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The Columns
“These columns support a roof that shelters sacred space for all.”

Indigenous Peoples’ Day Issue
Editor’s Introduction to the
October issue

by Rev. Richard Chrisman
Time to own our history.
All over America, different
communities and individuals
have started to dig into their
pasts. Now the churches. Scary.
But overdue.
Questions are begging to
be answered about colonial
churches and the Native
Americans. The Wampanoag
tribal family has been asking
us to do this since they started
making their Thanksgiving
witness at Plymouth Rock
(way) back in 1970 (!).
In this issue, we open our
exploration at Eliot Church
with an article written for our
website by Boston College
Professor and Eliot member,
Rebekah Mitsein. Prof.
Mitsein is frank to report
the ambiguities as well as the
praiseworthy aspects of John
Eliot’s ministry. It’s a valuable
learning for us and a basis for
how to approach our 175th
Anniversary.
History jumps from there
to the record of slavery in
continued on pg. 2

					

October, 2019
John Eliot: Apostle to the Indians

by Rebekah Mitsein
John Eliot emigrated from London
to New England in 1631. Serving
as a minister in Roxbury, Eliot came
to be known as “the Apostle to the
Eliot, The First Missionary
Indians” for his missionary work. As
among the Indians
the settlements of the Massachusetts
Bay Company expanded, the indigenous Algonquian population began
dying out from the unfamiliar diseases the colonists brought with them.
Several Puritan theologians interpreted this as God simply making more
space for the English, his chosen pilgrims. Eliot opposed this point of view.
He advocated for the fair treatment of Native Americans in land disputes,
and he protested their sale into slavery. In an early sermon, Eliot likened the
Native Americans to Ezekiel’s dry bones. They were God’s people, he argued,
continued on pg. 2

Important Upcoming Events
Recognizing Columbus/Indigenous Peoples’ Day, Jean-Luc Pierite of
the North American Indian Center of Boston. Thursday, October 10, 5:30
– 7:30 pm. Grove Hall Public Library, 41 Geneva Avenue, Dorchester, MA.
Reading: M.L.King, Jr., Why We Can’t Wait.
Morality, Politics and the Climate Crisis, Dr. Roger Gottlieb and Rep.
Jennifer Benson. Thursday, October 17, 7:00 – 9:00 pm. Temple Shalom,
175 Temple St., West Newton, MA.
Eliot Church’s Annual Fall Fair, Saturday, October 19, 9:30 am - 3:00 pm.
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Introduction, continued from pg. 1

America, because Native American
males were sold into slavery in the
South where they had run out of
indentured servants to work the
tobacco and cotton fields. Then,

Cambridge. Only the Introduction
and Conclusion of their 18-page
study of their involvement with
slavery is possible to be reproduced
in this issue.
Given those examples, we could
afford to ask ourselves, since we

When filmmaker Katrina Browne discovers that her New England ancestors were
the largest slave-trading family in U.S. history, she and nine cousins retrace the
Triangle Trade and gain powerful new perspectives on the black/white divide.
Browne, who testified in June at the House Judiciary Committee hearing on
reparations, will discuss issues of racism today following the screening.

it turns out, New Englanders,
although not owning slaves
themselves because it was illegal in
Massachusetts, got involved in the
African slave trade.
That story was told by the
Episcopal Church in Bristol, CT,
which discovered “traces of the
[slave] trade” throughout their
past. Today, that example of church
self-investigation is being carried
forward by the First Church of

were founded in 1845, what role, if
any, did we have in the abolitionist
movement (founded and run by
William Lloyd Garrison from
Boston). Trying to answer such
a question could be a guide and
a spur for our 175th Anniversary.
What place are we to take in today’s
response to the historical abuse of
the native and enslaved populations
of this continent?

The Tragedy of the “Praying Indian’”

• • •

History, continued from pg. 1

and the English were God’s
instrument sent to breathe life
into them.
Despite Eliot’s legendary
oratory skills, his first
conversion attempt was a flop.
After struggling to proselytize
to the Massachusett sachem
and diplomat Cutshamekin,
Eliot wrote that the sachem
and his people “despised what
I said.” Though Cutshamekin
would ostensibly convert at a
later date, Eliot had to match
wits with him several times
over, and the Masshachusett
was always cautious about
capitulating to the English
during these debates. Eliot
found the Nipmuc Waban
a more model convert. A
powerful member of the
Nonantum tribe, Waban
made a profession of faith
almost immediately, and he
encouraged several others in
his community to do so as
well. Intricate intercultural
exchanges underpinned
Waban’s conversion and the
ones that followed that reflect
Waban’s political savvy and
the intersections between
Christianity and Algonquian
cosmology.
Eliot came to believe that
the Algonquian were members
of the lost tribe of Israel, and
that their salvation would
hasten Christ’s second coming.
This could only be achieved,
he concluded, by ministering
History, continued on pg. 4
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Owning Our History:
First Church and Race
1636-1873
Building the Beloved
Community
First Church in Cambridge,
Congregational, UCC
February 27, 2011

