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When Europeans firs t encountered Indian peoples , they saw no churches  
and little  they recognized as organized worship. They met shamans and 
witnessed dances but dismissed Native  American be lief sys tems as primi-
tive supers tition or devil worship; Indian ceremonies  s truck them as hea-
then ritua ls . In the eyes of the Chris tian invaders , Indians had no rea l 
re ligion; converting them to Chris tianity would be a s imple matte r of fill-
ing a dark void with the light of the  Gospel. Indian people , for the ir part, 
mus t have been mys tified by the odd behavior of European “holy men,” 
who came into the ir villages carrying Bibles and preaching about s in and 
damnation but who sure ly committed da ily acts  of sacrilege by fa iling to 
observe the ritua ls  and proper behavior that mainta ined re la tionships 
be tween humans and spirits  in the Indian world. Indian peoples responded 
to spirits  and be lieved in the power of dreams to forete ll the future  and 
guide the ir lives . Fa ther Jacques Fremin sa id the Senecas had “only one  
s ingle divinity . . . the dream”; Jean de Brebeuf sa id dreams were “the  
principa l God of the  Hurons .” Chris tians , too, be lieved in vis ions , but mis-
s ionaries  ins is ted that Indian people follow the injunctions of the Bible , 
not the messages  in the ir dreams. In the new re ligious  climate crea ted by 
European invasion, many Indian people re^dl̂ SM£and a ttended 
.chnreh^grvices , but many continued to dream as well.

The soldiers  of Chris t were ente ring a  world of deeply he ld re ligious  
be lie fs  every bit as complex and sophis tica ted as the ir own, but one they 
would rare ly fa thom or even try to unders tand. Native re ligions did not 
possess a specific theology; nor did they require that “be lievers” give ver-
ba l confess ions of fa ith and live in obedience  to a se t of re ligious tene ts  
s tipula ted by the church. Neverthe less , re ligion and ritua l permeated the  
everyday lives of Indian peoples . European miss ionaries , convinced that 
there  was only one true  re ligion and it was theirs , tended to see things as  
black or white , good or evil. Indians  who converted to Chris tianity must 
demons tra te  unques tioning fa ith; Indians  who res is ted were clinging to 
heathen ways . For Chris tian miss ionaries , convers ion was a  s imple  matte r:
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Indian people  who had been living in darkness and s in would rece ive the  
light and accept sa lva tion. It proved to be not that s imple . . . .

Indian re ligions tended to be much |ess exclus ive and intoIeranTthan 
Chris tianity, and Indian people often explored, cons idered, and incorpo-
ra ted e lements of its  teaching. Sometimes , Indians converted to Chris tianity 
and abandoned old be lie fs . Often, old and new be lie fs  continued to exis t 
s ide by s ide . Sometimes , Chris tianity itse lf changed as Indian people  
adopted it. They reshaped it to fit the ir notions  of the  world, eventua lly 
making it into an Indian as well as a  European re ligion. Some Indians  
even used Chris tianity, and the miss ionaries  who taught it to them, as a  
way of res is ting white culture , of remaining Indian. . . .

The his torica l reputa tion of Chris tian miss ionaries has declined cons id-
erably in recent yearsTThereHva^ primarily on records
written by miss ionaries  and sharing the ir assumption that Chris tianity was  
synonymous with civiliza tion, his torians  portrayed them as many miss ion-
aries thought of themselves . Courageous  and se lfless se rvants  of Chris t 
dedica ted their lives to doing God’s work and saving hea then souls . In-
dians gave up pagan ways , found contentment in their new lives , and 
experienced the  joy tha t comes  with the promise  of everlas ting life . In-
dian converts  lived in peace and harmony with their pries t or padre in 
idyllic miss ion communities  within the sound of church he lls  ~

Today, we are more inclined to ques tion die miss ionaries - assumptions , 
finding the ir a rrogance  repellent and despis ing them as agents  of cultura l 
genocide . Indian people  were  wrenched from the ir homes and concen-
tra ted into miss ion villages , where they died of new diseases or had the ir 
traditiona l be lie fs  beaten out of them. Miss ionaries exploited the ir labor, 
s tole  their lands , and subjected them to sexual abuse . Oppress ion and 
chaos , not peace and harmony, characte rized life  in the miss ions . Chris -
tianity was a  weapon of conques t, not a pa th to sa lva tion.

Depending on time and place , circumstance and individua l experience , 
one could provide examples to support any or a ll views of miss ionaries  
and their work. Indians  were deeply spiritua l people , but Europeans in 
those  times , whatever we think of their assumptions  and actions , were a lso 
spiritua l, the products  of powerful re ligious movements that enjoined 
them to go out and convert others .

