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The Black Church in America

It is certainly not hard to find wonderful pray¢osuse to begin this class. In fact, there is amebook
calledConversations with God: Two Centuries of Prayerg\bycan Americanslt was difficult for me

to select one of the prayers from that book becaasaany are wonderful prayers that could be used.
have chosen to use the prayer from a woman whaose nas Maria Stewart. She was a member of the
First African Baptist Church of Boston. As we begirs class, we will pray in the words of Maria W.
Stewart. Let us pray.

“O Thou sin-forgiving God, they that are whole newal a physician but they that are sick. Lord, | am
sick and full of diseases. If Thou will, thou camstke me clean. Though my sins have been as scarlet
Thou canst make them as wool. And though theydkkescrimson, Thou canst make them whiter than
snow. Were it not that there is a sufficiency iy Blood to atone for the vilest, the view of myt gass

and transgressions would sink me in despair. Fayurhast said, ‘Him that cometh to Thee, Thou will
not cast out.” Lord, | come pleading alone the iseoif my Redeemer. Not only for myself do | plead b
for the whole race of mankind and especially fa sbns and daughters of Africa. Bless Thy churches
throughout the world. Clothe Thy ministers withvsdion, and cause Thy saints to shout for joy. Gran
that the time may soon come that all may know Trio@e the rising of the sun until the going down
thereof. And now Lord, what wait | for? Dispel ewgtoomy fear that pervades my mind and enable me
to hope in Thy mercy. To Thee will | ascribe praiseerlasting, amen.”

As we have seen, the nineteenth century was that Gentury of missions. It was also the Great
Century of the Black church in America. In 1619egmear before the Mayflower, a Dutch ship arrived

in Jamestown, Virginia with 20 African slaves altbakctually, you may know there is a new museum
of African-American history in Detroit that opengdApril 1997. That museum contains a model of a
typical slave ship with 40 life-size figures ofwa in its hole. That fateful day, in 1619, was the
beginning of almost 250 years of slavery in Ameriaere was some early opposition to slavery among
American people and particularly American ChrissiaBamuel Seawell was a New England Puritan
who wrote a book calleihe Selling of Josepilt is a story of Joseph in the book of Genesimat ook

was published in 1700. It was the first tract agaslavery written in America. John Woolman and the
Quakers were particularly opposed to slavery. Waolisijournal is a great book that makes an eloquent
plea for the end of slavery in America long befthrat actually took place. Jonathan Edwards, Jd hel
the golden rule of Christ as the biblical answeslavery.

There was some early ministry among the slavesmerdca. John Elliot and Cotton Mather in New
England preached to the slaves. Unfortunatelygetivers some opposition to evangelizing the slaves,
particularly from slave owners who were afraid tlzat slaves became Christian, it would undermiae th
institution of slavery and require that slaves é&fiee. There were numerous colonial laws thaewer
passed in various places in the American Colomasdtated explicitly that conversion to Christigni
did not entitle slaves to freedom. But many slawaers suspected that Christianity would eventually
undermine slavery, so they continued to opposevhagelization of the slaves. Some of the slaves
were Muslims. Some were even Christians who camderterica from Africa. But most of the slaves
who arrived in America on the slave ships adheoathtive African religions. During the First Great
Awakening, large numbers of African people conwtteChristianity. Samuel Davies, the Great
Awakening preacher in Virginia, was charmed bysimging of the slaves and attempted to do all that
he could to reach them with the Gospel. George &fibitl, more than any other eighteenth-century
figure, established Christian faith in the slavencaunity.
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Not long ago, | was looking at a book by Gary BsNaalled~orging Freedom: The Formation of
Philadelphia’s Black Community, 1720-184this book dates the advent of black Christianity in
Philadelphia to Whitefield’s first preaching tottarry Stout in his bookThe Divine Dramatist
summarizes Whitefield’s contribution to this portiof history this way: “Whitefield’s support of

slavery remained a blot on his memory that hasigeghim of heroic status in African-American
history. But in 1770, the year Whitefield died, Véhmany Americans continued to doubt that slaves ha
souls, Whitefield stood as the slaves’ greatestnghan. And at the time he was mourned as such.” We
saw that in the poem by young Phillis Wheatley,Afrecan-American girl who wrote a tribute to
George Whitefield upon his death.

