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Canaan land i
And let God’s saints come
There wdas a wicked man,
He kept them chi
Canaat land is t.
And let God’s saints come

God did say to Moses o€
Say, Moses, 80 to Egypt

s the land for me
in.

Idren in Egypt land.
he land for me;

in.

day,

land,

And tell him to let ™y people go.

Canaatt land is the

land for me,

And let God’s saints come it
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AFRICAN AMERICANS, EXODUS,
AND THE AMERICAN ISRAEL

Albert ]J. Raboteau

IN THE ENCOUNTER with European Christianity in its Protestant form in North America,
enslaved Africans and their descendants encountered something new: a fully articulated
ritual relationship with the Supreme Being, who was pictured in the book that the Chris-
tians called the Bible not just as the Creator and Ruler of the Cosmos, but also as the God
of History, a God who lifted up and cast down nations and peoples, a God whose sovereign
will was directing all things toward an ultimate end, drawing good out of evil. As the trans-
planted Africans reflected ypon the evil that had befallen them and their parents, they in-
creasingly turned to the language, symbols, and worldview of the Christian holy book.
There they found a theology of histcy that helped them to make sense of their enslave-
ment. One story in particular caught their attention and fascinated them with its implica-
tions and potential applications to their own situation: the story of Exodus. What they did
with that ancient story of the Near East is the topic of this essay. I begin by surveying the
history of evangelization among the slaves in order to situate and define the Christianity
that confronted them in North America. Then I describe what slaves and free blacks made
of Christianity by focusing on their interpretation of the Exodus story, an interpretation
which differed drastically, as we shall see, from that of white Americans.

CONVERSION
From the beginning of the Atlantic slave trade, Europeans claimed that the conversion of
slaves to Christianity justified the enslavement of Africans. Yet the conversion of slaves was
"ot a high priority for colonial planters. British colonists in North America proved espe-
C.ially indifferent, if not downright hostile, to the conversion of their slaves. At first, opposi-
tion was based on the suspicion that English law forbade the enslavement of Christians
0d 50 would require slaveholders to emancipate any slave who received baptism. Masters
Yspected that slaves would therefore seek to be baptized in order to gain freedom. These
;:::Vere quickly allayed by colonial legislation declaring that baptism did not alter slave
er:/svtiFh the legal'obstades aside, slaveow.ners for the most part still demonstr.ated scant in-
1N converting their slaves. According to the common wisdom, Christianity spoiled

T —— P




76

RELIGION AND AMERICAN CULTURE e

became impudent, and even

y of themselves,
edbya deep-seated uneasiness

slaves. Christian slaves thought 100 highl
turned rebellious. Maoreover, Angln—}\mcrica s were troubl
at the prospect that slaves would claim Christian fellowship with white people. Africans

were foreigns tO convert them was 10 make them more like the English and therefore de-

serving of better (reatment. In fact religion, like language and skin color, constituted the
colonists’ identity. To “hristianize black-skinncd Africans, therefore, would confuse the
¢ races and threaten the social order based upon that distinctiveness.
{ the souls of the glaves, €O neerned most slaveholders. Peter Kalm, a

distinctiveness of th
1 1748 to 1750, pet:;ep‘tively described the colonists’ objec

Finally, the labor, nO
Swedish {raveler in America fro
tions to religious instruction for slaves:

he English colonies take little
an darkness. There are even
¢ negroes from

d, that the masters of these negroes in most of £

and let t
ased at; and would by
{o this they are partly led byt
mong 50 despicable people; partly by
afterwards; and partly
| with their

Itis. . . tobe pitie

¢ir spiritual welfare, hem live on in their Pag

all means hinder thel

care of th
he conceil of its

ha would be very ill ple
rines of Christianitys
sister 4

some, W

being instructed in the doct

ed spiritua] brother or
ep their negroes $0
hemse

meanly

being chameful, to hav
lves upon a leve

thinking that they shou
of the negroes growing

1d not be able 10 ke
through fear too proud, on seeing 1
masters in religions matters.'
 these obstacles to <lave conversion was mounted by the Church of
| established the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in For-
ies to the colonies, The first task was 10 convince masters
their slaves in the (ruths of the gospel. In tract after tract,
officers of the Society stressed the compatibility of
d not fear that religion would ruin their slaves. On
them to obey their

A concerted attack ot
England in 1701 when i
eign Parts 10 support missionar
that they had a duty 0 instruct
widely distributed in the colonies,

