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SPEECH OF WM. LLOYD GARRISON, 

At the Melodeon, Tuesday Morning, May 26, 1857. 

[Phonographically reported by J. M. W. Yerrinton.] 

MR. PRESIDENT : 

Last Wednesday evening, by special invitation, I lectured on the subject of 
slavery in Wilmington, Delaware—the first slave State in which I ever 
publicly raised my voice against that foul system of oppression. (Loud 
applause.) Though the audience was not large, it was highly respectable 
and intelligent, and I was listened to from beginning to end with all the 
courtesy and patience that could possibly be desired under any 
circumstances. But, while declaring to them ‘the whole counsel of God’ in 
relation to the sin of slavery, I stated to them that my visit was purely 
incidental ; that my work, as a Northern man, was with the North and not 
with the South; that in this struggle men must stand in their lot, wherever  
they happen to be; and, regarding the North as even more guilty than the 
South,—having less temptation and more light,—as the great prop and 
bulwark of the slave system, without which it would fall to the ground,—
as a Northern man, and as a matter of common sense, I chose to keep my 
position in Boston, until the whole North had been won over to the side 
of freedom. When that had been accomplished, I did not care to know 
what might be the language or purpose of the South; for she would then 
be constrained to let the oppressed go free.  

This is our appropriate work. Years ago, we were constantly taunted, by 
those who had no sympathy with the slave, for not going to the South ! 
Ay, when ninety nine out of a hundred at the North were in sworn league 
and fellowship with the slaveholders themselves—when every political 
party was steeped to its lips in blood-guiltiness—when the entire religious 
sentiment of the North was actively engaged in beating down every effort 
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for emancipation, and justifying slavery in the name of God, and from the 
pages of the Bible ! It was a murderous taunt, because those who uttered it 
knew full well that it was utterly impossible for any Northern man to go 
to the South, and speak as a freeman should, except at the peril of his life. 
 
Sir, our work is with the North—with New England—with Massachusetts. 
Under God, we shall succeed at last, because, in a revolution of this kind, 
there is no going backward, but a constant advance in the right direction, 
and victory after victory attests that our march is upward and onward to 
the goal of emancipation. Still, we have a mighty work to perform; and 
the object of our assembling annually at this Convention is to find out 
what progress has been made on the one hand, and what remains to be 
done on the other, before our task shall have been completed.  

Sir, this is Anniversary Week in the city of Boston— the time when our 
great religious bodies come up, as the Jews went annually to Jerusalem, to 
hold high festival, and to tell of the things they have done for God, and 
for the redemption of the world. Yet I shall do them no injustice when I 
say, that if a vote could be taken among them, whether this Convention 
should now be in session, to consider the wrongs and woes of the 
enslaved in our land, a very large majority would be found inimical to our 
assembling together, We do not meet here as one of their number; we are 
not deemed worthy of their recognition and countenance. We are here, in 
their judgment, rather as disturbers of the peace, and not well disposed 
toward religion, and only to bring railing accusations against the church, 
and to decry the ministry. So that, if the New England Convention were 
to be blotted out from this Anniversary Week, in vain would the slave 
look to any other body for any thing of sympathy, or hope, or cheer, in 
regard to his bondage, and his ultimate emancipation. 

If this be so, then it is the religious sentiment of the North which is, first 
of all, to be criticized, and summoned to the bar of judgment.  