For sqffie lnciian people^ the nuss iojwierb 
that changedthe irT^Fon earth a rid gave them reasorTto be lieve in e ter-
nal life  in the hereafte r. These individua ls  renounced the ir old ways and 
embraced the new, worked hard to make the ir miss ion villages  into model 
Chris tian communities^an4^ in the  church. . . .

Many more Indians kc-j>i the miss ionaries a t a rm s length; weighing 
the ir words but evading the ir evange lism by various s tra tegies of pass ive  
res is tance . “However much they are preached a t,” wrote  a French office r 
in the Seven Years ’ War, “they lis ten very ca lmly & without ill-will, but they 
a lways re turn to their usua l re fra in, that they a re not sufficiently inte lli-
gent to be lieve and follow what they are told, that their fore fa thers  lived 
like them 8c that they adopt their way of life .” The Indian cus tom of lis -
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tening polite ly while  miss ionaries rega led them with the word of God led 
many pries ts  to mis inte rpre t s ilence as tacit agreement and to see conver- 
s ions where noqe .occurred. ..__

\Qther people did not lis ten quietly./They fought tooth and na il aga ins t 
the^hen re Iî oh”tharfKrca!ehed"fhigir world, res is ting every e ffort to sep-
arate  them from the ir cultura l and spiritua l roots , and saw miss ionaries  as  
malevolent forces . The Reverend Samuel Kirkland encountered one  
Seneca  in the 1760s who was of the “fixed opinion that my continuance 
there  would be dis tructive to the na tion, 8c fina lly over throw a ll the tradi-
tions  8c usages of the ir Forefathers  8c that there would not be a warrior 
remaining in the ir na tion in the course  of a  few years .” Another Seneca  
took a shot a t the pers is tent miss ionary. ... ____ __

Thousands of Indian people , however, seTected a middle pa th of the ir \ 
(own making^They heard the  miss ionaries ’ message , asked ques tions^ and 
found areas  of common ground be tween old and new be liefs . According 
to David Weber, many of the Indians  whom Spain cla imed as converts  
“s imply added Jesus , Mary, and Chris tian sa ints  to their rich pantheons 
and welcomed the Franciscans  into their communities  as additiona l 
shamans .” In a new world of suffering and uncerta inty, people lis tened to 
preachers  who assured them that te rres tria l pa in was temporary, life  in 
paradise an e te rnity. Why not pray to the Chris tians ’ God? They had noth-
ing to lose , so long as they did not abandon the ir own prayers , ritua ls , 
and be lie fs . . . .

The collis ion and confluence  of re ligious  be lie fs  in North Am e rica  (didJ  
riot occur in a  vacuum.) Indian people  were dying of new diseases , suc-
cumbing to the inroads of a lcohol, los ing their economic independence , 
fighting new wars  with deadly new weapons , s truggling to hold on to their 
lands , and watching the phys ical world change a round them. Converts  
mos t commonly came from communities  tha t were fa lling apart. Chris-
tianity promised re lief from the pa in and suffe ring, but re ligious change 
a lso added to the turmoil.

Indian people and Chris tian miss ionaries  ishjr£d_areas  of unders tand-/
Y1 ing. poth, for ins tance , a ttributed “na tura l” events to “superna tuiaFr pfie - 

riomena, a lthough most Indian peoples saw no such a rbitrary dis tinction 
be tween the two. At the same time , however, they saw the ir place in the  
world in radica lly different ways . For Chris tians , man was a t the top of the  
hie rarchy of crea tion and Europe a t the pinnacle  of civiliza tion. Indian 
people shared the ir world with animals , plants , and the ir spirits . Where  
Europeans saw a re ligious  void, Indian people had da ily ritua ls  and cycles  
of ce remonies  tha t sus ta ined life , propitia ted spirits , and offe red thanks , 
which he lped mainta in ba lance and order in the universe and gave mean-
ing to the world. Miss ionaries  who ins is ted that Indian people s top prac-
ticing such c^ri£IriPnies were asking them to invite  disas te r.

(Indian hunters /often re lied on the power of the ir dreams to he lp them 
loca te the ir prey and forete ll the kill. Hunting was a ce remonia l activity as  
much as an economic necess ity, s ince only if the  proper ritua ls  were  
observed would the animals  consent to le t themselves  be taken, or agree

^ K~trI iff.
>"■" .5 
“U
5



76 3 \ American Indians : New Worlds  in the  Atlantic World

to re turn. Trave ling in the Carolina  backcountry in 1701, John Lawson 
reported how the Indians he met ca re fully preserved and then burned 
the bones  of the animals they killed, be lieving “tha t if they omitted that 
Cus tom, the Game would leave the ir Country, and they should not be  
able to mainta in themselves by the ir Hunting.” At a time when Indian 
people  were becoming increas ingly dependent on European trade goods , 
and commercia l hunting to sa tis fy the demands  of the European fur and 
deerskin trades threa tened to undermine such ritua l observances , Euro-
pean miss ionaries tried to sever Indians ’ ties to the animal world and to 
separate  them from the world of dreams. ... ____ ____ -

As Carolyn Merchant points  out, tjhyds t^^
€upers tiWfuren^ economy “An e thic of mora l obliga tion
between human and God replaced the e thic of reciprocity be tween hu-
man and animal.” God was above na ture ; the new re ligious  teachings  
required no respect for animals  and the na tura l world. Old hunting ritu-
a ls continued, “but they ceased to function as a res tra ining environmenta l 
e thic.” The way was open for Indian peoples to become commercia l 
hunte rs , responding to the lure  of the marketplace  ra ther than lis tening 
to the spirits  of the animals .

