Rebellion and Religion
Slavery and Empire in Early America

KATHARINE GERBNER

In 1669, the political philosopher John Locke was in the process of
reading and revising a bold document that would create a frame of gov-
ernment for a new American colony.' The document, the Fundamental
Constitutions of Carolina, provided guiding principles for English set-
tlers as they created a new colony in North America.> As Locke and his
coauthors developed their vision, they debated several topics, includ-
ing the relationship between religion, slavery, and empire. The evidence
of their debates lives on in their annotated manuscripts.’> How could
slave ownership, they asked, be reconciled with religious diversity and
imperial authority? Could enslaved people become Christian without
undermining property rights? And if they did, which church could they
attend?*

These questions—about the relationship between religion and em-
pire, and the relationship between “religion” and the “church”—were not
the exclusive purview of political theorists like John Locke and his fellow
imperialists. As enslaved Africans were forcibly settled in the English
colonies and, later, the new United States, they made their own choices’
about religion, slavery, and empire that fundamentally transformed im-
perial policy and the concept of “religion”

This chapter repositions slave rebellion in the British Empire and the
early United States as a formative influence on changing ideas about re-
ligion and empire. It argues that rebellions should be interpreted along-
side written documents like the Fundamental Constitutions in order to
understand the intellectual, religious, and political history of the United
States.” Rebellions transformed religion and empire in at least two ways.
First, while slave rebellion is usually understood simply as a rejection
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of slavery, this chapter argues that rebellion was also imperial warfare.®
Enslaved and free rebels participated in, and capitalized on, imperial
rivalries through rebellion. The strategic choices of enslaved and free
rebels changed the trajectory of imperial policy in both Great Britain
and the United States.

Second, ideas about religion evolved in conjunction with imperial
politics and slave rebellion. The very boundaries of “religion” were in
flux as enslavers sought to control the enslaved population. Whites lived
in perpetual fear of rebellion, and when uprisings did occur, White
people responded not only with terrorizing violence but also through
legal innovations and restrictions on religion. These efforts changed the
parameters of both “religion” and “the church?”

The formation of the category of “religion” has received extensive
scholarly attention in the past decades. Scholars like Talal Asad, Jona-
than Z. Smith, and others have shown how the modern category of re-
ligion grew, in part, out of the dynamics of European imperialism.” Yet
despite the prolonged emphasis on empire as formative for the mean-
ing of religion, most scholarship on the category of religion does not
consider the role that enslaved men and women played in this history.
This is the case because Europeans and White Americans intention-
ally sought to exclude Africana religious practices from the category of
religion.

As a result, it is essential to examine the formation of religion as a
category alongside the intentional efforts to exclude certain religious
practices from the modern category of “religion.” In order to see how
this happened, this chapter breaks the construct of modern religion into
constituent parts: into ideas about time, space, assemblies of people, and
communal bonds. Doing so provides new insight into the way slave re-
bellion influenced emerging ideas about “religion.” Specifically, it reveals
how imperialists and enslavers wrote laws that intentionally excluded
Black religious practices—including congregating, oath making, and
drum beating—from the category of religion through a dual process of
criminalization and delegitimization. I focus on the execution and after-
math of three insurrections: the Stono Rebellion (1739), Tacky’s Revolt
(1760), and the Denmark Vesey conspiracy (1822). Each rebellion dem-
onstrates a different aspect of the evolving relationship among slavery,
imperial governance, and religion.
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The Stono Rebellion of 1739, which began on a Sunday morning
while many White colonists were at church, revealed how the rhythm
of the Christian calendar could be a threat to colonial governance. It
also showed how enslaved men and women used their knowledge of
imperial and religious rivalries—in this case, the tension between Brit-
ish Protestant South Carolina and Spanish Catholic Florida—to chal-
lenge British religious and political authority. Tacky’s Revolt, which
convulsed the British colony of Jamaica in 1760, was the largest uprising
in the eighteenth-century British Atlantic World. It was also the clear-
est example of how rebellion could lead to the criminalization of Afri-
cana religions. In the wake of the rebellion, White Jamaican lawmakers
criminalized obeah, an African-inspired religio-medical practice. The
final section moves to Vesey’s conspiracy, a thwarted rebellion planned
for the summer of 1822 in Charleston, South Carolina. The Vesey affair
shows how even when enslaved and free Blacks became Protestants, the
incorporation of separate Black churches challenged White authority
and fell afoul of many of the laws that were passed in the wake of previ-
ous insurrections. It also speaks to the continued influence of Caribbean
slavery on the formation of religion in the early republic.

