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structure and furnishings often prompted g:riticism.109 Pew

rents were also regarded by many ministers as an unChristian
expedient to be avoided even when a local congregation faced
serious economic difficulties. Rents, it was argued, gave
the rich a preferred place in the sanctuary and were there-

110 The

fore contrary to the spirit of true Christianity.
pious rich were, of course, welcome in any church, but most
clerics saw no reason for giving them a preferred position.
The scripture made no distinction between the rich and the
poor and their place in the church. God, the ministers as-
serted repeatedly, was no respecter of persons.111
Certainly, the wealthy played an important role in the
life of the antebellum church. In every denomination they
predominated on important and influential mission and edu-
cation boards. The prominent role played by affluent lay-

ment in church affairs does not indicate, however, clerical

acquiescence in secular attitudes. The clergy supported

of the city's well-to-do. He doubted that such a church
could be truly spiritual. Upon his arrival in Savannah

he was pleased to observe that his church was deeply pi-
ous. Baker, Evangelist, 111; Hutchinson, Texas, 117-118.

109Parsons, "Divinity," 54.

110William.M..Green, "Bishop's Journal and Address," in
Journal of the.Proceedings. of the Twenty-Sixth Annual
Convention. of. the.Protestant Episcopal Church in the
Diocese of Mississippli (Natchez:. Natchez Courier Book
and Job Office, 1852), 21; True Witness, September 1859.

111Ibid., "Of .A Truth I.Perceive God Is No Respecter of

Persons," Christian.Index, 21 January 1834; "A Word
About  Money," Southern Presbyterian, n.d., Bowen,
Duties, 171-72, 390-95.
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the placement of those individuals in positions of respon-
sibility whom they believed could best further the pious
causes to which they were deﬁoted. Practicality demanded
a preponderance of well-to-do on the boards. Few others
in southern society were able to devote the time required
by board work. Voluminous correspondence, mission tours,
supervision of schools made enormous demands on board
members' time. Nothing suggests that the clergy desired
affluent lay leadership because they still adhered to the
old Calvinistic equation of piety and profits. Such an
idea was untenable to men who were prone to regard wealth
as a threat to the very existence of their society. There
was simply too much clerical suspicion of the wealthy to
allow the o0ld equation to determine ecclesiastical pol-
icy.112

Even the most conservative and wealthy of southern
clerics, like Episcopal Bishop Leonidas Polk -- one of the
few ministers who clung to the old equation of piety and
profits -- had by the 1850s become very suspicious of the

"aristocracy of wealth" that dominated southern society.

Polk regarded the aristocracy as a dangerous class, as much

112

John Jones, "Blessed Are the Poor In Spirit,™ manuscript
sermon, 10 July 1841, University of Georgia Archives,
Athens, Georgia; Bowen, Sermons, 390-91, 400-03; Preston,
Sermons, -428; J. C. Granberry, "Christianity Reasonable
in Doctrines and Demands,™ Methodist Pulpit, South
(Washington, -D,C.: William T. Smithson, 1858), 294;
Bascom, Sermons, 127-28. This note applies to the entire
paragraph.
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a threat to social harmony and stability as a government

113 Polk's conViction had undoubtedly

based upon mob rule.
been strengthened by his experiences as a Louisiana sugar
planter. His disastrous agricultural venture cost him his
wife's inherited fortune. Worst of all, however, Polk had
seen his neighbors prosper despite their openly Violating
the Sabbath by compelling their slaves to work on the
Lord's day during harvest time. Polk, who had refused to
profane the Sabbath, lost e\}erything.114

Like his fellow clerics in eVery denomination, Polk
was ill-disposed to defer to the monied aristocracy. Like
the others, he dreamed of a return to the old social and
political structure, a return to the peaceful, pastoral
society benignly controlled by a pious and educated elite.
Polk believed that the dream -- of course it was only a
dream -- could be realized, but only after the mercantile
gentry had been replaced by an aristocracy of Virtue.

