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ABSTRACT

A detailed study of local Baptist communities in Tidewater Virginia, “Drawn
Together, Drawn Apart” explores the interactions of black and white evangelicals
both under slavery and following emancipation. Significant bonds of fellowship
between black and white Baptists persisted throughout the antebellum years.
The majority of black Baptists continued to engage in baptismal, worship, and
disciplinary gatherings with their white neighbors. Baptists of both races
participated in the national culture of reform through their commitment to
temperance, mission work, and other forms of “benevolence.”

At the same time, a pattern of black religious autonomy was developing. As
Christian paternalists, white Baptist leaders sought to bolster supervision of black
members, but by frequently commissioning black deacons to do the actual work
this monitoring entailed, they fostered opportunities for black leadership,
preaching, and literacy; several large all-black congregations were founded
during the antebellum period.

The aftermath of Nat Tumer’s Rebellion in 1831 plays a central role in this study.
Scholars have seen that event as the beginning of a period of repression that
lasted until general emancipation. Virginia did indeed adopt much stricter black
codes in 1832; these included a complete ban on black preaching, exhorting, and
independent religious activity. Yet this dissertation presents many examples of
how such practices survived, sometimes with the support of white Baptists.
Some blacks continued to preach—a fact of which whites were well aware—and
black Baptists increasingly met separately from whites. While white leaders
sometimes attempted to provide supervision for such meetings, their efforts were
often cursory, leading to the conclusion that they either did not care enough
about the law to enforce it or that they disagreed with it in the first place. What
did bring an end to interracial religious activity was not the Turner revoit, but
rather emancipation. Some church splits were initiated by whites, some by
blacks, and some were ironically the result of a cooperative effort.

Through the careful examination of local Baptist records, this work illuminates the
varied exchanges that took place between nineteenth-century blacks and whites.
Amid an increasingly entrenched slaveholding system and an expanding body of
black codes, followed by a cataclysmic Civil War, the ways in which black and
white Baptists experienced fellowship—both together and separately—reveal
much about the development of southern society before and after emancipation.
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Introduction: “A Grand Jubilee”

Stereograph, First African Baptist Church, Richmond, Virginia, c. April-June 1865
Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

Detail of left half of stereograph, First African Baptist Church, Richmond, Virginia,
¢. April-June 1865
Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

As the sun came through the clouds on a spring day in 1865, a large group of
black men, women, and children stood together for a photograph at the corner of College
and Broad Streets in Richmond, Virginia. Several uniformed Federal soldiers—some
black, some white—stopped nearby as the camera affixed the entire scene onto a glass
plate. The Confederate capital had fallen in early April, the war was at an end, and the

days of slavery were passing into history. The photographer caught a moment of



anticipation for these people; freedom had finally come, and the promise of a better
future lay ahead.

The site of this historic image was no accident; the members of the group had
chosen to pose in front of the expansive edifice of the First African Baptist Church.
Constructed in the early nineteenth century, this meeting house held the largest assembly
hall in the city—a space that had been used over the years by both blacks and whites for
meetings. The building had hosted a number of significant events in Virginia’s history,
including the state Constitutional Convention in 1829 and a meeting of secessionists early
in 1861. On April 9, 1865, the day of Robert E. Lee’s surrender to U.S. Grant, the black
Civil War correspondent Thomas Morris Chester observed a momentous “grand jubilee
meeting” at First African, “where Jeff Davis [had] frequently convened the conspirators
to plot and execute treason.” Chester recounted that “the colored people turned out in full
force; every seat was taken up and all standing room was occupied; the windows were
thronged, and hundreds were outside unable to get within hearing or secing distance.”’

Perhaps some of those assembled in the photograph participated in the memorable
jubilee at the church. Some also may have been students at the day school that began
meeting in the church that April; according to schoolteacher Lucy Chase of the New

England Freedmen’s Aid Society, 1,075 scholars enrolled when it opened.> And perhaps

' Thomas Morris Chester, “Richmond, Apr. 9, 1865,” in J.R.M. Blackett, ed., Thomas Morris Chester,
Black Civil War Correspondent: His Dispatches from the Virginia Front, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1989), 3-4, 299. Chester, a Harrisburg native, was a reporter for the Philadelphia Press
and had been covering the war in Virginia since 1864.

2 Lucy Chase to [Hannah E.] Stevenson, Apr. 18, 1865, in Freedmen's Record, Vol. 1, No. 6 (Boston,
Jun. 1865), 95-96; see p. 89 for Stevenson’s first name. See also Freedmen’s Bureau report, Richmond,
Virginia, Third District, Oct. 1865, National Archives, Washington, D.C.; an image of this document is
found in Elvatrice Parker Belsches, Richmond, Virginia, Black America Series (Charleston, SC: Arcadia
Publishing, 2002), 56. Judging by the number of children in the photograph, it seems likely that this group
was primarily composed of students from the school at First African. Chase mentions that a separate
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some were members of the congregation itself—now numbering more than three
thousand people—that worshipped together in the meeting house every Sunday. The
church’s white pastor, Robert Ryland, who had served the congregation since its
establishment in 1841, stepped down from his post in May 1865, and although some
members initially protested his resignation, they welcomed the appointmenf of former
black deacon James H. Holmes, whom Ryland had baptized before the war, as their new
pastor. The deed of First African’s building would soon pass into the hands of black
trustees, who now, as freedmen, were able to hold the property in their own right.3

Although it was officially organized by white leaders of the First Baptist Church
of Richmond, First African emerged due to joint initiatives of white and black Baptist
leaders in the city. The black members of First Baptist took over the church building at
College and Broad in 1841 that had once housed the integrated congregation, while the
much smaller white membership moved on to construct a new space. Ryland, backed by
a governing board of white elders, preached sermons, baptized new members,

administered communion, and moderated meetings, but the church’s thirty black deacons

school for adults was to open as well. Additionally, at least one of the women in the photograph appears to
be white; if so, she was probably one of the teachers at the school.

3 Robert Ryland, “Origin of the First African Church,” in The First Century of the First Baptist Church
of Richmond, Virginia, 1780-1880 (Richmond: Carlton McCarthy, 1880), 264; John Thomas O’Brien, Jr.,
From Bondage to Citizenship: The Richmond Black Community, 1865-1867 (New York: Garland
Publishing, Inc., 1990), 97. For Holmes’s appointment as deacon, see First African Baptist Church,
Richmond, Minute Book, 1841-1930, Apr. 26, 1856, Library of Virginia (hereafter LVA). The church
deed transferred to black trustees in Mar. 1866, First African Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book,
1841-1930, transcript of deed transfer at the back of the first minute book, 1841-1859; Journal of the
Proceedings of the Colored Shiloh Baptist Association of Virginia...1867, 13, in African-American Baptist
Annual Reports, 1865-1990, Virginia, (Rochester, NY: American Baptist-Samuel Colgate Historical
Library, 1997), microfilm reel 101; Charles F. Irons, “And All These Things Shall Be Added Unto You:
The First African Baptist Church, Richmond, 1841-1865,” Virginia Cavalcade 47 (Winter 1998), 35;
Gregg D. Kimball, American City, Southern Place: A Cultural History of Antebellum Richmond (Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 2000), 258.



held considerable authority in regulating the treasury, disciplining members, and
conducting almost all matters of church business.*

The history of the meeting house and congregation of First African Baptist well
encapsulates the complexity of race relations in the nineteenth-century South, particularly
among those who espoused Christianity. A building that had once sheltered black and
white men and women who joined together in religious worship became an essentially
all-black institution in the antebellum years and then passed from white to black trustees
after the Civil War. A congregation that had once linked white and black leaders and
laity in a close but unequal bond of fellowship formally abandoned white supervision in
1865. A white pastor, who had allowed and sometimes even encouraged a measure of
black leadership and autonomy that skirted state laws, now stepped aside, and a black
minister ascended the pulpit.

Ina cﬁlture that upheld white supremacy and the system of racial servitude; that
enacted a vast network of legislation to strip black men and women—slave and free—of
basic human rights; that fabricated elaborate defenses of African slavery drawn from
Biblical theology, moral philosophy, economic theory, and “scientific” study, a notable
degree of cross-racial interactions and black freedoms was somehow able to develop.
Likewise, among congregations in which blacks could not serve in leadership over whites
and generally could not vote in church business; in which they were often relegated to
separate sections of the buildings, or even to separate services; and in which blacks were
forbidden by civil law to preach or gather independently, a remarkable level of interracial

fellowship and black leadership persisted throughout the antebellum years.

4 See First African Church, Richmond, Minute Book, 1841-1930; Ryland, “Origin of the First African
Church,” 245-72; Ryland, “Reminiscences of the First African Baptist Church, [No. 1-No. 4]” American
Baptist Memorial 15 (Sept.-Dec. 1855), 262-65, 289-92, 321-27, 353-56.
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As blacks and whites embraced evangelical teachings, they acknowledged the
spiritual equality that linked them together as brethren and sisters in Christ. Seeing
themselves as participants in and beneficiaries of the evangelical revivals that swept the
nation in the early nineteenth century, black and white Christians labored—both together
and separately—to bring moral discipline to their own lives, to the members of their
congregations, and to their society at large. Southern white Baptists placed the
evangelization and religious instruction of slaves and free blacks at the center of their
reform movements. In their aims for moral discipline and social purity, many black and
white Baptists saw themselves as agents in establishing Christ’s kingdom on earth.

In the years after the Civil War, churches across the South divided along racial
lines and black people established and developed their own congregations free of white
oversight. Equipped with the training they had acquired before the war, both in mixed-
race and all-black churches, and often with the approval and even encouragement of
white brethren, black leaders sought ordination in the ministry and promoted education
and discipline among their flocks during Reconstruction. Bonds of fellowship between
whites and blacks, long strained by slavery and the antebellum racial hierarchy, generally
dissolved, as the two groups pursued parallel, but almost entirely separate, courses in
Christianizing their congregations and surrounding communities.

When studying nineteenth-century Baptists in Tidewater Virginia, one finds
essential differences between what was written and what was practiced, both by civil
lawmakers and citizens, and by Baptist leaders and churchgoers. Historian Samuel Hill’s
characterization of southern religion as “filled with examples of the curious, surprising,

translogical correlation between intention and actual outcome” can be applied also to the



larger disconnect between legislation and social practices.” Virginia’s racial code
increasingly prohibited blacks’ independent activities, particularly in the wake of Nat
Turner’s Rebellion in 1831. Beginning shortly after that event, new laws barred slaves
and free blacks from gathering without whites present; from preaching, exhorting, or in
other ways leading worship; and from assembling for instruction in literacy. Yet as local
records from the period demonstrate, racial proscriptions were not always enforced or
obeyed in day-to-day life, and they often went through cycles of tightening and loosening
depending on events.® Moreover, as the minutes of interracial and black Baptist churches
demonstrate, many blacks found ways to circumvent this legislation, and many whites
chose to look the other way, or, in some cases, actually enabled their black brethren to
violate the laws.

In a similar vein, white Baptist associations, theologians, and ministers
increasingly advocated white oversight of the religious instruction of blacks during the
antebellum period. They published treatises, circular letters, and catechisms on the
subject, composed impassioned lectures and sermons, and engaged in robust discussions
in their churches and associational meétings. Wary of the growing independence of black
Baptist believers, particularly in the burgeoning black churches in urban areas, many

whites sought to rein in black autonomy through “systematic” forms of instruction. At

3 Samuel S. Hill, with Donald G. Mathews, Beth Barton Schweiger, and John B. Boles, “Forum:
Southern Religion,” Religion and American Culture 8 (Summer 1998), 159.

8 In discussing free blacks in antebellum Virginia, Suzanne Lebsock notes that “freedom was a fragile
and changeable condition, its terms shifting with the anxiety levels of the men who ran the legislature and
the local courts. In practice, periods of relatively benign neglect alternated with spells of close surveillance
and sudden repression.” Lebsock, The Free Women of Petersburg: Status and Culture in a Southern Town,
1784-1860 (New York: W.W. Norton, 1984), 90. In the words of Melvin Patrick Ely, “to accept the thesis
of free black achievement” is to “also accept a meaningful distinction between white racial ideology and
actual bebavior in the Old South.” Ely, Israel on the Appomattox: A Southern Experiment in Black
Freedom from the 1790s Through the Civil War (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004), particularly pp. 435-
43, quotation on 439.



the same time, however, white church leaders increasingly appointed black men as
deacons and supervisors of black members and often neglected to attend, much less
oversee, black meetings for worship, church business, and discipline. The continued and
increasingly urgent calls for white oversight of black Baptists emerged in part because
earlier appeals for the same had only partly borne fruit. The gap between white leaders’
theories and practices thus often allowed black evangelical leadership and independent
fellowship to flourish, even though antebellum black Baptists never operated outside the
domination of white ministers and elders.

Scholars have traditionally interpreted the antebellum South as a society marked
by mounting racial restrictions, with southern whites periodically reacting out of alarm
and paranoia to slave conspiracies and abolitionist invective. The early 1830s mark a
flash point in this narrative as Nat Tumer led a gruesome slave revolt in southeastern
Virginia and as the writings of militant abolitionists, such as David Walker and William
Lloyd Garrison, began to infiltrate the southern states. While a proslavery paternalist
ideology had already coalesced in the South by this point, southern politicians,
philosophers, and ministers tightened their ranks after the advent of Walker, Garrison,
and Tumner to promote the racial order, defend the system of slavery and ameliorate its
“abuses,” and improve their methods of instructing and supervising black people in the
Christian faith. These efforts further intensified as the evangelical denominations split

between North and South over the issue of slavery in the 1840s.”

" H. Shelton Smith, In His Image, But...Racism in Southern Religion, 1780-1910 (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 1972), 125-26; Ira Berlin, Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum
South (New York: The New Press, 1974), 285-86, 291; Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The
World the Slaves Made (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974), 185-90; Milton C. Serett, Black Religion and
American Evangelicalism: White Protestants, Plantation Missions, and the Flowering of Negro
Christianity, 1787-1865 (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1975), 110-15; Donald G. Mathews, Religion in
the Old South (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 137-38, 177, 204; Erskine Clarke, Wrestlin’
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Seeing southern evangelicalism as one of the primary forces that shaped and
powered proslavery ideology, scholars have frequently asserted that the views and actions
of southern white Christians toward black fellow churchgoers embodied the utilitarian
aim of enhancing white “social control.”® In this account, black and white believers
could never achieve genuine fellowship, and their interactions were fraught with
oppression, tension, and resistance. Yet students of antebellum southern evangelicalism
should take the professed—and shared—beliefs of these evangelicals seriously: for
blacks, the faith was more than an escape from worldly injustice; for whites, the faith was
more than a way to control the black population. The place where both groups met on
equal terms—as repentant sinners seeking forgiveness and salvation—must also be

included in any analysis of southern church life.

Jacob: A Portrait of Religion in the Old South (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1979), 33, 159-62; Anne C.
Loveland, Southern Evangelicals and the Social Order (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1980), 254-56; Drew Gilpin Faust, ed., The Ideology of Slavery: Proslavery Thought in the Antebellum
South, 1830-1860 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1981), 1-20; Larry E. Tise, Proslavery:
A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1987),
291-306; C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the African American Experience
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1990), 25; Sylvia R. Frey, Water from the Rock: Black Resistance in
a Revolutionary Age (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 325; Mitchell Snay, Gospel of
Disunion: Religion and Separatism in the Antebellum South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1997 [orig. pub. Cambridge University Press, 1993]), 20-109; Sylvia R. Frey and Betty Wood, Come
Shouting to Zion: African American Protestantism in the American South and British Caribbean to 1830
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 212; Janet Duitsman Cornelius, Slave Missions
and the Black Church in the Antebellum South (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1999), 98-
100; Jeffrey Robert Young, Domesticating Slavery: The Master Class in Georgia and South Carolina,
1670-1837 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 211-29; John Patrick Daly, When
Slavery Was Called Freedom: Evangelicalism, Proslavery, and the Causes of the Civil War (Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 2002), 57-130; Randolph Ferguson Scully, Religion and the Making of Nat
Turner’s Virginia: Baptist Community and Conflict, 1740-1840 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia
Press, 2008), 197-98, 221-32; Charles F. Irons, The Origins of Proslavery Christianity: White and Black
Evangelicals in Colonial and Antebellum Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008),
140-58.

8 For a few examples of this thesis, see Willie Lee Rose, “The Domestication of Domestic Slavery,” in
Willie Lee Rose, Slavery and Freedom, ed. William W. Freehling (New York: Oxford University Press,
1982), 35; Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll, 186; Mathews, Religion in the Old South, 177, Lawrence W.
Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk Thought from Slavery to Freedom
{Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 44-50; Irons, Origins of Proslavery Christianity, 153; Scully,
Religion and the Making of Nat Turner’s Virginia, 224-25.
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The southern racial hierarchy and system of servitude did constitute, “after all was
said and done,” as Albert Raboteau has stéted, “thé limit to Christian fellowship.” Yet a
variety of connections developed between white and black church members during the
nineteenth century.’ In their weekly and monthly gatherings, the interactions among
white and black Virginia Baptists were characterized less by racial animosity than by
joint experiences of worship and discipline, by a simultaneously increasing level of
separation and black autonomy, and by occasional push-and-pull exchanges between
black and white leaders. As the work of John Boles has shown, while still racially
structured, the biracial church was the closest blacks and whites came to experiencing
equality in the slaveholding South.'® Christian theology proclaimed the unity of all
confessing sinners in baptism, and excluded all those who failed to worship Christ and
repent—whether white or black—from fellowship.

Eugene Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese have contended that “in providing
slaves with religious instruction, slaveholders did not usually distinguish between the two
responsibilities” of saving souls and social control. While not specifically discussing
white Baptists, the Genoveses’ point obscures the fact that some white evangelicals did
distinguish between the two “responsibilities,” as indicated by their subtle—and
occasionally overt—opposition to some of Virginia’s black laws."! Although the state
forbade free blacks and slaves from gathering independently of whites, and banned black

preaching and exhorting, numerous examples of the persistence of these practices can be

® Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1978), 180-210, quotation on 208.

1% John B. Boles: Black Southerners, 1619-1869 (Lexington, University Press of Kentucky, 1983), 157-
202, and John B. Boles, ed., Masters and Slaves in the House of the Lord: Race and Religion in the
American South, 1740-1870 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1988).

' Bugene Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Fatal Self-Deception: Slaveholding Paternalism in
the Old South (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 75-79, quotation on 78.
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found in the Baptist records of Tidewater Virginia. The fact that white Baptists did not
do more to prevent such expressions of autonomy, and the fact that many churches
increasingly placed black men in leadership over black members, evinces a lack of desire
and at times, perhaps, an outright unwillingness, to uphold the law as well as a subtle
acceptance of black people’s attempts to achieve religious independence.'?

Baptist churches provide a unique setting for exploring the exchanges between
white and black southerners, as each congregation was sovereignly governed by its
members. While Baptist congregations did unite to form district, state, and national
organizations, such bodies did not have authority to implement regulations in their
constituent churches, as contrasted with Episcopal, Methodist, and Presbyterian forms of
government. Under this system of congregational autonomy, a wide variety of racial
policies and practices developed among Tidewater Baptists during the first half of the
nineteenth century. Depending on the demographics of a given congregation and the
surrounding community, the assertiveness of its black membership, and the opinions and
personalities of its white leaders, blacks might be afforded significant freedoms and
influence. Additionally, Baptists’ commitment to congregational sovereignty worked
against their efforts to supervise the growing number of all-black churches, and
opportunities for black leadership and initiative in these bodies consequently expanded.
Just as they were pulled in different directions by their views of blacks as fellow saints
and as social subordinates, white Baptists were also caught between their support of
congregational independence and their desire to control black congregations. That

inconsistency of aims opened a path of possibility for black Christians, and they took it.

