view, the Comaroffs’ work is in
some ways a throwback to an earlier era. Steven Kaplan in 1982 expressed relief that ‘the
opposing figures of the missionary—hero and the missionary—imperialist have begun to vanish
from the scholarly literature’; ‘Ezana’s Conversion Reconsidered’, Journal of Religion in Africa,
XIII (1982), p. 101. While the Comaroffs cannot be accused of resuscitating missionary heroes,
they have breathed new life into the almost lifeless corpse of the missionary-as-imperialist.

® The parameters of the debate are set out in Elizabeth Elbourne, ‘Word Made Flesh:
Christianity, Modernity and Cultural Colonialism in the Work of Jean and John Comaroff’,
American Historical Review, CVIII (2003), pp. 435-59.

* Elbourne, ‘Word Made Flesh), p. 453.
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just such a sequence of events occurred in many mission fields, one of the
aims of this volume is to show why a simple analogy with formal imperialism
is misleading and to demonstrate the complexity of the evolving relationship
between missions and the Empire.

Plan and Scope of This Volume

The failure of the geographical empire of faith to fit any map of British
colonies, mandates, and protectorates posed an obvious difficulty for me as
editor of this volume. Casting the geographical net too wide would locate the
book among histories of the expansion of Christianity and risk losing sight of
Empire altogether. Setting the bounds too narrowly, for example at the
boundaries of formal Empire, would omit important chapters in the story,
such as David Livingstone’s journeys of discovery and the struggle between
French Catholics and British Protestants for state support in Tahiti, Mada-
gascar, and New Caledonia. The ultimate decision was made to concentrate
attention on all regions that at one time or another belonged to, or might
well have become part of, the formal Empire. As a result Christian missions
to South Asia fall within the purview of the volume, while the greater part of
China—the great hope of European and North American evangelists from
1860 to 1950—is omitted. Within this broad rubric the margins have been
deliberately left fuzzy.

A related question was whether the volume itself should be organized by
geographical region, with one chapter on the South Pacific, another on India,
a third on North America, and so on. The benefits of a regional organization
were considerable. Most historians ground their expertise in a single country
or region, so it would be easier to attract collaborators. On the other hand, it
seemed equally apparent that a regional approach would involve a good deal
of duplication. The most important themes to have emerged from recent
work on the history of missions and Empire would have to be repeated for
each region—the role of indigenous evangelists, language, gender, the cre-
ation of ethnicity, and tensions between missions and government. Similar
problems would have arisen from a chronological framework. In the end a
desire to emphasize the emerging themes won out over geography and
chronology. This placed additional burdens on the individual authors.
While concentrating on what they know best, each of them had to stretch
to encompass a wider world. That said, regional and chronological biases
creep in as a matter of course. The book needed a starting point, which
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Chapter 2, by Eliga Gould, establishes in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. For most of this period the Asian and African territorial Empire
was very small; most religious work outside the British Isles took place in
North America and the West Indies so there is a definite tilt in the direction
of a particular time and place. Explaining how the work of mission changed
from supplying the religious needs of new colonies in the eighteenth century
to plans for ‘the conversion of the world in this generation’ in the early
twentieth century requires a close look at the emergence of evangelical
Christianity in the eighteenth century and the organization of mission
societies in the nineteenth century. With the United States lost to the Empire
in the American Revolution, this story centres on developments in the
British Isles and Europe, thus giving Andrew Porter’s delineation of trends
in British missions in Chapter 3 both a regional and a chronological focus.
It was commonplace for nineteenth-century missionaries to point to the
growth of the British Empire as specifically intended by Divine Providence as
an instrument for the conversion of the world to Christianity, just as
promoters of Empire spoke of missions as partners in the work of spreading
commerce and civilization. For all the talk of partnership the relationship
between missionaries and other agents of empire was never easy. Keith
Hancock’s great Survey of Commonwealth Affairs (1937—42) conceptualized
the expansion of Empire as a series of overlapping frontiers: the traders’
frontier, the settlers’ frontier, the missionaries’ frontier, and the officials’
frontier. Hancock could see better than most the way that missionaries were
practically forced to assume the role of moral guardians. They were seldom
popular with officials and traders and generally in conflict with white settlers.
In South Africa the missionary frontier collided spectacularly with the
settlers’ frontier: on one side ‘the ideals of humane individuals working for
the protection of the weak’ and, on the other, ‘the will of a racial group which
has found its unity in the determination to survive, to possess, and to

dominate’

Although the worlds of missionaries, officials, traders, and
settlers were not as separate as Hancock’s schema would seem to imply—
many former missionaries and children of missionaries became settlers and
occupied important positions in colonial bureaucracies—there were many
spectacular collisions between missionaries and government. Chapter 4,

by Alan Lester, examines the success of missions and mission-linked

" 'W. K. Hancock, Survey of Commonwealth Affairs, 11 2, Problems of Economic Policy 1918-1939
(Oxford, 1942), p. 10.
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philanthropic societies in imperial politics following the abolition of slavery
and the gradual decline from that high point of influence.

The most important late twentieth-century scholarly insight into the
growth of Christianity in the British Empire was that European missionaries
accomplished very little in the way of conversion.'” The greatest difficulty
faced by those who have tried to argue that Christian missions were a form of
cultural imperialism has been the overwhelming evidence that the agents of
conversion were local people, not foreign missionaries. None of them were
coerced into believing and very few were paid. For example, during the entire
nineteenth century in the Travancore state of southern India the London
Missionary Society employed a total of fifty European missionaries, com-
pared to many times that number of so-called ‘native agents’ In 1900 there
were 882 of these agents—pastors, readers, schoolmasters, etc.”” In addition
to these formal operatives, Christian beliefs were spread by ordinary people,
whose numbers grew as colonial development increased mobility. Unfortu-
nately their experience remains largely undocumented in the mountains of
paper generated by European and American missions. Indeed, the balance of
documentation is usually inversely proportionate to the actual numbers. A
very recent biographical dictionary of Christian missions lists 2,400 individ-
uals, only 258 of whom are ‘non-western persons’ from Asia, Africa, and the
Pacific Islands.'* Voices of white missionaries predominate in mission pub-
lications and archives for understandable, if regrettable, reasons. As volun-
tary societies, mission organizations faced constant pressures to raise money.
Individual missionaries had to justify their lonely underpaid existences by
writing regular reports. Pressures of fund-raising and accountability gener-
ated streams of written reports aimed at pricking the consciences of con-
tributors, celebrating conversions, and explaining failures. Missionary
martyrs and heroes like Bishop Patteson and David Livingstone provided
riveting reading for pious audiences at home. Descriptions of the ‘hard-
hearted, sinful, slothful heathen’ helped European missionaries account for
their slow progress in winning converts. As Natasha Erlank observes, histor-
ians who only study printed texts run the risks of underestimating the

'* Richard Gray, Black Christians and White Missionaries (New Haven, 1990), pp. 80—1.

Y Dick Kooiman, ‘Mass Movement, Famine and Epidemic: A Study in Interrelationship’,
Modern Asian Studies, XXV (1991), p. 286.

' Gerald H. Anderson, ed., Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions (Cambridge, 1999),
pp. vii, 808-10.
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complexity and particularity of the individual missionary experience and
missing the voice of the indigenous evangelist altogether.”