Christianity with slavery. Masters 1ee
the contrary, Ch pistianity would make them better slaves by convincing
sense of moral duty instead of out of fear. After all, Society pamphlets ex-

plained, Christianity does not upset the social order, but supports it: “Seripture, far from
making an alteration in Civil Rights, expressly directs that every man abide in the condi-
alled, with great indifference of mind concerning outward circum-

ad nauseam the verse from Ephesians (6:5):

tion wherein he is ¢

stances.’? To prove the point, they reiterated

“Slaves be obedient to your masters.” The missionaries thus denied that spiritual equality

implied worldly equality; they restricted the egalitarian impulse of Christianity t0 the

cealm of the spirit. S0, in effect, they built a religious foundation to support slavery. AS the
had been forced by the circt m-

historian Winthrop jordan aptly put it, “These clergymen
Ty in America into propagati ng the Gospel by presenting it as an ab”

owners out ofa

stance of racial slave

1 slave control.”
tances peyond the

ed largely on circums
the ge:ographic lor

e slaves depend
an-born 10 Creole slaves,
e ratio of blacks to whites in a gives
and and Virginia, for exa

than did those of the owlar
don isﬂk‘m

tractive device fo

The success of missions to th
haries control: the proportion of Afric
cation and work patterns of the slaves, and th
Blacks in the North and in the Chesapeake region of Maryl
expericnced more frequent and closer contact with whites
coasts of South Carolinaand Georgia, where large gangs of African slaves toile
rice plantations with only limited and infrequent exposure to
if a missionary gained regular access to slaves, the slaves did 1

missio

ot invariably accept

) locale:
mplc' :

. n .o raeh
whites or their religio™ ™
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Christian gospel. : .
e theyphav:(f):;:hi?re;tgil it, according to missionary acco
against Teachers from among th eathenish Rites, and the strong Pr ‘fn;s., because of “the
Christianity because they hog dOSC, whom they serve so unwilline}lu ”fe LS e
notwithstanding—that bapti ped—colonial legislation and missio Bly™ Others accepted
i iz, et 5 t}; sm would raise their status and ens nary pronouncements
seeking baptism to swear an em;eh,eS_ One missionary in South ucre eV'entual freedom for
freedom.’ (Apparently he m(?at dthat tlhey did not request the sacr G
struction and baptism slave;sse.1 th.e irony.) Missionaries com laa'lmednt outofa desire for
their African hOmelan;ls still mixed Christian beliefs with It)helrtlread$ N elven atter i
S " ional practices of
cessful missigonf an?cl)liz ?}llz plrospects were, colonial clergymen had i
London distributed a list of s aves' by t.he early eighteenth centuj e\j\tfithhed i
among the slaves, several resp?)lile;tlons in 1724 requiring ministersy;o d - 'the ishop of
majority, however, stated vague .ents r.eported impressive numbers of besa'rlbe their work
ﬁrSt 120 years of black slaverg . lntelr%tlons instead of concrete achi Bgtisms Theigreat
0 thle slave population. y in British North America, Christianizlvsqn;celntﬁ' ]13uring the
Slaves were firs i R
siodically swept p;:t(;n;/:gled in large numbers in the wake of the religi y
field, Gilbert Tennent ]On;t £010n1es beginning in the 1740s. Ac religious revivals that pe-
the fact that blacks We;e o k‘an Edwards, and other revivali‘sts counts by Qeorge White-
bess, Not only were frec blacC klng to hear the message of Salvationr?aﬁ.e special mention of
tive' part in the services as ex;and slaves attending revivals, but t}rie HEROIAS NI
revivalists succeeded where Anor.ters an'd preachers. For a variet }jfwere il
depended upon a slow proces g?can missionaries had failed Wh);: of reasons evangelical
elxpejrience R e lieo 1{1doctrmation, the evangelicals ;Zas }:he Anglicans had
tlarTlty more quickly accessibl primary requirement for baptismp haC ed the immediate
their piety, evangelicals also t ¢. Because of the centrality of the ot erel‘)y making Chris-
pre.requisites of Christian lifeer;ded to de-emphasize instruction :ggfrﬁon -
actively in prayer meetin -ASa lTeSult, all classes of society w ownplay learning as
the enslaved prayed eXhOgrSt ea;li rszal services, in which ch p Oegi V:}Tlc'(;lme to participate
After the Re ! > nd preached. > the illiterate, and even
More and more\;ﬂ:’l:socll,nrevwal fervor continued to flare u i
cal revivalists, especially ;’/Fer:}fd;.o Christianity under the drail?zi(lradlcalklly in the South.
couraged the outward e 0 ists and Baptists. The emoti .preac ing of evangeli-
onverts weeping shout?(p ression of religious feeling, and hona'llsm B Ceee e
B et , AP f— , .t e sight of black and whi
?i:) sphere slav(ei:’s ffe(jll?rlll;leaoiotrhri sacramental and cimnperilszzgflgtrsaer;ce pecame a familias tlef
w(::h? If their African heritageofT il:r;sl‘izz wotr)ship that resemble(sio»:l}fe. iglfgiljuheatle:d at-
e : ) s ce -
Made this b.:fg ;Iljahf-w? to reinterpret mgeyneixiﬁiiffécan =BcicueEsce Stylit;rzf
ristianity seem less foreign tharzlJ that Zfr;f:rr::;z ;(1 the old, and so
iturgically sedate

‘_ hurch of England.