Examining these three rebellions together allows us to recognize the
ways in which Black practices were systematically excluded from the
emerging category of “religion” and deemed as “rebellious.” This ap-
proach also brings to light the numerous strategies that Africans and
their descendants used to respond to this epistemological warfare. It
shows that we cannot understand religion, or the meaning of a “church,”
without recognizing the way that slavery, and the rebellion of enslaved
people, fundamentally shifted the category of religion.

The Stono Rebellion and the Religious Politics of
Time and Space

September 9, 1739, was a Sunday. While not all White colonists made their
way to church, the day was still regarded as a day of rest. For the enslaved
men and women living in the colony, Sunday was the only day they were
granted a reprieve from labor. Despite this, few people of color were permit-
ted into the churches of the colonists. Instead, enslaved men and women
used Sundays to harvest their own food and to commune with each other.
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On this particular Sunday, a group of recently arrived men from West
Central Africa—probably the Kingdom of Kongo—assembled to enact
a plan of their own.® After lengthy planning and deliberation, they rose
up against their enslavers and marched to the local armory at Stonehow.
There, they killed two men and “took a pretty many small Arms and
Powder” After acquiring arms and ammunition, they “turned back and
marched Southward” on the road towards Georgia. On the way, they
spared the tavern owner, Mr. Wallace, “for he was a good Man,” but
killed others who had not warranted a similar reputation.’

As the Africans marched south, White witnesses reported that they
called out “Liberty” and wore their “Colours displayed” with “two Drums
beating”'® Nearly all the accounts of the rebellion note that the rebels
were headed to Spanish Florida, where they were promised freedom.
The king of Spain had recently issued a proclamation promising “Pro-
tection and Freedom to All Negroes Slaves that would resort thither”**
According to one report, a recent group of escaped slaves from Carolina
had successfully reached St. Augustine after traveling through Georgia.
There, they were “received . . . with great honours” and “one of them had
a Commissjon given to him, and a Coat faced with Velvet”*?

The rebels, some of whom probably spoke Portuguese and professed
the Catholic religion, were aware of the promise of freedom in Catho-
lic Florida. For months, English settlers had been concerned about the
existence of Spanish spies in Carolina who, they feared, were spread-
ing the word about the Catholic colony among the enslaved population.
One account of the insurrection noted that “several Spaniards” had been
“for some time past strolling about Carolina” upon “Diverse Pretences.”
Two Spanish travelers who refused to explain their presence had been
“taken up and committed to Jayl in Georgia”**> William Bull, who wrote
to the commissioners for trade and plantation less than a month after
the rebellion, explicitly linked the African rebels with a broader pattern
of desertion. Since the king’s proclamation, he wrote, “several parties
have deserted and are there openly received and protected.” The rebel-
lion of September 9, he wrote, was one of “many attempts” to escape to
the Spanish colony.**

The Stono rebels never made it to Florida. After they marched about
ten miles, the colonial militia caught up with the rebels. Many were
killed on the spot, while others fled. Some went into hiding. Those who
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were found were executed. Still, the rebels” sense of geography—with
their knowledge that Spanish Florida offered both Catholicism and
freedom—is a reminder that the political and religious map of the co-
lonial Carolinas was deeply intertwined with transatlantic imperial and
religious rivalries. Furthermore, the rebels, many of whom spoke Portu-
guese and had either converted to, or been introduced to, Catholicism in
Africa, were part of what Vincent Brown has recently called a “cartogra-
phy of insurrection” in the Atlantic World.*?