Young men of promise would be trained, in schools like his

University of the South, to assume the place and duties of

113William M. Polk, Leonidas Polk, Bishop and General, 2
vols. (London: Longmans, Green and Company, 1915), 1:
293; Timothy Reiley, "Genteel Reform versus Southern
Allegiance:. The Episcopal Dilemma in 0ld.New. Orleans,"
Historical Magazine of the Protestant Episcopal Church
44 (December 1975), 449.

114ibid.,v181~-85. This note refers to all comments re-.

lating to Polk's agricultural endeavors in Louisiana.
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a virtuous ruling elite in southern society.115 Their

charm, piety, and grace would enable these virtuous young
men to supplant the venal and decadent gentry who threat-
ened to destroy southern culture. Polk truly believed
that this change could be made painlessly. In this belief
he was virtually alone. Few among the southern clergy be-
lieved the ideal commonwealth could be restored. Fewer
still believed that the restoration could be accomplished
without the intervention of an angry God. Even so the
southern clergymen were compelled, by their sense of duty

and their understanding of scripture, to struggle for the

reformation of southern society.

115Southern chauvinism has often been cited as the prlmary

motivation in the founding of the University of the
South. Certainly this was a factor, but its importance
has perhaps been overstated. If the founders expressed
strong sectionalist tendencies they also expressed, ef-
fusively at times, a virulent nationalism. Leonidas
Polk, "A Letter to the Right Reverend Bishops of Tennes-
see, Georgia, Alabama, Texas, Mississippi, Florida,
South Carolina, and North Carolina, from the Bishop of
Louisiana,”™ (New Orleans: B. M. Norman, 1856), 5-14;
"Proceedings of a Convention of the Trustees of a Pro-
posed University for the Southern States, Under the
Auspices of the Protestant Episcopal Church, Together
with a Narrative, and The Address of the Right Reverend
James H. Otey, D.D., Bishop of Tennessee, Prepared under
the Order of the Convention, by the.Secretary,". (Atlanta:
C. R. Hanleiter,  1857), -both in Reprints.of the.Docu-
ments and Proceedings.of. the Board of Trustees of the
University of the South, Prior to 1860, ed. by Telfair
Hodgson (Sewanee: University of the South Press, 1888).
The reason for the founding of the University of the
South and other church colleges is discussed more thor-
oughly in Chapter Six.




CHAPTER IV

Blessed Are the Poor

Richard Furman was the most prominent Baptist minister
in South Carolina during the early decades of the antebel-
lum era. Indeed, he had few peers in the entire region.
With a refined and powerful intellect and a forceful
bearing, he was a commanding figure. A determined patriot,
he had been a leading fomenter of revolutionary zeal in
colonial South Carolina. 1In the decades following indepen-
dence, Furman devoted himself to evangelistic labors and
to the establishment of Baptist missionary and educational
projects. It was only natural that Furman should be chosen
to deliver the keynote address of the first annual conven-
tion of South Carolina Baptists in 1822.

Furman spoke to a combined group of clerics and lay-
men from across the state. Few of his listeners were
prosperous merchants and planters; the majority would have
been classed as farmers, some substantial, others subsis-
tence. Most of the ministers present were pastors of
rural congregations who earned their livings by teaching
or farming. It was extremely rare, in 1822, to find a
Baptist minister in South Carolina, or anywhere in the
South, supported by a local congregation. Few of those
attending the convention had anything approaching Furman's

