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Abstract

This project is focused on the past, specifically a period between 1620 and 1799 in
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. However, it is deeply rooted in contemporary
concerns about building, bridging and restoring a multi-cultural existence in religious life
and liturgy in the church. The idea for this paper is an outgrowth of my own lived
experience as a descendant of Cherokees and Chinese and of blacks and whites. It was
dually informed by my work as a seminary intern from 2009-2011 at The Riverside Church
n the City of New York and my experience as a fellow at the 2011 Boston Seminar
sponsored by the Congregational Foundalion for Theological Studies (CFT'S) and the
Center for Congregational Leadership.

Examinations of “lived religion™ have occupied scholars of religious history for
more than a decade. Yet, this paper argues for a proposition that has not sufficiently been
explored in the collective manner presented here. It is an ambitious project albeit with a
relatively modest - although, perhaps, surprising - claim. This paper argues that colonists
had inter-racial, multi~cultural liturgical expericnces from the earliest beginnings of
Amenican religious life. Select examples from colonial churches across the
Commonwealth - representing urban, suburban and rural congregations - show that
women and Negroes and Indians, irrespective of gender, were involved i numerous
aspects of the church as measured by admission, baptism, communion and marriage.”

This thesis attempts, in the briefest way, to add depth and contours to otherwise

well-documented Puritan narratives and to add fresh detail to the historiography of this

period.



«_.More truth and light yet to breake forth from his holy Word.”
-- Farewell discourse of the Rev. John Robinson’
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“..For the growing good of the world is party dependent on unhistoric acts;
and...is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest
in unvisited tombs.”

-- Middlemarch by George Eliot”



Prologue

The silvery grey sky was overcast when I stood, last summer, on the deck of the 25-
foot wide, 100-foot long square-rigged Mayflower 11, moored at State Pier in Plymouth
harbor. But the sky and sea were calm. Hardly comparable to the unforgiving mix of
pewter and black that must have routinely churned beneath and blown over the 12-year-old
vessel that brought 102 pilgrims” and a crew of 25 men on a privately chartered boat
named for a chestnut tree’s blossom. Until these religious separatists came aboard, the
Mayflower commonly fernied Spanish salt, hops and wine between England, the Adantic
coast of France, and other European ports of call.® Can you imagine being on this boat?
My answer, to the person who had queried me, was a smile. My reality was muffled by the
shoving of a couple hundred years of chattel slavery deep into the background of Amencan
memory and cultural narrative. Had I answered, the reply would have been, “of course not.”
My passage, if lucky,” would have been supine, probably diseased and certainly contorted
as slaves had “the worst accommodations of any humans ever transported across the
Atlantic.™ Nevertheless, I was struck by the comment. It reflected how singularly and
powerfully one particular story of journey and quest has been told in this country.
Introduction

Thus I too, embarked upon this project as if on a quest - to understand journey,
memory and accepted narratives while knowing that yet more truth might “breake forth.” 1
ventured to grasp human experience and adventure but also o see, perhaps tmudly, where
I and others like me fit in. This project does not aspire to deconstruct or critique work
already done, nor to revisit vividly told stories that were folded into American history far

more intentionally than I had imagined.” In this way, George Eliot’s words resonate with



me: the stories I went looking for are “unhistoric acts” solely because they have not made
their way into the received history. Like Eliot, I believe the good of the world still is
growing. And we owe a debt to those who, as she put it, lived faithfully a life that remains
hidden because we haven’t dug. Early American women, black and indigenous
Congregationalists rest in tombs unvisited because we haven't known precisely where to
look.

The storytelling social historian Margot Minardi warns latter-day worldly saints who
rush to “rescue,” reclaim or restore “agency” to groups including women, workers and
slaves. * She worries that this very act of rescue is, itself, an act of subjectification. “The
language of rescue suggests that a historian today can somehow reach back in time and
pluck a forgotten actor from the debns of generations of historical narrafion, as though the
histories that were written and not written about her, in her own day and in all the
generations since, could somehow be brushed aside from her historical significance.™
Where I take counsel from Minardi is to be clear about language, usage and intent.
Questions of Language and Methodology

First, to address the language used in the title of this work. I “reclaim the agency
and identity of women, Negroes and Indians,” only insofar as 1 endeavor to inform myself
and my readers that these “other” pilgrims existed. I do not reclaim by re-imagining them,
In the earliest days of this project I was guided by a scasoned historian who warned of the
folly of stirring colored chips into a larger, already mixed batter of history. Thus, with this
project, 1 challenge myself - even beyond this project ~ to dig deeper, leam more and
stand alongside those who are willing to closely read church records where they can be

found simply to understand history more fully. And it is equipped with this understanding
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that I believe we can move forward together in modern worship. On the terminology used
here to describe people of color, I, like others, find African American and Native
American anachronistic for the colonial period.” Moreover, I dislike some of the subtle
implications embedded within the term “Native.” This paper uses the terms “Negro,”
mulatto and black somewhat interchangeably - as was done in the colonial era by blacks,
whites and Indians, for whom identity was a fluid category.” I prefer indigenous American
to describe the people who lived here before the armival of Spanish, French, English and
Dutch explorers and colonists. However, because of its cumbersome nature, this text will
most regularly use “Indian” to describe Native Americans.

