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In 1738, Moravian missionaries in the Danish West Indian colony of St. Thomas faced a quandary.  The mission they had begun among enslaved Africans early in 1733 had recruited several hundred converts–so many that their house on the island had become too small to hold meetings.  Local planters long suspicious of Moravian motives, moreover, believed the meetings were a breeding grounds for slave insurrection, so they harassed converts and mission workers, often violently.  And the missionaries were poor.  Receiving few funds from the central church in Germany, they were expected to support themselves in the mission field by whatever handiwork they could pick up, which was usually not enough.  So they devised a solution to all of these problems–they convinced a friendly planter to buy them a plantation and slaves of their own, which he deeded over to them.  On the plantation site they would build a church where they could worship freely, and the slaves would work the nearby sugar cane fields to support the mission.  They named it Posaunenberg–Trumpet Mountain.

Reminiscent of Spanish mission sites among Indians in the New World, Posaunenberg became an odd hybrid of working plantation and spiritual refuge, whose captive labor force doubled as a congregation.  A Moravian etching from the 1760s depicts the plantation’s African slave village with rows of huts lining a hillside near the cane fields.  A church, tannery and stables form an adjacent compound, and at the top of the hill, surveying everything, is the sugar boiling house where workers rendered the cane to molasses and poured it into barrels for shipment out onto world markets.  Slavery ended in the Danish islands in 1848, but the church built on the plantation by Africans in the early 1740s stands today, and its congregation, still active, is at once the oldest Moravian and the oldest African-American Protestant congregation in the western hemisphere.
  

Posaunenberg symbolized the curious melding of religious and social impulses that shaped the Renewed Unity of Brethren in the eighteenth century.  In an age of reason, their own worldview was militantly antirationalist.  In their home communities, their diaspora settlements, and their missions around the world, they wanted only to live by their understanding of God’s word, shunning worldliness and the things they associated with it–acquisitiveness, politics, militarism, the intellect, immodesty.  Yet, with no sense of irony and no moral qualms at all, they participated in the quintessential invention of the modern world, the American plantation system and all it entailed–the African slave trade, influxes and outflows of international capital, the management of an enslaved agricultural and industrial labor force.  All this they grafted onto their vision of a New Testament community of believers who worked in the Lord’s cane fields.

The Moravian Church, it would seem, had a deeply ambivalent relationship to some of the key indices by which many Europeans measured their ideas of cultural and economic progress, and their national identities, in the eighteenth century.  Though they saw themselves in strong reaction against modernity, in many ways they embraced and promoted it.  In their quest to spread God’s kingdom to the far corners of the earth, they exemplified important aspects of European outreach in the first centuries of globalization.  It was in the spaces between their disdain for the modern world and their need to act within it that they forged their longest-lasting legacy.

In this essay I would like to explore this duality by examining some aspects of their mission work, the Moravians’ most visible projection of themselves into a public arena.  The Brethren were the first Protestant church to realize the implications of the worldwide spread of European imperialism for disseminating Christianity.  Historians have not adequately explained the source of the dynamic impulse that, just five years after the consecration of the Renewed Unity in 1727, began catapulting hundreds of missionaries around the globe to take the Gospel to a huge array of indigenous and enslaved people.  Relentless and tireless, these squadrons of disciples considered themselves martyrs in God’s service, unfazed by their enormous mortality in climates both tropical and frozen.  What made this small sect ubiquitous on the frontlines of the encounter between Europeans and non-Christians in Suriname, Jamaica, St. Thomas, Nicaragua, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Greenland, Labrador, South Africa, Russia, and Ceylon?  Why was it that the largest massacre of civilians during the American Revolution was (pace “The Patriot”) the Whig slaughter of Moravian Delawares at Gnadenhuetten?  Why, at the end of the eighteenth century, were the majority of the world’s black Protestants Moravian?  And what does it mean for the history of that endeavor when the huge preponderance of church membership today is found not in Europe or the United States but in the Caribbean and southern Africa?  Until we understand these dimensions of the Brethren’s appeal better, we can at least say that in their own way they participated in, and helped further, much of what the new worlds of the early modern period represented.