12 According to Raboteau, there were “two conflicting tendencies in the biracial religious context: one
encouraged black independence; the other, white control.” Raboteau, Slave Religion, 180.
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In addition to their views on church autonomy, Baptists’ dedication to moral
purity also presented important opportunities for black churchgoers. In advocating the
duty of each church member to watch over the rest of the congregation and to bring
disciplinary charges against fellow believers when warranted, Baptists offered, as Monica
Najar has shown, a “form of ‘citizenship’ to their members, which included people
excluded from definitions of citizenship” in the public sphere."? Although Baptist church
governments increasingly marginalized black members in the nineteenth century, the
status of the church as what historian Gregory Wills calls both a “voluntary democracy”
and a “bastion of purity” endured. Southern white Baptists, notes Wills, managed to
“combine a hierarchical view of society with an egalitarian view of the church.”** While
black people were not permitted to testify against whites in secular courts, black church
members could accuse white members of moral failings and defend themselves before
mixed-race audiences. Black deacons frequently oversaw the behavior of black members
in Baptist churches, choosing whether to report offenses, how to investigate them, and
how to judge the accused. As churches increasingly separated along racial lines, black
leaders came to wield even greater authority over the discipline of those in their flocks.

To éxpand their supervision of Afro-Christians in the 1840s and 1850s, white
evaﬁgelicals continually sought to bring blacks into licensed, white-led churches. Since
whites often lacked the manpower to oversee the growing numbers of black congregants
and to address their needs, however, they appointed free blacks and slaves to do that

work—a trend that produced both racial segregation and black autonomy in church

13 Monica Najar, Evangelizing the South: A Social History of Church and State in Early America
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 8.

' Gregory A. Wills, Democratic Religion: Freedom, Authority, and Church Discipline in the Baptist
South, 1785-1900 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 3-10, quotations on 5 and 9.
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bodies. More than a few whites intended to tighten their control over blacks by adopting
racial policies at the congregational and associational levels. But as whites increasingly
allowed blacks to serve as deacons, black Christians in many senses gained more freedom
over the years. This autonomy is most clearly apparent in black Baptists’ disciplining of
other blacks, often beyond the scrutiny of white leaders.

At the same time, blacks’ disciplinary practices and behavioral standards
frequently coincided with those of whites, revealing a shared evangelical worldview that
persisted within an increasingly segregated church. Randolph Ferguson Scully’s
assertion that black Baptists “preserved a space to create their own interpretations of
evangelical principles by taking advantage of their white brethren’s neglect for their own
purposes,” proves true in many cases. At the same time, however, Baptists of the two
races continued to join forces in their “interpretations of evangelical principles.”’* Black
and white Christians alike condemned adultery, reported drunkenness, restored the
repentant, and sought to keep peace among members. They jointly supported programs
to spread evangelical teachings overseas and contributed funds to ensure the maintenance
of their own and each other’s church buildings and the salaries of their pastors. They
agreed that all sinners of whatever race should repent and offer themselves for baptism in
order to live with Christ in eternity.

Baptist churches thus serve as crucial sites for studying the relationships between
nineteenth-century blacks and whites, and Tidewater Virginia offers rich opportunities
for research. This region, where African slaves first set foot in the British colonies, by
1800 was home to an expanding number of interracial and black Baptist churches.

Graced with a mixture of rural and urban areas—from the farms surrounding the James,

' Scully, Religion and the Making of Nat Turner’s Virginia, 235.
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York, and Rappahannock Rivers, to the busy streets of Richmond, Petersburg, and
Norfolk—the region’s counties also contained proportions of slaves, free blacks, and
whites that were generally more balanced than in other parts of the state.'® The
geographical and social diversity found in the antebellum, wartime, and postwar
Tidewater fostered a wide variety of cross-racial exchanges and ecclesiastical policies, in
addition to providing the region’s large number of black Baptists with opportunities for
expanded leadership and autonomous fellowship.

A close study of local congregational records tells a far more complicated story
about evangelical race relations than the traditional narrative. Church minute books trace
how groups of white and black believers dealt with questions of church government,
welcomed new converts, meted out discipline for errant members, upheld marriages of
both free and enslaved congregants, and raised funds for and otherwise promoted
evangelical causes. In a historiographical essay written in 1987, John Boles criticized
seminal works on southern slavery and religion, such as Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll
and Raboteau’s Slave Religion, for neglecting to study church records in depth. Eleven
years later, Beth Barton Schweiger echoed Boles’s concern by lamenting that many
“stacks of denominational proceedings” and “sheaves of church records” had “barely
been touched.” Consequently, concluded Schweiger, historians have reduced the variety
of evangelical experiences and exchanges in the South to the flat catchall of “southern

917

evangelicalism.”’ While the recent works of scholars such as Monica Najar, Randolph

'® To compare county-by-county population statistics throughout the antebellum period, see Historical
Census Browser, 2004. University of Virginia Geospatial and Statistical Data Center,
http.//fisher.lib.virginia. edu/collections/stats/histcensus/index.html (accessed Nov. 15, 2012).

17 John B. Boles, “The Discovery of Southermn Religious History,” in John B. Boles and Evelyn Thomas
Nolen, eds., Interpreting Southern History: Historiographical Essays in Honor of Sanford W.
Higginbotham (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1987), 510-48, particularly 518-20 and
533; Beth Barton Schweiger, with Mathews, Hill, and Boles, “Forum: Southern Religion,” 162. The
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Scully, and Charles Irons have explored local church sources in more detail, particularly
on the issue of race, the field is still ripe with possibility.

Divided into four large chapters, this dissertation studies the interaction and
eventual separation of black and white Baptists in organized churches and associations.
Rather than the “invisible institution” of the unincorporated slave fellowships and the
“mission” work of white preachers on plantations, the highly visible churches examined
here—mixed-race and all-black—were formally constituted and incorporated as members
of larger Baptist district and state associations, to which local congregations sent
informative periodic reports.'®

Chapter 1 traces the persistence of biracial fellowship during the antebellum
period, alongside the simultaneous rise of black leadership and autonomous religious
activity. This chapter discusses how churches generally baptized and disciplined black
and white members on equal terms, how churches and associations negotiated racial
questions, how black men served in positions of leadership over black members—even
after Nat Tumner’s Rebellion—and how blacks increasingly gathered separately from
white members.

The Tidewater’s antebellum black churches form the subject of Chapter 2. These

organizations, located for the most part in urban areas, maintained significant freedoms

church records at the Virginia Baptist Historical Society in Richmond, Virginia, for example, are extensive.
Michael Whitt of VBHS has also recently compiled a registry of approximately 50,000 names of slaves,
free blacks, and whites drawn from the antebellum records of over two hundred Baptist churches in
Virginia, which is available for public use.

See Levine, Black Culture, 41-43; Raboteau, Slave Religion, 152-288; Mechal Sobel, Trabelin’ On:
The Slave Journey to an Afro-Baptist Faith (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1979), 169-72, and Donald
G. Mathews, “The Methodist Mission to the Slaves, 1829-1844,” Journal of American History 51 (Mar.
1965), 615-31. Janet Duitsman Cornelius explores the interaction between the mission to the slaves and the
development of the black church in Slave Missions and the Black Church in the Antebellum South; also see
Irons, Origins of Proslavery Christianity, 106-15.
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despite the encroachment of the state’s racial restrictions and the intentions of reform-
minded white ministers to heighten the supervision of black Christians in matters of
doctrine and behavior. Black deacons directed most realms of church business—from
membership applications to discipline—with limited involvement by whites. And even
in churches with a strong white ministerial presence, such as that of Robert Ryland at
First African, black leaders were able to work together with white ones to preserve a
considerable degree of congregational sovereignty.

Chapter 3 connects the development of a national ideology of benevolent reform
during the antebellum period to the views of Virginia white Baptists on the religious
instruction of blacks. At their annual association meetings, white Baptists’ discussions of
black religious activity occurred alongside their promotions of temperance campaigns,
Sabbath schools, ministerial education, missions, and evangelical literature. Although
exhortations to extend supervision of black believers and formalize their religious
instruction arose within a larger southern culture of slaveholding, their connections and
resemblance to northern benevolent organizations is important. Even after southern
Baptists split with their northern brethren over the issue of slavery in the 1840s, and their
cries for the evangelization of slaves bolstered, in their minds, existing justifications for
the institution, they remained part of a national reformist agenda that sought to bring
order and discipline to all areas of society. Virginia black Baptists’ participation in
colonization, missions, charitable organizations, and other benevolent work demonstrates
that this reformist mindset, while still divided along lines of region and race, incorporated

a wide variety of churchgoers.
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The final chapter examines the dramatic transformation of the Tidewater Baptist
churches brought about by the Civil War and emancipation. Black members left the
white-led churches in overwhelming numbers to join the existing black congregations or
form new ones. Stunned by the social upheaval they were experiencing, white Baptists
exhibited a variety of responses to the changes in their church populations. Some
attempted to persuade black members to stay—albeit to continue as unequal members—
while other whites wholeheartedly supported the move to separate. In some churches,
blacks and whites worked together to ensure a smooth transition, while in others one or
both groups simply washed their hands of the other. As they formed their own churches
and associations, black leaders sought ordination and vigorously promoted education,
both in Sabbath schools and day schools. They advocated moral purity in their
congregations—from temperance to marital fidelity—as well as benevolent projects,
demonstrating that, while increasingly separate from whites, black churches still shared
the faith with them.

Relationships between black and white Baptists in the nineteenth century were
indeed complex and riddled with contradictions. To say that positive exchanges and
significant opportunities were able to exist under the overarching dominance of the racial
hierarchy and the slaveholding ideology is by no means to paint a brighter picture of the
South, but rather a clearer one. A doctrine of white supremacy did pervade the civil and
ecclesiastical spheres in southern society, including the Baptist churches of Tidewater
Virginia, but the vast array of human experiences reflected in local records reveals how

this racial doctrine was, at times, subverted by another one.
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Chapter 1: “The Right Hand of Fellowship™: Cross-Racial Ties, Moral Discipline, and

Black Leadership in Tidewater Virginia’s Biracial Baptist Churches,

1800-1861

For most of his life, Samuel Ellison worshipped alongside fellow Baptists near his

home in southeastern Virginia. Ellison served as a deacon of the Baptist Church in rural
Charles City County in the early nineteenth century, in a congregation later known as
Emmaus.! Overseeing the spiritual lives of men and women in his community, Ellison
visited the sick, disciplined the errant, and encouraged the faint-hearted. In 1837, this
aging deacon succumbed to hypothermia in the frigid temperatures of early January. The
church clerk recorded the unexpected death of this “Poor old Brother,” and carefully

noted that Ellison’s demise was “not from Intemperance.””

Evidently, Ellison’s
reputation as an upright and trustworthy leader was secure among those who mourned
him at Emmaus—a regard not diminished by the fact that Ellison was a free black man.
Along with fellow free black deacons Jerry Bailey and Pleasant Smith of Emmaus
Church, and like many other African Americans, Samuel Ellison served as a religious
leader in the slaveholding South in a congregation of slaves, free blacks, and whites.
Despite oppressive legislation and rampant prejudice, southern black evangelicals

experienced significant spiritual and social freedoms. And despite the racial divide,

blacks and whites gathered in meaningful ways to celebrate God’s love and proclaim his

! This church moved from Charles City County to New Kent County sometime between 1817 and 1822
and changed its name to Emmaus Baptist Church in 1834. Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, 1792-
1841, Aug. 1817, May 1834; Minutes of the Baptist Dover Association, Held at Emmaus, in New-Kent
County, October 12", 13", and 14", 1822 (Richmond, VA: Shepherd & Pollard, 1822), title page, 3,
Virginia Baptist Historical Society, University of Richmond, Richmond, Virginia (hereafter VBHS). The
U.S. Federal Census of 1820 lists a free black man over the age of 45 named Sam Ellyson living in New
Kent County. Ellyson’s household also included two free black children, and, intriguingly, a white woman.
The census of 1830 also lists a Sam Ellyson of New Kent County, over the age of 55, but includes a free
black woman in his household instead of a white woman. Unless the clerk made an error in 1820, it
appears that Ellyson was at one time married to a white woman. Perhaps she died, and he then married the
black woman before 1830.

? Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, membership roster.
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gospel. The biracial church was the place where blacks and whites came closest to
equality and unity in the antebellum South. As members of evangelical éongregations,
blacks and whites worshipped together, often listened to the same sermons, frequently
contributed money to the same religious causes, and were immersed in the same
baptismal waters. Biracial fellowship and Christian teachings fostered a sense of spiritual
equality that granted a measure of dignity to enslaved and free blacks and thereby
undermined the logic on which slavery and racism rested.

As African Americans entered Baptist churches in impressive numbers between
1800 and 1861—often at much higher rates than whites—evangelical leaders increasingly
found ways to juggle slavery, racial prejudice, and Christian doctrine.® In churches
across the South, whites wrestled with how to evangelize and have fellowship with blacks
while maintaining the existing social hierarchy. Scholars such as Charles Irons have
demonstrated how white believers responded to the influx of black Christians with
expanded supervision in order to convince the white southern public that evangelicalism
did not threaten the social order. By the mid-nineteenth century, Irons writes, the
relationship between white and black evangelicals had shifted dramatically from that of

coreligionists to one characterized by “a constant posture of spiritual oversight” exercised

? In Tidewater Virginia, the Dover and Portsmouth Baptist Associations did not begin recording
membership by race until 1838 and 1847. In 1843, Dover reported a total membership of 12,055, and
7,591 of that number were black. By 1860, the total number had climbed to 19,338, 13,882 of whom were
black. Minutes of the...Dover Baptist Association...1843, 14, Minutes of the... Dover Baptist
Association...1860, 28, VBHS. In 1847, the Portsmouth Association reported a total membership of 8,010,
and 5,572 were black. By 1860, the total membership reached 9,431, with 4,338 black members. Minutes
of the...Virginia Portsmouth Baptist Association...1847, 20-21; Minutes of the...Virginia Portsmouth
Baptist Association... 1861, insert, VBHS. For statistics of black and white Baptists in Virginia as a whole,
see the annual minutes of the Baptist General Association of Virginia, VBHS, and Reuben Edward Alley, 4
History of Baptists in Virginia (Richmond: Virginia Baptist General Board, 1973), 161, 191-92. For.
statistics on black and white Baptists across the South, see Mechal Sobel, Trabelin’ On: The Slave Journey
to an Afro-Baptist Faith (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1979), 182-84.
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by whites over blacks. Whites hoped that by bringing black Christians into churches with
ordained white leadership, they could prevent slaves from hearing incendiary teachings.
Yet of equal significance, as shown in this dissertation, is the fact that white attempts to
regulate black evangelicalism actually tended to foster blacks’ independence and prepare
them to lead churches after emancipation. Just as strikingly, while whites did
increasingly superintend black evangelicalism in the nineteenth century, both in church
life and through state legislation, black leadership and biracial fellowship persisted in
many cases.*

Free black and enslaved congregants assumed more positions of leadership in the
black religious community as the century progressed. At times, black Christians
experienced greater autonomy as white leaders turned over supervisory roles to black
deacons, and as whites allowed—or sometimes forced—blacks to worship separately
from whites. In many congregations, however, blacks and whites continued to attend
worship services, baptisms, and church business meetings together. A close study of
interracial churches in antebellum Virginia reveals how, despite changes in racial laws
and ecclesiastical policies, Afro-Virginians, both in concert with whites and in all-black

environments, remained important participants in church life.

4 Charles F. Irons, The Origins of Proslavery Christianity: White and Black Evangelicals in Colonial
and Antebellum Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 154-92, quotation on 20.
While Irons acknowledges the preservation of black autonomy and leadership and lingering examples of
biracial fellowship, he sees whites’ interactions with and concessions to blacks ultimately as calculations
that provided an “enormous boost” to proslavery Christianity and racial supervision, quotation on 190. See
also Ira Berlin, Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum South (New York: The New
Press, 1974); 285-86, 291; Donald G. Mathews, Religion in the Old South (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1977), 136-84, 204; Mitchell Snay, Gospel of Disunion: Religion and Separatism in the Antebellum
South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997 [orig. pub. Cambridge Univesity Press,
1993)), 89-90; Beth Barton Schweiger, The Gospel Working Up: Progress and the Pulpit in Nineteenth-
Century Virginia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 51-53; Randolph Ferguson Scully, Religion
and the Making of Nat Turner’s Virginia: Baptist Community and Conflict, 1740-1840 (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, 2008), 214-32.
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- From the time of its emergence in Virginia in the mid-eighteenth century, the
Baptist religion strongly attracted slaves and free blacks. Baptist theology emphasized
repentance, a distinctive, personal rebirth experience, and baptism by immersion,
followed by a life of emotionally expressive worship that reflected the convert’s
individual walk with Christ. Early Baptists sometimes embraced spiritual visions and
miraculous healings as well, and church members were encouraged to share their divine
experiences with the congregation. Any man who demonstrated a “calling” could preach
if accepted by the church leadership; a formal education in theology was not required.
African Americans appreciated this ebullient and egalitarian worship style, and they
developed what Mechal Sobel has called an “Afro-Baptist Sacred Cosmos.”

Like their opposition to the elites’ favored pastimes of drinking, dancing, and
gambling, eighteenth-century Baptists’ appeal to slaves and free blacks challenged the
mores and dominance of the Anglican slaveholding gentry.® Anglicans had made some
attempts to evangelize slaves in the century and a half of contact with blacks, but their
efforts proved sporadic and largely unsuccessful. Slaves and free blacks did not show
much interest in the subdued, liturgical Anglican services. It was the vibrant, enthusiastic
meetings of evangelicals that intrigued them. White Baptists welcomed blacks into their

fellowship, baptized them into a spiritual rebirth, and shared church privileges of

5 Sobel, Trabelin’ On, 80-82, 92-95, 139-80. For the historic debate on African survivals in African
American religion, see Melville J. Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past (New York: Harper and Bros.,
1941), and E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Church in America (New York: Schocken Books, 1964), 1-19.
See also Luther P. Jackson, “Religious Development of the Negro in Virginia from 1760 to 1860 Jowrnal
of Negro History 16 (Apr. 1931), 198-99; Milton C. Sernett, Black Religion and American Evangelicalism:
White Protestants, Plantation Missions, and the Flowering of Negro Christianity, 1787-1865 (Metuchen,
NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1975), 82-85, and Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in
the Antebellum South (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), 4-92.

