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This proposal for SIUE’s Third Annual CAS Colloquium focuses on divergent spiritual world views stemming from early nineteenth century interactions between Moravian missionaries, who migrated to America to evangelize Native Peoples, and Cherokees, a Southeastern Indian tribe located partly in what are now the states of Georgia, Tennessee, Alabama, and North and South Carolina.  The Moravian Church, or the Unity of the Brethren, predated the Protestant Reformation and had a history of persecution for its stances on non-violence and objections to the machinery of church and state.  The other, the Cherokees, emerged from centuries old Mississippian tradition that imbued the physical world with spiritual meaning.  Their very rocks and streams held life unquenchable by the secular Anglo world that would displace them in the 1838-1839 forced removal.  

In the early 1800s, Cherokees faced constant internal and external tension from unabated Anglo-American encroachment on their land and resources, so Cherokee leaders invited Moravian missionaries of present-day Winston-Salem, North Carolina, to teach their children English, but not Christianity or German.  In 1801, Moravians founded Springplace Mission (near present-day Chatsworth, Georgia), and in the intimacy of the mission, the missionaries learned from the children and Cherokee visitors about Cherokee beliefs and practices and, despite Cherokee prohibitions, Moravians taught their own beliefs.

Divergent views about blood provide a good example.  In the mission environs, Cherokee visitors encountered paintings of the Crucifixion depicting the mutilations and agonies of Jesus and heard Biblical accounts of Jesus’ blood and wounds cleansing Moravians of sin.  One Cherokee guest at the Moravian’s Springplace mission, The Bird, questioned the missionaries about the mystical properties of blood, thereby setting the stage for mutual doubts about each other’s spiritual soundness that intensified their mutual incomprehension.  The Bird’s inquiries perplexed Moravians because they thought his questions about Christian precepts indicated his understanding and acceptance of Christianity.  Actually, The Bird’s queries only intensified his own belief system.  Cherokees valued order and believed things should stay in their place so they attached special meanings to anomalies because these occurred along the interstices of their categorical system.  Substances that belonged inside the body but were expelled received particular attention, and thus blood, breath, and saliva possessed spiritual properties, which created, healed, or induced death.  

This paper contends that two disparate cultures, both avowing spiritual soundness, while enticing each other to attest to spiritual soundness, ushered in a dialogue disclosing mutual misunderstanding.  Furthermore, the discourse opens up a window to a bygone era where historians of Native American cultures may study the Native world view. 

