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Prologue

Jemar Tisby
 


“IS CHRISTIANITY THE WHITE MAN’S RELIGION?”

As a Black man and a new Christian in predominantly White, evangelical spaces, I asked that question in different ways, as do many Christians of color in America. Is this space for me? Can I be my fully embodied self and still be accepted here? Will I ever find a place where I can be both Black and Christian at the same time?

The exact phrasing may vary a little from person to person, but the query, the doubt, the wondering is always there.

The pessimism many people hold toward Christianity when it comes to race is well-earned. I wrote an entire book, The Color of Compromise, about how throughout US history White Christians more often compromised with racism than confronted it. The system of perpetual enslavement of people of African descent and their status as property was undergirded by proslavery theologians who used the Bible as the basis for subjugating their fellow human beings who were created in the image of God. Prosegregation preachers likewise looked to Scripture to sustain racial inequality and injustice. Even today some Christians use the symbols of Christianity to promote withholding civil rights and diminishing democracy for people of color.1

This question—“Is Christianity the White man’s religion?”—haunts us. It causes Christians to wonder whether there is any hope or possibility that the faith we adhere to can overcome the racism that has been threaded throughout our history and institutions. For people who are not Christians, the question by itself might lead to turning away from a faith whose adherents have been responsible for so much racial injustice.

But the story of Christianity is not solely one of racism and White supremacy. It is not completely a tale of compromise and complicity with slavery, Jim Crow, and the denial of basic human rights.

There is another witness from our history—a Christian witness to racial justice, a prophetic past.

This book emerges from reflections on the journal entries of a nineteenth-century Christian abolitionist. Such individuals were all too rare in the days of race-based chattel slavery, but this man was of an even rarer sort. He was White.

David Ingraham’s journal extends from 1839 to 1841 and details his efforts as a Christian missionary in Jamaica and his travels throughout the Northern United States. From his accounts as well as those of his contemporaries, we see that he treated the Black people he encountered and served with dignity and fairness. He believed, because of the God in whom he professed faith, that all people should be free and that slavery was a sin that should be immediately eradicated.

The book you’re holding also incorporates the reflections of his colleagues James Bradley and Nancy Prince, each of whom was Black and worked with Ingraham for a time. Their work offers the perspective of the oppressed and demonstrates that interracial abolitionism not only was possible but is also a historical fact.

The struggle for racial justice continues to this day. We are confronted by racial profiling that too frequently leads to the brutalization and even the murder of unarmed Black people by police officers. We saw a White supremacist slaughter nine Black Christians at Emanuel AME Church as they concluded a Bible study meeting. We see a mounting spate of violent attacks on people of Asian descent simply because a pandemic reignited longstanding prejudices. Certain kinds of immigrants—those from poorer nations and whose skin is Black or Brown—get vilified by a political faction that insists that they must be kept out of the United States with literal walls.

What will the witness of the Christian church be in this time of racial upheaval? In this next iteration of the civil rights movement, will Christians demonstrate compromise in the face of racial injustice, or courage?

The longer I engage in the work of racial justice advocacy, the more persuaded I become that many answers to the most pressing problems of the present can be found by studying the past. What would it take to form modern-day benevolent societies dedicated to eradicating racial injustice? How can we engage in truly equitable interracial cooperation without replicating the power imbalances of the broader society? What distinct message does Christianity offer in this racial context?

As has been true throughout US history, the most visible racial divide cuts through the relations between Black and White Americans, but analyzing that rift informs the efforts of people of all races and ethnicities. Addressing questions about the contours of the current racial justice movement is work that also belongs to all people of faith. Congregations, study groups, college and seminary students, and individual Christians can all draw from stories of faithfulness, like those you will encounter in this book, to help shape their approach to contemporary justice issues. We do not have to labor for change as though we were the first to do so. We can pursue social action in the present even as we stay in conversation with those who did similar work in the past.

From Ingraham, Bradley, and Prince, we learn that racial justice is never a popular practice. We can glean lessons in resilience and perseverance from their example. We can also discover how they imperfectly pursued righteous ends. Sometimes people compromise their values, reveal their blind spots, and fail those whom they profess to serve. These figures teach us that the road toward justice is full of rocks and uneven ground and can often be shrouded in darkness to make us stumble in our walk.

But history can offer us hope. Even as the historical record proves the dismal pattern of racism among so many Christians, it also reveals that some resisted the status quo. It shows that there were people of faith who understood religion in an alternative way, viewing what they believed as a source of liberation rather than oppression. It is because of their work, their faith, and their hope that much progress in society has been made.

We are heirs to that hope as well if we allow ourselves to be. If an interracial group of Christians gathered almost two hundred years ago in opposition to their nation’s most heinous atrocities and in promotion of the dignity of all people, then the same can be true now. That’s especially true given that we are living in a renaissance of popular interest in the academic study of history, calling many voices back to the surface of our conversations or elevating forgotten ones for the first time. Public-facing explorations of history, including the 1619 Project journalistic endeavor, bestselling books such as Jesus and John Wayne, and documentaries such as 13th, whether or not we agree with their conclusions, have reminded the broader populace of the tremendous force that the past exerts on the present. These and other influences have come to the fore at the same time that conversations about racism have been roaring once again to the forefront of the national dialogue. The Black Lives Matter movement (especially in the historic uprisings in 2020), a turbulent political climate, and the rise of White Christian nationalism have all compelled the nation and the church to reassess our racial landscape.2
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Figure P.1. Dialogue on Race and Faith team discussing Christian racial justice advocacy, December 2022




The time is ripe for change. But we dare not go forth without a foundation. History provides the historical base for the present-day work of justice. It cautions us, tempers us, and inspires us. We can learn from people like Ingraham how to put faith into action, and what may await us in the endeavor.

