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In the early 1750s, a slave named Richard fell ill at the plantation of his master 
Thomas Reader in St. Mary's County, Maryland. As Richard's condition 
worsened, the worried owner asked if he should send for an Anglican clergy- 

man. Reader, who was a vestryman of All Faith Parish, had instructed his slaves in 
the Anglican faith and had taken for granted that his slaves were Anglican. Con- 
sequently, he was stunned when Richard refused the offer of Anglican assistance 

and instead requested that his master send for a Catholic priest. In spite of Reader's 

opposition, word of Richard's request reached the local Jesuit priest, possibly 
through the Catholic overseer who worked on Reader's plantation. The priest 

could have been excused for ignoring this request from the slave of a well-placed 
Anglican. Since 1751 an anti-Catholic and anti-proprietary faction in the Lower 

House of Assembly had been seizing every opportunity to stir up trouble for 
Catholics. This faction hoped to dispossess wealthy Catholic landowners while 
also weakening the proprietary government that traditionally protected them. 

Rising tensions on the colonial frontier between the British and French govern- 
ments added to the woes of Maryland Catholics, whose loyalties consistently came 
under scrutiny in times of conflict with Catholic France. Despite these unfavor- 
able circumstances, the priest wrote to Reader and asked his permission to visit 

Richard, who "desires my Assistance to prepare him for his last End." Reader's 
reply is not recorded, but it seems unlikely that he allowed the Jesuit to minister to 

the dying bondsman. Instead, Reader bitterly complained to the assembly that 
his "Negroes are perverted and turn'd Roman Catholics, unknown to him."1 

The story of the slave Richard suggests that the Catholic Church and the 

Church of England at least in theory competed for slaves' souls in colonial British 
America. One aspect of the competition included what economists might term 
supply. How seriously did Catholics and Anglicans take their responsibility to 

Christianize the slaves? In other words, did Catholics and Anglicans supply slaves 
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with an equal opportunity to become Christians? This question has some rel- 
evance for the long-standing historiographical debate over the conditions of slave 
life in different areas. The first part of this essay addresses this debate by compar- 
ing the attitudes of Anglican and Catholic clergy and laymen regarding their 
responsibilities to instruct the slaves in the tenets of their respective faiths and 
provide access to the sacraments and rites of their particular churches. The other 

aspect of the competition between the Catholic Church and the Church of Eng- 
land for slaves' souls involved what economists might term demand. Why might 

slaves have found one Church more appealing than the other? The second part of 
this essay will explore that question. 

Some fifty years ago, historians began searching for the origins of the racism 
that was becoming a major political and social issue in the United States. Latin 

America, by contrast, seemed to them a land relatively free from prejudice. Begin- 
ning with Frank Tannenbaum, historians argued that this difference could be 

traced back to the colonial period. Latin American slavery, they argued, was less 
severe than British slavery, pointing to several factors that ameliorated the harsh- 
ness of enslavement. First, Roman law, which was used in a modified form in Latin 

America, recognized slaves as human beings with legal rights to marry, own prop- 

erty, and receive manumission. The Spanish and Portuguese governments pro- 
tected these rights and insisted that slave owners not physically abuse their slaves. 

By contrast, English common law regarded slaves as chattel property with no 
legal rights, and the English government left the treatment of slaves entirely up to 

the owner. Additionally, Iberians had a much longer history of mixing with other 
races than did the English, who were much less tolerant of miscegenation. Finally, 

the Catholic Church played a significant role in improving the situation of Latin 
American slaves by regarding slaves as the spiritual equals of whites, insisting that 

slave marriages be treated as sacrosanct and encouraging their manumission. The 
Church of England, by comparison, did little to improve slaves' lives.2 

The work of Tannenbaum and his followers sparked a heated debate over the 

status of slaves in the Americas and stimulated a tremendous amount of research.3 

In recent decades, however, historians have delved into other topics relating to 
slavery. They have applied the techniques of quantitative analysis to try to deter- 

mine the actual conditions of slaves' lives and have used social science methods, 
particularly those of cultural anthropology, to uncover the factors and processes 

which have shaped African American culture. In the process, they have restored 
slaves to their rightful place as active participants in shaping their own lives and 

culture. 
The work of these historians calls into question the legitimacy of comparing 

slavery in Latin America and British America. Basic factors such as working con- 
ditions, profitability, and climate determined the quality of slaves' daily lives. The 
percentage of African-born slaves in the population, the ethnic backgrounds of 
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the slaves, and the size of plantations all affected the development of African 

American culture. Consequently, law, church, and government played lesser roles 
in slaves' lives than historians had previously argued. Many slaves in the Carib- 
bean, whether in English or Spanish colonies, raised sugar, a physically demand- 
ing crop best cultivated on large plantations in brutally hot climates. The horren- 

dous demographic experience afforded slaves little opportunity to establish fami- 

lies. Given the profitability of their economic activities, however, sugar planters 
could easily afford to buy replacements for their dead workers, leading to a con- 

stant influx of new slaves from Africa and consequently to relatively strong sur- 
vivals of African cultural forms. By contrast, slaves in the English mainland colo- 

nies, especially north of the Carolinas, benefited from a milder climate and less 
demanding crop routines and lived on smaller plantations. Mainland crops, with 

the exception of rice, were not sufficiently profitable for the planters to easily 
afford replacement slaves. Instead, they had to ensure that their slaves received 
sufficient nutrition, shelter, and clothing to remain healthy and reproduce. Con- 
sequently, mainland slaves lived longer, raised families, and eventually established 

extensive kin networks. They had closer contact with whites, and their culture 

tended to mix West African and European practices.4 

In the debate over the nature of slavery in the Americas, the two sides take 
different positions regarding the role of religion in the treatment and experiences 

of slaves. One side argues that it was one of several important factors, while the 
other side argues that it was less important than environmental and economic 

factors. Colonial Maryland provides a unique opportunity to compare the roles 
of the Catholic and Anglican Churches in an environment where other factors 

affecting the treatment of slaves—crop, climate, law, and government—were 
equal. 