The r
b 1s¢ of the ev: i
h e evangel inati
gelical denominations, particularly the Method
ethodists and the Bapti
ptists,

eate
A Cned ] .
o, the establishe i
ah:r sort,” the evangciicdiAnghcan church in the South. Bec
. £ a o . . a
I8t preachers were o C‘IS suff’.ered persecution at the hands ofu;e U ABESE MO
ailed, their services were disrupted, and tht e Anglican authorities
) ey were even rou ‘
ghed up
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inia who thought it humorous 10 immerse the Baptists in

by rowdies such as those in Virg
setiling sort of way: ©There was a company

mud, They were thought of as different in an un
of them in the back part of our town, and an outlandish set of people they certainly were,’

remarked one womat {0 the early Baptist historian David Benedict. “You yourself would
say so if you had seen them. . .- You could hardly find one amMong them bul was deformed
in some way or other”® The evangelicals seemed to threaten the social as well as the reli-
gious order by accepting slaves into their societies. An anti-Baptist petition warned the

ings of slaves t0 receive the in-

Virginia assembly in 1777 that “there have been nightly meet
hich have produced very

gtruction of these {eachers without the consent of their masters; W

bad consequences."?
In the 1780s the evangelicals’ impli
Methodist conferences in 1780, in 1783, and again 1
and tried “to extirpate this abom ination,” first from the ministry and t
bership as @ whole, by passing increasingly stringent regulations against slave-owning,
slave-buying and slave-selling” geveral Baptist leaders freed their slaves, and in 1789 the
General Committee of Virginia Baptists condemned slavery as “a violent deprivation of
the rights of nature In the South, these antislavery moves met with strong immediate,
and, as the leadership quickly realized, it reversible opposition. In 1785, the Baltimore Con-
ference of the Methodist Church suspended the rules passed in 1784 by the Methodist
General Conference. Methodist leader Thomas Coke explained, “We thought it pr udent to
suspend the minute co ncerning slavery, on account of the greal opposition that had been
I being in 0O infantile a state 10 push things to extremity-

» ocal Baptist
associations in Virginia responded to the General Committee’s attack on slavery by declar-
ing that the subject was "s0 abstruse” that no religious society had the right to conceri it-
self with the issue; instead, each individual sho uld be left “to act at discretion in otder to
keep a good conscience before God, as far as the laws of our land will admit”!® As for the
slaves, the goal of the Church should be the amelioration of their treatment, N0t their

emancipation.
Thus, thd evange
iransigence of slaver
it had in colonial
| Methodist churches forced

rather than the overthrow ©
aptist historian, described

ed challenge 10 the social order became explicit.
n 1784 strongly condemned slavery
hen from the mem-

given it, our wor

failed. The in-

Jlical challenge t0 slavery in the late eighteenth century
1pulse, just a5

{ the Christian egalitarian i
Rapid growth of the Baptist an
ation 10 glaveholding principles

f slavery. At the beginning of the nineteenth centurys Robert
the change that came over the «outlandish”

Baptists after 1790: wTheir preachers became much more correct in their manner ©
preaching. A great many odd tones, disgusting whoops and awkward gestures were dis”
used. . .. Their zeal was less mixed with enthusiasm, and their piety became more rational:

and, of course, in the eyes of the world, more ¢

| They were much more nUMErous:
| spectable. Resides, they were joined by persons of much greater weight in civil society?
their co ngregati_ons became More AUMErOUs. - « - This could not but influence their man”
11 Though both Methodists and Baptists rapidly retreatet

and spirit more oF less!
their struggle with the established order and their ot

y once again set the limits 0
days for the Anglican mission.
an ineluctable accommod

| Semple, another B

ners

from antislavery prnnouncements,
casiness about slavery gave slaves, at Jeast initially, the im pression that they were “frien o
; S g g olont
a short time, 1€V jvalist evangelicalism preached the wall that €@ o 6
€s

toward freedom.” For
d built between spiritua
ave implications beyor

missionaries ha | and temporal equality. Converting 5% 10
\d the spiritual, a possibility slaves were €48