¢ Rhys Isaac, “Evangelical Revolt: The Nature of the Baptists’ Challenge to the Traditional Order in
Virginia, 1765-1775,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3" Ser., 31 (Jul. 1974), 346-68.
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membership, communion, and discipline with them as Christian “brothers” and “sisters.”
While they rarely viewed blacks as their social equals, white evangelicals did recognize a
spiritual equality among all believers, and they rejected the strict hierarchy of the
Anglican Church, one under which generally only the wealthy or the educated could lead.
Baptist preachers evangelized vigorously within slave communities, and by 1800,
thousands of African Americans were pouring into the churches. The status of slaves and
free blacks, and their interactions with whites, could vary significantly from one Baptist
congregation to another, and the regional associations of Baptist churches in Virginia
sometimes diverged considerably in their policies regarding blacks. These variations
could develop because of the Baptist belief in congregational governance. Each local
congregation operated autonomously and elected its own pastors, elders, and deacons,
unlike the Episcopal, Methodist, and Presbyterian churcheg. A congregation in the latter
traditions served as the lowest link in a hierarchical chain, operating under bishops,
conferences, or synods. These governing councils could dictate church policies and
appoint local leadership. In contrast, congregational governance meant that local
churches appointed their own leaders. Baptist congregations did send delegates to
district, state, and even national associations in order to maintain ties with other church
bodies, but these associations could not exert ruling authority over local congregations.
While the Baptist associations served merely as advisory bodies, their influence
did increase throughout the nineteenth century. If a congregation faced a crisis or started
to diverge from accepted Baptist theology, an association might attempt to assist that
church or appoint new leadership. The strongest measure an association could implement

was to exclude a wayward church from its body, and this did happen from time to time.

21



But for the most part these periodic “boards of council” (meetings of delegates from
congregations composing a given association) provided an opportunity to form regional
connections, and to seek the counsel of other association members on various topics such
as church discipline, monetary concerns, and, notably, racial policies.”

In 1835, the twenty-four Virginia Baptist associations encompassed 441 churches,
with 55,602 members. Tidewater Virginia held the highest concentration of Baptists in
the state. Founded in 1783, the Dover Baptist Association was one of the largest and
oldest associations in Virginia; it originally incorporated churches east of Richmond,
between the Rappahannock and James Rivers. In 1836, Dover boasted 17,169 members.®
The Portsmouth Baptist Association oversaw churches east of Richmond and south of the
James River and reﬁorted 5,090 members in 1836. These two associations, which thus
embraced 40 percent of the declared Baptists in Virginia, also included the highest
percentages of enslaved and free black Baptists in the state; their records provide a wealth
of information about the interactions between black and white evangelicals.”

During the later antebellum period and perhaps even before that, the number of
black Baptists in Tidewater Virginia—some of them members of biracial churches and
others of all-black congregations—significantly exceeded that of white members of the
denomination. As they attempted to tighten their supervision of black congregants, the
Dover and Portsmouth Associations began recording membership by race in 1838 and

1847, respectively. The Portsmouth Association contained slightly more blacks than

7 Minutes of the Dover Baptist Association... 1794, 8-9, VBHS.

® In 1843, the Dover Baptist Association split, and the Rappahannock Baptist Association took charge of
the counties between the Rappahannock and York Rivers. The following year, Dovér reported a
membership of 11,909 and Rappahannock 14,175. Proceedings of the Twenty-First Annual Meeting of the
Baptist General Association of Virginia, Assembled at Richmond, Virginia, June 1-4, 1844, 40, VBHS.

? Statistics taken from Proceedings of the...General Association of Virginia...1835, 8, VBHS;
Proceedings of the... General Association of Virginia... 1836, 32, VBHS.
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whites in 1847, while Dover claimed twice as many blacks as whites in the same year.
There were about 4,500 slaves and free blacks in the Portsmouth Association that year,
almost 1,400 of whom attended biracial churches. In 1848, Dover reported a black
membership of around nine thousand, and some two thirds of that number were members
of biracial churches. While the number of Afro-Virginians attending all-black churches
would continue to climb in the years leading up to the Civil War, about half of the black
Baptists in these two associations would remain in churches with whites before 1861 10
Throughout the nineteenth century, the Baptist associations expanded their |
influence by overseeing a host of missionary, educational, and other benevolent societies.
Particularly in the 1840s and 1850s, they focused much of their attention on the
systematic evangelization of African Americans, attempting to standardize Baptist racial
policies and exhorting constituent churches to provide regular instruction for enslaved
members. Association leaders in this period sought to rein in the independence of all-
black churches by appointing white pastors and white delegates to represent these
churches, and by insisting that black congregations place themselves under the authority
of neighboring, white-led churches. So it was that, while these multi-congregational
Baptist associations still identified themselves as “advisor&” conferences, tﬁeir oversight
of black Baptists intensified in the antebellum period. White and black church leaders

usually submitted to associations’ recommendations, both to avoid exclusion and out of a

' Minutes of the...Virginia Portsmouth Baptist Association... 1847, 20-21, VBHS; Minutes of
the...Dover Baptist Association...1847, 5, VBHS; Minutes of the...Dover Baptist Association... 1848, 3-4,
VBHS. By 1856, Portsmouth had a black membership of 4,237 and a white membership of 3,675; Dover
still contained a staggering black majority: 10,694 blacks to 5,214 whites. Approximately 40% of the black
members of the Portsmouth Association and approximately 60% of those in the Dover Association still
worshipped at a biracial church in 1856. Minutes of the... Portsmouth Baptist Association...1856, 14-15,
VBHS; Minutes of the... Dover Baptist Association...1856, 3-5, VBHS.
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belief that unity was necessary to advance what they saw as Christ’s kingdom in their
communities.

One of a given Baptist association’s primary duties lay in the formation of new
churches. When a local congregation emerged, usually as an offshoot of an established
church, it had to apply to the nearest association for recognition. The delegates could
vote to incorporate or reject the new church. Sometimes the delegates asked a given
congregation to wait and reapply if they felt it lacked organization, leadership, or
adequate membership. The associations continued throughout the antebellum period to
recognize (or sometimes deny recognition to) biracial and all-black churches, although by
the 1840s, they required black churches to apply for admission through white delegates.

The regional associations not only possessed limited authority; they met only
once a year. Local congregations operated under the leadership of their own elders and
deacons. A congregation’s voting membership—usually its white male members, but
occasionally blacks and white women also—elected these men to office. A church could
function without a regular pastor, and that happened often. Elders could serve in various
capacities, including the performance of a pastor’s duties, which ranged from preaching
and exhorting to administering communion. Deacons commonly played more practical
roles; they could manage the church’s finances, maintain the church building, tend to the
sick, collect contributions for the poor, and oversee the disciplining of disobedient
members. Deacons might also exhort (speaking before the congregation without
expounding doctrine) and pray publicly, especially in the absence of a pastor or elders. "'

The Dover Baptist Association recommended that only the “faithful and well qualified,”

' For a discussion of the difference between preaching and other forms of public speaking in Baptist
churches, see Gregory A. Wills, Democratic Religion: Freedom, Authority, and Church Discipline in the
Baptist South, 1785-1900 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 86.
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and those “full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom,” should fill the offices of leadership. 12
Many churches ascribed those qualities not only to free blacks, but also to slaves, whom
they elected as deacons to supervise black members throughout the antebellum period,
offering a measure of autonomy and }eadership to groups denied those opportunities
elsewhere in society.

Of all the duties of Baptist leaders, church discipline received the most attention.
Disciplinary action generally followed a set pattern. Any member of the church could
cite another member for behavior contrary to Biblical law. Frequent offenses included
adultery, intemperance, theft, lying, fighting, dancing, gambling, or attending a non-
Baptist church. Baptists found all kinds of deviant acts with which to charge one other;
even listening to fiddle music or playing backgammon might land someone in a church
court. After hearing his or her citation from a visiting elder or deacon, the accused
member could then offer a confession or a defense before the church. The congregation
would vote to retain the offender in fellowship or to exclude him or her from the
church.”® Those cast off could later appeal for restoration, and, based on their evaluation
of that person’s repentance, the church members might accept him or her back into the
fold.

Evangelicals took their fraternal titles seriously; in many ways, Baptist churches
functioned as close-knit families. As a Christian “brother” or “sister,” a church member

held the right to involve himself or herself in the personal lives of other congregants, and

12 “The Duties of Deacons,” in Minutes of the... Dover Baptist Association...1841,12-15, VBHS.

13 See Wills, Democratic Religion, 17-25, 28-49, for a helpful overview of the purpose and process of
Baptist discipline. Antebellum Baptists seem to have used the words “exclude,” “expel,” and
“excommunicate” interchangeably. Different churches preferred one term over another. Lesser offenses
might result in a suspension instead, in which a convicted person retained his status as a member but could
not partake in church “privileges,” such as communion, for a time. Wills, Democratic Religion, 41-44,

25



all Baptists implicitly submitted to the leadership of the elders and the discipline of the
church. For many evangelicals, the church provided a space to worship God, form
lasting ties of fellowship, and encourage one another in the faith. And all church
members, black and white, needed to follow the same path to baptism: conviction and
confession of sin, an acceptance of God’s grace, and a public proclamation of personal
experience with and faith in Jesus Christ.'* Despite growing racial divisions and
restrictions, most evangelicals recognized that, ultimately, black and white Christians
stood as equals before God. Because this fact formed the basis of their interactions,
evangelicals carved out a unique space of biracial fellowship amid a thoroughly white
supremacist society.

In churches across the region, dozens of black men and women applied for
baptism each year, especially during peak revival periods such as the 1850s. The Dover
Association reported in 1859 that several congregations had experienced a decrease in the
number of whites being baptized, while baptisms of blacks continued to multiply. 13
Whites often felt unprepared for the influx of Afro-Christians, and they increasingly
seated blacks in separate sections of the church or even established separate meeting
times. These attempts both revealed and fostered a growth of racism in Virginia’s
churches, yet, at time same time, they encouraged religious autonomy among blacks.

Despite the expansion of racism and segregation within the Baptist community,
however, black and white evangelicals enjoyed the same privilege of baptism throughout

the antebellum years. A person could apply for membership in a church in two ways:

" For study of the differences between the conversion experiences of slaves and “plain-folk” whites, see
Dickson D. Bruce, Jr., “Religion, Society, and Culture in the Old South: A Comparative View,” American
Quarterly 26 (Oct. 1974), 399416,

'* Minutes of the... Dover Baptist Association...1859, 25, VBHS.
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either with an approved letter of “dismission” from another Baptist church or through a
public confession of an “experience of grace” followed by a baptismal ceremony.
Prospective members, black and white, would “present themselves” for baptism,
demonstrating their freedom to make such a commitment to a church. During a meeting
at Shoulder’s Hill Church of Nansemond County in September 1836, for instance, four
white women, three female slaves, and one free black woman were all received for
baptism in “like manner.”'® At Portsmouth Baptist, blacks Fanny Allen, Thomas Tabb,
Moses Griffith, Cain Davis, and Henry Rise “presented themselves” by giving a
“satisfactory account of the Lords dealing with them” in 1841 .17 The church voted
unanimously to accept them as members. When Shoulder’s Hill opened the floor for
baptismal candidates in November 1846, a black man named Samuel Rix “came forward
and related an experience of grace on his heart.” The members voted to receive him. 18
During these examinations, whites listened attentively and seriously to black people’s
conversion narratives. Although it does not appear that blacks were permitted to vote on
whether to accept white candidates, church members of both races attributed legitimacy
to one another’s religious experiences by regarding one another as brethren in the faith.'
Just as Baptist congregations applied certain standards for joining a church,

members could only leave a church in three ways: a letter of dismission addressed to a

'¢ Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, 1783-1907, Sept. 1836, VBHS.

17 Portsmouth (Court Street) Baptist Church Minute Book, 1830-1853, Jan. 10, 1841, VBHS. The
minutes only identified this group of converts as “persons of colour” and did not indicate whether they
were enslaved or free.

'8 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, 1845-1869, Nov. 1846, VBHS.

19 Church minutes were often unclear on whether black members voted in the cases of white candidates;
additionally, the lack of uniformity in Baptist policies makes it impossible to say that blacks never voted in
white cases.
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new church, disciplinary exclusion, or death.?’ In March 1840, at Elam Baptist in Sussex
County, “Sister Mary Cooper, being about to move out of this State,” applied for and
received a letter of dismission. That same month, “Sister” Lucretia Biard received a
letter before moving to Ohio.?' Cooper was white, Biérd a free black woman. Many
other blacks and whites left the congregation in the same manner. Church leaders
sometimes overlooked regulations concerning dismissal letters. When Andrew Faulk, a
free black man, failed to procure a letter from his former church in Philadelphi‘a, Suffolk
Baptist voted unanimously to receive him anyway in 1851, recognizing that “he had been
residing in Suffolk for several years past, during which time his Christian deportment had
been uniformly good.”? Faulk’s acceptance thus depended on his reputation in the
community rather than on fulfillment of the requirement to present a letter from his
former congregation.

Interestingly enough, some blacks desired to remain in biracial churches even if
an all-black church had been established nearby. Second Baptist of Richmond passed a
ruling in 1841 that required black applicants to attend the city’s newly formed African
Church. Yet the church minutes continued to report the activities of black deacons at
Second Baptist itself. Apparently, the church allowed its original black congregants to
stay but did not wish to admit any new black members. When Richard Balentine, the
brother of a respected black deacon, applied for membership in 1842, the white leaders

made an exception and baptized him into the biracial congregation. The church also

20 Nonattendance could lead to exclusion, especially if the church paid careful attention to its
membership records. Some churches formally excluded members who stopped coming, while others
simply scratched out their names. Some churches, however, neglected to purge their rolls of non-attenders.
For one church’s attendance policy, see Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 29, 1838.

2! Elam (Seacock) Baptist Church Minute Book, 1832-1907, Mar. 1840, VBHS.

2 Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, 1827-1854, Mar. 1851, VBHS.
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made such an exception for a bondwoman named Harriet, whose mistress desired her
admittance. The clerk described Harriet as “a very favorite & excellent servant” who had

"2 These two cases

already been “very active in promoting the interests of this ch[urch)].
evince different avenues by which African Americans entered Baptist congregations.
Some blacks, like Richard Balentine, took an active role seeking church membership.
Others, like Harriet, were encouraged—or perhaps even compelled—to attend by their
evangelical masters.

The amount of influence a master held over his or her slaves’ religious activities
not only varied from household to household, but also from congregation to
congregation, since the regional Baptist associations could not legislate. Some
congregational leaders required slaves to obtain permission from their masters to become
members. Only a few of the Baptist congregations in eastern Virginia actually passed
formal rulings in this regard: Boar Swamp in Henrico County, as early as 1806; Colosse
of King William County, in 1827; and Tucker’s Swamp, Southampton County, in 1859.%
Other congregations acted differently from one situation to the next. A clerk might note
that a slave had his or her master’s consent when baptized, as when one Alice brought
written permission from Colonel George Blow to Raccoon Swamp Church, Sussex

County, in 1838. A W. Nolting rescinded the permission he had given his slaves to

receive baptism at Berea Church of Hanover County in 1850, writing that they “have not

2 Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, 1820-1843, Jul. 28 and May 25, 1842, VBHS.

2 Boar Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, 1787-1828, Apr. 1806, VBHS,; Colosse Baptist Church
Minute Book, 1814-1834, Nov. 1827, VBHS; Tucker’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, 1858-1906,
Jun, 11, 1859, Jan. 29, 1860, VBHS.

 Raccoon Swamp (Antioch) Baptist Church Minute Book, 1837-1892, Jun. 10, 1838, VBHS. For
other examples, see Smithfield Baptist Church Minute Book, 1830-1894, Mar. 11, 1831, Nov. 1833, and
Jul. 15, 1860, VBHS; Taylorsville Baptist Church Minute Book, 1841-1861, Jul. 10, 1852, VBHS.
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been behaving as well as formerly,” and he withdrew “any consent until their behavior
makes [them] more worthy of it.” The church leaders agreed to honor his request.”

More often than not, however, in the hundreds of slave baptisms recorded in this
region, the church minutes made no mention of a slaveholder’s authorization.”” The fact
that more Baptist congregations in this region did not enact coherent regulations on slave
baptisms or explicitly record that slaves had permission suggests that, though evangelical
leaders insisted on the importance of racial supervision, many white Baptists neglected to
fully incorporate this ideology into their everyday practices.

What appeared to matter more to church leaders than whether a bondman had his
master’s approbation was whether he had proper theological preparation for baptism.
The Dover and Portsmouth Association minutes brim with concerns regarding the
religious instruction of slaves and free blacks. By the 1840s and 1850s, as Baptist
practices became more standardized, and as the associations gained more influence,
delegates to the latter pondered ways to increase their supervision of Afro-Christianity.”

These discussions sometimes filtered down into local churches. Upper King and
Queen expressed a “deep and growing concern” for the “incoherent and frequently
unscriptural character of the religious exercises related by the colored people” seeking
baptism. The white church leadership paternalistically asserted its willingness to “make
every proper allowance for the ignorance of the colored people” while still remaining
faithful to the “fundamental truths of the Gospel.” The congregation voted that if, in

giving their own account of their religious experience, blacks failed to “make any

2 Berea Baptist Church Minute Book, 1846-1855, Jul. 1850, VBHS.

%7 Second Baptist Church sometimes indicated a master’s permission, but often did not. On September
17, 1837, the clerk recorded the baptism of seven slaves—five had “by permission” written next to their
names; two did not. Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book.

% This topic is discussed in greater depth in Chapter 3 of this dissertation.
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allusion to the Savior,” their applications for membership would be rejected. Simple
answers to the pastor’s series of questions would no longer suffice.’ Church leaders
understood it as their duty to instruct prospective slave members, and they voted to
provide “special meetings” in which the pastor could, “in the plainest and most familiar
manner possible,” explain the “leading truths and precepts of the Gospel” to African
Americans seeking baptism. Summing up its position, the congregation resolved that it
would “endeavor to maintain a more watchful and strict discipline, than heretofore
among our colored members.”*® Nevertheless, this particular congregation waited until
1859 to establish such requirements, and most churches did not pass formal regulations
for slave baptisms at all.

Black deacons exercised some influence over the baptisms of slaves and free
blacks. While some churches, such as Moore’s Swamp in Surry County, required that
applicants be examined by an elder or deacon—presumably white—with at least two
white males present, most churches did not pass such explicit requirements.”’ Some
churches clearly allowed black leaders to judge candidates, however. First Baptist of
Richmond delineated the duties of its black deacons in 1827, including their role in
admitting blacks into the church. When they learned that a black person wanted to join,
the black deacons would call a meeting of black members in order to hear the

“experience” of the applicant. Anyone attending that gathering could object to the

734

¥ While church minutes do not record similar concerns about whites’ “ignorance,” all applicants, white
and black, needed to provide “satisfactory evidence” of repentance and belief in Christ, as stated in church
constitutions like that of Beulah Baptist. Beulah Baptist Church Minute Book, 1832-1852, Beulah Baptist
Church Constitution, Article 2, VBHS.

* Upper King and Queen Baptist Church Minute Book, 1855-1897, May 14, 1859, VBHS.