education or social standing. But if Furman was unique in

118
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his erudition and status, he was decidedly conventional in
his theology and world view. Not surprisingly, his address
to the convention was an orthodox restatement of tradi-
tional Baptist theology. His address could well have been
delivered by the least educated and least refined minister
in attendance. Furman's rather unremarkable address is
cited here only because it contains a brief digression in
which the eminent preacher attempted to explain the ori-
gins of poverty. In the booming, volatile southern econ-
omy, the poor and poverty were topics which ministers ad-
dressed frequently in a variety of contexts and for a
variety of reasons. The reform spirit and the money-
mindedness of the age had made clergymen particularly
- sensitive to the economic gradations in southern society.
And surely the increasing demands for more economic and
political equality -- eventually distilled into the Jack-
sonian ethic -- also helped to call attention to the dis-
parities between the various economic classes in the South.
In his brief discussion of poverty, Furman asserted
that men were poor because Adam had sinned. PoVerty, like
sickness and death, had befallen mankind because of Adam's
original violation of God's law. Poverty, to Furman, was
simply a part of man's mortal inheritance. It was a
blight dispensed by an impartial Providence and was there-
fore a condition largely beyond the control of an individ-

ual. Furman admitted that poverty might be the result of
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personal sinfulness, just as sickness and premature death
might follow in the wake of an ungodly lifestyle; but, as
a general rule, men and women were poor because Adam had
sinned and Gd had forever closed the gates of Eden.1
Far from stigmatizing the poor as lazy or sinful, Furman
largely absolved them of complicity in their poverty. He
suggested that poverty might actually be a blessing. The
poor, he reasoned, were more inclined than the affluent to
rely upon Gd for their daily subsistence -- a condition
which was to him productive of prayer, faith, and spiri-
tual maturity.

Precisely why Furman felt compelled to embark on such
a discussion is unclear. Most probably he was hoping to
encourage charitable giving for the education and relief
of the poor. If he could absolve the poor of responsi-
bility for their condition, their prospective benefactors
would be more inclined to give them assistance. Then, too,
in a denomination composed largely of poor men and guided
by a poor clergy, it was both politically wise and polite
to make a deferential mnod to the piety of the poor. A
refined, well-to-do man, with refined and rich friends,
Furman was in a delicate position. Most of his ministerial

collegues -- the men he had to influence if his grand

1

Richard Furman, "Exposition of the Views of Baptists,'
24 December 1822, Furman Papers, Furman Uhiversity Ar-
chives. This note applies to all of Furmar's comments
in this chapter.
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missionary and educational schemes were to survive -- were
deeply suspicious of both wealth and refinement; clearly,
it was in Furman's interest and the interest of his pro-
jects, to conciliate his less affluent listeners. I am
not suggesting that Furman was somehow false or deceptive
in his remarks about poverty, or that he was playing some
petty machiavellian game with his poorer colleagues and
brothers in Christ. Indeed, he certainly believed what he
said. His charities and objectives in life are testimony
to his conviction that the poor should be assisted and
encouraged, not reviled.2

Whatever Furman's precise motivation, he was not alone
in his assessment of the origins of poverty and in his
reluctance to characterize the poor as lazy and sinful.
His attitude toward poverty and the poor was a commonly-
held notion, one articulated frequently throughout the era

by ministers of every denominatioh.3 Whether the community

2H. T. Cook, A Biography of Richard Furman (Greenville:

Baptist Courier, 1913) is a dated, but still useful
overview of Furman's life.

(98]

Nathaniel Bowen, Sermons on Christian Doctrines and
Duties (Charleston: A. E. Miller, 1842), 409-410; "Of

a Truth I Perceive God is No Respecter of Persons,"
Christian Index, 21 January 1834; John Ledley Dagg,
"Brief Notes of a Discourse on 1 Corinthians 13 Chapter,"
Ibid., 29 July 1834; J. M. Price, "And the Poor Have the
Gospel Preached to Them," Ibid., 18 February 1836;
Shaler G. . Hillyer, . "The Reasonableness of Faith,".The
Georgia Pulpit, or Ministers'.Yearly Offering, Contain-
ing Sermons and Essays from Georgia Baptist Ministers
(Richmond:. H. K. Ellyson, 1847), 287; "Wealth and Pov-
erty," Christian Index, 16 May 1845; "The Poor,"