The great importation of slaves into the Chesapeake colonies did not begin 
until the 1680s and 1690s. Therefore, any study of slave religion in colonial Mary- 

land must of necessity focus on the eighteenth century.5 The Church of England 

and the Catholic Church operated under quite different situations during these 
years. Until 1692 the Maryland assembly had not singled out any church for status 

as the established church. Several Anglican ministers had served in Maryland 
prior to 1692, supporting themselves by planting tobacco and receiving voluntary 

contributions from their congregations. Most of the clerics did not stay long, and 

the weakness of the Church of England frustrated many Protestants. In addition, 
some of the Protestant elites resented the favoritism Charles Calvert, the third 
Lord Baltimore, showed Catholics. In 1689 these disgruntled colonists, calling 
themselves the Protestant Associators, seized the opportunity the Glorious Revo- 
lution in England afforded and overthrew Lord Baltimore's government in Mary- 
land. In 1692, a royal governor arrived from England, and the assembly passed an 
act establishing the Church of England as the state church of Maryland. The jus- 
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The Slye family chapel at Bushwood, St. Mary's County, c. 1900. (Maryland Historical Society.) 

tices of the peace and the freeholders laid out thirty parishes, the sheriffs began 
collecting a tax of forty pounds of tobacco per taxable person for the support of 
the Church, and the vestries began recruiting ministers. The final establishment 
act, passed in 1702, did not require attendance at Anglican services but did 
require that all white births, marriages, and deaths be duly recorded in the parish 
register.6 

By 1692, as the Church of England formally organized in Maryland, the Catho- 
lic Church had already existed for nearly sixty years, although it never benefited 
from status as the established church of Maryland. Instead, the priests, mostly 
Jesuits, owned and operated plantations, using the profits to support the mission. 
With the establishment of the Anglican Church, however, the situation of the 
Catholic Church deteriorated. The biggest setback came in 1704, when the assem- 
bly forbade any celebration of Mass. (The assembly modified that provision some 
months later to allow Catholics to celebrate Mass in private homes but not in 
public chapels 7). Despite worship restrictions, the Catholic population grew at a 
slightly faster rate than the overall population. The percentage of Catholics in 
Maryland's population increased from 7.0 percent in 1710 to between 9.0 and 9.9 
percent in 1763.8 

The Anglican Church stood, in some ways, in a much more favorable position 
than the Catholic Church, but that better position did not necessarily translate 
into a greater concern for the spiritual condition of the burgeoning slave popula- 
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Prefect Apostolic John Carroll believed 
Maryland's Catholic slave owners neglected 
the spiritual care of their slaves. (Maryland 
Historical Society.) 

tion. On the whole, the Catholic Church appears to have achieved slightly greater 
success in ministering to slaves' souls, judging from the attitudes towards slave 
religion exhibited by the institutional churches, especially the clergy, and Angli- 
can and Catholic slaveholders. 

Based on John Carroll's report, historians have sometimes argued that eigh- 
teenth-century Maryland Catholics ignored the spiritual condition of their slaves.9 

Carroll, the Maryland-born superior of the Catholic priests working in the United 
States, complained in 1785 that Catholic slaveholders in his native state paid little 
attention to the religious education of their slaves.10 However, the historical value 
of using Carroll's statement to condemn colonial slave owners is questionable. 
First, Carroll left Maryland at age thirteen in 1748 and did not return until the eve 
of the American Revolution, following the papal suppression of the Society of 
Jesus in 1773. His experiences with Catholic masters and slaves came during and 
after the Revolutionary War—years in which the Catholic population fell. In 
these same years master-slave relationships suffered from severe disruptions be- 
cause of British attempts to foment a slave uprising. Additionally, many planters 
switched from raising tobacco to grain." Given the suppression of the Jesuits and 
the deteriorating state of the Catholic community, it stands to reason that Carroll 
found Catholic masters neglectful of their slaves' spiritual lives in 1785. His com- 
ments, however, did not necessarily reflect the attitudes of Maryland's colonial 
Catholics. 

Evidence from the colonial period further discredits John Carroll's statement. 
Only one priest in colonial Maryland is known to have commented on masters' 
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attitudes, and he expressed views contrary to Carroll's. Joseph Mosley, an English- 

born Jesuit, served on both the Eastern and Western Shores in the late colonial 
period. He did not think highly of slaves and described them as "a stubborn, dull set 
of Mortalls that do Nothing but by driveing." Nevertheless, he wrote to his sister in 
1774 that "the Negroes that do belong to ye Gentlemen of our Persuasion; & our 
own, are all [Christijans and instructed in every [Christi]an duty with care."12 

The careful attention paid to slaves' religious lives was not a recent development 
at the time Mosley wrote. Nearly sixty years earlier, in 1714, the Jesuit superior 

William Hunter petitioned the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, the mis- 
sionary arm of the Catholic Church, for the right to allow Catholics to marry 

people who had not been baptized. According to Hunter, although Catholic slave 
owners usually had their own slaves baptized, they often could not find baptized 

spouses for their bondsmen, particularly with the influx of slaves directly from 
Africa in the early eighteenth century. Hunter recommended that Catholic slaves be 

allowed to marry unbaptized bondsmen. They could then continue to enjoy the 
sacrament of marriage in the Catholic Church, rather than being forced to marry 
without the Church's sanction or to forgo marriage entirely. Hunter's petition indi- 

cates that even at this early date, slaves belonging to Catholic owners received bap- 

tism, and it demonstrates that the Catholic Church in Maryland regarded slave 
marriages as important, even though provincial law failed to recognize those same 

unions.13 

Rites of passage such as baptism and marriage are considered sacraments in 

the Catholic faith, and the priests regularly provided access to them regardless of 
race or social standing. The only two surviving parish registers, which date from 

the 1760s and 1770s, include many slave baptisms. Joseph Mosley's Eastern Shore 
register, in fact, records 235 slave baptisms compared to 179 white baptisms.14 