3! Moore’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, 1818-1855, “Rules of Decorum,” passed Aug. 22,
1818, VBHS. It does not appear that Moore’s Swamp formally appointed black men to the diaconate, but it
did appoint black men to “overlook” the black members—a similar role. Moore’s Swamp Baptist Church
Minute Book, Apr. 8, 1826, Sept. 16, 1842.
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candidate’s admission, and if the black deacons deemed this objection “reasonable,” they
would deny membership.*?> The white leaders of Second Baptist Church of Richmond
passed a similar resolution in July of 1831, requiring “a favorable report” from a
committee of black leaders before hearing the application of any black person.*

Whites at Shoulder’s Hill took an even more relaxed approach and simply
“confirmed” the decisions of the black members without performing their own
examination of the candidates.** Thus, while whites still held the final say on church
membership, blacks played a crucial advisory role in the process in some congregations.
Occasionally white leaders even neglected to record the baptisms of black members,
which may bespeak a measure of white indifference to black affairs, e.ven as it also
evinces a disinclination on the part of some white Baptists to exercise the increased
oversight of blacks that other whites were demanding. When several slaves requested
letters of dismission from Hopeful Church of Hanover County in 1848, white leaders
sought the counsel of black deacon “brother Ralph” to “see if he recollect[ed] their being
baptized in the fellowship of this church.”** Rather than reexamine the slaves
themselves, the whites evidently trusted Ralph enough to take his word.

There is no doubt that inequities existed in the ways blacks and whites became
members of Baptist churches. And, as the century wore on, blacks and whites
increasingly attended separate baptismal ceremonies. But Baptist churches still offered

the “right hand of fellowship” to new members both black and white.*® And the crowds

*2 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, 1825-1830, Apr. 17, 1827, VBHS.

33 Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Jul. 23, 1831.

34 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Jul. 1857.

35 Hopeful Baptist Church Minute Book, 1815-1854, Aug. 12, 1848, VBHS.

36 For examples of this phrase in reference to black members, see Smithfield Baptist Church Minute
Book, May 14, 1833 and Aug. 11, 1833; Hopeful Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 28, 1842; Four Mile
Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, 1848-1884, Sept. 12, 1858, VBHS.
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at many baptisms continued to include black and white faces, as when the Hanover
County congregation of Taylorsville Baptist “repaired to the River,” and “in the presence
of a very large and solemn assembly,” the pastor baptized four whites and thirty-six

slaves on a Sunday in 1842."

Aside from membership applications, no other subject took up more time at
church business meetings than discipline. As historian Gregory Wills demonstrates, in
exercising discipline Baptists sought the “honor of God,” the purity and unity of the
church, and the “good of the offender.”*® Churches would generally hold monthly
business—or “conference”—meetings on Saturday evenings, although larger
congregations sometimes needed to meet more often. These meetings would cover a
range of topics: requests for baptism and membership or for letters of dismission,
amendments to church governance, election of elders, deacons, and association delegates,
budgetary concerns, and, most frequently, citations and trials of deviant members.

Blacks and whites generally faced church discipline in equal measure, with
congregations practicing, according to Wills, “egalitarian authority” to a degree that
“could shock other southerners.”* Discrepancies would more often appear along lines of
gender rather than of race. White and black men seemed to get into more trouble than

women of either race—or at least the churches were more likely to bring the faults of

% Taylorsville Baptist Church Minute Book, May 22, 1842. For other interracial baptisms, see Beulah
Baptist Church Minute Book, 1812-1832, Nov. 9, 1831 (eight blacks, nine whites), VBHS; Raccoon
Swamp (Antioch) Baptist Church Minute Book, 1772-1837, Aug. 9, 1835 (three blacks, one white), Library
of Virginia (hereafter LVA); Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, 1833-1846, Oct. 23, 1842
(three blacks, thirty-seven whites), VBHS; Fairfields Baptist Church Minute Book, 1844-1906, Oct. 10,
1847 (five blacks, eight whites), Oct. 10,. 1863 (fifteen whites, nine blacks), VBHS; North West Baptist
Church Minute Book, 1841-1869, Oct. 30, 1856 (seven blacks, thirty-one whites), and Aug. 12, 1859, (six
blacks, seventeen whites), VBHS.

38 Wills, Democratic Religion, 31.

% Wills, Democratic Religion, 50.
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male members to light.*® Perhaps this was due to the fact that church leaders viewed men
as spiritual authorities in their own households; thus, members might not want to threaten
the privacy of a home to cite those men’s wives, mothers, sisters, and daughters.
Regardless, it appears that that in at least some times and places discipline was meted out
more often to white members than to blacks. At Beulah Baptist in King William County,
10 percent of white males and 1 percent of white females were excluded from fellowship
between 1812 and 1832. The church excluded 8 percent of male slaves and 3 percent of
female slaves during those years. In the following twenty years, Beulah excluded 12
percent of white males, 5 percent of white females, 6 percent of enslaved males, and 3
percent of enslaved females.*

Just as the numbers of exclusions reveal similarities in the disciplining of slaves
and whites, so does the propensity or reluctance of the churches to forgive offenses.
Between 1820 and 1865, Enon Baptist of Essex County expelled approximately 14
percent of its white male membership and less than 4 percent of its white female
membership. About 25 percent of the enslaved males and 13 percent of the enslaved
females were excluded during that time. Those numbers present a significant racial
discrepancy in favor of whites, yet the rate of restoration to membership is also

important. About 22 percent of white males and 8 percent of white females who had

0 Wills, Democratic Religion, 50-66. According to Wills, who studied the disciplinary records of
Baptist churches in Georgia, men were cited for discipline more often than women, but women—seen as
“protector{s] of morality”—were treated more severely when convicted, facing higher percentages of
excommunication, pp. 54-59; Jean E. Friedman makes a similar conclusion for evangelical churches in
North Carolina and Georgia, arguing that men were more likely to be cited for “lesser offenses,” such as
drinking and disorderly conduct, while women more frequently faced charges for “serious” offenses, such
as adultery and fornication. Friedman, The Enclosed Garden: Women and Community in the Evangelical
South, 1830-1900 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 11-18.

4! Beulah Baptist Church Minute Book, 1812-1832 and 1832-1852, membership rosters. Church clerks
almost certainly neglected to record members’ baptisms, exclusions, or restorations from time to time; thus,
these numbers are approximated,
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been excluded reentered the church. In contrast, the church restored 35 percent of the
excluded enslaved males and 18 percent of the enslaved females.”? Slaves were also
restored more often than whites at Tucker’s Swamp and Upper King and Queen
Churches. Half of the excluded black men at these churches regained their
membership.*® These figures reveal that blacks often cared deeply about returning to
church, since they would need to “present themselves” for restoration just as they had
done for baptism. And church leaders were willing to accept them back into the fold if
they seemed genuinely repentant.

Although the rosters of free blacks in biracial churches were often kept only
sporadically, it appears that most churches disciplined this group at a somewhat higher
rate than slaves and whites. This may demonstrate an inherent racism among white
evangelicals, which led them to feel a need to supervise this “masterless” group of black
men and women. On the other hand, many churches in the area appointed free black men
as deacons or to other positions of authority to enforce Christian lifestyles among black
members. Perhaps their prominence and their role as liaisons between white and black
members made it difficult for their transgressions to go unnoticed or unchecked. Like
white and enslaved congregants, however, many free blacks who had been excluded

appealed to the churches for restoration. Half the free black men and women excluded

%2 Enon Baptist Church Minute Book, 1820-1874, membership roster, VBHS. Enon’s membership list
extended into the 1870s, making it difficult to say exactly what percentage of whites were excluded before
1865. The number of slave exclusions, however, clearly occurred before 1865.

“ Tucker’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, 1818-1857, membership roster, VBHS; Upper King
and Queen Baptist Church Minute Book, 1836-1855, membership roster, VBHS; Wills also discusses how
churches were quicker to restore blacks to membership than whites. Wills, Democratic Religion, 64.
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from Enon Baptist Church between 1820 and 1865 sought and obtained reconciliation
with the church.*

As in other realms of church government, discipline cases were decided by
majority vote. While the associations lacked the power to impose a uniform policy on the
franchise, the Dover Association recommended as early as 1802 that its churches restrict
voting rights to free male members. In a circular letter that year, delegates Robert
Semple and James Greenwood extended the apostle Paul’s injunction that women remain
silent in church to “servants and minor sons.”* Since these groups lived under the
authority of others, they seldom had “an opportunity of acquiring a tolerable share of
knowledge,” nor could they be “sufficiently independent to give an impartial decision.”
Additionally, the “many inconveniences and embatrassments” of the system of slavery—
namely civil and social restrictions on slaves——made Dover “doubly cautious upon the
subject.” Semple and Greenwood were careful to point out, however, that all groups
were “equally entitled” to church ordinances, such as baptism and communion, and that
women, slaves, and minor sons could participate in church discipline by monitoring,
admonishing, and citing fellow members.*

While Dover’s recommendation seemed to leave free black men a voice in church
government, the practices of local churches varied across Tidewater Virginia and
fluctuated throughout the antebellum period. Mattaponi vested church governance in the

hands of its “free male members,” permitting non-voting members only to “assist in the

“ Enon Baptist Church Minute Book, membership roster. Twelve out of a total of twenty-nine free
black men were excluded; the church restored six of that number. Eight out of a total of thirty-five free
black women were excluded; the church restored three of that number.

%S Minutes of the Dover Baptist Association...1802, “Circular Letter,” 8-11; part of the circular letter was
torn aut of VBHS’s copy of the 1802 minutes, but a complete version can be found on microfilm at the
University of Virginia’s Alderman Library. For scripture reference on the restriction of women’s speech in
church, see 1 Corinthians 14:34.

“Minutes of the Dover Baptist Association... 1802, “Circular Letter,” 8-11.
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discipline as witnesses, and in preparing matters for decision, and giving any necessary
information.” At least ten free black men were members of Mattaponi, and the church’s
policy suggests that they could have voted. This church’s constitution also permitted free
female members to vote in the election of a pastor.’ One wonders whether that included
the five free black women who were members.*® Since Smithfield contained a “very
small number of white male members,” these men considered it their “privilege and duty”
to extend suffrage to the “white female members” in 1837, clearly indicating that this
congregation’s sizeable black majority had no official voice in church government.*

The constitutions of Beulah and Bruington Churches also incorporated all free
male members in church governance.’® When Berea Church organized in 1846, it ruled
that “a majority of the members present” at church meetings would govern in all cases,
except in amending the constitution, which would require a majority of two thirds of the
white males.”! At least in theory, white women and blacks could vote during discipline
cases and elections. Definitive evidence that these policies were applied as written is
rare, but one such instance is found at Four Mile Creek, which clearly involved all
members in governance when its leaders requested “everyone male & female white and
coloured” to vote in the election of Pastor Thomas Binford in 1841.%

Some churches seem to have changed their voting policies over time. In the early

nineteenth century, Charles City seems to have counted the votes of free black deacons

47 Mattaponi Baptist Church Minute Book, 1828-1844, Mattaponi Baptist Church Constitution, Article
3, in W.T. Hundley, History of Mattaponi Baptist Church: King and Queen County, Virginia (Richmond:
Apgeals Press, 1928).

® Mattaponi Baptist Church Minute Book, membership rosters, 1833-1842 and 1842-1845.

 Smithfield Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 30, 1837.

%0 Beulah Baptist Church Minute Book, Beulah Baptist Church Constitution, Article 7; Bruington
Baptist Church Minute Book, “Rules of the Church,” May 6, 1815.

3! Berea Baptist Church Minute Book, Berea Baptist Church Constitution, Article 9.

52 Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. 20, 1841.
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such as Samuel Ellison and Jerry Bailey—at least sometimes—even in disciplining white
members.” In 1840, however, the church drew up a new constitution that required a
majority of white males to pass any resolution.”* While this measure did not
incontrovertibly disfranchise blacks in all matters, it definitely marked a deepening policy
of racial discrimination. Other churches, such as Upper King and Queen, clearly dictated
in the 1850s that only white males would govern. This congregation did not “deem it
proper” that slaves and free blacks “should bear rule in church,” but even this church
stated that, on issues concerning blacks, it would “be well to consult them.”*’

Likewise, the Dover and Portsmouth Associations followed different racial
policies in their activities on the associational level. In 1842, Portsmouth amended its
constitution to allow only white males to serve as delegates.”® Dover did not mention
race in its constitution until 1866, when it decreed that all representatives must be
white.”’ African American men including Samuel Brown and Moses Moore represented
their churches at the Dover Association up until the Civil War.*® If these two regional
associations could not agree on the role of race in governance, it is not surprising that the
area’s Baptist congregations adopted widely divergent practices which evolved

differently over the years. While most churches seemed to increase restrictions in the

53 See Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. and Mar. 1817, for reasonable evidence of this. Five
white deacons and five black deacons attended the February meeting, and two more whites attended in
March. When voting in a discipline case against a white man, the group ruled with a majority of two in
February and four in March. In order to obtain such a majority, more than five members probably would
have voted, unless one white man chose to abstain.

* Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, 1856-1871, Emmaus Baptist Church Constitution, Articles 2
and 3, 1840.

55 Upper King and Queen Baptist Church Minute Book, 1855-1897, Upper King and Queen Baptist
Church Constitution, Article 2.

56 Minutes of the...Virginia Portsmouth Baptist Association...1842, 6, VBHS.

57 Minutes of the... Dover Baptist Association... 1866, 31, VBHS.,

38 The Brown family had represented the all-black Elam Baptist Church at the Dover Association for
decades. Moses Moore represented the newly formed Chickahominy African Church, James City County,
in 1859. Minutes of the... Dover Baptist Association...1858, 8-12; Minutes of the Dover Baptist
Association...1859, 14-19, VBHS.
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antebellum period, others extended more freedoms to black members. As late as 1854,
Glebe Landing explicitly allowed all black members, free and slave, to vote with the
white members “in any matter of business among themselves,” such as receiving and
disciplining members.*”

Although it appears that the voting members generally had exclusive authority to
exclude members, the entire congregation might observe and participate in the
proceedings.® A case at Mattaponi in 1846 illustrates the role that black leaders often
played in the process: “The Committee who instruct the coloured brethren reported that
they had, after strict investigation into the late conduct and christian deportment, together
with the approbation of the coloured brethren, restored to the fellowship of the Church
John, belonging to bro. Lewis Jeffries; Robert, belonging to brother Robert Courtney and
Anthony, belonging to brother John R. Haynes, which report is confirmed by the
Church.”®! Black leaders could have an important say in exclusions and restorations, but
the voting members, most often only white men, held ultimate authority.

Just as they often underwent discipline at roughly similar rates, blacks and whites
frequently committed similar types of offenses. Fornication and drunkenness topped the
list for both groups, although blacks were more commonly cited for the former and
whites the latter. Baptist leaders frowned upon the use of alcohol, and they frequently
exhorted their congregations to abstain entirely. Widespread alcohol abuse plagued
families in the nineteenth century, and evangelical publications railed against this vice.

Temperance groups emerged in many communities throughout the nation, and churches

% Glebe Landing Baptist Church Minute Book, 1825-1865, Jan. 1854, VBHS.
 Wills, Democratic Religion, 51-54.
$! Mattaponi Baptist Church Minute Book, 1845-1854, Jul. 11, 1846.
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tightened their watch over the habits of their congregants.®> Providence Baptist of
Caroline County expelled dozens of whites for intemperance in the 1840s and 1850s, as
members of this congregation continually reported one another for imbibing. 6

The clerk of Emmaus Baptist, a white man named B.M. Kenzie, lamented to the
church in 1841 that he had, “under the power of overwhelmed distress, mingled with
great perplexity of mind,” fallen into intemperance. Having “gone counter to the will of
God” and having “injured the feelings of the church,” Kenzie asked for, and received, the
church’s pardon.** At Tucker’s Swamp, white brother Jeremiah Stephenson begged
forgiveness for having become inebriated. The church kept him in fellowship until they
found out a few months later that he was again “making too free use of ardent spirits.”
He was theﬁ unanimously expelled from membership.® Toney, a slave at Shoulder’s
Hill, was cited for intoxication in 1830 and “acknowledged the correctness of the
charge.” The church forgave Toney after giving him a “public reproof and admonition”
to warn other members, applying the apostle Paul’s exhortation to rebuke sinners “before
all, that others also may fear.”

While they did receive citations for intemperance, slaves especially struggled with
charges of adultery. Since the civil government did not respect the legality of their
marriages, and since slaveholders had the power to separate man and wife, bondmen and

—women were sometimes prevented from sustaining monogamous relationships. If a

€2 Black and white Virginia Baptists’ involvement in the temperance movement is discussed in Chapter
3 of this dissertation. See also Ian R. Tyrrell, Sobering Up: From Temperance to Prohibition in
Antebellum America, 1800-1860 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1979); Jack S. Blocker, Jr., American
Tem!;erance Movements: Cycles of Reform (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1989).

¢ Providence Baptist Church Minute Book, 1840-1856, VBHS.

¢ Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. 1841.

¢ Tucker’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 8 and Sept. 7, 1838.

¢ Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, May 1830. 1 Tim. 5:20 (King James Version). As
another example, Shoulder’s Hill restored two white men and one enslaved man to fellowship after they
made public confessions and resolved to abstain from “ardent spirits” at a meeting on March 15, 1838.

40



master sold a slave’s spouse, and that slave attempted to remarry, he or she might end up
before a church court. Baptist leaders attempted to make some allowances for slaves’
tragic circumstances. In 1793, the Dover Association advised the churches to “act
discretionally” in responding to marital separations, since slaves would not “have it in

their power to discharge the mutual duties of man and wife.”®’

That same year, delegates
to the Portsmouth Association discussed how to deal with church members “who shall
directly, or indirectly, separate married Slaves.” After a lengthy debate, a majority of the
delegates thought the question “so difficult” that “no answer could be given it.”*
Evidently, some delegates thought churches should discipline slaveholders for violating
marital unions, while others were hesitant to interfere with masters’ prerogatives.
Individual congregations were thus left to debate the topic on their own. In 1826,
Upper King and Queen considered passing a resolution to “prevent professors of religion
[i.e., congregants] from parting man and wife among their slaves,” but finally thought it
best not to establish a rule on the matter. They instead voted to judge each case
separately. If a slaveholder practiced “any immorality” in regard to slave marriages, the
church should “call on the offender” and “deal with him at their discretion.”® Such tepid
rulings tended to recognize the authority of masters over the rights of the enslaved, and
local church records do not offer evidence that masters actually faced disciplinary action
for this offense. Yet the fact that churches held debates and considered discipline on the
topic at all demonstrates some regard for the marital vows of Afro-Christian couples.

Even though they failed to draw up a unified policy to protect slave marriages

against the stresses imposed by slavery, Baptists continued to recognize these covenants

S7 Minutes of the...Dover Baptist Association...1793, 4, VBHS.
8 Minutes of the...Portsmouth Baptist Association, 1793, 4, VBHS.
® Upper King and Queen Baptist Church Minute Book, 1815-1836, Jan. 1826, VBHS.
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throughout the nineteenth century. Given that state law took “no notice” of such unions,
the Dover Association recommended that the churches “adopt some rule by which it may
be known, when any [slave] who is a member, takes a husband or wife,” in order to
prevent “many unpleasant things, that sometimes take place, among that description of
Church members,” namely, accusations of adultery.”® As for cases of infidelity among
enslaved couples, Dover advised that if the church “judge[d] the fornication clearly
proven,” it could pronounce a divorce and “permit such to marry again.” By contrast,
free people would need to have divorces “sanctioned” by the civil law-—something that
rarely happened in Old Virginia—before they could remarry.”’ In order to discipline
infidelity, churches would often attempt to keep track of slave marriages, as they did with
the marriages of free persons. First Baptist ruled in 1827 that the clerk should begin
recording the names of all enslaved couples.”” These efforts at disciplining and
recordkeeping demonstrate how Baptists continually supported in substantial ways the
sanctity of slave unions.