This book is a work by scholars who are Christians. As academics, they bring a fine-grained knowledge of their fields of study to their analyses of Ingraham’s journal and the nineteenth-century antebellum context in which it was written. As Christians, they understand their faith as leading to the expansion of the free exercise of rights and toward respect for all people as equal in dignity and significance. What drew me to participate in the project was the embodied nature of the experience. As scholars from various backgrounds gathered to analyze, discuss, debate, and synthesize these historical events, we found ourselves benefiting from the type of community and cooperation that the historical actors in our study tried to create.

I am certain that even if one is not fully convinced or inspired by the presentation of the past in this book, then observing the way that we as scholars, practitioners, and Christ followers interacted with each other in pursuit of the truth and a more just world will function as a real-time demonstration of the good news of Jesus.

Christians across the nation and the world can mobilize for the good work of honoring the image and likeness of God in their neighbors. In the twenty-first century, we who call on the name of Christ can be witnesses for racial justice in our day if we learn from those who were witnesses to racial justice in theirs.










INTRODUCTION



Waking a Sleeping Church

Douglas M. Strong and Christopher P. Momany
 



O it seems as if the church were asleep, and Satan has the world following him.

DAVID INGRAHAM, 1839







WHAT IF YOU COULD DISCOVER an artifact that would change your life? That’s exactly what happened to Chris Momany in the fall of 2015.

It was an otherwise uneventful workday in late October when Noelle Keller, the archivist at Adrian College in Michigan, received a large box. Staff members in the alumni office had found the dust-filled container high up in a supply closet during a remodeling project and sent it to the library. Opening the box, Keller extracted a miscellaneous hodgepodge of twentieth-century objects haphazardly stuffed inside: yellowed newspaper clippings, headshots of a former college president, assorted photos, even a freshman beanie from the 1950s. But resting at the bottom of the stack, she found something else—an aged notebook with a marbled cover, filled with page after page of handwriting. Keller noted the dates on the pages and made a startling, unexpectedly breathtaking deduction: this item had come from much further in the past.

But what was it? Keller phoned Chris Momany, the college’s chaplain and resident religious historian, to ask whether he could identify the origin of the notebook. Momany instantly recognized the significance of the find. Not waiting for a moment, he rushed over to the library. When he arrived at Keller’s workroom and peered down at the first page of the opened tablet, he saw a date: July 14, 1839. That was twenty years before the establishment of the college. How did they possess a text that predated the institution?
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Figure I.1. David Ingraham’s personal journal, 1839–1841, held in the archive of Adrian College, Michigan




Momany puzzled for a moment, and then an idea struck. The Reverend Asa Mahan, a holiness theologian and abolitionist, founded Adrian College in 1859. Could this be one of Mahan’s early notebooks? If so, it would have been a treasure that he brought with him to Michigan from Ohio, where he had previously served as president of Oberlin College. But Momany wasn’t convinced that Mahan really was the source of the discovery. For one, the handwriting in the notebook was too readable, and Mahan had earned a reputation for having incomprehensible scrawl. This script seemed different—almost, well, legible—and the document was organized like a personal diary. So who was the author?

In a moment of recklessness, Momany asked Keller if he could put the artifact in his briefcase and take it home over the weekend. He offered a promise not to drink coffee while searching the notebook for clues and that he would only keep a pencil (not a pen!) close by. Keller consented: after all, the relic had been knocking about in containers or various cabinets for almost two centuries by then.

[image: A pair of gloved hands holds a journal open to two pages filled with cursive handwriting.]

Figure I.2. Page from David Ingraham’s journal, December 25, 1839, showing his diagram of the slave ship Ulysses




The next day, Momany began to read, handling the old notebook very carefully as he examined its fragile pages. Slowly, very slowly, the author’s identity unfolded before him. The notebook contained references to educational and pastoral work in Jamaica, where emancipation had taken place in 1838, just a year before the starting date of the journal. There’s a well-established link between Oberlin and missions on behalf of recently freed enslaved people.

But about a quarter of the way through the manuscript, Momany’s eyes fell on something unique on a certain page. Unlike all the other pages, which were filled only with handwriting, this one included a drawing of some kind. Momany stared for a moment at the weathered text, then gasped. He was scrutinizing a rough sketch of a ship that had been used to transport enslaved people. On the table in front of him was a bird’s-eye diagram of a Portuguese vessel that the British Royal Navy had impounded for illegally trafficking hundreds of West African men, women, and children.

Through much sleuthing, Momany eventually uncovered the journal’s provenance: it belonged not to Mahan after all, but to David S. Ingraham, a White, Oberlin-educated abolitionist missionary who ministered to emancipated communities in Jamaica. Ingraham had started schools and churches among his congregants on the island, teaching people to read and preaching a message of love for God and humanity.

Ingraham’s diary measures 7 ¾ × 11 inches. It contains about one hundred brown-tinted leaves of faded cursive. The entries begin in the summer of 1839 and end nearly two years later, in March 1841, just four months before the author’s untimely death from lung disease. The artifact, Momany determined, had previously been unknown to scholars, or to anyone, for that matter, before the day it was discovered in a storage closet in 2015.

Ingraham drew his layout sketch of the “slave brig Ulysses” in his journal after having boarded the seized ship at Port Royal, Jamaica. By interviewing the crew of the Navy schooner that intercepted the brig, Ingraham found out that 556 abducted people, before being unshackled by British authorities, had suffered incomprehensible misery and humiliation aboard. In his journal (and later in a letter sent to the editors of several US newspapers, reprinted in this book’s appendix), Ingraham documented the abuse that the West Africans had endured during a fifty-day voyage.