Underlying these terms are numbers, from which assumptions are drawn. I am
guided here by the Bancrofi Award-winning historian Jill Lepore who, in writing about
King Philip’s War and the origins of American identty, said: “Words about war are often
lies.”™ Words about race are no less franght with complexity. To extrapolate from Lepore’s
point, I kept in mind the fact that statistics counting Negroes, Indians and the numbers of
people who crossed color lines during the colonial period typically were tallied with
political objectives and biases that are difficult for the modemn interpreter to ascertain,
Similarly, reports of religious conversion among these groups vary widely. Religious
conversions (then as now) sometimes are tied to dynamics that extend beyond spiritual
motivation - both for the proselytizers and the converts.

Population statistics in Massachusetts compiled for the years between 1709 and
1731 demonstrate this variability in the data. The population nearly doubles, growing from
56,000 people to 96,000 between the years 1709 and 1715. A slight decline - to 94,000 - is

reported in 1718. The figures hold steady for two years. Then, the white population for
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1726 is recorded as 35,000 people, a steep drop that is unexplained.” By 1731 there are a
reported 120,000 “white inhabitants.”™ Similar fluctuations occur in the reported number
of Negroes and Indians. In 1736, 2,000 Negroes and 1,000 Indians lived in the
Commonwealth. By 1751, the number of blacks remains flat at 2,000. But the designation
of indigenous Americans has been changed to “Praying Indians,” {from merely “Indians,”
previously). Their number has grown to 3,000." These numbers, however, also draw
attention to the small size of the sample examined in this thesis and from which I draw
conclustons.

Methodologically, this paper is not centered on quantitative analysis that tracks
statistics over time. Rather, it relies on an admittedly small but significant sample to inform
questions and reasonable analysis. For example, the records of the First Church of Christ
Cambridge, established in 1632, are well preserved.” Church records list “persons adult
fwho] own’d the Covenant & were Baptized.”™ Also tallied are those who were admitted to
communion, or who were married or died. On a list of several hundred people, two Indian
men and two Indian women were included during the years between 1727 and 1740.* On
this same list, from 1698 to 1799 there are 77 blacks.” The records note, in a paragraph of
explanation on Negroes, that the list did not include the names of people who had been
mentioned only incidentally “as owing the church money, bringing in wood and so forth.™
This data is used to frame my core argument that First Church was a multi-racial
congregation. And, these simple tallies of information found in the earliest membership
lists revealed congregations that were diverse in every way that contemporary term is
understood. Large numbers are not required to make that point. The records have not

been relied upon to make claims about the level of participation that Indians or Negroes
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exhibited in Cambridge church life. And this paper also does not rely on the numerical
data to comment, inferentally or otherwise, about black or Indian influence on theological
or liturgical practice.

In this sense this project stops short of a standard, common to established historical
investigation, that presumes to fully answer the guestion of what actually happened.
Histonans see it as their job to discern facts and derive sweeping meaning from a set of
answerable questions that hic at the heart of their inquiry. Here, I take an ethno-historical
approach, borrowing anthropological methodology to weave together a tapestry drawn from
many disparate threads of primary source material. In the process, however, some
questions have arisen and did not enjoy the clarity and finality of unambiguous reply. Time,
and the scope of this project, did not allow more thorough burrowing into every possible
question posed by the presented evidence. I tried to steer dear of pre-conceived answers,
however. Among those commonly held assumptions, for example, is the notion that blacks
who converted to Christianity came to the faith as empty vessels or, at best, imbued with a
foreign “slave religion” wholly unfamiliar with the God of Israel.” These assumptions do
not seem possible. Records of the Hollis Street Church established as Boston’s eighth
Congregational church in 1732, prove the point. Hollis baptsmal records report that John
Vingus brought his seven-year-old daughter, Sarah, to the church for baptism. Vingus is
listed separately as owning the covenant. Beside Sarah’s name, John Vingus’s name 1s listed
as the sponsoring parent. Also printed is the statement that Vingus was a “free negro,
baptized in his own country by a Romish priest, who also owned the coveneant with us.””

This project does not purport to tell the story of John or Sarah Vingus or others

like him. Was Vingus previously enslaved? If so, how did he become free? Did he, like
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many blacks who found their way to colonial New England, come via the Caribbean?* Or,
was he from the Kongo? Hollis church records alone simply do not provide suflicient
material for informed speculation along those lines. Yet it was illuminating to read the
otherwise mute record of a black man, who had been Christian prior to his arrival in
Amenica and who sought Chnistian baptism for his young daughter. This adequately
cstablished his agency in an overall historical record where agency is in particularly short
supply for black men in colonial America.

