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VIVER, AMAR, VALEU!

Quando a atitude de viver,

e uma extensao do coracao

e muito mais que um prazer,

e toda a carga da emocao

que era um encontro com o sonho,
que so pintava no horizonte,

e de repente diz presente,

sorri e beija nossa fronte,

e abraca e arrebata a gente,

e bom dizer viver valeu!

ah! ja nao e nem mais alegria,

ja nao e nem felicidade

e tudo aquilo num sol riso,

e tudo aquilo que e preciso

e tudo aquilo paraiso,

nao ha palavra que explique

e so dizer: viver valeu!

ah!, eu me ofereco este momento,
que nao tem paga e nem tem preco
essa magia eu reconheco,

aqui esta a minha sorte,

me descobrir tao fraco e forte,

me descobrir tao sal e doce

€ 0 que era amargo acabou-se,

e bom dizer viver valeu,

e bem dizer: amar valeu, amar valeu!

(Luiz Gonzaga Jr. - “Gonzaguinha”)

To my late brother

ADONIAS ALVARO DE SOUZA
1950 - 1997

| am missing him very much



ABSTRACT

This thesis is about Thomas Jefferson Bowen (1814 - 1875), a Baptist missionary of
the Foreign Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention, United States. Bowen
worked in Africa and tried to work with slaves in Brazil. These facts made Bowen a
missionary ahead of his time. He had a different perspective and attitude to Africa and
Africans. His book Central Africa, his personal letters, his articles, his life, show that he
was deeply involved with the idea that Africa could be much more than only a good
place to purchase slaves. His whole missionary life was expended in a project to train

blacks to work in Africa as missionaries and teachers.

What made Bowen a different missionary from his fellows in his time was the fact that
he was able to understand and respect the culture of the people with whom he was
involved. He could see and appreciate the structures of the African society and he
planned a development project from the African perspective. He was a missionary who
believed that the Western society was not appropriate for Africa. Africa had to find its
own way. He was different because he believed that missionaries have to speak the
language of the people and should not force the native people to learn English as a

"holy" language.

We present this work as a tribute to this missionary whose life and relationship with

blacks can be seen as an example of respect and understanding of the culture of a

people.
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“T'is not my purpose to excuse
The conduct, which | would lament;
God grant that | may ne'er refuse
To see my errors and repent.”

(Thomas Jefferson Bowen)



1. INTRODUCTION

"My heart was black,

but Christ made it clean" '

The verse above is well known among the Baptists in Brazil. It is an old children's song
which has been sung for a long time in the Sunday School classes of the Brazilian
Baptist Church. The emphasis in this song is the idea that a black heart means dirty and

sinful, but Christ has made the heart white which means pure and clean.

There are a few questions which can be asked in connection with this song and the
problem of prejudice in relation to blacks: What comes to a child's mind (same for an
adult) when he/she hears or sings the verses of the above song? What can be the
"normal” association with a black heart or white heart? Is the child able to distinguish
the metaphor in this song and to not associate "black" or "white" heart directly with the
colour of the skin? Is it not a clear point that could fix a prejudice about black people
in the mind of the child? Can the child with black skin feel comfortable with this

comparison? Many other questions can be asked.

Most of the time when people need to make a comparison between colours, the colour
black will always means bad, dirty, sin, confusion. This is a kind of universal statement
about the colour black, a silent convention and consensus about the meaning of the

word black which can signify more than simple convention when it comes to the reality

1 Itis a free translation from the Portuguese text: “O meu coracao era preto, mas Cristo Jja me
limpou.” One can find the same music with different words. A more politically correct translation says: "my
heart was dirty, but Christ made it clean."



of race relations. On the other hand the colour white will appear always connected with
the idea of pure and clean . Meanwhile one can say that the main objective of the song
is to show the difference between the heart which has not received Christ (a dirty heart)
and the heart which has received Salvation through Christ according to the Baptists'
doctrine of salvation. Nevertheless there is no doubt in the writer's mind that the verses
of the song can reinforce the general idea that black is dirty and sinful no matter if the

reference is to people or objects.

The use of this song by the Baptist Church may teachi,r}dchildren not only about the
doctrine of salvation but also to reinforce ideas of prejudice and discrimination. In this
way it will contribute more and more to the increase of the problem already present in

TV, society and the many jokes which involve the prejudicial idea of black.

The title of the present work, "a black heart" has the figurative aim of showing Thomas
Jefferson Bowen as a missionary who had a different view of black people despite a
context which emphasized the idea of a black person as dirty and sinful. "A black
heart” then presents Bowen as a white missionary from the Southern Baptist
Convention (USA) who made a choice to work with black people in Africa and slaves
in Brazil; in his heart the idea of black was different from that of the people around him.
His heart was black in the sense that he could connect black people with good things
and did not have to repeat old concepts about the topic. He was able to see the beauty
of the blacks despite his context, culture and environment. This work will analyse the

situation and problems of the black people through the eyes of Thomas Jefferson



Bowen according to his papers between 1840 (year of his conversion) and 1875 (year

of his death).

Thomas Jefferson Bowen experienced his conversion in a Baptist Church. In becoming
a Baptist he decided to embrace the view and action of the missionary work of the
Southern Baptist Convention. It happened that exactly at the time of his conversion the
Baptists in the United States were involved in the issue of slavery which later brought
a division between the North and the South of the United States. That division meant
a division between the Baptist Churches in the South, which had an interest in
supporting the institution of slavery, and the Baptist Churches in the North which
defended the idea of freedom for all slaves. The Baptists in the North understood that
the slavery system was incompatible with Christian ethics. This key question which

brought division into the Baptist family in the United States was the one of slavery.