His journal, lost and forgotten for so long, imparts detailed accounts of current events, expressions of devotion to God, profound theological insights, and tender commentary about his family and congregants, all of which are important things for us to recount and interpret for the present day. But Ingraham wrote his most impassioned remarks immediately following his inspection of the ship. “It seems as if the church were asleep,” he lamented. “O where are the sympathies of Christians for the slave and where are their exertions for their liberation? . . . Who can measure the guilt or sound the iniquity of this nefarious traffic?”1

So just who was David Ingraham? And what was it that motivated him to fight for freedom? Ingraham was one of the student “rebels” at Lane Theological Seminary in Cincinnati who took an unqualified stand against slavery during a historic series of debates in 1834, to the great consternation of seminary administrators, who meted out harsh discipline against students who took that position. The punitive action prompted Ingraham and thirty-one other rebels to leave Lane and transfer to Oberlin, a revivalist abolitionist college farther north in Ohio. Students were not the only ones to leave. Asa Mahan, one of the few Lane trustees to support the students, moved to Oberlin too, as did the famous evangelist Charles G. Finney, who joined the Oberlin faculty. Mahan himself would become Oberlin’s president. Years later, he wrote fondly about Ingraham, referring to him as the “first fruit” of his ministry, a mentorship that may explain how Ingraham’s journal ended up at a college, Adrian, at which Mahan would also become president.2


MORE THAN JUST AN OLD MANUSCRIPT

Historians relish the chance to get their hands on archival material that has been mislaid. But Chris Momany wondered how he should disseminate the information that was contained in the discovery. He reached out to Doug Strong, a fellow historian of Christianity, to share the news and to strategize about what to do. Strong and Momany determined that Ingraham’s faith-filled manuscript merited far more than just a transcription.

The journal’s reappearance coincided with the 2010s’ increased visibility of anti-Black violence in the United States. The gruesome deaths of Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and others, as well as hate crimes directed toward Asian Americans, spotlighted the ongoing reality of race-based discrimination at individual and systemic levels. At the time of this writing in the 2020s, Americans of all ethnicities have found themselves navigating through the turbulent waters of an overdue racial reckoning. Christians, whose discipleship demands that they engage in that process of cultural self-examination, also have a particular obligation to provide upcoming generations with clear-eyed historical retrospectives and biblically based ethical guidance. What was taking place in the era in which Ingraham lived, during which he encountered the Ulysses? And what is God calling us to do here and now as practitioners of repentance and agents of justice?

Poring over Ingraham’s nineteenth-century diary, Momany and Strong realized that studying the artifact could be a means through which twenty-first-century Christians might address the reality of racism in society today. Why not allow the journal, the scholars wondered, to be a vehicle for people of various backgrounds to study the past for the sake of the present? Perhaps the stories of David Ingraham and other justice-seeking revivalist abolitionists of his day can inspire contemporary dialogue and activism for racial equity. Was there an abolitionist legacy that bore witness to a hopeful, more faithful tomorrow? A fuller and more nuanced historical narrative may offer relevant resources for reflection and action in faith communities. Could Christian abolitionists of the past provide us with a new history on which to build a new future?

With the support of several charitable foundations, Momany and Strong invited a multiracial team of fourteen scholars to join hands on a common project known as the Dialogue on Race and Faith. The group, consisting of theologically educated scholars manifesting a richness of disciplinary diversity in complementary fields, represented a broad range of ethnicities, institutions, and areas of expertise. They met remotely for a time and gathered in person on several occasions, traveling together to historic sites in the antislavery hubs of Cincinnati and Oberlin, Ohio, to museums in Washington, DC, and to Benin, where so many people were kidnapped and carried off to slavery on American shores, including those who were abducted aboard the Ulysses. The group read common texts and discussed them in light of the places they visited and the local scholars they encountered along the way. The team’s collaboration helped members to appreciate the camaraderie that interracial abolitionists from two centuries ago experienced with each other in their day.
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Figure I.3. Dialogue on Race and Faith team meeting in Washington, DC, December 2021




Everyone in the group agreed that because of the significant, previously unknown nature of Ingraham’s manuscript, it made sense to keep his journal at the center of the project. It also seemed important to call attention to Ingraham’s melding of personal piety with thoroughgoing racial justice advocacy, something unusual in the historical record for an antebellum White person. But the group also knew that the project would be much more authentic and powerful by incorporating the voices of other abolitionists, particularly African Americans.

In order to round out the story, the team chose also to examine the lives of men and women who were linked to Ingraham, including his wife, his daughter, fellow Black and White students at Lane Seminary and Oberlin College, his Afro-Caribbean congregants in Jamaica, and the previously enslaved people from West Africa who had traveled on the impounded ship that he examined at Port Royal.

More specifically, the scholars identified two autobiographies of African Americans who interacted with Ingraham: a “Brief Account” (1834) of the life of James Bradley, a formerly enslaved person who became Ingraham’s fellow Lane Rebel and Oberlin classmate; and a Narrative (1853) penned by Nancy Prince, an African American from Boston whom Ingraham recruited to teach with him in Jamaica. Both Bradley and Prince wrote spellbinding recollections of their experiences.3

The combined narrative of this cadre of revivalist abolitionists weaves a tapestry of devotion to God and advocacy for social reform. The nineteenth-century activists described in this book demonstrated simultaneous commitments to vital piety and racial justice. During an era when almost all White Americans believed in White superiority, a few people advocated for racial equity—African Americans, of course, but also a small number of White revivalists, almost the only Whites in their era to act with such rigorous pursuit of holiness in the social arena. The unusual assemblage of antebellum Christians testified to the love of God through words and actions. “O that we may all be encouraged,” wrote David Ingraham in his journal, “to walk nearer to God and do more for the salvation of the oppressed.” James Bradley echoed similar sentiments: “God will help those who take part with the oppressed . . . in this holy cause, until the walls of prejudice are broken down [and] the chains burst in pieces.”4




THE REVIVALIST, HOLINESS, AND ABOLITIONIST CONTEXT

To grasp the fullness of the story of these incredible sojourners, one needs to understand a few aspects of their historical context. The cultural setting of nineteenth-century religion and social reform furnished the stage on which our biographical figures played their roles.