! Christianity could h

explore.
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Methodists and B .
already taken a mOr?liEi:,s backed away from these implications in th
Methodist evangelicalism I;JeSt step, and it proved irreversible. The s e 1790s, but they had
South by bringing unpreced ween 1770 and 1820 changed the religi pread of Baptist and
by introducing even larger nented numbers of slaves into membe%sr'ls FOmplexiOH of the
antebellum decades, Christ'un-lbers_ to at least the rudiments of Ch ipn, t.he church and
slaves did not hold me mberlir.nt}.’ diffused throughout the slave ristianity. During the
ger(lierally oyt Whi:es1 pbljtrse(;gular churches. Those slaves 3Via;t§ir(si> attlzouj hhmost
ized—attende i me—in greater . end church
Thanks to t(}iles i{,)jll‘ljfenb:aCk churches, even if the anili):ﬁ)uerlz ;};anhhlstorians have real-
preach, during the 177%5 :Islc(l)flt:g evangeliFal churches to license blizck
pastor their own people. Mainl (1)35 a élgmﬁcant group of black preaclrlnen to exhortand
Baptists gave them more leewa z’ aptist, since the congregational ind ers had begun to
ers exercised a ministry that sz 0 preaq.l than any other denomination etiendeme of the
to overestimate the importanc mOStly informal and extra-ecclesial It’ e black preaCh‘
African-American Christianit eIOf these early black preachers for o dwould be difficult
pf:rience of the slaves (and freZ'bln effec‘t, they mediated between Chri t.eVe'lop ment of an
Bible to fit the day-to-day liv facks), interpreting the stories, symb 118 ianity and the ex-
could not control this inter iseto 'those held in bOndage_ And v:fh}i’tes_ots’ and events of the
ers, and church—appointe(f Wa;ﬂ;)ln or dfetermine its “accuracy” Slave ry as they might—
f’ehgious development, and br & Ch men instructed their fellow sla BEIEHETS s HoTt:
IITV.OIVement of white mission:rl‘lg t them to conversion—in some Cas:es" purfured] their
nities among slaves and free bla lle: or ma.sters AT e A T s Wltl.logt any active
dent black church. cks, the pioneer black preachers begalxilfoct:)hr_llsdtlan e
We tend to identi uild an indepen-
i'n the North, but thefZ;i};ietierelﬁP.men'.c of the independent black ch .
in the South. Several “African”r e}:glous independence also created se urch with free blacks
of these black congregations = l%rches, & ey weraealedl S parate black churches
. tors and officers, joined locaVIVere independent o the extent that thi up Eefore 1800. Some
gates to associational meeti associations with white churches ant}:l, = th_elr own pas-
Cburches was curtailed dur‘ngs. ey independen,ce f fnt thEinopmadeleg
cies, all gatherings of blacklsn f’ the antebellum period when, in reac(i' lack preachers and
ved as dangerous. Neverth i rs' ip, and governance of church . For slaves to
grow in size and number i eless, unlikely as it may seem, black structures was per-
S¢parate congregati in the slave South. Though nomi » black churches continued to
aOSften the blagck iztrll(g)?:g‘g;f)enfsrz?;ently led by blaik mini;rtl:rl?’:oo;g(f)ied b}:lwhites, these
Sociati nu ’ e an
trefncéfl;?ns. Although never nuﬂleron:}:irleizhse largest white churches in the ls(:gfciave;
from Whii:lzzgtan;’ if limited, institutional expiz:?i’othe separate black churches wer;l I;(_
In the North P : ns of black religious independence
tle_rgy 1T1uc|,1 h, the abolition of slavery after the Revoluti
:.:tﬁh1iSIm‘lenll-}:?feIE;:}aY to assert control over th:itorzlti;z fsar'e black congregations and
on flourished. Be n created an environment of vol s lives. Fesleral and state dis-
ith whi , exercise i ’ ists, Baptists, and
aUcch; i:lcllh white elders, bish(}p:xf:;lzc“ Cf’ngregatlonal control where DS, 3
Ol v )@ soclations : possible, and
ng so was Bethel African I\/‘[ethodistt;I%);f:cnoi)l:l;og;)Elry‘hA . the first to
ch in Philadelphia.
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had become a licensed Methodist and “freed :
t drove black Methodists to thought fogl from Egyptian bondage.” What
irch they =0 supported for years. When the white - S 0 Ut. one ending of the war; th ‘.Nas figurative they interpreted lit
affording numerous texts fo it ey quite another. He rememb 1 erally. He
r their delectation, e.g., “Let God ari erj thhe sixty-eighth
se, let his enemies be

ntrol of the Bethel church property, the black congrega- scattered” Hi
had built themselves. They won. E iy His “march through the wild
The hill of God is as _ wilderness”; “The Chari
Allen to call 15 as the hill of Basham™; and ariots of God are twenty thousand
ALy especially, and”;,

Allen, a former slave who

Founded in 1794 by Richard
d after discriminatory treatmen

preacher, Bethel was organize
abandon St. George's, the white
ders of St. George's tried t0 take co

