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Introduction

Hope’s promise could be found in a remote corner of a remote com-
munity of an emerging evangelical world along the southern frontier. Hope,
the settlement, was tucked among the hills of Piedmont North Carolina. Its
founders—tobacco farmers and fishermen from Maryland—selected the site in
1772, partly for its promise as a farming community. Along the fertile banks of
Muddy Creek, they would build their houses and establish their working farms
of 175 acres and up. Hope, the congregation, represented something far more
important to its founders than good soil and a bountiful supply of water. Here,
in this backcountry haven, Hope’s members would worship the Savior and raise
their children in God’s ways. As a sign of their commitment, the settlers built
a small meetinghouse at the center of their community and a bridge over the
river so that all interested hearers could reach this house of God.

Hope’s promise represented something else, however, something deeper.
These English speakers—former members of the Anglican Church who hailed
from Carrollton Manor in Frederick County, Maryland, and who numbered
about seventy-five souls in 1772-—had chosen to live in an enclave of German-
speaking evangelicals belonging to a German-based sect known formally as
the Renewed Unitas Fratrum (Unity of Brethren) and informally as the Mo-
ravian Church. Small and obscure as it was, Hope was thus something quite
interesting: an Anglo-American congregation of evangelicals residing in a pre-
dominately German-speaking enclave located along a predominately English-
speaking frontier. These Anglo-Americans were the ultimate minority—a mi-
nority within a minority.

The Marylanders’ seemingly unusual decision to live among German-speaking
Moravians hints at the complexity of what was happening along the southern
frontier in the eighteenth century. From Maryland to Georgia, the popula-
tion of the southern backcountry was exploding in midcentury as thousands
of settlers migrated from Pennsylvania and other northern colonies. North
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Carolina alone watched its white population swell from 40,000 in 1740 to
175,000 in 1770. These newcomers to the southern backcountry were, in the
words of Charles Woodmason, an Anglican missionary, from “all Sects and
Denominations—A mixd Medley from all countries and the Off Scouring of
America.” And they were, indeed, a diverse group: English, Scots and Scots-
Irish, Welsh, Dutch, and German, among others. Their religious backgrounds
were equally diverse: Separate Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist, Quaker, Mo-
ravian, Dunker, and Lutheran.'

Other missionaries saw the migration in a more positive light than did
Chatles Woodmason. For them, the huge influx of people constituted an op-
portunity to spread their evangelical belief that one can achieve eternal life by
undergoing a “new birth.” The missionaries’ optimism was well placed. As at
Hope, the massive migration to the southern frontier was bringing people
anxious to find not only land but God.” The overall migration was so large that
it outran the ability of established churches and sects to supply ministers. Evan-
gelical missionaries, ranging from the Moravians to the Baptists, traveled on
horseback throughout the backcountry to fill the void, and they routinely drew
crowds of people from diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds. Their work
among both the churched and unchurched laid the groundwork for the growth
and eventual dominance of evangelism throughout the South in the antebellum
period.”

The intense rivalries among evangelical sects and their feuding leaders are
well known and documented. Theologians argued passionately, and sometimes
violently, over everything from baptism to conversion. Their followers, mean-
while, aggressively sought to win converts to Christ and to reform a world they
saw as corrupt and godless. Their efforts often unleashed a flood of hostility
from those at the receiving end of their proselytizing—the unsaved and the
gentry.* Beneath all this divisiveness, though, evangelism was producing a dif-
ferent kind of tremor on the southern social landscape. By creating an evan-
gelical culture centered on the new birth, this religious movement was influenc-
ing the very way that people from different ethnicities interacted. In open fields
and at informal gatherings among the curious and the devout, communities of
believers were forming. These communities were based not on ethnicity or na-
tionality or sectarian loyalties, but on a commitment to Jesus Christ and the
new birth. Within these communities of believers, peoples in a polyglot South
met and mingled, creating social bonds that often transcended ethnicity and
sectarian differences: English with German, Baptist with Presbyterian, “com-
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moner” with gentry, and (within limits that grew stricter over time) white with
black.’