Baptism alone, however, is not enough to show that slaves were committed Catho- 
lics. In the antebellum Church, the rate of baptism among the slaves of Catholic 
masters was high, but the baptized slaves tended to be Catholics in name only, 

failing to attend Mass or marry in the Church.15 By contrast. Catholic slaves in 

colonial Maryland frequently married in the Church. On the Eastern Shore, slaves 
accounted for virtually the same percentage of Catholic marriages (58.9 percent) 

as they did baptisms (56.8 percent), suggesting that most Catholic slaves did marry 
in the Church. Joseph Mosley carefully noted the names of the bride and groom 

and frequently the names of the two or three official witnesses to marriages re- 
quired by church law. In at least two cases, Mosley obtained dispensations for 
slaves to marry who were more closely related than church law allowed.16 

Catholic slaves apparently also had access to the final sacrament in a Catholic's 
life, the last rites (or extreme unction) as seen in the example of the Jesuit priest 
who tried to attend to Thomas Reader's dying slave Richard. Little evidence re- 
garding last rites survives, but more is known about Catholic funerals. Catholic 
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slaves were often buried with the appropriate ceremonies, at least among Joseph 
Mosley's congregations. Nonetheless, although slaves accounted for nearly three- 
fifths of the baptisms and marriages at which Mosley officiated, they accounted 
for fewer than two-fifths (37.8 percent) of the funerals. Mosley presided at only 
forty-two funerals for slaves on the Eastern Shore, compared to sixty-seven ser- 
vices for whites. Of the twenty-four funeral sermons Mosley noted in his diary 
during the colonial period, only one was for a slave, a child belonging to James 
Tuite, a wealthy planter.17 Whether it was Mosley's decision not to preside at slave 
funerals, or the preference of the slaves themselves, is not clear.18 

The Jesuits owned few slaves until layman James Carroll's 1729 bequest. Of 
these thirty-one bondsmen, slaves such as Tomboy and Jerry already had "a sence 
of Christian dutyes," and Carroll asked the Jesuits to instruct all the slaves "in the 
Christian doctrine."19 By 1765, the Jesuits owned 192 slaves, and they normally 
made sure that their slaves were, as Carroll had requested, well-instructed in the 
faith.20 The Jesuits also realized that Catholic owners had to treat the slaves well if 
their religious message was to have any impact. As George Hunter, the Jesuit 
superior, observed in 1749, "Charity to Negroes is due from all[,] particularly 
their Masters. As they are members of Jesus Christ redeemed by his precious blood, 
they are to be dealt with in a charitable, Christian, paternal manner." Such treat- 
ment, concluded Hunter, would "at the same time [be] a great means to them to 
do their duty to god, & therefore to gain their souls."21 

Compton Chapel, Prince George's County, c. 1900-1910. (Maryland Historical Society.) 
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Compton Chapel interior, c. 1900-1910. (Maryland Historical Society.) 

The Jesuits expected Catholic slaveholders to instruct their slaves, lead them 
in prayers, and supervise their moral development. On Sundays and holy days. 
Catholics were to attend Mass if possible. By the 1760s, most Western Shore Catho- 
lics could attend Mass at least twice a month. Eastern Shore Catholics, due to the 
dispersed nature of the mission, could attend Mass only once every four to eight 
weeks. The priests would hear confessions before the Mass.22 On Sundays or holy 
days, when Catholics were unable to attend church services, the Jesuits recom- 
mended that "all Masters & Mistresses . . . have publick prayers, catechism, or 
some spiritual readings in their families, and procure that all their servants & 
slaves be present."23 

In their sermons, the Jesuits frequently reminded their parishioners that God 
would hold them accountable for the slaves' spiritual lives. Joseph Mosley (al- 
though he praised Catholic slaveholders' treatment of their slaves in letters to his 
sister) twice lashed out in sermons delivered to the Newtown congregation in St. 
Mary's County. They had failed to instruct their "ignorant children & servants" in 
the Catholic faith. Another Jesuit, John Lewis, in 1761 preached a sermon in An- 
napolis, probably at the home of Charles Carroll, the richest Catholic and one of 
the largest slave owners in Maryland at the time. Lewis warned masters and mis- 
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Mary Digges Lee, c. 1/58. Her father insisted 
that the slaves she took to her marriage he 
allowed to attend Mass. (Maryland Historical 
Society.) 

tresses of families about treating servants and slaves "with contempt & loading 
[th]em with injurious language." He insisted that masters meet their obligations 
"to watch over [the slaves'] Souls, to see that they frequent ye Sacraments, that 
they are punctual at their Prayers, that they neither learn nor retain any vitious 
habit." Masters were, concluded Lewis, to ensure that the slaves were "instructed & 
comply with all ye duties of a Christian."24 

Lewis may have chosen to deliver this sermon at Annapolis because the An- 
napolis Carrolls, of all the major Catholic slaveholders in Maryland, seemed the 
least concerned about their slaves' spiritual condition, judging from an incident 
in 1769. Henny, a twenty-year-old slave, was engaged in an adulterous affair with 
an overseer. The Carroll family's chaplain insisted that they break up the affair by 
removing the slave to another quarter. Charles Carroll of Carrollton reluctantly 
acquiesced, not considering the slave's morals any of his business. The incident 
prompted Carroll to criticize not the adulterous lovers but the interfering priest. 
Priests were, complained Carroll, "troublesome animals in a family."25 

Other Catholic slaveholders took a far greater interest in their slaves' spiri- 
tual welfare. Ignatius Digges of Prince George's County, a kinsman of the Carrolls, 
accepted responsibility for ensuring his slaves would have access to Catholic ser- 
vices. When he was apprenticing a mulatto slave named Jack to a carpenter in 1771, 
Digges wrote into the contract that the slave be permitted "to go on Sundays and 
Hollydays to Church, when the said Ignatius Digges shall Direct." Jack's status as 
a mulatto raises the possibility that Digges may have taken a special interest in 
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Apprenticeship agreement drafted in 1771 between Ignatius Digges and William Nicholls in which 
Digges' slave Jack shall have permission to attend church. (Maryland Historical Society.) 

him as a possible kinsman, but other evidence indicates that Digges was con- 
cerned about all his slaves. Before allowing his daughter Molly to marry a Protes- 
tant, Digges required his future son-in-law to agree to allow any slaves Molly 
brought to the marriage to practice Catholicism.26 

Although Ignatius Digges' agreement with his son-in-law is the only explicitly 
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Jn ADDRESS to Serious Chriftians 
among mr fekesy ^Aifift the Society 
for Propagating the Golpel, in carry- 
ing on the Work of Inftmfling the Ne- 
groes in our Plantations abroad. 