It’s essential, for instance, to understand that religious participation and the influence of religious thought expanded dramatically during the early national period of the United States. Building on the energy exuded by the Christian renewal movements and awakenings of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, church membership doubled between the Revolution and the Civil War in proportion to the population. And renewal wasn’t just happening in America: it extended throughout the transatlantic world, especially as missionaries, both White and Black, carried the gospel message abroad.

Revivalism provided the main engine of the expansion. That term, revivalism, signified both an evangelistic method and a religious style. Its innovative methods (which Finney called “new measures”) included multiday worship services, men and women praying together, and pointed appeals by ministers. Revivalism’s style emphasized biblical preaching that resulted in life-changing experiences with God. Whether it was at an evangelistic service in a church building or at an outdoor camp meeting, people came to faith by the tens of thousands at first and eventually by the hundreds of thousands.5

In the United States, revivalism arose first in college communities and then spread across a broad spectrum of the population. People from many ethnicities welcomed God’s awakening move in their lives and expressed the joy of their spiritual transformation through fervent worship. Believers felt an assurance of God’s love and pardon, received by grace through a “new birth” conversion.

[image: A sketch of a large white tent filled with people in front of a long building. A flag at the top of the tent reads, “Holiness to the Lord.”]

Figure I.4. Charles G. Finney’s “Big Tent,” with a capacity of 3,000 people, was used to hold revival and antislavery meetings that included an emphasis on holiness. Oberlin College’s Tappan Hall (named for benefactor Lewis Tappan) is depicted behind the tent.




While the spiritual transformation was deeply personal, it also had social implications. Black preachers, for instance, stressed the “liberty” implied by the new birth. For African Americans, the freedom of feeling forgiven by God had the potential to contain multiple emancipatory meanings, what W. E. B. Du Bois later termed a “double consciousness.”6

The revivalists proclaimed that new believers should express their faith through devotional piety to God and concrete acts of charity for other people. Some of the revivalists also taught that the Holy Spirit empowered men and women to live a holy or “sanctified” life, in which the most essential trait consisted of loving God and one’s neighbors. Finney, Mahan, and Ingraham eagerly accepted and preached a holiness emphasis. Those who hoped to receive God’s spiritual gift of “entire sanctification” were expected to renounce sinful (evil or harmful) deeds, including unjust actions toward anyone.

Some White revivalists in the 1830s, especially those associated with Finney, began to stress a perspective that African American Christians had always held: that slaveholding and “caste” discrimination (racialized prejudice) were sinful. By identifying such practices as sins (offenses against God) and not merely as bad behavior, preachers highlighted the seriousness of the transgressions. Slavery, stated the revivalists in Oberlin, violates a person’s God-given free will, “turns hope to despair, and kills the soul.” And since everyone is “created in God’s image,” no one should be treated as inferior, as “objects of scorn and persecution.” Once the revivalists labeled slavery and discrimination (“the oppression of public sentiment”) as sin, they expected all Christians who were seeking to be sanctified to pursue “an immediate repentance of the sin,” which would be shown by taking concrete actions against slavery and racism.7

During the same decade (the 1830s) when new-birth revivalism expanded and the theological move toward holiness increased in the United States, abolitionists organized themselves, establishing voluntary benevolent societies, a type of parachurch organization. The leaders of the societies started with a bold and definitive goal: to end slavery without delay. “Abolitionism,” as it came to be defined in those years, presumed that enslaved people should be freed immediately and unconditionally, with no compensation to slaveowners. Since abolitionists defined slavery as sin against God, it had to be eradicated right away.

Abolitionism was not the only social reform option that addressed the slavery issue. During the antebellum period, quite a few White people, especially in the North, claimed to be against slavery. But the broad category known as antislavery included anyone who believed that slavery was a problem, no matter the reason and without regard to the fervency with which they held that conviction. Many so-called antislavery supporters didn’t measure up to abolitionist standards. Some antislavery advocates, for example, thought that slavery could be ended gradually or incrementally, perhaps by paying planters to release enslaved people. Some simply wished to limit the expansion of slavery into new regions of the country. Others, called colonizationists, wanted to coax or force free Blacks to move to Africa.

Even self-professed abolitionists often held less-than-stellar opinions regarding African Americans. Many wanted to end slavery but still harbored racist endorsements of White superiority. Theodore Parker, for instance, who was heralded at the time as an exemplary White abolitionist, depicted African Americans with disparaging, racist descriptions in his private correspondence. But some revivalist abolitionists did champion both antislavery principles and a commitment to racial equality, publicly and privately. A number of these revivalists established evangelistic training schools that embraced social reforms, sought to demonstrate God’s love through admission practices that paid no regard to race or gender, and endeavored to model communities in which interracial relationships could flourish. At least a dozen such revivalist abolitionist schools launched before the Civil War, including Oberlin, Adrian College, Berea College, Illinois Institute (later Wheaton College), Knox College, New York Central College, and Oneida Institute (see map 5.1 in chapter five). Their founders sought to form communities that stressed devotion, worship, character development, evangelism, social activism, mission, and racial inclusion.




LABOR AND PRAYER FOR FREEDOM

Lane Seminary, though it was a revivalist school, was not uniformly abolitionist. Most of the students at Lane worked actively for social justice, though not the school’s administrators; hence the exodus of the Lane Rebels for Oberlin in 1835. But Oberlin, by many accounts, did cultivate an environment of interracial social acceptance. A number of African American students, such as John Langston, attested to the warmth and companionship they experienced at the college. Whites likewise wrote about their affection for their African American peers.

In 1837, David and Elizabeth (Betsey) Ingraham, recently married and graduated from Oberlin, determined to put racially inclusive principles into practice at their new mission station at Cotton Tree near Kingston, Jamaica. David and Betsey attempted to re-create the type of Christian fellowship they had known while studying at Lane and Oberlin. Reading through Ingraham’s journal, it becomes evident that he treated Afro-Caribbeans and White Americans alike, with similar kindness and tenderness. He wrote about his Black congregants as though they were his family. His congregants reciprocated his expressions of “affection”—so much so that twenty years after his death, Black members of the church still remembered him as “one they so much loved.”8

Witnesses including James Bradley, David Ingraham, Ingraham’s Jamaican congregants, and Nancy Prince described the intentional efforts by some revivalists to develop proximate, crosscultural relationships as having the potential to create communities of equity. Interactions between Blacks and Whites did result in opportunities for interracial inclusion—fragile and short-lived, perhaps, but still real.