Farther wes t, on the northern shores  of the Grea t Lakes  Jn Ontario, 
Huron people  a lso found ways to accommodate  The Hurons
were trading partners  of the  French, and Jesuit pries ts  were eager to carry 
the word of God to the Huron villages  and es tablish a  base for future  mis-
s ions . The Hurons  were  a people in cris is  in the 1630s . Recurrent epi-
demics  of disease cut Huron popula tion in ha lf be tween 1634 and 1640, 
but the morta lity ra te  among children was much higher. Many Hurons  
blamed the  Jesuits  for the disas te r: “With the  Fa ith, the scourge of God 
came into the country,” wrote  Jesuit Fa ther Frangois  Joseph Bressani,
“and, in proportion as the one increased, the other smote them more  
severe ly.” The Hurons  be lieved that the  Jesuits  were  sorcere rs  who, like  
shamans , could use the ir power for good or evil. But the need to main-
ta in trading a lliances with the  French prevented them from exacting ven-
geance on the miss ionaries ; indeed, the French would not se ll guns to 
non-Chris tians  in the firs t ha lf of the seventeenth century, and many 
Hurons  accepted baptism to secure  firea rms . Meanwhile , as traditiona l 
curing practices  and ceremonies proved ineffective aga ins t the new kille r 
diseases , Huron villages  filled with the s ick and dying. People looked in 
despera tion for new answers  or a t leas t for some source  of hope, and par-
ents  brought the ir children to the  Jesuit fa thers  for baptism. The  Jesuits  
recorded only twenty-two Huron baptisms in 1635, but baptisms increased 
dramatica lly as the Huron popula tion plummeted. . . .

Only the Tahontaenra t Hurons survived as a  group; the res t of the  
people  sca ttered throughout the Grea t Lakes region. Many of them 
became incorpora ted into the villages  of the ir Iroquois  enemies ; some 
survived a t the  miss ion town of Lorette  on the St. Lawrence .

In New England,meanwhile , Indian peoples encountered a  different 
brand of Chris tianity as English miss ionaries introduced (hem to the
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tene ts of Puritanism. Puritan miss ionaries demanded what amounted to 
cultura l suicide  from the ir Indian converts , ins is ting tha t they live like  
the ir English ne ighbors if they intended to practice the Chris tian re ligion. 
Neverthe less , many Indian people accepted convers ion as they sought 
spiritua l meaning in an increas ingly chaotic world. Thomas Mayhewjr. 
began preaching to the  Wampanoag Indians on Martha’s Vineyard in the  
1640s but with re la tive ly little  success . Then, epidemic diseases swept the  
is land in 1643 and 1645. The shamans , the traditiona l spiritua l leaders  
and hea lers , were unable  to cure the s ick. Scores of Indian people  looked 
to Chris tianity to provide new explana tions , if not new cures , and to fill a  
void le ft by the decline  of traditiona l communal rituals . The Indians  built 
the ir own church community and passed the Gospe l from generation to 
genera tion.

But the Indian converts  on Martha’s Vineyard did not become English 
or cease be ing Indian. Some Indians who worshiped in Chris tian churches  
continued to live  in wigwams. They made Chris tianity an Indian re ligion. 
Indian men served as preachers , pas tors , and deacons ; Indian women 
found tha t Chris tianity honored the ir traditiona l roles , offe red them the

t/~v |oornormn to onn tvrAinn^n CAlorp onn qiinnAffv_/ L7 L l A A. A JL L. V LV^ 11 tv/ JL C4AJL\-4- VV1 j CL1X  Vjl pi V/ V 1VA\^VA o W i tlVv V- L4-11VA O L4 p pV/ A L

as the ir is land socie ty threatened to unrave l amid a lcoholism and violence . 
Chris tian Indians took Chris tian names , but they continued to be ca lled 
by the ir Indian ones . A deacon named Paul, for ins tance , kept his  Wam-
panoag name, Mashquattuhkooit. In time , some Chris tian Indian families  
began to use given names  and surnames , in the European s tyle . But the  
surnames were based on traditiona l names  — the descendants of Hia- 
coomes , the firs t Indian convert on Martha’s Vineyard, became known by 
the surname Coomes. . . .