Southern Churchman, 11 November 1852; J. C. Granberry,
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at large shared the clerical perspective on poverty is
another matter. A great many agreed with the ministers'
appraisal. But the ministers' frequent restatement of
their view regarding the origins of poverty, indicates
that the popular mind was unconvinced. In the entrepre-
neurial! frenzy of the antebellum years, many adopted the
dictum that the poor were poor through their own laziness
or ignorance. Even some ministers agreed with this view.
In many respects it seemed entirely reasonable to
blame the poor for their own condition. After all, even
the clergy ~- particularly the clergy -- believed that the
South was rife with economic opportunities. Any individual
willing to devote himself wholeheartedly to the pursuit of
money would, the ministers believed, enjoy some degree of
success. But to follow such a course was to trade poverty
for idolatry, a disastrous bargain in the ministers'
opinion. So the clerics usually counseled patience and
submission and disdained the entrepreneurialism of the
day, which urged all men to seek their fortunes and im-

plicitly or explicitly villified those that refused to join

" "Christianity Reasonable in Its Doctrines and Demands,"
Methodist Pulpit, South (Washington, D.C.: William T.
Smithson, n.d.) 186-187; J. C. Granberry, "All Things
Work For Good," Methodist Pulpit, South, 294.
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the hunt.4

But it was more than just the entrepreneurial spirit
which the clerics challenged with their notion of the
Adamic origins of poVerty. They also refuted the old,
lingering Calvinistic equation of piety and prosperity.

If God indiscriminately saddled some with poverty and

others with riches, who was to say that the rich were more
spiritual or more entitled to ecclesiastical and social
deference? Speaking in the 1850s, the Methodist minister,
J. C. Granberry, bluntly observed that it was "fallacious”
to judge a person's spirituality by external circumstances.
"You will find them [the righteous] in mean hovels and at
heavy toil."5 Indeed, as noted in the previous chapter,
most southern clerics were disposed to doubt the spiritu-
ality of the rich.

To some extent, the clerical view of the origins of
poverty hampered any concerted effort on their part to
elevate the poor economically. Believing as they did that

a large class of poor people would, by divine decree, exist

4Bowen, Sermons, 172, 390-395, 400-403; J. M. Price, "And

the Poor Have the Gospel Preached to Them," The Chris-
tian Index, 18 February 1836; The Christian Index, 27
April 1837; Slaughter, "Evil," Southern Churchman, 28
August 1840; John Jones, "Blessed Are the Poor in Spir-
it," Jones Family Papers, University of Georgia Archives,
Athens, Georgia; Wightman, "Treasures in Heaven, Metho-
dist Pulpit, South, 10-11.

5Granberry, "Christianity Reasonable in Its Doctrines and
Demands," Methodist Pulpit, South, 294.
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in any society, they regarded any governmental or social
campaign to enrich the poor as a futile and dangerous
tampering with the divine order of things. Just as they
rejected the entrepreneurialism of their day, so too they
would also have rejected any prototype of a modern welfare
state. But it is a great mistake to regard the southern
clergy as insensitive or unrespohsive to the needs of the
poor. The clergy led a concerted campaign to provide
material, spiritual, and educational assistance to the
poor. They did so out of simple humanity and a firm con-
viction that Scripture commanded them to do as much. But
clerical concern for the poor was manifested in ways other
than the traditional forms of benevolence. From the per-
spective of many ministers, certain features of the
southern economy caused needless physical and psychologi-
cal pain for the lower classes. Consequently, they at-
tempted to introduce some fundamental reforms into south-
ern economic thought and practice by awakening southerners
to the need for such changes.