Where do our great religious bodies stand, after thirty years of agitation 
for the abolition of slavery ? Stand ? Why, just where they stood thirty 
years ago,—it may be, softened and ameliorated individually, but as 
respects action, decisive, uncompromising action against slavery as a 
system to be abolished, slaveholding as a sin to be denounced, their po-
sition remains unaltered. Hence, the American Church, of which three 
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bodies constitute their due proportion, is justly, in our resolutions, held 
up as a false and apostate Church. It it not the Church of Christ; for 
Christ came to set men free, not to reduce them to bondage; and our 
voice is raised against this Church, because it assumes to be true and 
faithful unto him who gave himself for the redemption of the world. We 
have, in the American Board of Commissioners, in the American Tract 
Society, in the American Bible Society, in the American Home Missionary 
Society, in the American Sunday School Union the organized orthodox, 
evangelical religion of our country; and, sir, speaking generally and 
popularly, we have no other religion in America but an orthodox religion. 
What is called heterodoxy is purely exceptional, feeble, insignificant, and 
more or less proscribed, in all parts of the land. In the slave States there is 
scarcely any thing else than orthodoxy of the most stringent type, the 
whole body of slaveholders and slave-traders pluming themselves on 
being thoroughly evangelical, and giving no quarter to heresy, in any 
direction. The religion of our country is evangelical; and we have been 
experimenting with it, in connection with slavery, for more than two 
centuries. And what has been the result ? We have been growing steadily 
in favor of slavery, multiplying the number of its victims, extending our 
slave territory, and endeavoring to subjugate this continent to the 
dominion of the Slave Power. Now, whoever is not totally blind, whoever 
is not thoroughly infatuated, must see that this experiment has been 
continued already too long; that with such religion, and with such 
machinery as it employs, there is no possibility of the redemption of the 
land, or the abolition of slavery therein. Nay, if we go on with it as we 
have hitherto done, it is certain that, from four millions of slaves, we shall 
ascend to fourteen millions, or to forty millions ; and from fifteen slave 
States we shall grow to twenty-five or thirty slave States; in fact, we shall 
expand indefinitely in this horrible work of crushing humanity to the 
dust. Orthodoxy will not save us. I do not think any particular form of 
theology will save us. It is not theology that we want—we want HONESTY. 
That is the great thing needed in America. We are a thoroughly selfish 
and dishonest people : and therefore we take four millions of outraged 
bondmen, and make them our hewers of wood and drawers of water, to 
minister to our selfishness. We need but one thing to abolish slavery in 
the land, and that is, to be an honest people. Honesty, therefore, is to be 
substituted for Theology, and on all occasions to be made the measure of 
character and the test of religion. (Applause.) 
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I am glad that we have had an experiment of this kind, with a form of 
religion deemed essential in its propagation, and in its universal 
prevalence, to the redemption of the world from all its iniquity. What if it 
had been otherwise ? What if orthodoxy had been exceptional in the land, 
instead of heterodoxy ? What if Unitarianism and Universalism had every 
where held mastery over the religious faith of the nation? Then it might 
have been plausibly said, on the side of the Orthodox believer, ‘This 
growth of slavery comes of extinguishing the fire of hell hereafter; it 
comes of pronouncing the devil to be merely a myth; it comes of not 
believing in the atonement, according to John Calvin; it comes of the 
rejection of the doctrine of total depravity ! No marvel that, with such a 
lax religion—with such views of God, and Christ, and human nature—
slavery has grown with the growth, and strengthened with the strength of 
the nation; and it will continue to do so, until this heresy be extirpated, 
and a sound orthodox faith substituted therefor.' This cannot now be said. 
We are orthodox to the backbone. We do believe in everlasting 
punishment, in the atonement according to John Calvin, in total-
depravity—and well nigh demonstrate the truth of that doctrine as a 
people. (Applause.) We believe in all these things, and at the same time, 
we believe in slavery as an institution to be guarded, extended and 
protected, and in perpetuating a worse than heathenish caste against 
those whose skins are not colored like our own ! 

I am not speaking of orthodoxy in a sectarian spirit, on this platform, but 
only reminding you that it is the religion of the land ; only admonishing 
such of you as may be laboring under the delusion, that it is that form of 
religious faith which will at last ‘undo the heavy burden, break every 
yoke, and let the oppressed go free,’ and spread salvation through the 
earth.  