Through Whitefield’s preaching and the preachinghefFirst Great Awakening, the slaves were given
the resources for constructing their own slaveyi@ti in evangelical terms that eventually led t® th
creation of the autonomous black church. Black gy, the spirituals, and the rich resources ef th
black church come from the slaves’ own genius pressing Christian faith and truth in dramatic and
moving ways. These elements in slave religion alse something to Whitefield and the First Great
Awakening. They heard Whitefield preach the sin(ptspel message, and they began to preach it
themselves and put it into memorable music. Gardiaglor, pastor of Brooklyn’s 14,000-member
Concord Baptist Church and one of America’s greaaphers today, said, “Black preachers used to
have a formula for delivering a sermon. ‘Start l@w,slow, get high, strike fire, retire.” That is
probably good advice for all of us. Some of thahes out of the tradition of the kind of preachihgyt
heard in the First Great Awakening.

The spirituals are America’s most important andhaatic contribution to religious music. The slanes
doubt could attach double meanings to songs likeri§ Low, Sweet Chariot” and “Steal Away, Steal
Away to Jesus.” The primary message of the spistspoke of deliverance from sin and from hell
through the blood of Christ. These songs, indeey #ne spirituals, look forward to the time when we
will all be done with troubles and trials. Butlifet beginning of the evangelization of the slave& to
place in the First Great Awakening, it was latéhea eighteenth century and in the nineteenth centur
that we have what Carter Woodson, the first traioladk historian, in his booK,he History of the

Negro Churchhas called “the dawn of a new day.” It is theetg®nth century that is “the dawn of a
new day” because in the nineteenth century we tiesenovement of large numbers of black people in
America into Christianity. In fact, the significamof that new day is set forth in Latourette’sestatnt:
“This is the great century of missions.” Latourestgys that all the efforts to win people in Afrenad

Asia in this great century resulted in no greatenarical gains than were achieved among the African
Americans of the United States in the same peBogdone of the greatest people-movements into the
Christian church in history took place during theateenth century in America as black people were
converted to Christianity. Now, how did that happen

There are various phases and various ways in wthistiook place. | would like to talk about these
different ministries and approaches to the blank&merica during the nineteenth century. Firstlhf a
there were white missions to blacks. They were evp@stors and missionaries reaching out, partigular
in the South, to the slaves and the free blackerdtvas a great burst of missions to the slavésein
South in the early nineteenth century. Baptiststhideists, and Presbyterians were doing this. Ic¢toul
talk about some of the other white missionariethéoslaves, but | will just mention two of the
Presbyterian missionaries to the slaves. CharlésoClo Jones was born in Liberty County, Georgia. He
was a Georgia slave owner, and he remained a slawer throughout his entire life. He went to
Princeton and Andover Seminaries in the North.iButecided to go back to the South to work within
the institution of slavery to try to reach the glawand to preach not only to the slaves on his own
plantation but also to those on neighboring plamtatas well. He is called “the apostle to the ataV
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He spent his life attempting to get people in that8 concerned for ministry to the slaves. And he
himself preached to the slaves until he died. Tthere was John Lafayette Girardeau. Girardeau was
born on James Island in South Carolina, an islaaat €harleston. He grew up with black people and
could speak the Gullah dialect. So, as he begaretach to the slaves in Charleston, he becameya ver
popular preacher. His sermons were dramatic, ancéeé Gullah at various places in the sermons. As a
result, he was able to begin a church in Charlesatled Zion Presbyterian Church. That buildingads
longer there, but in its day it had 1000 black meratand 250 white members. It is the largest
Presbyterian Church in the United States. Manykteople worshiped in white churches before the
Civil War, almost always in segregated seating. 3laeges would sit in the balcony; the white people
would sit in the lower level of the church. In tleisurch, the slaves and blacks sat in the lowesl Jand
the white members sat in the balcony. Girardeaagbred in this church. Time and time again he
declined calls from prominent white churches thatright, as he put it, “serve his brother in black.