1 their rights to the church they

dists and white elders prompted
Though ye have lain among thel

. Went {0« Ourt tore
v bL h
IIgb f OvVe cover wil II € d
5y €1l h S

Conflicts elsewhere between black Metho
for a c‘on:{e:rltl.or:1 of Agncan Methodists .to @eet in Phﬂ‘adelphla md1‘816. There, delel\%lates gold” ... It is mortif .
organized an in ependent black denomination, the African Metho ist Eplscop.al (A. .E..) intellect, All | ing now to think that his com : yello
Church, and elected Richard Allen its first bishop- Two other African Methodist denomi- ——— h\e thu.ught about was relief from th pfcl‘.('-nmnn was not equal to the Afri i
nations had organized by 1821. Though the black Methodists were the first to take inde- oo the devil. .. . But they interpreted i l'e servitude of sin, and freedom fi i
pendent control of their church propertys finances, and governance on the denominational ould not but make their ebony compl I.t iterally in the good time comin ror.n the
level, northern blacks in other churches also demonstrated their gpirit of independence. In N S e plexion attractive, very,!3 g, which of
© all denominations the black churches formed the institutional core for the development of and fifty yzaracb eris fiescribing is the end of alon
free black communities. Moreoven they gave black Christians the opportunity to articulate not simply b s, by which slaves came to accept th g process, spanning almost two h
¢ testimony to the exis- ply become Christians; they fashionfd C}f .gC‘Z.sP el of Christianity. But the slalxlrndcrie'j
ristianity to fit their own peculiar e es di
Xperi-

publicly their own Visio tood in eloquen e e
. . . S a 1
tence of two Christian Americas. - vement in America. The
. e, thought there w . preacher, like m )
of the question for the vast ma- as no distance b , any white Christi
port. He learned belatedly that th etween him and “his people,” istians before and
the chasm was wide and deep ie, no possible loss of rap-
. As one freedman .

succinctly

Of course, independent religious {nstitutions were out
jority of black Americans, who were suffering the system of slavery in the southern states. stated, “We could
) couldn’t tell NO PR
EACHER NEB
ER how we suff:
er all dese lo

If they attended church at all, they did so with whites or under white supervision. Never- know’d nothin’ b

theless, slaves developed their oW, extra-ecclesial “invisible institution” of religious life. In out we.”14 N
the slave quarters and brush arbors, they held their own religious meetings, where they in- EXODUS g years. He
ty according t0 their experience. Conversely, they also

1 of Christianity, which s

interpreted their No si
single symbol
capt
ptures more clearly the distinctiveness of Af;
s of Afro-Ameri
can Christianit
y

terpreted Christiani

experience by means of the myths, stories, and symbols of Christianity. They were even than the symbol

willing to risk severe punishment 10 attend forbidden prayer meetings in order to worship represented thei f’f Exodus. From the earliest days of .

God free of white control. A former slave, Lucretia Alexander, explained why: the bondage of 1]; chfoutn.)ey across the Atlantic to An};i:r(;c :Olonlzation, white Christians had

imagery was reverzezzir}llzoﬁ fc:chi) romised Land of milk aniljs }E}:)i:xosus of a New Israel from
The preacher came and . . . he'djustsay, “Gerye your masters. Don’t steal your master’s turkey. fered bondage under a n iddle Passage had brought them t y. For black Christians, the
Don’t steal your master’s chickens. Don’t steal your master’s hawgs. Don’t steal your master’s slaves identified themsel ew Pharaoh. White Christians sa EEgYPt land, where they suf-
meat. Do whatsomever your master tell you t0 do” Same old thing all the time. My father abiding and tra gic ironieves as the 'Old. This is,ras Vincen:v I—; enilselVeS as the New Israel;
ved in her midst.15 ew Israel was con-

lling houses and they had to whisper. .

would have church in dwe
ch at his house. That would be when they want a real meetin’ with some real . American preachers, politician i
r. That was a prayer meeting from urce of metaph : : s, and other or,
aphar ; ators oo
phors to explicate the unfolding histo f‘f’ufn‘:lm the story of Exodus a ricl
ry of the natios a rich
ation. Each secti

on of the

have chur
preachin’. . . _They used to sing their songs in a whispe
house to house . . - once or twice a week? narrative—the i
ness, and the’;i’mlqage in Egypt, the rescue at the Red
_ rance into the Promi ) ed Sea, the :
. S ) . tey } o the Promi y » the wandering i .
Inevitably the slaves’ Christianity contradicted that of their masters. For the slaves kneW " :je moral terrain of American S-Cd Land—provided a typological ing in the wilder-
. . i s editi an soc - al me =2 .
e slaveowners might be, their Christianity was Chy _‘“Uﬂ to Massachusetts Bay, s :!(;tly. ohn Winthrop, the leader F"i“P el
l‘lly" serm , set the patt ¥ - -I' O the great Pur
on ":OmPOSEd on ki pattern in his fa po at Puritan
n his mous “A Modell of
' | of Christiar
] 1

at the settlers | ship in 1630. Havi
o bl aimised o - Having elaborated the ¢
d with God, echoi ed the covenantal obli
— , echoing the Sinai ntal obliga-
dl covenat

¥

r?'fruc t i()]

deeps it extended t0 the »
i ions th

ths of plack an A

ack coP” weh

that no matter how sincerely religious th

compatible with slavery, and the slaves’ was no

fundamental interpretation of the Bible. The dichotomy
hite Methodist minister who pastored 2 bl

white Christians was described by a w
gregation in Charleston, outh Carolina, in 1862:

t. The division went

between the fai
1t of Israel with

Winthro T
p concluded his di
1to Israel (Deute iscourse with a close p:
eronomy 30): paraphrase of Moses’ f;
: ses’ farewell in-