Evangelical churches thus essentially took the place of the state in establishing
and dissolving the marriages of their enslaved members. Wicomoco Baptist of
Northumberland County decreed in 1807 that no black member could “cohabit with any
person as a wife or husband until they have in the presence of at least two other members
of this church, made mutual vows of constancy until death or removal.”” In King and
Queen County, Bruington Church’s constitution acknowledged that enslaved members

were often “unavoidably parted” from their husbands and wives; therefore, they “should

" Minutes of the... Dover Baptist Association...1817, 14, VBHS.

' Minutes of the... Dover Baptist Association...1819, 5, VBHS.

7 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Mar. 30, 1827.

73 Wicomoco (Coan) Baptist Church Minute Book, 1804-1847, Aug. 1807, VBHS.
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not be deemed disorderly if they marry again.””* Colosse adopted Bruington’s ruling into
its own church regulations.” In 1812, after learning of the practices of other churches in
regard to slave marriages, Boar Swamp reconsidered its ruling to exclude an enslaved
man named Anderson for leaving his “lawful wife and taking an other [sic] woman.”
When Anderson did not reply to the church’s invitation to discuss the matter, however, he
remained excluded from fellowship.” These decisions evince a striking duality: Baptist
congregations acknowledged slaves’ right to remarry after an unavoidable separation,
while at the same time recognizing a master’s right to separate husband and wife. This
duality wove itself throughout the interactions of white and black evangelicals—white
members defended the dignity of black members’ spiritual and familial lives, and
somehow still managed to support slaveholders’ “right” to treat blacks as movable
property.

Certain churches sought to regulate how and when blacks could unite in
matrimony. In 1836, Glebe Landing of Middlesex County decreed that “no coloured
member” could marry without the church’s permission. At the same meeting, the
congregation selected black leaders to “perform the rights of matrimony” for blacks who
wished to marry.”’ Several years later, the congregation ruled it the “duty” of the black
deacons to report when a black couple wanted to wed, so church leaders could make an

“enquiry”—probably to ascertain whether there were any impediments to the marriage.”

™ Bruington Baptist Church Minute Book, 1816-1831, Bruington Baptist Church Constitution, Article 8,
VBHS.

7 Colosse Baptist Church Minute Book, 1814-1834, “Copy of the Rules of Bruington Church,” Rule 8.

76 Boar Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 1812 and Jul. 1814.

7 Glebe Landing Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 12, 1836.

"™ Glebe Landing Baptist Church Minute Book, Jul. 1843. While churches did not pass specific rulings
to regulate the unions of white members, they did oversee all marriages in the congregation when
monitoring marital fidelity, and both blacks and whites would have had a difficult time obtaining the
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While still exercising control over slave marriages, Glebe Landing allowed its black
deacons significant spiritual oversight. By this point, state laws prohibited blacks from
preaching and exhorting, yet this church permitted black leaders to solemnize
marriages—a practice that did not directly violate state law, but which did run counter to
its general tenor. Such policies served to bolster black deacons’ influence in their
communities.

Shoulder’s Hill passed stricter requirements than Glebe Landing. In 1846, the
church ruled that no enslaved member could enter into a marriage without the consent of
his or her master; that policy conformed with the letter of Virginia law, which actually
had forbidden ministers from uniting slaves without a “certificate” from their owners
since 1792.” If members of Shoulder’s Hill cohabited as man and wife without
obtaining such permission, they would be judged guilty of fornication.b The church
leaders stated that this ruling would “impress upon the minds” of the black members “the
importance of observing strictly, the scriptural duties and obligations of the married
state.”®® Such a measure was clearly intended also to offer church support to a master’s
control over his slaves’ domestic lives. Slave nuptials thus fulfilled opposing roles at
Shoulder’s Hill as at other churches. On the one hand, the church recognized the
significance of black relationships, while én the other, the church deferred to the
dominance of the slaveholder. Other churches in the area did not adopt such a rule,

demonstrating once again the inconsistencies of Baptist racial policies.

church’s approval to marry an unbeliever or an excluded person, for instance. See Wills, Democratic
Re1i§ion, 93.

™ Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Jul. 25, 1846; Acts of the General Assembly, 1792,
Chap. 42:16, Samuel Shepherd, ed., Certain Acts of the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of
Virginia, in The Statutes of at Large of Virginia, from October 1792, to December 1806, inclusive...Vol. I,
(Richmond: Samuel Shepherd, 1835), 134,

% Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Jul. 25, 1846.
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A case at Suffolk Baptist illustrates how some white evangelicals respected the
marriages of enslaved people and were willing to bear with them in difficult
circumstances. In 1850, Washington and Martha appeared before the church on charges
of fornication.®! They stated that they had been living together as husband and wife for
several months, but had only recently made their “marriage” public. The two had
apparently “become ardently attached to each other” and “pledged themselves, the one to
the other, to live faithfully together as such.” They did not see a need to publicize or
solemnize their union, and, in fact, offered “some other reasons for their secrecy,” which
the minutes do not report. Perhaps they did not want their master to know of their
pledge, lest he forbid it. Suffolk resolved that “they had not been guilty of any moral
wrong,” but that they had “acted wrong” in “not conforming to the customs of society.”
The church asked them to acknowledge their error and seek forgiveness, which the
congregation was willing to grant in order to protect the integrity of the marriage. After
they met these conditions, Washington and Martha, still married in the eyes of the
congregation, were retained as members of the church.®

Overall, church courts held marriages to be sacred for both whites and blacks, and
they had little tolerance for extramarital dalliances. Beulah Baptist excluded bondman
Abraham twice, in 1818 and 1821, for adultery and for “improper conduct toward the
wife of another man.” As with other offenses, the church extended forgiveness to whites
and blacks alike, and Beulah restored Abraham to fellowship after both exclusions.

Abraham maintained his good standing in the church and later cited other blacks

8! The church listed this couple as Washington and Martha “of Riddick,” probably a reference to their
master’s name. Other such cases will be cited in footnotes, since the masters’ names are generally
irrelevant; although the fact that churches sometimes recorded slaves’ names in this way is in itself
significant.

%2 Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 15 and Oct. 1850.
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suspected of adultery; his report on the conduct of bondman Lewis resulted in that man’s
expulsion in 1833.% Some congregations even policed behavior that was merely
questionable, as enslaved member Will Southall learned. “Injurious” rumors spread in
1848 at Smithfield Baptist that Southall “was in the habit of visiting a certain woman.”
The congregation promised to continue fellowshipping with him, provided he could “aver
his innocence” and discontinue these suspicious “visits.” Southall insisted he was
without fault and refused to cease calling upon the woman. The church unanimously
expelled him. A year later, Southall “presented himself” for restoration. Considering his
“due penitence” and “full and satisfactory explanation of his conduct,” the church
unanimously restored him.** White laymen and leaders faced such charges as well; white
deacon Reubin Burch was expelled from Charles City Baptist in 1817 for being “too
intermate [sic] with a woman that [was] not his wife.”®> In Richmond, First Baptist
excluded both R.M. Taylor and Mary Ann Breeden after learning of their affair in 1833.%

| The birth of an illegitimate child in the community, of course, made a woman’s
sin more obvious than that of her accomplice. Both black and white women were
excluded from the churches for giving birth out of wedlock. In 1815, white member
Lytha Jasper of Mill Swamp in Isle of Wight County gave birth only six months after
marrying, and although she denied any wrongdoing, the church expelled her.®” At Four
Mile Creek in Henrico County, black leaders zealously punished adulterous liaisons

among their own people in the 1840s and 1850s. In the space of thirteen years, free

% Beulah Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 23, 1818, Aug. 24, 1819, May 27, 1821, Jul. 1822, Sept.
21 and Oct. 27, 1833.

% Smithfield Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug,. 13, 1848 and Nov. 25, 1849,

% Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, Sept. and Oct. 1816, Feb. and Mar. 1817.

% First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Jun. 30, 1833.

8 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, 1812-1840, Mar. 3, 1815, VBHS.
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blacks Moses Jonathan and Isaac Sykes brought at least five black women—one enslaved
and four free—before the church for fornication, all of whom had allegedly borne
illegitimate babies. All were excluded from the church. Within six months, one of them,
Sarah Charles, “repented and believed the son [Christ] had forgiven her,” and the church
received her back into fellowship. A couple of years later, she was again expelled for
having another child. Elizabeth Scott accused free black church leader Allen Adkins of
seducing her. He denied the charge, and based on an investigation conducted by three
other black leaders, he was acquitted. Free black member Robert James was not so
fortunate; he was convicted and expelled for fathering Matilda James’s baby. 88
Fornication also headed the list of sins alleged against all members at Enon Baptist; the
roster there listed numerous black and white women as expelled for “having a bastard
child.”®

Black and white evangelicals, like the unchurched, sometimes crossed racial lines
to engage in illicit sex. Deeming any extramarital sex sinful, the churches prpsecuted all
types of fornication, whether interracial or not, though at least some white evangelicals
seem particularly to have disapproved of such activity. Virginia’s laws against mixed-
race marriages had been in place since the seventeenth century, and Baptists appeared

unwilling to challenge them.”® In 1805, the Dover Baptist Association fielded a query as

8 Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. 26, 1842, Jan. 26, Feb. 23, Apr. 27, 1850, Jan. 25,
1851, May 22 and Nov. 1853, May 24 and Jun. 22, 1855.

% Enon Baptist Church Minute Book, membership roster.

% Laws of Virginia, 1691, Act XVI, in William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a
Collection of the Laws of Virginia, from the First Session of the Legislature in the year 1619, Vol. 3
(Philadelphia: Thomas DeSilver, 1823), 87; Laws of Virginia, 1753, Chap. VIL:XIV, in Statutes, Vol. VI,
ed. Hening, 361-62; Acts of the General Assembly, 1792, Chap. 42:17, Samuel Shepherd, ed., Certain Acts
of the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia, in The Statutes of at Large of Virginia, from
October 1792, to December 1806, inclusive...Vol. I (Richmond: Samuel Shepherd, 1835), 134-35; Criminal
Code, 1848, Chap. 120: Chap. VIII:4, Acts of the General Assembly of Virginia Passed at the Session
Commencing December 6, 1847, and ending April 5, 1848... (Richmond: Samuel Shepherd, 1848), 111.
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to whether a white man and an enslaved woman, who lived together as man and wife,
should be received into a chufch. The Dover delegates responded unequivocally, “by no
means.”' Several years earlier, “Dunn’s Pegg” had been excluded from Raccoon
Swamp “for keeping a white man as husband unlawfully.” Evidently, the matriage
dissolved, or the church agreed to reconsider or to look the other way, because Peggy
Dunn was eventually welcomed back into the congregation around 1808.%

When South Quay of Nansemond County expelled “Sister Hannah” in 1810 for
“having had a white bastard child,” as well as “other instances of loose and disorderly
conduct,” the congregation found it worth noting that this enslaved woman had
committed miscegenation, even though they would have expelled her for fornication
whatever the baby’s race.”® The same was true of Celah, an enslaved woman who was
turned out of Upper King and Queen Church in 1833 for giving birth to a “coloured
child,” probably referring to a child of mixed race.>® Celah was convicted on the report
of enslaved deacons Absalom and James. On the other side of the color line, in 1842,
white “Brother” Raby of Suffolk, “acknowledged that he did have unlawful intercourse
with a col[ore]’d girl.” The congregation expelled him as well.”® The church leaders in
these instances apparently disapproved of blacks and whites having sex with one another,
which is probably why they felt the need to record the race of the illegitimate children.
But church leaders cared even more about punishing sex outside of marriage, and they

convicted whites and blacks alike for this violation of Christian law.

! Minutes of the...Dover Baptist Association, 1805, 6, VBHS.

% Raccoon Swamp (Antioch) Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 12, 1794. The church recorded Peggy
Dunn’s “case” as “satisfactory” on February 13, 1808 and then granted her a letter of dismission on
November 12, 1814, indicating that she was a member in good standing.

% Hannah “of Speights” (see footnote 81); South Quay Baptist Church Minute Book, 1775-1827, Mar.
3, 1810, VBHS.

* Upper King and Queen Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 1833.

% Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Oct. 2, 1842,
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Sexual deviance was not uncommon in church communities, but few parishioners
were prepared for the scandal that rocked Suffolk Baptist in 1829. Disturbing rumors had
been circulating for some time about William Newborn, a white ordained elder and
pastor.”® Newborn indignantly insisted that the church did not have enough proof to
charge an elder. Indeed, Baptists did not treat an accusation against an elder lightly, and
a committee of ordained clergy from neighboring churches was formed to help
investigate the matter. Thus began an eight-week trial that would display the church’s
abhorrence of sexual immorality as well as a respect for blacks in the community.

Five enslaved women, an enslaved man, and a white woman all stood before
members of Suffolk and other churches to testify that William Newborn had made
obscene advances on local black women. Standing in front of her house with her children
one evening, Polly heard a man call to her several times from the road.”’ When she
approached him, she saw he was “a large man, had a drab coat with capes, a wide brim
hat, and drove a very large mule to the gig.” He asked her “if those children ware [sic]
hers.” She answered that they were her children and grandchildren, and the man then
hinted that one of them must have had a white father. When he asked her “if she could
not act the same part again,” she refused and stated that “after white men got women of
her colour [sic] in that situation they never gave them any to help them out.” He assured
her that he was a doctor and could prevent her from getting pregnant.

Polly told the man that if he went down the road a bit, she would follow along in a
little while. Instead, after he left, she returned to the safety of her house. She later

learned that a Baptist preacher was supposed to be traveling to Western Branch Meeting

% Alternately spelled “Newbom,” “Newbourn,” and “Newbern” in Suffolk Baptist Church minutes.
%7 Polly “of Watkins” (see footnote 81).
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House that day. The church court confirmed that Elder Newborn, in the same clothing
and wagon she described, had visited Western Branch on that date. Polly also testified
that she had later seen the same man walking to Beaver Dam Meeting House and even
heard him preach. Slave Jack corroborated Polly’s testimony; he had seen a man of
Newborn’s “dress and mode of traveling” stop in front of her home that evening.*®

A slave named Caroline was next to deliver her accusation.”® She told the
committee that she often brought oysters to Elder Newborn’s house. One afternoon, he
asked her whether she would return that night to meet him in the back lot. She stayed
away, and the following day he asked whether she would walk down to the garden house
with him. He offered her money, but she continued to refuse his advances, even when he
harassed her several more times after that. Following Caroline’s report, another female
slave testified that, when Newborn was staying at her master’s house, he offered her
money and attempted to pull her into bed with him. The clerk discreetly noted, “but
really, our pen must be excused here and not be forced to say what it was he wished with
[sic] to do.”*®

Peggy and Phereby added to the mounting charges against Newborn. While
working as an enslaved cook at his house, Peggy stated, she suffered from Newborn’s
“propositions of an indecorous kind,” including his offer to give her a new dress as an
“inducement.” Apparently, Newborn “referred to ancient times” to justify his sexual
“rights” as a master. According to Phereby, Newborn had made similar propositions to
her. He asked her whether she wanted a husband, and when she said no, he promised to

give her twenty-five cents to “go in the woods with him.” White “Sister” Bradshaw of

% Jack “of Ballard” (see footnote 81); Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 30, 1829.
% Caroline “of Wolf” (see footnote 81).
1% Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 30, 1829.
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Western Branch Church testified that she had seen Elder Newborn speaking with Phereby
for five or ten minutes that day while on the road to the Baptist meeting house.'!

Church leaders agreed that Newborn’s shameful actions would “destroy his
usefulness as a minstor [sic] and his fellowship as a member.” Based on explicit
testimony from six slaves and one white woman, they voted to expel this elder from the
church.!® Moreover, it seems Newborn could have been convicted solely on black
testimony. The white woman was merely corroborating one of the six slave testimonies;
furthermore, all she stated was that she had s.een Newborn speaking with Phereby on the
road, which did not prove Phereby’s account of what he actually said.

Shoulder’s Hill had been considering Newborn for a position as pastor, but it
rejected him based on accounts from Suffolk, even before his exclusion.!® When he left
Virginia to travel west, his disgrace followed him. Upon his application for membership
in a church in Tennessee, that church duly wrote to Suffolk Baptist for information about
him, Suffolk replied that, six years earlier, he had been “legally excommunicated from
our fellowship, and that he has never been restored, nor petitioned for restoration.”'*
With references like that, Newborn would not be able find a fellowship that would
welcome him.

Bruington Baptist Church came close to facing a similar scandal in 1832, when
Elder John Clarke was accused of “having been to [sic] intimate with a woman of color.”

The investigating committee reported that “they could find no proof of his guilt,” and “he

1" Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 30, 1829.
12 Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 25, 1829.
193 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, May 1829.
1% Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 19, 1835.
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195 That same year, however,

having solemnly denied the same,” they acquitted him.
when white member Thomas Sorrel denied that he had engaged in “licentious
conversation” with a “colour’d girl,” Wicomoco Baptist did not believe him. They

€

expelled him both for illicit behavior—*“conversation” may actually have meant sexual
activity—and for lying about it. The interracial nature of Sorrel’s act may not have lain
at the heart of the proceeding against him; the church also cited him for committing the
same offense with a white married woman, and while a majority voted to drop this
charge, the church “unanimously believed” he had acted inappropriately with the
“colour’d girl.”'*

These Baptists evidently viewed white men’s advances on black women as a far
more serious offense than did the civil courts. Such cases would never have been brought
before secular judges, who officially cared little what a master wanted to do with his
slaves—or what white men in general did with slave women. And crucially, no slave

197 William Newborn’s

could testify against a white defendant in a secular court of law.
case aptly demonstrates the values of some white evangelicals. The fact that an enslaved
woman could accuse a white man in high position, that her word would be believed by
other white leaders, and that her case would be vindicated by them, was almost unheard

of in the antebellum South—outside the evangelical church. Suffolk accepted the

testimony of six slaves and allowed these black women to defend their virtue before the

'% Bruington Baptist Church Minute Book, 1831-1868, Aug. 18, 1832, VBHS.

1% Wicomoco (Coan) Baptist Church Minute Book, Jul. 7, 1832. It is assumed that the married woman
was white—the clerk did not indicate her race as he did for the “colour’d girl.”

19 Laws of Virginia, 1732, Chap. VII:VI, in Hening, ed., Statutes, Vol. 4,327; Acts of the General
Assembly, 1785, Chap. LXXVIL:IL, Acts Passed at a General Assembly of the Commonwealth of
Virginia...1785 (Richmond: John Dunlap and James Hayes, [1785]), 60; Acts of the General Assembly,
1801, Chap. LXX:4, Acts Passed at a General Assembly...One Thousand Eight Hundred (Richmond: M.
Jones, [1801]), 38; Acts of the General Assembly, 1818, Chap. L:3, Acts Passed at a General
Assembly...One Thousand Eight Hundred and Seventeen (Richmond: Thomas Ritchie, 1818), 66.
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church. The members of this congregation saw Newborn’s behavior as conduct
unbecoming a Christian whatever the race of his victims.

