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New Birth in a New Land:

 Evangelism, Ethnicity, and Assimilation

Among North Carolina’s Moravians

 in the Early National Period

By S. Scott Rohrer, Independent Scholar

After a lifetime of searching, George Soelle believed he understood the answer to a mystery that Christians had been pondering for centuries: how to achieve eternal salvation. Open your heart to Jesus, Soelle told anyone who would listen, and He will come into your life. Soelle was hardly bashful about delivering this message of eternal life. An energetic missionary who came to Wachovia, North Carolina, in 1770 in the twilight of his career, Soelle traveled extensively throughout the North Carolina backcountry, spreading the word.
 

Soelle’s eagerness to deliver the joyful message of the new birth was hardly unusual among evangelicals. His spiritual journey was remarkably similar to other pilgrims searching to find communion with Jesus Christ, and of those missionaries seeking to help them find it. In an evangelical world, the striking fact was not the differences expressed by leading theologians of the day, but the commonality of the conversion experience among the faithful. In the South, the leading denominations – Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, and Moravian – shared a loose kinship based on experiential conversion.
 This conversion experience transcended race, nationality, and ethnicity, and it helped to create a community of believers that deemphasized differences among denominational and cultural lines. The difficulty of achieving a “new birth” and maintaining it allowed German immigrants to find common ground with their English-speaking brethren. 

Wachovia’s experience in the late colonial and early national periods amply demonstrates this. The 98,895-acre Moravian colony in North Carolina’s central Piedmont was a diverse and sophisticated place, populated in 1800 by about fifteen hundred pilgrims from some nineteen countries, including Norway and Scotland. Non-German speakers came to comprise at least twelve percent of Wachovia’s population by the early nineteenth century.
 Colonization of the tract began in 1753, when the Unity established Bethabara as a staging area for settlement. Two church-founded settlements known as Ortsgemeinen, or congregation towns, followed – Bethania in 1759 and the central capital of Salem in 1766. In the Ortsgemeinen, elders restricted residency to church members and expected inhabitants to fully devote their lives to Jesus and the church. Christian love was to be the bond that united inhabitants.

But there was a second, equally important component to the Moravian mission. Outside the Ortsgemeinen, individual groups of former Lutheran, Reformed, and Anglican colonists gathered in Wachovia for spiritual sustenance and economic opportunity. These settlers founded three settlements known as Landgemeinen, or farm communities: German-speaking Friedberg in the late 1750s, German-speaking Friedland in 1771, and English-speaking Hope in 1772. In these farm communities, inhabitants lived with far less oversight from church elders and had the option of becoming Society, or partial, members.

Members of the Landgemeinen were products of Count Nicholas von Zinzendorf’s “Diaspora,” where Moravian missionaries sought to introduce Christians of other faiths to heart religion. The goal was not to convert Christians to Moravianism but to awaken hearers to the glory of Jesus Christ and thus revitalize staid church life. The awakened had the option of joining Moravian Societies while remaining members of their home churches. In Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Maine during the late 1750s and early 1760s, Moravian missionaries not only encouraged settlers to embrace Zinzendorf’s heart religion but to also consider moving to Wachovia, where land was cheaper and they could join a unique Christian community based on the new birth. More than two hundred settlers responded before the Revolution, a migration that led to the founding of extremely vibrant Societies.
 

That life-altering experience known as the new birth helps to explain how Wachovia was able to forge a tight-knit community among so many divergent groups. And it helps to explain how two interlocking aspects of religion and assimilation worked in the late colonial and early national periods. The first aspect was the most fundamental: In the North Carolina backcountry, evangelism – and specifically Pietism – helped create the conditions that made intermixing between various ethnic groups possible. The conversion experience allowed individuals from different backgrounds to find common ground. Intermixing among evangelicals often resulted in swift and decisive cultural change in the first generation, a corrective to those studies that posit assimilation in generational terms.
 Evangelical values predisposed its immigrant followers to a second and overlapping phase of acculturation. The impulse to reform a worldly culture and revive Christian life meant that evangelicals were engaging the outside world on several fronts, ranging from the frontier store to the meetinghouse – an engagement that ultimately accelerated the process by which German speakers and other immigrants became “American.”    

* * *

The new birth was both intensely personal and ritualized. Seekers under went a basic three-step process that varied among hearers in length: vocation – where one was in a lost spiritual condition seeking but unable to find salvation; justification, where one experienced the liberating power of Jesus Christ; and finally sanctification, where this new relationship with Jesus was cemented. George Soelle’s conversion was typical in its intensity and difficulty. He was born on the island of Erroe, Denmark, in 1709, and was raised as a Lutheran in the world of God. But, as Soelle later recalled, he did not truly know Him despite his years of church attendance. At age 12, “I was overcome with such an alarm and fear of God that I went into the church, threw myself on the floor, and besought the dear God with many tears to forgive my sins. My fear passed, and I felt safe, but for twelve more years, I went my own way.” As was the case with countless others of the “unsaved,” Soelle’s spiritual rebirth did not come easily or quickly. The tearful young Dane recognized he was unsaved, but he did not know what to do about it. Such helplessness led to even-deeper feelings of chagrin and self-loathing. While in school, “I felt how terrible sin was. . . . For several years, I was greatly oppressed and miserable.” Soelle, in short, was rudely experiencing that first terrifying step in the conversion process that all pilgrims had to undertake – vocation, the feeling that one was utterly worthless and corrupt.

