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Nat ive Peoples and Christ ianit y in Sevent eent h-Cent ury Nort h America

Neal Salisbury
Smith College

In Fe bruary 16 76 , the  Ang lo-Indian conflict known as  King  Philip's  War was  rag ing  in s outhe rn Ne w Eng land.
From the  colonis ts ' pe rs pe ctive , this  was  the  low point of the  war. With s e e ming  impunity, anti-Eng lis h
Indians  we re  attacking  and de s troying  Eng lis h towns  in ce ntral and we s te rn Mas s achus e tts . In the  a;e rmath
of one  s uch attack, purs uing  Eng lis h troops  halte d at a bridg e  outs ide  Me dfie ld, Mas s achus e tts , to  re ad a
notice  that was  naile d to  a pos t. The  notice  re ad:

Know by this  pape r, that the  Indians  that thou has t provoke d to  wrath and ang e r, will war this  twe nty
one  ye ars  if you will; the re  are  many Indians  ye t, we  come  thre e  hundre d at this  time . You mus t
cons ide r the  Indians  los t nothing  but the ir life ; you mus t los e  your fair hous e s  and cattle . 

The  me s s ag e  is  notable , of cours e , as  te s timony to  the  Indians ' de te rmination and to  the ir s hre wd
re cog nition that the  colonis ts ' private  prope rty re nde re d the m e s pe cially vulne rable . But what is  e ve n more
re markable  is  the  fact that it was  communicate d in the  form of a note , writte n in the  Eng lis h lang uag e . The
only way a Ne w Eng land native  pe rs on in 16 76  could have  pe nne d s uch a me s s ag e  was  to  have  unde rg one
e xte ns ive  e ducation as  a Chris tian or "praying " Indian. His torians  have  long  re cog niz e d the  wartime  role s  of
Chris tian Indians  who foug ht in s upport of the  Eng lis h. But the y have  ove rlooke d the  many who did not fig ht
on e ithe r s ide  and the  s mall but s ig nificant numbe r who unde rtook—prior profe s s ions  of Chris tian
conve rs ion notwiths tanding —to active ly oppos e  the  Eng lis h. In c ircums cribing  the ir unde rs tanding  of the
wartime  actions  [End P a g e  2 4 7 ] of Ne w Eng land's  "praying  Indians ," s cholars  have  limite d the ir
unde rs tanding  of native  Chris tianity more  g e ne rally. Only by compre he nding  how it was  that Chris tian Indians
could act in s upport of non-Chris tian Indians  ag ains t Chris tian Europe ans  can we  hope  to  account for the
rang e  of me aning s  Chris tianity he ld for native  pe ople s  in s e ve nte e nth-ce ntury North Ame rica. In this  brie f
addre s s , I want s imply to  point toward s ome  of thos e  me aning s , firs t by looking  at s outhe rn Ne w Eng land
during  King  Philip's  War and the n re vis iting , more  brie fly, two othe r we ll-known e pis ode s  of the  s e ve nte e nth
ce ntury, the  Pue blo Re volt of 16 80  and the  Powhatan upris ing  ag ains t the  Eng lis h of Virg inia in 16 22.

Massachusetts Bay, 1675–6

The  outbre ak of King  Philip's  War in 16 75 puncture d a pe ace  be twe e n the  Eng lis h colonie s  and various  native
g roups  that we nt back anywhe re  from thre e  de cade s  to  more  than half a ce ntury.  The  conflict be g an
bre wing  in the  16 6 0 s , whe n the  coming  of ag e  of a s e cond g e ne ration of colonis ts  with hig h birthrate s , plus
influxe s  of Eng lis h capital for land s pe culation, le d colonial authoritie s  to  e xe rt e normous  pre s s ure  on
de mog raphically de clining  Indians  to  s e ll oG s ubs tantial portions  of the ir re maining  home lands . At the  s ame
time , the  de mands  of a once -flouris hing  fur trade  had le d to  the  ove rhunting  of be ave r and, the re by, the
de cline  of the  trade  its e lf. As  trade rs  de mande d land for collate ral from inde bte d Indians , Eng lis h political
and le g al authoritie s  s oug ht to  place  native s  unde r more  dire ct control of the ir juris dictions , and
mis s ionarie s  ope nly advocate d the  s ubve rs ion of the  authority of non-Chris tian s ache ms  (political le ade rs ).
In innume rable  ways , the n, the  Eng lis h we re  clos ing  oG mos t re maining  are nas  of native  autonomy.
Concurre ntly, Indians  the ms e lve s  dis playe d s ig ns  of both de moraliz ation and re s is tance . While  many turne d
to ille g ally trade d alcohol or e ng ag e d in the ; or viole nce  vis -á-vis  othe r Indians  or the  Eng lis h, othe rs
conve rte d to  Chris tianity during  a re ne we d mis s ionary oGe ns ive , and s till othe rs , including  a numbe r of
promine nt s ache ms , ope nly que s tione d or re pudiate d the ir pas t alliance s  with the  Eng lis h.
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Whe n war came , one  s ide  cons is te d of virtually all the  Eng lis h plus  Mohe g ans  and Pe quots  of Conne cticut
and Chris tian Wampanoag , Nipmuc, Mas s achus e tt, and Pawtucke t Indians  of Plymouth and Mas s achus e tts
Bay. On the  othe r s ide  was  a loos e  coalition of non-Chris tian Wampanoag s  and Nipmucs  plus  the
Narrag ans e tts  of Rhode ...
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