The fact that Bowen was a man of the South and also a missionary from the Southern
Baptist Convention influenced him to see blacks with prejudiced eyes and to write
about the inferiority of blacks. One of the topics in chapter four will show this influence
which he received from his context in the Southern society and even from his own
denomination. Nevertheless, the difference between Bowen and some other
missionaries, who in some cases were also slaveholders, is the fact that Bowen
changed his mind about black people when he started to work in Africa and discovered

a different but not inferior people.



This point is clear in his book about his work in Central Africa. Bowen had his heart
transformed from a racist perspective about blacks to a heart that became, again
figuratively, a black heart which saw blacks with a different perspective. Within this
context the objective and aim of this paper is to demonstrate that Bowen had a
different attitude and vision about black people even with him being a Southern white
American Baptist. His letters, articles and his book Central Africa are full of appreciation
and consideration for the black people. A reconstruction of the situation of black people
in Bowen's time will show us the contrast between his vision and the vision of his
denomination. This work also is interested in researching some of the contextual
situations mentioned by Bowen and the attitude of the Church towards the problems.
Parallel to this will be shown Bowen's vision as a missionary and his preoccupation
with, and dreams about, the evangelization of Africa and his black leadership training

project.

The personal aim of the research is also present. Several reasons can be given for the
author’s choice of this topic. There is a particularly great interest in Thomas Jefferson
Bowen because he touches three dimensions of my life. He was working among
Africans in Nigeria, the place where, probably, part of my family came from, since my
ancestors were slaves in Brazil, probably from Nigeria. He also tried to work in Brazil
as a missionary among slaves and Brazil is my home country. Another reason is the
fact that as a Baptist, | have an interest in studying the race relations of this
denomination. Bowen came from the Southern part of the United States and was a

missionary of the Southern Baptist Church in the USA which had (has?) a strong racist



attitude towards blacks. Bowen nevertheless decided to work especially with black
people. Later, a group from the Southern part of the USA founded the first Baptist
Church in Brazil. This research then is part of a wider look at the racist influence which

the Southern American Baptists had on the Baptist Church in Brazil.

1.1 Definition of Concepts

It is important to clarify some of the key words which this work uses, mainly concepts
that involve the idea of prejudice or racism. Several times the comments on this
question will refer directly to the Baptist Church, or more specifically, the Southern
Baptist Convention, United States. However it should be clear that when these
comments are made they do not include the whole Baptist family in that country or of
that denomination. The work deals with the racist attitude within the Baptist Church as
a so-called Christian institution. It is clear that among the Southern Baptists there were
women and men who did not agree with the situation of racism and the support of the

slavery institutions.

To define prejudice or racism is not an easy task. There are many ways of
understandings and practices which include not only the relationship between whites
and blacks (in the particular case here) but which can be met also in different ways of
life. However, one can not forget the fact that this work is dealing particularly with the

concepts and consequences of racism and prejudice between whites and blacks.



This work refers many times to the problem of the slave trade and its use as support
for an economic system. In this topic we recognize clearly that not only whites
contributed to the expansion of the evil of the slave trade but blacks in Africa did also.
Many Africans inside Africa collaborated with the slavery institution. Even among
blacks slavery was a reality. Bowen himself was directly involved in a fight among tribes
in Yorubaland to stop the slavery trade. This is something important which can not be
forgotten in a work that deals with the relationship between whites and blacks within the
reality of slavery. However this work is not dealing with the problem inside the different
tribes in Africa but is dealing with an institution which calls itself Christian and desires

to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ as a symbol of life and freedom.

But how can we define the word racism and related words, like prejudice and
discrimination? This is not an easy task in the middle of a whole bunch of possibilities
and definitions on the complex theories and practices of human relationship. But when
the word racism or any judgment appears in this work, it should be clear that the
intention is to look for a better Christian answer and attitude towards the question,

according to the particular view of the researcher’s Christian life.

A discussion is included in chapter three about how the Europeans and North
Americans built their view of Africa. In that context we will find a discussion on the
question of the others in relation to us. The discussion is about how the others are
seen by others, or how the North Americans saw Africans. The quality of this vision will

define what kind of relationship one group will have with another.



Robert Miles presents two possibilities to see the other. He says that we can have the
“Imagined Other” which means the idea that we make about the other in the context of
fantasy or imagined things. But we can also have the “Real Other” that will come to our
minds through the process of knowing the other.? But even inside the process of the
“Real Other”, the view which somebody has about the other will depend on how much
involvement one has with the other. This question of the “Other” will define the intensity

of prejudice, racism or discrimination.

Racism is not only an issue of relationship of races but also a point that deeply involves
economic and political issues. The question of racism involves an ideological and
political struggle. In relation to the problem of racism between whites and blacks,

Theodore Allan says: “It is rather a political act: the invention of the white race.” 3

Carmichael and Hamilton give us the following definition of racism: “The predication of
decisions and policies on considerations of race for the purpose of subordinating a
racial group and maintaining a control over that group.” * This is a summary about the
definition and implications of racism as seen in this work, more about the topic will

appear in chapter three where the issue of the representation of the Other will be

brought out.

2 Robert Milles, Racism , (London: Routledge, 1989), chapter 1.

3 Theodore W. Allen, The invention of the White Race, Vol.1 , Racial Oppression and Social
Control (London: Verso, 1994), p. 22.

4 S. Carmichael and C.V. Hamilton, Black Power: the politics of liberation in America , (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1968), p. 3.



1.2 Sources

Thomas Jefferson Bowen still is a missionary about whom little has been written. There
are some works dealing only with his biography. It is of interest to comment here on

three of the main works about Bowen.

David Carson Davis submitted a masters thesis in the Baylor University, Waco, Texas,
in 1978 with the title: Thomas Jefferson Bowen and his plan for redemption of Africa.
There is no doubt that this is a more critical text focusing on Bowen's missionary work
in Africa. The limitation of Davis’ text is the fact that it is still strongly centred on
Bowen's biography with the facts in chronological order. The analysis of Bowen's work

only comes at the conclusion.