Getting to the second stage of the conversion process – justification, where Jesus offered assurance for the pardon of sins – proved to be as daunting for Soelle as it was for others. He credited two sources for putting him on the path to salvation, one mystical and the other earthly. In a series of dreams, Soelle learned of the Savior and, more mysteriously, of the Unity of Brethren – whom he had never heard of up until that point. Soelle could make no sense of these nightly visions; “it seemed that I was one of the men who were carrying the body of the Savior, and as it disappeared from our hands, I heard a voice say three times: ‘The Brethren have overcome.’ ” These dreams led to a great deal of soul searching. While true conversion remained beyond his grasp at this point, Soelle decided at age 32 to become a Lutheran minister. The earthly help came a year later, in 1742, in the form of a Moravian missionary. Brother Grassman was the first Moravian Soelle had ever met, and his appearance apparently fulfilled the vision that Soelle had had years earlier. Through this chance meeting with Grassman, Soelle said he “first learned of the sins of all sins, the lack of faith in the atonement of the Savior, which I had not hitherto felt in my heart. Now at last my lost condition was evident to me, and it was hard for me to speak and to preach of the Savior, for I did not yet know Him.” Grassman’s plain but persuasive words had struck Soelle with great force. Grassman’s evangelizing set the stage for Soelle’s spiritual rebirth. For Soelle, Grassman’s words reinforced his earlier feelings that he was lost and corrupt. What he finally came to understand was that he had to open his heart to Jesus. Only then did “the crucified Savior appear to me, as He died on the cross for my sins.” By placing his total trust in Jesus Christ, Soelle had at last crossed the bridge of understanding to justification. His rebirth, after many, many years of effort, brought about a miraculous change in its wake. In Soelle’s words, “I felt the peace of God in my heart.”
 

Soelle’s long, difficult journey to salvation was a lonely one, but he was not alone in taking it. Other Moravians and Southern evangelicals underwent similar, and equally difficult, journeys. John Littlejohn, a Methodist, could not have been more different from George Soelle: The two hailed from different countries, followed different occupations, spoke different languages, and joined different churches. Yet their conversion experiences were virtually identical. Littlejohn was a raucous, English-born artisan who came to America in about 1767. After moving to Norfolk, Va., he first heard revivalists preach in 1769 and was intrigued enough to continue attending preaching on a regular basis. Like Soelle, Littlejohn regretted that “the word did not reach my heart, although it did for many others.” For five years, Littlejohn remained adrift. confused—and unconverted—until he heard the stirring words of a Methodist exhorter from Philadelphia, who played the same role for Littlejohn that Brother Grassman did for Soelle. The exhorter “related to us what God had done for his soul. His words got to my heart as never any did before, tears gushed from my eyes…. I acknowledged my sin & cryed [sic] unto the Lord to spare and pluck me as a brand from ye burning.” Littlejohn had at last made the step from vocation to justification. As Methodist historian Dee E. Andrews concluded, “The pattern of Littlejohn’s religious experience was replicated among a remarkable variety of Methodists, male and female, across social, racial, and ethnic lines.”
 As another historian of Southern evangelicalism has noted, “If the paramount issue was conversion, then all those who shared this experience in some way were members of a vast spiritual community.”
 The conversion experiences of German and English speakers, in other words, were virtually identical, and evangelism’s appeal proved to be wide. Indeed, some of the earliest converts to Wesleyan Methodism in America were German Palatines.
 These German immigrants found a congenial home in a religious reform movement that had been recently transplanted to a British colony from England. Ethnicity mattered little; becoming reborn did.

Soelle himself intuitively understood that his experience as a sinner was typical, and that he had much to offer to those trying to find spiritual peace through Jesus. Having successfully been reborn, this Lutheran minister asked to join the Unity in 1747 and to become a missionary in Zinzendorf’s Diaspora. The brethren in Copenhagen advised him to stay where he was and to serve the Lord in his old post in the Lutheran church. But Soelle rejected this advice: “I had no rest in my heart until I preached my farewell sermon [at my church] and set out for the Unity.” Soelle reached Herrnhaag in October of that year, then moved to Marienborn, where he was received into the Moravian congregation there on December 1. When Soelle received his call to go to America in 1753, he eagerly accepted.

Soelle’s transatlantic move launched a missionary career that took him to numerous Moravian outposts in Pennsylvania and New England: Oley, Lynn, Yorktown, Philadelphia, Rhode Island, and finally to Broadbay for eight years. In the final years of his remarkable career, he settled in Wachovia in 1770 and traveled tirelessly throughout Wachovia and the North Carolina backcountry, spreading the word of Jesus’ saving grace. Soelle died on May 4, 1773, at the age of 63.

In seeking converts, Soelle brought to his task an empathy for those struggling to achieve a new birth and a certain toughness that the unsaved needed to confront his or her sinful ways. In 1771, for instance, Soelle was both patient and stern with George Lang of Friedland who was trying to find the “light.” Patiently, Soelle explained over and over again to Lang during pastoral visits to Lang’s house over many months that no one could be saved until he took that first step to justification and admitted his worthlessness. Soelle even stayed overnight at Lang’s house so they could better talk about what this Diaspora member needed to do to achieve a relationship with the Savior. On July 24, Soelle noted that he was making progress with Lang: “Grace is becoming more and more active in him and makes him more conscious of his misery and ruin . . .”
 

While Soelle displayed patience with those unsaved souls who were struggling to achieve a rebirth, he had no patience for those unsaved who proclaimed to be good Christians and to know all the answers. In February 1773, Soelle encountered a Presbyterian, a member of a church that Soelle felt lacked “spark and light.” This Presbyterian considered himself to be “wise,” an assertion that only earned Soelle’s ire. “I asked him whether he had in all his life been in spiritual distress and experienced the power of Christ’s death for forgiveness,” Soelle recounted in his diary. “He replied, ‘No.’ I told him he should go and first learn to become a penitent sinner and a fool, and then experience in his own soul what it means to be a Redeemer.”
 Soelle’s meaning was quite clear: Unless the unsaved has let Jesus into his heart, he is not a true Christian.