On the mainland, John Eliot hoped to prevent any such “compromises .” 
Eliot came to America  in 1631, began to lea rn the Massachusett Indian 
language in 1643, and s ta rted preaching three  years la ter. He compiled a  
dictionary and grammar of Massachuse tt and by 1663, with the ass is tance  
of Indian trans la tors , had trans la ted the entire  Bible  into Massachusett.
1.' -~v I7K rv 4- r* 1 n /v 4-rv f E Uil>1 o Tizoo o to 1 C* An t Vl Orui liliui, ciiauimg muiano tyj ii.au vvao a vnai mo l  uii uiv.

road to “civiliza tion.” Eliot a lso es tablished a tota l of fourteen “praying 
towns ,” model Chris tian communities  where Indian converts  lived quar-
antined from the nega tive influences  of unconverted re la tives or unsavory 
English characte rs . He la id down harsh pena lties for Indians who dis-
obeyed his  rules . Men must work hard; women must lea rn to spin and 
weave . They must wear the ir ha ir English-s tyle , s top us ing bear’s grease as  
protection aga ins t mosquitoes , and give up plura l wives . Discarded wives  
and children presumably suffe red misery and poverty so that the ir now- 
monogamous ex-husbands and fa thers could live Chris tian lives . Eliot’s 
program promoted social revolution and cultura l dis integra tion.

Not surpris ingly, many Indian people re fused to accept such an assault 
on the ir way of life . Indian communities that had not ye t experienced 
devas ta tion proved more  res is tant to Puritan teachings . At their he ight, 
Eliot’s praying towns he ld only about e leven hundred people , and the
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extent of individua l convers ions among these people , and how many 
accepted Eliot’s comple te  program of socia l change , remains uncerta in. 
At Natick, Eliot’s showpiece praying-town, some Indian converts  were  
given a Chris tian funera l se rvice , but were inte rred in traditiona l fashion 
with wampum, beads , and other earthly items . As Danie l Mandell notes , 
“The des ire  to mainta in an Indian community in an English/Chris tian 
world extended even to the grave .” . . .

For those  who did accept Chris tianity, convers ion may have meant 
something diffe rent from what it meant to Eliot. Massachuse tt Indians  
be lieved in a  crea tor, but the ir world was inhabited by countless mani- 
toxvuk, spirits  who directed the course  of the ir da ily lives . Adding God or 
Chris t did not necessarily dis rupt their worldview. . . .

Some people  may have embraced Chris tianity as a  way of fending off 
annihila tion as the  world crumbled about them. Miss ions offe red Indian 
people a haven from some of the turmoil and provided them knowledge 
and skills  to dea l with the s trange new world that was be ing crea ted. 
Learning to read was a  way of acquiring knowledge about the English as  
well as about God; it could be used to unders tand treaties , laws , and 
deeds in addition to the Bible . It may a lso have carried s ta tus  and 
involved ritua l and spiritua l qua lities  of which Eliot would not have been 
aware . Some women may have been a ttracted to Chris tianity because it 
redefined gender roles  or s imply because they wanted to lea rn to spin. 
For a ll these people , convers ion to Chris tianity had meaning; but that was  
not necessarily the same meaning tha t it had for Eliot.

However comple te the ir convers ion, the inhabitants  of the praying- 
towns could not find she lter from the s torms a round them. During King 
Philip’s War (1675—76), Indians  from Natick supported the English, but 
the  colonis ts  viewed a ll Indians  with fear and suspicion. Praying-town res i-
dents  were rounded up and incarcerated on Deer Is land in Bos ton 
Harbor. Eliot’s miss ion program fe ll to pieces . . . .

Like Eliot in New England, Spanish miss ionaries in the South labored 
to save Indian souls  with an assault on Indian culture tha t severed kinship 
re la tions , res tricted sexua l practices , a lte red se ttlement pa tte rns , and pro-
moted new divis ions  of labor. Jesuit Fa ther Juan Rogel decla red in 1570: 
“If we are to ga ther fruit, the Indians  mus t join in and live in se ttlements  
and cultiva te  the soil.” Spanish miss ionaries  regarded rese ttling Indian 
people as peasants  living in sedenta ry communities  as a pre requis ite  to 
Chris tianity. Under the Spanish miss ion sys tem, Indian people  built the  
miss ions , ra ised and tended the crops and s tock tha t fed the miss ion com-
munity, and performed the routine services that sus ta ined the miss ion. 
But the rea lity the miss ions achieved ra re ly matched the goa l they pur-
sued. The Spanish miss ions  a lso produced mass ive popula tion decline , 
food shortages , increased demands  for labor, and violence .