Several generations of scholars, for example, have emphasized the social, intellectual, and cultural volatility around the enormous rim of the Atlantic set in motion by the European colonization of the Americas.  We are coming to understand better how the flow of capital and human energy linked such distant ports as, say, Bristol, Gambia, and Charleston.  The European diffusion to the western hemisphere brought on a host of consequences, but several of the most prominent include: a prolonged cycle of confrontation and, often, a melding, of peoples from America, Europe, and Africa; a series of cultural frontiers with permeable boundaries between colonizers, colonized, and enslaved; constant attempts by Europeans to classify those they encountered in emerging racial and ethnic categories; the creation of new systems of knowledge and language blending assumptions from the Old World with lessons from the New World; and a multidirectional, transatlantic, and often reciprocal flow of people, ideas, and information between metropolitan and imperial centers. Each of these aspects, or mutations of them, figured prominently in the Brethren’s view of themselves and the ways they projected that image into the world.  We understand them best if we observe them not as self-contained communities of religious mystics insulated from the world but as global sojourners fully engaged in their own way with the complexity of these new realities, which often involved difficult choices for themselves and for those with whom they came into contact.

The Moravians’ ambiguous relationship to the question of European empires is a good illustration of their attempts to navigate through those complexities.  The eighteenth-century Brethren thought of themselves as latter-day apostles, free to go where God directed them to spread the word.  As members of a spiritual fellowship, and as German-speaking natives of territories hopelessly fractured by religion and politics, the Brethren did not link their mission to any sense of German national or imperial identity.  In that regard they were unlike, for example, the missionary wing of the Church of England, the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, which regarded evangelism to enslaved Africans in the American colonies as a valuable service not only to Christianity but to English civilization and empire.  The Brethren considered themselves attached to no one’s expansionist agenda, freed from the ideological requirements of nationalism and colonialism.  In fact, however, the church was intimately tied to a number of imperial Protestant apron strings.  Count Zinzendorf used his friendship with the royal court of Denmark to secure patronage for the first mission in 1732 to St. Thomas, and, in quick succession, to the other colonies of the Danish Atlantic, St. Croix, St. John, and Greenland.  Permission from the Dutch and British likewise enabled the Brethren to take their mission on a broader worldwide scale, following Dutch colonization to South Africa, Suriname, and Ceylon and the British to the West Indies and North America.  

Whatever their own intentions, the Brethren, in most of these settings, came to be seen by colonial administrators as bulwarks of imperialism whose teachings would help pacify captive or potentially resistant populations.  Ironically, they did not have that reputation at the outset.  In St. Thomas, despite their grant from the crown to preach to enslaved Africans, they enraged many planters by preaching that black and white were equal in the eyes of the Lord, though of course they never encouraged slaves to resist the social order.  The ensuing persecution and punishment of missionaries and slaves made the Brethren adopt a much more explicitly Pauline emphasis on submission in their preaching, thereby making the masters aware, according to missionary and historian Christian Oldendorp, that “exposure to Christian teachings tended to convert formerly rebellious, disobedient, and wild slaves into benevolent, faithful, and genuinely devoted people.” That message earned them favor with the planters and invitations to preach in other colonies.  As late as 1848, missionaries in Suriname insisted to planters that when “the poor slaves patiently accept the roads whence God leads them, and when they do not complain about this and are complacent, then God will bless them for it and look upon the services that they perform obediently for you gentlemen as if they therewith served Him.”  In following their calling as Christian apostles, then, the Moravian Brethren, seem to have allowed themselves to be manipulated in the service of imperialist and economic ends.
  