He hath redeemed and sanctified to
himself...” Therefore, some among the
enslaved African and Native Americans

by David Kidder
(Introduction excerpt)
For over two hundred years,
First Church evolved in
its understanding of the
inclusiveness of covenant,
of the “we who are brought
together” to make a faith
community. Who should
be included, and on what
terms? Should infants be
baptized? Should children
of unbaptized persons be
baptized? Should enslaved
persons and indentured
servants be offered baptism
and membership? This
last question was debated
but not resolved until the
18th century. The argument
follows from Puritan
conceptions of predestined
salvation. God has elected
some to be saved. We
cannot know whom God
has chosen. In fact, the elect
could well include others
outside the community of
European settlers gathered
in the first churches in
the colonies. And while
works could not guarantee
salvation to anyone, it was
clear that these gifts of
baptism and membership
“becometh all those whom

could be among the elect, and thus be
legitimate candidates for baptism and
church membership.
***
(Conclusion excerpt)
We have very little definitive to say
about numbers and participation
of persons of color at First Church
during this period. When First Church
members owned enslaved persons
in the 17th and 18th centuries, several
were baptized and admitted to a
kind of second-class membership,
common to most Congregational
churches of the time. In 1756, First
Church excluded black persons from
the gallery, at Harvard’s request. After
Massachusetts determined slavery
to be unconstitutional in 1783, the
number of persons of color baptized
and admitted to membership dropped
dramatically. Indeed, there were
diminishing incentives for persons of
color to attend or join white churches

First Church and many other
Congregational churches
remained on the sidelines
in the great debates over
abolition.

in the 19th century. Most
Congregational churches
maintained segregated “negro
pews” through the end of
the Civil War. Mr. Adams
pastorate, immediately after
the Unitarian split, cannot
have provided a welcoming
environment at First
Church for persons of color.
Increasingly, black families
found more welcoming options
in the growing number of
predominantly black churches
in New England.
In many ways, First Church
mirrored the beliefs and

After Massachusetts
determined slavery to be
unconstitutional in 1783,
the number of persons
of color baptized and
admitted to membership
dropped dramatically.
practices of other orthodox,
established Congregational
churches in New England. As
the historical core of civil and
religious life in Puritan New
England, these churches were
slow to challenge the social or
political order in later years.

Statue on Commonwealth Avenue
of William Lloyd Garrison

• • •
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History, continued from pg. 2

to Native Americans in their own
languages. Eliot hoped to translate
the Bible into Wôpanâak, and he
turned to Algonquian–English
speakers like Wawaus ( James
Printer), Cockenoe, and John
Sassamon to produce Mamusse
Wunneetupanatamwe Up-Biblum
God. Eliot would not have become
the “Apostle to the Indians”
without these interpreters and
scholars, some of whom read not
only English but also Latin and
Greek. At times their help was
willingly given. John Sassamon
and James Printer spent most
of their lives mediating between
the Massachusetts Bay area’s
indigenous populations and
English settlers. At times it was
coerced. Cockenoe was a captive,
taken by the English during the
Pequot War of the late 1630s.
Native Americans who
converted to Christianity were
termed “Praying Indians,” and
they settled in fourteen different
“Praying Towns” around the
Boston area, the first of which
was Natick. The English provided
Praying Indians with a measure of
support, protection, and autonomy.
In exchange, the converts were
expected to live like Europeans.
They were required to cut their

Eliot came to believe that
the Native Americans were
members of the lost tribe
of Israel, and that their
salvation would hasten
Christ’s second coming.