The timing of the revolt—on a Sunday—should give us pause as well.
It certainly gave White colonists pause at the time. The Salzburgers, a
group of German Pietists in Georgia, bemoaned the fact that the re-
bellion had “begun on the day of the Lord.”*® Less observant White
Christians noticed as well. In fact, slaveholders throughout the colo-
nial period were hyperaware of implications of the Christian calendar,
and particularly the Sabbath, for slavery. Even before the Stono Re-
volt, White colonists in South Carolina had noted time and again that
Sunday church services posed a security threat. In the 1712 Act for the
Better Ordering and Governing of Negroes and Slaves, lawmakers spec-
ified that “no master, mistress, overseer, or other person whatsoever . . .
shall give their negroes and other slaves leave, on Sundays, holidays,
or any other time, to go out of their plantations”’” Lawmakers sought
to protect against the danger of the Christian Sabbath by requiring “all
and every” constable in Charlestown “on every Sunday and the holidays
at Christmas, Easter and Whitsuntide” to “go through all or any of the
streets, and also, round about Charlestown” to look for “any meeting or
concourse of any such negroes or slaves” They further noted that “great
numbers of slaves which do not dwell in Charlestown, on Sundays and
holidays resort thither, to drink, quarrel, fight, curse, and swear, and
profane the Sabbath”'® Later acts reiterated the clause on Sundays and
holidays.

Fears about the Sabbath and other Christian holidays also led to a
debate about Saturday afternoons. As early as the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury, some Protestant missionaries suggested that Saturday afternoons
should be free from work, so that enslaved people could attend wor-
ship services on Sundays. Predictably, many slave owners fought back
against this proposition. Some did so because they wanted to exploit
their labor a full six days per week. But others also had misgivings about



24 | KATHARINE GERBNER

the proposition of allowing enslaved people to come to church or be-
come Christians.'”

Why was the Stono rebellion planned for Sunday, September 92 Most
scholars who have considered this question have presumed that it was
because Sundays provided the only reprieve from work, but the histo-
rian Mark M. Smith has theorized that the rebels chose this particular
Sunday because it was preceded by Saturday, September 8: the day of
Nativity of the Virgin Mary, and an important holy day for Catholics. In
Smith’s words, it was a day associated with a “protecting, and empower-
ing Kongolese religious icon”*® While Smith’s argument is speculative, it
is important to consider the conflicting—and sometimes overlapping—
concepts of sacred time that existed in early America. African Catholic
notions of sacred time, including Kongolese Catholicism, were being
enacted and called upon for the practice of rebellion.

Integrating African Catholic ideas about religious time broadens our
understanding of slave rebellion and religion. The Stono Revolt, like
other rebellions, was not simply a conflict between masters and slaves;
it should also be understood as a transatlantic imperial and religious
conflict. As John Thornton has argued, many of the Stono rebels had
probably participated in imperial wars in West Central Africa, and they
brought both military strategies and religious ideas to bear on their
choices and decisions in South Carolina.?’

In the wake of Stono, lawmakers passed a new slave code intended to
prevent future insurrections. Several aspects of this slave code are strik-
ing. Most notably, the law sought to limit the autonomy of enslaved peo-
ple by banning their assembly, and it specified that seven enslaved men
traveling together—without a White person—would be forbidden.*
It also sought to delegitimize and criminalize Africana religions with-
out referring specifically to “religion” Clause 22 of the 1740 code reads,
“And whatsoever master, owner or overseer shall permit or suffer his or
their Negro or other slave or slaves, at any time hereafter, to beat drums,
blow horns, or use any other loud instruments or whosoever shall suffer
and countenance any public meeting or feastings of strange Negroes or
slaves in their plantations, shall forfeit ten pounds, current money, for
every such offence, upon conviction or proof as aforesaid.” Here, “reli-
gion” is never specifically mentioned; instead, the legal wording targets
a series of actions (beating drums, blowing horns, loud instruments)
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as well as specific types of groupings (public meetings and feasts), all
of which could be considered aspects of religious practice, as being il-
legal, especially on Sundays and the Saturday evenings that preceded
them. While the clauses were meant to prevent insurrection, they had
important consequences for the practice of religion, since they implied
that Black religious gatherings were not only suspicious, but criminal.