The question becomes more complicated when we consider the attitudes of the Brethren toward the cultures of the Mandinkas, Saramakas, Delawares, and Inuits they so indefatigably sought to convert.  Did the Moravians further lend themselves to a colonial agenda by linking their teachings to a belief in the conjoined superiority of European values and fair-skinned, or “white,” physiognomy?  Historians and theorists have shown that Europeans and Euro-Americans, through their encounters with indigenous peoples in the early modern period, refined a related cluster of ideas about science, knowledge, nature, and physical beauty that reified an elevated notion of western civilization.  An evolving concept of “race,” measurable and grounded in the emerging social science of anthropology, classified people–and assigned them a corresponding social value--by phenotype, presumed intelligence, national or ethnic character, and cultural attainment.  Philosophers differed as to whether differences among people occurred naturally or were the product of breeding and environment.  Still, the idea of quantifiable–and probably permanent--human difference was fundamental to the Enlightenment, to progress, to Europeans’ self-assessment of themselves in comparison with others, to modernity itself.

As an extension of the eighteenth-century Pietist movement, Moravians had little interest in attempts to classify race or categorize peoples scientifically.  They were concerned only with bringing them to salvation through an awareness of Christ.  In their world, there were only the saved and the unsaved, a condition upon which skin color, cranial size, or physique had no bearing.  They were interested in finding the spiritual essence underneath the outer shell.  Thus, the Brethren expounded a philosophy opposed to the Enlightenment’s efforts to distinguish between people and, by implication, to separate them accordingly.  By the Lord’s yardstick, all people were essentially equal, or had a chance to be.  The “First Fruits” paintings by Moravian artist Valentin Haidt from the 1740s celebrate this spiritual multiculturalism with their many-hued gallery of redeemed figures from mission fields in the Americas and Africa, all sharing in God’s bounty.  The implications of this alternative vision were potentially large, for it might have challenged the presumed right of Europeans to rule the world’s people by virtue of their own superior civilization.  Certainly, the evangelical search for underlying similarities between people, and the belief in a bond of emotion not intellect, hinted at a proto-Romanticist celebration of the noble savage.

On the other hand, the Brethren positioned themselves firmly in the mainstream of a set of unquestioned European assumptions, drawn from a pastiche of premodern, modern, and religious sources, about the depravity of non-Westerners.  Zinzendorf encouraged missionaries in their work among the “savages, slaves, and other heathen” to “pay attention to the culture of their hearers and express spiritual truths in terms and expressions which could be readily understood by the people.”  But if that culture was to be paid attention to, it was the better to change it.  “A heathen,” the count told an assembly of enslaved African converts at Posaunenberg on St. Thomas in 1739, “cannot be naturally inclined to do as much good as a man who has been taught to do good and to avoid evil since childhood.  For a heathen is accustomed to evil since his youth and has not learned anything better.”  Practices like polygamy, sex out of wedlock, the worship of non-Christian gods, the use of amulets and fetishes, and the singing of traditional music were to be stamped out.  In the case of enslaved Africans, the Brethren followed the lead of many other theorists by making an explicit connection between “heathen” culture and physiognomy as a rationale for slavery.  “There is not much good to say about a people for whom Paul’s expression in Ephesians 5:8 For ye were sometimes darkness has to be applied in the literal sense,” wrote missionary Oldendorp.  And Zinzendorf told the gathered black converts in St. Thomas that “God has punished the first Negroes with slavery.”  God, he said, “has made everything himself–kings, masters, servants, and slaves.  And as long as we live in this world, everyone must gladly endure the state into which God has place him and be content with God’s wise counsel.”  Conversion did not liberate their bodies, but “it does remove all evil thoughts, deceit, laziness, faithlessness, and everything that makes your condition of slavery burdensome.”  The count, identifying sin as the ultimate slavery, made no mention of oppressive work regimes, a lack of physical freedom, and violent punishments as factors contributing to the burden of slavery.  Zinzendorf, if appears, by invoking this standard justification for African slavery, simply accepted uncritically the religious foundation of the American plantation system, which now included the Brethren themselves.