Let me say a word about these southern, white pegacl think they really did love the blacks. They
saw them as friends and as brothers and sistetsirBartunately, they did not see them as equatsl A
they did not see clearly that evils were not onldiltbnto the system of slavery, which they did toy
correct, but that the system itself was evil anatiay to the love that Christ commands toward our
neighbor. They did a great thing in taking the Gab$p the slaves. But they should have also attechpt
to do another thing, and that is to bring earthefiom and better conditions to the slaves.

Black Christianity came into being not only becaaberhite missionaries and pastors but also in what
historians have called the invisible institution-atls the secret, black, slave church in the Sduthas
hidden from the slave owners and almost hidden f@torians. But we do know that along with the
preaching of people like Jones and Girardeau, tvere black churches—we could call them
emerging—meeting out away from the eyes of thetptaon owners. The slaves met to pray, shout and
sing, exhort and encourage one another, and hsidifdil the Lord’s return. Albert J. Raboteauhia
book, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in th&ntebellum Southas told that story with
eloquence and power. As black people were beingerted through white missions and carrying on
their own religious life in secret in the Southadk Christianity in America gradually began to take
shape in separate black churches with black leaB&rges and free blacks were attracted mostligdo t
Methodist and Baptist churches. There were probaliymber of reasons for that. The more lively
worship styles of the Methodists and Baptists ajgokto the slaves and free blacks more than tierrat
sedate and perhaps a bit dull Presbyterian serviéespossibility within the Methodist and Baptist
churches of spontaneous leadership was appealipgrson became a preacher because he could
preach, not because he had been to seminary. Stackspeople began to think of their own churches,
the preachers who were gifted at preaching emeeayetiMethodist and Baptist churches were born.

Let me talk first about the black Baptist churchrethe South. Two black Baptist leaders were George
Liele and Andrew Bryan. George Liele was born ingifiia but came to Georgia as a child. He was
converted in 1773 at the age of 23 while listeriimg sermon in a Baptist church, the Baptist chofch
his master. He was baptized and received into meshipein that church and then began to preach.
Soon he began a church of black people. It waaekiBaptist church in Silver Bluff, South Carolina
near Aiken, South Carolina. As far as we know,aswhe first independent black church in America.
George Liele was granted his freedom; he went t@®@ah and founded the First African Baptist
Church in Savannah. Liele later moved to Jamaid&¥Z88to do missionary work there. He started
Baptist churches, usually called Ethiopian Bapirstlamaica. If you think about that, that is 1@nge
before William Carey went to India and about 30rgdzefore the ordination of the first American
foreign missionaries whom | talked about last tiffleis man, Liele, was perhaps the first Protestant
missionary to go from the United States. AndrewdBrgarried on his ministry in the church in
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Savannah, Georgia. Liele baptized Andrew BryanaBnyas of the old Calvinistic order. | have not
been able to find out anything else about Bryaméptogy. | wish that | could locate some of his
writings or sermons. He became a great preach&awannah and continued the ministry of the African
Baptist church in Savannah. If you go to Savanodhy, there are two black Baptist churches that
claim Andrew Bryan as their founder. One of theyetapedias of black American history says,
“Bryan’s life well represented the complex prediesrnfaced by African-American leaders in the
antebellum South.” In the early years of his miyisBryan was whipped and twice imprisoned by
whites who feared him. He bought his freedom, peosgh, and eventually came to own much property,
including eight black slaves. It is an ironical deapment that did happen. His death in 1812 was
mourned by blacks and whites alike.

Another famous black Baptist preacher was Johneladpsper was born in Virginia during the slave
period and became a great preacher. He began prgatthis master’s urging. His master was a Baptis
layman. Before long, John Jasper was preachinguergors, judges, legislators, and distinguished
ministers, all of whom were moved under the powdri® preaching. He not only preached to the
blacks, but he also preached to many of the whd#ddrs of Virginia. After emancipation he became
pastor of a regular congregation, eventually beagmastor of Sixth Mount Zion Baptist Church in
Richmond.