TH E Defign of the two follow- 
ing Letters, which have been 
lately fent to our Plantations 

abroad, is, I. To convince the Mailers 
and Miftrefles there, of the Obligation 
they are under, to inftrua: their Negroes 
in the Chriftian Religion. II. To anfwer 
the Objedions that are ufually made againft 
it: And III. To exhort the Miniilers 
and School mafters within the feveral Fa- 
rifhes, to Affift in this good Work, as far 
as the proper Bufmefs of their Stations 
will permit. 

The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts advocated religious instruction for 
slaves. (David Humphries, An Historical Account of the Incorporated Society for the Propagation 
of the Gospel in Foreign Parts: Containing their Foundations, Proceedings, and the Success of 
their Missionaries in the British Colonies, to the Year 1728 [London: Printed by J. Downing, 
1730].) 
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documented case of a Catholic slave owner protecting the religious life of bonds- 
men brought to an interfaith marriage, the arrangement appears to have been 

relatively common. For example, late in the colonial period, Eleanor Bryan, a 
Catholic, married Samuel Abell, a nominal Anglican who served as sheriff of St. 
Mary's County. At least some of their slaves followed Eleanor Abell's religion. In 
the last decade of the colonial period, twelve Abell slaves were baptized in the 

Catholic Church and another Abell slave married in the Church.27 

Clearly, the Catholic Church as an institution in Maryland, and individual 

Catholic slaveholders such as Ignatius Digges and Eleanor Abell, felt a deep sense 
of responsibility for the spiritual condition of their slaves. There is also no evi- 

dence to indicate that any priests shirked their obligations to tend the slaves' 

souls. Catholics, as the evidence shows, left a mixed record. Some Catholics, such 
as the Annapolis Carrolls, felt no responsibility whatsoever for their slaves' reli- 

gious lives, though they appear to be exceptional. Despite the Catholics' recogni- 
tion of their slaves' spiritual needs, they accepted the assumptions of black infe- 
riority common to most white Marylanders. Even a priest as dedicated as the 
English-born Mosley, who regularly ministered to slaves, did not escape that 
attitude. 

The Church of England expressed equal concern about slaves' religious lives 
but apparently faced greater resistance from its slaveholding members than did 

the Catholic Church. Church authorities in England encouraged Anglican minis- 
ters to catechize and baptize slaves. Many ministers tried but others did not, and 
additional obstacles limited Anglican slave outreach. 

One challenge the Church of England faced during the early years of its estab- 

lishment in Maryland was that many Anglicans did not view the sacrament of 
baptism as necessary for themselves, let alone for their slaves. By the late 1600s, 

many Marylanders had grown up unchurched and were relatively unfamiliar 
with Anglican practices and beliefs.28 They probably shared the attitude of 
slaveholders in neighboring Virginia. There, according to the complaint of an 

anonymous slave to the bishop of London, many masters kept their slaves igno- 
rant of Christianity, because they "doo Look no more up on us then if wee ware 

dogs."29 Additionally, many slaveholders feared that baptism might result in free- 

dom for their slaves, despite a 1671 Maryland law that clearly stated baptism did 
not make slaves free. Owners also worried that perhaps Christian slaves would be 

more rebellious than non-Christian slaves.30 

Despite the slaveholders' fears, the Anglican Church did try to encourage the 
baptism and instruction of slaves. Edmund Gibson, the bishop of London, in 1723 

asked Anglican ministers in the colonies to describe their conversion efforts. In 
response to his queries, nineteen of twenty-three Anglican ministers in Maryland 
claimed that at least some slaves in their parishes were baptized, but only two 
reported that many slaves attended church.31 Gibson did not find the responses 
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FOUR 

SERMONS, 
UPON   THE 

Great and Indifpenfible DUTV 
Of all CHRISTiAN 

MASTERS and MISTRESSES 
To bring up their 

NEGRO   SLAVES 
I N   T H E 

Knowledge and Fear of GOD. 
PREACHED AT THE 

Parifh Church of St Peter In Talhot County^ 
in the Province of MARYLAND. 

By the Rev. THOMAS  BACON, 
Redor of the faid Pariih. 

 • HIM———            .  m  II  n    «    I     I        lip—— 

Then Jacob laid unto his Houfliold, and to all tlwt 
were with him. Put away the ftrange Gods that arc 
among you, and be clean.    GEN. XXXV. 2. 

But as for me and my Houfe, we will ferve the LORD. 
JOSH. xxiv. 15. 

Well done!—thou haft been faithful over a few Things, 
I will make thee Ruler over many Things: enter 
thou into the Joy of thy LORD.    MAT. XXV. 21. 

Thomas Bacon, Four Sermons (London: Printed by J. Oliver, i75o). Maryland Historical Society. 
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from America satisfactory, leading him to issue a series of pastoral letters in 1727. 
In a letter addressed to the people of England, he sought contributions to support 
Anglican missionaries to the slaves, unfavorably contrasting the evangelical zeal 
of Anglicans with that of Catholics. "The Papists," he admitted, "both the inhabit- 
ants of their Plantations abroad, and the several Countries in Europe to which 
they belong, have shewn a laudable Care and Concern" for baptizing slaves. While 

startling, Gibson's comments must be viewed with caution. An unfavorable com- 
parison of Anglicans to Catholics would presumably inspire greater donations. 