Cecil Roberson is an important name with regard to Bowen's biography. He has made
a collection of Thomas and Lurenna Bowen's papers (letters, articles and diary) which
is a useful source for anybody attempting to write about that missionary. Besides
Roberson’s attempts to collect Bowen's papers, he has written an unpublished
biography of Bowen (Bowen or an Evidence of Grace). Unfortunately this biography has

a limited value as a source because it does not present any documentation.

Centelha em Restolho Seco (Spark among dry stubble) is a book by Betty Antunes de
Oliveira. It is not a text specifically about Bowen, but it is an important text for studying

his work in Brazil. Betty Oliveira was the first historian to point out the work of Bowen



in Brazil, she presents a chapter about him which is important and the only source
available in Portuguese. In the process of researching her own genealogy Betty Oliveira
discovered a strong connection between the beginning of the Baptist movement in

Brazil and her family history. The title of her book is part of a speech from Bowen.

The present work will be one more contribution to the life and work of Thomas Jefferson
Bowen pointing out his importance for the missionary movement among blacks. Another
important approach for the present text is the contribution toward a reconstruction of the

history of the Baptist Church in Brazil.

The primary sources for this work will be the direct sources from Bowen: 1) Bowen's
personal letters. These show Bowen’s desire to work in Africa and in Brazil. In this
thesis they will be an important source about Brazil. Also his letters are important
sources for showing his relationship with the Southern Baptist Convention, other
missionaries and blacks; 2) the articles which Bowen wrote for magazines and
newspapers of the Baptist denomination. In these articles Bowen expresses his vision
about the missionary enterprise and makes suggestions to change the way in which
the Church should look at and promote mission; and 3) the book that Bowen wrote as
a report of his missionary work in Africa, which shows clearly his thinking about Africa
and his vision for black people. This is a book not from somebody who was merely
travelling in Africa but from a man who was living among Africans. Besides these
sources other books were useful to demonstrate the historical context of the black

people and the Church at that time.
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1.3 Overview

This study presents the above problem within seven chapters in the main body of the
work. This thesis will be divided into two parts. The first part will deal with the historical
context related to the situation of blacks in the United States, within the Baptist Church
and also in society. This first part is formed by chapters one to three. The second part
will be related directly to the work of Thomas Jefferson Bowen and the conclusions

about his missionary life among blacks.

Chapter one, which is the present introduction, deals with the problems, motivations,

definition of concepts and a methodology.

Chapter two comes with the problems of the Baptist Church in America around the
slavery issue and how this question promoted a division among the Baptist family in the
United States. This chapter also presents a brief history of the group called Baptist,
from its beginnings to the period when the Baptists in America dealt with the issue of
slavery which resulted in a division of this denomination into two main groups:
Northern Baptists and Southern Baptists. The objective of this chapter is to demonstrate
the context of the Baptists' life, this being was the denomination of Thomas Bowen,
and more particularly the Southern Baptist Convention. He had experienced his
conversion in the Baptist Church exactly when the Baptists (and also other

denominations) in North America were experiencing a schism under the slavery issue.

11



Chapter three will bring into view the Baptist missionary enterprise in West Africa and
the North American and European vision of Africa. The objective of this chapter is to
demonstrate what was the main vision about black Africans and the motivation to send
missionaries to this part of the world. In this case we can see that it was not only based
on the fact that the Churches were following Jesus’ command but it had much more of
an interest in the colonization of Africa, a colonization which could bring the Gospel and
the Western way of life. Behind this project of colonization was the intention to send

free blacks to Africa to prevent the “white” community to becoming a mixed society.

The action and work of Thomas Jefferson Bowen begins to appear in chapter four. This
chapter traces a brief biography of Bowen before his conversion in the Baptist Church.
Then it deals with the direct work of Bowen among blacks in Central Africa and his
main thinking about the black people with whom he made contact. The objective here
is to show how Bowen saw Africa and his main thinking about that continent and its

people. A discussion about Bowen’s alleged racism is also included in this chapter.

Chapter five shows the insistence of Bowen in following his dream to work with
Africans. Because of several problems it was impossible for him to continue his work
in Central Africa, so he asked to be sent to Brazil which he knew had a huge Yoruba
community. He thought it would be easy to work with slaves in Brazil, for this time he
knew the Yoruba language very well. His contacts with the slaves in Brazil were not well
seen by the authorities and he had problems in carrying on in his work with slaves.

Before he went to Brazil, he had wrong impressions about the religious liberty there or

12



the possibility of working with black people. Most of these wrong impressions came
from books that were written by travellers in Brazil and were published in North
America. This chapter presents Bowen's enterprise in Brazil and his project to work

with black people there.

"The end of a dream" is the title of chapter six which not only presents Bowen's last
years when he was seen as a mad man, but also seeks to present the fact that he
became a forgotten missionary in the missionary bibliography of Brazil. In the official
history of the Brazilian Baptist Convention, Thomas Jefferson Bowen is presented as
a failed, weak, sick, insane missionary. This chapter deals with the value and

recognition of Bowen as an important missionary.

13



"They, at least, according to the inflexible laws of nature, deserve a
better fate than slavery...

these people had a right to remain unmolested

in their native land.”

(Bowen, Central Africa, p. 94)



2. THE BAPTISTS IN AMERICA AND THE SLAVERY ISSUE

Slavery was the most important issue which brought the Baptists in the United States
into schism in 1845. The religious question was involved with the political and economic
factors of the slavery issue. The Baptists in America were a fairly united denomination,
mainly concerning the missionary responsibility of the Church. The separation came
when the question of slavery became an open discussion. The Northern Baptists, now
called the American Baptist Convention, and the Southern Baptists, the Southern

Baptist Convention, started to go their in separate ways.