The phenomenon of local people carrying Christianity far ahead of
advancing imperial frontiers first appeared in the southern Pacific in the
nineteenth century, which explains the regional and chronological weighting
of Chapter 5, by John Barker. The areas that proved most resistant to
Christian evangelizing whether by European or by indigenous agents were
regions dominated by well-entrenched universalizing creeds and sacred
written texts. Outside the Empire this was best demonstrated in China and
Japan. Within the formal Empire, resistance was stiffest in South Asia, where
the appearance of missionaries produced a backlash of religious revitaliza-
tion among Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims. Where such competing reli-
gions were deeply rooted among large populations, as in Burma, Ceylon, and
the sub-Saharan Sudanic regions, imperial authority did little to advance the
cause of Christian missions. In fact, as Robert Frykenberg points out in
Chapter 6, the British Raj assumed the role of protector of Hindu religious
establishments. That did not mean, however, that Christianity made no
headway. As in other areas of the Empire, people marginalized by social
class and geography proved to be exceptionally susceptible to the power of
the new religion. Local lay evangelists opened the way for overseas mission-
aries to establish schools, printing presses, and hospitals.

One of the greatest drawbacks to the study of the people most responsible
for the spread of Christianity is the relative paucity of texts in their own
words that describe their motivations and attitudes to political and eco-
nomic change. Chapter 7, by Peggy Brock, tries to redress the balance by
closely examining some of the rare texts, published and unpublished, pro-
duced by ‘new Christians’ who engaged in formal and informal missionary
work. In Chapter 8 a literary scholar, Gareth Griffiths, tries to penetrate the
stylized formal recounting of conversion in published texts in an effort to
hear individual indigenous voices.

Many aspects of the imperial experience would have been very different in
the absence of the missionary movement. Outside the colonies of white
settlement European women played a minor role in the imperial enterprise.
Very few gained official posts, and almost none worked in the military
services, trade, or commerce. For a long time fears of disease deterred British

15 <

Civilizing the African”: The Scottish Mission to the Xhosa, 1821-64, in Stanley, ed.,
Christian Missions and the Enlightenment, p. 151.
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officials from taking their wives to the tropics. In contrast, women were
omnipresent in Christian missions. After some early experiments in sending
unmarried men resulted in sexual scandals, most Protestant missionary
societies insisted on employing only married men. This produced the extra-
ordinary spectacle of would-be missionaries on whirlwind speaking tours in
a frantic search for suitable partners before they were due to sail for their
foreign posting. Training institutions like Mount Holyoke College in Massa-
chusetts sprang up for the specific purpose of educating appropriate mis-
sionary wives.'® Once in the field, missionaries and their wives were expected
to act as exemplars of monogamous, pious, Christian family life. By the
middle of the nineteenth century single women began to find employment as
teachers in mission schools. Though the Catholic Church had no place for
married priests, female religious orders put women to work in schools and
orphanages throughout the Empire. While every chapter in this volume
touches on questions of gender in one way or another, Chapter 9, by Patricia
Grimshaw and Peter Sherlock, is entirely devoted to the subject of women as
agents and converts of missions.

A frequent complaint of white settlers and traders in many places was that
missionaries gave their converts too much book-learning, making them unfit
for menial labour. Most missions refused to give ground on the issue because,
especially for Protestants, the chief accomplishment of the Reformation had
been to put the Bible in the hands of ordinary people. Because the ability to
read and interpret Scripture was central to the faith, teaching converts to read
the Bible was a top priority. Several consequences flowed from this commit-
ment. The West African theologian Lamin Sanneh has emphasized the cen-
trality of translation to the Christian religion.”” Key concepts of the faith had to
be conveyed in many different languages to a multitude of cultures; otherwise
Christianity would never have spread beyond Palestine. Missionaries of all
denominations, Catholic as well as Protestant, expected their clergy to have a
working knowledge of Hebrew, Greek, and Latin when they set about trans-
lating the Bible into other languages. In Chapter 10, on missions and language,
Paul Landau explores some of the momentous consequences of the translation
exercise. While utilitarian theorists argued strenuously for English as the
language of education in British colonies, missionaries were unwilling to put

' Dana Robert, ‘Mount Holyoke Women and the Dutch Reformed Missionary Movement,
1874-1904, Missionalia, XXI (1993), p. 107.

Y Lamin O. Sanneh, Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll,
NY, 1990).
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the educational cart before the evangelistic horse. It would be easier to get their
sacred texts into the hands of their converts by translating them into indigen-
ous languages. Once in possession of sound translations, local evangelists
could communicate ‘the good news’ in the familiar dialects of their fellow
countrymen. Making Bibles in new languages required the compilation of
vocabularies and translations on a truly heroic scale. Had there been no
missions in the Empire, who knows how many languages might have become
extinct? Martin Luther is generally credited with standardizing the German
language through his translation of the Bible. By the nineteenth century
language had become central to German concepts of national identity. Lan-
guage proved equally important to the emergence of new identities among
colonized peoples.

Shakespeare’s Caliban complained to Prospero that ‘You taught me lan-
guage; and my profit on’t is, [ know how to curse’. Missionaries could hardly
have anticipated all the ways that their translations would be employed,
especially in opposition to themselves and imperial rule. Literate converts
founded newspapers and used them to communicate commercial and polit-
ical information. Some were surprised to learn while reading the Old Testa-
ment in their own language that King Solomon the wise had numerous wives
and concubines, while missionaries insisted on monogamy. Applying their
own interpretative powers to the book of Revelation and prophetic books of
the Bible, some concluded that Christ would shortly return in Glory to strike
down wicked rulers. As Christianity took on a local character, new heresies
opposed mission orthodoxies, and indigenous prophets denounced the
oppression of settlers and imperial authorities. Chapter 11, by Robert
Edgar, demonstrates some of the many ways in which Christianity could be
turned against ecclesiastical and secular authority by independent-minded
preachers. While some missionaries denounced these innovations as heresies
or ‘areturn to paganism;, others attempted to understand the cultural lenses
through which non-European societies viewed the world. Translation neces-
sarily involved understanding other cultures. It is therefore not surprising, as
Patrick Harries demonstrates in Chapter 12, that missionaries were often in
the vanguard of what became known as the discipline of anthropology—
sometimes called the scholarly handmaiden of Empire. Missionaries in-
cluded voluminous ethnographic detail in their reports of Pacific Island
and African societies. Henry Callaway collected Zulu nursery tales and
legends, which were eagerly seized as precious raw material by armchair
anthropologists in late Victorian England. Susan Bayly recounts in volume IT1
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of the Oxford History of the British Empire how missionary attempts to refute
the errors of Hinduism through translations of Indian sacred texts had the
ironic consequence of making those very texts more available than ever
before to South Asian people.’® Those same translations made fundamental
contributions to European theories of language, race, and culture. When
Edwin Smith, the Methodist missionary and future President of the Royal
Anthropological Society, became a fellow of the Royal Anthropological
Institute in 1900, he was one of eleven clergy on the membership list.”
Only gradually did a rupture develop between missions and ‘professional’
anthropology.