Gibson also appealed to Anglican slave owners and clergymen in America to 

instruct the slaves in their faith, pointedly dismissing the excuses they had offered 

previously.32 Virginians responded positively to Gibson's appeal until newly-bap- 
tized slaves began clamoring for freedom, sparking fears of a slave insurrection in 
1731. Any interest by the slaveholders in promoting Christianity crumbled under 
the weight of these fears.33 

Marylanders reacted less favorably to the bishop's appeal. In 1731, Gibson's 
representative in Maryland, Commissary Jacob Henderson, asked the clergymen 

to explain what they did to promote slave baptisms. Virtually all nineteen respon- 
dents tried to persuade slave owners to instruct their slaves or bring them to 

church for catechizing, but with varying success. Seven reported that they had 
instructed and baptized a number of slaves. Alexander Williamson of St. Paul's 

Parish in Kent County complained that some slaves were "so grossly Ignorant, 
that there is no possibility of Instructing them," and others who could be in- 

structed were "so egregiously wicked as to render Baptism ineffectual." Other slaves, 
however, led "Exemplary Lives," and these Williamson baptized. The remaining 
clergymen, except two newcomers, criticized the slaveholders in their parishes for 

refusing to allow their slaves to be instructed or for being indifferent to their 
slaves' spiritual condition. Thomas Fletcher of All Hallows Parish in Somerset 
County described his parishioners as "generally so brutish that they would not 
suffer their Negroes to be instructed, catechized, or baptized."34 

Charitable organizations in England joined the bishop of London in trying to 

encourage Anglican slaveholders to take their slaves' spiritual condition seriously. 
The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, founded in 1701, tried to assuage 

slaveholders' worries about the dangers of converting slaves to Christianity. The 

society's missionaries in America distributed pamphlets and preached sermons 
that might persuade slaveholders to allow their slaves to have instruction. Their 

efforts, however, met with relatively little success. The Associates of Dr. Bray, 
founded in 1724, also sent missionaries to America, supplied books to colonial 
ministers willing to catechize slaves, and supported schools for slaves, but the 
Associates focused their efforts on other colonies, not on Maryland.35 

Despite the efforts of English and American churchmen, many Anglican-owned 
slaves remained outside the Church of England, because of their owners' reluc- 
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tance to instruct them. After visiting the southern colonies in 1739, the itinerant 
Anglican minister George Whitefield published a letter castigating southern whites 

for their cruelty towards the slaves. He accused them of intentionally keeping the 
slaves "ignorant of Christianity" out of the fear that "teaching them Christianity 
would make them proud, and consequently unwilling to submit to slavery."36 

In 1743, Thomas Bacon, the Anglican rector of St. Peter's Parish in Talbot 

County, echoed Whitefield and rebuked his parishioners for their lack of concern 
for their slaves. It was, he observed, a "grievous reproach to us," that so many 

slaves "should be taught little more of our religion, than if they had remained in 
the Heathen, barbarous countries from whence they were brought for our service 

and benefit." White Anglicans in Bacon's parish apparently objected to slaves be- 
ing "baptized at the same time, and in the same manner with white people." Bacon 
ignored these objections and the racism on which they were based, insisting that 
the slaves and their owners were equal in God's eyes.37 

By the late colonial period, according to Jesuit Joseph Mosley, Anglican 
slaveholders had not significantly improved their record. Mosley believed that 
the slaves of Catholic masters were much better instructed than any other slaves 

in Maryland. "The Negroes of all other Persuasions," he told his sister in 1774, "are 

much neglected, as you imagine, & few ever christened."38 Because the law estab- 
lishing the Anglican Church did not require that the baptisms, marriages, or 

deaths of slaves be recorded in the parish registers, it is difficult to determine the 
accuracy of the criticisms of Anglican slaveholders. The baptisms reported in the 

responses to Gibson and Henderson went largely unrecorded in the parish regis- 
ters. In fact, the only Anglican minister in Maryland known to have consistently 
maintained a slave register was Joseph Colbatch of All Hallows Parish in Anne 

Arundel County. He kept a record of the slaves that he baptized, married, or 

buried from 1722 to 1731.39 

Colbatch was unusual among Anglican ministers in that he officiated at slave 
marriages. Although Catholic priests frequently presided at slave marriages, as 

both the Catholic registers and William Hunter's 1714 petition indicate, Anglicans 
were less concerned about slave marriages. In the Anglican Church, unlike the 

Catholic Church, marriage was simply a rite, not a sacrament. Anglican church 

registers list very few slave marriages. Since it cost sixpence to register marriages 

and the law did not require the registration of slave or mulatto marriages, few 
slave marriages would have been recorded even if an Anglican minister had offici- 
ated. Moreover, given that Anglican ministers charged for performing marriages, 

it is unlikely that many slaves had ministers at their weddings. Colbatch recorded 
only twelve marriages between blacks in the nine-year period from 1722 to 1731, 
and few ministers matched even this record.40 Thomas Bacon also officiated at 
some slave marriages, despite protests by some white parishioners. Bacon reas- 
sured the slaves, "whatever thoughtless objection may be made by silly, proud 
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people, at your being treated like Christians, and your banns published," he would 
continue to treat them as he would "any other Christian ... let their colour or 

rank in the world be what it will."41 

Although Anglican ministers could charge fees for marriages, attending to 
the dying was one of the duties they performed without additional compensation. 
Consequently, slaves may have been able to count on clerical support in their last 

days. Thomas Reader appeared to take for granted that an Anglican minister 
would be willing to attend to his dying slave. Bondsmen, however, did not expect 

an Anglican minister at their burial. Although at least one Catholic priest, the 
Jesuit Joseph Mosley, sometimes presided at the slave funerals, most Anglican 

slaves apparently were buried without clerical assistance. By his own testimony, 

Thomas Bacon attended only a few slave funerals. Joseph Colbatch recorded only 
two black burials compared to 171 black baptisms in the years from 1722 to 1729, 

indicating that many slaves in his parish must have been buried without his atten- 
dance. Anglican ministers normally charged fees and it seems unlikely that most 
masters would spend the money on a funeral for a slave. It is impossible to be 
entirely certain, however, because slaves were not listed in the parish registers, nor 
did they have administration accounts in which funeral costs might appear.42 