Our interest in presenting a brief history of the Baptists in America lies in the fact that
Thomas Jefferson Bowen was a missionary from the Southern Baptist Convention,
which had been created to support the slave system in the United States. Ironically we
can call that Convention a “Slavery Support Convention”, although that does not mean
that all the American Baptists from the South defended the slavery system. However
one cannot deny that the Convention was created specifically to be a safe and
comfortable place for the conscience of those who were strong defenders of the slave

system.

The missionary task was one of the key works of the new Southern Baptist Convention,
which can be seen as a form of self-compensation or an attempt to show that they were
preoccupied in spreading the Gospel in the world and could not be blamed for not

loving the people around them. Bowen was one of the missionaries of the new



Convention and he was sent to Africa to work with black people, "to make Africans free"
and to bring freedom for all creatures in the earth from the “evil of the devil”. This was
what the Southern Baptist Convention believed was the task of the missionary. Bowen
was sent by a Convention which believed that the evil was far away. However, the
reality of evil was close to the Southern Baptist Convention, we can say that the “evil
of prison and non-liberty” was the Convention itself, with its defence of the slave

system. What a big contradiction!

2.1 The Baptists

Leon McBeth in his book The Baptist Heritage presents a summary about the origins

of the Baptists as a group of faith:

The modern Baptist denomination originated in England and
Holland in the early seventeenth century. Baptists emerged out
of intense reform movements, shaped by such radical dissent as
Puritanism, Separatism, and possibly Anabaptism. Influenced by
the Reformation theology of Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin, the
English Bible, and a deep desire for spiritual reform, some of
these Separatists adopted baptism for believers only. They
later applied that baptism by total immersion and were
nicknamed “Baptists” for the practice.” °

McBeth expresses the most acceptable theory about the origins of the Baptists as a
denomination. Besides this theory, other historians came out with different points of

view of the Baptists. One of these is the theory which claims an identification between

5 Leon H. McBeth, The Baptist Heritage, (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1987) p. 21.
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the modern Baptists and the anabaptises. Support for this theory comes from the

connections in the names and other spiritual relationships between the two groups.

On the other hand some of the theories seem to be quite strange or ridiculous in the
way in which they try to render the Baptists proud. Perhaps the most exotic theory in
this group is that of secessionism. This idea says that the Baptist denomination is part
of an historical line of succession which comes from the New Testament, beginning
with John the Baptist until today. Some historians say that earlier dissenters were

simply Baptists under other names (i.e. Anabaptist).

The Baptists also had problems over the question of the atonement. Divisions arouse
because of what one or another group believed to be the correct interpretation of the
death of Christ. In this aspect, we find two main groups: General Baptists and
Particular Baptists. The General Baptists agreed with “general Atonement” as had been
taught by the Dutch theologian Jacob Arminius prior to the rise of the Baptist movement
(his movement was called Arminianism and he gained many followers). The theology
of atonement from Arminius teaches that Christ died for everyone, this is in opposition
to Calvinism which teaches a salvation only for the elect. The Baptist group which

agreed with Calvinist theology later became known as Particular Baptists. ©

England presented a strong spirit of reformation in the sixteenth century. King Henry

VIl decided to split the Church in England from the hierarchical structure of Rome

6 David T. Morgan, The New Crusades, The New Holy Land, (Tuscolosa and London:
University of Alabama Press, 1996) p. 1.
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according to his own interests. Edward VI, son of Henry VIII, was still a child when he
became king. His advisers took the opportunity to embrace a more protestant view for
the Church in England, changing aspects in the theology and in the practices. After
Edward VI died the situation was in doubt as to which direction the Church would take
with the new sovereign, Mary Tudor. She was the Catholic sister of Edward VI and took
the Church back to the Catholic faith, later re-uniting it with Rome. Elizabeth Tudor
gained the throne after Mary and once more pushed the Church toward Protestantism.
Nevertheless many of the Protestant defenders among the Churchmen desired a more
clear and Calvinist Protestantism. These leaders did not agree completely with

Elizabeth’s reform of the Church.

The opposition to the reformation under Elizabeth Tudor brought about two kinds of
movement: the Puritans and the Separatists. The first group sought a more “pure”
Church, they had no desire to leave the "official Church" but wanted to reform the
Church itself through a more evangelical view, promoting a complete change in its
structure and theology. The second group were in disagreement with the kind of
reformation the Puritans desired. This group presented a more radical reformation
view, desiring a total separation between Church and State. They came to the
conviction that Church and State could not walk together under the same umbrella.

The Baptists came, then, from this latter group called separatists. ’

Since then, the Baptists have experienced many internal divisions which came about

7 See: R. J. Archeson, Radical Puritans in England, 1550-1660, (London and New York:
Longman, 1990).
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for different reasons. The division that generated the Southern Baptist Convention in
the United States is only one which shows the variety and differences within the Baptist
family along the centuries. The Baptist World Alliance, which is a global fellowship of
Baptists, is the organization which brings together “different” types of Baptfists in the
world, despite the fact that there are some other groups which call themselves Baptists
and do not participate in the world Alliance. These groups tent to be radical,
successionist and believe that the Baptist Church is the only true Church which Jesus
had commissioned in the world, however they do not recognize the other groups as
Baptist. Their idea is that the Baptist Church is the Kingdom of God itself and they do
not want to have fellowship with other Baptist groups which do not have the same view
as them. In its report for the Seventeenth Baptist World Congress held in Buenos Aires
in 1995, the Baptist World Alliance presented the following numbers - 38, 775, 293
Baptists in 153, 957 Churches spread through 112 nations in 180 different Baptist

organizations. ®

2.2 The Baptists' Beginnings in the United States

Accepting the theory of the beginning of the Baptist denomination from the English
Separatists, it will not be a problem to affirm that the Baptists in America stemmed from
a British background. Roger Williams is well known among the Baptists in America as

the founder of the first Baptist Church in the United States, in Providence in early

8 Baptist World Alliance, Seventeenth Baptist World Congress, (August 1 - 6, 1995), p. 66-71.
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1639.° He was born in England and his family were members of the Church of England.
Later he was ordained a minister in the Church of England after his graduation as a
Bachelor of Arts. During the development of his studies and ministry Williams became
a separatist and his new convictions drove him into trouble with the State. He was
forced to leave England and he then went to the “New World”. There he worked with
the Church of Salem, near Boston, which was a Church with a strong separatist view

where he was very welcome.