Church records, even when surprisingly complete cannot answer all questions.
They fall short on countless measures of venfiability. The persons who created the
documents are often unknown. The “why” behind a church record, rarely can be found.
And, even if an audience can, with precision, be situated - say a congregation clearly is
identified as the target of a preached sermon during the colonial period - a firm
understanding of who actually heard the sermon and what they understood rarely can be
excavated. Even when documents and church records are well preserved and found in
reliable places, they can present enigmatic inconsistencies. The first record book of the
Second Church in Boston® is one example. (See Figure 1.2 in the Appendix.) Also known
as the Old North Church, the church record hook transcribes the first covenant and lists
founding members among other details. (See Figure 1.3.) In numerous church records
spanning a voluminous collection at the Massachusetts Historical Society, Cotton Mather 1s
cited as the author. However, the charming, pocket-sized tapestry-covered book, presents
a fundamental question with no answer. Mather writes that the church was established June
5, 1650. This is, by all accounts, the founding date - ignorning minor discrepanaes. (E.g.,

sometimes founding date is noted as 1649 due to inconsistent use of the Julian and
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Gregorian calendar in the Commonwealth at this time.) Yet Coiton Mather (1663-1728)
was not yet born. His [ather, Increase Mather (1639-1723) did not become the settled
minister in the Old North pulpit until 1664. Mather did not succeed his father until 1685,
Nothing in the book or elsewhere in church records indicates that Cotton Mather copied
another record or recorded oral testimony. There is nothing to shed light on why this early
record is ascribed to his hand. It is a set of questions that I was unablc to answer.,”

So this project, notwithstanding its grand ambition, remains firmly grounded in
simplicity ~ both in claim and proof.
Race and Identity in Puritan Massachusetts

Finally to properly examine the complex set of interactions between Puritans and
“others,” the issue of slavery must come into the foreground. The rhetoric of slavery,
extending a theory advanced by historian Evelyn Brooks Higgimbotharn, functions as a
“meta-language” for race more broadly.” Understanding black, Indian and Puritan
interactions must be placed in the context of a complex histonography of slavery in New
England.” According to colonial court records, the first slaves of the Massachusetts Bay
and Plymouth colonists were Indians and Englishmen. Slaves, in the 17* Century, served
either for a specific term or for life.” In 1641 the first set of laws adopted by the colonies of
the Massachusetts commonwealth removed Englishmen from the available pool of slaves.
The law provided that

there shall never be any bond slavenie, villinage or Captivitic amongst us, unles it be
fawfull Captives taken in just warres, and such strangers as willingly selle themselves or are
sold to us. And these shall have all the liberties and Christian usages which the law of god

established in Israell concerning such persons doeth morally require. This exempts none
from servitude who shall be Judged thereto by Authorntie.”
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Following wars with the English, Indians taken into captivity were sent io the West
Indies as slaves to work in bondage.” The concept of indentured - but temporary -
servitude also existed in the Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay colonies. But within the first
20 years, indentured servants became less prevalent. According to A. Leon Higginbotham,
by 1645 colonists demonstrated a “marked preference for black slaves as opposed to white
indentured servants.”

Incorrect perceptions persist nevertheless, that slavery somehow was “incidental to
the region” of New England, notes colonial historian Wendy Anne Warren. A sofi-pedal
1s pressed at every corner of this assumption. Slavery, if it did exist in Massachusetts, is
somehow believed to have been kinder and gentler than that of the South. Moreover, it is
commonly believed to have been dispensed with quickly. Such temporal judgmenits are
arbitrary and subjective. Chatiel slavery existed in the Commonwealth for more than 140
years.” Even I came into this project believing that the covenant theology of the pilgrims
and Puritans might explain why church congregations were multi-racial - in other words
that there was a level of equality and tolerance assumed in covenant - and that the Puritan’s
theological framework may have somehow ameliorated the reality of human chattel and
bondage for those suffering under such law and practice.” Warren underscores the “long-
standing existence” of these types of beliefs.” And, she adds quoting Robert Desrochers:
“Too great a focus on slavery’s negligibility in Massachusetts has perpetuated the New
England studies tradition of exceptionalism by masking ways in which developments and
trends in New England dovetailed with broader currents of slavery and political economy
in the non-plantation societies of the mid-Atlantc and the North and in the larger Atlantic

world.”” Former Federal judge Higgnbotham, in his serminal In the Matter of Color, cited
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records demonstrating varying strains of local slavery dating back to 1636.” Slavery also is
incorporated in the colony’s first set of laws, the Body of Liberties enacted in 1641.%
According to Warren, slavery was culturally and economically “crucial” to New England.”
In the meantime a rhetoric of slavery, alongside Enlightenment-propelled theories of
liberty, was a central feature i pulpit expressions and sermons. Slavery is inexorably
intertwined with the American history of race and religion. It 1s a history overlaid by
notions of journey and stones of place; where slaves are sct free to [ind promised lands.
Identity formation nevertheless mingles with imvisibility.