The Empire may have been indifferent to the linguistic and anthropo-
logical work of the missions, but it could hardly have done without their
assistance in the fields of education and medicine, subjects taken up in
Chapter 13 by Norman Etherington. Lord Hailey’s African Survey of 1938
remarked that until very recently ‘nine-tenths of the education in Africa was
in the hands of missionary bodies’** The same was largely true for most
other parts of the tropical Empire and for indigenous people trapped within
white settler societies. The predominance of mission schools distinguished
the British on the one hand from the French Empire, where a strong
anticlerical tradition permeated the Third Republic, and the Portuguese
Empire on the other hand, where a Papal Concordat of 1940 gave Catholic
missions a virtual monopoly of education. Missions founded schools for
their evangelical purposes: to train local people as ministers and missionar-
ies; to spread literacy so the Bible could be read; and to form the minds of
children when adults proved indifferent or hostile to the Christian message.
As the example of missions to independent island societies of the South
Pacific and the ‘tribal’ regions of India demonstrate, missions would have
built schools without government assistance. However, when imperial grants
became available, cash-strapped missionaries grabbed them. Unlike the
United States, whose founding charter insisted on the separation of Church
and State, the British constitution enshrined their union. Public education in
the British Isles had developed in the first instance through the provision of
grants-in-aid to church schools, so it seemed natural to apply the same

® Andrew Porter, ed., OHBE I1I, The Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 1999), pp. 460—4.

¥ W. John Young, The Quiet Wise Spirit: Edwin W. Smith, 1876-1957 and Africa (Peterbor-
ough, 2002), p. 75.

*® Lord Hailey, An African Survey: A Study of Problems Arising in Africa South of the Sahara
(Oxford, 1938), pp. 1208—-9.
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system in the colonies. However welcome the funding, missions soon found
that assistance bred dependence and a large measure of government regula-
tion. Throughout the Empire, but especially in the colonies of white settle-
ment, there was relentless government hostility to ‘literary education’ and a
demand for ‘practical’ vocational training. Since race-conscious white set-
tlers had no desire to create competitors for skilled jobs, the cry for practical
education was in truth a demand that the missions train people for menial
jobs and domestic service. While the missions could not cave in to such
demands without betraying their converts, neither could they ignore the
threat that government funds might be suddenly withdrawn. The tension
remained constant, sometimes surviving decolonization. Some of the worst
abuses of mission education occurred in boarding schools. Begun as a means
for removing children from the ‘baneful influence of heathenism), they were
endorsed as ‘the most effective method of training’ by the Advisory Com-
mittee on Education in the Colonies in 1925.>' However, when linked to
government funding, they could be turned to less worthy uses, as in Austra-
lia, where racist policies aimed to remove children of mixed descent from
their Aboriginal mothers. The so-called ‘stolen children’ were picked up by
police and dropped at mission boarding schools; in most cases they never
saw their mothers again.

Government assistance to medical missions was less controversial. Unlike
schools, medical work was an optional extra for most mission societies, who
accepted sickness, death, and miraculous cures as part of the Providential
ordering of the cosmos. Medical missions were mainly supported as a holy
imitation of Christ the healer and as bait for their preaching. Before the
Second World War, British governments did not regard the provision of
medical services as a necessary service to their tropical subjects. Aside from
mission hospitals, medical services concentrated on maintaining the health
of white functionaries and certain classes of native employees, especially
mineworkers. When government and mission medical services did begin to
converge in the post-war period, decolonization was already under way, a
process that is the subject of Chapter 14, by David Maxwell. It first appeared
that missions might disappear along with imperial authority. Leaders of
independence movements who had been less than impressed with mission
support for their cause not only cut government funding but nationalized
mission schools and other facilities. After the period covered by this volume,

*' Lord Hailey, An African Survey, revised 1956 (Oxford, 1957), p. 1168.
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local clergy, who were by now mostly leaders of independent national
churches, called for a ‘Moratorium on Mission’ in the 1970s. It soon became
evident, however, that the end of Empire did not mean the end of Christian-
ity or even the foreign missionary presence. African clergy who broke their
links with mission societies during the colonial era made it plain that their
quarrel was not with Christianity but with patterns of authority that denied
them an equal place in mission councils. In the post-independence period,
congregations continued to swell, particularly among the Pentecostal
churches, which paid little attention to politics. American fundamentalist
Protestant missionaries arrived in large numbers, preaching uncomprom-
ising born-again Christianity—to the consternation of liberal churchmen
who had bent over backwards to avoid offending cultural sensitivities.
Eventually, sheer financial necessity caused many newly independent nations
to reconsider their early opposition to mission schools. Non-governmental
organizations, many of which had historic ties to Christianity, carried on
many of the welfare functions previously performed by missions—including
human rights advocacy that echoed the old humanitarian crusades of
Exeter Hall.

Placing Missions and Empire in a Global Historical Context

Theologians like to base missions on biblical texts, especially the so-called
‘Great Commission’ given by the risen Christ to his disciples (Mark 16: 5):
‘Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature’ That
command is given an eschatological dimension in Matthew 24: 14, when
Jesus on the Mount of Olives prophesies about the end of the world and the
Last Judgement: ‘this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world
for a witness unto all nations; and then shall the end come’. It is also
commonplace to cite St Paul as the exemplar of evangelization, a man who
virtually invented the notion of conversion, and whose method was to
preach in one place until a new church was formed, leaving the recent
converts to govern and sustain themselves.** Scripture notwithstanding,
Christian missions have varied markedly from century to century. The
missions depicted in this volume differed in many respects from those
prominent in earlier times.

** Andrew Walls, ‘Converts or Proselytes? The Crisis over Conversion in the Early Church’,
International Bulletin of Missionary Research, XVIII (2004), pp. 2—6.
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The schism in Western Christianity provoked by the Protestant Reforma-
tion ensured that Britain played no part in the sixteenth-century efflores-
cence of Catholic missions. Although some features of the Spanish and
Portuguese missionary experience prefigured later Protestant missions—
the encounter with other cultures, the struggle to attract converts, and
tensions with state-sanctioned land seizures and forced labour—there were
also very significant differences. The Portuguese and Spanish Empires took
for granted that Christendom should be coterminous with the boundaries of
Christian kingdoms, so Christianity was a state-sponsored enterprise. When
the Pope made his celebrated division of the world between those powers in
1498, he also granted them the right of Padroado, which made religion a
Crown monopoly. Not only did this give monarchs the sole right to appoint
bishops and other ecclesiastical authorities, it also enabled them to employ
coercion in converting infidels and heathen to their religion at home and
abroad. Portuguese expansion brought the Inquisition to India in 1560.* No
mission ever enjoyed such advantages under the British Crown, even though
the monarch was the constitutional head of the Church of England. Al-
though long barred from holding public offices, Catholics and Dissenters
were free to practise their religion. Little or nothing of the special status
enjoyed at home by the established churches of England, Ireland, and
Scotland was extended to overseas colonies. Deliberate policy opposed the
multiplication of state-supported Anglican bishops in the colonies.**

The word ‘mission’ held different meanings for different churches at
different periods. The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign
Parts and the Society for the Promoting of Christian Knowledge were
founded in the eighteenth century principally for the purpose of supplying
the needs of British Christians in North America—not for the conversion of
native peoples. The Roman Catholic Church long continued to regard the
clergy it sent to Protestant Britain and those sent from Ireland to serve the
needs of Irish in other parts of the Empire as missionaries. The Wesleyan
Methodist Missionary Society similarly referred to the evangelists it sent to
Ireland as missionaries. In the twentieth century Pentecostals, Adventists,
Mormons, and Jehovah’s Witnesses mounted missions aimed at converting
the already Christian populations of the settlement colonies to membership
of their sects. Attempts to recall the English urban working class to practising

* Kranti K. Farias, The Christian Impact in South Kanara (Mumbai, 1999), p. 31.
** A. Porter, ‘Religion, Missionary Enthusiasm, and Empire’, OHBE 111, pp. 223-31.
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Christianity were called Home Missions. However, when most British people
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries spoke of missions, they meant
enterprises devoted to conversion of people who were not Christian:
Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Confucians, Buddhists, and people of no recognized
faith—the heathen.