Williams decided to go strongly with his ideas of Separatism and this brought to him
problems in the New Colonies. One of the problems between the State and Williams

was related with his teaching:

First, that we have not our Land by Pettent (sic) from the
King, but the Natives are true owners of it, and that we
ought to repent of such a receiving it by Pattent.
Secondly, that it is not lawfull to call a wicked person
Sweare, to Pray, as being action of God’'s worship.
Thirdly, that it is not lawfull to heare any of the
Ministers of the Parish Assemblies in England. Fourthly,
that the civil Magistrates power extends only to the
Bodies and Goods, and outward State of men."

Williams had identified himself with the Indian cause since he had come to America
and he is seen as the first Baptist missionary to the Native people of the United States.

His teaching about the land seems to have been a revolutionary approach to the

9 McBeth, p. 124.
10 Ibid, p.128.
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question. According to him the land belonged to the Indians (Natives). The English
people or the King were not the true owners of the land. This was an affront to the

sovereignty of the English rulers in the Colonies.

These complex relationships between colonizer and colonized are a point of constant
conflict. It is a long discussion about who has the rights to the land even if it is a clear
issue for the colonized. The United States of America is not different in this aspect. Who
came first? Who owns the land? We can say that the colonizer never came first, this

is the reason why he/she is called a colonizer.

The question should be not who came first or last but should deal with the respect
between one and another. James Loewen says something interesting about the
presence of black people in the United States. He says that the country that we now
know as the United States was settled around the year 1526 when a group of five
hundred Spaniards and one hundred black slaves founded a town near the mouth of
the Pee Dee River in present-day South Carolina. Many of them died on account of
disease and disputes with the nearby Indians. Later the slaves rebelled and killed some
of their masters and escaped to the Indians. Only 150 Spaniards survived and went to
Haiti. What Loewen wants to draw out is the fact that one of the first settlement in the
United States, after the native Indians, was made by blacks, years before the English
people came. This gives historical authority to see the blacks as a part of the land

even when the British Colonies started. The “white Europeans” were not the first nor
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the second to come to the “New World”, they were to the most one of the last ones.™

After appearing before the court because of his teaching, Williams was condemned to
leave the Colony. He decided to stay and was a fugitive among the Indians. Later he
and some friends from Salem established the nucleus of Providence Plantations. The
name Providence was to commemorate God'’s providence to him in his distress. It was
in this context that he organized the first Baptist Church in the “New World”, with a huge
range of liberties, mainly in the religious field, for those who were in the new
settlement. This was in 1639." Without doubt the Baptist Church in America had a
completely “revolutionary” beginning. We can say that this revolutionary atmosphere
was in the Church for a long time. Certainly the same revolutionary atmosphere was
present among the Northern Baptists in the United States when the issue of slavery
came to a public discussion. Roger Williams was a good example of a defender of

freedom. McBeth gives us an idea about the rules in Providence:

The records confirms that Williams not only held these views but
also lived by them. Some who doubt this may point to the case of
Joshua Verlin who was exiled from Providence, much as
Williams had been from Boston. But the circumstances were
quite different. Verlin was known as “a young man boisterous
desperate,” who would not join in the public worship at
Providence nor allow his wife to do so. He beat his wife
severely in an effort to prevent her attendance, citing the standard
arguments for wifely submission. Verlin was never called in
question for his own religious views but was disenfranchised for
beating his wife and denying her civil rights. (...) This new

11 James W. Loewen, Lies my teacher told me: everything your American history textbook got
wrong, (New York: The New York Press, 1995), p. 131.

12 McBeth, p.130.
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liberty gave the woman an independent status and the right to

leave her house without the consent of her husband. She was no

longer his chattel, no subject to his religious conscience...

Providence was the first civil government to recognize these

feminine rights as a natural and civil right.™
But Williams himself did not last long as a Baptist. He had other ideas and was looking
for the correct and right way to find the truth. He decided leave the Baptist group. He
came to the conclusion that the doctrines and theology of the new Church was not in
conformity with his own thinking as a whole. He started to doubt the kind of baptism
which he was administering, not for its form (immersion) but about its authority. He
believed that the real baptism should be administered by an apostle. The Church
ordinances are valid only if ministered by a person who is part of the line of succession
from the apostles. If there was any break, then Jesus would have to send a new apostle
to reinstitute the line of succession. Williams finished his days seeking for an apostle

and was out of any Church membership. ' At least he did not claim to be this new

apostle.

From this beginning the Baptist Church in America started to grow from different points.
In the Southern Colonies the Baptists came only later in 1682, with the organization of

a Church in Charleston.

13 Ibid, p. 130.

14 Ibid, p.132.
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2.3 The Schism on the Issue of Slavery

The Baptists had, since the beginning, a tendency to come together in associations and
conventions which had the objective of bringing the Church together in fellowship and
in cooperative work. This kind of organization by associations became a Baptist mark
along its history. The strongest of these national organizations was the General
Missionary Convention of the Baptists of America for Foreign Mission or, simply called,
the Triennial Convention, organized in 1814. This Convention included the majority of
Baptists in the North and in the South, and its main objective was to work with the
missionary enterprise, collecting money to send missionaries around the world, mainly
to India. It is clear that many other Baptist groups did not participate in the Convention

for reasons already mentioned.