Black Baptist churches began in the South and gilfdspread to the North. Black Methodist
denominations began in the North and graduallyapte the South. One of the most important figures
in nineteenth-century black history is Richard Allevho was the founder of the African Methodist
Episcopal Church (AME). It was the first black dempation in America, founded in Philadelphia in
1816. Richard Allen was born a slave in Philadelphie was sold to a slave owner in Delaware. He
was converted at the age of 20 and immediatelyrbpgeaching the Gospel. One of the people
converted through Allen’s teaching was his own masthat happened more than once. That master
gave Allen the opportunity to purchase his freedBiohard Allen and a small group of blacks attended
Saint George Methodist Episcopal Church in Philaldiel, but they experienced racism and prejudice in
the church. On one occasion, reported in his aagphphy, he and his friends were forced to abandon
some seats they had taken in the white sectiomeoftiurch after the pastoral prayer had begun. They
were not even allowed to sit there until the pragmated. They got up as a body and went out. Richard
Allen said, “By this time, the prayer was over amel all went out of the church in a body, and theyav
no more plagued with us.” But Bishop Asbury, whesvaaman who very much opposed slavery, was a
friend of Richard Allen’s. He encouraged Allen &rry on. Richard Allen began the African-American
Episcopal Church in 1794. It is now called Old MatBethel in the city of Philadelphia. If you geethk

to visit, it is well worth a visit to that churctg take a tour of the church, and to hear the histbthe
AME explained. Allen was ordained by Bishop Asbumry1 799 and organized the AME denomination.
In 1816, he became the first Bishop of the AME.

Daniel A. Payne was an AME Bishop who became pessidf Wilberforce University in Ohio, the first
African-American institution of higher learning ihe United States. Payne was born to free parents i
Charleston, South Carolina in 1811. He studiedlaitheran theological seminary in Gettysburg,
Pennsylvania. He was licensed as a Lutheran, séovédo years as a Presbyterian pastor, and then
settled into the AME in 1841. It is Bishop DanigyRe’s work that led to the expansion of the AME in
the South following the Civil War. | was intriguéal read Bishop Payne’s autobiography, called
Recollections of 70 Yearand | was particularly interested to find thistesmce. This took place in 1877
when Bishop Payne was 66 years old. He wrote, tigust | visited Princeton. In my opinion, Dr.
Charles Hodge, professor of theology, was the gs¢#ieologian which America has yet produced.”

© Spring 2006, David Calhoun & Covenant Theologicainthary



Reformation & Modern Church History Lesson 29, Page 5

So, the Baptist Andrew Bryan was a Calvinist. Thetivdist Daniel Payne thought Charles Hodge was
the greatest American theologian.

Now | would like to speak briefly about some Corggonalists and Presbyterians and black leaders in
these groups as well. The Congregationalist, LerHaghes, was sometimes called a black Puritan on
the northern frontier. He was an illegitimate chidéserted by his parents—a black father and awhit
mother. He was taken in by a Christian family. Tisus farmer and his wife named him Lemuel and
reared himLemuelis a word in the Old Testament that means belangirGod. This young boy poured
over Scripture, memorized lots of psalms and hyrand,devoured the writings of the Puritans. He
studied theology with two Congregational clergynaad was ordained in 1785. He was the first African
American to be ordained by any church in Americal 788, he was called to a church in Rutland,
Vermont, where he served for over 30 years. It avadite church with Lemuel Haynes as pastor. He
was active in the revival in Vermont during the slay the Second Great Awakening. He includes this
entry in his journal: “August 31, 1804: | set out ® mission for five weeks. During that time | gelied

30 sermons, gave the Lord’s Supper three timesaasidted in the formation of one church. In gdnera
| had full reception and in many places the Worehsed to take effect.” Lemuel Haynes was certainly a
Calvinist. He preached a sermon entitled “The Devirecrees,” which is one of the finest sermons |
have read on that topic. In 1804 he was given aotawy Master's Degree by Middlebury College. He
was, perhaps, the first American black to be sogeized. But, this is not an entirely happy stadny.