The 1740 act was not the first to make these types of restrictions. Reg-
ulations about assemblies and congregations are ubiquitous within slave
codes once one begins to look for them. In fact, nearly every slave code
in the British Atlantic World had a clause aimed at policing practices
associated with religion without calling those practices “religious.” Vir-
ginia’s slave code of 1680 notes that the “frequent meetings of consid-
erable numbers of Negro slaves under pretense of feasts and burials is
judged of dangerous consequence.” One scholar has argued that the 1680
act’s prohibition of slave meetings “under pretense of feast and burials”
can be viewed as the first colonial restriction on African American reli-
gious assembly, although earlier ones do the same, without necessarily
specifying burials.?

There was an imperial governance strategy underlying the 1740 slave
code and other laws intended to restrict assemblies of the enslaved.
While their stated aim was to prevent insurrection, the reality was far
broader. They sought to undercut the creation of religious and politi-
cal authority among the enslaved without using the words “religion”
or “politics” Even as Whites aimed to restrict Black religious practices,
however, Africans and their descendants continued to recognize, and
capitalize on, imperial and religious rivalries. As they did so, they chal-
lenged European ideas about “religion” and drew upon unseen networks
spanning British North America, the Caribbean, and Africa.

Tacky’s Revolt and the Criminalization of
Africana Religions

If the Stono Revolt shows how enslaved rebels could capitalize on
the Christian calendar and imperial religious rivalries to undermine
the colonial state, Tacky’s Revolt (1760) revealed how rebellion and
imperial governance led to the criminalization of Africana religious
practices. Tacky’s Revolt, which was the largest slave rebellion in the
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eighteenth-century British Atlantic World, was led, in part, by obeah
practitioners who used sacred oaths to bind rebels together and protect
themselves from English bullets. In response, the colonial government
criminalized obeah and defined it as a “wicked Art” It was the first time
that an African-derived practice was specifically named in British colo-
nial law.

Understanding obeah is, itself, a lesson in the deeply problematic
archive of slavery, religion, and empire.?* There are only a handful of
written sources that exist about obeah before its criminalization in 1760,
and the sources that do survive are all written by Europeans. The earli-
est references, which were written by an English army officer named
Thomas Walduck and date to 1710 and 1712, refer to obeah as a form
of witchcraft. In 1729, an Anglican minister in Barbados defined “Oby
Negroes” as “conjurers” while other references suggest that obeah prac-
titioners were “physicians or conjurers.”*® The slippage between the con-
cepts of witchcraft and medicine is representative of a broader inability
to fit “obeah” into European categories such as “religion,” “medicine,”
and “superstition.”

On Jamaica, the Moravian missionary Zacharias George Caries, who
was a native German speaker and unfamiliar with English customs on
the island, provided a slightly different description of obeah, noting that
the term meant a “Seer, or one who is able to see things in the future*
He added that his enslaved congregants used the term to refer to him,
suggesting that obeah was a crucial category for Afro-Caribbean inter-
pretation of European religion and healing practices.?” Caries’s letter
about obeah, which was written in 1755, aligns with Dianne Stewart’s
argument that obeah should be understood as “an institution entailing
much more than expert knowledge of botanic therapeutic properties.”*®
It was also a source of political power that was used in order to bind
individuals together.

In 1760, obeah women and men were instrumental in launching
an island-wide rebellion, which became the largest uprising in the
eighteenth-century British Atlantic World. According to colonial re-
cords of the time, obeah men and women prepared rebels for battle
through sacred oaths and rituals. Like the Stono rebels, the leaders of
Tacky’s Revolt also capitalized on interimperial conflict as they planned
their rebellion. In 1760, the British were in the midst of what became
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known as the Seven Years War. Enslaved rebels recognized that the im-
perial war between England, Spain, and France meant that there were
fewer troops stationed on Jamaica. Furthermore, those who were pres-
ent were focused primarily on foreign attack, rather than an uprising of
the enslaved.”

The rebellion itself began in Saint Mary’s parish on Easter, when an
enslaved man named Tacky led a raid on Fort Haldane.*® A second, more
successful rebellion began the following month on Whitsuntide under
the leadership of a man named Wager, or Apongo.** The rebellion thus
had several phases, and, as Vincent Brown has argued, it was far more
complex than simply a fight between masters and slaves. It was also part
of an archipelago of warfare that spread across the Atlantic and drew
upon African political and religious strategies.*?