But what about the unequal power dynamics between Blacks and Whites? African Americans historically have not been viewed or treated the same way as Whites when interacting in interracial common spaces, such as classrooms and church sanctuaries. Generations of socialization, even when it has been unconscious, have typically reproduced conditions of inequality over time. Could true cooperation have existed in such relationships?

The fellowship at Lane (at least among students), at Oberlin, and at the Jamaica mission station did illustrate the beginnings of racially equitable communities. Ingraham, Bradley, Prince, and some other revivalist abolitionists testified to the possibility of spiritual mutuality. Yet while interracial relationships are a great first step, they do not create racial justice. A love ethic based on proximate connections is not a panacea for dealing with discrimination. Personal fellowship or even community-wide racial inclusion efforts (like what emerged in Oberlin and other abolitionist towns) are not sufficient. Such relationships only move the needle on justice when they are coupled with strategies for raising awareness of the problem of racism and for taking concrete steps toward social transformation. There must be an agenda for structural change that includes systemic action, such as civil rights legislation or reparations for past injustice.

David Ingraham knew these things to be true. For him, cultivating interpersonal relationships became an onramp for justice advocacy. He insisted that love for one’s neighbor had to result in observable, concrete actions on behalf of the disinherited. He contended that he, along with all Christians, ought to give “time, talents, property, influence, health and life to the cause of the poor and oppressed.”9

It’s a sad fact of history that Ingraham was an outlier on these things, since many White abolitionists did not push for racial equity as he did. Nonrevivalist White abolitionists contended for immediate emancipation, but often they nonetheless held views of racial inferiority. Even Charles Finney and some of the other White revivalist abolitionists who believed in racial equity frequently compromised on these things. Finney, for instance, feared that Christians’ engagement in justice work might overshadow the church’s evangelistic preaching. He and some of his fellow revivalists hesitated when they perceived too much social activism in the mix.10

But Ingraham, Bradley, Prince, and a few others advocated seamlessly for spiritual fervor, evangelism, and social reform, all at once. Writing in his journal, Ingraham implored God to bring about “the freedom of the world. For this let me labor—for this let me pray.”11 A small faction of revivalist abolitionists—African Americans and their White colleagues—stand out as examples of those who labored and prayed for racial justice. They were not numerically dominant in the United States, but this group of devout Christian activists still represented a leading edge of social change in nineteenth-century America for the church and the larger culture.




A RETELLING OF NINETEENTH-CENTURY RELIGIOUS HISTORY

As Christian theologians and historians, the authors of this book are heirs to an inspiring legacy of camp meetings, great awakenings, revivals, and spiritual outpourings, in which God converted millions of people of all races and ethnicities to Christ and empowered them with the Holy Spirit. And yet, as American Christian theologians and historians, we find ourselves lamenting our culture’s four-hundred-year history of racially motivated violence—slavery, Jim Crow, intimidation, prejudice—during which the church has mostly been complicit, failing to live up to the ethic of Jesus. The same holds for places outside the United States too; we observe a similar disparity when we study the intersection of Christianity and race relations throughout the churches of West Africa, the Caribbean, and elsewhere.

Pastor and theologian Howard Thurman noted the terrible disjunction between Christianity’s professed commitments and the stark historical reality of its partnership with racism. “This is the question,” he wrote in 1949, “which individuals and groups who live in our land always under the threat of profound social and psychological displacement face: Why is it that Christianity seems impotent to deal radically, and therefore effectively, with the issues of discrimination and injustice on the basis of race? Is this impotence due to a betrayal of the genius of the religion, or is it due to a basic weakness in the religion itself?”12

In answer to Thurman’s searing question, the authors of this book, scholars who profess faith in Jesus Christ, believe that the church’s lack of an adequate response to injustice is not a basic weakness in Christianity but is indeed a betrayal of the heart of the gospel message. Throughout the Scriptures, God desires to form a people who love God with all their hearts and minds and who love all their neighbors as God loves them. God the Holy Spirit enables believers to participate in the work and mission of God by living holy lives. If these claims are true, then all Christ followers have work to do to retell the story of Christianity, whether in the United States or elsewhere. In light of the good news of God’s salvation, holiness, and liberation, Christians are called to speak the truth about the church.

First, we need to be ruthlessly honest about the racial views that prevailed during most of modern church history in the transatlantic world. The historical record frequently displays a dismal picture of the church as the handmaiden of Western racism and colonialism. The authors of this book don’t contradict the prevalent scholarly framework that bears witness to that truth; in fact, we add to it with chapters on the African slave trade and the lives of Northern free Blacks. Along with other recent writers, our team of scholars tells a piece of the history of the church’s failure to live up to the standards of its confessions.

But our team perceives a second task in the retelling too: to approach our work with an empathetic interpretive lens, one that doesn’t count the church or its doctrine as morally bankrupt simply because so many Christians got things so egregiously wrong for such a long time. We believe that there were exceptions, Christians who did understand how God’s love ought to impact the social world in which they found themselves—in other words, persons of faith in Jesus Christ who did not buy into the lies of racism and White cultural supremacy or the idea that the oppression of Blacks by Whites was an unalterable fact of life. The historical figures we study in this book are such persons, prophets who stood up tall and brave amid the suffocating racial climate in which they lived, and it’s our conviction that they deserve to be trusted in the ways they depicted themselves. Consequently, we try to “think with” these individuals, rather than just “think about” them. Our goal is to allow the voices of revivalist abolitionists to speak for themselves as they speak to us and to you.