Despite some political problems in the organization, which brought some tension
between Northern and Southern leaders, the Triennial Convention worked very well,
promoting foreign missions as well as home missions. It was a unifying body until 1845
when the Baptists were divided over slavery. It is important to emphasise that the
Baptists were not the only ones to face these problems of division but also other

denominations, each one in different times or in different ways.

The blacks who were converted to a Christian Baptist faith also had their own
organizations at that time. Nevertheless, in some cases they worshipped together with

the “white Churches” positioned separately in the Church, normally in the balcony. The
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process of the evangelization of the blacks took some time to start, firstly because of
the pre-conceived view of the whites that the blacks were too ignorant to understand
the teaching of the Gospel. There was even the idea that blacks did not have a soul or

were not in God’s plans for salvation.

It is important to note that the process of the evangelization of blacks only started after
the lawmakers decided that the fact that a slave could be a Christian did not guarantee
to him freedom. There had been an ancient law which said that it was not correct for
one Christian to hold another Christian as a slave. The Synod of Dordrecht in 1618 had
established basic doctrines which supported the right of a Christian slave to his or her

freedom:

[It was resolved] that those who had been baptised ought to enjoy

equal right of liberty with other Christians and ought not to be

handed over again to the powers of the heathens by their Christian

masters either by sale or by any other transfer of possession. "°
This law made the evangelization among slaves difficult because the planters did not
want to lose their "property”. However, by 1660 new laws which asserted that the
slaveholders did not need to free their slaves when they became Christians facilitated
the evangelization of the blacks.'® The slaves had then the opportunity to have more

contact with the Gospel. Once more, the contradiction between the letter of the Gospel

and the Christian praxis, is clear.

15 Richard Elphick and Hermann Giliomee, editors, The Shaping of South African Society,
1652 - 1840, (Cape Town: Longman, 1989) p. 188.

16 McBeth, p. 776.
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Another problem for the development of the process of evangelization of blacks, was
the belief that a Christian slave would become more "intelligent" than other slaves.
Many slaveholders believed that conversion made the slaves worst slaves because
they started to learn how to read and to write. Many of the leaders of the slave
conspiracy were Christians and they were able to read and to write. This kind of
thinking, which was in the mind of the slaveholders, caused them to disagree with the

evangelization of slaves. "’

The great time for blacks to turn to Christianity was the revival awakenings, from which
the black Churches started to spread. The Georgia Association of Baptist Churches
(white) received the Savannah First Coloured Church as a member in 1790, and later
the All-Black Sunbury Association was created. This association was formed for black
and mixed Churches and although the majority of the members were blacks, itis clear
that the blacks were under-represented. “We presented our letters of credence, petition
or statistics, and took a back or separate seat in the body. We had a vote, and at most
times timidly used it, but never had a voice in the body unless answering some
questions asked.” ®® Black Baptists in the North tried to form associations of Churches
in a first effort to create a national body. Later, in 1895, the National Baptist Convention

was created and, despite some divisions, remains until today.

Concerning the theology and the hopes which the black Church presented, it was more

17 Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550-1812,
(Chapel Hill: Institute of Early American History and Culture, 1968), p. 180 - 181.

18 Mechal Sobel, Troblin’ on: the slave journey to an Afro-Baptist faith, (London: Greenwood
Press, 1979), p. 358.
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linked with the theme of freedom according to the teaching of the Bible. The theme of
freedom and liberty from the oppressor was part of the life of the black Churches and
seemed to them particularly relevant to their oppressed status. Some of the topics
which the Churches emphasized were: "the Babylonian captivity, the Exodus of the
chosen people from slavery in Egypt, freedom in Christ, the second coming of the
Messiah to begin a new day of liberty for all believers." ' One can make connections
between the theology of the black Churches in the United States at that time and
Liberation Theology which developed in Latin America. Both of them were born in a

context of extreme oppression.

The black Churches played an important role between the public discourse and the
hidden transcript.?®® It is clear that the slaves heard what their masters preached to
them, but there was a big difference between the way that the slaves reacted to their
masters’ faces and what they did behind their masters’ backs. This contributed to the
development of a particular and personal form of Christianity which was born in this
context of oppression. Expressions, gestures, "good behaviour" were what the masters
expected from the slaves in the public worship. It was a very different scene when the
slaves had opportunities to worship by themselves: corporal expressions, voices,

songs, dances, clapping of hands show how they wanted to be and to do. In this

19 William H. Brackney, General Editor, Baptist Life and Thought: 1600 - 1980 - A Source Book,
(Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1983), p. 106.

20 To find out more about the hidden transcript or how the oppressed find ways of escaping
from the oppression of the dominant see the book by James C. Scott: Domination and Arts of Resistance -
Hidden Transcripts. For more information on how the religious life was in the black slave community in

the United States of America, see the book by Albert J. Raboteau: Slave Religion: The Invisible Institution
in the Antebellum South.
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environment they experienced moments of supposed liberty, where they could be
themselves. This interaction with each other was reality and became an important way
to say things and send messages to each other that could never be understood by the
masters. A clear example of this method in hidden transcript among the slaves was the
well-known "Negro Spirituals" which could be used as an instrument of communication

and revolution.