Mr. President, in coming in conflict with the religion of our land, we do 
not occupy a singular position, as reformers. I need not tell you, sir, what 
has been the history of the past. Show me any great struggle for human 
redemption, in any period of time, in any country, in which the popular 
religion had not to be assailed, and which did not in turn denounce the 
assailants as those who were too wicked to live. We occupy no strange 
position; but it is as sublime as that on which the prophets of old stood—
on which Jesus and his apostles stood—on which the martyrs and 
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confessors of old stood—on which Wesley, and Fox, and Penn, and 
Luther, and all the great lights of the Reformation stood. A position to be 
coveted; for the hour, rendered odious by a church, calling itself by ‘the 
precious name of Christ,' yet staining his religion with human blood; 
nevertheless, a position as exalted as truth and righteousness can make it, 
and wholly acceptable in the sight of God.  

Sir, in these Resolutions, reference is made to the American Tract Society, 
as utterly unworthy of countenance and support. Those who listen to me 
are aware, that, at a recent meeting of that Society, in the city of New 
York, a large and highly influential Committee, appointed last year to 
look into its action with some reference to the question of slavery, made 
their report. You are aware that since the formation of that Society, it has 
never allowed a single tract to go forth to the people of this country 
against slavery, as a system to be abolished ; that, so far from doing 
anything of the kind, every work which it has re-published, containing 
any anti-slavery allusions, any expressions of sympathy with the 
oppressed, has been expurgated, in order to give no offence to the South. 
Well, sir, the Committee made their report; and it is a report which 
should cover them with infamy. I doubt, if Ignatius Loyola himself were 
now living, with all his skill in making ‘the worse appear the better 
reason,’ in throwing dust, in putting darkness for light, and light for 
darkness—I doubt whether even he could have written a report more 
jesuitical than the one to which I refer, and which I hold in my hand. Let 
me just read you their Resolutions.  

Here is the first one:—  

Resolved, That the American Tract Society was established for a definite 
purpose, namely, ‘to diffuse a knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ as the 
Redeemer of sinners, and to promote the interests of vital godliness and 
sound morality, by the circulation of religious tracts calculated to receive the 
approbation of all evangelical Christians.’ 
  
What was the need of that resolution? Who needed to be apprised of the 
fact, that it was among the professed objects of the Tract Society to 
‘promote the interests of vital godliness and sound morality' ? Is it so, that 
the cause of human liberty has nothing to do with 'a knowledge of our 
Lord Jesus Christ’?—that the condition of those who are held as chattels 
has nothing whatever to do with ‘promoting the interests of vital 
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godliness and sound morality ' ? Such is the inference to be drawn from 
the thrusting in of a resolution of this kind, as preliminary to others 
which follow.  

Here is the second Resolution:— 

Resolved, That this Society cannot therefore, with propriety, allow itself to be 
made a special organ of any one system of religious or moral reform, such as 
temperance, peace, anti-popery, anti-slavery, &c.—while, within its proper 
sphere, its influence should sustain the cause of truth and righteousness in 
all their departments. 

Now, the jesuitism of the Resolution consists in this:—it is a false issue 
raised by this Committee. We, as friends of the slave, have never asked the 
American Tract Society to resolve itself into an Anti-Slavery Tract 
Society. the friends of Temperance have never asked it to resolve itself 
into a Temperance Tract Society, The opponents of Catholicism have 
never asked it to resolve itself into an Anti-Catholic Tract Society. Bat we 
do ask, that the American Tract Society, which claims to cover the whole 
ground of evangelical religion and sound morality, shall bear an impartial 
testimony against the sin of drunkenness, and against the sin of slavery, 
just as it does against other sins. We simply ask that the slave may not be 
forgotten, while all others are remembered as worthy of freedom and 
salvation.  

