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“Negative Testimony and Native Christian Voices in Baptist Missionary Publications, 1800-
1850,” Kelly Cross Elliott, Assistant Professor (Abilene Christian University)

“The Church Missionary Society and the Colonial Episcopacy in the British Caribbean, 1815 —
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Panel Abstract
Themes and Tensions in British Missionary Publicity, 1799-1850

This panel explores the relationship between British colonialism and the British foreign
missionary enterprise. Drawing on Anglican and Baptist missionary publications and archival
sources from the first half of the nineteenth century, our papers collectively illustrate the tensions
present in British missionary identity and practice in the context of imperial expansion.

Following recent historiography of the British Empire, we find that publicity played an
important role in justifying and sustaining the missionary project, and also acted as a venue for
the evolution and production of identities. The imperial and military dimensions of missionary
rhetoric contributed to British ideas of nationhood, and often emphasized difference between
British Christians and the colonized. Missionary literature sought to present a united vision for
missionary and British identity, often painting the ideals of Christianity, civilization, and empire
as marching forward side by side.

However, as Anglican and Baptist publications show, the British missionary project
itself, and the literature it produced, were hardly monolithic. Within the Established Church in
the West Indies, Anglican bishops and Church Missionary Society agents clashed repeatedly as
their respective agendas for the West Indian church diverged. Baptist periodicals likewise reveal
tension within denominational identity, particularly around notions of difference between
European Christians and colonized peoples. In particular, the testimony of indigenous Christians
within British missionary publications complicates a view of the missionary project as
unchallenged cultural imperialism. The panel seeks to reflect the diverse and often contradictory
perspectives which appear in missionary literature in order to highlight the contingent nature of
religion’s relationship with empire.



First Paper
Imperial and Military Themes in Anglican Missionary Publicity, 1799-1820
William C. Barnhart

This paper will explore the various ways in which Anglican evangelicals used the themes of
imperial expansion and war with Revolutionary France to market foreign missionary projects to
the British public. In the course of this propaganda campaign, evangelicals specifically drew
upon such sub-themes as missions and imperial (and domestic) stability, Britain’s status as a
chosen nation, and notions of difference that celebrated British moral, religious and cultural
supremacy over subject peoples. I will focus on the propaganda efforts of a single foreign
missionary society, the Church Missionary Society (CMS), founded in 1799 by Anglican
evangelical clergy and laymen, and one of the major foreign missionary societies spawned by the
evangelical revival of the late eighteenth century.

Overall, the paper will argue that the conceptualization and marketing of the foreign missionary
movement by Anglican evangelicals in Britain during the late eighteenth century, combined with
issues of empire and war, became a key feature of imperial sentiment well before the era of the
New Imperialism (ca. 1880-1920). The locus of my study is London and to a lesser degree the
provinces, where missionary information was disseminated in the form of sermons, pamphlets,
magazines and speeches.

Second Paper
Negative Testimony and Native Christian Voices in Baptist Missionary Publications, 1800-1850
Kelly Cross Elliott

Nineteenth-century missionary societies produced a wealth of literature about their efforts in the
far corners of the British Empire. Recent historiography views such publication as a venue for
the construction of colonized peoples as different from and inferior to European Christians. That
is, British missionary literature functioned primarily to craft British identity and control public
understanding of the missionary enterprise. However, within publications such as the Periodical
Accounts of the Baptist Missionary Society, society minutes, letters, and sermons, the testimony
of indigenous Christians—though mediated—also appears.

This paper will examine the problems and opportunities such testimony presents, and propose
some suggestions towards gleaning the perspective of native Christians from British missionary
publications. Complicating broad narratives of British cultural supremacy, the sermons,
conversion stories, and letters written by South Asian and West Indian Christians show that
converts and missionaries frequently disagreed, and that the missionary gospel was rejected,
misunderstood, or reappropriated to serve unexpected ends. Further, missionary assessments of
key moments in the history of the Empire—informed by relationship to native Christians—often
differed from mainstream interpretations. For example, Baptist publications record Indian



Christian testimony about such widely-publicized events as the Mutiny of 1857 in stark contrast
to many contemporary British narratives.

Third Paper
The Church Missionary Society and the Colonial Episcopacy in the British Caribbean,
1815 — 1835
Kyle Welty

The relationship between British colonial expansion and the British foreign missionary enterprise
was complicated and varied. Focusing upon the Church Missionary Society’s work in the West
Indies, this essay will explore one episode in the larger history of British colonialism. The
Church Missionary Society (CMS), which was an Anglican missionary society, had been active
in the West Indies for more than a decade when the first Anglican bishops were appointed to
Jamaica and Barbados in 1824. The Bishops’ arrival marked the beginning of a period of tension
between the Evangelical CMS and the Colonial Church hierarchy. Dynamics such as the CMS’s
cooperation with Methodists on Antigua, the Bishop of Barbados’s desire to regulate all
Anglican activities in his diocese, the Bishop’s warm relationship with the plantocracy, and his
affiliation with the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel created an environment in which
traces of rivalry emerged among these members of the Established Church.

Utilizing archival resources and nineteenth century-publications, this essay will explicate this
strange episode at the intersection of religion, slavery, and colonialism. By revealing the
divergent agendas of and conflict between these two factions within the Church of England, this
essay aims to elucidate some of the complexities that characterize religion’s relationship with
British colonialism.
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1850.” Annual Meeting of the American Historical Association, Philadelphia, PA,
January 2006.

Paper, “John Ogilvie, the SPG and Imperial Anglicanism in the Mohawk Valley, 1750-63.”
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Controversy, 1817-18,” Anglican and Episcopal History (March 2008).
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