B
t‘ll;}ved lherc

There were near fourteen hundred colored communications. . - - [Their] service was ah“’“ﬁ ded hig day :(],Slnow sett before use life, and good, death .
thronged——galleries, Jower floor, chancel, pulpit, steps and all. .. .Thc preacher could 1 - €Pe his Com ove the Lord our God, and to Iove on e and evil in that wee are Commaun
complain of any deadly space between himself and his congregation. He was posiuvely bt 9; ) Moo :au ndements and his Ordinance, a edan(.)ther’ to walke in his wayes and t _
up to his people, wi‘th no possible loss of ... rapport. Though ignorant ofitattheti Imtlhh.w" U8 i (he _p Wi'f“htha: wee may live and be multip,lieclll h: ;aWeS, and the Articles of ouO
f the enthusiasm under his deliverances about] the “law of libet Ny ither we goe to poses it: . »and that the Lo J
{ | Obey, hut shall be Scdfccd ) ]‘;ses it: But if our heartes shall tur rd our God may blesse

and worship ne away soe that wee wi
ship . . . other Gods at wee will
, our pleasures
, and proffitts

, and

1
members NOW the cause 0
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= g
unte ﬂ 15 day wee bhau Sulﬂl)’ pEHQ 1€ out 0{ the Ged Lar ld
t q} 3

+ is propounded ;
e 5t Sea to pOssesse iteees

‘ L}
serve thems

s
whither wee passe over this v

ion
tory: pt)SSESSl
il the Exodus 8 i
lication that Winthrop draws _frol?ons f the covenant with God.
i ' ic ‘
Notice the particular app | observing the moral obhga bligations he emphasizes are
f the land is e £ Winthrop’s address that the 0 __not the
o 1 iness o i i
k of the greatn

'l ec (8]l Il.l.eekill’,ss e]ll CIILS‘) pallellCL £ne (o Y n]t}'
1 Slt 3 3“‘.[ u
g ll 3 1 g

d ( Lon, ;|
. 1 ‘\Egre \ .
aCtNE ar d SSNC \r“t 1e8 tIDI the “ﬂtl.on to Obbe[ ,I'e. .

P ]I h’B hf: 15 ‘KP 1CY n{}tlﬂ“ 0{ lCClp[OCl'iy bﬂtweell GOd 5
II.](I 5 add bSt ere a"c lct

Dl\']ne P‘.OVldEI\CE a“d J\l“ell.“

. : ween ; full
reclpwaw et itan preachers E*Plo"md = ﬂ-le f
which Puritan p a succession O

It is a mar
justice, mercy,

qualities psually ass

ore
rmons would extol much m
se

Already in er':t noy/s 8l 2
will and Americas i)esfll;?. .patmm e
¢ bargai ill He. This :

bargain, s0 Wi O er e '
th.e] De%tiﬂy had tremendous hor's‘ﬂt thepicremiad- o aﬂeit.:;ks m;d st o
et the nes and more 11 d. In ¢ o !
o the S an' phered droughts, epidemics, Indiz et bl
d divines decl
New Englan

ens UE 18] lS (l P c e ove ﬂle sins 0{ the ﬂ‘atl()ll. I
1 asu I St .

t\ll"l(.’,b a

{}Pportunltﬁj Lo Lhe!' uught E}LPCCt I“u{:h I“Gre 0[

d reform,
humble themselves, repent, an
the same-

l 1 h{ 1t 1 this l ‘].()'lih 1 ol re 1pr it 1€ ang&‘:l (8] onve
Nger: lh
hi- rela
1 lp mn dal it € d i C 1

this
tan to succumb o

od a Puritan )

ica's Density. Winthrop Was oo & f God, he knew that the rela
God’s Will into America’s 1 lief in the total Soverelgnt}.r o " ihat the proper N
ion. Protected e be{;el uman action was one-sided an he measure of America’s
s will and b : ~od’s Will was the ) Jd,

b L (Jﬁi' or politician would have disagree

eac!

i ; the d@e;
Of caurst, 72 Ameﬂ; a}I: P;merican Exodus story changed. As o
the

receded, Americans tended \
i ieve
elebrate their own achiev

tionship between
attitude was frust in
ice versa.
ds, not vice ve : S
B ime went on the salient featu s - e

e of migration with all its Ted

-jence
tual experiel

1 God and 1o ¢
ight of their radical dependence upon
to lose sig

th (! (]{ an E:lf:(, on S€ mon [ i l||t:tl llle Illtﬂd StatES E‘e
t T nti U

W cal C ]

h. 1 e moo

vV I (6] 'I}' I (l| i onor a £ by 1 .:] §1in l} 83 Il“sh W lth E:}(C‘ltenlelll over lhc
] S

i tiny
the unfolding des ory
0. Stiles dwelled at length on homy, Stiles struck a celebra
i Reml;l\ft'm?l; op, from the book of Deuteronomy,
' <o Jike Winthrops
tion. Quoting

rather than a hortatory note:

God, not con

/

¢ Winthrop’s “A Modell of

; in
and in name, and 1t

in praise,
tions which he hath made, 10 p i -

Sod. .
o the Lord thy boGOd’s i et
United States: Al-
1t has already

above all na e
{ be an holy peop ;" i
discourse upon the political Te\fl.!::r o
cperity and splenc !
oo £ };q begin 10 realize this glory:

i  the world- A%
publicks and kingdoms of the ol

{es in SOTE
God has still greater blessings 11 o i
¢ “high among the natt

«And to make thee high
honour; and that thou mayes
[this] text as intruduclory. to }1 o
and as allusively prophetic o. e

does the new constellation © o
I knowledged sovereignty among‘ o
S e, and 1 believe 10 expect; t e
; ght hand hath planted, to ™3

risen
we have reason to hop :
this vine which his own 11 A :
and in honour: . |
ptimism about A e
civil constitutwmu

praise, and in name,

L IICII th tﬂ ldBlltlf}l hc 3@(‘50“3 h” hls &)
g "

| i “in our
presli . including the fact that “1

inence,
present and future preemine

ol Sel‘mnn al'ld
[

Albert . Raboteau AFRICAN AMERICANS, EXODUS, AND THE AMERICAN ISRAEL

impediments are removed which obstruct the progress of society towards perfection.”18 It’s
along away from Winthrop’s caution to Stiles’ confidence, from an “Errand in the Wilder-
ness” to “progress towards perfection.” In Stiles’ election sermon we can perceive God’s
New Israel becoming the Redeemer Nation. The destiny of the New Israel was to reach the
pinnacle of perfection and to carry liberty and the gospel around the globe.

In tandem with this exaggerated vision of America’s Destiny went an exaggerated vision
of human capacity. In an increasingly confident and prosperous nation, it was difficult to
avoid shifting the emphasis from divine sovereignty to human ability. Historian Conrad
Cherry has succinctly summarized the change in perception of America’s destiny: “Believ-
ing that she had escaped the wickedness of the Old World and the guilt of the past, God’s
New Israel would find it all too easy to ignore her vices and all too difficult to admit a loss
of innocence.”19

Among the realities this optimistic vision ignored was the presence of another, darker
Israel:

America, America, foul and indelible is thy stain! Dark and dismal is the cloud that hangs over
thee, for thy cruel wrongs and injuries to the fallen sons of Africa. The blood of her murdered
ones cries to heaven for vengeance against Thee. . . . You may kill, tyrannize, and oppress as
much as you choose, until cry shall come up before the throne of God; for I am firmly per-
suaded, that he will not suffer you to quell the proud, fearless and undaunted spirits of the

Africans forever; for in his own time, he is able to plead our cause against you, and to pour out
upon you the ten plagues of Egypt.20

So wrote Maria Stewart, a free black reform activist in Boston, in 1831, Her words were ad-
dressed to an America that projected itself as the probable site of the coming Millennium,
Christ’s thousand-year reign of peace and justice. From the perspective of slaves, and of
free blacks like Maria Stewart, America was Egypt, and as long as she continued to enslave
and oppress Black Israel, her destiny was in jeopardy. America stood under the judgment
of God, and unless she repented, the death and destruction visited upon Biblical Egypt
would be repeated here. The retribution envisaged was quite literal, as Mary Livermore, a

white governess, discovered when she overheard a prayer uttered by Aggy, the slave house-
keeper, whose daughter had just been brutally whipped by her master:

Thar’s a day a comin’t Thar’s a day a comin’ . . . T hear de rumblin’ ob de chariots! I see de
flashin’ ob de guns! White folks’ blood is a-runnin’ on de ground like a riber, an’ de dead’s
heaped up dat high! . .. Oh, Lor'! hasten de day when de blows, an’ de bruises, an’ de aches, an’
de pains, shall come to de white folks, an’ de buzzards shall eat ‘em as dey’s dead in de streets.
Oh, Lor! roll on de chariots, ar’ gib de black people rest an’ peace.?!

:Nm‘ did slaves share the exaggerated optimism of white Americans about human ability.
h;flped in‘ a system from which there seemed little, if any, possibility of deliverance by
" M actions, they emphasized trusting in the Lord instead of trusting in man. Serfmon
prayer after prayer echoed the words that Moses spoke on the banks of