Overall, Anglicans' slaves apparently had relatively few opportunities to ex- 
perience rites of passage within their Church. The hierarchy of the Church of 

England considered the slaves' spiritual welfare important but sometimes failed 
to convince ministers and masters. While most ministers did try to baptize slaves, 

the resistance of slaveholders frequently frustrated their efforts, even as late as the 
1740s. The ministers themselves may have hindered slaves' access to other rites by 
insisting on payments to perform marriages and funerals. Joseph Colbatch, the 

lone Anglican minister who recorded information about slaves' marriages and 
funerals officiated at only twelve marriages and two funerals. 

Despite its minority status and the legal discrimination it faced, the Catholic 
Church achieved slightly greater success in ministering to slaves than the Angli- 

can Church, judging from the limited evidence available. Both Churches consid- 
ered instruction and baptism of their members' slaves an important moral obli- 

gation, but the Catholic Church did a better job of persuading those members to 

cooperate. It also provided slaves with easier access to rites of passage than did the 

Anglican Church. The Catholic Church apparently outperformed the Church of 
England in supplying slaves with the opportunity to become practicing Chris- 

tians. 
That Catholic clergy and laymen believed the souls of slaves worthy of atten- 

tion undoubtedly helped attract bondsmen to the Catholic Church. Other fac- 
tors affected the relative appeal of the Catholic and Anglican Churches. Histori- 
ans of colonial America have observed that enslaved African Americans found 
emotional, egalitarian, Protestant sects such as the Baptist and Methodist Churches 
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St. Francis Xavier, Newtown, St. Mary's County is the oldest operating Catholic chapel in Maryland. 
(Maryland Historical Society.) 

far more inviting than the rational, formalistic, and hierarchical Anglican Church. 
They have shown that the dissenting Protestant sects provided slaves with outlets 
for ecstatic behavior and opportunities for communal participation and preach- 
ing opportunities not possible in the Church of England, which tended to repre- 
sent and reinforce the existing social order.43 Most colonial historians have failed 
to realize, however, that the Catholic Church in Maryland, while not egalitarian, 
nevertheless possessed considerable appeal for slaves.44 Though limited, adequate 
sources exist to support some tentative conclusions about the relative merits of 
the Catholic and Anglican Churches in the eyes of the slaves. 

The Catholic Church enjoyed a great advantage over the Church of England 
in that some features of Catholicism resembled some traditional West African 
practices, a familiarity which slaves may have found comforting.45 For example, 
one aspect of Catholicism to which many African-born slaves could relate was the 
idea of purgatory. Many West African cultures shared the belief that people's 
spirits lived on after death and that certain burial rites were necessary to make 
sure the deceased's spirit received a proper welcome in the spirit world. Failure to 
observe these rites could cause the person's spirit to become an outcast. In some 
West African cultures, the resemblance to purgatory was even greater. A supreme 
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god judged the dead based on their life's works. Some he sent to the good home- 
land. Others he subjected to misery, although he might eventually allow the suf- 
fering into the heaven-like homeland.46 Catholics believed that, depending on 
people's behavior during life, God sent many souls to purgatory or hell, rather 
than to heaven. Souls in purgatory could be relieved of their suffering and sent to 
heaven through prayers and masses said on their behalf. Catholics relied on their 

priests, friends, and relatives to pray for them after death. The priests also preached 
sermons on All Souls Days reminding Catholics of their duty to help the suffering 

souls in purgatory by their prayers and good works.47 In the Catholic faith and 
many West African religions, the living could improve the situation of their de- 

ceased loved ones through their prayers or other actions. Anglicans, by contrast, 
did not believe in purgatory and denied that prayers could help the dead.48 

African-born slaves also could find parallels between the worship of the lesser 
divinities of their native land and Catholic devotion to the saints. Although all 
African religions featured a supreme god. West African religions in particular 
also accepted the existence of lesser divinities, who were brought into being by the 
supreme god and enjoyed specific areas of influence. Some groups also believed 
that certain ancestors became deified and continued to take an interest in family 

affairs. Humans could approach the supreme god directly or use the lesser divini- 
ties and ancestors as intermediaries. In an effort to please specific lesser divinities, 

humans could follow certain dietary practices or wear clothes of a particular color, 
depending on the divinity in question. In some African cultures, the supreme god or 

some of the lesser divinities were female.49 Catholics celebrated a multitude of saints' 
days, each preceded by a day of fasting. They did not worship the saints, but asked 
them, especially Mary, to intercede with God on their behalf.50 In Latin America, 
some cross-identification of African lesser divinities with Catholic saints occurred. 
A similar process could have quite possibly happened in Maryland.51 Anglicans, by 
contrast, did not honor the saints as Catholics did, so there was little opportunity 
for cross-identification with African lesser divinities.52 

Slaves could find some similarities between the Catholic use of relics and sa- 
cred objects and the practices of some African cultures. Many Africans believed 

charms and amulets held spiritual power and would ward off illness, although 
talismans provided protection from all sorts of evil. In Bakongo culture the form 

of the cross symbolized the intersecting worlds of the living and the dead and 

often appeared on charms.53 Archaeologists have discovered quartz crystals and a 
polished black stone at the Charles Carroll House in Annapolis which they be- 
lieve some of the Carroll slaves may have used to symbolize the presence of ances- 
tral spirits who protected them. Many African American archaeological sites have 
yielded blue glass beads, used to ward off evil.54 Catholics used the sign of the cross 
frequently, believing it protected them from temptation and trouble and they 
sprinkled themselves with holy water to protect themselves from Satan's powers. 
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In addition to using holy water and crossing themselves for protection, pious 

Catholics also, according to Joseph Mosley, carried "small crucifixes & Reliques of 
Saints" around their necks. Candles blessed at Candlemas ceremonies provided 
Catholics with protection against hostile and evil forces and comforted them in 
times of sickness.55 No evidence survives that slaves possessed crucifixes or other 
relics, but they certainly could use holy water and candles and make the sign of the 

cross as protection. Catholics used beads to pray the rosary, not as protection. 
Given that the beads were relatively cheap, African Americans apparently had 

access to them. The Jesuit accounts record the sale of beads to one "Nig. Jones."56 

Once again, Anglicans engaged in no comparable practices. 