After the rebellion, White lawmakers contemplated how best to re-
spond to the uprising. Many of their strategies built on existing legal
precedents. They rewarded informants, committed to building new bar-
racks, and forbade assemblies or gatherings among the enslaved.>* They
also reiterated the need for extra vigilance on Sundays and Christian
holidays. But Jamaican lawmakers also developed new innovations.
Most significantly, the Act to Remedy the Evils Arising from Irregular
Assemblies of Slaves extended and transformed previous efforts to con-
trol life among the enslaved.

As with earlier acts, lawmakers specified a variety of instruments as
being disruptive and dangerous. Unlike previous laws, however, the 1760
act named obeah as a capital offense, punishable by execution or trans-
portation. The specific language of the act is significant. It reads,

And in order to prevent the many Mischiefs that may hereafter arise from
the wicked Art of Negroes going under the appellation of Obeah Men and
Women, pretending to have Communication with the Devil and other
evil spirits, whereby the weak and superstitious are deluded into a Belief
of their having full Power to exempt them whilst under their Protection
from any Evils . . . any Negro or other Slave who shall pretend to any Su-
pernatural Power, and be detected in making use of any Blood, Feathers,
Parrots Beaks, Dogs Teeth, Alligators Teeth, Broken Bottles, Grave Dirt,
Rum, Egg-shells or any other Materials relative to the Practice of Obeah
or Witchcraft in order to delude and impose on the Minds of others shall



28 | KATHARINE GERBNER

upon Conviction thereof before two Magistrates and three Freeholders
suffer death or Transportation any thing in this Act or any other Law to
the contrary notwithstanding.

In criminalizing obeah, lawmakers drew on English conceptions of
witchcraft while also seeking to distance the practice of obeah from
witchcraft.** Significantly, the 1760 act also shows how material objects
were central to the way that lawmakers defined and policed African reli-
gious and political practice. In fact, it is essential to stress that colonial
authorities utilized a terminology in their lawbooks that limited most
descriptions of African religious practice to a description of objects—in
this case, “Blood, Feathers, Parrots Beaks, Dogs Teeth, Alligators Teeth,
Broken Bottles, Grave Dirt, Rum, Egg-shells or any other Materials rela-
tive to the Practice of Obeah or Witchcraft”**

The criminalization of obeah is the clearest example of how African-
derived authority was targeted by colonial and imperial lawmakers in an
effort to regulate slavery. As people of African descent drew on African-
inspired practices of power and authority, White colonials sought to
suppress those practices. They did so through two distinct processes:
criminalization and delegitimization. Criminalization is easier to trace,
while delegitimization was a more opaque process that occurred as
White colonials policed the boundaries of “religion” and the “church”
By refusing to recognize Africana religious practices as “religion,” White
authorities sought to diminish their power. While this process was never
complete, it did have long-term consequences for the meaning and prac-
tice of obeah, which remains a criminal practice in some Caribbean
nations.

Denmark Vesey and the Incorporation of
Black Churches

Unlike the Stono Rebellion and Tacky’s Revolt, the Denmark Vesey
uprising never occurred. Historians have debated whether Vesey, a free
Black carpenter, actually organized a rebellion or whether he was tar-
geted by paranoid Whites.*® Either way, the Vesey conspiracy sheds light
on continuing efforts to contain and govern Black religion in the ante-
bellum United States. Placing the Vesey conspiracy in conversation with
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two colonial rebellions—Stono and Tacky’s Revolt-—shows how law-
makers and politicians in the United States expanded upon colonial and
Caribbean precedents in their efforts to govern and control the religious
lives of enslaved and free people of color.

The Vesey conspiracy occurred in 1822—well into the antebellum
period of the United States. It was nearly a century after the Stono Re-
bellion, and the political geography of South Carolina had changed dras-
tically in the interim. In 1752, Georgia became a colony—in part, to stem
the flow of runaway slaves from the Carolinas to Spanish Florida, the
likely destination of the Stono rebels. When the American Revolution
in 1776 broke formal ties with the British Empire, Florida remained part
of the Spanish Empire. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 demonstrated
that the new United States embraced an imperial identity as White set-
tlers expanded both westward and southward into Indian country, but it
was not until 1822—the same year as the Vesey conspiracy—that Florida
became a territory of the United States.