riﬁ _d Sea: “Stand still and see the salvation of the Lord?”
Cip,

Although the leaders of the three
al slave revolts—Gabriel Prosser in 1800, Denmark Vesey in 1822, and Nat Turner
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in 1831—all depended upon the Bible to justify and motivate tebellion, the Exodus story
{ernal resistance not external revolution among the slaves.
The story of Exodus contradicted the claim made by white Christians that God in-
tended Africans to be slaves. It se€ med to prove thatlglavery was against God’s will and that
ably end}althn ugh the when and the how remained hidden in Divine
pProvidernce. Christian slaves thus applied the Exodus story, whose end they knew, 10 their
own experience of slavery, which had not yet ended, and s0 gave meaning and purpose to
lives {hreatened by senseless and demeaning brutality, Exodus functioned as an archetypal
myth for the slaves. The sacred history of God’s liberation of his people would be or was
e American gouth. A white Union Army chaplain working among
Alabama, commented disappmving\y on the slaves’ fascination with
t of the Bible with which they are 50 familiar as the story of the de-
their ideal of all that is high, and noble, and perfect; in man. |
d Christ not s0 much in the light of a spiritual
ad them out of their prison-
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fixodus: “There is n0 par
Jiverance of Israel. Moses 1s
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| Deliverer, as that of a second Moses who would eventually le

house of bondage.”*
Thus, in the story of Israel’s exodus from Egyph
different from their present. In times of despair, they remembered Fxodus and found hope

enough to endure the enormity of their suffering. As @ slave named Polly eloquently ex-
ced to believe in God, for if God

plained to her mistress, “We poor creatures have n

Almighty will not be good to us some day, why were we born? When 1 heard of his deliver-
ing his people from bondage, | fnow it means the poor Africans”*

By appropl‘iz\ting the story of Exodus as their own story, black Christians articulated
their own sense of penpichood. Exodus symbolized their common history and common
destiny. It would be hard to exaggerate the intensity of their identification with the chil-
dren of Israel. A.M.E, pastor William Paul Quinn demonstrated how literal the metaphor

of Exodus could become when he exhorted black Christians, “Let us comfort and encour-
age one another, and keep singing and shouting, great is the Holy One of Israel in the midst
of us. Come thou Greal Deliverer, once more awake thine almighty arm, and set thy
Quinn’s exhortation reveals, it was prayer and wc_n:gp_i}llh_a_.t
and songs recreated in the imagi-

the slaves envisioned a future radically

Aftican captives free As
made the identification seem SO ceal. Sermons, Prayers,
pation off SuCCessIve § gc'r'{ér_é\{ions"t'he {ravail and triumph of Israel, Exodus became dramat-
ically real, especially in the songs and prayer meetings of the slaves, who reenacted the
story as they shuffled in the ring dance they called “the shout” In the ecstasy of worships
apsed, and the slaves literally became the children of 1srael. With the
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keen observer migh :
am bound for th;‘g 1;nh§‘;ef‘?tected)m our repeated singing of ‘O C
meant to reach the North al:clil i;rh something more than a hope a?aan, s‘weet Canaan,/I
SR that the Exodus Sto’r - le North was our Canaan.”?5 Sllzlvvo reaching heaven. We
gies. It took no genius to idye - d be a source of unflatterin ande OYIIERS, {DOHETRIVELl
My army cross ober/O nt1,fy Pharaol’s army in the sl g and even subversive analo-
The slaves’ faith thaflgraoh s army drownded.” slave song, “My army cross ober,
dated by Emancipation cs)ﬁ would free them just as he had freed
umphed, his people are .fre vEmt the glad tidings o’er Egypt’s Ze Israel of old was vali-
take long for the freedmen f' the. ex-slaves sang in celebration ;lrk sea/Jehovah has tri-
“There must be no lookin Obreahze that Canaan Land still la of freedom. But it did not
were instructed by a slave ;’rezq}: to. Egypt,” a band of refugzeS;?eWhere- in the distance.
because of their unbelief, Wh Elerin 1862. “Israel passed fort ves t.)ehmd Union lines
could not. He could not -eve at if we cannot see right off the grey y?ars in the wildnerness,
dom of body, we must free n see how to cross the Red Sea. If wen ields of Canaan, Moses
of Satan, and educate Ourseﬁllézsael\:s from the shackles of s'in e "\‘;’:ld have greater free-
But as time went on nd our children.”26 .+ .. We must snap the chain
Americans seemed trap;r:fl Silr?‘t/;ry vsfas succeeded by other forms of raci
mer slave Charles Davenport N wilderness no matter how hard thraaal. oppression, black
would exhort us dat us was d V01<.Zed the despair of many when h ey tried to escape. For-
take dis land o’ milk and ho e chillen 0’ Israel in de wilderness ? recalled, “De preachers
When race relations reachedn:}’. But hoYv us gwine-a take land Vj}? t(’ie Lord done sent us to
to Africa as the black Promi r:ieW low in the 1880s and 1890s, se at’s already been took?”2?
Turner, urged AfrO-Americ;se Land. Proponents of emigra;io veral black leaders turned
Few black Americans, howe ns to abandon the American wilderm such as Henry McNeal
search for their Promised Lver, heeded the call to emigrate to Ai-e'ss for an African Zion.
and here. And as decade succéeded d:ccaaé ml?St continued o
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stance of the early evangelicals, of in th
realization that Americans were an
of our own era. Yet, despite these mome
for America has remained fundamentally ambigu
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