In America the birth of a nation was framed by religious rebirth, the propagation of
God’s gospel and the saving of souls. I have done my best to fairly draw conclusions from
this challenging troika. But I begin and end this paper taking my own first challenge - to
continue to dig. I have long known that whites, blacks and the indigenous people in
America who preceded them all lived together intimately from the very outset - not only in
]amcstowﬁ, but in Massachusetts as well. I now understand that these not always disparate
groups, for a brief time, also worshipped collectively and together sought God, for many

years longer than I had imagined.”
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“What if it would be possible to stand on the extreme edges...and look
toward the new worlds, the place of the resettled...and imagine what
happens in the space of the travel, [to] the inhabitants and the space in

between?”
— Cherokee Fine Art Photographer Thomas Joshua Cooper”
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Covenant and Identity

Thomas Joshua Cooper’s selenium-toned, silver gelatin photograph of the water’s
edge at Plymouth Sound looks in a south-southwesterly direction from the Mayflower Steps
i Devon, England. Just beneath it, 1s a hauntingly similar beachfront. The shore is
shadowed with twin shades of black and grey, facing in a north-northeasterly direction
toward “the Old World.” These modern water views from Plymouth, Massachusetts and
Plymouth in the United Kingdom look eerily similar. Cooper, an American-born
Cherokee Indian, lives and works in Scotland. He has spent the last 10 years on a quest “to
set foot on all the physical extremities of the ancient and old worlds of Europe and Africa,”
what he calls the “classical worlds.” Similarly he has made photographs at the companion
landing spots in “the new world.” ® Cooper’s work comes without narrative. Indeed
Cooper, who prior to an August 2008 lecture in Glasgow had not publicly spoken about his
work in 10 years, believes artists and their work should be seen not heard. But he openly
challenges us to imagine, to ask ourselves, what happened at these special spots that shaped

history?

In many ways we know a great deal about what happened to the group of pilgrims,
and later Puritans who sought religious freedom. Their journey, which will not be
rehearsed here, is a central part of the American story. Also it sits at the base of the
communal religious narratives of Congregationalists, Unitarians and many others in the
Reformed tradition. The pilgrim language of journey — from William Bradford’s On
Plymouth Plantation, to the rhetoric deployed in thousands of sermons preached well into
the 20* Century — shapes the American consciousness. While travel is a universal

metaphor - for life and, even, in humanity’s search for God ~ the Biblically-taden
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metaphors used by the early Massachusetts settlers resonated with explicit spiritual imagery.
Boston was a city set on a hill (three hills, actually). Plymouth Plantation was a promised
land. The Puritans and pilgrims - terms that are not precisely interchangeable - were
unified in their call for reform of the Church of England.® Even as Puritanism changed
over time, so too did the identities of British immigrants who consciously moved from
being English to American. Their collective use of journey, wayfarer and sojourner
narratives became the paving stones of an American freedom trail. It is natural to ask what,
then, did they think of other sojourners - even those displaced from land® or countries?

Specifically the pilgrim settlers twice experienced displacement. First they left
Scrooby, a small village in the English countryside, for Leyden, Holland. Later they
returmed to England, before departing for America. Did their first immigrant experience
shape the second? Early confessions of faith, notably recorded by ministers not interested
in this question, reveal litile in the way of answers.” What was their understanding of
women? Of non-white people?” Where did they form a consciousness of “savages”?™ How
did their covenant theology factor into the equation? What was the role of the church? At
the time of its charter with Massachusetts Bay, for example, the Plymouth colony contained
17 towns. Congregational churches had been formed in all but three of them.®
Congregationalism functioned, for all intents and purposes, as the state church in
Massachusetts.

What I found, perhaps not surprisingly, is that the very nature of independence
inherent in “the Congregational Way” made answers to those questions diflicult to grasp.
One avenue was to look at church covenants, those very same documents upon which

church admission had been based and upon which admission was clearly extended to
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blacks, women and Indians. There was absolutely no ascertainable uniformity, however.
Although modeled afier the 1648 Cambridge platform and the Westminster confessions,
the numerous covenants adopted by new seitlers upon their arrival in America differ
considerably one from another. Some even pride themselves on being explicitly devoid of
doctrine or explicitly religious overtones.

For example, the covenant of the Second Church (Old North) in Boston, which
appears to be in the handwriting of Increase Mather states:

you do, in this solemn presence, give up yourselfs even your whole self you and
yours to the true God in Jesus Christ, and to his people also, according to ye will of God;
promising to walk with God, & with this church of his, in all his Holy ordinances, & to yield
obedience to every truth of his, which has been or shall be made known to you as your
duty; the Lord assisting you by his spint & grace. We, then, the church of Christ in this
place, do receive you into the fellowship, & promise to walk towards you, & to watch over

you as a member of this church, endeavoring your spintual edification in Chnst Jesus our
Lord.”