Those “unsaved” that Moravian missionaries succeeded in reaching understood this well. Adam Hartman of Friedberg was so moved by a sermon that L.C. Bachhoff gave on the need to repent that he approached the congregation pastor “and said that in the sermon yesterday, I had spoken of his situation exactly.” Hartman’s admission gave Bachhoff the chance to repeat his earlier point: “I said to him, ‘You are under the influence of the Holy Spirit. Hear Him and follow not just your head, but rather give yourself to the Savior with body and soul.”
 In 1771, Martin Walk approached Bachhoff about joining the Unity as a member of the Friedberg congregation. This pledge of commitment did not impress the pastor; he made it clear to Walk “that the way to conversion did not begin with their being accepted [into the congregation], but rather in their saying, ‘Oh, how can I bring Jesus into my life!’ ”
 

Moravian views of salvation reflected Count Zinzendorf’s Christ-centered philosophy. For the count, a love of Jesus was at the core of an experiential “heart religion.” The locus of one’s faith was to be the heart and not the head. The essence of true belief, the count preached, was an individual’s loving relationship with God and Jesus Christ. Central to this conception was Zinzendorf’s views of Christ, whom he saw as Spezial-Gott: “The Savior is our God. Through him we know the Father and the Holy Spirit.” Bachhoff had put it well: To undergo a new birth, Hartman and others could not merely think about Christ; they had to feel His presence. What the pastor meant was that conversion was to be a matter of feeling and not of reasoning. Pilgrims could not use their minds to achieve a rebirth; they had to use their hearts. They had, according to Zinzendorf, to directly “experience” God through identification with Christ. Zinzendorf was reacting to those scholastics who believed that piety could be achieved through the study and understanding of theological propositions. He was also reacting to those Pietists at Halle who espoused “legalistic” conversions and who promoted intellectualism and moralism over regeneration and repentance.
 

Critics of Zinzendorf and the Moravians accused them of espousing quick, superficial conversions that did not stand the test of time.
 But this was a charge that Soelle, Bachhoff, and other Moravians would likely have scoffed at. In Wachovia, most understood all too well the difficulty of achieving a true rebirth. Most understood that vocation was a difficult, drawn out process. And nearly all understood – and feared – the dangers of “backsliding,” as the unsaved embraced Christ and renounced their worldly ways, only to relapse and to return to old bad habits until they turned to Christ yet again. 

Such a cycle of conversion and backsliding was well known in Wachovia. Indeed, when congregation members died, pastors routinely read their Lebenslauf, or life stories, to the assembled congregation as a lesson in human weakness and Jesus Christ’s ultimate forgiveness. This lesson must have been all too familiar to pilgrims but awe-inspiring nevertheless: Evangelicals struggled to achieve conversion and to maintain it. For the faithful, Jesus won out in the end. The struggles of Cornelius Schneider were typical. He was born in Broadbay, Maine, in 1751 to Moravian parents. His family came to Wachovia in 1770 for a familiar reason: that the parents and “their children might come into closer fellowship with the Brudergemeine.” Schneider, according to his life’s chronicler, “was not accustomed [to talking] at length about the state of his heart, but he did express himself to the end that it was his earnest wish to follow our Lord faithfully as his possession.” In 1779, he was received into Friedberg’s congregation, and in 1780, he took communion for the first time. But, despite having undergone a new birth, “for several years, something seemed to be troubling him in the serene walk of a pardoned sinner.” Schneider became so troubled with the state of his soul that he declined to take communion and eventually severed his ties with the congregation. After returning from Gnadenhutten on the Muskingum, Schneider tried to recapture the spark he had earlier experienced, but he struggled to find it. As his chronicler put it: “He declared various times that he would turn soon to the congregation in Friedland in a new commitment.” His efforts at reconciliation drew the support of the church community. “The circumstances of this dear man,” noted his memoir, “and the darkness into which he had come were of great concern to the Wachovia workers, and they wished to be able to help him soon to come back into the light again.”
 Valentine Frey was another congregant who struggled to avoid backsliding. When his family moved to Pennsylvania from Europe and joined the brethren there, he joined as well. He became a founding member of the Friedberg congregation in the late 1760s and a respected community figure. Despite his conversion, a deep dedication to Moravianism, and his close to ties to the Friedberg congregation (and later to Hope’s), Valentine was unable to avoid straying, and he left the congregation for a time. As his memoir succinctly put it: He “turned to various by-paths, which interrupted his fellowship with us.” Like so many others who wandered, Valentine eventually came back to the church, bringing a great deal of guilt and remorse with him. When Valentine “spoke of this time, he wept bitter tears.”
 Jacob Roth of Friedland found so much temptation around him that Soelle reported “he is fighting against sin with all his might.” Soelle told this struggling brother he knew of but one solution: “to surrender himself to the Savior and accept mercy from Him as an ungodly person.”
 

* * *

The difficulty of the conversion experience thus facilitated a closeness among Wachovia’s ethnically diverse population. Landgemeinen and Ortsgemeinen members may have lived on scattered family farms or in congregational towns, hailed from different countries, grown up in different faiths, and descended from different ethnicities, but they were all evangelical cousins who struggled together to achieve a new birth and to maintain it. The conversion experience forged a bond that was deep and lasting. 

Yet the new birth’s impact on acculturation ran deeper than this. It also encouraged extensive contact with outsiders, fostering intermixing on another important level. Konrad Lange, a Diaspora worker in Europe, noted that eighteenth-century Moravian missionary efforts entailed working through other denominations in an attempt to awaken individual Christians “to the merits and death of Jesus, through which all sectarianism disappears by itself.”
 Such a belief remained paramount into the nineteenth century. Central elders summed up this philosophy in 1818: “We claim fellowship with all true children of God in other Christian denominations – wishing to live in brotherly union with them all. . . .”

With the mandate to carry the gospel to all, Wachovia’s settlements welcomed outsiders to its services. Congregational diaries were filled with references to “strangers” attending services in both the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. An entry of 1802 was typical: “In Hope, a large number of persons gathered, of all religious persuasions, so that the Saal could not hold them.”
 As Societies whose very raison d’etre was ecumenicalism, the Landgemeinen drew especially large crowds of outsiders. But the supposedly closed Ortsgemeinen did so as well. In Bethania, for instance, “The public preaching services have been well attended by neighbors,” the Wachovia Memorabilia reported in 1775.
 The Moravians built up a sizable following west of Wachovia, in Deep Creek and along the Yadkin River, that resulted in many outsiders affiliating with the Unity as Society members. In fact, about half of Hope’s Society members lived in those two places, and their neighbors regularly came to the congregation’s services.
 These neighbors’ attendance was so large that Hope’s pastor could write that “Yesterday, half of the people who came to meeting were strangers, almost from all parts around us.”
 Such openness made a deep impression on visitors to Wachovia. The Anglican itinerant Charles Woodmason was struck by the Moravians’ willingness to “receive to their Community Persons of all Nations, Religion & Languages.”