Hopes Promise tells the story of one such community in the evangelical
world: the Moravian colony in North Carolina called Wachovia, of which Hope
was a member. This book, covering the years 1750 to 1860, peers into the in-
ner workings of these communities of believers in an effort to answer far larger
questions about religion, identity, ethnicity, and cultural development. By ex-
amining one outpost in an evangelical world that stretched in the 1750s from
the northern colonies to Georgia, this study seeks to understand the ability of
the new birth to mold a common identity among diverse groups of people.
More specifically, it seeks to understand how an evangelical culture influenced
the acculturation of ethnic groups in the southern backcountry. The settlement
of Hope—the most obscure of the obscure—serves as the central metaphor in
a complex story of religion and acculturation. Hope’s promise, as should be
abundantly evident in the following pages, represents the flowering of the evan-
gelical dream of creating a community of believers based on Jesus Christ and
not ethnicity or nationality.

The Moravians came to North Carolina in 1753. They founded der Wachau,
or Wachovia, on a 98,89s-acre tract that the brethren had purchased from Lord
Granville, the last of the colony’s original proprietors. The church leadership,
based in Herrnhut, Saxony, envisioned Wachovia as a religious enclave where
its followers could worship free of the persecution religious sects still faced in
Europe. It also intended that this Moravian colony be a viable commercial en-
terprise. In the fertile soils of the southern backcountry, Wachovia was to be an
economically diverse community mixing crafts and farming that would gener-
ate income to help support a Moravian missionary movement with global am-
bitions.®

The Unitas Fratrum had a long history behind it by the time it launched its
colony in North Carolina. Followers of reformer John Hus founded the Mo-
ravian movement in Lititz, Moravia, in the mid-fifteenth century and preached
a radical social doctrine. Disillusioned with a Catholic Church they saw as cor-
rupt, they wanted to emulate the early primitive Christians by renouncing all
worldly wealth and living a life of simple piety, based on a belief in Jesus Christ.
Granted asylum in Moravia by a sympathetic archbishop, the brethren estab-
lished a settlement in Lititz and proceeded to gain an impressive following
by the early sixteenth century in Moravia and neighboring Bohemia. Member-
ship totaled more than two hundred thousand on the eve of the Counter-
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Reformation.” The Unity became so large that it became a threat to the Ro-
man Catholic Church; in the early seventeenth century, Hapsburg emperor
Ferdinand III spearheaded a Catholic attack on Protestantism that saw the
brethren, now known as the Unitas Fratrum (or Unity of Brethren), forced
underground during the Counter-Reformation. The Moravian congregations in
Bohemia and Moravia disappeared as their members scattered to avoid perse-
cution. Jan Amos Comentus, the last independent bishop of the ancient Unity,
kept the episcopal succession—and the seed of faith—alive. Comenius found
asylum in England. There, he recorded the Unity’s beliefs in a document he
titled Ratio Disciplinas, a document that Count Nicholas von Zinzendorf and
his Moravian followers discovered in the eighteenth century.®

In 1722, carpenter Christian David led a small group of refugees from
Moravia to Zinzendorf’s estate ar Berthelsdorf, seeking asylum.” The refugees’
choice was an understandable one. Zinzendorf, who was born in 1700 and
died in 1760, was 2 committed Pietist who would presumably be sympathetic
to their plight. The count’s maternal grandmother, Henriette Catherine von
Gerstorff, raised Nicholas after his father died in 1700. From the outset, she
exposed her young charge to the latest teachings from Halle, the center of
German Pietism in the eighteenth century. Philipp Jakob Spener, the main
pietist leader in Halle, became Nicholas’s godfather, and other Pietists rou-
tinely stopped at the Gerstorff castle for lodging and companionship. In 1710,
Nicholas’s mother and grandmother sent him to Halle for his education. When
Christian David’s tiny band arrived in 1722 at the count’s estate, Zinzendorf
ook them under his wing. Other emigrés followed until the settlement’s popu-
lation had reached two hundred by 1727. Zinzendorf eventually took charge of
the settlement and compiled a set of regulations on civil life called “Manorial
Injunctions and Prohibitions.” He drew up a second document called the
“Brotherly Union and Compact” that dealt with religious practices. The com-
munity, named Herrnhut, selected twelve elders with spiritual oversight of re-
ligious life. On August 13, 1727, the settlement held a communion service.
Moravian Church historians mark this date as the rebirth of the Unity.