One of the reforms most desired by the clergy involved
the rampant speculation in the southern economy. Actually
reform is too mild a term, for most clerics wished to see
speculation eradicated. The ministers regarded speculation
-- which to them simply meant buying anything with a view
toward earning a large profit from a rapid resale -- as a

great destabilizing force in the southern economy. They
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believed that the system added significantly and unneces-
sarily to the sufferings of the poor southerners. It was
sin on a massive scale, for speculation, according to
clerical testimony, was an intricate part of southern
economic life, with hundreds of thousands of eager partici-
pants. Undaunted by its widespread popular acceptance, the
clergy condemned speculation throughout the antebellum era
as an illicit economic enterprise which fueled inflation
and thus placed unnatural and excessive burdens upon the
poor. By increasing the prices of land, slaves, and com-
modities, speculators forced up the prices for most neces-
sities. This in turn forced the poor to adopt coarser
food, clothing, and housing, or to do without many neces-
sities altogether. Certainly, speculation and its infla-
tionary wake prevented a poor man from providing an edu-
cation for his children or even supplying them with a few
suitable books or similar amenities.®

The ministers tended to view the entire speculative

process -- the "speculative mania," as one cleric put

6"The Spirit of the Times," (The Western Banner) in The

Christian Index, .24 November 1836; "Children and. Money,"
The Christian Index, .2 March 1839; The.Christian Index,
31 August 1839; The Watchman of the South, 29 April 1841;
Basil Manly, "National Stability," 21 June 1844, manu-
script sermon, Manly Papers; J. B. Jeter, Recollections
of a Long Life (Richmond: The Religious Herald Company,
1891), 225-228; Iverson Brookes, "Conformity to Christ
Required of All Disciples," manuscript sermon, Brookes
Collection; "Advice for the Times," Southern Episcopalian,
December 1857. This note applies to the entire discus-
sion of speculation.
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it -- as a form of robbery which deprived the poor for the
benefit of the upper classes. In 1857, during a severe

depression, a writer for The Southern Episcopalian blamed

the nation's financial illness on speculation. His tirade
against speculation was not rooted in a conviction that
speculation was inherently evil -- although most clerics
believed as much -- but rather because speculation amounted
to extortion of the poor. For such a crime, an angry Prov-
idence was blighting the South and the nation.7 Similar
assertions appeared throughout the era and were propounded
by ministers of every major denomination.

Southern economic thought was also flawed, some minis-
ters argued, in that it tolerated usury. Occasional refer-
ences were made to the practice of charging exorbitant
interest rates td the poor. It was a situation which, in
ministerial opinion, went hand-in-hand with speculation.

As speculation fueled inflation, the working poor were
often compelled to borrow in order to survive. In 1834

the Christian Index carried an article condemning the pop-

ular practice of "speculating” in the misery of the poor,
that is, charging rates of interest which would only render
the poor more destitute.8 In 1848, a writer for the Nash-

ville Christian Advocate called upon the state government

7"Advice for the Times, Southern Episcopalian, December

1857.

8Christian Index, 1 April 1834.
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to enforce usury laws "to protect the poor against oppres-
sive exactions on the part of the rich. ... . It is . . .
merciful and just in the government to interpose its
authority in protecting the poor against the oppression of
rich and . . . true Christians should take side with the
government."9

The clerics also observed that the plight of the
southern working poor was worsened by the stinginess of
some employers. The exploitation of the poor laborers was
most common in urban areas but it was not unknown in the

10 And clerical complaints about the exploi-

countryside.
tation of workers frequently encompassed even the poorest
of the poor, the slaves. The clergy did not believe such
problems were inherent in the southern labor system it-
self, free or slave. The oppression and exploitation of
the poor were the result of the amorphous, pervasiVe
spirit of the times which tolerated the abuse of one's
fellow men for the sake of economic advancement. Unlike
Hinton Rowan Helper and a few other dissidents who casti-
gated the slavery system as the source of all the South's
social and economic woes, the ministers laid the blame on

the mammonist spirit of the times, not on the institution

of slavery itself.

9"General Rules," Néshville'christian Adﬁocate, 14 July
1848.