Pastors generally welcomed the attendance of these outsiders. In 1803, Carl Gotthold Reichel, the pastor of the Salem congregation, noted that Easter Sunday services at Salem’s God’s Acre drew “about 700 strangers from various cities and counties of this State and also of Virginia.” To accommodate such a large crowd of outsiders, the Salem congregation obligingly held the prayer service in English. Reichel wrote afterward that “it was for me an especially great pleasure to hear testimony of our crucified and resurrected Lord before such a great audience of strangers.”
 Obviously, the presence of outsiders presented a chance to fulfill one of Zinzendorf’s most cherished goals of the Diaspora: to reform Christendom by introducing individuals to the gospel and Jesus’ saving grace. Mixed crowds afforded Moravian ministers the opportunity to preach their message of salvation to large audiences.

But this Pietist mandate did not mean that Moravians mingled with outsiders without reservation. They often displayed the Anabaptist distrust of the unconverted, especially in Wachovia’s early years, because of the supposed threat the unpious posed to the reborn Christian. Before 1760, Unity leaders still envisioned der Wachau as a haven for the converted, and the Ortsgemeine as a refuge for the pious. They placed the taverns at Bethabara and Salem on the outskirts of those two towns in an effort to minimize contact between “strangers” and the brethren of the Ortsgemeinen.

The need to attract colonists after 1760 meant that Wachovia’s boards understood they would have to be more accommodating to outsiders. Even into the nineteenth century, however, Moravian pastors worried that the worldly ways of the unconverted would set a bad example for the Pietist trying to live by God’s teachings. And they specifically feared that the presence of outsiders at Moravian services would bring “disorder” if these strangers disrupted services by talking too loudly or entering and leaving during the service. In their congregational diaries and reports to governing boards, the pastors often observed, with palpable relief, when strangers remained quietly and orderly at services.

The presence of outsiders, as a result, produced tension between the need to carry on missionary work while preserving the good order of services and the piety of the unconverted in Wachovia. There was no easy solution to this dilemma, except to welcome outsiders into Wachovia and to hope for the best. Coming down on the side of openness contrasted sharply with some Pietist and many Anabaptist groups, who emphasized creating a community of believers over converting outsiders. The Hutterites rejected missionary work outright; they believed that God worked on his own and in his own time.
 For the “plain people,” as historian John A. Hostetler calls German sectarians, creating such a community of believers became a part of the redemptive process. They believed they had to avoid the unconverted world to maintain their purity and to demonstrate their love for God by avoiding all carnal temptations.
 The Dunkers drew on Paul’s second letter to Corinthians to justify their decision to separate from the “unclean”; as historian Carl F. Bowman has observed, “only by separating themselves from the larger culture could Brethren live an authentic church life.” Most Anabaptist groups, as a result, tried to limit contact with outsiders.
 

Mixing so extensively with English speakers because of their religious values, German-speaking Moravians began to absorb Southern mores on social, economic, political, and even religious levels. This interaction began as early as 1753, when Wachovia was founded, and accelerated in the Early Republic as more creole families were created under the first stage of the assimilation process. Wachovia, of course, was never an isolated island shielded from the outside world. Zinzendorf’s ecumenical movement succeeded in producing dynamic Societies that saw many outsiders affiliate with the Unity. While German and English brethren were intermixing within Wachovia, these same members were engaging the outside world on various levels. At backcountry stores and in port cities such as Petersburg and Charlestown, Moravians hobnobbed with fellow Southerners. The brethren grew cash crops for the market, came to embrace slavery, and participated in the “consumer revolution” of the late eighteenth century. They also cast their lot with the Patriot cause by 1776. Such an identity with an Anglo political revolution meant that American Moravians were further distancing themselves from their Germanic origins.
 All of this contact with the wider Anglo world produced a wave of change that picked up speed after 1800. 

The changes during the Early Republic can be seen most clearly in evolving religious practices. Religion, ironically, served as both an instigator of change and a receptor of it. Striving to be good Americans after 1800, Southern Moravians formed Bible societies, joined the temperance crusade, celebrated the Fourth of July. They also embraced the burgeoning Sunday School movement that had its roots in the Northern middle-class reform movement of the 1820s.
 Wachovia’s participation in the Sunday School Union brought it into closer cooperation with other Protestant groups. Inside their meetinghouses, Wachovia’s brethren abandoned worship practices intended to link them with original Christians but had tended instead to separate them from more conventional Christian worship. In the early 1800s, Moravians ceased to prostrate themselves in prayer during communion and knelt instead. In 1818, they no longer exchanged the kiss of peace. For the Unity, the kiss was meant to signal a moment of union with Christ. Congregation members received new members with the kiss of peace, a holy act that signaled admission into God’s society. Now, like other mainstream churches, the brethren extended the right hand of fellowship. At the same time, Wachovia was dropping Pedilaviums, or foot washings – another act meant to symbolize one’s attachment to Christ. All these changes in ritual meant that Southern Moravians were moving away from earlier, radical practices that had emulated primitive Christianity but that had tended instead to make them “different.”
 

* * *

Because of extensive intermixing, equally momentous change was occurring simultaneously on the individual level. The workings of this complex interaction among German and English speakers can be seen most clearly by looking at the experiences of the congregation known as Hope, the only Anglo settlement in predominately German-speaking Wachovia. English-speaking emigrés from Frederick County, Maryland, began arriving in Wachovia in 1772, led by Daniel Smith, a tobacco farmer, and they established a small but resilient congregation that soon totaled 150 people and that still exists into present times. 

Central elders in Herrnhut welcomed the formation of non-German Moravian congregations in Europe and elsewhere, provided those wishing to affiliate with the Moravian church could meet the spiritual and financial criteria for joining the Unity. A synod of Unity leaders held at Herrnhut in 1818 reaffirmed what was expected of candidates across the globe who wanted to become Moravian congregations. “It is . . . the acknowledged calling of the Brethren’s Unity to form a society of the true children of God – who look to Jesus as their head. . . . It follows from this principle, that only such can be considered real members.”
 Moravian leaders judged potential applicants – German or English – on the simple premise of whether they accepted that “the foundation of our union is Jesus our Saviour, & his redeeming love towards man.”
 