The launch of missions to Pacific Islands by the London Missionary
Society in the 1790s marked the first occasion in modern British history
when ministers of religion went to work in alien societies on terms set by
other people.” Far from enjoying royal patronage, missionaries had to
struggle for the right to preach in territories held by the East India Company
before an act of Parliament specifically sanctioned them in 1813. Missions’
primary reliance on private funding helps explain the often tense relations
between imperial officials and missionaries. Britain’s policy of religious
toleration and the voluntary character of missionary enterprise prevented
any single denomination from predominating in the Empire. In this volume
the most striking feature of missions is diversity. Not only did a variety of
approaches to missions coexist at any one point, the missionary enterprise as
awhole went through remarkable changes over time. Missions at the dawn of
the nineteenth century differed markedly from missions at the turn of the
twentieth century. When British societies sponsoring missions to non-Chris-
tian lands began to proliferate in the 1790s, they faced indifference if not
outright opposition from entrenched powers in Church and State. The vocal
championing of liberty of thought by dissenting denominations made them
suspect in a nation at war with the French Revolution. Apart from some
continental Europeans working for British missionary societies, most of the
home-grown agents were drawn from the lower ranks of society: stone-
masons, carpenters, and printers with little formal education. The English
class system put most European missionaries at the bottom of the totem pole
of prestige in British colonies. Until well into the nineteenth century the
Church of England had no procedures for appointing bishops outside British
territory and distrusted mission organizations without an ecclesiastical
hierarchy. The Calvinist theology of the established Church of Scotland
had difficulty coming to terms with projects for converting the heathen in
aworld where God had already predestined some for salvation and others for
damnation. The General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1796

* Andrew Walls, ‘The Eighteenth-Century Protestant Missionary Awakening), in Stanley, ed.,
Christian Missions and the Enlightenment, pp. 27-8.
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declared the preaching of the Gospel ‘among barbarians and heathen natives
to be highly preposterous in so far as it anticipates, nay even reverses, the
order of Nature’*® Many of the agents of the new missionary societies in
Europe and America held radical theological views based on their readings of
the book of Revelation. Unlike the philosophers of the Enlightenment, they
did not look forward to endless vistas of secular progress. The political
upheavals and wars raging around them seemed to presage the last days of
sinful humanity and the imminent return of Christ. Almost all early nine-
teenth-century missionaries condemned non-Christian societies as sinks of
iniquity. As Bishop Heber’s popular missionary hymn put it, European
evangelists were venturing into beautiful but godless lands, ‘where every
prospect pleases, and only man is vile’. This attitude gradually disappeared in
many denominations. Even before the Victorian age concluded, some mis-
sionaries were preaching that European Christianity could be enriched by
contact with other cultures. According to ‘fulfilment theology, God had
granted special insights to Hindus, Africans, and other peoples that would
give new dimensions to European worship, just as their acceptance of Christ
would fulfil their progress towards salvation.”

Many unsuccessful attempts have been made to specify a single factor that
can explain the explosion of Christian missions in the period 1780-1900. One
is the idea that millennial expectations excited the flurry of activity. Some
historians stress the effects of pre-millennialism and post-millennialism.*®
Pre-millennialists believed that the world was living through a dark thou-
sand-year reign of Satan, after which Christ would return to reign on earth
during a golden age lasting a further thousand years prior to the Last
Judgement. Post-millennialists believed that the golden age had already
dawned but that Christ would not be returning until it had run its course.
Particular missions can be cited as examples of each persuasion. The German
Pastor Louis Harms founded a mission in his little village of Hermannsburg,
near Hanover, that sent missionaries to the heart of Africa and Australia.
Believing that the reign of Satan had already begun, Harms was looking for
isolated refuges where pure Christianity might survive the darkness. Oper-
ations of the London Missionary Society, on the other hand, expressed an
optimistic faith in progress linked to post-millennial expectations that the

*$ Arthur Mayhew, Christianity and the Government of India (London, 1929), p. 28.

* Martin Maw, Visions of India: Fulfilment Theology, the Aryan Race Theory, and the Work of
British Protestant Missionaries in Victorian India (Frankfurt, 1990).

*8 Yates, Christian Mission, p. 9.
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golden age had arrived. Millenarians who ignored the thousand-year periods
mentioned in the book of Revelation sometimes argued that missions could
accelerate the Second Coming by simply fulfilling Christ’s prophecy that the
end would come when the gospel had been preached to all the world—
regardless of whether anyone believed it. The British philanthropist Robert
Arthington funded missions because he ‘believed it was only necessary for
the evangelist to pass through all these tracts of country (as yet untouched by
the Truth) distributing Gospels, and preaching the Word, in order that
Christ might come and restore all things’*® The trouble with millenarianism
of any variety as a catch-all explanation for modern missions is that some
mission theorists never mentioned the millennium and missions continued
to flourish even after millennialism was a spent force in Europe (though
it still flourishes in many parts of the Third World). (pp. 47—56) Post-
millennial beliefs so closely resemble secular doctrines of progress springing
from the European Enlightenment that the difference hardly seems to
matter. However, attempts to explain the new era of missions by reference
to Enlightenment alone run up against many examples of evangelical organ-
izations that deliberately set their face against the French Revolution and all
its works. Eugene de Mazenod founded the Oblates of Mary Immaculate in
Marseille to defend the restored Catholic monarchical order against the
forces of godless atheism. Catholic missions in general evidenced the
strength of Ultramontane forces in the Church. In place of the Padroado
arrangements, which put missionary orders in the hands of Spanish and
Portuguese monarchs, there was now direct control by the Pope through the
propaganda fide.°

Not only is it difficult to point to any one cause of missionary enthusiasm,
but different causes predominated at different times. Nationalism, barely
evident in the late eighteenth-century missionary movement, had become a
driving force one hundred years later. At the international missionary con-
ference of 1900 in New York’s Carnegie Hall, delegates spontaneously burst
into the American patriotic hymn ‘My Country ’tis of Thee’ following an

* Downs, History of Christianity in India, V/5, Northeast India, p. 83; Brian Stanley, History of
the Baptist Missionary Society, 1792-1992 (Edinburgh, 1992), p. 381. Seventh-Day Adventists only
became active in foreign missions when their prophet Ellen White ‘began to stress the idea that
believers could hasten Christ’s coming by mission activity’; Dennis Steely, ‘Unfinished: The
Seventh-Day Adventist Mission in the South Pacific, Excluding Papua New Guinea, 1886-1986),
Ph.D., thesis (Auckland, 1989), p. 53.