Then mark the conclusion of this Resolution:— ‘While within its proper 
sphere, its influence should sustain the cause of ’—what ? The cause of the 
slave, as well as that of the Hottentot? Not at all. The Committee go off 
into generalities which mean nothing, and were intended to mean 
nothing, by saying, ‘the cause of truth and righteousness, in all their de-
partments.' What does that mean ? It does not mean anti-slavery ; it does 
not mean that the slave ought to be set free; it does not mean that the 
slave holder is a sinner of the first rank, and ought to be called instantly to 
repentance. It is using language deceptively, in order that the credulous 
and unreflecting may be blinded, and so made willing still to give their 
support to the Tract Society.  

The third Resolution is as follows:—  
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Resolved, That in endeavoring to accomplish its high and holy mission, the 
Society should deal evenhandedIy, and bear impartial testimony against all 
forms of fundamental doctrinal error and practical immorality, prevailing 
in any and every part of our country. 

‘Fundamental doctrinal error’ ! The Society is to be zealously watchful, 
first of all, in regard to the growth of ‘fundamental doctrinal error.’ Now, 
the error which this Society undertakes to hunt down is one which has 
made very little headway in America, namely, heterodoxy. The object, 
therefore, of the American Tract Society is to see to it, primarily, that only 
an evangelical faith shall be promulgated, and every other form 
condemned. Now, surely, this is 'carrying coals to Newcastle;’  for our 
land has always accepted this faith as essential to salvation, and the more 
it thrives, the worse we are off as a nation; and, therefore, the American 
Tract Society can do nothing so poorly as to occupy its time in looking 
after 'fundamental doctrinal error,' in the popular meaning of that term. 
 
The fourth Resolution is :— 

Resolved, That in the judgment of your Committee, the political aspects of 
slavery lie entirely without the proper sphere of this Society, and cannot be 
discussed in its publications. 

Well, sir, who asks the American Tract Society to turn itself into a 
political organization? Nobody. Why, then, is this introduced here ? For a 
purpose. It has a look of self-justification, but is simply a false issue raised 
to mislead and propitiate those who are getting uneasy in regard to the 
course of that Society on the slavery question. But the resolution itself in-
dicates that the Tract Society does not believe that the transformation of 
four millions of human beings into perishable property is a sin; for if it be 
a sin, then, if it be sustained and propagated politically, and perpetuated 
governmentally, it becomes the imperative duty of the Tract Society to 
follow that sin politically, and to deal with the State as a transgressor 
before God. The very phraseology shows that there is no willingness to 
recognize slavery as in itself sinful.— Why, they said of old, in regard to 
the crucifixion of Jesus, as their justification:—‘We have a law, and by that 
law he ought to die.' I dare say that the rabbis of that time deemed it 
purely a political question ; it was the work of the government. Jesus was 
put to death in accordance with law, and religious men must take care not 
to meddle with politics! Do you think the rabbis can go up with clean 



8
hands on the day of judgment, and say, ‘O God! we did not raise our voice 
against the crucifixion of thy Son, because, as religious men, politics was 
entirely beyond our sphere. We had nothing to do with the Government, 
as religious men, and so the law had to take its course.’ We are told in the 
Scriptures, that there are those who ‘frame mischief by a law,’ and woe is 
invoked upon them. Here is the accursed Fugitive Slave Law. It is 
political, forsooth! It belongs to government! Though its object is to break 
down all the barriers between freedom and despotism, and allow slave-
hunters and kidnappers to sweep over our land with impunity, the 
American Tract Society, being a society organized for moral and religious 
objects, must not meddle with that law, nor publish any tract whereby its 
rectitude shall be called in question! 