The expansionist regime of the United States in the nineteenth cen-
tury has led many historians to focus on the continental dimensions of
American empire in the first half of the nineteenth century, but more
recent scholarship has shown that the Caribbean remained crucial to
the development of the early United States. American merchants main-
tained close ties with Caribbean colonies like Jamaica and Barbados.
The Haitian Revolution, meanwhile, led to a mass exodus of Whites
and enslaved people from the French Caribbean colony, many of whom
migrated to the United States. The free Black republic haunted White
Americans, as they feared that their own human property would fol-
low in the footsteps of Black revolutionaries like Louverture and Dessa-
lines. The specter of Haiti would resurface again in the Vesey conspiracy,
which allegedly culminated with a plan to escape from South Carolina
to the independent Black republic.

Denmark Vesey’s own life demonstrates the continuing influence of
the Caribbean on the continental United States. Vesey, who may have
been born in West Africa, spent his early years in the Danish West In-
dies (now the US Virgin Islands), where he was introduced to a variety
of transatlantic religious movements.’” The Moravian church, which was
headquartered in Germany with major settlements in North Carolina and
Pennsylvania, dominated religious life on the island, and half of the Black



30 l KATHARINE GERBNER

population belonged to one of the Moravian churches on the island. Asa
result, the young Vesey was either a member of or at least well-acquainted
with the church and its practice of promoting Black leadership.*®

Vesey was sold off the island in 1781, when he was fourteen, but he
maintained ties with the Caribbean and visited Saint Domingue in the
years before the Haitian revolution.*” He became a member of the Afri-
can Church in Charleston sometime between 1817 and the early 1820s.
Before then, he probably attended several different Protestant churches
before joining the newly formed Second Presbyterian Church, where he
became a communicant in 1817.*° Vesey may also have frequented one of
the Methodists churches, which served as feeders to the African Church.
Either way, Vesey’s religious history mirrored the expansion of evangeli-

cal worship practices in the early republic, as individuals experimented
with different denominations and created new religious communities.

Vesey’s life also provides a window into the expansion and transforma-
tion of Black Protestantism. As the number of Black Christians grew, the
long history of racism within White Protestant churches became increas-
ingly apparent. For over a century, Whites in the British colonies and in
early America had demonstrated a deep distrust of Black religiosity—
regardless of whether it was Christian or non-Christian. The Stono Re-
bellion, with its concerns over Afro-Catholicism and Spanish Florida,
demonstrated one aspect of this suspicion, while Tacky’s Revolt and the
criminalization of obeah exhibited a different manifestation of a similar
anxiety.

Black Protestantism was no exception to this general rule. As early as
the mid-seventeenth century, English colonists claimed that conversion
to Protestantism would make enslaved people rebellious and desirous
of freedom. Their antagonism was directed not only at Black converts
but also towards White missionaries who preached to enslaved and free
Blacks.*! Despite White resistance, enslaved and free Blacks advocated
for their right to become baptized members of Protestant churches.
Moravians, who offered leadership positions to people of color, and
Methodists, who modeled many aspects of their missionary efforts
after the Moravians, proved especially popular among enslaved and free
Blacks in early America and the Caribbean.** Yet even as Black Chris-
tians became integral to Protestant churches, they continued to battle
White racism and hostility.
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It was in response to racism that Richard Allen, a former slave who
became an ordained Black Methodist, decided to found the separate
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church in Philadelphia in 1816.**
The following year, thousands of enslaved and free Blacks walked out of
the Methodist churches in Charleston. Like other Black Christians, they
protested prejudicial treatment and discrimination.**