3 Edmund M. Hogan, The Irish Missionary Movement: A Historical Survey, 1830-1980
(Dublin, 1990), pp. 55-6.
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address by President McKinley.” Struggling Trappist missionaries in South
Africa were suddenly overwhelmed with offers of funding in the 1880s as
German nationalism invigorated Bavarian Catholics. The revival of Spanish
and Portuguese nationalism resulted in massive support for Catholic mis-
sions in African colonies that had previously been neglected backwaters.
However, every advance for nationalism was balanced by a step forward for
an international ecumenical movement. Today’s World Council of Churches
can trace its pedigree directly back to the World Missionary Conference at
Edinburgh in 1910. King George V congratulated the gathering for ‘its
bearing upon the cementing of international friendship, the cause of peace,
and the well-being of mankind’, while William Jennings Bryan, who had been
a candidate for the presidency of the United States in 1896, made several
addresses.”® By the end of the twentieth century such fervent messages of
support from monarchs and politicians were practically unknown in the
West, even as Pentecostal evangelists permeated the globe with messages
supremely indifferent to national borders. It seems likely that future scholars,
like the authors of this volume, will shy away from mono-causal explanations
of the modern missionary movement.

3 Yates, Christian Mission, p. 12.
3 World Missionary Conference, 1910: The History and Records of the Conference, together with
Addresses Delivered at the Evening Meetings (London, 1910), p. 141.



2

Prelude: The Christianizing of British America

ELIGA H. GOULD

Although the history of Britain’s overseas missions properly begins in the
American colonies, one can read extensively in the history of early American
religion without encountering either missions or missionaries. While ac-
knowledging the pre-revolutionary dynamism of the Anglican Society for
the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG) and the Anglican-
dominated Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK), early
American historians place far more emphasis on the efforts of revivalists
like Whitefield and his fellow evangelicals, depicting the Church of England’s
missions as of secondary importance. As we are often told, the growth of
Protestant Christianity in British America—especially those parts that
became the United States—was a voluntaristic, market-driven phenomenon,
a decentralized (and decentralizing) project fundamentally different from
the clerically dominated initiatives that we associate with missionary move-
ments in subsequent phases of Britain’s expansion.'

One consequence of this inattention to missions has been to encourage an
‘exceptionalist’ interpretation of early American Protestantism, and to dis-
sociate the Christianizing of British America from the spread of Christianity
in Britain and the other parts of the British Empire. In several respects, this
tendency is misleading. Not only was British America the crucible of what
Andrew Porter has called an ‘Atlantic system’ of international missionary
endeavour, both for the Church of England and for its dissenting competi-
tors,” but the Christianizing of British America was itself the product of an
evangelical culture far more similar to its missionary counterparts than is
sometimes realized. Indeed, if we accept the essential ‘ambiguity of the term

! See Boyd Stanley Schlenther, ‘Religious Faith and Commercial Empire’, in P. J. Marshall, ed.,
OHBE 11, The Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1998), pp. 128—50.

> Andrew Porter, ‘Church History, History of Christianity, Religious History: Some Reflec-
tions on British Missionary Enterprise since the Late Eighteenth Century’, Church History, LXXI
(2002), pp. 568-75.
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5

“mission”’ for the entire sweep of British imperial history—as Norman
Etherington has urged—it becomes evident that the religious history of
which Whitefield and his fellow evangelicals are a central part is but one

chapter in a larger story of British missions and missionary enterprise.’

American Indians

As in the nineteenth century, Protestant missions to indigenous peoples
featured prominently in the rhetoric of Britain’s early modern expansion.
In the well-known formulation of John Winthrop’s 1630 sermon on board
the Arbella, New England envisioned itself ‘as a Citty upon a hill, a biblical
commonwealth whose Christian example would reform the world.* Al-
though Winthrop was thinking chiefly of Archbishop Laud’s England,
many writers directed their proselytizing energy towards the Indians. “The
people of America crye out unto us...to come and helpe them, wrote the
younger Richard Hakluyt in 1584.° In his instructions to the Virginia Com-
pany, James VI and I enjoined settlers bound for the new colony to ‘well
entreate’ the Indians ‘whereby they may be the sooner drawne to the true
knowledge of God, and the Obedience of us’® A hundred years later the
SPG’s charter included native conversion among the society’s main object-
ives, and during the eighteenth century Protestants on both sides of the
Atlantic regarded ‘Christianizing the Indians’ both as a sacred duty and as a
necessary expedient for checking the power of Catholic France.”

If Britons everywhere affirmed the desirability of spreading the Christian
gospel in Indian country, the reality was often different. Outside southern
New England, where Puritans established a series of ‘praying Indian’ towns
during the seventeenth century, Anglo-American missionaries encountered
frequently insurmountable obstacles, including native resistance, Jesuit
competition, and the insistence of both Anglicans and Dissenters that

> Norman Etherington, ‘Missions and Empire’, in Robin W. Winks, ed., OHBE V, Historiog-
raphy (Oxford, 1999), p. 303.

* Winthrop, ‘A Modell of Christian Charity’ (1630), cited in Jerome Reich, Colonial America,
3rd edn. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1994), p. 78.
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Indians be ‘reduced’ to civilization before they could be converted to Chris-
tianity. During the 1740s David Brainerd achieved temporary success
through his Indian mission in New Jersey, but early death ensured that his
efforts did not outlive him. More typical was Moor’s Charity School for
Indians in Lebanon, Connecticut. Founded by Eleazar Wheelock in 1754, the
Congregational school counted among its graduates Sampson Occum and
Joseph Brandt. However, Wheelock regarded the venture as a failure; when
the school moved to New Hampshire as Dartmouth College in 1769, it largely
abandoned its original emphasis on Indian education. Even the Moravians
who followed Count Nicholas von Zinzendorf to eastern Pennsylvania
achieved only partial success. Despite winning several hundred converts
during the 1740s and 1750s, they found that most Indians rejected their
message. As Jeremy Belknap reported to the Scottish SPCK following his
1796 mission to the Oneidas, the Indian who adopted English ways and
creeds found himself (or herself) living in two incompatible worlds: ‘He is
neither white man nor an Indian; as he had no character with us, he has none
with them.®

Although Indian missions rarely conformed to their benefactors’ expect-
ations, Christianity still had far-reaching implications for native culture. In
the eighteenth-century European contests for influence on North America’s
‘middle ground), religious affiliation was often the basis for military and
diplomatic cooperation—a fact nicely illustrated by Joseph Brandt’s tripar-
tite character as Mohawk sachem, Anglican missionary, and British officer.’
Even when Indians resisted formal Christianization, they incorporated elem-
ents of Christian worship into their own practices and beliefs. As a group of
Moravians reported of a mission to the Indian village of Goschgoschuenk on
the Allegheny River, several prophets who preached against them ‘claimed to
have been to heaven, and one said he had seen the Christian God."
According to both Protestants and rival Catholic orders, the Indian penchant
for selective borrowing was a principal reason for the unusual success of the
Jesuits, who sought converts not through the outright suppression of Indian
culture but by accepting, at least provisionally, some analogies between
native beliefs and Christian doctrine. In Nova Scotia and New Brunswick
such efforts helped create an indigenous Mi’kmaq Catholicism that included

8 Axtell, Invasion Within, pp. 131-78, 204-17, 275.
° Richard White, The Middle Ground (Cambridge, 1991).
'° Eric Hinderaker, Elusive Empires (Cambridge, 1997), p. 65.
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catechisms written in native hieroglyphs, feasts of patron saints with sign-
ificance for local culture, and special formulas for baptizing infants, all of
which survived Britain’s annexation of the region in 1713 and are still
practised today."”