‘But,’ says the Resolution, in continuation, ‘that those moral duties which 
grow out of the existence of slavery, as well as those moral evils and vices 
which it is known to promote, and which are condemned in Scripture, 
and so much deplored by evangelical Christians, [just as though other 
Christians do not deplore any of these things!] undoubtedly do fall within 
the province of this Society, and can and ought to be discussed in a 
fraternal and Christian spirit.’ What are the ‘moral duties growing out of 
the existence of slavery’? Is any man in this audience wise enough to tell 
us? ‘The moral duties growing out of the existence of freedom’ is good 
sense; ; but ‘out of the existence of slavery '—what does it mean ? ‘The 
moral duties growing out of the existence’ of piracy, highway robbery, and 
burglary ! Why, these are sins to be exterminated at once, and the moral 
duty is to slay them at once. If the Committee had only reported, that it is 
among the moral duties of the people of this land at once and forever to 
annihilate slavery, the American Tract Society would have spoken the 
true word, and would have taken a sublime position, worthy the 
approbation of God and of all good men. But they did no such thing. 
Again—they speak of those ‘moral evils and vices which it [slavery] is 
known to promote.’ This is language which leaves slavery itself untouched. 
It is only complaining of some of the fruits of the tree, while preserving 
the tree inviolate. 

The last resolution, which I will not read, simply intimates that the Tract 
Society had better not mutilate any works that it may hereafter publish.—
The Committee cast no blame upon the Society for what it has done in 
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that particular, though they should have faithfully rebuked it for its past 
truckling policy. 

In consequence of the strong condemnation of the Tract Society 
contained in the resolutions before us, I have made this brief examination 
of the report of the New York Committee; for we must act 
understandingly and intelligently, and see to it that when we condemn, 
we are fully justified in so doing; and when we make an impeachment, 
that we bare all the evidence necessary to sustain it before any audience 
or any jury. 
 
Sir, I will not say that even this jesuitical Report is not, on the whole, an 
anti-slavery triumph. Unquestionably it is so, to this extent. Had it not 
been for our faithful rebukes in times past, no Committee of this kind 
would have been appointed, and no Report submitted the present year. So 
far, therefore, it is a gain. There was strong opposition to the appointment 
of the Committee, by the leading men of the Tract Society; but, such was 
the uneasiness felt, all over the country, on the part of members and 
friends of the Society, that the point was carried. On this Committee we 
have FRANCIS WAYLAND, late President of Brown University, a man who 
knows better, and ought to have done better. He has sinned against great 
light in signing such a report as this. We have also on the Committee, 
ALBERT BARNES, of Philadelphia, who is also utterly without excuse. The 
Committee appear to have carefully criticized and weighed every word 
and every syllable of their report, so that while it should not give any 
countenance to the Anti-Slavery movement, it should serve to lull the 
feeling of opposition rising in the land against the Tract Society, and at 
the same time give no real of fence to the slaveholders and slave-breeders 
of the South. 
 
The American Tract Society receives annually upwards of $400,000 to 
carry on its operations, though  it leaves four millions of slaves to perish, 
without a note of remonstrance. More than a thousand dollars  a day are 
put into its treasury through the whole year, notwithstanding it has been 
so thoroughly unmasked, and shown to be cowardly and unprincipled. 
And this is American religion ! 

Mr. President, I intended simply to present to this audience the religious 
bearings of this question. In the course of our meetings, we shall have a 



10
great deal more to say on this subject. In conclusion, let me say, I am for a 
religion which emancipates man from all bondage, both within and 
without. I am for a religion which holds to the sanctity of marriage 
throughout the world. I am for giving the Bible to every human being on 
the face of the earth, to be made use of as far as possible, to promote his 
own highest and everlasting interests. I am for a church which has no 
stain of blood upon its garments. I am for a Christ whose every testimony 
is to the value of man to a child of God, and whose mission it is to destroy 
all the works of the devil, to emancipate those who are in bondage, and to 
set every captive free. I understand this to be the religion of the Anti-
Slavery enterprise, and the religion of this Convention ; but a religion 
unfashionable, proscribed and outlawed even to this day, while that 
which is falsely called the Christian religion bears sway every where, and 
the consequence of that sway is the enslavement of every seventh person 
in our land, to be owned, and bought, and sold, and treated as a beast of 
burden ! Let that religion be accursed, and the religion of freedom prevail 
! (Loud applause.)  