At its  he ight in the mid-seventeenth century, the Spanish miss ion sys-
tem in the colony of La  Florida  included seventy fria rs  in forty miss ions  
s tre tching from St. Augus tine to the coas t of South Carolina  in the north 
and the Apalachicola River near present-day Tallahassee in the wes t. . . .
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But Indians resented and res is ted Franciscan e fforts . Guale  Indians rebe lled 
aga ins t the ir miss ionaries  in 1597; Chris tian Apalachees  revolted in 1638 
and 1647; Timucuans , in 1656. British and Indian ra ids  from the north a t 
the beginning of the e ighteenth century e ffective ly brought the miss ion 
sys tem to an end. The ne t result of Spanish miss ionary e fforts  in the area  
was abandoned miss ions , fragmented communities , and re fugee converts  
huddled a round St. Augus tine .

Following Juan de Onate’s colonizing expedition into New Mexico in 
1598, Spanish Franciscan miss ionaries es tablished themselves  in a lmos t 
every pueblo a long the Rio Grande. The Spanish Crown saw miss ions as a  
line of defense , protecting the colony from Indian enemies  and European 
riva ls . The Pueblos may have seen them in somewhat s imila r te rms: the  
miss ions could s tand aga ins t Apache enemies  and aga inst potentia lly 
aggress ive Spanish soldie rs  and colonis ts . But Spanish pries ts  not only 
invaded kivas (underground ceremonia l chambers ), they desecra ted 
kachina masks and tried to suppress  Native ritua ls  and sexua l practices . 
Many Pueblos  re fused to accept a  new fa ith tha t threa tened the ir socia l 
and spiritual order; others  continued to practice the ir ances tra l ways behind
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the Hopis  and other more  dis tant Pueblos; others re ta lia ted in periodic 
outbreaks  of violence . Drought, fa lling popula tions , and increas ing 
Navajo and Apache ra ids indicated that the new re ligion was not a  source  
of powerful spiritua l protection, and tha t people should re turn to the ir 
ancient ways , if they ever had le ft them. In 1680, Pope , a  Tewa medicine  
man from San Juan, synchronized an upris ing of the different Pueblos  
that drove out the Spania rds  for a  dozen years . The Indians  killed and 
mutila ted many of the  fria rs  who had been trying to s tamp out the ir re li-
gion and desecra ted the a lien parapherna lia  of Ca tholicism.

The Spania rds  re turned, but they had lea rned from the experience . 
Where the ir predecessors  had tried to e radica te a ll Native  ritua ls , fria rs  
now more  often turned a blind eye to such practices  — a shift, as his torian 
John Kesse l describes it, “from crusading intolerance to pragmatic accom-
modation.” Indian people meanwhile became res igned to the Spania rds  
and adopted more  subtle tactics  of res is tance . When Diego de Vargas  
re turned on his  campaign of reconques t in 1692, Luis , a  P icuri Pueblo 
leader, appeared before  him dressed in animal skins and wearing a band 
of pa lm she ll a round his  head; but he a lso wore a  rosary round his  neck 
and carried a  s ilver cross , an Agnus Dei, and a  cloth printed with the  
image of Our Lady of Guade loupe . A century of contact with Spanish mis-
s ionaries had le ft its  imprint. Many Pueblos accepted the outward forms  
of Hispanic Chris tianity while keeping the fria rs  away from clan, kiva , and 
kachina , the things  that cons tituted the core of the ir re ligion and the ir 
Pueblo identity. Many Pueblos became nomina lly Catholic, a ttending 
mass and observing Chris tian holidays , but they continued to practice  tra-
ditiona l ritua ls  and kept the ir worldview intact. . . .

The Hopis  were  more insula ted than other Pueblos  from Spanish cru-
sading. The ir villages  sa t a top isola ted mesas  in northern Arizona , and
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they were be tte r able to keep Spanish pries ts  a t a rm’s length. Hopi re li-
gious leaders not only res is ted those Spanish miss ionaries  who made the  
trek to the ir villages , they even on occas ion debated and denounced the  
padres  in public confrontations . . . .

The Franciscan fria r Junfpero Serra brought Catholicism to the Indians  
of Ca lifornia  in 1769. Trave ling north to the San Francisco Bay a rea , his  
expedition es tablished the firs t Ca tholic miss ion a t San Diego. Other mis-
s ions followed until a cha in of twenty-one miss ions s tre tched more than 
650 miles . By 1800, Indian neophytes  — as the converts  were  ca lled -— 
numbered some twenty thousand, tes timony to the dis integration of 
Native socie ties  under the hammerblows of new diseases as much as to the  
power of Chris tianity. But the fact tha t Indian neophytes  adopted Chris tian 
symbols and s tories  did not necessarily mean they accepted convers ion on 
Spanish te rms . They may have seen in the pageantry and parapherna lia  
of Ca tholic se rvices  new sources of spiritual power which they could acquire  
without jeopardizing the ir old be lie fs . Spanish miss ionaries congrega ted 
Indian peoples into new communities  and used Indian labor to support 
the  miss ion sys tem while  they themselves labored to save Indian souls .
The fria rs  segrega ted unmarried men and women into separa te  dormito-
ries  a t night to enforce Catholic mora l codes , imposed s trict labor regi-
mens , and resorted to whipping, branding, and solita ry confinement to 
keep the Indians  on the pa th to “civiliza tion and sa lva tion.” . . .