The creation of an African Methodist Church in Charleston enraged
many White Charlestonians. Their efforts to persecute Black Christians
drew on previous efforts to control Black religion, including the legisla-
tion passed in the wake of the Stono Rebellion. When Black Methodists
met for worship, they ran afoul of laws prohibiting assemblies of the
enslaved. In 1818, 140 enslaved and free Blacks were arrested during a
worship service of the African Church on Sunday, June 7.*° In newspa-
per accounts of the arrest, Whites noted that the meeting of the African
Church was “unlawful,” and specified that “by sundry Acts of the Leg-
islature, it is positively forbidden that Slaves, or Free People of Colour
should assemble ‘for the purpose of mental instruction, unless a major-
ity of the assembly be composed of white people.” The law referenced
had “been in force since the year 1800,” and it drew directly on the 1740
slave code, passed after the Stono Rebellion.*®

Despite persecution, leaders of the African Church boldly submitted
a petition to the South Carolina House of Representatives to request
an exception to the law prohibiting Black assemblies. Noting that they
had recently “erected a house of worship, at Hampstead, on Charleston-
Neck, at the corner of Hanover and Reed Street,” they requested permis-
sion to keep the “doors of the said build” open from “the rising of the
sun, until the going down of the same” To counter White anxieties, they
invited “all white ministers of the Gospel of every denomination” to “of-
ficiate in the said Church, whenever disposed so to do,” and they offered
“separate seats” for any White citizens who desired to attend a service.*’
The petition was signed by twenty-six free Blacks as well as thirty-two
Whites, including several prominent White ministers in Charleston.*®

The same year, more than 140 Whites—most of them slavehold-
ing planters—submitted a competing petition to the House, stating that
“schools or assemblages of negroes slaves to be taught reading and writ-
ing” were an “evil [of] the greatest magnitude” They blamed White mis-
sionaries, who they claimed had been paid by abolitionists “for the avowed
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purpose of educating our Negroes.” Again, legal precedent played a central
role in their argument. They pointed to “an Act of the Legislature” that
forbade Blacks from “being taught to write” and argued that it needed t
be updated to include a prohibition on reading as well.*° '

The antiliteracy act was another reference to the 1740 slave code. In
addition to criminalizing Black assemblies, the 1740 act was the first
in the British colonies to forbid enslaved people from learning how to
write.>® Whites recognized that literacy could be used for subversive
purposes, such as writing transportation passes or communicating
across distances. But this was not the only cause for concern. Learning
to read the Bible was often the first “step” towards Protestant baptism,
and literacy education was closely connected to Protestant conversion.
But as Black Christians developed their own interpretations of biblical
verses, they challenged White proslavery theology. This issue of inter-
pretation had long been controversial, even among White missionaries
eager to promote conversion.*! |

Biblical interpretation became a key axis of debate during the Vesey
trials. In 1822, Vesey was accused of planning a rebellion to kill Whites,
liberate slaves, and escape to the Black republic of Haiti. While there are
no surviving records written by Vesey himself, all extant archival sources
from the trials agree that biblical interpretation played a central role in
Vesey’s planning and conception of rebellion.** During the trial, several
witnesses reported that Vesey referred frequently to the Exodus story, in
which the Israelites escaped from Egyptian slavery. Rolla Bennett, an as-
sociate of Vesey who was also hanged on July 2, 1822, claimed that Vesey
“was the first to rise up and speak, and he read to us from the Bible, how
the Children of Israel were delivered out of Egypt from bondage”** Vesey’s
references to Exodus had a long history within Black Protestant thought.
Absalom Jones, the first Black priest in the Episcopal Church, had cited
Exodus 3:7-8 in his 1808 speech celebrating the end of the slave trade,
and enslaved Black Christians had long noted the similarity between
their experience of bondage and that of the Israelites in Egypt.*>*

Yet Exodus was not Vesey’s only scriptural touchstone. A newspa-
per article written by Benjamin Elliot in September 1822 suggests that
Vesey viewed the White residents of Charleston as “antitypes for Ca-
naanites . . . whom God instructs the Israelites to slaughter so as to settle
in their land as an inheritance”*® As Jeremy Schipper has suggested, a
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close reading of the trial records suggests that Vesey believed not only
that slavery went against divine law but also that “a successful, divinely
endorsed liberation through bloodshed was inevitable.”*®

While Vesey’s interpretation provided an important intellectual
foundation for the conspiracy, several scholars have shown how non-
Christian African religious practices were also called upon to develop
pan-African solidarity for the revolt. As Walter Rucker has argued,
“Gullah Jack” Pritchard was an important leader of the rebellion who
drew upon his experiences as a doctor and “conjurer” in both Angola
and the United States.”” Like the obeah practitioners in Tacky’s Revolt,
Gullah Jack utilized African religious and political strategies to create
solidarity among enslaved and free Blacks.