We intend our project, including this book, to portray a version of events different from the popular narrative and truer, one that shows that the American segment of the body of Christ was not unequivocally corrupt when it came to racial matters—that there were faithful within its ranks who did speak for justice, and not in spite of what they believed about Jesus but because of it. The alternative storyline gives an account of a minority of Christians who rejected oppressive structures and racist prejudices. This story, one of Black and White coworkers standing up for a sanctified gospel message, is little known today, buried beneath a monolithic, reductionist portrayal of nineteenth-century American Christianity. We think that these people, and other disciples of Jesus like them, understood what really was vicious (there was plenty) and spoke against it, living as agents of holiness and justice in a corrupt world, just like their Lord had been before them.

Our book introduces readers to the courageous saga of James Bradley, David Ingraham, and Nancy Prince, a trio of activist Christians who interacted with one another in the 1830s and who serve as examples of the revivalist abolitionism that was exhibited in Oberlin and a few other communities. Each chapter presents a distinct angle of vision into the lives and vocations of these people. The different frames of reference offer readers multiple avenues along which they can travel with our featured figures, exploring the faith journeys of these extraordinary people. Each chapter also contains connections to our current context, thereby inviting readers to envision how to live out God’s call for themselves.

Chapter one provides profiles of the three figures, resulting in a kind of composite biography. Chapter two delves into the background of the 556 people kidnapped from their homes in West Africa and forcibly loaded aboard the Ulysses, the slave ship that David Ingraham examined. By understanding more about the backstory to their captivity, we honor the lives and acknowledge the suffering of unnamed enslaved men and women. Chapter three explores the experiences of nineteenth-century African Americans such as Nancy Prince and James Bradley. That inquiry shows how, even for Blacks who lived north of the slave states, daily existence was precarious and often subject to the capricious whims of those in power—and yet how Prince and Bradley also found spaces of faith-based inclusion. Chapter four portrays the central role played by abolitionists’ worship and devotional practices, and chapter five describes the theological grounding for abolitionist activism. Chapter six looks at the lives of Black and White women during the pre–Civil War era and how they interpreted their hardships. Chapter seven recounts how Christian activists who had power and influence used their privilege to support social justice projects, especially looking at their philanthropy. Finally, chapter eight depicts the role of Black Americans in the formation of biracial Christian communities such as Oberlin and the struggle to sustain such ventures.

Altogether, the book shines a spotlight on the lives of several remarkable but commonplace people who put their faith into action. They chose to trust God and act righteously when they were faced with challenges, confronting injustice, standing up for what was right, relying on God for help when they suffered, and living with love and purpose. Their faithfulness encourages us to act with determination when dealing with the moral issues of our own time.




JESUS AND JUSTICE

In the middle decades of the nineteenth century, Christians associated with Charles Finney’s style of revivalism (at its best) formed intentional communities such as Oberlin to be examples of interracial cooperation and equality. In the deeply racialized culture of antebellum America, these faith-based experiments held out hope for a different, more inclusive future, one in which love for Jesus and the pursuit of his justice would prevail in people’s hearts, minds, and actions. An alignment of fervent revivalist spirituality, holiness theology, and social activism among some Christians, both White and African American, resulted in a new vision for God’s good reign and significant progress in defeating the evil practices of human trafficking and discrimination.

What can we learn from this period of social experimentation and theological vitality? How might we benefit from the experiences of our forebears in the faith? Can we retrieve a redemptive message of God’s purpose for our own day? In these times when the history of Christianity is castigated (often rightly) for its complacency in the face of racial injustice, can we find any tangible examples of faithfulness? What can we learn and whom can we honor as we advance the work of antiracism? And even though the overtly Christian abolitionism of Oberlin and other communities did not always last very long, people today are intrigued by accounts of cross-racial inclusion. If such places existed, how did they come about, and can we foster new ones now?

African Americans like James Bradley and Nancy Prince detected glimmers of hope through their participation in interracial communities. They believed that the potential for freedom from discrimination was historically attainable. They thought it reasonable, from their own experience, to visualize seasons of life free from prejudice. Inclusive locales like Oberlin and Ingraham’s Jamaican congregation at Cotton Tree painted a picture of possibility that could not be erased and whose importance was immediately understood by people who were struggling for equality.

The study of revivalist social justice efforts in the nineteenth century can provide a fresh approach to today’s conversations about race and faith in the church. That’s what we’ve attempted to do in this book. Maybe finding a dusty artifact in a box somewhere really can change our lives. May the witness of how some of our mothers and fathers in faith challenged racism through their commitment to love God and others help us find our way through the struggles we face now.













CHAPTER ONE

“How Long, O Lord?”

A Narrative of Three Christian Abolitionists

Christopher P. Momany
 



“How long, O Lord, how long” shall this nefarious traffic continue?

DAVID INGRAHAM, 1840





My heart ached to feel within me the life of liberty.

JAMES BRADLEY, 1834





God speaks very loud, and while his judgments are on the earth, may the inhabitants learn righteousness!

NANCY PRINCE, 1850








THE GLORIOUS FIRST OF AUGUST

On August 1, 1841, David Stedman Ingraham, an abolitionist missionary to Jamaica, died in Belleville, New Jersey, exactly seven years after slavery was abolished among British-dominated lands. He and others had struggled for a day when complete justice would roll down like waters, but the day had not yet come, particularly in his native United States, where slavery was still legal. His body ravaged by tuberculosis, Ingraham drew his last, labored breaths on the anniversary day of emancipation in the British Caribbean, keenly aware that the fight for racial equity was far from over. “Brother Ingraham has put on immortality!” wrote his friend Theodore Weld. “He died last night at half past twelve Oclock. He will celebrate the glorious first of August with his brother Angels in his own Father’s house!” While the timing of his death symbolized arrival at a destiny, from our earthly perspective so much was left undone. Almost two hundred years later, we still ache at the incompleteness of the task.1

[image: Drawing of a shirtless man smiling and waving his arms. To his left, a happy woman holds her baby in the air. To his right, a child prepares to drop a pair of handcuffs into a hole another child digs.]