Indian popula tions  plummeted. Many Indians ran away from the mis-
s ions ; others  turned to violence : severa l hundred Indians launched an 
unsuccess ful a ttack on the San Diego miss ion in 1775.

Miss ionary e fforts  e lsewhere met with limited success , a lthough not 
a lways  for the same reasons . Moravian miss ionaries  won many converts  
among the Delaware Indians  in Pennsylvania and Ohio in the e ighteenth 
century, and some Delawares clearly embraced the Chris tian way of life  
that miss ionaries such as  John Heckewelder and David Ze isberger brought 
them. But the Moravians and the ir converts  were building peaceful mis-
s ion havens in what was fas t becoming a  war zone . The colonia l and revo-
lutionary wars tha t raged in the Ohio Valley in the second ha lf of the  
century dis rupted the miss ionaries ’ work, dis loca ting their communities , 
and brought disas te r to the converts . In 1782, American militiamen 
butchered nine ty-s ix pacifis t and unarmed Moravian Indians in the ir vil-
lage a t Gnadenhiitten. The Moravians  and the ir converts  migra ted to 
Canada in the  years  a fte r the  American Revolution. . . .

Converted and unconverted Indians a like noted diffe rences be tween 
Chris tianity as preached and as practiced. Indians commonly counte red 
miss ionary a rguments  by decla ring, “We are be tte r Chris tians  than you.” 
Those , like  Occom, who converted during the Grea t Awakening found 
fault with the es tablished church. Many Narraganse tts  converted to Chris -
tianity in the 1740s , embracing a re ligious movement that cha llenged the  
inte llectua l e litism of Puritanism. It more  close ly resembled the ir tradi-
tiona l re ligion, emphas izing vis ions , the spoken ra ther than the  written 
word, and re ligious  leadership based on a “ca lling” ra ther than on formal
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educa tion. The Narraganse tts  built the ir own church and had Narragansett 
minis te rs . Samuel Niles , the firs t Narraganse tt minis te r, sa id tha t his  people  
regarded educa ted minis ters  as “Thieves , Robbers , P ira tes , e tc. . . . They 
s teal the word. God told the Prophe ts the words they Spoke: and these  
Minis te rs  Stea l that Word.” . . ,

Indians spread Chris tianity in less direct ways than opera ting as miss ion-
aries . Iroquois  Indians  who converted to Catholicism in the seventeenth 
century formed new miss ion communities  a t places like  Caughnawaga  
near Montreal. In the  early years  of the nineteenth century, Iroquois  from 
Caughnawaga migra ted to the Rocky Mounta in region to work in the  fur 
trade as trappers  and guides . Some of them inte rmarried with loca l 
Indian women and brought the ir Indian Catholicism to the tribes there .

Though many Indian people looked to Chris tianity for he lp in times of 
cris is , Chris tianity often genera ted additiona l crises  and tens ions in 
Indian communities . Ritua ls  such as the Green Com Ceremony united 
Indian communities , bringing people  toge ther in seasona l ce remonies  of 
prayer, thanksgiving, and world renewal; Chris tian miss ionaries  prohibited 
their converts  from participating in such “pagan rituals ,” thereby severing 
ties  of community and identity. Miss ionaries  a lso a ttempted to se t up new 
pa tte rns  of work and behavior be tween the sexes . In gender-ega litarian 
socie ties  like the Hurons and the Montagna is , where  women enjoyed an 
influence unknown in Europe , French miss ionaries tried to subordina te  
women, to reorder Indian socie ty a long more “civilized” lines .

Some communities  split be tween traditiona l and Chris tian factions .
The Hurons  were bitte rly factionalized by the time the Iroquois  a ttacked 
them in 1648-49. Delawares who converted to the Moravian fa ith lived in 
separate  villages  from the ir unconverted re la tives  and sometimes experi-
enced ridicule  and resentment from them. Formerly viewed with respect 
by other Iroquois , Oneida headmen by 1772 fe lt “despised by our 
brethren, on account of our Chris tian profess ion.” Some opportunis tic 
Indian leaders embraced Chris tianity to add spiritua l sanction in the ir 
politica l cha llenge to es tablished leaders . At Natick in the seventeenth 
century, Waban used Chris tianity as a  core  a round which to organize a  
faction cha llenging the leadership of Cushamekin, which res ted on more  
traditiona l spiritua l founda tions . Men like  Waban employed the miss ion-
aries as a llies to serve the ir own politica l inte res ts .