Baptists apparently had no qualms about interfering in domestic disputes; spousal
assaults against black and white women also came before church courts. First Baptist of
Richmond saw its share of such conflicts. In 1829, black preacher Joe Abraham “frankly
confessed with marks of penitence” that he had struck his wife. The congregation
retained him in fellowship but forbade him to preach for two weeks.'® The black
deacons of First Baptist presented evidence to exclude Tom Mitchell for whipping his
wife in 1830.!® A few years later, the members of a tempestuous love triangle were
banned. The church expelled free black Eliza Sample and slave Elisha Hawkins for an
adulterous affair, and slave Harry Sample for whipping Eliza and stabbing her lover.
First Baptist must have forgiven Hawkins’s faults, because he was elected deacon of the
newly formed African Baptist church in 1841 and licensed to preach a few years after
that.'!°

Other congregations judged similar cases. In 1837, Shoulder’s Hill Baptist cited a
slave named Mingo for treating his wife “extremely ill,” by “striking her a severe blow in
anger” that “disabled her for several weeks.”!'! At Four Mile Creek, free black leader
Benjamin Royster and his wife Susan separated after he “got in a passion” and whipped
her. After an investigation by three other free black leaders, the church as a whole voted

to exclude him, but brought him back into leadership a few years later.''? George Lee, a

1% First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Jul. 23, 1829.

1% Eirst Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Dec. 23, 1830.

1% Rirst Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, 1831-1840, Mar. 10, 1833, VBHS; First African
Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, 1841-1930, Oct. 3, 1841and May 4, 1845, LVA. Hawkins was
licensed to preach in May of 1845; see Chapter 2 of this dissertation, p. 217.

' Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 16, 1837.

"2 Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 24 and May 23, 1852, Aug. 1855.
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black deacon at Mattaponi in King and Queen County, was charged with “improper
treatment” of his wife in 1845. Instead of expelling him, however, the pastor gave him
an admonishment “by the request of the church.”'"?

Baptists policed such abuses among whites as well. First Baptist of Richmond
excluded Wilson Henly in 1831 for “unchristianlike conduct in ﬁéhting his wife,” and
also for “refusing to provide her the necessities of life.”'"* Isaac Otey made a
“confession of sorrow” to the Emmaus congregation in 1841 for having “striped his wife
with a switch,” and upon his act of repentance, the church retained him in fellowship. 1s
When the leaders of Mill Swamp learned in 1849 that George Wiley had been “beating
his wife with a rod,” they sent a committee to investigate. The troubled couple appeared
before the next meeting, and after “acknowledging their faults and asking forgiveness,”
they were excused. A year later, however, both George and his wife, Rebecca, were
excluded, he for continuing to beat her and she for “provoking” him.''¢

Church records repeatedly show the high value that black and white evangelicals
placed on familial obligations and domestic peace. Contrary to historian Christine
Heyrman’s assertion that, after 1800, church discipline focused more on the public
misdeeds of white males, signaling that southern white evangelicals’ “main goal was no
longer to dominate the private realm of the household,” the Baptist records of Tidewater
Virginia suggest that many congregations continued actively to discipline both private

and public transgressions among white and black men and women throughout the

'3 Mattaponi Baptist Church Minute Book, 1845-1854, Jul. 12, 1845. See also Jul. 11, 1841 for Lee’s
appointment as a deacon.

1" First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Jan. 5, 1831.

'S Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 1841,

'€ Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, 1840-1886, Aug. 31 and Nov. 30, 1849, Jan. 4, 1851,
VBHS.
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antebellum pen'od.117 Free blacks Richard and Latitia, for instance, were both removed
from Shoulder’s Hill Baptist in 1827 after their marriage fell apart.''® After Latitia left
Richard and moved to Philadelphia, he remarried. Black leader Tom informed the church

of this act of infidelity.'"

In another case, Bill, an enslaved man, came .before the white
leaders at Shoulder’s Hill in 1837 after his wife left him, and after the black leaders of the
congregation appeared “unable to manage” his case. Bill stated that he and his wife, a
Methodist, had “lived very disagreeably and unhappily for several years,” and other
members agreed. After no one could say which spouse was more at fault, the church

decided to retain Bill in fellowship.'?°

In contrast, William, a slave at Suffolk Baptist,
was expelled for “deserting his wife and children” in 1856.'%

Bonds of fellowship and peaceful human relations were important to evangelicals;
quarrels and fights between members threatened the unity of a congregation. Both blacks
and whites were found guilty of such offenses. Armistead and Daniel, enslaved members
of Bruington Baptist, were suspended for two months in 1832 after charging one another
with “crimes calculated to bring disgrace on the cause of God” and for displaying “a very

»l

unchristian spirit towards each other. 2 Likewise, Suffolk expelled slaves Jane and
Celey for bickering in the early 1850s. Later, when these women asked the church for
restoration, several black members presented a “favorable account of their Christian

deportment,” and they were unanimously welcomed back into fellowship.!?® As with

other offenses, black leaders often investigated these cases themselves. Richard Sykes

""" Christine Leigh Heyrman, Southern Cross: The Beginnings of the Bible Belt (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1997), 249-52, quotation on 249.

18 Richard “of Jordan™; Latitia “of Hill” (see footnote 81).

' Tom “of Cooper” (see footnote 81); Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 1827.

120 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 16, 1837.

! Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, 1855-1907, Apr. 14, 1856, VBHS.

'2 Bruington Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 14, 1832.

123 Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 19, 1853.
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reported to Four Mile Creek that Daniel Charles seemed “very indifferent” after facing
charges of fighting and swearing in 1859."* After Lucy and Botina were cited for
quarreling in 1861, Bethlehem Church turned the case over to its black deacons.'?
Masters sometimes reported to churches about such conflicts among their slaves. In
1833, Littleton Moore of South Quay Church charged “bro. Bob” with engaging in a fight
with “another of his negroes.” When Bob acknowledged his fault with “contrition and
repentance,” the church “did freely forgive him.”'?®

While Baptist churches seemed to charge their black populations with fighting
more often than they did whites, heated disputes did occur between white members as
well. When Brother Grimes could not “feel reconciled” with two other white brethren in
1840, Shoulder’s Hill expelled him, and did the same to Lemuel Babb for a conflict with

a fellow white man a few years later.'”’

In Southampton County, white member Allen
Edwards submitted an indignant letter to Black Creek Church, describing how someone
there had slandered his character. When he refused to share the Lord’s Supper (the
sacrament of communion) with the alleged offender, the church leaders accused Edwards
of slander and summarily expelled him. The clerk actually pasted Edwards’s offensive
letter on the inside cover of the minute book.'”® One might assume that such offenses to
a person’s “honor”—traditionally understood as the province of southern white men—

were only adjudicated between whites, but a case at Suffolk Baptist reveals otherwise. A

female slave named Pendar was accused of slandering another black woman in 1859, and

124 Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 27 and Oct. 22, 1859.
123 Bethlehem Baptist Church Minute Book, 1854-1875, Jan. 1861, VBHS. -

12 South Quay Baptist Church Minute Book, 1827-1899, Dec. 1833, VBHS.
127 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 21, 1840, Dec. 26, 1843.
128 Black Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, 1818-1862, Jan. 1835, VBHS.
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after a conference of black members voted to expel her, the whites agreed and did so.'®
Churches rarely reported cases of blacks and whites quarreling with one another; but the
fact that they challenged combative members of both groups and respected the judgments
of black leaders is significant.

Occasionally, congregational disputes went beyond quarrels and accusations, as in
the case of John W. Rozarro, a black deacon and preacher at Charles City Baptist.'*°
Along with several other black leaders, Rozarro attended church business meetings, cited
disobedient members, and helped keep the church roster up to date.”®’ When his
marriage failed and his wife Nancy refused to live with him, Charles City sided with

132 Rozarro was apparently an active and valued member of

Rozarro and excluded Nancy.
this fellowship. He sometimes attended meetings at James City Baptist, a neighboring
church, as well. It was there that a serious conflict ensued in 1817. Apparently, Rozarro
had arrived at a preaching service “with a drawn sword in his hand.” When someone
tried to take it from him, “he refused to give it up and wounded two young men.”'**
James City and Charles City both excluded him. The church records do not indicate why

Rozarro might have brought a weapon to the meeting, but he probably had a personal

dispute with someone there. This violent incident did not seem to affect local white

12% pendar “of Riddick” (see footnote 81); Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Sept. 24, 1859. See
also Betram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics & Behavior in the Old South (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1982) and Kenneth S. Greenberg, Honor & Slavery: Lies, Duels, Noses, Masks, Dressing
as a Woman, Gifis, Strangers, Humanitarianism, Death, Slave Rebellions, The Proslavery Argument,
Baseball, Hunting, and Gambling in the Old South (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996).

130 Rozarro’s name was alternately spelled “Rozarro,” “De Rozaro,” and “Rozarer” in Emmaus Baptist
Church Minute Book; Charles City Baptist became Emmaus Baptist Church in 1834 (see footnote 1)

13! Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, May 1816.

132 Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, May 1813.

133 Letter from James City Baptist Church to the Baptist Church in Charles City, in Emmaus Baptist
Church Minute Book, Apr. 18, 1817.
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Baptists® approval of black deacons, however; men like Samuel Ellison, Jerry Bailey, and .
Pleasant Smith continued to serve as leaders at Charles City.

Although southern society at large deprived enslaved people of many human
rights, slaves did possess important rights in evangelical communities. In 1825, First
Baptist saw fit to exclude white member William Muse for a “breach of promise” to a

black man.'**

Muse had apparently assured one of his slaves that he would sell him to a
local master. Instead, he broke his word and sold the man to a buyer from New Orleans.
Muse did not break any civil law by selling this slave downriver, but First Baptist ruled it
to be immoral conduct toward another person. Since the minutes only refer to the slave
as “a man,” one can guess that he was not a member of the church. That church leaders
would go out of their way to defend a slave who did not even belong to their community
reveals a remarkable regard for the rights of the enslaved. Of course, they did not see a
problem with Muse’s owning and selling slaves in the first place, but it is notable that
they upheld the binding character of a white man’s promise to an enslaved black.

In addition to breaking the peace, slandering others, and lying, white and black
Baptists committed a host of other offenses and were disciplined with little apparent
regard to race. From attending horse races and playing cards to dancing and fiddling, one
might find himself or herself in a church court for indulging in many sorts of

135

amusements. -~ Of a more serious nature were the crimes of neglecting to attend

worship, breaking the Sabbath, and committing theological error. White and black males

134 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Apr. 19, 1825.

133 For examples, see Upper King and Queen Baptist Church Minute Book, 1774-1815, Nov. 19, 1791,
VBHS; Enon Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 1838; Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book,
May 18, 1837; Tucker’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 30, 1845,
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136

especially faced charges of non-attendance. ™ Attempting to crack down on a mounting

number of absences, Shoulder’s Hill ruled in 1838 that if any member failed to attend
service at least once a month, he or she would face the church’s discipline.m In the early
1840s, free blacks Sam Hilliard and Esais James were both expelled from Elam Baptist in
Sussex County for failing to attend church “as a member ought to do.”"*® A committee of
black leaders recommended that Glebe Landing expel Linsy Morris in 1850 for his

139

frequent absences. ~° William Ballentine, a black deacon at Second Baptist Church, was

cited in 1844 for keeping his barber shop open on Sundays. 0 When questioned by the
church, he admitted the “impropriety of it,” but also pointed out that church members
were continually visiting his shop on the Sabbath. The church advised him to stop
working on Sundays and also exhorted members not to seek his services on that day.'*'

Elders and deacons sought to root out those who deviated from accepted
evangelical theology. In 1832, Edlow Baker, a black deacon at First Baptist, was
dismissed from fellowship for “entertaining and propagating false doctrines.”'#
Portsmouth Baptist decided to expel black “brother” Thomas Massenbourgs in 1838 after
he “affected to have had...strange revelations—apparently unknown to himself or to

9143

others. When white member Wiley Parker started to imbibe “universalist

13 First Baptist excluded white member Nathaniel Crow in 1833, for instance, for “disregard to the
Lords day and neglect of the ordinances of the church.” First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book,
Nov. 1833,

137 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 29, 1838.

138 Elam (Seacock) Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 1840 and May 1841.

139 Glebe Landing Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. 1850.

140 Alternately spelled “Ballendine” in Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book.

14! Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, 1843-1866, Sept. 26, 1844, VBHS.

12 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, May 5, 1832; see May 15, 1827 for Baker’s
appointment as a deacon.

143 Portsmouth (Court Street) Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 9, 1838.

59



sentiments” at Suffolk in 1834, he was promptly removed from fellowship. 144 1 ikewise,
Mattaponi excluded enslaved member Henry for “denying faith in Christ” in 1852.'

Those who chose to abandon the Baptist faith and attend services of other
denominations were, not surprisingly, excluded as well. At Charles City, David
Woodson, a black deacon, and Hannah Howle, a white woman, both forfeited their
membership in the 1810s by joining the Methodists.'* At least two white sisters were
excluded from First Baptist of Richmond in 1833 and 1834 for allying with other
denominations—one had gone off to the Methodists, the other to the Presbyterians.'*’
Certain doctrines even split and dissolved entire congregations. Many whites and some
blacks were struck from church rolls, particulafly at First Baptist, for embracing the
controversial teachings of reformer Alexander Campbell, who opposed the expansion and
centralization of Baptist institutions, such as missionary organizations, and who
advocated a retumn to “primitive” Christianity. The Campbellite‘challenge, more than any
other issue, troubled Baptist churches and associations during the 1830s.148

Any behavior that went against the rules and doctrine of the church threatened the
“order” of the congregation. Thus, Baptists often employed the catchall label “disorderly
conduct” to charge wayward members. This term could imply to any number of offenses,
such as fornication, theft, drunkenness, violence, profanity, disrespecting church
authority. Men and women could be excluded for an offense as general as a “disorderly

walk” (meaning any number of errors in behavior or doctrine) as William Felts, a white

14 Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 20, 1834.

145 Mattaponi Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 13, 1852,

146 Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. 1813 and Oct. 1816.

147 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Dec. 24, 1833 and Nov. 24, 1834.

148 See minutes of First Baptist Church, Richmond, particularly between 1833 and 1834. For an
overview of Campbellism, see Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New
Haven. CT: Yale University Press, 1989), 71, 101, 167-68. The Campbellite movement is discussed in
greater depth in Chapter 3 of this dissertation.
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member of Raccoon Swamp, was in 1814.%  Although both whites and blacks were
charged with the somewhat vague transgression of disorderly conduct, Baptist churches
were more likely to accuse slaves of such conduct. When a slave ran away or stole from
his master, or when he challenged his master’s authority, the church might deem him
“disorderly.” Raccoon Swamp expelled Tom, an enslaved member, for “disorderly
conduct toward his overseer” in 1838.*°

Throughout the antebellum period, churches would often appoint free black and
slave deacons to supervise the black membership and report “those that at any time walk
disorderly.”’! Enslaved deacons cited numerous fellow slaves for “supposed disorder”
at Upper King and Queen church in the 1830s. The term was apparently popular at this
church; many whites were supposedly “in disorder” as well. Sometimes groups of slaves
were excluded from a congregation, as when enslaved member Ned reported to Colosse
Baptist that several slaves from West Point were acting disorderly in 1859. All of these
bondpersons were later restored to fellowship.'*

Free blacks were also accused of disorder, though less often than slaves. First
Baptist sent black deacons to cite Caesar Lewis in 1828 for “disorderly conduct in
advising members of this church to act contrary to the rules of the church.” Based on
their investigation, Lewis was reprimanded but not excluded.'”® A few years earlier, the
church had expelled and then restored Lewis for “improper conduct and language”

toward Pamela Lewis, apparently his wife.'>* And again in 1830, Lewis stood before the

1% Raccoon Swamp (Antioch) Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. 12, 1814,
10 Raccoon Swamp (Antioch) Baptist Church Minute Book, Jul. 7, 1838.
5! Boar Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 1809.

12 Colosse Baptist Church Minute Book, 1814-1870, Aug. 1859, VBHS.
133 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, May 1 and 15, 1828.

14 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, May 3, 1825.
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church court. This time, First Baptist charged Lewis and John Taylor with circulating
“certain books”—of what kind the records do not say. After reprimanding Taylor and
Lewis, and stripping Taylor of his deaconship, the church did not pursue the case
further.'”® The congregation did not appear concerned enough about the black men’s
reading habits to exclude them entirely—a notable attitude in a white population that was
supposedly alarmed by instances of black literacy.

Charges of disorder against enslaved church members generally had the effect of
bolstering masters’ authority. Some evangelical masters may have desired their slaves’
sanctification and wanted them to obey because they believed the scriptures mandated it;
others demanded obedience for practical, selfish reasons. And, of course, a master could
seek both these goals. While historian Eugene Genovese has argued that slaveholders
“came to see Christianity primarily as a means of social control,” he has also admitted
that “slaveholders’ motives combined self-interest with a genuine concern for the
spiritual welfare of the slaves.”’*® Church leaders were certainly ready to uphold
masters’ authority, but many viewed the salvation of slaves as even more important.'*’
While considering blacks their spiritual equals, most white Baptists still supported the
slave system, and many owned slaves themselves. In the churches of Tidewater Virginia,

a great number of slaves were disciplined for running away, stealing from their masters,

1% First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Jan. 7, Jan. 28, and Feb. 18, 1830.

1% Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaveholders Made (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1974), 188-90, quotations on 186 and 189. See also Mathews, Religion in the Old South, 173-77,
H. Shelton Smith, In His Image, But...: Racism in Southern Religion, 1780-1910 (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 1972), 129-165; Semett, Black Religion and American Evangelicalism, 76, Raboteau,
Slave Religion, 152-209, especially 208; Anne C. Loveland, Southern Evangelicals and the Social Order
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1980), 199-218, 223-25, 254-56; Schweiger, Gospel
Working Up, 51; John Patrick Daly, When Slavery Was Called Freedom: Evangelicalism, Proslavery, and
the Causes of the Civil War (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2002), 6-33, 69-71, 109-10; Eugene
Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Fatal Self-Deception: Slaveholding Paternalism in the Old South
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 75-79.

157 Chapter 3, below, explores this question in greater depth.
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or other acts of disobedience. Many Baptist churches, such as South Quay, had been
prosecuting slave disobedience since the late eighteenth century. 158

Masters occasionally brought their slaves before churches for correction, as in the
case of Kittee, who was excluded from North West Church after her master, Matthias
Etheridge, accused her of acting “disorderly as a Christian” in 1830. 199 Church leaders
might attempt to confer with masters regarding their slaves’ behavior before giving
rulings. Albert was expelled from Glebe Landing in 1844 after his master confirmed a
charge of theft.'®® Some churches even asked masters to notify them of slaves’
unruliness. In Hanover County, Walnut Grove passed such a resolution in 1850, ordering
the clerk to write to all owners of enslaved members and request them to report “any
improper conduct of any such servant.”'®! Churches also disciplined slaves without any
apparent accusation or advice from their masters. When Mill Swamp excluded eight
slaves for “disorderly conduct,” the clerk simply wrote to their masters to inform them of
the decision; Mill Swamp’s minutes did not record that any of the five masters had
initiated this complaint.s?

One of the main ways that Baptists upheld the authority of slave owners was in
prosecuting runaways and those who aided them. As with most issues, the treatment of
runaways varied among churches. Ironically, churches sometimes enlisted the support of
black members to police runaways. When someone accused Dick of having run away

from his master in 1812, Boar Swamp Church appointed “Brother” Frank, an enslaved

leader in the church, to talk to him about it. The following month, Dick confessed, and

18 For one of many examples, see South Quay Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 2, 1779.
%9 North West Baptist Church Minute Book, 1800-1841, Dec. 25, 1830, VBHS.