Despite the persistence of native religion (or perhaps because of it), the
resources that British and colonial missionaries devoted to indigenous
conversion were relatively meagre compared to what they expended along
the Atlantic seaboard. Although this was especially true of dissenting
churches and denominations, whose decentralized structure provided few
salaried positions other than service as a parish minister, even the Anglican
SPG, which sent more than 600 missionaries to America during the eight-
eenth century, showed a ‘limited return’ for its efforts in Indian country.” In
response to episcopal queries during the mid-1720s, southern Anglicans were
virtually unanimous that Indians rejected Christianity. At the Mohawk
Castle in central New York, one hapless priest wrote that Indians who
attended his chapel went away ‘laughing’; others tried to disrupt services
by beating drums; and those who did convert—mainly women—Ied lives
that were too debauched (in English eyes) to admit to communion.” If SPG
missionaries were the ‘good soldiers of Jesus Christ, as White Kennett told
the Society’s London sponsors in 1706, both they and their dissenting rivals
achieved their greatest triumphs east of the Appalachians."*

Settler Indifference

In the settled colonies Protestant missionaries and evangelical ministers
confronted a population that, though nominally Christian, seemed at
times to be no more thoroughly churched than the Indians to the west.
Colonial church adherence rates—defined somewhat loosely as a ‘regular or
steady attachment to institutional Christianity’—varied widely at mid-
century, from two-thirds of eligible adults (men and women) in rural
New England to less than 15 per cent in New York City. Despite pockets of
religiosity, the general pattern was indifference, with the overall figure for
the thirteen colonies that became the United States falling short of the 25 to

" Axtell, Invasion Within, p. 277.
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30 per cent that obtained on the eve of the Civil War, and well below ‘the 60
percent of adults who belonged to churches in America in the 1960s’." In the
West Indies planter absenteeism probably intensified such patterns, making
the settlers’ indifference still more pronounced. Even Patricia Bonomi, who
has argued for higher rates of adherence, accepts that figures at the end of the
eighteenth century were higher than those at its beginning and that the ‘era
presents itself as one of rising vitality in religious life, an era not of decline
but the reverse—of proliferation and growth’'

In part, low adherence rates reflected the relative scarcity of institutional
assets like church buildings, religious books, and qualified ministers. In
Virginia, where the Church of England was legally established, there were
fifty parishes in 1680, only thirty-five of which had churches or priests."”
Elsewhere, churches and clergy were in even shorter supply; only Congre-
gational New England and Anglican Barbados possessed the infrastructure
necessary to meet the spiritual needs of most Protestant inhabitants."® Many
localities experienced similar shortages of religious literature. Until the first
American edition appeared during the Revolution, even Bibles had to be
imported from Europe.” To rectify the situation, Thomas Bray, the Anglican
commissary for Maryland, helped found the SPCK (1698) to distribute Bibles
and religious tracts to British Atlantic territories. Bray also helped launch the
SPG (1701), complaining that ‘the English Colonies. .. [had] been in a manner
abandoned to Atheism; or, what is much at one, to Quakerism, for want of a
clergy settled among them’** According to Hugh Jones, Anglican ministers
in Virginia, most of whom were British or Irish natives, found their situation
‘very odd...being different to what they have been heretofore accustomed
to’* Dissenting clergy who had been educated in Britain or Europe invari-
ably agreed.

Some contrasts drawn between the colonies and Britain were more appar-
ent than real. In their institutional poverty, the American colonies resembled
other outlying regions of the British Atlantic, especially Britain’s Gaelic
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hinterland. Speaking of missions to Native Americans in the 1650s, Roger
Williams remarked, ‘we have Indians at home [England], Indians in Corne-
wall, Indians in Wales, Indians in Ireland’** According to an archdiocesan
report from 1743, nearly a third of Yorkshire’s Anglican parishes lacked
ministers.® Not surprisingly, decentralized religious movements that flour-
ished in America often experienced similar success in Britain and Ireland.
During the second half of the eighteenth century, Methodist cells meeting in
private homes, often under the leadership of devout women, took root
wherever established churches were absent or under-represented: northern
New England, Virginia’s Piedmont, the sugar plantations of the West Indies,
rural Wales, and Yorkshire’s manufacturing districts. Yet if the problems that
beset the colonies differed from those of the metropolis ‘in degree rather than
in kind’, the differences still mattered.** Even Anglicans in Britain could draw
on institutional resources unavailable to their colonial brethren: ancient
schools and universities, large ecclesiastical and charitable endowments,
and—in some colonies—legal establishment. (The Church was established
in two-thirds of the colonies.)

Compounding these institutional weaknesses was the indifference of
colonists who did belong to churches. In Congregational New England
such ‘horse-shed’ Christians accepted the teachings of the Church and
attended services with some regularity, but substantial numbers refrained
from taking communion, with men in particular postponing full member-
ship until they were in their thirties or forties. In response, many churches
adopted the compromise known as the Half-Way Covenant of 1662, which
permitted the children of church members who had not yet ‘owned the
covenant’ to become ‘half-way’ members.” One result was to diminish the
political and ecclesiastical influence of the seventeenth-century Puritan
‘saints, bringing New England’s religious culture more closely into line
with that of moderate Calvinists elsewhere in the British Atlantic.*® Another
was to feminize the region’s churches. Because women continued to become
full members just before or after marriage, nearly every Congregational
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church in New England had membership rolls with a female majority by the
early eighteenth century.”

Still another challenge to Christian authority was popular belief in the
occult. Although the massive literature on New England’s seventeenth-
century witch trials provides good reason to treat reports of popular occult-
ism with scepticism, the ubiquity of statutes against witchcraft and other
dark arts is a reminder that British Americans inhabited a world of imagined
wonders.*® Colonial records are full of people like the Pennsylvania German
Simon Graf, who ‘dealt in witchcraft and the exorcism of devils’; the Boston
publisher Nathaniel Ames, who used astrological predictions of the future to
boost sales of his almanac; and the Newport, Rhode Island, woman whom
Ezra Stiles claimed sold urine cakes for divining.* Although British colonists
believed themselves immune to Indian and African black magic, they were
also keenly aware of the ‘superstitions’ prevalent among non-Europeans
living in their midst.>®* The Indian raids that beset New England after 1676
probably heightened colonists’ fears of Satanism, contributing to the witch-
craft accusations that crested at Salem in 1692.%"

In addition to these internal challenges, Protestants throughout the Eng-
lish-speaking Atlantic feared Catholicism. Although Europe’s Catholic re-
vival did not directly affect British America, the colonies gave refuge to
thousands of European Protestants with first-hand experience of the French
Revocation of the Edict of Nantes (1685), Louis XIV’s wartime devastation of
the German Palatinate, and the German emperor Charles VI’s expulsion of
the Salzburgers and Moravians.** Such events suggested a life-and-death
struggle between ‘the pure Religion of Jesus—as the Presbyterian Samuel
Davies told the militia of Hanover County, Virginia, in 1755—and the forces
of ‘Ignorance, Superstition, Idolatry, Tyranny over conscience, Massacre,
Fire and Sword and all the Mischiefs beyond Expression, with which Popery
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is pregnant’® Although Davies was thinking in military terms, the struggle
with Catholicism was also a battle for souls, one in which Protestant missions
to the unchurched peoples of British America had a vital role to play.