Despite the fact that some historians try to present different views about the schism
among the Baptists in North America, it is clear that slavery was the key point in this
process. Baptists in the North were concerned about the issue of slavery and saw it as
a sinful institution which could not be supported by Christians. However, it is important
to say that not only the Southern part of the United States had slaveholders but also the
Northern part. James Loewen, in his book Lies my teacher told me: everything your
American history textbook got wrong, points out some mistakes in American history
which the school books perpetuate. He presents a long discussion on the incorrect
concept that only the South had slaveholders. Loewen presents the fact that even
Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln were slaveholders. The discussion here is not
connected with the political problems between North and South. One cannot simply
discuss who in the society was against or in favour of slavery, the discussion here is
about who was against or in favour within the Baptist denomination. This question has
an implication in the fact that a part of the Baptists (as Christian) was in favour of an

unjust system which made people captive without any guarantee of freedom.
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These questions were being discussed in the Triennial Convention; the Baptists in the
North, where the majority of the States had already abolished slavery, held the point
of view that slavery was not compatible with Christian life and practices, but the
Southern Baptists defended the idea that slavery was a very important and tolerable
institution. The Southern leaders did not agree that the slavery issue should be
discussed in the Triennial Convention. It is clear also that the system of slavery was
already part of the lifestyle in the South and important for the economic system of the
society and for the survival of an agricultural economy. But the claim here is about the
position of a group of Christians which could not ignore the situation of injustice in the
slavery system. They were talking about the missionary enterprise which was set up
to send missionaries to other countries to spread the Gospel and promote “salvation”
though Jesus Christ, but they could not see that they themselves were promoting
death though the slavery system. The question about the differences between Northern
Baptists and Southern Baptists lies in the fact that the former did not take long to
recognize that slavery was sinful but the latter group took a long time to recognize the
sinfulness of the system. Exactly 150 years after its foundation the Southern Baptist
Convention asked the black people to forgive the mistakes of the past, not only the
mistakes related to the slavery issue but also mistakes related to the issue of the Civil
Rights Movement in the United States, when once more the Baptists in the South did
nothing to help or to act in favour of the black people. In 1995, one week after the
Southern Baptist Convention asked the blacks to forgiveness, Time Magazine reported

the fact with the following words:
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And lo, it came to pass last week that 219 years after the
Declaration of Independence proclaimed that all men are created
equal, 132 vyears after Lincoln signed the Emancipation
Proclamation , 41 years after the Supreme Court struck down
segregation and three months after Mississippi ratified the 13th
Amendment, the Southern Baptist Convention finally got around to
admitting that slavery is sinful and asked forgiveness from
blacks for its historic role in defending segregation... Forgive me
for being underwhelmed by this astonishingly belated act of
contrition from the nation’s largest Protestant denomination. Like
most African Americans, | would have been more impressed if the
revelation had come a generation ago, when prominent Southem
Baptists like George Wallace were standing in the schoolhouse
door and never-miss-a- Sunday Ku Klux Klansmen were
murdering fellow Christians who believed in civil rights. Instead
the message from many Southern Baptist pulpits was that God
himself had ordained the separation of the races and that to
tamper with it was to go against his will. “Just think of all the
violence and bitterness we might have been spared if the Southern
Baptists had repudiated racism sooner.” says C. Eric Lincoln, a
retired professor of religion at Duke University. “The country would
have been 100 years ahead of where it is today in race relations.?'

Around 1840 the Baptists started to discuss the issue of slavery with passion. The
South always tried to make their point that the Triennial Convention existed mainly to
promote missions in the world and this did not include discussing social issues. The
fact was that the Baptists in the South really believed that slavery was a system created
by God and they had to support such a system. Richard Furman, Pastor of the First
Baptist Church in Charleston and President of the Baptist State Convention of South
Carolina, made a classic religious pro-slavery argument in which he spoke for the

maijority of Baptists in the South. The general idea of his sermon was that God himself

21 Jack E. White, “Forgive us our Sins”, ( Time Magazine, July 3, 1995 volume 146, No. 1).
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commissioned Christians to support slavery as a biblical commandment. %

Part of the Baptists in the North tried convince their brethren in the South about the
sinfulness of the slavery system by organizing the “American Baptist Anti-Slavery
Convention”. This new organization challenged the Baptists in the South to change their
minds about the question. They said that the Baptists in the South must “confess
before heaven and earth the sinfulness of holding slaves; admit it to be not only a
misfortune, but a crime”. The petition also stated that in the case of the Southern
Baptists ignoring this, then, “We cannot and we dare not recognize you as consistent
brethren in Christ.” 2 The Baptists in the South decided to ignore the warning from the
Convention in the North and on the 8th of May 1845, the “Southern Baptist Convention”

was organized.

Thus Southern Baptist Convention was born. In the North the Baptists went ahead with
the Missionary Society; later the Northern Baptists organized a Convention that is now
called “American Baptist Churches in the USA". The new Southern Baptist Convention
(SBC), became immediately involved in missionary work. The missionaries who
belonged to the old Triennial Convention were given the opportunity to choose in which
convention they wanted to stay. Only one missionary decided to change his affiliation
from the Northern Convention to the Southern Convention and that was John Lewis

Shuck who had been in China since 1836.

22 Brackney, p. 219-220.

23 Mcbeth, 384-385.
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Some present day historians want to make the SBC free of the idea that slavery was
the main point which brought the Baptists in the South to the point of organizing their
own Convention. William R. Estep in his book Whole Gospel Whole World traces the
history of the Foreign Mission Board of The Southern Baptist Convention. He tries
continuously to show that the SBC was organized because of a deep preoccupation
with the missionary enterprise. He says: “While it is apparent that the slavery issue had
shattered the fellowship of the Nation’s Baptists before 1845, it was the missionary
imperative that precipitated the call for a consultative convention in Augusta, Georgia.”**
It is very interesting to see how Estep uses the word “apparent” in his description of the
schism, with it he tries to give a second connotation for the real problem which was in
focus. The problem of slavery was not “apparent” but was clearly the central issue for
the schism. The Southern Baptists organized their own Convention not because they
were deeply concerned with missionary work but because they had an interest in
maintaining the slavery system in the life of the South. It is a known fact that the
trouble emerged in the Triennial Convention when it refused to appoint slaveholders as
missionaries. Although the Baptists in the South say that they had a “high proposal” in
organizing the SBC, the reality will be always that they were organizing a sort of “Pro
-Slavery Convention”. James Loewen says that the southerners always try to put a
different emphasis on their faults, and that for a long time the history text books used
at schools in the United States never admitted clearly that slavery was the central issue

which brought the country to the Civil War. He says that “...before the civil rights