Missionary Oldendorp expounded at some length on the question of Africans’ “nature.”  He believed their character was corrupt, wicked and obstinate, and he asked rhetorically “how could one expect it to be otherwise, since from their childhood on, they have been accustomed to follow only the impulses generated by their passions?”  Any virtues they might possess stemmed from “instinct and have no relation to religion or reason.”  In his effort to attribute Africans’ “ignorance” to their native land, Oldendorp came close to a kind of racial or cultural determinism.  “It would be pointless to view this deficiency as a necessary consequence of their slave status, because there is no doubt that true virtue can manifest itself in this as in other circumstances. . . . The cause of the gross ignorance of  Negroes in things both natural and made by man is to be found exclusively in the lack of exercise of their reasoning abilities.  This is particularly the case with those form the interior of Africa.  Since their needs there are reduced to the barest minimum, the arts of civilization which were discovered by other nations in order to meet their own various needs, are unknown to them.”  Converted Africans might not necessarily become more intelligent, but they would shed their corruption and become virtuous by accepting their “lowly fate from the hand of God’s wise goodness,” becoming patient and faithful in their bondage.

Here the Brethren were poised on the cusp of a complex problem.  Was a person’s “nature” permanent, or could it be changed?  And if so, might Africans be able to change the things that caused them to be enslaved?  The Moravian answer was that Africans’ cultures and beliefs, though initially assigned by God, and of grossly inferior quality, were indeed changeable.  Their souls were as worthy of salvation as anyone’s.  They were seen by God as spiritually equal to white people, and by converting, they could become culturally white.  Pushed to its most radical edge, this doctrine might have challenged slaveholders’ belief in the inferior and unchanging nature of Africans that was said to justify their enslavement.  But the Brethren made no such intellectual leap.  The reason for Africans’ dark skin (punishment for the “first Negroes”), and hence their enslavement, was not changeable, even though baptism washed away the sins that brought about that divinely-assigned mark of shame.  White Moravians endorsed a racial basis for enslaved Africans’ “lowly fate” at God’s merciful hand.  Perceiving no conundrum in how some parts of a person’s nature might be changeable but others not, the Brethren’s answer was that real slavery was spiritual not physical, so that the question of bodily freedom was irrelevant anyway. Christianity served as a conservative social force; African bodies were required to remain in bondage while they searched for ways to free their souls at Posaunenberg.  This logic led missionaries like Oldendorp to endorse severe treatment of slaves as necessary to help suppress their inclination to laziness, obstinacy, and corruption.

In similar fashion, Moravians saw their mission to the Cherokees in the early nineteenth-century U.S. as an attempt to “civilize” a people that some white Americans wished to drive away or exterminate.  Emerging “scientific” ideas of race were even invoked to argue that Cherokees and other Indians were biologically and culturally different from Euro-Americans and could never be assimilated into American society.  By contrast, the Brethren (as well as the Baptists and Methodists) hoped that, by bringing the Cherokees up to the stature of white America, the Indians would demonstrate themselves worthy of respect, thereby preserving their nation.  The Brethren stood well apart from modern racialist ideas.  But, with a combination of respect and condescension, in their attempt to change native and enslaved people culturally and spiritually, they embraced another idea fundamental to modernity: that Christianity and western civilization would save the world.

In their quest to bring this vision about, the Moravians employed the most modern of methods, many of them grounded in literacy and the production of texts.  A highly-developed mission bureaucracy helped spread and maintain the Unity’s worldwide reach.  Mission boards and officials proliferated in Germany and in other provinces outside Europe.  Missionaries in the field kept thorough records of all their instructional activities among converts and students, requiring them to spend a major part of each day simply writing.  Hundreds upon hundreds of reports, diaries, and letters poured in to Herrnhut each year from evangelists in dozens of posts to be collected, read and filed.  Extracts from each were gathered and published in the Unity’s newspaper, Gemein Nachrichten, which was sent back out into the field to keep missionaries abreast of their fellows’ progress on the global frontlines of heathenism.