The inclusive foundation of the new birth smoothed the way for Hope. Indeed, the settlement achieved full congregation status within eight years, the fastest of the three Landgemeinen. Friedberg had to wait about fourteen years before becoming a congregation; Friedland waited ten. The language barrier proved to be one of the practical obstacles for Hope to overcome. There is no evidence that Hope’s Anglo settlers spoke German or bothered to learn it, unlike another group of outsiders who lived in Wachovia – African-American slaves.
 Instead, Wachovia administrators assigned a former Marylander, an English-speaking missionary named Richard Utley, to pastor part time to the new arrivals in 1772. 

Besides sharing the new birth, German and English into close daily contact in church, farm field, and parlor. The brethren met regularly and worked together on communal projects that benefited the settlement. Such cooperation took several forms. In fall 1803, for instance, the heads of Hope’s families met and divided all the male members of the congregation into four companies to work on Hope’s graveyard and fence. The committee assigned men to haul the timber with their wagons and others to do the work.
 Members also regularly helped maintain the meetinghouse and plowed its fields for the Arbeiter, or pastor.

From the settlement’s earliest days, choir life played a significant part in bringing German and English together. In December 1780, the Land Arbeiters Conferenz began making plans to hold Anfassung, or “speakings,” in Hope once a month “in order that one may discuss spiritual topics” with the “young male and female persons” in the congregation.
 In May 1783, Brother Benzien of Salem visited Hope “and laid their Choir Principles before the unmarried men and boys. . . . This was the beginning of such instruction there.”
 The choirs were organized not by ethnic group but by age, sex, and marital status. The effect of these pietistic conventicles was to break the congregation down into smaller groups that usually met once a month for fellowship and to discuss matters of mutual concern, including such issues as congregational discipline and the proper raising of children.
 The choirs also served important social functions. Throughout Wachovia, including in Hope, the Moravians set aside special days for the choirs, which celebrated their own liturgies.
 These religious holidays were festive times that allowed choir members to better get to know each other. In Hope, the choirs served another function as well: They helped to establish psychological links with their German-speaking brethren in Salem and elsewhere through the mutual exchange of members. Leaders of the choirs paid regular visits to their counterparts in the countryside to help instill discipline and group solidarity. Choir life, in short, helped make Hope part of Wachovia’s church family, shortening the divide between German- and English-speaking brethren.

Other community-wide events served the same function. Salem’s leaders constantly reminded residents that they were part of not only the Wachovia community but a worldwide church. New Year’s Eve festivities especially reinforced this sense of community and brotherhood among far-flung Moravians. All of the settlements gathered at their gemeine Hauses for the reading of the Memorabilia of Wachovia congregations that recounted the highlights of the past year.
 In Hope and the other settlements, the year consisted of an endless round of festivals that ranged from the married people’s festival to the older girls’ covenant day to the congregation festival. Moravian elders designed the festivals to celebrate important milestones in the Unity’s history, raise flagging spirits, and help breed a sense of community among all the congregations. Every August 26th, Hope celebrated the founding of the congregation. Dignitaries from Salem attended, often using the occasion to relay news of Unity events and to stress the importance of Unity missions.”
 Except for language, little distinguished Hope from its larger German neighbor to the south, Friedberg. Both settlements developed a strong sense of community despite a backcountry landscape of individual, dispersed farms. In both, settlements, spiritual and community life centered on the gemeine Haus.

All of these close religious contacts helped lead to close social contacts among German- and English-speaking Moravians. German-speaking members from all settlements mixed easily with their English brethren. One obvious indicator of the amount of intermixing between English and German was the number of German speakers who decided to affiliate with the congregation at Hope. By 1810, the number of identifiable German speakers in Hope constituted thirty-two percent of the population. This was especially significant considering that the settlers who arrived in 1772 were all Anglos who came with the express purpose of starting an English-speaking settlement. Moreover, the intermixing came relatively rapidly. By 1780, less than eight years after the first English Marylanders arrived, the settlement was twelve percent German. Such a swift rise in the German population indicates that intermixing was not merely a generational phenomenon, where second- and third-generation Moravians were less concerned with ethnic divisions. Intermixing began with first-generation settlers.

	Hope’s Congregation by Ethnicity

Year     Number      Ethnicity   Percentage
                      1780        30              English     88%

                                      4                German     12%

                      1810        60              English      68%

                                      28              German      32%

Numbers include those known to belong to the settlement as congregation members. All major families have been identified, but the numbers are understated because of the difficulty of identifying whether children or spouses joined the congregation. Hope’s population, according to church records, was about 70 in 1780 and 150 in 1810. Ethnicity was determined by examining family history, place of birth, and surnames. Sources include memoirs, Church Book for Hope, settlement committee minutes, and other primary sources in MA-SP.


The close proximity of Friedberg to Hope helped ensure that its German and English members enjoyed especially close ties. This was particularly true during the 1772-1780 period, when Hope’s members attended services at Friedberg because their settlement did not have a full-time pastor. Hope bordered Friedberg to the north, but there were no firm geographic boundaries between the settlements. Muddy Creek and its two main forks determined where people set up farms. The main branch of Muddy Creek, also known as the Dorothea, extended up the northwest border of Wachovia. Hope’s meetinghouse sat on a “pretty hill” on thirty-eight acres on the east bank of Muddy Creek. Family farms hugged Muddy Creek and its South Fork and Middle Fork. No settler established farms off these waterways in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

Friedberg’s members lived mainly along the South Fork, but its upper farms spilled over into territory occupied by residents of Hope near the Middle Fork, also known as Salem Creek. More than half of Hope’s Society members lived outside of Wachovia. But those residents who chose to reside within this Pietist enclave lived along Muddy Creek and the Middle Fork. Only one German-speaking family lived along the north bank of the Middle Fork – this was strictly English country. But the south bank contained a pronounced ethnic mixing. An English Marylander, Horatio Hamilton and his family, occupied two tracts. German farms surrounded the family. Settlement patterns on Muddy Creek, near Hope’s meetinghouse, also reveal a mix of the two groups. Germans lived to the south, near Friedberg, while English speakers grouped near Hope’s meetinghouse. But the tracts north of the meetinghouse show a variety of German and English. One can discern an English enclave only on the north bank of the Middle Fork, and even there they had German neighbors directly across the river. In all other parts of Hope, Germans and English lived side by side. Given this close proximity, several members of the Friedberg congregation drifted into Hope’s orbit.