'% Glebe Landing Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 1844.

16! Walnut Grove Baptist Church Minute Book, 1841-1859, Nov. 30, 1850, VBHS.

12 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 2, 1826, VBHS.
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the church retained him in fellowship.'®® Several years later, a slave named Joe was cited
by Boar Swamp for the same offense. He “confessed he was rong [sic]” and promised
“he would not do the like again.” But since he had already run away several times, the
church suspended him for a period, “to see if his futer [sic] conduct [would] comport with
his present profession.”’® In 1833, First Baptist set up a formal committee of white and
black leaders to find out the names of those “who have left their owners without leave” so
that they could be tried.'®®

Second Baptist held a debate over the question of excluding runaway slave
Nelson Dabney in 1832. One member proposed that Dabney’s escape be deemed
“contrary to the letter & spirit of the Gospel & sinful in the sight of God,” but after some
discussion, that resolution was tabled. At the next monthly meeting, an argument ensued,
and a vote on the motion was again postponed. Finally, two months after Dabney had
been charged, the church ruled that his behavior was “contrary to the Laws of this State.”
It appears that some members did not see African slavery as clearly endorsed by God, so
they preferred to charge Dabney with violating the civil law instead of the Gospel. 166
Though subtle and by no means favorable to the runaway, this amended ruling typified a
worldview that denied the slaveholder’s right to dominate slaves absolutely. For all their
support of slavery, white Baptists still asserted that a believing slave’s soul was equal to
that of a believing master in the sight of God. And if the master was unredeemed, the

Christian slave would hold a place in heaven that his or her owner did not.

'®> Boar Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, May 1812.

164 Boar Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 1820.

165 First Baptist, Richmond, Church Minute Book, Oct. 28, 1833.

1% Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Oct. 30, Nov. 15, and Dec. 18, 1832.
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When Prince tried to help Martha escape her master in 1854, both slaves were
expelled from Suffolk Baptist. Remarkably, however, the church ruled that Martha had
absconded “without a just cause.”'®” Similarly, John Newton was denied a letter of
dismission from Walnut Grove after someone reported that he had “threatened the life of
Mr. Williams his overseer and moreover ran away without provocation.”’%® One wonders
exactly what whites in the church would consider “just cause” or “provocation” for a
slave’s escape. Although the records do not answer that question, it is interesting that
churches were willing to éllow, even in theory, for the possibility that a slave might have
justification for leaving his or her master.

Running away was not only considered an offense against one’s master and, in
some people’s minds, against God; it could have political overtones as well. In the
summer of 1814, several free blacks and slaves were excluded from Wicomoco Church in
Northumberland County for leaving their homes and masters to follow the invading
British army during the War of 1812. Free blacks William and Rachel “could only be
viewed as torys having left their country & people and was strengthening our enemy,” the
church clerk wrote, and the church “could not fellowship such conduct.” The enslaved
people among those charged ‘“had broken a gospel rule ‘Servants be obedient to your
masters,”” and were thus deemed “out of order.”'®® Fifty years later, the flight of slaves
and free persons to the Union army during the Civil War would again bring this issue to

the fore in Tidewater churches.!”

167 Prince “of Holladay” (see footnote 81); Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 16, 1854,
'8 Walnut Grove Baptist Church Minute Book, May 14, 1859.

1% Wicomoco (Coan) Baptist Church Minute Book, May, Jun., and Jul. 1814.

'™ The war and postwar periods are studied in Chapter 4 of this dissertation.
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Baptists disciplined slaves not only for escaping, but also for a variety of other
transgressions against their owners, including theft. Hamilton, Dauson, and Mary were
excluded from Tucker’s Swamp in 1848 for “concealing and using a false key” to open

their master’s meat house.'”!

As in other types of accusations, a slave could seek the
church’s forgiveness. Jesse’s master brought him before the church for stealing, but after
Jesse “expressed his sorrow and manifested a repentant spirit,” and promised not to
repeat the offense, James City Baptist retained him in fellowship.'” Church leaders also
appeared unwilling to convict a slave without adequate proof. When Bob of Boar
Swamp was charged with breaking into a smokehouse in 1806, he denied it, and “no
proof being obtained,” the church dismissed the case; it did the same for a slave named

173

Davy in 1823 and for another enslaved man, Roger, a year after that. ° The charge of

theft against Clements of Tucker’s Swamp in 1845 “could not be substantiated,” and the
church agreed to “look on him as a member of our boddy [sic] in full fellowship.”'”*
While congregations also disciplined whites who broke the eighth commandment by
stealing, such as Bartlett Lucas, Betsy Hickman, and John Warden of Richmond’s First
Baptist, slaves seemed to face these charges more often than free people.'” As illustrated
in the cases just cited, slaves were frequently found guilty of stealing food or livestock
from their masters, an infraction often stemming from a lack of provisions, or simply

constituting an attempt to benefit from the produce of their own labor. Masters could

count on Baptist churches, however, to hold this line in their favor.'”®

! Tucker’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 10, 1848,

12 yames City Baptist Church Minute Book, 1857-1882, Aug. 22, 1857, VBHS.

' Boar Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 1806, Mar. 1822, Apr., May, Dec. 1823, Sept. 1824,

17 Tucker’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 30, 1845,

1”5 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Apr. 7, 1827, Feb. 7, 1828, Mar. 10, 1833.

1”6 For other examples of slaves facing discipline for theft, see Emmaus Baptist Church Minute Book,
Jan, 1793 (unidentified), Nov. 1837 (unidentified); Wicomoco (Coan) Baptist Church Minute Book, Jul. 6,
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The churches sometimes joined secular courts in punishing slave unrest. Only a
few cases of violent conduct came before Baptist churches in the area, but the accused
were swiftly disciplined. Raccoon Swamp excluded a man named September for
allegedly setting fire to his mistress’s house in 1851, and Jacob of Colosse Baptist was

excluded in 1857 for burning down his master’s barn.'”’

Only one case of poisoning was
found in the region’s Baptist records—Mary was expelled from Moore’s Swamp in 1832
for “giving poison to the children of Henry Blow for the purpose of trying to destroy
them.” The church released itself from overseeing Mary’s spiritual state, asserting it was
no longer “accountable” for her “imprdper and audacious conduct.”'” Dick, a slave at
South Quay, was brought up on several charges in 1830. According to his master, Elias
Daughtry, Dick and his wife had stolen bacon, pork, brandy, and cider. When Daughtry
tried to search their house, Dick, allegedly came at him with an ax while drunk. Dick

argued that had Daughtry “given ought to [his] folks as [he] ought to have done,” they

1809 (cotton); South Quay Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 3, 1814 (bacon); Upper King and Queen
Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 1819 (geese), Jun. and Jul. 1829 (brandy), Dec, 1830 (unidentified),
Jan, 20, 1838 (charges dropped for lack of proof); Enon Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. (sheep), Apr.
(hog), May (shirt), Oct. (ducks), 1822; Colosse Baptist Church Minute Book, Oct. 23, 1831 (unidentified);
Raccoon Swamp (Antioch) Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 12, 1831 (unidentified), May 11, 1838
(hog), May (unidentified) and Aug. 8, 1863 (tobacco); Tucker’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Sept.
9, 1836 (unidentified), Dec. 30, 1849 (unidentified); Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov.
27 and Dec. 25, 1836 (unidentified), May 26, 1839 (com), Mar. 25, 1848 (corn); Hopeful Baptist Church
Minute Book, Nov. 7 and 29, 1840 (unidentified); Suffolk Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 27, 1842,
Mar. 4, 1843 (money); Glebe Landing Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. and May 1843 (unidentified,
mistress charges slave in a letter to the church), Nov. and Dec. 1844 (unidentified, church confirms charge
with master); Berea Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. and Apr. 1,1849 (hog), Nov. 1851 (unidentified);
Providence Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 1850 (unidentified), Sept. and Oct. 1856 (unidentified);
Walnut Grove Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 2, 1851 (unidentified), Oct. 12, 1856, Mar. 14, 1858
(unidentified); Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 1855 (unidentified); Bethlehem Baptist
Church Minute Book, Dec. 1860 (unidentified).

1" Raccoon Swamp (Antioch) Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 12, 1851; Colosse Baptist Church
Minute Book, Mar. 20, 1858.

178 Moore’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. 23, 1832,
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would not have stolen from him. The church unanimously expelled Dick for theft and
drunkenness, but for some reason they did not mention assault in their conviction.'”

The only murder case found in church records of the region concerns a slave who
insisted he had acted in self-defense. In 1818, “Brother” Jacob confessed to Boar Swamp
that he had stabbed a white man, but argued “he did it in vindication of his own life.”
Thus, he “did not feel guilty of any sin.” The church investigated the matter, and ruled
that Jacob “might have escaped the danger of his life” without killing the man. When
they excluded Jacob from their fellowship, several black members walked out of the
meeting. The church viewed their protest as “disorder” and sent another slave to cite

them,'®

Whether or not the ruling was racially motivated, these black protesters sent a
bold message to the rest of the congregation when they refused to fellowship with people
whom they perceived as having acted inequitably. Incidentally, since Jacob was present
to defend himself before the church, one can conclude that a secular court probably
already had acquitted him. Baptist churches usually concurred with court rulings, but in
Jacob’s case, it seems they did not. Then too, the church valued an ecclesiastical trial as
highly as a secular one. When William Clarke, a free black man, was convicted of theft
by the city court of Richmond in the 1830s, First Baptist still appointed its own
committee to “inquire into” the case before excluding him.'®!

Not surprisingly, white evangelicals did not seem nearly as willing to discipline

slaveholders for crimes against their slaves as they were to punish the enslaved. Even so,

1" South Quay Baptist Church Minute Book, Jan. 1830. For an insightful analysis of this case, see
Randolph Ferguson Scully, *“‘I Come Here Before You Did and I Shall Not Go Away’: Race, Gender, and
Evangelical Community on the Eve of the Nat Tumer Rebellion,” Journal of the Early Republic 27 (Winter
2007), 661-84.

180 Boar Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 1818.

'8 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Jun. 2 and Jul. 27, 1835.
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they did attempt to limit masters’ cruelty to some degree. In 1796 and again in 1813,
someone at the Dover Baptist Association posed the query, “Is there no restriction on
believing [i.e., Baptist] masters in the chastisement of their slaves?” Dover passed a
somewhat weak, but still significant, ruling on the matter. Admitting that masters
sometimes exercised “unreasonable authority over their slaves,” they nevertheless
thought it “difficult” to “fix a certain rule” for these cases. Instead they left the
responsibility to the locally sovereign churches to “take notice of such as they may think
improper and deal with the transgressor, as they would with offenders in other crimes.”'®
Only a few cases of masters’ injustices appeared before the churches. In 1802,
Charles B. Taylor of Mill Swamp accused William Boyce of “uncommon cruelties to his
slaves” in keeping “seven or eight clubs under his bed” to beat them. When various
members of the church stated that these accusations were false, Boyce was retained in

fellowship. Instead, Taylor was excluded for slander.'®

Years later, Mill Swamp proved
markedly lax in protecting blacks. After William Little confessed and apologized for
“shooting at a negro” in 1839, he was retained in fellowship.'® One doubts that a black
member would have experienced such an easy trial for shooting at a white man, but at
least the church acknowledged Little’s behavior as a sin against God and the church.

Baptist practice in Virginia obviously lent support to a master’s authority over his
slaves. Yet white Baptists’ decisions were not entirely motivated by racism or an

acceptance of slavery; they did value each slave member as a redeemed believer. A trial

at Black Creek Baptist Church mentioned earlier aptly illustrates this mindset. When the

182 Minutes of the Baptist Dover Association...1796, 4-5, VBHS; Minutes of the Dover Baptist
Association... 1813, 11, VBHS.

183 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, 1791-1811, Mar. 27 and Jun. 4, 1802, VBHS.

'8 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 13, 1839.
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church unanimously expelled Allen Edwards in 1835 for writing a “slanderous letter” and
refusing to commune with another believer, church leaders did not know what to do
about his slaves, who were also members. They decided to ask Edwards whether he had
any objections to their continued participation in the Lord’s Supper. Edwards insisted
that they not commune with the church if he himself could not. Instead of heeding his
wishes, however, the church chose to ask the slaves what they thought and whether “they
had anything against the church.” When they said they did not, the church retained them
in full fellowship.'®® Black Creek apparently viewed these slaves’ membership, not to
mention their prospects for salvation, as separate from those of their master. That belief

offered a subtle but powerful challenge to the idea of white superiority.

Although many churches did not permit Afro-Baptists to vote, most did appoint
them to serve as leaders over other black members. Sometimes whites formally ordained
black men as deacons; at other points, they simply appointed slaves and free blacks to
cite members for discipline. These roles entailed considerable power. Even if a black
leader could not vote in a church meeting, he could act as an investigator, advisor,
advocate, or judge of fellow blacks charged with infractions. He also served as a liaison
between black and white members, and could choose to report or overlook offenses at his
own discretion. The constitution of Bruington Baptist, adopted in 1815, stated that “some
of the most faithful” o;‘ the black members should be nominated to “enquire into the
standing of the coloured members, and take the proper steps for keeping order love &

fear among them.”'®® “Fear” is perhaps best understood as a reference to the non-racial

'8 Black Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 13, 1839,
1% Bruington Baptist Church Minute Book, “Rules of the Church,” May 6, 1815.
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concept of “fearing” God, though the infrequency of the phrase in church records of the
time leaves open the question of whether “fear” may have been an attitude that whites
particularly sought among blacks. Enon and Colosse Baptist Churches adopted this same
statement in their constitutions in 1820 and 1824, respectively.'®’

As black membership soared in churches across the area during the first half of
the nineteenth century, and as whites sought to oversee black members, free black and
enslaved men were increasingly ordained as deacons. In a sample of eighteen Tidewater
churches that documented the appointment of black deacons, about forty-eight black men
took office in biracial churches between 1800 and 1840, while about fifty-seven did so
between 1840 and 1860, not to mention the dozens of additional deacons who were
elected to serve at all-black churches during the antebellum period.'®® Furthermore, these
figures represent only the number of recorded appointments; since church clerks might
not have noted each and every diaconal appointment, the actual counts may have been
higher. Beulah Baptist even appointed black elders: slaves George, James, Joe, and

Ephraim took office in 1833, to “preserve order, give counsel and report disorderly

7 Enon Baptist Church Minute Book, Rules of Government, Number 11, Oct. 1820; Colosse Baptist
Church Minute Book. Aug. 21, 1824.

'®8 Black deacons took office at these eighteen churches in the following years: Berea—two in 1850,
two in 1859; Bethlehem—three in 1860; Bruington—one in 1828, two in 1837, two in 1851; Colosse—two
in 1834, one in 1849, one in 1850, one in 1857; Emmaus—approximately fourteen between 1800 and 1825;
First Baptist, Richmond-—one in 1825, seven in 1827, two in 1828, thirty to serve at First African,
Richmond, in 1841; Four Mile Creek-——two in 1830, two in 1836, one in 1858; Glebe Landing—one in
1841, one in 1859; Hopeful—one in 1836, one in 1854; Mattaponi—one in 1841, two in 1843, two in 1855;
Mount Olivet—five in 1858; North West—one in 1850; Portsmouth—one in 1846, one in 1847, one in
1850; Second Baptist—one in 1826; four in 1842, seven to serve at Second African, Richmond in 1845;
Shoulder’s Hill—two in 1814, five in 1854; Taylorsville—two in 1848, two in 1857; Upper King and
Queen—three in 1823, one in 1838, two in 1840, two in 1843, two in 1855, two in 1850; Walnut Grove—
three in 1842, two in 1844, one in 1849; see church minute books for details. A slave named George
(master’s name Redman) was appointed by Wicomoco Baptist in 1814 to cite slaves who had “attempted to
go to British.” Thirty years later, a black deacon named George Redman appeared in the records of
Fairfields Baptist Church, an offshoot of Wicomoco Baptist Church. Fairfields Baptist Church Minute
Book, Aug. 9, 1846, Apr. 12, 1851. See Chapter 2 of this dissertation for a discussion of black deacons
who served in all-black churches.
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'8 This position does not seem very different from

conduct” among the black members.
the role of black deacon in other congregations, but it is still interesting that this church
conferred such a high ecclesiastical title on enslaved leaders.

Not all churches in the area appointed blacks to the diaconate, however; some
simply chose black men to serve in supervisory roles, and these black leaders essentially
fulfilled the same duties as black deacons in other churches. Throughout the antebellum
period, Four Mile Creek, located outside of Richmond, established standing committees
to supervise different geographic districts from which the congregation drew.

Committees of free black leaders were also formed. Over twenty-five free blacks
attended monthly business meetings with white leaders and oversaw the discipline of the
black people in the congregation. Apparently, the church disciplined whites and free
blacks on Saturdays and held separate discipline meetings for slaves on Sundays.
Churches commonly adopted this practice, since slaves generally were not obligated to
work on the Sabbath and therefore could be expected to attend meetings then.'*® Free
blacks assisted whites in both categories of meetings at this church, though evidence of
black participation in hearings of whites’ offenses is lacking.

Free black men such as William James and Hampton Wardfork regularly cited
delinquent black members at Four Mile Creek and reported to the church for more than
thirty years, up until the Civil War.'”! Some blacks attended meetings even in the months

immediately following Nat Tumer’s Rebellion in 1831, despite racial unrest in the

¥ Beulah Baptist Church Minute Book, Oct. 27, 1833. Upper King and Queen had also appointed
black elders Linas and Edom in 1826. Upper King and Queen Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 1826.

1% Wills discusses how such separate discipline meetings eventually led to separate worship services for
black members. Wills, Democratic Religion, 53, 64.

191 Also spelled “Woodfork” in Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book.
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region.'?

Richard Sykes, a free black man who had served for many years alongside
James and Wardfork, led the closing prayer at some of the biracial business meetings in
1860 and 1861.'" Like Four Mile Creek, Suffolk Baptist set up a standing committee of
black leaders in the 1840s. “Brethren” Robert, Moses, David, Albert Walker, and
Anthony Copeland were appointed to report and investigate “any improper conduct that
may be in circulation” among black members.'**

Depending on the congregation, black leaders might simply report delinquent
members to the white leadership for trial. More often, however, they investigated the
cases themselves, and sometimes even handled the exclusions and restorations. First
Baptist of Richmond formally delineated the duties of black deacons at a congregational
meeting in 1827. Black leaders had been disciplining blacks at this church for years,
generally without the involvement of white leaders. Apparently, whites decided to
increase their supervision of the black members, and they ruled that the black deacons
should report delinquent members to the whole church for a trial. Yet in appointing the
black deacons to make “diligent inquires [sic]” into each case, they still left it up to the
blacks to decide whether to initiate a given case at all. A month after this ruling, the
church counted the votes of both black and white members when appointing six

additional black deacons to office. Three of these black deacons, Isham Ellis, John

Taylor, and Gilbert Hunt, would later serve as leaders of the First African Baptist Church,

12 Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book; see membership rosters and minutes, 1825-1861, for
attendance lists. In the months after Turner’s Rebellion, York James was present October 1831 and
January 1832; Jesse Smith was present October 1831, January, February, April, June, and November 1832;
William James was present January and March 1832; Joshua Pleasants was present February 1832.