Literacy for their catechumens was a crucial element of the missionaries’ strategy, one indicative of their belief that the egalitarian embrace of the Gospel should be open to all.  Teaching enslaved Africans to read and write was a revolutionary concept that got the Brethren in trouble with slaveholders in the West Indies, but as a strategy that incorporated missionaries and converts alike into an Enlightenment emphasis on education, it was brilliant.  Not only could hundreds of slaves, as well as indigenous people in other mission sites, now go to the Bible and seek learning for themselves, they had the ability to write their own letters baring their souls to each other and to God.  Many also followed Moravian tradition by writing their own autobiographies, or memoirs, a literary form which Katherine Faull Eze contends was “definitely part of the Western Enlightenment ‘discovery’ of the self.’”  Not only did literacy enable students to receive and transmit knowledge, it also prepared the way for the production of new kinds of knowledge.  Missionaries busily worked to translate the Bible and other texts, including hymns, into many native and creole languages, making them available to people with new reading skills.  In the Danish West Indies during the early 1760s, missionary Johann Boehner translated into Dutch Creole excerpts from the Bible, hymns, and a history of the life of Jesus drawn from the four gospels.  David Zeisberger produced a similar outpouring in the Delaware language, while others did the same on mission frontiers elsewhere.  Fully in keeping with the cultural interflow and mingling brought on by European expansion, translations, literacy, and multilingualism created entirely new groups of Moravian missionaries and converts who moved back and forth between languages and ethnic groups.

The better to understand the cultures they were trying to change, missionaries refined their skills as observers and recorders of the practices they encountered.  Writers like Zeisberger and Oldendorp produced sophisticated ethnographic reports based on extensive interaction with informants.  Zeisberger spent years living among the Delawares in Ohio, while Oldendorp interviewed hundreds of enslaved Africans during his year-long stay in the Danish West Indies in 1767, differentiating skillfully in his writing among dozens of ethnic groups.  Not only did these careful observations contain a catalogue of supposed savagery, they were practical guides as well, for missionaries could use descriptions of particular practices to explain similar or parallel concepts from Christianity to students.  Though such writings here and there betray a tone of disdain, they are characterized even more by an enormous respect for their subjects.  It was not enough for missionaries to lump all Africans, or all Indians, together as alike.  Rather, it was essential to understand them as human beings who, though laboring in the grip of false beliefs and customs, were no less worthy of divine grace than anyone else.  Thus, it was essential to grasp  the difference between Mandingo and Mondongo people because they were God’s creations as well.  Though they had their own religious motivations for conducting such studies, the Brethren were well within the emerging Enlightenment social science of anthropology, with its attempts to observe and categorize the world’s “exotic” people, and its deeply ambiguous relationship to imperialism and notions of race.

Perhaps most importantly of all, the Moravian Church, for better or worse, became the vehicle through which increasing numbers of indigenous and enslaved people negotiated the bewildering challenges of the modern world.  Whatever white Brethren thought of them, the crucial point was what they thought of the missionaries and their teachings and what, if any, purpose they believed Christianity served in shielding them from slavery, the fracturing of families, the loss of land, or other consequences of their encounters with Europeans.  As they weighed the Christian alternative presented by Moravian preachers, they considered not only a sacred system of beliefs, symbols, and rituals, but a social system, bound together by Jesus’s blood, that ordered its adherents’ lives.  The Brethren had their major successes when they were perceived as allies  and their teachings seemed to provide a source of protection against abuse.  Non-Christians converted almost in proportion to the amount of worldly power they wielded, which influenced the degree to which they believed the Christian message and  congregational order articulated a clear sense of opposition to the violence and oppression they endured.  In the Danish West Indies, for example, missionaries noticed that “those slaves who enjoyed the greatest freedom and had to face the fewest obstacles were also the least likely to become converts.”  In the early years of that mission, when preachers and congregants alike endured beatings and arrest by the authorities, the missionaries boosted their credibility by retreating to the bush with their students to hold secret meetings.  When three missionaries were arrested, tried, and held in jail for four months between 1738 and 1739, the sense of shared persecution caused church membership to increase by more than two hundred, or half again as many.
  