The presence of so many Germans living in Hope, combined with the extensive religious and social contacts between settlements, ensured that the English-speaking Moravians got to know their fellow brethren intimately. German and English, as a result, forged strong friendships, as baptismal records indicate. Parents who had their children baptized chose their most trusted and respected friends to be their children’s godparents or baptismal sponsors.
 While choirs tended to diminish this role in congregation towns, baptismal sponsors played an important role in social relationships in the Landgemeinen. In Hope, the number of English and German choosing sponsors outside of their ethnic groups corresponded to the number who intermarried: 

	Baptismal Sponsors in Hope

The number who named German or English sponsors as godparents or sponsors:

Year            N         Percentage
                                      1774           4          30%

                                      1780-89     21         31%

                                      1810-12     26         59% 

Source: Hope Church Book Register A, MA-SP   


In farm communities, such close friendships ultimately influenced marital patterns.
 Thirty percent of first-generation settlers in Hope married outside their ethnic group – English took German spouses and vice versa. That figure rose in the second generation to thirty-eight percent:

	Intermarriage in Hope

Gen.  N    %   % of German Husbands/   % of English Husbands/
                            English Wives                  German Wives
 1st    11   30%          33%                              66%

 2nd    8    38%          60%                              40%   

N equals number of intermarriages. First generation is defined as those who were of marrying age when Hope was founded in 1772, or were first generation in the sense that they were the first in their family to join the Moravian church. Second generation is defined as those who were born into Moravianism. Numbers are for those with identifiable spouses of known ethnicity who were known to belong to the Hope congregation. This criteria understates the number of second generation who intermarried. When all known second-generation members are included, regardless of membership, the percentage of those intermarrying rises to 44% (48 out of 110). Sources include memoirs, Hope Church Book, and other church records in MA-SP and cover the years 1772-1820.


It would be tempting to conclude that close geographic proximity alone was enough to reduce the gap between ethnic groups. Yet, studies of other communities in early America have not found that to be the case. Historian Laura Becker examined eighteenth-century Reading, Pennsylvania, a heterogeneous, urban town founded in 1751 about fifty-six miles northwest of Philadelphia. Like Wachovia, Reading was predominately German: eighty-three percent German and twelve percent English. Despite the shared landscape, Becker finds that only 0.6 percent of English and German taxpayers intermarried. She concludes that ethnic divisions were pronounced in Reading as Germans and English married within their own groups.
 In Germantown, Pennsylvania, eighteen percent intermarried – a figure historian Stephanie Grauman Wolf considers high.
 Farther south, Warren R. Hofstra argues that Scotch-Irish settlers did not intermix with their German neighbors in the Opequon settlement in the Virginia backcountry, despite their close proximity. Instead, the Scotch-Irish “chose marriage partners within their own ethnic group . . . they seldom conveyed land outside nuclear families . . . and they worshipped together in a single Presbyterian congregation.

What distinguished Wachovia from Opequon and Reading was religion. The Moravian version of Pietism and the strong sense of community broke down the walls of ethnicity in Wachovia. Both Reading and Opequon lacked such a cohesive religious force. Wachovia’s sense of brotherhood and commitment to Christ ensured that its members regularly met and mixed, although the mixing was greatest between Friedberg and Hope because they were the closest neighbors. Their members shared the bond of the new-birth experience and more. This religious commitment overcame language and cultural barriers to an impressive degree. It allowed Wachovia to form a tight community despite the stresses of Pietist life, where members struggled to live up to high standards of conduct, and the great diversity of backgrounds that the Diaspora produced. 

A closer look at the phenomenon of intermarriage shows how Pietism succeeded in blurring ethnic lines. Among the first generation in Hope, 66 percent of those intermarrying involved English grooms taking German-speaking wives. In the second generation, as more creole families were created and ethnicity became even less important, more German-speaking men married English speakers – 60 percent versus 33 percent in the first generation.
 Unity doctrines did not discuss ethnicity. They, instead, advised the brethren to marry not only out of love for their spouses, but also out of concern for the Savior, the community, and the welfare of their souls.
 The Unity saw all four as inseparable. Pastors in the North Carolina Landgemeinen stressed to parents that they should encourage their children to follow religious considerations and not economic ones in choosing spouses. Love for their mates and their Savior should guide members’ selections, not the desire for bigger and better farms. Parents, the pastors advised, were to avoid Kuppeleien, or matchmakings, that try to set up “their son or daughter . . . in the material sense.” To give some weight to these wishes, the pastors agreed to exclude from communion those brethren who engaged in Kuppeleien.
 The evidence is mixed as to how seriously ordinary brethren took these admonitions. Young people in the Landgemeinen went to great lengths to select the partner of their choice; most held off becoming full members in the congregation until they were safely married.
 By remaining Society members until they were in their twenties, they had more freedom to find a spouse to their liking, unlike full congregation members. Although the church did not force any full-time member to marry against his or her will, elders – and ultimately the Savior – had to approve all matches for these members through the Lot. Elders in the congregation towns also recommended matches for full-time members in numerous instances, a meddling that most Society members wanted to avoid.
 

But other evidence indicates how important religion was to Society members in selecting a mate. For Adam Spach Jr. of neighboring Friedberg, marriage represented a chance to remain true to his Pietist principles. Like other evangelicals, this German speaker struggled mightily to achieve a new birth and to sustain it. Adam’s background was typical of second-generation Landgemeinen settlers. He was born in Maryland in 1753, the year his family moved to Wachovia, and he grew up in Friedberg, where his father was a founding member of the congregation. Young Adam felt the first religious stirrings when the brethren came to preach at his house in the early 1760s, before Friedberg’s meetinghouse had been built in 1767. It was these sessions that planted the seeds of his faith.
 

But young Adam did not know what to make of these stirrings, or how to proceed. He wandered in a spiritual wilderness for more than four years, until the death of his sister in 1777 forced him to confront his beliefs. Adam, at last, was experiencing vocation. “Oh, how wholly reprehensible I felt myself to be! I had become an enemy even toward my dear Saviour. . . . I now acknowledged that I was completely dead and cold toward him.” After taking this momentous step – acknowledging his sinfulness – justification followed.
 