Taken together, British America’s weak religious institutions, widespread
indifference, and popular belief in the occult meant that ministers who took
up residence as parish clergy found it necessary to adopt proselytizing roles
conventionally associated with missionary activity. Meanwhile, the vulner-
ability felt by Protestants everywhere made such challenges seem all the more
urgent. Speaking in the mid-1750s of Pennsylvania’s substantial German
population, William Smith of Philadelphia warned that the colony’s shortage
of Lutheran and Reformed ministers made would-be parishioners ‘liable to
be seduced by every enterprizing Jesuit, having almost no Protestant Clergy
among them to put them on their Guard, and warn them against Popery’.**
As an opponent of the colony’s Quaker oligarchy, the Anglican Smith had
partisan reasons for impugning the loyalty of immigrants who supported the
ruling party’s candidates at the polls. But many Germans shared his con-
cerns. The journals of the Lutheran pastor Henry Muhlenberg, who emi-
grated to Pennsylvania in 1742, contain numerous accounts of false prophets
and the congregations they duped into supporting them.” George White-
field warned a Philadelphia congregation in 1746, ‘the rod is yet hanging over
us’. Given the reality of irreligion at home and militant Catholicism abroad,
Britain’s only hope was ‘a national reformation’ that brought all its people,
‘with one heart, to observe Gop’s Statutes, and keep his Laws’3®

The Protestant Awakening

By the 1740s Protestants throughout the British Empire were experiencing a
reformation of sorts, a broad-based, multi-confessional revival driven in part
by the activities of mission societies and evangelical networks dedicated to
spreading the gospel both at home and in foreign parts. This awakening was
not confined to the colonies, nor was it the exclusive preserve of evangelicals
like Whitefield. In the Highlands, the Scottish SPCK—founded in 1709 as the
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Presbyterian Church of Scotland’s counterpart to the eponymous society in
England and the colonies—supported 176 schools by the 1750s, offering
instruction in Protestant Christianity and the English language to nearly
6,500 Gaelic-speaking pupils.” The English SPCK achieved similar results in
Wales, where it combined English-language instruction with the provision of
Bibles in the native tongue.>® Although the Great Awakening that swept the
American colonies during the 1740s and 1750s was probably the best-known
phase of this revival, its roots were both transatlantic and interdenomin-
ational, and they reached back into the closing decades of seventeenth
century. The Christianizing of British America also owed more than is
sometimes realized to Anglican organizations and activities.

The London-based SPG was the wealthiest and most powerful. Although
the Society’s founder, Thomas Bray, insisted that its purpose was not ‘to
intermeddle, where Christianity under any form has obtained Possession, its
Anglican missionaries clashed repeatedly with Dissenters, who were numer-
ically superior in every colony outside the Chesapeake.*® The most dramatic
conflicts occurred in New England, where the SPG built churches, forced
colonial legislatures to grant Anglicans toleration, and—during the famous
(or notorious) coup of 1722—induced Timothy Cutler, the Congregational
rector of Yale College, to conform to the Church of England, together with
two students and four nearby Congregational ministers.*® Despite its associ-
ations with polite society, Anglicanism proved especially successful in New
England’s outlying districts and among the poor, prompting New Hamp-
shire’s governor John Wentworth to claim that, ‘if the Church service was
performed without Expense or any zealous attempts to proselyte, the People
would naturally flock to it’* SPG missionaries were also active in the Middle
Colonies, the Lower South, and the West Indies, where they took an early
lead in evangelizing both white settlers and enslaved Africans. On eve of the
Revolution, Anglicans belonged to the fastest-growing colonial church, and
the only one that could claim a presence from Newfoundland to the Lesser
Antilles.
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Although the SPCK was a less sectarian body, its impact was equally
widespread. As an indication of its multi-confessional character, the Society
maintained close ties with its Scottish Presbyterian affiliate and helped
sustain a German-based network that included the pietist theologian August
Herrmann Francke of the University of Halle, the Lutheran mission at
Tranquebar in south India, and the Salzburgers and Moravians who sought
refuge in Georgia during the 1730s.** ‘Casting my eye on a mapp of the world,
remarked the New England-born secretary of the SPCK Henry Newman in
1719, ‘T [can] not help observing that Germany is near the centre of the
extreams of the known habitable parts of our globe, and consequently by her
situation the fittest country to invigorate the most distant nations with the
most important truths)* Anglicans were among the chief beneficiaries of
this network. As the Jacobite rumours that haunted its early years suggest,
the Society was a particular favourite of high-church Anglicans and Tories,
among them Samuel Wesley and his Methodist sons Charles and John.** In
1718 Yale’s acceptance of an unsolicited gift of books from the SPCK fore-
shadowed the apostasy of Timothy Cutler four years later. By the final decade
of the eighteenth century the Society had founded fifty lending libraries in
the colonies and sent an additional 34,000 volumes for distribution in North
America and Bermuda, many by English churchmen.*

None of British America’s dissenting churches and denominations
matched these Anglican efforts in geographical reach or institutional coher-
ence. During the SPG’s initial forays, Congregationalists in New England
sought closer ties with dissenting churches in London. As their numbers
grew, Scottish, Irish, and German immigrants made similar efforts to stay in
contact with synods, classes, and consistories in Europe. More often than
not, though, such collaboration produced disagreement and, occasionally,
schism. Although English Dissenters sympathized with their New England
brethren, they also lectured them on the need to respect the ‘Liberty of
Conscience’ of other Protestants, especially Quakers and Anglicans.* In a
similar fashion, Scots Irish settlers who began migrating to Pennsylvania
during the 1720s adhered to an Irish ‘Old Side’ Presbyterianism whose
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emphasis on ‘local autonomy’ and ‘tolerance of nonessential differences’
clashed with the more hierarchical, doctrinaire principles of the Church’s
increasingly evangelical Scottish and American clergy.* Between 1741 and
1758 the two factions split, with Gilbert Tennent and the evangelicals estab-
lishing their own synod at New York and college at Princeton. Even after the
schism was healed, New Side evangelicals sought to limit the influence of Old
Side faculty at the College of New Jersey, and in 1773 they persuaded the
Philadelphia Synod to pass a ‘non-importation act’, effectively barring Irish
clergy from Pennsylvania pulpits without the body’s approval. In western
Pennsylvania, where Scots Irish churches predominated, the controversy
ensured that for a time three counties had no settled ministers at all.**