There is nothing within this covenant, beyond expressed belief in Jesus, that speaks
to how a Puritan “walk with God” might inform interaction with one another {including
women, blacks or indigenous people). Covenants of other early colonial churches similarly
shed litile light on this question.

The First Church at Cambridge, adopted a covenant in 1632" that reads:

‘We who are now brought together and united into one Church under the Lord
Jesus Christ, our Head, in such sort as becometh all those whom He hath redeemed and
sanctified to Himself, do solemnly and religiously, as in His most holy presence, promisc
and bind ourselves to walk in all our ways according to the rule of the Gospel, and in all
sincere conformity to His holy ordinances, and in mutual love and respect each to other, so
near as God shall give us grace.”

At Third Church (Old South) the covenant dralted in 1669 sounded similar

themnes:
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We whose names are underwritten, being called of God to join together into a
Church in heart-sense of our unworthiness thereof, disability thereunto, and aptness to
forsake the Lord, cast off his government and neglect our duty one to another; Do in the
name of Jesus Christ our Lord, trusting only in His grace and help, solemnly bind
ourselves together as in the presence of God. Constantly to walk together as a Church of
Chuist, according to all those holy rules of God’s word, given to a church body rightdy
established, so far as we already know them, or they shall be hereafter farther made known
to us.”

Across the board in these covenants, belief in Jesus Christ nominally is an indicator
of interest in justice. However, there is nothing explicit in the church records to
communicate how this belicl was translated into lived experience in the pews. Al} three of
the aforementioned congregations, however, were inter-racial and extended membership to
individuals irrespective of gender. There is ample evidence that sermonic voices from the
pulpit bridged vast logical inconsistencies and advanced a variety of theological
interpretations to justify evident injustice and questionable personal behavior.” What
congregants took from these sermons, has not yet been fully uncovered. Fundamentally,
there is little to demonstrate how Puritan and pilgrim theological principles -~ especially
those rooted in the Calvinist covenant theology embraced by Congregationalists - directly
informed behavioral interactions between whites and blacks, men and women or slaves (or
free blacks) with indigenous Americans. This presents an opportunity for further
scholarship and study.

What church records do show, however, is a vast sweep of social and economic
status - the bringing together of rich and poor; black, white and Indian and people of both
sexes and spanning all ages - in the earliest membership lists.” For example, the earliest
records from the First Church at Cambridge, list 48 founding members in 1632 when the
church was established. Eighteen in this group are women. Among those, certainly, are

widows and wives. Female servants, for example, also are on the list, such as “Katherine,
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Mrs. Russels mayd.”” The names, unfortunately, are not categorized by race or age.
Considerably later in the records, during the tenure of Revolutionary War-era preacher
Nathaniel Appleton, for example, references to servants by race and, possibly even,
ownership appear more frequently. Rev. Appleton, for example, baptized “Jane, a Negro
woman of Elizabeth Nutting; Philip, a negro servant of Mr. Abraham Watson; and Dilla, a

negro belonging to Mr. Sam White of Watertown.””
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“Come over and help us...”
~Words Above an Image of an Indian in the Original Seal of the
Massachusetts Bay Colony.

“And a vision appeared to Paul in the night: a man of Macedonia was
standing and appealing to him, and saying ‘Come over to Macedonia and
help us.”
— Acts 16: 9 (New American Standard Bible.)”
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Women, Negroes and Indians

The Harvard historian Jill Lepore writes that pilgrim authonities in Plymouth, “like
their Massachusetts counterparts, saw Indians as pagan Macedonians who, at heart, were
desperate for the light of the gospel.”™ Blacks and women - although without comparable
public, government-sanctioned illustration such as the first commonwealth seal that features
an Indian seeking help - apparently were deemed to have similar needs. Cotton Mather, a
generation after the colony’s establishment - when more blacks had become a part of
colonial life ~ regularly preached sermons and wrote an essay “to excite and assist that good
work, the instruction of Negro servants in Christianity.”™ Mather challenged slaveholders, a
category in which he was included, to provide religious instruction for their slaves relying
for Scriptural justification on a verse from the book of Joshua: “As for me and my house,
we will serve the Lord.™

‘Women, alone among these pilgrim “others,” were seen as having a special role in
the life of the church and the life at home. Personal piety, was as Rosemary (O’Day writes,
“a virtne of which women...could legitimately boast.”™™ The role of women in
contemplation, prayer, sacrifice and even martyrdom was well known to the Puritans long
before anyone came to America. Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Pilgrims exemplified the
degree to which women of varying statures played conspicuously public roles in church life
and religious thought.” In this way, pilgrim women are distinguishable from blacks and
Indians in their experience of religious life in colonial Massachusetts. From the carliest
times of Christianity, including stories recorded in the Bible, women worshipped God
openly, went on pilgrimages and played a key role, as Laurel Thatcher Ulnich posits, in

their lone ability to birth children.” This understanding, in once sense, buitressed their
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status in the New World.” Once children arrived, women in the colonies were responsible
for their religilous education. In a colony established on Biblical principles, the involvement
of women is detectable from the outset. There were 17 women on the Mayflower, two of
whom were pregnant during the crossing.” The importance that pilgrims and Puritans
placed upon the family as a spintual unit also intersects in curious ways with high pregnancy
rates, piety and the “specter of death [which| hovered over childbirth.” This terrain
warranis further interrogation as it relates to the lived religious experience of women.”