Adam was only twenty-four when he experienced this new birth, but it represented a lifetime of searching. He well understood that his next challenge was equally daunting – to avoid backsliding, or “how I might remain in his possession,” as he put it. His solution was an interesting one – he would find someone to marry. Adam reasoned that his chances of staying true to his Pietist principles would improve if he married a devout woman. That way, they could battle the forces of sin together. To find such a woman, this German-speaking brother cast his eyes across the meetinghouse benches – and upward. “I prayed without ceasing,” he recalled. “I asked: ‘Dear Saviour, bring me a person with whom I can live in love and joy, someone with whom I can follow you in my progress through life.’ ” His prayers were answered in the earthly form of Catharina Tesch, a member of the Friedberg Society, whose views on marriage were identical to Adam’s. She was also searching for a deeper communion with the Savior, and she also wanted a partner who could reinforce her religious commitment. On November 23, 1779, they married.
 

Such a shared belief in Christ made it easy to bridge the ethnic divide that separated German from English in Wachovia. Ethnicity was not important to these pilgrims; religious commitment was. In Hope, those English men taking German-speaking wives were, with two exceptions, Society members who lived outside of Wachovia. As Society members, they had the freedom to marry whomever they wanted. And because they lived outside of Wachovia, they had a wide choice of potential partners. Yet, they chose to marry German-speaking Moravians. Obviously, the attraction of this religious world proved to be powerful; they opted for marriages built on the foundations of evangelical experience. For these “outsiders,” marriage to a Moravian represented something more: It was a way for them to achieve closer ties with this Pietist sect on both an individual and a community level. Economic motivations appear absent from their considerations. John Riddle, for instance, was a middling landowner who owned a couple of hundred acres near Wachovia. He dabbled only occasionally in the land market, buying a hundred acres on Mill and Raccoon creeks in 1795 and selling two hundred acres seven years later.
 His marriage to Mary Elrod evidently brought no land, and no later land transactions with his wife’s family were recorded. But by marrying an Elrod, this Society member gained something else: a spiritual union with a fellow Pietist and a tangible alliance with a respected family within the Hope congregation. 

Unlike Riddle, Isaac Douthit lived within the Hope settlement. Isaac, who was born in 1756, grew up in a Presbyterian household along Wachovia’s border, in Rowan County. Like other members of the Hope congregation, the Douthits’ journey to this Pietist colony involved a detour in Frederick County, Maryland, after their arrival from Europe (in this case, Coltrain, Northern Ireland). But unlike Hope’s founders, the Douthits were not members of the Carroll’s Manor congregation. They, instead, came to North Carolina in 1750 and settled in the southwest corner of what was to become Wachovia in 1753. Isaac’s father, John, found the brethren to be congenial neighbors who practiced an exciting brand of religion. According to his memoir, John shared food with the first Moravian arrivals; “when he saw that he was dealing with upright people he not only became a good neighbor, but came to have a real love for them and trust in them.” He liked the brethren so much that he invited them to preach in his home. When John converted to Moravianism, his wife and eleven children did so as well. Later, the family worshiped at Bethabara, and then at Friedberg, when migrants from Pennsylvania founded that congregation. With Hope’s founding, the Douthits became active Society members there, and they helped build the meetinghouse. As a result, Isaac, who was the seventh child, was exposed to the Moravian faith at an early age. When it came time to settle down and select a marital partner, he looked to a neighboring congregation. On April 6, 1782, Isaac married a German-speaking sister from Friedberg named Sarah Frey. This English-speaking Society member did not lack for marital choices; because he did not become a full congregation member until 1792, he had a potentially wide selection of mates. The large Douthit clan owned plantations both inside and outside of Wachovia. His siblings had no problem finding English-speaking spouses; only he and his sister Sarah married German speakers.

For German-speaking Moravians entering into Anglo unions, religious motivations also predominated. Evangelism was so strong a force that the possible loss of their ethnic identity seemed to matter little to them. From Unity boards on down, Wachovia’s inhabitants appeared to be little concerned with preserving their Germanic heritage. Salem’s elders, for instance, did not require that schools be conducted in German; nor did they insist that church services be in German, although they did prefer the use of their native language. Language, to them, was a practical instrument of the Lord – it was a tool that enabled them to take the gospel to more hearers. The attitude of Herrnhut’s Board of Unity in 1766 was typical; it instructed a mixed company of English- and German-speaking brethren leaving for Wachovia that “our German Brethren should learn English, & our English Brethren German” so that they could more readily converse with each other and with outsiders.
 Such an attitude meant that all of Wachovia’s settlements were conducting services in English at least once a month by 1803, including in Salem. Elders began allowing English for the simple reason that large numbers of Anglo visitors were attending services throughout Wachovia. They also allowed English services because more second- and third-generation brethren were conversing in English. As the 1803 Wachovia Memorabilia explained, “That our English neighbors might be better served with the Gospel than heretofore, and also for the benefit of our young people, we began this year to have preaching in English monthly in Friedland and Bethania. . . . In Salem the monthly English preaching and the Singstunden have been attended by many visitors and travelers; and on one Sunday a month there has been an English service for the children.”
 The goal was to reach the maximum number of people so as to better increase the chances of converting the unfaithful to God’s ways. Such a mandate cut two ways; in the late eighteenth century, Hope began offering German services in addition to English ones as the German-speaking population grew in that former English enclave.
 Services were held in German intermittently through 1830.

Judging by the debate over schools, many German-speaking parents shared the Moravian leadership’s indifference to ethnicity. The striking fact is the lack of discussion over language and culture. Instead, the main concern of parents was improving the quality of schools and ensuring that their children received an education.
 In 1804, some parents in Friedberg did ask that the school remain German, but they apparently were a minority. The settlement’s Haus Vaters Conferenz delayed the opening of school because of a “difference of opinion, for some wanted it conducted entirely in English, others wanted it all German, and still others desired both languages used.” The conferenz reached a decision, presumably reflecting the will of the majority: In January, the evening school for boys began – in English.