If they lacked Anglicanism’s centralized, disciplined organization, Dis-
senters wielded two countervailing advantages during the revivals of the
1740s and 1750s. The first was a set of ecclesiastical structures that permitted
local self-government and the ordination of ministers in the colonies. Unlike
the Church of England, which had ‘commissaries” instead of bishops and
whose priests had to cross the Atlantic to be ordained by the Bishop of
London, dissenting churches in British America possessed full rights of
ordination and governance. As a result, Congregationalists, Presbyterians,
Lutherans, and (after 1771) Dutch Reformed churches were able to replicate
the essential features of their respective hierarchies in America, including
schools, academies, and—by the middle decades of the eighteenth century—
colleges. As the Presbyterian schism of 1741 showed, such ecclesiastical
powers were occasionally the source of discord, but by the time of the
American Revolution the largest colonial denominations were remarkably
self-sufficient, maintaining ties to co-religionists in Europe while supplying
their own clergy and settling their own rules and regulations. ‘We are a Rope
of Sand, complained the Anglican Henry Caner in 1763: ‘there is no union,
no authority among us; we cannot even summon a Convention for united
Counsell and advance, while the Dissenting ministers have their Monthly,
Quarterly, and Annual Associations, Conventions, &c., to advise, assist, and
support each other.*

The Dissenters’ other advantage was their receptivity to itinerant preach-
ing. As the prosecution of the Connecticut evangelical James Davenport for
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itinerancy showed, moderate Dissenters had little tolerance for revivalists
who ‘boast[ed] in another man’s line’ by preaching without licence.”® Yet
most evangelicals embraced itinerancy in one form or another. The most
famous example was the ‘Grand Itinerant’ George Whitefield, who, despite
his Anglican ordination and Oxford degree, opposed the Church of Eng-
land’s commissaries by preaching in colonial parishes without their permis-
sion, held open-air meetings that reportedly attracted as many as 30,000
people, and helped found the Methodist movement whose American branch
split off in 1784 as an independent denomination.”* Following the American
Revolution, Methodist and Baptist itinerants perfected Whitefield’s tech-
niques, making theirs the fastest-growing denominations in the English-
speaking Atlantic and displacing Anglicanism as the dominant church south
of Pennsylvania. Unlike the Church of England’s well-funded missionaries,
such men typically supported themselves, maintaining farms while preach-
ing to all that would listen.”® As the SPG missionary Charles Woodmason
complained of his frontier parish in South Carolina during the 1760s, the
entire backcountry seemed to be ‘eaten up by Itinerant Teachers, Preachers,
and Impostors from New England and Pennsylvania—Baptists, New Lights,
Presbyterians, Independents, and an hundred other Sects’.”?

Despite their many differences, participants in British America’s mid-
century revivals shared a number of characteristics. The first was a pervasive
willingness to be ‘peddlers of divinity, and to use the British Atlantic’s
expanding markets to spread the gospel.>* With their portable hierarchies
and embrace of itinerancy, Dissenters were especially well suited to commer-
cialized forms of evangelism. As Susan O’Brien has shown, the British and
American revivals of the mid-eighteenth century created a ‘transatlantic
community of saints’—an evangelical network bound together by letters,
published sermons, newspaper and magazine literature, and long-distance
travel. The United Concert of Prayer, which originated during the 1730s in
Scotland and England and which Jonathan Edwards helped turn into a day of
thanksgiving throughout Britain’s Atlantic empire, was probably the
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network’s best-known achievement. The interconnectedness of British evan-
gelicalism was also evident in the passages that Nicholas Gilman read to his
Durham, New Hampshire, parishioners from the Glasgow Weekly History;
the transatlantic donations raised during the 1740s and 1750s for Whitefield’s
Georgia Orphan House and Tennent’s College of New Jersey; and the
London Spa Fields Tabernacle hymn from 1742 that proclaimed ‘Great things
in England, Wales and Scotland wrought | And in America to pass are
brought.” Although Anglicanism’s legal establishment made it less depend-
ent on commercial networks, its ministers in New England and the middle
colonies freely participated in this marketplace of creeds, soliciting dona-
tions for schools and missions, distributing literature through the SPCK, and
competing for souls with the colonies’ other churches and denominations.
The second defining characteristic of British America’s Protestant mis-
sions and evangelical networks was a growing attachment to—and, often,
reverence for—ecclesiastical authority. In none of the colonial denomin-
ations that experienced awakenings during the eighteenth century did lay
revivalists and movements gain more than a temporary advantage. Except
for the Baptists, evangelical leaders were invariably ordained ministers,
whose jeremiads on the ‘danger(s] of an unconverted ministry’ (to quote
Tennent’s famous schism-producing sermon) did not mean they were in any
way anticlerical.”® Indeed, most revivals strengthened the position of their
denominations’ clergy and of the synods, conventions, and associations
charged with supervising them. When interlopers preached doctrines with
which they disagreed, evangelical clergy could be as disparaging of itinerancy
as their Anglican opponents. In 1779 the Presbytery of Hanover, Virginia,
founded twenty years earlier by the itinerant Samuel Davies, warned that its
parishioners were in danger of being ‘utterly lost by the prevalency...of
many ignorant and irreligious sectaries’”” Even Baptists, whom students of
American religion depict as typifying the eighteenth-century revivals’ demo-
cratic tendencies, tried to keep popular enthusiasm within the bounds of
denominational authority. Such constraints were also evident in the Society
of Friends’ Yearly Meetings, which, despite the Quakers’ well-known toler-
ation and anticlericalism, sought to establish mandatory positions for the
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society’s 300 meetings on the conduct proper for Christians in times of war,
the payment of taxes in support of military activities, and the abolition of
slavery.®®

Occasionally evangelical ministers even used the rituals of popular magic
to buttress their authority, adopting the personae of ‘holy men’ with charis-
matic, supernatural powers. In the case of Whitefield, whose corpse became
an object of veneration for Methodists who visited his tomb in Newbury-
port, Massachusetts, during the later eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, this quasi-apotheosis occurred without his endorsement. On the
other hand, Gilbert Tennent and his brothers freely claimed to have wit-
nessed miracles, entered into altered states, and come face to face with the
Devil. Although consistent with the prophetic traditions of the Old Testa-
ment and the early Church, such claims were also meant to appeal to would-
be converts who, to varying degrees, still believed in magic and the occult.
Satirizing this conjunction, Benjamin Franklin’s General Magazine likened
both Whitefield and the Tennents to ‘Holy Necromancers’; one of Gilbert
Tennent’s Old Side critics was sure he had ‘some cunning Art, beyond what is
common to Man’>

At the time of the American Revolution the effects of this Protestant
revival were evident in every part of British America except predominantly
Catholic Grenada and Quebec. With half a million members each, the
Anglican Church and the Congregational Standing Orders were the largest
mainland denominations, possessing 480 and 658 churches respectively. In
New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey the Presbyterian Church, whose
overall numbers had grown from a dozen congregations at the start of the
eighteenth century to 543 churches with 400,000 adherents, was the largest
denomination (and third largest in North America), while Baptists already
had 498 churches, chiefly in New England and the South.®® (In the colonies
that became the United States there were about 25,000 Catholics with fifty
churches 