Zinzendorf guided the Unity during his lifetime and espoused “heart re-
ligion,” where religion was to be a matter of feeling, not reasoning. He ex-
pressed an intense, almost mystical, devotion to Jesus Christ that went beyond
what more mainstream Pietists and evangelicals preached.!® For Zinzendorf,
Jesus was the center of everything. “The Savior is our God,” he liked to say.
“Through him we know the Father and the Holy Spirit.”"' A critical compo-
nent of his plan for Moravianism was his ecumenical vision. He wanted to
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Count Nicholas von Zinzendorf, the leader of the Moravian Church in

the eighteenth century, established the Diaspora in an effort to revitalize
Christendom by spurring an awakening among individual hearers. Collec-
tion of the Wachovia Historical Society, Winston-Salem, North Carolina;
courtesy of Old Salem Inc., Winston-Salem, North Carolina.

carry the message of Christ’s salvation to all parts of the globe—“heathen” and
Christian alike—and, in 1727, the Moravians began sending missionaries to
continental Europe, Greenland, Africa, the Caribbean, South America, and
North America for work among blacks, Indians, and whites. Besides trying to
Christianize the “heathen,” Zinzendorf established his “Diaspora™ the Mo-
ravian missionaries’ effort to win over Christians of other faiths to heart reli-
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gion. The goal was a very pietistic one. Moravian missionaries sought to awaken
spiritually dead worshippers of other faiths. Zinzendorf hoped to minimize
doctrinal differences between Protestant denominations and create a Chris-
tian church family that, while having different worshipping styles, would be
united in the figure of Jesus Christ. The count’s highest hopes for this ecumeni-
cal vision were in America and specifically Pennsylvania. On the Monocasy
Creek north of Philadelphia, the Unity purchased five hundred acres for a
Pilgergemeine—a congregation town that would focus on missionary work. In
1741, Zinzendorf arrived to oversee the development of Bethlehem."” Within
twelve years, the Unity cast its eye southward as well because of the need to
find a refuge for members of two European congregations and to generate in-
come for a debt-laden Unity."?

The large tract the brethren bought in central North Carolina was chosen
carefully to meet their spiritual and worldly goals. The site was relatively empty
but not isolated. Thus, the Moravian colony would have some distance from
neighbors while not being too far from markets. The land itself was beautiful—
well wooded and watered among rolling hills. Located at the three forks of
Muddy Creek, the tract “has countless springs, and numerous fine creeks. . ...
There is much beautiful meadow land,” Bishop Augustus Gottleib Spangen-
berg recorded in his diary."

Church authorities in Bethlehem handpicked ten men to establish a base on
the North Carolina frontier.”> This vanguard lefc Bethlehem on October 8, 1753,
and founded a small village called Bethabara, the house of passage. The Unity
established two other villages (Bethania in 1759 and Salem, Wachovia’s capital,
in 1766) known as Ortsgemeinen, or congregation towns, where church leaders
restricted residency to full-time church members and expected inhabitants to
devote their lives to Jesus and the church. In practice, this meant that the
church owned the land and tightly controlled the economy and residents’ social
lives. Here, in these congregation towns, the Unity would realize its dream of
creating communities of the truly devout that would set an example for others
to emulate. Christian love would be the bond that united inhabitants.’

