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MICHELE GILLESPIE and ROBERT BEACHY (eds.), Pious Pursuits:
German Moravians in the Atlantic World, European Expansion and
Global Interaction, 7 (Oxford: Berghahn Books Ltd., 2007), 278 pp.
ISBN 978 1 84545 339 8. £50.00. $90.00

The Atlantic world has long been the focus of an extensive historical
scholarship. The study of the networks of migrants, commerce, and
culture that held the old and new worlds together is largely concen-
trated on the Anglo-American context. Looking at the life journeys,
beliefs, communities, and culture of the Moravian Brethren, Pious
Pursuits offers a fresh vantage point. The Moravians (Herrnhuter Brü -
der  gemeine) established a tightly knit network of settlements and mis-
sionary outposts throughout Europe, the Americas, and beyond.
They thus offer a prime example for examining the comparatively
unexplored contributions made by German Protestant groups to the
shaping of the Atlantic world during the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries.

The volume consists of fifteen essays divided into three sections.
The four essays of part one analyse Moravian spirituality, culture,
and the social practices that helped to sustain close links between the
old and the new world. A wide array of topics is covered. Mack
Walker compares the specific structures of Moravian settlements
with the German guild economy. Robert Beachy analyses the organ-
ization of transatlantic communication and the functions of the peri-
odical Nachrichten aus der Brüdergemeine. Craig Atwood emphasizes
the vital role an eroticized theology of blood and wounds played in
the spiritual life of European and American settlements. Renate
Wilson explores Moravian physicians and their use of European
medical knowledge in the context of their communities in colonial
America. All four contributions question the long-held view that
emphasized differences and tensions between Moravians in the old
and the new world. Rather, they point to confessional commonalities
and conscious efforts on the part of the Moravians to maintain a com-
mon identity, despite the large distance between European and
American settlements.

The five essays of part two examine not only how Moravians con-
structed their communal identities within the wider Atlantic world,
but also how those identities were challenged over time. Cultural and
economic assimilation, so the tenor of this section, undermined the
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once global vision of the Moravians, giving way to more parochial
Protestant communities. Elisabeth Sommer’s essay looks at the sym-
bolic meanings of Moravian dress emphasizing simplicity and spiri-
tual equality before God, and its fading significance after the death of
the group’s founder, Count Zinzendorf, in 1760 out of a desire better
to blend into American society. Scott Rohrer’s case study of three
Moravian communities in North Carolina points to the centrality of
the experience of conversion in unifying distinct groups of people
into a shared community. Katherine Carte Engel analyses the
Moravian involvement in transatlantic trade and argues for a closer
examination of the role of religion in eighteenth-century economic
developments in general. Emily Beaver’s essay on the transformation
of the economy of the Moravian settlement Salem during the revolu-
tionary era also highlights the changing relationship between piety
and profit within Moravian communities. Michael Shirley takes
Engel’s and Beaver’s arguments a step further by examining the suc-
cessive acculturation of Salem Moravians as Americans who, in the
first half of the nineteenth century, increasingly chose individual suc-
cess over commitment to their wider spiritual community.

The essays of part three highlight constructions of gender and
race in the Moravian community. They all emphasize the uniqueness
and exceptional status of Moravian culture and spirituality within
the Protestant Atlantic world. Beverly Smaby draws attention to the
high degree of female spiritual authority among the Moravians but
also examines how this was gradually eroded after Zinzendorf’s
death in an attempt to make Moravians more acceptable to the wider
society. Marianne Wokeck argues in a similar vein. Her comparison
of Lutheran and Reformed Pfarrfrauen and Moravian ministers’
wives underscores the uniqueness of Moravian gender relations.
Moravian ministers’ wives were not expected to serve their hus-
bands’ and households’ interests, but to be responsible for the spiri-
tual welfare of female members and converts. This gender-specific
system of spiritual care persisted well into the nineteenth century, a
fact to which Anne Smith’s examination of the relationship between
Moravian and converted Cherokee women in the American South in
the early nineteenth century attests. According to Smith, Moravian
and Cherokee women lived in worlds largely separate from men, and
Cherokee women appreciated the similarities between the matrilin-
eal nature of the clan system and the system of female choirs which
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characterized Moravian settlements. The final two essays of this sec-
tion explore the question of race. Ellen Klinker analyses the complex
and changing relationship between African-American slaves, the
colonial establishment, and Moravian missionaries in the Dutch
colony of Suriname in the nineteenth century. Jon Sensbach examines
how Moravians had to accommodate Afro-Caribbean religious
beliefs in their efforts to convert slaves in eighteenth-century St
Thomas, and in some cases even allowed converts full membership
of the Moravian fellowship.

As A. G. Roeber points out in his concluding remarks, the study
of the Moravians makes an important contribution to a history of the
Atlantic world and, in a broader sense, to a global history of diaspo-
ra Christianity. Though not all essays in this volume are of the same
quality and analytical depth, Pious Pursuits provides an excellent
introduction to key themes of Moravian history and a good basis for
further explorations.

GISELA METTELE is Professor of History at the Friedrich Schiller
University in Jena. Her research interests focus on social and cultur-
al history from the eighteenth to the early twentieth century with
emphasis on gender issues, in particular, the history of urbanization
and the relationship between religion and society. Her publications
include Bürgertum in Köln 1775–1870: Gemeinsinn und freie Association
(1998) and Weltbürgertum oder Gottesreich: Die Herrnhuter Brüder -
gemeine als globale Gemeinschaft 1727–1857 (2009).




