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Abstract

Missionaries were often the most prolific writers on non-European peoples and cul-
tures in the early modern Atlantic world. As a result, their sources have proven to be 
indispensable for early modernists. For decades, historians have explored missionary 
encounters and the sources they inspired to gain insight into a wide variety of topics 
including native history, the history of religion, labor history, environmental history, 
the history of the African diaspora, and the history of capitalism. While missionary 
sources are used widely, most scholarship on the encounters themselves focuses on 
either a particular denomination or a particular region. Rarely is the surprisingly cohe-
sive barrier between Protestant and Catholic missions breached within single volumes 
or monographs. This special issue seeks to break down these divides. By making inter-
denominational and inter-imperial connections, this volume asks new questions about 
the meaning of missionary encounters in the early modern world. 
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Christian evangelism functioned as a major justification for imperial expan-
sion and colonization during the early modern period. Yet the actual rela-
tionship between missionaries and those they hoped to convert was far more 
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complex than the narrative of conquest suggests. Missionaries, moreover, were 
often the most prolific writers on non-European peoples and cultures. As a 
result, their sources have proven to be indispensable for early modernists. For  
decades, historians have explored these encounters and the sources they in-
spired to gain insight into a wide variety of topics including native history, 
the history of religion, labor history, environmental history, the history of the 
African diaspora, and the history of capitalism.

While missionary sources are used widely, most scholarship on the en-
counters themselves focuses on a particular denomination, region, or im-
perial realm. Rarely is the surprisingly cohesive barrier between Protestant 
and Catholic missions breached within single volumes or monographs.1 The 
divide is particularly strong with regard to the British Atlantic World, where 
the historical emphasis on the colonial United States has left a strong legacy.2 
This fragmented literature has prevented scholars from seeing the similarities 
across early modern missions and asking bigger questions about the mean-
ing of missionary encounters in the early modern Atlantic world. This special 
issue seeks to break down these divides. We have brought together research on 
Jesuits and Pietists, Tupí Christians and O’odham rebels, black Christianity and 
canonization, femmes fortes, and cannibalism. Of our five essays, two explore 
Protestant missions while three examine Catholic endeavors. One investigates 
the role of Christian missions among enslaved people, one on Protestant efforts 
to convert Jews, and three focus on native missions and their repercussions. 
The essays here span both sides of the Atlantic Ocean as well as the north-
ern and southern hemispheres. Portuguese Brazil, New France, English North 
America, eastern Germany, and northern Mexico all feature prominently.

By making these inter-denominational and inter-imperial connections, this 
volume builds on recent scholarship that has sought to reframe scholarly in-
terpretations about missions and empire in the early modern Atlantic world. 
In 2006, Kenneth Mills and Allan Greer posited the existence of a “Catholic 
Atlantic” that could “lead historical interpreters away from artificial frag-

1 	�Notable recent exceptions include Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra’s Puritan Conquistadors: 
Iberianizing the Atlantic, 1550-1700 (Stanford, 2006), Linda Gregerson and Susan Juster, eds., 
Empires of God: Religious Encounters in the Early Modern Atlantic (Philadelphia, 2013) and 
Stephanie Kirk and Sarah Rivett, eds., Religious Transformations in the Early Modern Americas 
(Philadelphia, 2014).

2 	�While scholars have increasingly looked beyond the thirteen colonies that became the 
United States, most still confine their examination to the British Atlantic.
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mentation and toward some illuminating connections and reverberations.”3 
Similarly, Carla Pestana has used the term “Protestant Empire” to reframe the 
history of the British Empire. Travis Glasson has argued that while the term 
“Protestant Atlantic” can risk “obscuring the myriad connections between it 
and other ‘Atlantics,’ ” it “allows particular features to be seen in relief.”4 Like 
these authors, we believe that an Atlantic framework can be illuminating be-
cause so many of the missionary encounters that occurred in the early modern 
Atlantic world had unifying themes and challenges.

While the regions and imperial zones represented here are diverse, the 
essays in the volume share several key questions. Christian missionaries, re-
gardless of denomination or national affiliation, faced similar problems and 
challenges in their encounters with non-Christians. Who counted as a mission-
ary, for example, and who had the power to define the terms of an authentic 
“conversion”? Moreover, historians using European missionary sources face 
many common challenges in interpreting their sources. How can historians 
use sources created by missionaries to gain insight into non-Christian beliefs 
and practices? And what do we mean when we talk about missionary “success” 
or “failure”? The articles in this issue explore these questions and show how the 
interactions between missionaries and those they hoped to convert wrought 
political, social and religious transformations in the early modern world. While 
each individual article is focused on a single missionary encounter or set of 
encounters, we believe that new insights into the meaning of missions in the 
early modern world are gained by placing them side-by-side.