But there was another side to this religious mission. The mandate to revital-
ize Christianity by introducing inhabitants to the new birth resulted in the
formation of Moravian societies, where interested hearers could participate in
Moravian congregational life without having to become full members of the
Unity. A second settlement type grew up around these societies: Landgemeinen,
or farm congregations, that consisted of full and partial members. Under the
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Diaspora, Moravian missionaries in the northern colonies offered Christians of
all faiths a chance to worship with the Moravians and learn of Christ’s liberat-
ing power while remaining members of their home churches. In the 1760s and
carly 1770s, largely in response to this missionary outreach, neatly three hun-
dred society members from northern colonies founded three Landgemeinen
settlements (Friedberg, Friedland, and Hope) in southern Wachovia. In the
Landgemeinen, diverse groups of German- and English-speaking settlers from a
variety of religious backgrounds did not live in compact towns but on dispersed
family farms with less oversight from church authorities. By 1800, Wachovia's
population totaled some twelve hundred pilgrims, 88 percent of whom were
German speakers from Lutheran, Reformed, and Moravian traditions. The re-
maining 12 percent were Anglo-Americans, Scots-Irish, Irish, and others from
western Europe, the Caribbean, the northern states, and elsewhere.'” Living
side by side in six distincr settlements under different rules, yet sharing a com-
mon belief in the power of the new birth, Wachovias inhabitants created one
of the most sophisticated and enduring religious communities in early America.'t

It is within Whachovias borders, amid a complex ethnic and religious land-
scape, that we can so clearly see how an evangelical culture influenced social
development and the interaction of diverse groups of evangelicals. As the
Moravian experience demonstrates, assimilation among evangelicals was multi-
layered and worked in three stages.'” In the first stage, evangelism—because
of its ability to create a community of believers centered on the new birth—
helped create the conditions that made intermixing between various ethnic
groups possible. These individuals met and mingled in and outside of the
meetinghouse and came to share a close bond from having undergone a rigor-
ous conversion. This common experience enabled the reborn to overcome eth-
nic and social differences, leading to close friendships and often intermarriage.
Thus, the conversion experience and religious life fostered an intermixing that
produced swift and decisive cultural change beginning in the first generation.
This, however, was not traditional “assimilation,” where a minority group ab-
sorbed the ways of the dominant cultural group. Instead, different cultural
groups coalesced around a shared evangelical religion to produce a new “eth-
nicity” that was an amalgam of their respective cultures. Ethnicity, in this
case, did not mean a sense of peoplehood defined by language, customs, place,
and a shared ancestry. It was, instead, a sense of peoplehood defined by reli-
gion. Such a phenomenon was not unique to evangelism; certain other reli-
gions such as Mormonism could produce the same results. In the 1940s, soci-
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ologist Ruby Jo Reeves Kennedy coined a phrase for the impact of religion
on acculturation—a “triple melting pot.” That is, nationality groups merged
through intermarriage and acculturation into their larger respective religious
backgrounds.?

While this new ethnicity was being created, evangelical religion was helping
to drive a second stage of acculturation. Evangelicals, unlike many Anabaptist
and utopian sects, were never recluses from the world. They actively sought to
convert the unconverted and to reform a corrupt world they saw around them.
This mandate meant that evangelicals were engaging the outside world on sev-
eral fronts, from the frontier store to the meetinghouse. Such an engagement
led to extensive intermixing with outsiders in the economic, religious, and po-
litical spheres, an engagement that changed the evangelical in profound ways.
It meant, in the case of the Moravians, that the brethren were drawing closer
to their southern and American neighbors, and this growing closeness was oc-
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curring at the same time the brethren were creating creole families and forming
multiethnic congregations. The first two stages overlapped, and they combined
to produce a third stage of assimilation, which in the case of Wachovia began
about 1830. The separate cultural and religious ingredients from the first two
stages mixed together to produce something quite unique: an Anglo-German
culture that was drawing ever closer to American and southern society. In this
third stage, acculturation accelerated under the impact of intermixing, and the
brethren became even more “American” and “southern.” The use of the Ger-
man language declined, and the nature of religious commitment shifted. Yet
the impact of the first stage remained critical, and the commitment to heart
religion remained strong. The brethrens’ world of the 1830s and beyond was
very much an Anglo-German one whose foundation remained evangelical re-
ligion. In this religious “melting pot,” Wachovia became an amalgam of cul-
tures whose key ingredient was evangelism.