This indifference to the German language and the ethnic component shows how ingrained pietistic values were throughout Wachovia. German Lutherans, by contrast, saw language as an important marker of their faith and identity. In 1813, a German magazine cautioned North Carolina’s Lutherans that “Teaching Children only English is a sign of religious indifference. Children are thus deprived of German religious literature, which, because of the poverty of the English language, cannot be translated.”
 For many German-speaking Anabaptist groups, including the Amish, Hutterites, and Amanites of Iowa, language helped set them apart from the Anglo world and enabled them to maintain a degree of distinctiveness. As historian Harry S. Stout has noted, ethnicity and religion reinforced each other, enabling minority groups to maintain a group identity in a strange new land. Church services, Stout concludes, “become a symbolic rite of affirmation to one’s ethnic association and a vehicle for preserving the ethnic language.”

The maintenance of language and culture, in turn, resided on the twin pillars of church and school. These interlocking institutions inculcated the young in the ways of religion and Germanic culture, allowing German sects to maintain their religious and ethnic identity.
 Even for Lutheran and Reformed settlers, maintaining their membership in the church of their homeland was an act of allegiance to their heritage. “To belong to a church,” historian Stephanie Grauman Wolf points out, “was to accept its cultural orientation along with its doctrine.”
 

Ecumenical Pietism worked far differently. The Moravian Diaspora produced a diversity of people based not on ethnicity but a shared religion. Religion, in effect, became the most important glue in both creating a community and holding it together. Pietism’s broad emphasis on the new birth dampened ethnic identity among Moravian leaders and followers alike. It helped overcome the kind of hostility that German and English speakers could sometimes express toward each other in colonial Philadelphia and backcountry settlements. Some first-generation German speakers in Wachovia did express a stereotyped view of their English counterparts. In 1766, Lorenz Bagge took stock of the laborers at work in the construction of Salem. He noted that “James Horst, and old English Brother, here for the first time, has the Englishman’s peculiarity.” But, Bagge quickly added, Horst “is faithful to the Saviour.”
 Horst’s devotion to Christ, in other words, made him acceptable regardless of his ethnicity and “Englishman’s peculiarity.” A shared religion allowed people such as Horst and Bagge to find common ground despite their widely different backgrounds. 

Extensive intermixing with both outsiders and Moravians of different ethnicities meant that German speakers were increasingly exposed to “American” values, and English-speaking Moravians were exposed to German. Both sides changed as a result. This amalgamation of values can be seen most clearly in the German and English approach to family and testate practices. As A.G. Roeber, Kathleen Neils Conzen, and other historians have shown, German colonists from southwest Germany and Prussia showed an attachment to land and family that rivaled their English counterparts. In rural Pennsylvania and elsewhere, German speakers devised testate practices whose purpose was to protect the family and keep the family farm running smoothly and efficiently.
 Anglo-Americans’ attachment to family was equally strong, but they followed different strategies to achieve the goal of family protection. English-speaking colonists tended to devolve all of the family land to one or two sons in an attempt to protect the family line;
 German colonists, by contrast, tended at first to follow southwestern German practices of partible inheritance, where heirs shared equally in family property.
 In the late colonial period, as acculturation proceeded, the initial German pattern of devolving land equally gave way to the Anglo system of favoring sons.

This same process was at work in Wachovia but with a significant difference: An examination of extant wills in Hope and Friedberg shows that German values achieved inroads as well among these former Anglicans. In the late eighteenth century, German speakers in Friedberg and Hope generally followed the ways of southwest Germany. “Share and share alike” was a common phrase in these wills, as they instructed that their property be sold and divided equally among sons and daughters. The English-speaking settlers in Hope, by contrast, showed a disposition toward rewarding favorite sons. Matthew Markland, for instance, left eldest son Joseph only seventeen acres while his youngest son, Nathan, received all the other land totaling 168 acres. A third son received no land.
 By the early nineteenth century, change can be detected on both sides. In the 1760 to 1800 period, forty-two percent of Germans in Hope and Friedberg divided their property equally, but only thirty-three percent did in the 1800 to 1830 period. While these German speakers in southern Wachovia were absorbing Anglo values, English-speaking Moravians were absorbing German: Forty-three percent of the Anglos in Hope made an unequal distribution of property in the eighteenth century; only twenty-two percent did in the later period.

Such a two-way acculturation was also evident in the treatment of sons. German speakers in Wachovia and elsewhere tended to grant land to sons before their passing to ensure a more rational and equitable distribution of family property; Anglo fathers did the opposite. Before 1800, no English member of Hope passed on land to their sons before their deaths. But after 1800, forty-six percent of first- and second-generation English fathers followed the German practice of bequeathing land while they were alive. At the same time, fifty-three percent of Germans in Hope and Friedberg in the 1800-1830 period followed Anglo practices of waiting to pass on land.
 Historians of the German immigrant experience typically cite economic factors in explaining such changes in testate practices, especially for the greater use of impartible inheritance: A growing shortage of land, combined with rising familiarity with the Anglo commercial system, caused German colonists to adopt Anglo ways. But the experience in Hope shows the importance of cultural contact: Intermarriage and close friendships changed both sides on the most basic social levels.

This was not simple “assimilation,” where an ethnic minority gave way to a culturally dominant group, such as the absorption of French Huguenots into American Protestantism.
 Instead, a melting pot was at work in Wachovia that, in its early stages, resembled sociologist Ruby Jo Reeves Kennedy’s “triple melting pot” theory: Two ethnic groups meet, mingle, and coalesce around a shared religion into a new ethnicity.
 The new-birth experience melded a diverse group of pilgrims from two continents into a coherent community. As the experience in Hope demonstrates, the two sides began absorbing the values of the other from the settlement’s founding. Close social relations helped reduce the cultural chasm between ethnic Germans and English speakers.

The impact of religion was most pronounced among first-generation settlers in Wachovia, when the cultural differences between English and German were widest. As German and English marriages produced creole families, these distinctions blurred even more. Acculturation proceeded at different paces in different settlements. It moved the fastest in Bethania, Friedberg, and Hope, which had the most contact with outsiders, and the slowest in Bethabara and Friedland, which had the least (Salem was in the middle). But in all of Wachovia’s settlements, pietistic values and the conversion experience helped propel Moravians toward a unique, and ultimately American, identity. 
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