Some communities  split even further as factions  formed around diffe r-
ent denominations . In about 1700, the Chris tian Wampanoag community 
a t Gay Head on Martha’s Vineyard split into Baptis t and Congrega tiona l 
churches . Most Mohawks became nomina l Anglicans in the early e igh-
teenth century; the ir re la tives  who accepted the Catholic fa ith moved away 
to form new communities  near the French a t S t. Regis (present-day 
Akwesasne) and Caughnawaga. The surface harmony Richard Smith wit-
nessed a t Oquaga in 1769 concea led widening divis ions be tween Anglican 
and Presbyte rian factions  within the community.

All across  America , Chris tian and Indian peoples and e lements mingled. 
In Quebec and northern New England, Abenaki Indians took French
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sa ints ’ names as surnames , wore crucifixes  a round the ir necks , spoke  
French, prayed to Catholic sa ints , and even hung wampum be lts  on 
Catholic s ta tues . As did Spanish office rs  in the Southwes t, French office rs  
in the Northeas t acted as godparents a t baptisms of Abenaki children. 
Sebas tian Ras ies  sa id the  Abenakis ’ fa ith was “the bond that unites  them 
to the French,” and Abenakis themselves  re jected English miss ionary 
e fforts , asserting the ir loya lty to the French: “We have promised to be  
true  to God in our Religion, and it is  this  we profess to s tand by.” But 
Abenakis  a lso kept traditiona l ritua ls  a live . When French pries ts  frowned 
on dancing to drums, they danced to ra ttles  ins tead.

The miss ionary experience  a lso le ft an imprint on some miss ionaries , 
however. Men who went into Indian country to convert the “hea then” 
sometimes found themselves s lowly be ing converted to an Indian way of 
life  they were dedica ted to des troy. . . .

As they did in China  and Paraguay, Jesuit miss ionaries  modified their 
practices to accommodate the culture  of the na tive  peoples  whom they 
hoped to make into Catholics . They rea lized tha t the ir best s tra tegy lay in 
firs t winning acceptance and support in the communities  where they 
lived and preached, building on common ground and avoiding head-on 
confronta tions  with Native practices tha t did not clash openly with 
Chris tian teachings . They adapted their messages to suit Indian s tyles of 
ora tory, looking for para lle ls  in Indian be lie f sys tems and behaving as  
much as possible  according to Native protocol. When Fa ther Nau wanted 
to es tablish a  miss ion among the Iroquois  in 1735, he recognized tha t he  
would need to conform to Iroquois  ways: he  accepted adoption into the  
Bear clan, because , he expla ined, “a miss ionary would not be an accept-
able person in the  village  were he not a  member of the tribe .”

Missionaries  sought to discredit traditiona l spiritua l leaders , ye t took 
over many of their functions  in Indian socie ty — they dispensed advice , 
spoke in council, shared what they had, and minis te red to the s ick. 
Sebas tian Ras ies lived a lmos t thirty years  among the Abenaki Indians  a t 
Norridgewock in Maine. He dedica ted himself to converting the Indians  
to Chris tianity and changing their way of life  forever. It was , he  wrote , 
“necessary to conform to their manners  and cus toms, to the end that I 
might ga in their confidence and win them to Jesus Chris t.” Yet, in a  le tte r 
to his  brother the  year before he died, Ras ies confided tha t the conver-
s ion process had been mutua l: “As for what concerns me persona lly, I 
assure you that I see , that I hear, that I speak, only as a  savage .” The  
English ha ted Ras ies , fea red that he used his  influence among the  
Indians  to incite  a ttacks on English se ttlements , and put a  price on his  
head. In 1724, they ra ided Norridgewock, burned the  village , killed 
Ras ies , and mutila ted his  body.

David Bra inerd, a  young Presbyte rian minis ter preaching to Indians  
a long the Susquehanna River in the 1740s , found tha t their responses  
prompted him to ques tion and reeva luate  his  miss ion. Munsee Indians  
re jected Chris tianity as a  corrupting influence and told Bra inerd they pre-
fe rred to “live as their fa thers  lived and go where the ir fa thers  were  when
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they died.” Delawares in wes te rn Pennsylvania  seemed equally unrecep- 
tive . The blank s ta res of the Indians  whose souls  he had se t out to save  
drove Bra inerd into a critica l period of soul searching, reassess ing his  
goa ls and even wondering about his  God. More  receptive Indian audi-
ences brought a  renewed commitment before  Bra inerd’s ea rly dea th from 
tuberculos is , but the Indians he met clearly molded the young miss ion-
ary’s character and influenced “everything from his  evange lis tic method 
to his  psychologica l health.” . . .