hair, wear English clothes, and
build English-style buildings.
However, they were not welcomed
into English congregations. Praying
Indians could not become members
of Puritan churches.
Leaders like Cutshamekin were
concerned that the Praying Town
system would put the Algonquians
at a severe political disadvantage.
This anxiety was warranted. In the
1670s, the Narragansett sachem
Metacomet (called “King Philip”
by the English) led a resistance to
colonial land expansion. As war
broke out, the colonial government
grew suspicious of the Praying
Indians, fearing that they were
secretly Metacomet’s allies. The
Puritans turned on the Praying
Towns, disbanding them and
interning their inhabitants on Deer
Island, where they were kept in
brutal conditions without adequate
food, water, or shelter. Even Waban
was held prisoner on suspicion of
conspiracy, though he had alerted the
colonial government of Metacomet’s
unrest. The English burned almost
every copy of the first printing of
Mamusse Wunneetupanatamwe UpBiblum God.
Like Waban, John Sassamon
also tried to warn the Puritans of
Metacomet’s intentions. In fact,
Eliot had sent John Sassamon to
Metacomet several times in the
months leading up to the war,
hoping to find a way to settle the
dispute peacefully. But the colonial
government didn’t listen. John
Sassamon’s ability to translate
between languages and cultures, the
very thing that had made him vital
to the survival and growth of the

During King Philip’s
War, Eliot condemned
the violence wreaked on
Metacomet and his people.
Massachusetts Bay Colony, also
made him suspect to many. He
was killed by three Wampanoag
just before the start of the war
for his loyalty to the English.

D

uring King Philip’s War,
Eliot condemned the
violence wreaked on Metacomet
and his people. He proclaimed
in a letter to John Winthrop, Jr.,
that he hoped the destruction
would teach “the English to
do the Indians justice and
no wrong about their lands.”
He was devastated by the
undeserved internment of his
converts. Alone in a rowboat,
he attempted to bring them
enough food and supplies to
survive the unforgiving winter.
Only half of the Praying
Indians brought to Deer Island
did. Once the war was finally
over, Eliot ferried those that
remained back to the mainland
and helped them rebuild their
homes. Collaborating with
Robert Boyle, the famous
English scientist, he raised
funds for another printing of
the Algonquian Bible.
James Printer laid the type
for the second printing of
Mamusse Wunneetupanatamwe
Up-Biblum God as he had the
first. But since he, like John
Sassamon, had worked as

History, continued on pg. 5
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a scribe and translator for
Metacomet, he had to bring
the colonial government scalps
of Metacomet’s soldiers as
proof of his loyalty before
they would let him return to
his job at the printing press at
Cambridge. Cockenoe escaped
back to his family on Long
Island and ultimately became
sachem of Montauk.

Native American languages were
outlawed or discouraged through
government-sanctioned assimilation
efforts. Thanks in part to Eliot,
John Sassamon, James Printer, and
Cockanoe, and thanks to dedicated
researchers like Jessie Little Doe
Baird, Wôpanâak is once again
a living language (http://www.
wlrp.org).

T

he story of the Praying
Indians doesn’t end
in the seventeenth century.
Despite Deer Island and the
destruction of most of the early
Praying Towns, descendants
from Eliot’s original converts
still gather in the Boston
area today and still call
themselves Praying Indians
(http://natickprayingindians.
org/history.html). Other
descendants from the first
Praying Indians were forced
west during the removals of
the nineteenth century. They
established different surviving
Christian communities
across the United States,
like the Brothertown Nation
in Wisconsin (http://
brothertownindians.org).
The story of Mamusse
Wunneetupanatamwe UpBiblum God doesn’t end in
the seventeenth century
either. The Eliot Bible has
been a cornerstone text for
the Wôpanâak Language
Reclamation Project and other
efforts to resurrect Wôpanâak,
which was all but lost as

Ancient Bible

E

liot was a man of his time.
He believed that the path
to salvation required not only
conversion to Christianity but
also conversion to an English way
of life. Eliot undoubtedly played
a role in the settler colonialism
that devastated New England’s
Algonquian communities. The
descendants of those communities
live the history of that devastation
today. But Eliot’s converts also
changed him. He adjusted his
ministry and his vision for the
Praying Towns to meet Algonquian
desires and political expectations.
When the inhabitants of Natick
decided to make Cutshamekin
their leader, for instance, Eliot
respected their choice, despite
his own rocky history with
the intractable Massachusett.
Upon Cutshamekin’s death in
1651, Waban took his place.
Cutshamekin’s son Chickatabut
refused to acknowledge Waban’s

authority. Rather than insist he
submit, Eliot obtained 6,000 acres
for Chickatabut to begin his own
Praying Town. Eliot remained
committed to the wellbeing of his
converts until his death in 1690.
At heart, Eliot believed in grace
and abhorred hypocrisy. He cites
Micah 6:8 frequently throughout
the Indian Dialogues, preaching
“faith…held forth in those works
of sanctification and holy life.” His
vision of what a holy life should
look like had deep flaws. But there
is much we can learn from both
John Eliot’s strengths and his
limitations about what it means
to act justly, love mercy, and walk
humbly through the world.