Figure 1.1. Jamaicans celebrating West Indian emancipation, August 1, 1834




I remember listening to my fourth-grade teacher tell stories of her days in the civil rights movement. Geneva Isom was a unique educator and Sterne Brunson School in Benton Harbor, Michigan, was a unique place. Our community struggled with economic injustice and discrimination, and as a White student in a predominantly Black school, I had to learn a lot about my own privilege. But I remember being treated well by a diverse group of young friends. We thought we were the generation who would teach the world to thrive together. But that was fifty years ago. Here we are, a quarter of the way through a new century, and we continue to live with persistent racism. I can hear Psalm 13:1 ringing in my ears: “How long, O LORD?” When will things change? When will God’s intended reign of dignity appear?




THE BEGINNING OF A MOVEMENT

David Ingraham descended from a long line of New Englanders. His mother, Elizabeth Stedman, was born in Ashburnham, Massachusetts, and his father, John, was most likely born in New Hampshire. They were married in Chester, Vermont, on January 19, 1808. Eliza, their eldest child, was born in Vermont in 1810, and David was born two years later, probably after the family had moved to western New York State.

John Ingraham served in a New York militia company during the War of 1812, and the family lived near the town of Lima, directly south of Rochester. That region was alive with spiritual revival at the time, and David Ingraham’s journal records a homecoming of sorts when he traveled through Lima in the late summer of 1840 to see his “old friends once more.” At some point, his parents moved to Michigan Territory, but much of his heart remained in western New York.2

Ingraham entered a profound period of his life in 1830. In January he joined the Second Congregational Church of Pittsford, New York, located between Rochester and Lima. Records show that he was received as a member upon “examination,” and it may have been his first formal affiliation with a church. The pastor of the Pittsford congregation, a preacher named Asa Mahan, possessed a razor-sharp mind and a love for justice. Born in central New York State, he had studied at Hamilton College in Clinton, New York, and then at Andover Theological Seminary in Massachusetts. Barely thirty years old when he served the Pittsford church, Mahan became Ingraham’s mentor, writing much later that Ingraham had been “the first fruit” of his ministry. Their bond was strong and continued after Mahan accepted a call to Cincinnati’s Sixth Presbyterian Church in late 1831. Within a year, Ingraham moved to Cincinnati as well and joined Mahan’s congregation. Neither of them had any idea of the battle that was to come.3

Cincinnati was a borderland, situated on a series of hills that sloped down to the Ohio River, a body of water symbolic of the divide between a nominally free North and the machinery of Southern slavery. Cincinnati was also home to a new venture in higher education, Lane Theological Seminary, which opened in 1829. Perched northeast of the city in an area known as Walnut Hills, it aimed to be an incubator for pastors who would lead revival up and down the Ohio Valley. Lane’s first president was none other than Lyman Beecher, a Yale-educated pastor and head of a family that would make its name in abolitionist circles. With Beecher at the helm and a bright student body of committed young people, the Protestant establishment hoped to ward off other religious traditions and claim the region for energetic, conversion-focused ministry.

The venture showed great promise. A competent faculty, a strong board of trustees, and most of all, a talented student group, took shape. When Mahan began his duties at Sixth Presbyterian Church, he found himself asked to serve as a trustee of Lane Seminary. Before long, David Ingraham began studies at Lane. The seminary catalog lists David S. Ingraham as a student for the year 1833–1834.

Yet there was more to the growth of Lane than the arrival of Mahan and Ingraham. In 1832 a cadre of students with abolitionist convictions had come to Lane from Oneida Institute in Whitesboro, New York. Leading the group was Theodore Weld, a convert from the preaching of Charles Finney, the legendary revivalist who had set much of New York State ablaze around the time that the Erie Canal opened. In Utica, New York, in 1826, Weld had come to Christ through Finney’s direct and rapid-fire oratory. Six years later, Weld found himself as the organizational catalyst of the Lane student body. The institution was heading for an honest confrontation with slavery.

[image: Illustration of three white buildings on a well-kept campus with trees and grassy lawns.]

Figure 1.2. Lane Theological Seminary, Cincinnati, Ohio









OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

    
      Sommaire


      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Contents
        


        		
          Acknowledgments
        


        		
          Prologue: Jemar Tisby
        


        		
          Introduction: Waking a Sleeping Church: Douglas M. Strong and Christopher P. Momany
        


        		
          1—“How Long, O Lord?”: A Narrative of Three Christian Abolitionists
        


        		
          2—“Soul-Destroyers Tore Me from My Mother’s Arms”: West African Resistance to the Slave Trade
        


        		
          3—“Liberty, Liberty!”: Witnesses to a More Racially Equitable Future
        


        		
          4—“Reviving Our Spiritual Strength”: Worship, Justice, and Salvation
        


        		
          5—“This Holy Cause”: Revivalist Theology and Justice Advocacy
        


        		
          6—“Purified Through Fire”: The Piety and Power of Female Affliction
        


        		
          7—“Organized Efforts to Educate and Elevate”: Charitable Aid Among Christian Abolitionists
        


        		
          8—“Made Welcome as Equals”: The Oberlin Experiment in Interracial Christian Community
        


        		
          Conclusion: A Prophetic Past: Estrelda Y. Alexander
        


        		
          Notes
        


        		
          Appendix A: Timeline of Significant Dates
        


        		
          Appendix B: James Bradley, “Brief Account of an Emancipated Slave Written by Himself, at the Request of the Editor,” 1834
        


        		
          Appendix C: Excerpts from the Journal of David S. Ingraham, 1839–1841
        


        		
          Appendix D: David Ingraham, “Capture of the Ulysses—Sufferings of the Slaves,” 1840
        