1818 Haynes was dismissed from his church. We d&maw all of the details, but sadly, racism and
prejudice seem to have been factors. His farewethen, “The Suffering Support and Reward of
Faithful Ministers,” is in many ways a kind of plehto Jonathan Edwards’ farewell sermon at
Northampton 100 years before. One of the older ba@wkLemuel Haynes says this, “He seemed to
maintain habitual communion with the Father of ispiHe forgot himself while the glory of the Lord
and the interest of Zion lay near his heart.” A rieok,Black Preacher to White Americpublished in
1990, has the collective writings of Lemuel Haynes.

| do not have time to tell the stories of theseeotiiack ministers, the Presbyterians John Chauvis,
Samuel Cornish, and Theodore Wright in as muchildBuat let me say a few words about each one.
Chauvis studied at Washington Academy. (It later@oee Washington and Lee University in Virginia.)
Then he studied privately under John Witherspod?riaiceton in New Jersey. In 1801, the Presbyterian
General Assembly appointed John Chavis as a masida the slaves in Virginia and North Carolina.
He was a man who knew the classical languages.d3eaw able teacher, and he opened a school for
whites in North Carolina. He believed that slavers evil, but Chavis was a very conservative man
who opposed immediate abolition. He considered éifasFederalist, but he regarded Andrew Jackson
as a “backwoods hick without benefit of blood @irting.” He had a very effective ministry both in
Virginia and in North Carolina during the slave ipdr

Samuel Eli Cornish was a Presbyterian pastor inyMad, Pennsylvania, and New York. He
established the first independent black Presbytarengregations. He founded the first black newspap
in the United States called “Freedom’s Journal.tl/A® was a social reformer who assisted numerous
missionary societies in the Netherlands.

| was patrticularly interested in Theodore WrightemH was writing my “History of Princeton

Seminary” because Theodore Wright graduated franmcton Seminary in 1828. That is astounding
when you think about it. Princeton Seminary wasagisvopen to black students, and there was a black
graduate in 1828. Princeton University did not haydack graduate until 1947, and that was true of
most of the schools in the Ivy League. But in 18P8o0dore Wright graduated from Princeton. He
studied with Alexander Miller, Charles Hodge, ahd bthers who taught there. Wright succeeded
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Samuel Cornish as pastor of Shiloh Presbyteriarrédhn New York City. He served that church for 20
years. He was drawn to the New School side of thberause of the abolitionist sentiment that was
stronger in the New School than in the Old SchHel constantly spoke out about the immorality and
injustice of racism that blacks were forced to eedn the antebellum North as well as in the South.

There are many books on black Christianity—its genits meaning, its significance. | am not goiog t
talk about those books, but | would like to recomdhene in particular and that$avery and
Theology: The Emergence of Black Christian Constiess in Nineteenth-Century Amerisaitten by
Timothy Smith, the professor of history at Johngkos University. In his book, Smith stresses that
neither revolt nor submission and acquiescence thereentral themes of nineteenth-century black
Christianity, but forgiveness, ecstasy, self-respatbical earnestness, and hope were the cehaads.
In 1996, the Southern Baptist Convention officialyologized to African Americans for the sin of
slavery. Some people have considered that jusstaige but | think it was an important gesture lbsea
institutional apologies not only say, “We are sdrbut they could mark a new beginning of the dan
another new day. The nineteenth century was the ddwa new day for black Christians of America.
We can pray that at this time there will be the dafvanother new day. That apology for slavery is
being repeated in local communities across thelSagross America, and even in our Covenant
Seminary chapel. In some of our Presbyterian Churétmerica (PCA) churches, Evangelical
Presbyterian Church (EPC) churches, and otheedjolrthips are being forged with African-American
churches even across denominational lines. Jusitt abgear ago, it was my privilege to go to Miami t
preach the ordination of Michael Campbell, an AdneAmerican graduate of Covenant Seminary. He is
married to the daughter of my good friend, Walteompson. And Mike was ordained in the PCA
church to be the senior pastor at Pinelands PresagtChurch, a largely white church in Miami. Isva
thrilled to be part of that because | considered ghvery historic moment in the history of the PCA
when a white church would call a black senior pasto