In their response to the Vesey conspiracy, magistrates again relied
on the 1740 Act for the Better Ordering and Governing of Negroes to
guide their legal innovations. As Douglas Egerton and Robert Paquette
have argued, the 1740 act “remained the foundation of slave law in South
Carolina until the end of the Civil War”*® Vesey was tried and hanged
with five others on July 2, 1822. Eventually, thirty-five enslaved and free
Blacks were executed, and thirty-two were banished.

Whites also targeted the African Church in Charleston. Even though
church leaders were not accused of participation, the church was burned
to the ground. The destruction of the African Church signaled the persis-
tent challenge of Black religion to White authority, even when the Black
religion was Protestantism. The use of the anti-assembly laws to police
Afro-Protestant practice further showed how legal tactics intended to
subvert rebellion were utilized to persecute Black Christian institutions.
Even as the African Church in South Carolina was destroyed, however,
Black-led congregations spread quickly throughout early America. As
Sally Gordon has argued, the efforts of Black Protestants to incorporate
their own churches demonstrates an important and long-lasting reli-
gious and legal strategy intended to shelter Black churches from White
aggression.*”

Conclusion

In 1978, the scholar Albert Raboteau famously described Black religion
under slavery as the “invisible institution”*® Yet even as some Black
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religious practices were suppressed by White authorities to the point of
“invisibility,” they continued to exert a formative influence on emerg-
ing ideas about religion, freedom, and empire. Their influence is often
difficult to recognize in colonial and early American archives because
Whites worked tirelessly to exclude Black practices from the category
of “religion” and to denigrate them as “superstitious” or “criminal” Still,
their imprint is discernible if we use different methods to examine archi-
val materials.

When we break the construct of “religion” into parts—into no-
tions of sacred time, sacred space, communal bonds, and assembled
people—we can recognize the strategies that White colonists used to
deconstruct and delegitimize African diasporic religions—including
Black Christianity. We can also recognize the strategies that Africans
and their descendants used to respond to this epistemological warfare.
Thinking through the construction of religion as a process happening
in tandem and in response to slavery also invites us to think more gener-
ally about how the category of religion was being defined in response
to slave rebellion.

In order to understand this dialogic process, it is helpful to ponder
the following questions. First, how many people do you need to start a
religion? And second, how many people do you need to start a rebellion?
The answer to both questions varies, but according to English colonial
law, it hovers around seven. Here, we can return to the 1669 Fundamen-
tal Constitutions of Carolina, coauthored by John Locke. The Constitu-
tions granted that “any Seven or more persona agreeing in any religion”
could “constitute a church or profession” of their own.®* Yet as we know
from the 1740 slave code, passed after the Stono Rebellion, seven is also
the number of enslaved people who were forbidden from gathering to-
gether. It is telling that the same number is the tipping point in moving
from “gathering” to either a “church” or a “rebellion.”

Not every definition of a “gathered church” or a potential rebellion
used the number seven as its tipping point, but the correlation is still
revealing: it is a reminder that a gathering of people—an assembly—
can easily slip between the perception of religion and the perception of
rebellion based on who is gathered. If religion is defined by the gathering
of seven people who are “of the same religion,” as the Carolina Constitu-
tion defines it, then Black religion is literally a crime.
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This underlying correlation helps to explain why the word “religion”
was rarely used in conjunction with African practices during the colonial
period and early republic. Rather than using the language of religion,
lawmakers focused on material objects and actions such as drumming
and dancing that they then criminalized. This tactic was intentional—an
attempt to delegitimize African diasporic religious and intellectual his-
tory by materializing and deconstructing it. Moreover, the suspicion
of Black congregations on holy days shows how the politics of sacred
time were part of a larger strategy of excluding Black practices from the
sphere of the legitimately “religious” Resurrecting this history of Black
religion from the colonial archives that undermined them is essential for
any accurate accounting of either religion or empire.
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