10See notes 66 through 72 in Chapter Three.
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The clerics clearly regarded the poor as victims: of
Adam's sin, of the spirit of the times, of their own
poverty. Even the class of "vicious™ poor, those who lived
in squalor and immorality, were characterized by some min-
isters as victims, driven to their evil deeds by the aw-
ful and debased circumstances in which they lived.11
Writing in 1840, Lovick Pierce mourned the deprivations and
sinister influence of poverty on the young noting, "the
chilling winds of poverty . . . driving them [poor chil-
dren] out into the gulf of despair to perish unless the
hearts and hands of strangers should take them up and bear
them to a safe harbor." Pierce, along with many other
southern divines, recognized a cycle of poverty which
could only be broken by the intervention of godly men and
women.12 Characterizing the poor as victims -- involving
the idea of a vicious cycle ~- just like attributing the
origins of poVerty to Adam's sin, made it easier for the
clergy to solicit aid for the poor. Far from being

levelers or socialists, the clerics nevertheless believed

that the wealthier economic classes had a divinely man-

11Bowen, Sermons, 390-391; Southern Churchman, 13 March

1835; "Religious Instruction of Seamen," Southern Church-
man, n.d.; Southern Churchman, 6 January 1853; Central
Presbyterian, 14 February 1857.

12Lovick Pierce, "Education of the Poor," Southern Ladies

Book, April 1840, 223.
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dated responsibility to ease the burdens of the poor.13

Widows and orphans, they asserted, merited direct economic
assistance in the form of food, clothing, and housing.

The working poor, they believed, were to benefit from the
community's wealth in a less direct manner, through the
creation of schools, chapels, and hospitals.14 Again, the
clerics did not believe that society had any obligation to
elevate the poor into the middle class. They assumed that
despite the assistance they received, the poor would remain
poor, but that their condition would be somewhat more suf-
ficientvand "genteel." 'Gradually, some few among the poor
might be allowed by God to work their way -- with prayer
and patient industry -- into a higher economic class, but
the clergy tended to discourage such aspirations which
they feared would lead poor men and women to mammon's

altar.15

13Loveland, Southern Evangelicals and the Social Order

(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1980),
159-162; "Appropriation of Property," The Christian In-
dex, 22 July 1834; Cranmore Wallace, "Missions to the
Poor in Cities," Southern Episcopalian, 17 December 1848;
Watchman and Observer, 10 March 1853; Southern Episco-
palian, January 1858; The Christian Index, 9 June 1858.

14Loveland discusses the various types of relief organiza-

tions founded and supported by the clergy in her chapter,
"Benevolence and Reform," more specifically pages 165-175.

15"On the Duty of Contentment," N&rth Carolina Telegraph,

24 November 1826; "Counsels of the Aged to the Young,”
Watchman of the South, 15 February 1838; Bowen, Sermons,
172.
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In counseling the poor to be content with their lot
in life, the clergy attempted to insure the spiritual well-
being of the poor and encourage social tranquillity in the

le6 . . .
Aware of antagonisms between the various economic

South.
classes in their communities, the ministers did what they
could to restrict and diffuse the tensions.17 They pled
with the rich to be humble and generous and they asked the
lower orders to be content and patient. Not that the
ministers envisioned class warfare or revolution, but they
did believe that strife between classes inhibited the
growth of their missionary and educational projects and

18 Class strife

weakened their churches and denominations.
also added to the political and social problems facing the
region and the nation by making them more difficult to re-

solve. And then, of course, the scripture taught that

peace and good will were ever to be preferred to contention

16Loveland, Evangelicals, 169.

17Literally hundreds of antebellum sermons and religious

writings intimate serious class antagonisms. The con-
stant tirades against pride and ostentation, frequent
admonitions to the poor imploring them to put aside envy
and bitterness - all such statements imply resentment
between the economic classes.

181n a review of thousands of sermons and religious writ-

ings I have only found a very few intimations by clerics
that violent class conflict was a real threat. This
leads me to conclude that the clergy did not perceive
this manifestation of class antagonisms as an imminent
or probable occurrence.