We have come a long way, and we have a long wagp.t8ut | have to end this lesson in the words of a
spiritual: “Shout, shout, we are gaining groundor@| hallelujah.”

| have been asked a question about the Covenamdrtheir attitude toward slavery. They were really
the one consistent anti-slavery Presbyterian demation in America. Some of those people settled in
the South, and until about 1830 there was a coraitlemovement toward abolition in the South. It is
still an open issue. It was not until about 1834 the lines began to harden, so much so that wiany
the Covenanters then left the South to go to gtleres where they could continue their fight agains
slavery. But the Covenanters, the Reformed Preshgt€hurch, do have a great record in being
opposed to slavery. Professor Barrs’ son, Phiéipently wrote his thesis on that topic at Washingto
University. It is interesting to see the Covenawnfgposition to slavery. The English, and partidyl#ne
Scottish, Presbyterians were also opposed to . r&lations between American Old School
Presbyterians, who were the moderates on this,iasugetheir Scottish friends and allies became
strained during this time. We will look at the issagain in the next lesson or two when we come to
Wilberforce and the abolition of slavery in the it Empire.

The question has been asked, “What happened todbpendent black churches?” The Presbyterians
tried the longest and hardest to keep the chugther. Even after the Civil War in the South, ¢her
was still a desire for Presbyterians—black and evhito worship in the same church. But, it did not
happen. | think it did not happen for two reasdfisst, blacks sensed that there was still whitgugliee
against them in the churches. Second, there wich initiative—black people, understandably,
wanted to have their own pastors, their own chwgcaed go their own way. So, black and white
churches came apart. It is really ironical to thin&t the period in American history when blackd an
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whites worshiped together the most consistently dvaig the slave period before the Civil War. Afte
the Civil War you get the division that begins ate place. | am not sure what happened to those
individual churches of Cornish, Wright, and thees#h | do not know if they remained Presbyterian
churches in later years or perhaps died away. Tore Zresbyterian Church in Charleston no longer
exists. In fact, the building is not even therkatl trouble trying to find the site. (I discovetedt it was
actually on Calhoun Street.) There is a little nearthere that says, “This is the site of Zion Pyéstian
Church.” I was particularly interested in tryingfind that church. Maybe someday there will be & ne
Mount Zion Presbyterian Church in the low countfysouth Carolina. The story is that after the Civil
War, Girardeau left to go to Columbia to teachhi@ seminary. He had two careers: preacher to the
black people in Charleston and seminary professGolumbia Theological Seminary in Columbia,
South Carolina. When he left after the war, thelblgeople in Zion ran their own church. They had
their own pastor and their own session. When tkbuyitt that church some years later, they had the
apostles and Girardeau as figures in stained glastows. Those windows have apparently been lost. |
did go to a black Presbyterian church in Charleghhanis part of the Presbyterian Church (USA),clihi
claims some descent from Mount Zion. | talked & plastor about the windows, but he did not know
where they were.

| have been asked, “Who was first involved in slaaeing?” The first slave ship that came to Amaric
was Dutch. So the Dutch and the English were irr@®iw the slave trade. It did not take the New
Englanders long to become involved as well. Newpiode Island has great houses there that can be
traced back to the wealth that was earned by Amaerstave traders. There may have been a lag because
America, at first, was not an economic power and mat able to compete with the Dutch and the
English. But, the triangle began as ships wouldogihe West Indies and take sugar back to England
and Holland and then back to Africa and back to Negland. So, it was New England (Jamestown)
that was first involved in slave trading and na 8outh. Eventually, slavery proved to be uneconaimi
in the North, and it became the economic basisfloon the plantations in the South. | was justdiag
this morning about the life of John Newton, the Esfigslave trader who wrote “Amazing Grace.” He
traveled to Africa and was involved in the sla\ad® there. Then he traveled to America and the West
Indies and back to England.

Well, it certainly is a sad story. It is not ang#ssson to give, but with all that we regret aegato
apologize for, we could still rejoice that the iHgmeople did overcome. Many of them did embrace
Christ, and the black church became a very prontipart of American church life in the nineteenth
century, and it continues to be strong, right deavthe present.
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