The key to church admission and participation for women,” as was the case for
men, was total and willing submission 1o strict moral codes and church discipline.” The
historian Mary Beth Norton, even in drawing sharp distinctions between gendered power
in the colonial era, notes that 17* Century churches in New England explicitly “included
female members as well as male members, and sometimes more of the former than the
latter.” Although women were not commonly voting members, in some churches their
sheer numbers reflected the degree to which they could exert influence on church life. A
split that occurred at Boston’s Second Church in the 1740s provides daia to illustrate
Norton's point.

The Old North church, established as a spin-off from First Church in Boston,
initially suffered dissension and a split in 1714 when a group of members left to form the
New North church. A second fracture followed the ordination of Cotton Mather’s son
Samuel, in 1732. Mather, (1706-1785), was married to Hannah Hutchinson, a sister to
Lovyalist Thomas Hutchinson (1711-1780), the man who would later became the colony’s
controversial Licutenant governor. Sixty-nine of 112 members at Second Church voted to

call Samuel Mather as their settled minister. But nine years later, in 1741, Mather was
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dismissed with one year’s severance.” Mather left, with 63 women and 30 men, to form a
new church, called Tenth Church, in Boston’s North End on North Bennett Street.” The
congregation Mather left behind also was overwhelmingly female. There were 80 men and
183 women who remained at Second Church.” This is consistent with a trend Jon Butler
draws attention to in his book Awash in a Sea of Faith. Builer cites a trend that developed
between the years 1680 and 1740 ~ he calls it “a new spiritual couple...the member wife
and the nonmember, or delayed-member, husband.”™ By the 1720s, women “dominated
membership in virtually all known New England congregations,” Butler found.”

This paper has endeavored to incorporate the stories of black men and women and
their interaction with pilgrims and Puritans throughout. Noting the limited nature of this
project’s review of church records, it can nevertheless be stated flatly that many
Congregational churches whether in urban, suburban or rural areas, routinely had one or
two black members. Moreover the records of churches in Boston, Cambridge, Watertown,
‘Weymouth and Dorcester, among others demonstrate this. The forthcoming work of
George Washington University historian Richard J. Boles draws from considerably more
data to more strongly make the point that Massachusetts churches were racially mixed.
Boles also argues that the role of blacks was not passive or unconstructive.

Scholars of the history of religion also make numerous correlations between black
involvement in Congregational church life and the Great Awakening.” For these scholars,
the conversion impulse among slaves is unambiguously driven by theological concerns. My
work is focused primarily on church reports and sermons (which do not necessarily
address the religious concerns or experiences of converts). | did not spend meaningful time

in this area. Published advertisements during the colonial period and Anglo-Amenican
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case law, however, suggest that a cautious approach should be taken by scholars who have
relied on conversion statistics alone to draw theological conclusions about why slaves
sought baptism. First, I start with the assumption that it is slavery alone that drew blacks to
America. Because of that assumption, the connections between slavery and conversion
become important. My attention was drawn especially (o the legal and historical
antecedents of the Yorke-Talbot decision in England.” Yorke-Talbot was an advisory
opinion issued in London on January 14, 1729 in response to a request for a legal
clarification that came from West Indian merchants. For nearly 100 years, in Britain and
later in colonial Amenica, perceptions were widely held that Christian baptism paved the
road to manumission from slavery. This pervasive beliel prompted Virginia, as early as
1667, to enact a law explicitly stating that baptism did not confer freedom.” Nevertheless,
the view held. 1 believe this i1s why the Yorke-Talbot decision was issued. Moreover, its
applicability to all colonies - not just those in the South - explain why a substantial
advertisement was placed and appeared in The Boston Gazette on September 7, 1730. It
read, in part:

We are of Opinion, that a Slave, by coming from the West-Indies to Great Britain
or Ireland, either with or without his Master, doth not become free, and that his Master’s
Property, or Right in him, is not thereby determined or varied. And that Baptism doth not
bestow freedom on him, nor make any alteration in his temporal Condition in these
Kingdoms. We are also of Opinion, that his Master may legally compel him to return again
to the Plantations.”