Several authors in this volume consider what we mean when we talk about 
missionary “success” or authentic “conversion.” In “ ‘Willy-Nilly’ Baptisms and 
‘Chichimeca’ Freedoms,” Brandon Bayne shows how the meaning of conversion 
was hotly contested among Jesuit missionaries. When the O’odham revolted in 
1695, several Jesuit fathers blamed Eusebio Kino, one of the most “successful” 
missionaries. Kino’s “willy-nilly” baptismal practices, they argued, had insuf-
ficiently prepared the O’odham for Christianity. Too many O’odham Christians 
continued to participate in “pagan” rituals and practices. Bayne’s research is a 
reminder that neither the missionaries nor the missionized are homogenous 
groups. As he aptly demonstrates, the Jesuits were no united front. But Bayne 
goes further than that: he shows that it is possible to use conflicting mission-
ary sources in order to gain more insight into native perspectives on Christian 

3 	�Allan Greer and Kenneth Mills, “A Catholic Atlantic,” in The Atlantic in Global History: 1500-
2000, ed. Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra and Erik Seeman (Upper Saddle River, N.J., 2006), 3.

4 	�Travis Glasson, “Protestantism in the Atlantic World,” in The Atlantic World, ed. D’Maris 
Coffman, Adrian Leonard, and William O’Reilly (Routledge, 2014), 347.
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practice. While missionaries disagreed on many aspects of the 1695 rebellion, 
he points out that they were in surprising agreement about why indigenous 
people participated in the missions. O’odham communities were welcoming to 
missionaries as long as they could maintain a certain degree of autonomy and 
gain access to European resources. They were unwelcome if their autonomy 
was restricted or their access diminished.

Aaron Fogleman provides a different measure of missionary success. His 
essay, “A Moravian Mission and the Origins of Evangelical Protestantism 
among Slaves in the Carolina Lowcountry,” explores the social and cultural 
complexities of a radical Pietist mission in eighteenth-century South Carolina. 
Fogleman shows how moments of success in the Moravian mission were tied 
to support by white slavers. In the emergent slave society of South Carolina, 
he explains, the Moravian mission to slaves was radical and controversial.  
At the time, enslaved people were generally prevented from accessing Christian 
rituals and Christian conversion was seen as a threat to slavery. As a result, the 
Moravians encountered more resistance from planters than they did from the 
enslaved. In the end, the mission lasted less than two years, and most schol-
ars have considered it a failure. Fogleman, however, connects the Moravian 
mission with broader trends in Protestantism and slavery, showing that we 
cannot so easily disregard this brief encounter. While the mission was indeed 
short-lived, the Moravians introduced several key enslaved people to evangeli-
cal Christianity. Diana, an enslaved woman owned by the evangelical planter 
Hugh Bryan, was the “star pupil” at the Moravians’ biracial school, and she 
went on to be a key figure in later evangelical revivals. His article suggests that  
even when missions fail, they can provide valuable insight into important 
movements—in this case, the evangelical revivals that swept the Protestant 
Atlantic World in the mid-eighteenth century. For Fogleman, failure can be an 
interim step on the way to success.

While Fogleman showed the close relationship between success and failure 
and Brandon Bayne sought to understand native perspectives by comparing 
the conflicting accounts of missionaries, Kittiya Lee focuses, instead, on the 
act of translation. In her essay on “Cannibal Theologies in Colonial Portuguese 
America,” Lee shows how Jesuit translations of the sacrament of Communion 
borrowed from, and overlapped with, Tupi-Guarani practices, including exo-
cannibalism. Jesuits’ choice of words for “Communion,” “wine,” and “host” al-
lowed for unexpected convergences between Tupinambá vengeance rituals 
and Christian beliefs. In this “blended eschatology,” as Lee calls it, “the eating 
of an other provided the means to a place of salvation and eternal bliss.” We 
can see these zones of indigenous agency partly because missionaries shared 
certain affinities with indigenous peoples. Lee’s essay raises several questions  
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about how scholars can best understand missionary encounters from native 
perspectives. Recalling Louise Burkhart’s groundbreaking research on the 
Spanish missions to the Nahua, which argued that Christianity was, itself, 
“converted” through the process of translation to Nahuatl, Lee provides us 
with some new vocabulary to describe and redefine this process of theological 
translation.5 Her “blended eschatology” reframes the Jesuit concept of salva-
tion and allows scholars to better understand what conversion and Christian 
ritual represented for Tupí men and women.