Although slaves may have found the Catholic Church appealing in part be- 
cause of the similarities between the Catholic Church and traditional African 
religious practices, other aspects of Catholicism may have also attracted slaves. 
One of those aspects was the church calendar. In addition to saints' days, the 
Catholic Church calendar also included many holy days of obligation. On holy 
days. Catholics were to attend Mass, and, depending on the day, either fast or 
abstain from eating meat.57 The Catholic Church required its members to refrain 

from most labor on holy days. On those days. Catholics were also to avoid having 

others work for them. This was a potential benefit for slaves who worked for 
Catholic masters, if their masters obeyed the Church's instructions. Widespread 

disobedience as well as the financial hardship which the labor requirements caused 
masters may have prompted the Maryland Jesuits' 1722 decision to draw up new 

regulations governing labor on holy days. These regulations allowed those Catho- 
lics who were "hands belonging to or working in the Crop" to labor on holy days 
from the beginning of May to the end of September. The regulations did protect 
them from working on four of the most important holy days during this time— 

Ascension Day, Whitsun Monday, Corpus Christi Day, and Assumption. All other 
Catholics, including house servants, were to abstain from work unless they had 
special permission from their confessors or an urgent necessity to labor. Although 

most slaves were agricultural laborers and would not have been exempt accord- 
ing to the 1722 rules, even they presumably gained four days' rest through the 

Jesuits' intervention.58 Catholic masters apparently obeyed the new regulations. 
In none of their surviving sermons or letters did the Jesuits criticize masters for 

making their slaves work on holy days. By contrast, as of 1730, the slaves of Angli- 

cans could count on having days off only at Christmas, Easter, and Whitsuntide.59 

Gaining days free of work may have been a practical advantage drawing slaves 
to the Catholic Church. Additionally, differences in the number, size, and el- 

egance of Catholic and Anglican Church buildings may have made attendance at 
Catholic services more convenient and less intimidating than attendance at An- 
glican services. After 1692, when the Church of England became the established 
church, the vestries began building parish churches. At first, many of the build- 
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ings were made of wood and were relatively plain, but by the mid-i/oos, Angli- 

cans built large, elegant, and very formal brick churches. Some congregations 
racially segregated members. Some forty-three parishes existed by the 1760s, spread 
out across the entire colony, each with a parish church. Some parishes also main- 
tained one or more chapels-of-ease nearly as elegant as the main church. By con- 

trast, most of the fifty Catholic chapels that existed in the 1760s were clustered on 

the lower Western Shore and the middle of the Eastern Shore, providing Catho- 
lics with shorter trips to attend services than many Anglicans enjoyed. The Catho- 

lic chapels tended to be small, plain, and unpretentious. About two-thirds be- 
longed to laymen and were either small buildings attached to gentry homes or 

simply a room inside a house designated permanently or temporarily as the chapel- 
room. Even the chapels owned by the Jesuits were typically smaller and less el- 

egant than the Anglican churches.60 One historian has argued that the Baptists 
and Methodists in Virginia succeeded in attracting slaves in part because their 

church buildings were far less intimidating than Anglican churches. If that was 
true, then surely slaves in Maryland found the Catholic chapels less intimidating 
than the Anglican churches as well.61 

The formation of families and kinship networks was a critical step in the de- 

velopment of slave communities and an important source of assistance and com- 
fort for individuals.62 The Catholic Church provided some concrete benefits in 

terms of family life. The choice of godparents for a child presented an opportunity 
to reinforce and expand family ties. The Jesuits did not always note the names of 

godparents, especially for slave children, but sufficient records survive to indicate 
a significant difference in the choice of godparents for slaves on the Eastern Shore 

and in St. Mary's County. As can be seen from Table 1, on Maryland's Eastern 
Shore, nine-tenths of the godparents of blacks were also black. Slaves who acted as 

godparents tended to come from the same plantation as the child or to live nearby. 
In 1769, when seven slave children, probably belonging to the Blake family in 
Queen Anne's County, were baptized, two slave men served as godfathers. One of 
the men, Thomas Gooby, was godfather to three of the children. Gooby, at age 

seventy-two, was the oldest slave on the Blake plantation and serving as a godfa- 
ther may have been recognition of his respected position in the slave community. 

Godparents did not always come from the ranks of the senior slaves. The godfa- 

ther to the other four children baptized that day was Gervaise, also a Blake slave, 

who was only twenty-four years old. All of the godmothers were Blake slaves as 
well, but their ages are more difficult to determine.63 

In contrast to the situation on the Eastern Shore, blacks in St. Mary's County 
acted as godparents for other blacks only one-third of the time. Frequently, the 
godparents were either the masters themselves or their friends or relatives. For 
example, Thomas Spalding served as godfather to his slave Anastasia, baptized in 
1760. The godmother was Mary Spalding, who was either Thomas' wife or sister. 
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TABLE I: Godparents of Catholic Slaves, 1760-76, Percentage by Race 

Eastern Shore St. Mary's County 
Slave baptisms                                   N=235 N=29i 
Known white godparents            9.7% (N=26) 68.1% (N=77) 
Known black godparents            90.3% (N=242) 31.9% (N=36) 

Sources: Mosley's Diary, #6.4, MPA; Walton's Diary, #6.3, MPA. 
Note: The parish registers do not always include the names of the godparents. On the Eastern Shore 
the godparents of slaves were not listed by name in 79 cases (33.6 percent); in St. Mary's County, the 
godparents of slaves were not listed in 230 cases (79.0 percent). In some cases, for both black and 
white baptisms, the name of only one godparent was listed in the register. 