Part One of Hopes Promise—three chapters in all—shows in detail how this
new ethnicity arose during the first stage of acculturation. The story begins
not in Europe but in the northern colonies, where Moravian missionaries at-
tracted a large and diverse following among German and English speakers.
Chapter 1 explores the origins of Wachovia’s founders. It focuses on those breth-
ten from Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Maine who founded the North Carolina
Landgemeinen. These settlers were the most ethnically and religiously complex
in Wachovia, and they played a huge-—if not decisive—role in driving change
within southern Moravianism. The opening chapter shows how Diaspora mem-
bers began to form a Moravian identity before coming to Wachovia, and it
explains why these pilgrims migrated to North Carolina. Chapter 2 concen-
trates on the heart of the evangelical experience—the new birth. It demon-
strates how evangelicals regardless of ethnicity came to share a bond as reborn
Christians. The chapter also shows how religious life, and strife, contributed to
the acculturation process. Chapter 3 looks at the Anglo-German world that
emerged from all this internal intermixing. By peering into the workings of
Moravian families, the chapter reveals that Anglo-Americans and German
speakers successfully merged their two respective cultures into a new ethnicity
based on heart religion.

Chapters 4 and 5 deal with the second stage of the assimilation process—the
Moravians’ encounters with the outside world. Chapter 4 looks at the Revolu-
tionary era and its impact on Wachovia. The American war for independence
forced North Carolina’s Moravians to take sides and to get involved with the
political issues of the day. The tremendous stresses of war helped forge a sense
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of nationalism among Moravians of all ethnicities, and the war accelerated
the process by which the brethren saw themselves as “American.” Chapter 5
examines a closely related development—how North Carolinas brethren began
to see themselves as “southern.” The Moravians participated fully in the re-
gional and national economies, and through this participation, they began ab-
sorbing the ways of their neighbors. Acculturation in the economic realm was
nowhere more evident than in the brethrens’ attitudes toward slavery and reli-
gion. The Moravians became willing, and in some ways eager, participants in
slavery. By holding slaves, they identified even closer with their fellow south-
erners.

The concluding chapter looks at the third stage of assimilation through
the eyes of a twenty-eight-year-old German-speaking Dane who arrived in
Wachovia in 1834 to become pastor to the congtegation at Bethania. The Rev-
erend George Frederic Bahnson was very much an outsider who was somewhat
taken aback by what he found in his new home: a community that was very
southern, American, and evangelical. The first two stages had produced a thot-
ough assimilation into American and southern life. The use of German was on
the wane, and North Carolina’s Moravians were becoming both more main-
stream and more like other southern evangelicals. Yet in 1860, the brethren still
followed heart religion, and elements of their German culture endured.

The story is important in several particulars. Hopes Promise is one of the first
studies on evangelism to explore in such detail the effect of an evangelical cul-
ture on ethnicity and social development. Historians have recognized that evan-
gelism attracted a diverse following, but few have examined how the new birth
itself influenced the acculturation of ethnic groups on the community level.
Instead, the political implications of evangelism continue to fascinate histori-
ans. This fascination takes two forms: one school of historians seeks to under-
stand how evangelical religion contributed to the rise of individualism and de-
mocracy in the early Republic, and a second school debates how evangelicals
tried to reform—or not reform-—American society. For historian Rhys Isaac,
the radicalism of evangelicals produced a cultural clash in Virginia as the
Baptists confronted the gentry with a spirited challenge to their worldly lifestyle
centered on tobacco, horse racing, gambling, and drinking.21 For Nathan O.
Hatch, evangelism helped democratize American society by giving power to
ordinary people.”” Countless other historians have likened the explosive growth
of the Baptists and Methodists in the early nineteenth century to an invasion,
with circuit-riding evangelicals putting older, supposedly more mainstream