. 24 Wlliam R. Estep, Whole Gospel - Whole World: the Foreign Mission Board of the Southern
Baptist Convention, 1845-1995, (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994), p. 55.
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movement, many textbooks held that almost anything else -- differences over tariffs
and internal improvements, blundering politicians, the conflict between the agrarian
South and the industrial North -- caused the war. This was a form of Southern

apologetics”. %

So, the Southern Baptist Convention also wanted to find a way of covering the real
point of division among the Baptists in the United States. But, let us think about the
possibility that the SBC had first a missionary desire instead of a desire to continue to
support slavery; if this is true, then the Baptists in the South were completely out of the

spirit and proposal of the missionary enterprise.

The Baptists consider missions as an important and serious commandment from Jesus.
Matthew 28.19-20 is the central biblical text in the life of the majority of Baptist
Churches in the world, and is the commandment where Jesus stated the responsibility
of the disciples to go and preach the Gospel. The Baptist Church made a change in the
importance of the commandments from Jesus’ perspective. We can see that the most
important commandment is not to go and preach the Gospel; this is important but is not
the first one. The most important commandment is love for God, for humankind (or
neighbours) and for ourselves (Matthew 22.34-40). When the Baptists put the
commandment (or commission) to preach the Gospel in first place, before the
commandment of love, they are doing missionary work without love. This is an action

which shows love for the word of Jesus but does not necessarily show love for the

25 Loewen, p.134.
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person, for humankind. The action of going should be a reaction of love. "Go and
preach the Gospel" has to be seen as an attitude of love, an action and reaction of
love. Love cannot happen only in the far distance. Love has to meet, to promote a living
together, even if this is happening in a diversity of colours, creeds or social classes. The
Southern Baptists believed it to be normal to hold slaves. They were sending
missionaries far away, even to Africa, in demonstration of an impulse of love. On the
other hand, they could not live together with blacks in the same town or in the same
congregation. This is a clear case of double standards: concern for the welfare of the
black people in Africa, but slavery at home. The Southern Baptists had different
standards for their love, for them love was applicable only in the "far places of the
earth”, but not at home. In this case, if unconditional love could not be demonstrated
to everybody and everywhere, then Jesus' commission on mission became totally

without value. Love has no double standard.
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"The barbarous Negro of Africa, and the enlightened white man of America,
are endowed with a common human nature.

Although in different degrees of development,

they both have the same good and evil propensities,

the same hopes and fears, the same instinctive

religious yearnings, and the same capabilities.

It follows, then, that the Gospel is adapted to both."

(Bowen, Central Africa, p. 321)



3. PERCEPTION OF THE OTHER, MISSION AND COLONIZATION IN AFRICA

After the above chapter about the controversial problem of slavery among the Baptists
in North America, it is our interest to look in the direction of how Africa was seen by
North Americans (and also the Europeans). The well-known North part of Africa with its
old civilizations (i.e. Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan) presents a contrast with the lands in
the Central and South which were not so well-known at the time of the colonization

expansions in the continent.

Africa is this huge continent which brought about curiosity and imagination not only in
ordinary people but also in the heads of the scientists. In this context we find more and
more Europeans travelling through Africa with different interests such as “discoveries”,
explorations and the cruel slavery trade. The narratives of these travels were read with
great interest by the people who wanted to know something more about the situation

and reality in Africa.

The imagery was of a “wild Africa” where men/women were identified with wild animals
and, in many cases, were not seen as humankind but, compared to the standard of

European “Civilization”, as savage, inferior creatures.

Africa was immediately viewed as a “dark continent” in the sense of the dark skin
colour of its people and in the sense that it was in the darkness of pre-civilization. In the
religious field this darkness could mean that Africa was separated from the benefits of

the Christian faith, remaining in a "darkness of evil" through superstitions and devil



worship. These views and interpretations of the different brought several consequences

to Africa which affected directly the life of its people.

The image of an inferior people with a dark skin played an important role in the idea
of slavery and fed the minds of the people with the possibility of a slavery system which
could bring about an opportunity for cheap workers for the development of Western
civilization. It also presented the idea of "saving" Africa from the darkness in which its
people were involved. Quickly it became a key point to keep the slavery system, and
an ideological issue involving political and economic approaches. Every part of society
was involved in the process of emphasizing the inferiority and needs of “salvation” for
Africa. Later in this chapter we will see that the Christian Church came up with the idea
that the phenomenon of a dark skin was a proof of God’s curse. Many of the ideas
about mission in Africa at that time included the thought of a cursed people who needed
“salvation” which could be brought only through the Christian Europeans, but this
European view was much more concerned with the economic possibilities of having
cheaper labour to develop its economy. Africa was a "perfect" place where the
European ideas could be spread and the process of enslavement could be a reality.
The process of denying Africa and its people of their humankind had the objective of
making the process of enslavement easier.

Africans deserved to be enslaved because they were without

rational souls, were sinful, were black; that enslaving them was

indeed an act of humanity, that God brought them to America to

save much people alive; black man was deprived of his liberty, of

the fruit of his labours, of his dignity, of delights of family life, of his
identity and manhood in order to make him acquainted with the
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gentle Jesus. %

The missionary movement in Africa had not an interest only in propagating the 