Much of the conversion activity that is alleged to tie blacks to the Great Awakening
occurs immediately after the Yorke-Talbot period and after news of the ruling was widely
disseminated in the colonies. Certainly there are slave narratives, and even correspondence

— Phillis Wheatley’s most prominently among them ~ that draw connections between

evangelical preachers such as George Whitcfield and black converts.” But Wheatley
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biographer Vincent Carretta concedes that “no known record survives of Phillis Wheatley
having heard Whitefield preach at either Old South or New North.”™ Thus additional
research is warranted to prevent newly written history from sinking into the sandtrap left by
old racially-tinted tropes. Specifically to be avoided is the implication that the theological
concerns of women, blacks and other people of color derive from emotional impulses
while the spiritual understanding and expressions of whites {(especially men) are
ntellectually centered.

The stories of Indian people and their encounters with pilgrims and Puritans also
have been interspersed through various examples presented previously in this paper. This
section draws speaial attention, however, to the research of William S. Simmons, David J.
Silverman and Kenneth R. Mulholland who, in 1979, 2005 and 2010 respectively, labored
extensively to recount the Chnistian experiences of the Wampanoag people on Martha’s
Vineyard. By far the most comprehensive published work on this topic is Silverman’s Faith
and Boundaries: Colonists, Christianity, and Community among the Wampanoag Indians
of Martha’s Vineyard, 1600-1871. Scholarship in the area of Indian interaction with
Puritans across New England is surprisingly deep although it seems not to have drawn the
interest or attention of many Indian scholars. Nevertheless this body of work, including
unpublished manuscripts by Vineyard descendants of the storied Mayhews, suggests that
the relationships that existed communally and liturgically on Martha’s Vineyard dilfered
markedly from the interactions between whites and Indians on the mainland. Overall, the
stories are told in an overwhelmingly positive light. For example Silverman writes: “...the
‘Wampanoags intended to co-exist with the English and honor their shared God.”™ But it

quickly should be pointed out that life on an island, by its very nature of limited boundaries
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and resources, differed from life on the mainland. But, there were tensions, even if not as
sharply drawn as those found elsewhere in Massachuseits.™

Seventeenth-century records from the church now known as First Congregational of
Woest Tisbury are largely non-existent for the period commencing in the 1640s when
English settlers begin to arrive on the magical, 87-square mile island Indians called Noepe,
which means “land among the streams.” Nevertheless, select records can be found - such
as the decision in June 1679 to “rayse fiveten pounds yearly from year to yar for the worck
of the ministry.”™ By 1700, a pay raise to “20 pounds for the preacher” was approved to
entice the Rev. Jonathan Russell of Barnstable to leave the mainland for island ministry."
Also some land transactions can be found, such as one recorded on February 2, 1691-92
which authorized “James Allin & peter Robinson” to:

goe and discowr the Indian Steven and Joseph Skeetup...And to agree with said
Indians, so that thay, said Indians do quit Claim of said neeks, to the town of Tisbury And
yeld peasable possession to the English, as Resonable as thay Cann.™

This notation, unlike the plan to raise money for the minister’s salary, makes no
mention of the amount of money that the town was prepared to pay the Indians for “said
neeks,” a reference to a narrow or elongated piece of land, a peninsula or an isthmus. In
the modern age, this word is pronounced and spelled “neck.”

Also it is important to point out that Indians in Massachusetts were a diverse lot.
Tribal allegiances were complex and vanied. Strategic inferests among tribes rarely existed
in the monolithic manner loosely suggested by most scholarship in so far as the
predominance of mainstream historical work has placed war between the Indians and
whites, not peace or even religious conversion, as its first focus. So, in this regard, the

examples presented here from Martha’s Vineyard are not to be taken to represent
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experiences elsewhere in the Plymouth or Massachusetts Bay colonies. It is only one case
study. Nevertheless, the level of detail available in Tisbury town records, which provide a
picture of direct Indian-English interaction, suggest that future researchers may profitably
nine municipal histonies to inform and glean fresh insight into 17* C. Indian interactions

with whites.™

31



“N&shun Keesukqut quttiannatanmunach k&wesunonk. Peyaum utch
kukketaff &tamonk, kuttenantamoonk ne&n&nach okheit neane kesukqut.
Nummeetsuongash askesutkokish assamainnean yeuyey keesukok. Kah
ahquoan tamaiinnean nummatcheseongash, neane matchenenukqueagig
nutaquontamoun nong. Ahquc sakompagunnaiinnnan en en gutchhaouganit,
webe phoquokwussinnean wuth matchitut. Newutche kntahtaunn keetass

&tamonk, kah menuhkesuonk, kah soh sumoonk mickene. Amen”

-- The Lord’s Prayer in the Wampanoag dialect.”
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Conclusion: A Future Hope

Multi-racial congregations not only existed — from the earliest moments of
American religious life in Puritan Massachusetts - they may have been the norm, and not
the exception. This statemenL, even in its breadth, recognizes the relative sparsity of
Negroes — slave or free — and the relatively brief span during which time Indians were
actively Christanized by English settlers. It is a necessary admission that the historical
period of focus in this paper also relies on antiquarian population estimates that vary widely.
Data often are mconsistent. Church records while showing the baptism, admission or death
of people of color, nevertheless reflect small numbers - sometimes no more than one
person or two in a Congregation of many dozens. The search to reclaim the agency and
identity of women, Negroes and Indians was an ambitious project, perhaps overly so for
the amount of time that could be committed to it. Any one of these categories ~ women,
Negroes and Indians — indeed could warrant independent study of primary source
materials and likely would produce fruitfial results.