        		
          Appendix E: Excerpts from The Narrative of Nancy Prince, 1853
        


        		
          List of Authors
        


        		
          Image Credits
        


        		
          Index
        


        		
          Praise for Awakening to Justice
        


        		
          About the Authors
        


        		
          More Titles from InterVarsity Press
        


        		
          Copyright
        


      


    
    
      Pagination de l’édition papier


      
        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          VII
        


        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          3
        


        		
          4
        


        		
          5
        


        		
          7
        


        		
          8
        


        		
          9
        


        		
          10
        


        		
          11
        


        		
          12
        


        		
          13
        


        		
          14
        


        		
          15
        


        		
          16
        


        		
          17
        


        		
          18
        


        		
          19
        


        		
          20
        


        		
          21
        


        		
          22
        


        		
          23
        


        		
          25
        


        		
          27
        


        		
          28
        


        		
          29
        


        		
          30
        


        		
          31
        


        		
          32
        


        		
          33
        


        		
          34
        


        		
          35
        


        		
          36
        


        		
          37
        


        		
          38
        


        		
          39
        


        		
          40
        


        		
          41
        


        		
          42
        


        		
          43
        


        		
          44
        


        		
          45
        


        		
          46
        


        		
          47
        


        		
          48
        


        		
          49
        


        		
          50
        


        		
          51
        


        		
          52
        


        		
          53
        


        		
          54
        


        		
          55
        


        		
          56
        


        		
          57
        


        		
          58
        


        		
          59
        


        		
          60
        


        		
          61
        


        		
          62
        


        		
          63
        


        		
          64
        


        		
          65
        


        		
          66
        


        		
          67
        


        		
          68
        


        		
          69
        


        		
          70
        


        		
          71
        


        		
          72
        


        		
          73
        


        		
          74
        


        		
          75
        


        		
          76
        


        		
          77
        


        		
          78
        


        		
          79
        


        		
          80
        


        		
          81
        


        		
          82
        


        		
          83
        


        		
          84
        


        		
          85
        


        		
          86
        


        		
          87
        


        		
          88
        


        		
          89
        


        		
          90
        


        		
          91
        


        		
          92
        


        		
          93
        


        		
          94
        


        		
          95
        


        		
          96
        


        		
          97
        


        		
          98
        


        		
          99
        


        		
          100
        


        		
          101
        


        		
          102
        


        		
          103
        


        		
          104
        


        		
          105
        


        		
          106
        


        		
          107
        


        		
          108
        


        		
          109
        


        		
          110
        


        		
          111
        


        		
          112
        


        		
          113
        


        		
          114
        


        		
          115
        


        		
          116
        


        		
          117
        


        		
          118
        


        		
          119
        


        		
          120
        


        		
          121
        


        		
          122
        


        		
          123
        


        		
          124
        


        		
          125
        


        		
          126
        


        		
          127
        


        		
          128
        


        		
          129
        


        		
          130
        


        		
          131
        


        		
          132
        


        		
          133
        


        		
          134
        


        		
          135
        


        		
          136
        


        		
          137
        


        		
          138
        


        		
          139
        


        		
          140
        


        		
          141
        


        		
          142
        


        		
          143
        


        		
          144
        


        		
          145
        


        		
          146
        


        		
          147
        


        		
          148
        


        		
          149
        


        		
          150
        


        		
          151
        


        		
          152
        


        		
          153
        


        		
          154
        


        		
          156
        


        		
          157
        


        		
          158
        


        		
          159
        


        		
          160
        


        		
          161
        


        		
          162
        


        		
          163
        


        		
          164
        


        		
          165
        


        		
          166
        


        		
          167
        


        		
          168
        


        		
          169
        


        		
          170
        


        		
          171
        


        		
          172
        


        		
          173
        


        		
          174
        


        		
          175
        


        		
          176
        


        		
          177
        


        		
          178
        


        		
          179
        


        		
          180
        


        		
          181
        


        		
          182
        


        		
          183
        


        		
          184
        


        		
          185
        


        		
          186
        


        		
          187
        


        		
          188
        


        		
          189
        


        		
          190
        


        		
          191
        


        		
          192
        


        		
          193
        


        		
          194
        


        		
          195
        


        		
          196
        


        		
          197
        


        		
          198
        


        		
          199
        


        		
          200
        


        		
          201
        


        		
          202
        


        		
          203
        


        		
          204
        


        		
          205
        


        		
          206
        


        		
          207
        


        		
          208
        


        		
          209
        


        		
          210
        


        		
          211
        


        		
          212
        


        		
          213
        


        		
          214
        


        		
          215
        


        		
          216
        


        		
          217
        


        		
          218
        


        		
          219
        


        		
          220
        


        		
          221
        


        		
          222
        


        		
          223
        


        		
          224
        


        		
          225
        


        		
          226
        


        		
          227
        


        		
          228
        


        		
          229
        


        		
          230
        


        		
          231
        


      


    
    
      Guide


      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          Awakening to Justice
        


        		
          Start of content
        


        		
          Index
        


        		
          Contents
        


      


    


OEBPS/Images/fig0.jpg
//, THE DIALOGUE ON RACE
”7 AND FAITH PROJECT






OEBPS/Images/AI_IVP_Academic_G.jpg
_

e

Academic

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois





OEBPS/Images/P.1TeaminBenin.jpg





OEBPS/Images/I.1Ingrahamjournal.jpg





OEBPS/Images/I.2replacement-JournalwithUlysses.jpg





OEBPS/Images/I.3TeaminDC.jpg
|






OEBPS/Images/I.4FinneysBigTent.jpg





OEBPS/Images/1.1Celebrationofemancipation.jpg





OEBPS/Images/1.2LaneTheologicalSeminary.jpg
RANLAMERANE

ivggmangng
i

Lane Seminary.





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
2/, THE DIALOGUE ON RACE

" AND FAITH PROJECT

/ //FAITHﬁUL vpnces,ma’ém Sy v

THE AE@LI?ION]ST&PAST /
o