As  James Axte ll expla ins , the direction of re ligious  change in North 
America  was “decidedly unilinear,” la rge ly because Indian re ligions , unlike  
Chris tianity, were tolerant of other fa iths . Indian re ligions  were a lways on 
the defens ive , and any changes  tha t occurred in colonia l re ligion “were  
minor and se lf-genera ted,” not in response to Native pressures to convert 
Neverthe less , be ing on the defens ive did not tota lly rob Indians  of the ini-
tia tive . Frequendy, they used e lements  of Chris tianity for the ir own pur-
poses : “By accepting the Chris tian pries t as the functiona l equiva lent of a  
na tive shaman and by giving traditiona l meanings to Chris tian rites , dog-
mas, and de ities ,” writes  Axte ll, “the Indians ensured the surviva l of na tive  
culture  by taking on the protective colora tion of the invaders ’ culture .”

Periodica lly, new re ligious  movements deve loped in Indian country, 
and mess iahs  preached a re turn to traditiona l ways of life . By the second 
ha lf of the e ighteenth century, as Gregory Dowd has a rgued, Indian 
peoples in the easte rn woodlands  who fought to preserve the ir remaining 
lands from European and American expans ion a lso s truggled to recover 
the ir world by res toring and reviving traditiona l ritua ls . Some mess iahs  
and prophe ts  preached tota l re jection of the  white  man and his  ways . 
Indian people could become whole aga in only if they denounced a lcohol, 
trade goods , and Chris tianity. Others  offe red a more flexible  approach.
In 1799, a  Seneca  Indian named Handsome Lake, who had given in to 
a lcoholism and despa ir as his  world crumbled a round him, experienced a 
vis ion. He renounced a lcohol and began to preach a program of social 
re form and cultura l re juvena tion, urging his  people to abandon what was  
evil but take what was best from white culture . He a lso offe red them a 
re ligion that blended e lements  of Chris tian teaching, poss ibly picked up 
from ne ighboring Quakers , with traditiona l ritua ls  such as the Green 
Corn Ceremony and the Midwinte r Ceremony. Handsome Lake revived 
and res tructured traditiona l re ligion for a  new world. The Longhouse  
re ligion, as it became known, thrived and spread and continues today.

Time and aga in in North America , Chris tian miss ionaries  es tablished a  
foothold in Indian communities  during a cris is , reaped a harves t of con-
verts , and then were pushed back or he ld a t a rm’s length as Indian 
people kept or revived ancient be lie fs . Indian people  learned that the bes t 
way to preserve the ir re ligious  be lie fs  was to hide them from evange lizing 
Europeans , a  s tra tegy that, ironica lly, often convinced outs iders that the  
Indians ’ re ligion had died out. The result often lay somewhere be tween 
tota l acceptance and tota l re jection. In southwes te rn pueblos , kivas s till 
exis t a longs ide Catholic churches , and Indian people often participate  in
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Chris tian as well as traditiona l ceremonies . At Gay Head and Mashpee , in 
Massachuse tts , where  Indians  became Chris tians as ea rly as the seven-
teenth century, Native folk be lie fs  about ghos ts , witches , and spirits  sur-
vived into the twentie th century. In such ins tances , Chris tianity did not 
e radica te old be lie fs ; ra ther, it supplemented and even s trengthened 
them, providing a new, broader spiritua l bas is . The new world that 
emerged was one in which Chris tian and traditiona l be lie fs  a like , some-
times separa te ly and sometimes toge ther, guided and gave meaning to 
people ’s lives .
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Atlantic World his tories , like  more  familia r narra tives of the rise of the  
na tion-s ta te , frequeiUbLS£^^^onvey a sense of European omnipo- 
tence . Capita lism reaches across the  Atlantic to engulf the  Americas , Old 
World biota  invade the New World and push out indigenous  species , and 
his torica l narra tive replaces ora l traditions about the  pas t. Searching the  
frayed edges of transa tlantic empires , howeverfhis torian§ have loca ted 
peripheral regions , various ly described as fronjtigrs ; borcle rlands , or 
middle  grourldBTThat lay jus t beyond the reach of imperia l control. Once  
characte rized as the proving grounds of empire , schola rs  now recognize  
that these regions  were s ites of negotia tion and compromise , where  
Indians  and colonis ts  toge ther forged new worlds .

In a 1999 a rticle , Je remy Adelman and Stephen Aroh suinmed ug/ 
TOrentdtfee î aTe^anHboTdgrĵ S^ the contes ted regions lying be tween 
empires . These regions , they observed, were characte rized by “fluid and 
‘inclus ive’ intercultura l frontie rs .” They were  places of “mutua l accultura -
tion,” “reple te  with e thnic mixing, syncre tism, and cohabita tion.” Where  
borderlands exis ted, Adelman and Aron concluded, “Indian peoples  
de^ectedĵ enaLp^ow^mJ&am^^î ^rî mhpu^®ses .a jadlS^Ded 
economic, diplomatic, and person^ not entire ly
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