19 Four Mile Creek Baptist Church Minute Book, Oct. 27, 1860 and Feb. 25, 1861.

1% Robert “of Cohoon,” Moses “of Riddick,” David “of Oliver” (see footnote 81); Suffolk Baptist
Church Minute Book, Mar. 4, 1843.
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established in 1841." The black deacons of Second Baptist Church chose new deacons
without any votes being cast by white members. In 1842, they informed the church that
they had selected four leaders to replace those who had died or moved away, and the
whole church accepted their decision.'®®

Enslaved and free black Baptists who were excluded often suffered that fate based
on the report and recommendation of black leaders. Churches such as Bethlehem Baptist
of Hanover County would continually “turn over” cases to the black deacons for

investigation.'”’

At Bruington in 1838, slave deacons Tom, Daniel, and Isaac
investigated the character of William Harrison’s slaves, and recommended that Judy and
Silvy be excluded and the others retained. Black deacons initiated investigations of
wayward members without the prompting of whites; the offenses ranged from stealing to
fornication. At Second Baptist, Lilly Ann Anderson and Henry Morton were both
disciplined for “immoral conduct” after a negative report from the “committee of
coloured members” in September of 1833.*® Richard Roane and Richard Green were
excluded on the same day, after black members reported that they had stolen, lied, and
committed adultery.’”® “Brother” Hercules Blow regularly brought other blacks before
Portsmouth Baptist, resulting in the exclusion of men such as Sam Leekin, expelled for
drunkenness in 1834.%%

In many cases, whites merely gave their “rubber stamp” to a decision already

made by the black leaders. When the black members of Mattaponi Baptist expelled

195 First Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Mar. 20, Apr. 6, Apr. 7, and May 8, 1827; First
African Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Oct. 3, 1841.

1% Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Dec. 22, 1842.

"7 For examples, see Bethlehem Baptist Church Minute Book, Dec. 1860 and Jan. 1861.

18 Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Sept. 19, 1833.

19 Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Aug. 3, 1843.

2% Portsmouth (Court Street) Baptist Church Minute Book, Oct. 10, 1834.
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slaves Daisy, George, and Reubin for “improper conduct,” the clerk recorded the decision
as “confirmed by the church.”®®" At Shoulder’s Hill, blacks expelled Henry Conoway for
“using improper language,” along with George Young and July Elliot for adultery, in

1854. White leaders confirmed each of these rulings.”*

This practice would continue at
these churches, and many others, in the years leading up to the war. Similarly, when
Morinda Webb, a black member of Portsmouth Baptist, applied for restoration in 1852
and her penitence was “justified” by the black deacons, she was unanimously restored to

203 And when the “coloured committee” at Second Baptist was “satisfied of

fellowship.
[the] genuine penitence” of Frances Granford and Maria and George Thomas, the church
restored them without protest.”**

Black evangelical leaders who were enlisted to supervise the behavior of black
congregants, including slave members’ interactions with their masters, served in one
sense as agents of white oppression, especially since their authority always existed
subordinate to a church’s white leadership. Practically speaking, however, since white
leaders would usually confirm the decisions, positive or negative, that they had allowed
black leaders to make on their own, these men wielded a significant measure of de facto
control and saw their authority validated by the black fellow Baptists they supervised.

While whites generally confirmed the rulings of black leaders without hesitation,
some disciplinary trials proved more complicated. With the help of other black members,

Richard Vaughan pled his case before First Baptist of Richmond in 1835. The church

had expelled Vaughan a few years earlier, but the minutes do not indicate why. Vaughan

2! Mattaponi Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. 8, 1851.

22 ghoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Feb. 1854.

203 portsmouth (Court Street) Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 12, 1852.
24 Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Aug. 3, 1843.
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maintained his innocence and brought before the church “corroborating testimony from
the coloured deacons.” The black leaders sought to prove the “error the church had fallen
into” in accepting testimony against him and excluding him. After considering
Vaughan’s claim, white leader W.E. Crawford moved to rescind the ruling against him,
and the church voted unanimously to do s0.2%> Vaughan, who had been licensed to
preach by First Baptist in the 1820s, would later serve as a leader at First African in
Richmond. Later still, he would migrate north and accept a pastorship at the First
African Baptist Church of Philadelphia in the mid-1840s.%% The black members’
persistent defense of Vaughan’s character at First Baptist, and the white leaders’
acceptance of him, enabled his ministry to flourish for a long time to come.

Other cases did not go as smoothly as Vaughan’s successful appeal. In 1855, a
white deacon at Shoulder’s Hill testified that a slave named Henry was guilty of theft. A
majority of black members, however, refused to expel him. The white leaders accepted
the white deacon’s testimony over the votes of the black members and excluded Henry. 207
Despite its notable support of black leadership in other respects, this particular church
would not go so far as to deem blacks’ votes equal to the testimony of a white man—
telling evidence of how far the white supremacist assumptions of the society at large had
infiltrated the thinking of many white Baptists.

Yet sometimes black leaders pushed back, and sometimes whites listened to them.

When the black members of Portsmouth Baptist restored Alex Jones to fellowship in

1859, the clerk recorded that this action was “not sanctioned by the church.” A month

2 Rirst Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Apr. 21 and Jun. 2, 1835. See also May 13 and Jul.
11, 1826.

% See First African Baptist Church, Richmond, Minute Book, Feb. 9 and Apr. 6, 1845 and Aug. 6,
1854. For more on Richard Vaughan, see Chapter 2 of this dissertation, pp. 152, 190, 208, and 222-23.

27 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 1855.
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later, however, the congregation’s white leaders were apparently won over, because they

208 At times, whites at Shoulder’s Hill seemed

then voted to restore Jones to membership.
willing to yield to the arguments of black members. In one case, the white leaders
advised the black members to reconsider their (the blacks’) recommendation to expel Ely
Rix, a free black man. The following month the white leaders conceded the point,
however, and removed Rix from fellowship.zo9

Even as they challenged some rulings by white leaders, blacks also solicited the
aid of whites in disciplinary disputes, yielding a measure of cross-racial cooperation.
Blacks and whites formed a partnership, though an unequal one, in upholding shared
moral standards. When a slave named Mial refused to listen to Boar Swamp’s “black
brethren,” who had charged him with “making too free with another man’s wife,” the
black leaders brought the matter before the entire church. Whites found the evidence
against Mial “well grounded,” and excluded him from fellowship.m In 1830, Moore’s
Swamp expelled slave Harvy for showing “contempt” toward black leaders and “refusing
to yield to [their] solicitations.”®!! In a similar case, Upper King and Queen excluded
Suckey for exhibiting a bad temper, swearing, and “not attending to the admonition of the
color’d members.”*'?
In September of 1852, Isaac Deans, a free black man, sought the assistance of the

white leaders at Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church. Deans had been excluded from the all-

black First Baptist Church of Norfolk when that body had attempted to purge its rolls of

%8 portsmouth (Court Street) Baptist Church Minute Book, 1854-1875, Mar. 11 and Apr. 8, 1859,
VBHS.

2 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Jun. and Jul. 1849.

219 Boar Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 1820.

2! Moore’s Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 22 and Sept. 11, 1830.

212 Upper King and Queen Baptist Church Minute Book, Jan. 20, 1838.
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“disorderly” members. White pastor Robert Gordon and a group of black deacons led
First Baptist of Norfolk, a congregation that enrolled more than six hundred black men

23 The church leaders, and probably many voting laypeople, had seen fit to

and women.
remove Deans from fellowship—yet Shoulder’s Hill in nearby Nansemond County
stepped in to defend him. The white leaders there apparently had known Deans, at least
by reputation, for a long time. They praised him as a “man of pure integrity, strict
honesty, and industrious habits.” Perhaps showing some racial condescension, or at least
making a concession to other white people’s prejudice, they remarked that he always
manifested “a proper spirit toward his superiors.” The clerk at Shoulder’s Hill noted that
Deans always spoke “in the kindest manner of his pastor and brethren” at Norfolk. Deans
hoped to be “reinstated in the bosom of the church” and thereafter to emigrate to Liberia.
According to the church minutes, Deans’s situation was the only item on the agenda at
two “Special Conferences,” indicating the importance the matter held both for Deans and
for the white leadership.™

The leaders of Shoulder’s Hill recommended that First Baptist restore Deans, who
they said was “worthy of...full confidence and christian fellowship.” At the same time,
they assured First Baptist that they did not intend to interfere with the “legislative
character of the [local] church,” but instead sought to express their “opinion of the
individual concerned.””* Thus, Shoulder’s Hill demonstrated respect both for Isaac
Deans and for the black leadership of First Baptist. After Shoulder’s Hill pursued the

case over the next two months, First Baptist finally agreed to meet with Deans. At that

point, Shoulder’s Hill “discharged” the case, perhaps because First Baptist restored

'3 Minutes of the...Portsmouth Baptist Association...1852, 16-17, VBHS.
214 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Sept. 1852.
13 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Sept. 1852.
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Deans, who eventually left for Liberia with his wife and son.*'¢

The willingness of the
Shoulder’s Hill congregation to intervene on his behalf shows how cordial cross-racial
ties among Baptists could sometimes be.

The dynamics of African American leadership in biracial churches varied from
that of a “push and pull” with whites to a more segregated autonomy. Whites’ default
position seemed to be one of benign neglect, and black deacons thus held considerable
authority in their own communities. From time to time, white leaders might attempt to
rein in black deacons but then loosen those reins once again, or implement policies and
neglect to enforce them categorically. Wicomoco Baptist offers a salient example of the
latter pattern. In 1807, the church discussed what should be done about the “evils”
arising from the black members’ “manner of discipline.” Whites objected that blacks had
been “seting [sic] as a church” to govern wayward members. Such independence was
unacceptable to certain whites, and the church ruled that all diSciplinary cases should be
brought before the entire congregation for a more “public” settlement.?’’ Yet the church
continued to appoint blacks to investigate infractions; slave preacher Peter Adams would

do so for more than twenty years.?'®

Thus, despite an increase in white supervision, black
leaders still exercised power over the discipline of other blacks. In a culture in which
accused slaves—and, after 1832, free blacks too—were relegated to city or county courts

of oyer and terminer, where white officials presided without juries, Baptists’ appointment

216 Shoulder’s Hill Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 1852. Isaac Deans departed Norfolk for Liberia
aboard the Linda Stewart on November 27, 1852, accompanied by his wife Mary and son John. The
African Repository, 29 (Jan. 1853), 28.

217 Wicomoco (Coan) Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 1807.

1% See Wicomoco (Coan) Baptist Church Minute Book, Jul. 1807, May 6, 1809, May 11, 1833 and Jan.
1838.
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of blacks to investigate brethren of the same race offered a degree of due process

unavailable in secular trials.?"®

The most significant challenge both to biracial fellowship and to Afro-Baptist
autonomy occurred in the aftermath of Nat Turner’s Rebellion in August of 1831.
Scholars such as Randolph Scully and Charles Irons have identified Turner’s insurrection
in Southampton County as a “watershed” in the “racial and cultural dynamics of

evangelicalism” in Virginia and beyond.??’

They emphasize how white citizens panicked
and lashed out against innocent enslaved and free blacks, threatening their lives and the
limited freedoms the latter group had. White Christians, these historians say, viewed
black congregants with heightened suspicion and took measures to restrict their religious
rights. Although this account rings true in many cases, local church records offer a far
more nuanced depiction of interracial exchanges during this period.

While the records of most of the churches in Tidewater Virginia show little or no
explicit reaction to the news from Southampton (which does not prove there was none),
certain bodies did tighten their oversight of black members in the months immediately

following the revolt. At its meeting in 1832, the Portsmouth Association published a

letter summarizing the effect of the insurrection on the region’s churches, noting that the

29 The Revised Code of the Laws of Virginia...1819, Vol. I (Richmond: Thomas Ritchie, 1819), C-111:
32, pp. 428-29; Acts of the General Assembly, Chap. XX11:11, Acts Passed at a General Assembly...One
Thousand Eight Hundred and Thirty-Two (Richmond: Thomas Ritchie, 1832), 22.

220 Scully, Religion and the Making of Nat Turner’s Virginia, 197-98, 221-32, quotation on 231; Irons,
Origins of Proslavery Christianity, 140-58. See also Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll, 185-90; Berlin, Slaves
Without Masters, 285-86, 291; Mathews, Religion in the Old South, 137-38, 177, 204; Erskine Clarke,
Wrestlin’ Jacob: A Portrait of Religion in the Old South (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1979), 33; C. Eric
Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the African American Experience (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 1990), 25; Sylvia R. Frey, Water from the Rock: Black Resistance in a
Revolutionary Age (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 325; Sylvia R. Frey and Betty Wood,
Come Shouting to Zion: African American Protestantism in the American South and British Caribbean to
1830 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 212.
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“high character for godliness claimed by many of the insurgents, and the extensive
religious influence they actually possessed, (though we believe none of them were
Baptists,) have destroyed, with many of our Brethren, all confidence in the professions of
that class of persons”—that is, of blacks, especially the many who were slaves.?!

Not surprisingly, churches in and around Southampton County treated black
members with the most severity. On October 1, a little more’ than a month after the
rebellion, Mill Swamp expelled nine male slaves, six female slaves—all of a single
master—and one free black man. Although the records do not indicate why such a large
group was removed from membership, one wonders whether they had been accused of
seditious behavior in the wake of the insurrection. In addition, the church leaders
suspended all black members from communion until its March conference, possibly
waiting for the state government to pass its own restrictions on black activities, religious
and otherwise.”? Despite this restriction, only three additional slaves, Billy, Ted, and
Bob, suffered exclusion during the year after the revolt for “disorderly conduct.”
Additionally, this charge was not always particular to black members and in this instance
may not have had anything to do with subversive activity; white member John Hunnicutt
was also expelled for “disorderly conduct” at the same meeting that Billy lost his
membership.22

On March 2, 1832, some seven months after Turner’s revolt, Mill Swamp
addressed a query as to whether it was “expedient or right” to allow blacks to hold

meetings by themselves either in the daytime or at night. The church leaders decided to

2! «Corresponding Letter,” in Minutes of the... Portsmouth Baptist Association...1832, 45, VBHS.
22 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Oct. 1, 1831.
22 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 2 and Jun. 2, 1832.
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forbid both categories of meetings two weeks before the state legislature did so.”* A
couple of months later, the same congregation reported to the Portsmouth Association
that its black members “had become exceedingly refractory and ungovernable.”* The
association advised the church to form a committee to examine and instruct the black
members “in relation to Church Government and their duty to their owners.” If blacks
refused such instruction, the church should expel them.?

Mill Swamp heeded the association’s advice and appointed a committee to
investigate blacks in the church community. In August of 1832, a year after Nat Turner,
the church discussed a significant if somewhat veiled question: whether it was
“disorderly” for a member to stay silent when he knew that a crime was being committed.
The church answered in the affirmative. This query almost certainly served as a warning
to black members who might hear of plans for a slave revolt but failed to report the news
to whites. At the same meeting, the church, “after much debate,” voted to retain the
blacks in full membership, but required them to remain in a separate section of the church
during communion. It seems that the blacks and whites had already been sitting
separately for worship—whether on white insistence or by mutual agreement is
unclear—but now the white members insisted that black congregants stay seated instead
of coming forward to receive the elements. One of the white deacons would have to pass
the bread and wine to a black member, who would then distribute it.?’

The majority of whites at Mill Swamp apparently supported this blow to biracial

fellowship, but when certain white members pushed for an even more thorough

4 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Mar. 2, 1832.

5 Minutes of the... Portsmouth Baptist Association...1832, 25, VBHS.
28 Minutes of the... Portsmouth Baptist Association...1832, 26, VBHS.
27 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Aug. 31, 1832.
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separation of the races, the rest of the congregation chastised them. In April of 1833, the
church dismissed ten white men for refusing to “fellowship the coloured members”—
essentially refusing to attend Worsilip and communion at the same time as the black
congregants, and, on a deeper level, refusing to recognize black members as spiritual
“brethren” or co-heirs in Christ. Apparently, these men either wanted blacks to worship
at a separate time or in a separate building, or to be excluded from membership entirely.
The rest of the white members voted to “dissolve” all connection with these white men
for a time, choosing to remove them from fellowship rather than dismiss the black

members. 2%

These ten white men must eventually have agreed to fellowship with the
black members, because the church still held blacks in membership after the white men
were readmitted.”’

Certain whites in the surrounding community continued to view black religious
activity with suspicion and challenged the Mill Swamp congregation for supporting it. In
1835, a grand jury drew up a presentment against the trustees of Mill Swamp for holding
an unlawful assembly of sléves, as well as another charge against several members for
“interfering with a Patrole company.” Joel Holleman and Nathaniel Young, two political
leaders in the Isle of Wight community, offered to use their “best endeavors” to defend

the accused, and the case was apparently dismissed. >

Demonstrating the variety of
views of black evangelicalism that emerged after Turner’s rebellion, these politicians
joined the white members of Mill Swamp in upholding blacks’ access to Christian

fellowship, at some risk to their own reputation among white hardliners in the county.

228 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Apr. 6, 1833.

2 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Nov. 29, 1833.

30 Mill Swamp Baptist Church Minute Book, Sept. 1837. This case does not appear in the civil
government records, probably because it only went before a grand jury and not to trial; also, the “loose
papers” for Isle of Wight County do not extend past 1831.
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Yet even in the wake of the Turner revolt, those hardliners were not numerous or
influential enough to inflict political damage on Young and Holleman. Young served as
clerk of Isle of Wight County in the 1830s, and Holleman held a seat in the Virginia
House of Delegates, followed by a term in the Virginia Senate. Holleman was then
elected to the United States Congress in 1839.2! At the same time, Mill Swamp
maintained its stand on segregated worship. Such conflicting policies were common in
local communities and evangelical churches throughout the antebellum period.

A few other churches in the area sought to examine and discipline black members
in the wake of Turner’s uprising as well. In Sussex County, at least some black members
of Raccoon Swamp Church lay under a cloud of suspicion in the autumn of 1831. Five
black men were tried and convicted by the county court in September after a young
enslaved woman, Beck, testified that she had heard them conspiring in front of the

22 These men were

congregation’s meeting house three months before the revolt.
apparently not members of the church, but nonetheless may have had some kind of ties to
it. Raccoon Swamp did expel member William Archer on October 30 after leaming that

he had been put in jail for involvement in the rebellion. A couple of weeks later, a

21 A man named Nathaniel Young filled the office of clerk of Isle of Wight County between 1800 and
1841, and his son Nathaniel P. Young held the position after him. The Young referenced in the Mill
Swamp case was almost certainly one of these two men. John Bennett Boddie, Seventeenth Century Isle of
Wight County: A History of the County of Isle of Wight Virginia, Vol. 2 (Westminster, MD: Heritage
Books, 2007 [orig. pub. Chicago Law Printing Company, 1938]), 702. Holleman served in the House of
Delegates 1832-1836 and 1841-1844; the Virginia Senate 1836-1839, and the U.S. Congress 1839-1840
(resigned). He was even appointed Speaker of the House of Delegates in 1842. “Joel Holleman (1799-
1844)” in Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, http://bioguide.congress.gov (accessed
Jan. 20, 2010).

32 For a detailed account of Beck’s testimony, see Scot French, The Rebellious Slave: Nat Turner in
American Memory (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2004), 37-41.
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