While Lee and Bayne considered the ways in which missionary encounters 
were interpreted by indigenous Americans, Heidi Keller-Lapp focuses on the 
missionaries themselves. In her essay, “Les Guerrières de Dieu in the French 
Ursuline Missionary Archives,” Keller-Lapp offers us a close reading of a 
strange source, a 1656 compilation about Saint Ursula by an unknown Jesuit 
priest. This source showed how Ursuline work in Canada was being mobilized 
to form the Ursulines’ corporate and transatlantic identity as a female order 
that was both active and contemplative out in the world, and in the cloister. 
Keller-Lapp thus expands the historically male-dominated category of “mis-
sionary” to include women and demonstrates that some Ursuline activities in 
the overseas mission field changed the self-conception of Ursulines within the 
French Empire.

While most of the articles in this special issue examine missions to non-Eu-
ropeans, Yaakov Ariel writes about Pietist missions to the Jews, whom he calls 
the “perennial other.” In his essay, “A New Model of Christian Interaction with 
the Jews: The Institutum Judaicum in Halle,” Ariel argues that Pietists were 
trained to be “itinerant ethnographers,” studying real live Jews. Ariel’s explora-
tion of Pietist missions to Jews sheds light on several transformative changes 
in mission strategy pioneered by Halle. Many scholars have associated these 
strategies with colonial missions, such as the Pietist mission to Tranquebar, but 
Ariel argues for the significance of the continental mission to Jews. For Halle 
Pietists, Jewish conversion was a high priority and Pietist leaders developed 
many strategies for evangelization that “served as a model for Pietist and evan-
gelical missions far beyond the German and Lutheran orbits.” These strategies 
focused on language training, cultural study, and reform. Instead of aiming to 
convert large numbers of Jews, Pietist missionaries focused on personal inter-
actions and encouraging authentic regeneration. Printing and literature were 
central to their evangelizing efforts. One effect of this strategy, Ariel argues, 
was that it helped later evangelicals to sympathize with and understand Jewish 

5 	�Louise M. Burkhart, The Slippery Earth: Nahua-Christian Moral Dialogue in Sixteenth-Century 
Mexico (Tucson, 1989).
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people and practices—even to the extent of defending them when they had 
not converted. Ariel’s essay stands as a reminder that continental European 
missions remain critically important for understanding broader shifts usually 
associated with colonial mission strategy.

Three themes emerge from the comparison of these five essays: first, the 
concept of “success” is a fraught one. Should success be judged by the number 
of converts, by the degree of native engagement, or by some other marker? 
Should we even speak of “success” at all? Perhaps a more relevant category 
is that of lived practice—an examination of how Christian rituals were rede-
fined and redrawn through acts of translation and redefinition. Second, all of 
these essays ask how missionary sources can best be put to use. While Brandon 
Bayne and Kittiya Lee deal most explicitly with the challenges of using mis-
sionary sources to engage native perspectives, Yaakov Ariel shows how Pietist  
missionary strategies themselves created new types of sources that have 
changed the materials historians use to understand early modern Jews. Heidi 
Keller-Lapp, meanwhile, examines how one particular source was created, 
showing how this document was used to solidify the meaning of the Ursuline 
order in the early modern world. Clearly, scholars need to pay attention not 
only to the production of sources and the ways in which they can be mined for 
indigenous perspectives, but also to follow the sources through the Atlantic 
world and examine how they were used to reflect and promote the missionary 
orders and denominations in Europe as well.

Finally, the act of placing these missionary encounters from different geo-
graphical, imperial and linguistic zones together is itself an exercise in redefin-
ing religious interactions in the early modern period. In May 2015, all five of 
these scholars came together for a workshop at the University of Minnesota. In 
addition to these five essays, seven more were presented, spanning both sides of 
the Atlantic as well as Asia. The conversation that ensued helped us to ask new 
questions about the Jesuit, Pietist, Ursuline, Franciscan, and Anglican missions 
that were the subject of discussion. It was illuminating to examine the simi-
larities and differences between these religious encounters occurring through-
out the globe. One of the principle outcomes of the Missionary Encounters  
workshop—and this special issue—has been the determination that more 
venues and outlets are needed to experiment with the forms, content, and per-
spectives that define early modern missionary encounters. While the essays 
in this volume are confined to Christian missions in the Atlantic World, we 
hope that they will provide encouragement to continue experimenting with 
different frameworks and comparative models in the study of missionary en-
counters. We are particularly eager to see more comparative work involving 
Christian and non-Christian missions, and to see global perspectives on early 
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modern missions. Certainly there is no perfect framework, but we believe it is 
important for scholars to intentionally look beyond the historiographical di-
vides that define the early modern world—most poignantly, empire, denomi-
nation, and region. We hope that this volume will spark new questions and 
encourage more experimentation with missionary encounters and missionary 
sources in the early modern world and beyond.