Occasionally, a slave and a white person would together become godparents. 
John Smith's slave Hellana was baptized in 1760, with John Smith, Jr., and Judith, 

a Smith family slave, acting as godparents.64 

In the late colonial period, godparenthood served different functions for Catho- 

lic slaves on the Eastern Shore, where it reinforced kinship networks, and in St. 

Mary's County, where it apparently helped tie blacks and whites together into one 

religious community. Several factors probably accounted for this geographical dif- 
ference. Blacks on the Eastern Shore tended to live on relatively large plantations 

and formed a large percentage of the Catholic population, probably outnumbering 
white Catholics.65 As a result, black Catholics on the Eastern Shore already enjoyed 

extensive kin networks and probably had a relatively wide pool of black godparents 
available for their children. In St. Mary's County, nearly two-thirds of all slaves 

lived on plantations with no more than twenty slaves, and the development of kin 
networks was probably not as far advanced as it was among Eastern Shore Catho- 

lics. Smaller slave owners, such as those in St. Mary's County, may have felt closer to 
their slaves than did people who owned many slaves and may have insisted on 
serving as godparents or selecting godparents for their slaves.66 

Anglican slaves, as indicated earlier, were less likely to be baptized than Catho- 
lic slaves, but for those who were baptized, godparenthood may have served simi- 
lar functions as among Catholics. Of the Anglican clergymen who reported bap- 

tizing slaves in 1731, only two mentioned godparents. Hugh Jones of William and 

Mary Parish in Charles County reported that slaves stood as godparents for their 

fellow bondsmen, and in John Eraser's parish in Prince George's County, masters 
and mistresses served the same role. 67 

Slave marriages in the Catholic Church provided slaves with a way of for- 
mally establishing and reinforcing family ties not available to slaves in the Church 
of England. Joseph Mosley frequently noted the presence of many bondsmen at 
these festive wedding celebrations. In 1770, when a slave named Simon married 
Mary, a slave belonging to Theodore Wetherstrandt, many others witnessed their 
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wedding, including some from Charles Blake's plantation at Wye. Wetherstrandt 

and Blake were brothers-in-law, so many of their slaves were probably related. 
The wedding provided the slaves with an opportunity to reaffirm their family ties.68 

Despite the lack of legal recognition for slave marriages, a few Catholic own- 
ers tried to keep slave families together. In 1773-74, Charles Carroll of Carrollton 
kept 385 slaves at various quarters. About half of the adults lived with their spouses, 

a far higher percentage than found at the plantations of three Anglican great 
planters.69 Another Catholic, Richard Bennett, who was one of the wealthiest 

men in Maryland, ordered in his will that the families of his slaves should not be 
broken up. No other Catholic slaveholders, however, specifically ordered that all 

slave families remain intact, and some Catholic slaveholders openly disregarded 
the Church's insistence that slave marriages should be respected and slave couples 
should be kept together. In his 1737 will, Nicholas Sewall of St. Mary's County gave 
his two daughters the right to choose six slaves each out of his estate. He also 
designated four slaves to be given to his son and three grandsons and ordered that 
the remaining sixteen slaves be equally divided among his other four children. 
Sewall's death must have led to the separation of several families, despite the 
Church's recognition of slave marriages.70 

The failure of the Catholic Church in colonial Maryland to protect slave 
families probably stemmed from its far weaker position than the Catholic Church 

in Latin America. In Maryland, the Catholic Church was not the established church 
with the legal standing, authority over public morality, and independent wealth 

that the Church in Latin America enjoyed. Rather, it faced discrimination, wielded 
authority over only a small percentage of the population, and depended heavily 
on the gentry. Consequently, the Church in Maryland was in no position to insist 

that its members keep slave families intact or, as the Church did in Latin America, 
encourage the manumission of slaves. There is no evidence of any of the priests in 
Maryland encouraging manumission in any way. The Catholic Church in Mary- 
land did treat slaves as spiritual equals in some ways, particularly in access to the 

sacraments. Even so, the Jesuits were more likely to neglect to record the details of 
baptisms and marriages for slaves than they were for whites. And priests tended to 

hold masters more accountable for their slaves' spiritual lives than they did the 

slaves themselves. What the slaves felt while attending Mass or participating in 
Catholic rites of passage is not known. 

Despite the obstacles that the Catholic Church faced, it did have a marginally 
better record than the Anglican Church in Maryland. The Anglican Church en- 
couraged the instruction and baptism of slaves, but the resistance of Anglican 

slaveholders prevented it from reaching as many slaves as Church leaders would 
have liked. Even when baptized, slaves rarely enjoyed Anglican marriages or funer- 

als. Occasionally, slaves of even such committed Anglicans as the vestryman Tho- 
mas Reader rejected their owners' church and turned instead to the Catholic Church. 
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Slaves may have found the Catholic Church in Maryland more appealing 
than the Church of England for a variety of reasons. The Catholic Church's beliefs 
and practices shared some similarities with traditional African religions, such as 
the belief in purgatory, the use of relics, and the devotion to saints. The Church 
calendar provided an opportunity for a few extra days' leisure. The Catholic 
Church's chapels were not as intimidating as the elegant parish churches of the 

Church of England. Finally, the Church also provided an opportunity to 
strengthen and extend family ties through baptism and marriage. Any of these 

reasons might have drawn Thomas Reader's slave Richard to reject his owner's 
church and ask instead for a Catholic priest to comfort him in his dying days. 
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