Nevertheless I believe the evidence supports my argument that colonists had inter-
racial, mult-cultural liturgical experiences from the earliest beginnings of American
religious life. Select examples from colonial churches across the Commonwealth -
representing urban, suburban and rural congregations - show that women and Negroes and
Indians, irrespective of gender, were actively involved in numerous aspects of the church.
Recorded marniages and baptisms among black members and congregants can be found in
the records of numerous churches. The First Church in Cambnidge, the Church in Brattle

Square (also known as Brattle Street) and the Hollis Street church are just a few examples
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ated here, Records of deaths among blacks in the church are more noticeable in the
Second church records.”

‘When 1 set forth on this journey I wanted to understand an old world through eyes
like mine. Generations of racial categorization and mixing and labeling began with
interactions that rarely engender frank talk or historical scholarship. And excavating these
relationships required sand-blasting historical bias, embedded and recorded racism and
even my own cultural biases and lived experience. Some scholars are more willing than I
am to highlight blind spots in existing history. My research deems the established
historiography impoverished only in so far as the academy has tolerated and, perhaps
perpetuates, the siloing of historical life stories in ways that are fundamentally inconsistent
with the products of those lives and their descendants whom we see walking around beside
us on the street.

The work here, as extensive and deliberative as I've tried to make it, admittedly
provides only brief snapshots of three groups - women, blacks and indigenous Americans
- and it does so in a qualitative, rather than quantitative way. An obvious critique of my
work is that there is insufficient data to take my multi-cultural iturgical ball very far
downfield.

But in this way, I hope other scholars in the Congregational, Unitarian and
Reformed traditions will be inspired to look and to dig to find the inter-racial, mult-cultural
stories that existed in faithfully lived lives. A continued need for research exists so that we
can identify and visit their tombs. The growing good of the world depends on it. The quest
to understand multi-cultural and diverse worship in the 21* C. depends on it. The world of

men and women and old and young from all nations, a world that was envisioned by the 6
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Century B.C.E. prophet Zechariah™ depends on it. And, perhaps, so too must the future.
The spinitually rich, intellectually honest and communally meaningful church life hoped for
in of all of our denominations depends on it.
Postscript

A mottled grey sky, indifferent to northeasterly winds, had opened in a deluge last
week when I returned to Plymouth. The ahistorical nature of bad weather was itself a
welcome footnote to this project. The ship’s deck of the Mayflower II was leaking. (See
Figure 1.1 in Appendix.) That the parents of a Mayflower newbom could have traveled
with an elaborate wicker bassinet (See Figure 1.5 in Appendix) also became a new puzzle.

Pouring rain propelled the flow of two small brown rivers, that emanated from piles
of cow excrement, down the main street of Plimoth Plantation. A Wampanoag re-cnactor
noted that some elements of the English colony had been sanitized - specifically omitted
was the head of Metacomet, the Indian widely deemed responsible for starting King
Philip’s War. The Indian was killed August 12, 1676, After his body was quartered and
decapitated, his decomposed head remained on a fencepost outside Plimoth Plantation for
decades.” The re-enactor commented that by 1640 nearly every home in Plymouth colony
had a “native slave.” I asked about blacks and was told the first black slave may have come
on the second boat in 1621. That would have preceded John Withrop’s recorded notation
of slaves by 17 years. A film I watched spoke of two cultures with one story. Blacks were
not mentioned at all in the History Channel-produced documentary on display at Pilgrim
Hall. In telling the “conflicting histories” of two peoples with one story, the focus was solely
on Indians and English colonists. 1 imagined the details the re-enactor had mentioned were

a few of the details lost in the telling of this history in conflict.
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But the experience was no less pleasant than my first visit. Indeed, I was more
aware of the skills I need when encountering naturalized historical theme parks. The
endeavor to seamlessly bridge the past and present for public consumption in national
landmarks, indeed is a primary way many people connect with Amencan History. My
return visit simply was a reminder of the importance of this work and the depth to which
digging must go. And it was a reminder that even as iconic as Plymouth is in the Amernican
imagination - and in the history of my religious tradition - church life and religious

experience remains largely outside the scope of the plantation and museum exhibits.
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Figure 1.1: Mayflower II
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Figure 1.3 (First page of record book)
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Figure 1.4 Mather Tremenda Sermon
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Figure 1.5 Peregrine White bassinet
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