F

or more on the Native
American translators and
scholars who worked closely
with Eliot, see Lisa Brooks’s Our
Beloved Kin: A New History of
King Philip’s War (Yale UP, 2018).
For more on Eliot and the Praying
Indians, see Kristina Bross’s Dry
Bones and Indian Sermons: Praying
Indians in Colonial America
(Cornell UP, 2004) and Richard
Cogley’s John Eliot’s Mission to
the Indians before King Philip’s
War (Harvard UP, 1999). For a
readable overview of King Philip’s
War, see Jill Lepore’s The Name of
War (Knopf, 1998). Additional
information about seventeenthcentury Native American writings
can be found at The Yale Indian
Papers Project website (https://
yipp.yale.edu/) and the American
Antiquarian Society’s website
(http://www.americanantiquarian.
History, continued on pg. 6
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History, continued from pg. 5

org/EnglishtoAlgonquian/home).
Eliot Church of Newton is built
on the traditional homeland of the
Massachusett.

• • •

His headstone said
FREE AT LAST, FREE AT
LAST
But death is a slave’s freedom
We seek the freedom of free men
And the construction of a world
Where Martin Luther King
could have lived and preached
non-violence.

Prayer
Today I give thanks for all
indigenous peoples. For our
ancestors who came before, who
endured every hardship, who
gave us life like a precious ember
against the harsh winds of history.
For our elders who speak wisdom
into silence, who show us how to
live in dignity the ancient virtues
that are our only path forward.
For our families. For our youth.
For our children. I thank God for
you today, each and every one,
and fast this day that it may be
holy, a day of remembrance for
what you gave and give. From
Cloud Walking: a Spiritual Diary,
the Rt. Rev. Steven Charleston,
retired Episcopal Bishop of Alaska
and Choctaw Elder.

–Nikki Giovanni, 4/9/68

FOLLOW the New York
Times “1619 Project”—
It is a major initiative
from The New York Times
observing the 400th
anniversary of the beginning
of American slavery. It aims
to reframe the country’s
history, understanding 1619
as our true founding, and
placing the consequences
of slavery and the
contributions of black
Americans at the very center
of the story we tell ourselves
about who we are.

d

Newsletter design & layout:
Natasha Collins

This inspiring project and the
dedicatory event in October at
the Boston Common provides
an example of what it means to
lift up our history relative to the
indigenous and enslaved peoples
of our region.

The Shaw 54th: Restoring the
Memorial & Dialogue on Race

Tuesday,
October 15, 2019
10:30 AM
Shaw 54th Memorial
(across from the MA State House)
This event is open to the
public. RSVP here: https://
friendsofthepublicgarden.org/
shaw54th/ – so we can have an
estimate of those attending!

Eliot Church Anniversary
by Susan Nason
The Eliot Church of Newton
will mark its 175th anniversary
in 2020. How should we mark
this milestone? Perhaps by
both celebrating the past and
re-imagining the future. One
suggestion is to update the
written history of Eliot since
the last comprehensive history
was written by Arthur Lord
and covered only the first 100
years. Another suggestion is
to work with a professional
to ensure that our historical
documents are properly
preserved. Other possibilities special music, displays, a service
project in which both adults
and youth could participate
or recording the memories
of long-time members. The
possibilities are endless. What
ideas do you have? Would you
like to participate in marking
this special anniversary year? If
so, contact Susan Nason or any
member of Leadership Council.

• • •

Participate at Eliot–!
Sing—the choir practices
Thursdays at 7:00 p.m.
Worship—celebrate on Sunday
at 10:00 a.m.
Volunteer—check the Mission
and Social Justice bulletin board!
Sign up to help with Fall Fair! There
are many ways to volunteer, just
let Natasha (office@eliotchurch.
org) know you’re interested! Visit
https://www.eliotchurch.org/eliotfall-fair.html. and for information
about the types of donations
we accept, visit https://www.
eliotchurch.org/guidelines-fordonations-to-the-flea-market.html.