Literacy, in this regard, became not only a means of self-expression for enslaved Moravian converts but a tool they could use to defend themselves, sometimes aggressively, but tapping into a deep wellspring of spiritual power.  One woman in 1737 ended her abuse from a hostile overseer by reading Scriptures to him, causing him to relent and become more “indulgent” with plantation workers.  Another slave used her knowledge of the Bible to intimidate whites into silence.  “She speaks to some [whites] with such authority about what she has read in the Bible that they cannot open their mouths against her.”  In the Danish islands, a slave who contradicted a white person might be punished by having his or her tongue cut out, but now, under the protection of the masters’ own sacred texts, they boldly talked back in their faces.  And, the slaves pointed out, the book of Revelation, which many of them could read for themselves, proved the slaveholders’ wickedness for all the world but themselves to see.  One woman told a missionary that “the Christians do not serve their God,” and that, though she was a slave, she could see the world would come to an end and the masters had no idea of the punishment they would face.

Potential converts weighed a complex set of spiritual and utilitarian factors when deciding whether to join the faith.  They were expected, for example, to renounce their previous beliefs as heathenish (though many Africans and Indians continued to practice traditional devotions furtively), and enslaved Brethren had to reconcile their own fellowship in a religious order that sanctioned their captivity as God’s will.  Against these deterrents were possible benefits of conversion.  Africans whose families and communities were destroyed by the transatlantic slave trade could forge new connections in the congregation with an extended web of spiritual mentors, godparents, “brothers” and sisters,” and other fictive kin.  They could also attain positions of leadership and responsibility as class leaders, teachers, and lay preachers.  Women especially profited from this status, since the Brethren interpreted the Scriptures liberally and encouraged women to testify and lead in church.  In some cases, Christian fellowship provided social and geographic mobility, including an avenue out of slavery.  The church sent small cohorts of converts from its worldwide missions to Germany for immersion in congregational life and training in mission work.  Thus, Moravian towns like Herrnhut, Herrnhaag, and Marienborn became anachronistic experiments in racial and religious identity, where European Brethren lived and worshiped alongside Africans from the West Indies, Indians from Ohio and Pennsylvania, Inuits from Greenland, and Tartars from Russia.  The Pennsylvania towns of Bethlehem, Lititz and Nazareth contained African and Delaware congregants; in North Carolina, black and white Brethren worshiped together until the early years of the nineteenth century when the increase of slavery as a labor system in Moravian communities fed a rise of anti-black sentiment and the eventual segregation of black congregants into a separate church.

The transcultural, multiracial Moravian fellowship derived from, and expressed, many of the contradictions of the eighteenth century.  It signified movement and collision of ideas and people in a worldwide arena; it represented a crossing of ethnic, racial, and religious borders, a shifting of identities among brothers and sisters in the church.  The Unity provided a new set of options to besieged people seeking to respond to European encroachment and colonialism along an immense set of geographic and cultural frontiers, but those options often involved a complex calculus of gains and losses by those electing to join the Brethren.  Moravian teachings sought to shield non-Europeans from some depredations, but they also defended and even participated in a conservative social order that witnessed some of the most horrific abuses of the age, most notably the African slave trade.  Did the Christianity offered by the Brethren offer a way out for people caught in these traps?  Only the discontented in the first age of globalization could answer.
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�. Examples of congregational kinship, worship, and opportunities for women are discussed in Oldendorp, Caribbean Mission, 332-35.  See also Peter Vogt, “A Voice for Themselves: Women as Participants in Congregational Discourse in the Eighteenth-Century Moravian Movement,” in Beverly Mayne Kienzle and Pamela Walker, eds., Women Preachers and Prophets Through Two Millennia of Christianity (Berkeley, 1998), 227-47.  A striking example of multinational worship was a “Moors’ lovefeast” held in Herrnhaag in December, 1742, which included several African or Afro-Caribbean participants, a Malabar from Ceylon, a Gypsy, and a Tartar, all lumped together for prayer in an apparently separate non-European, non-white category. Herrnhaag Diary, Dec. 9, 1742, Archiv der Brueder-Unitaet, Herrnhut, Germany. On developments in North Carolina, see Sensbach, A Separate Canaan. 





