
Two Pictures.  1

 HAMPDEN SIDNEY, VA. 

 BEING in Richmond, Virginia, during the autumn of 1857, I 
yielded to a pardonable curiosity, which carried me to the afternoon 
worship of the famous First African (Baptist) church, on Broad-street. My 
purpose at this time is simply to relate what I saw, with a fidelity so strict 
that the reader shall see for himself this and the other scene which I shall 
describe, as though he had borrowed my eyes. I found the African 
sanctuary in a decidedly central and fashionable part of the city, plain and 
solid, but very spacious and comfortable. It was packed with a vast 
congregation of between fifteen hundred and two thousand adults, 
uniformly wall-clad, and many of them fashionably and even elegantly. 1 
entered by what I found to be a rear door beside the pulpit; and a 
comfortable seat was politely, though with some difficulty, found for me; 
as I would not consent to any black person's surrendering his seat to me. 
Near me were a number of whites (sitting on the same seats with the 
blacks), say, between twelve and twenty; among whom I recognized the 
Hon. Wm. C. Rives, of Virginia, and and a few Richmond merchants, or 
professional men, the hospitalities of whose “palatial mansions” I enjoyed 
during that and previous visits. In the pulpit was the Rev. Dr. Robert 
Ryland, the pastor of this flock—I scarcely need say a white divine (as the 
laws of Virginia did not permit the public exercise of the ministerial office 
by a black), and President of the flourishing “Richmond College.” I looked 
to the “end gallery,” which was occupied by a very numerous choir of 
black singers, all provided with their tune-books; and very good singing 
they gave us during the service—performing as an overture a long 
anthem, and afterward, at suitable intervals, a number of popular hymn-
tunes, in which many of the congregation joined. The services consisted 
of three hymns, selected by Dr. Ryland, three extempore prayers from 
black men called up by him, reading the Scriptures, a sermon of thirty 
minutes’ length, and a closing hymn, with prayer by the pastor. The 
sermon did not display prominently any of that condescension to the 
level of the bondsmen's capacity which I had expected; indeed, what I 
that evening of the general decency of the assembly and the extensive use 
of hymn-books somewhat undeceived me as to the supposed need for 
plainness. Yet the discourse was perspicuous, unambitious, and practical; 
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very much the sort of sermon which the sober Christian feels is “good for 
a stand-by.”  
 But the thing which I chiefly observed was, of course, the 
performance of the black men, who led in prayer. With this I was both 
disappointed and gratified; disappointed, because the prayers were so 
devoid of all that might have met a thirst for novelty—so very much, in a 
word, like what one expects from intelligent white Christians; gratified, 
because of their general propriety. There was, perhaps, a little swell of 
imitative turgidity in the language, and a betrayal of some taste for 
sonorous words. The only signs of excited sensibility emitted by the 
audience were a few moderate Amens. As I stood awaiting my turn to 
retire, I noticed that the Hon. Mr. Rives accosted the pastor, and asked 
him concerning the men who led the prayers, expressing, his pleasure in 
the privilege of worshipping with them. Dr. Ryland replied that they were 
all bondsmen living in the city, and engaged all their working days either 
in mechanical labor or domestic service; sad that the last one called up, 
whose prayer had especially met Mr. Rives's approbation, was the butler 
of a Dr. somebody, up-town, whose name I have forgotten.  
 In September of this year, 1872, I found myself, on the Sabbath-
day, in another Southern city, and perceiving a multitude of blacks and 
mulattoes passing in holiday attire, in the afternoon, I found, upon 
inquiry, that they were going to their church. Remembering the pleasure I 
bed felt fifteen years before, in witnessing their worship. I asked my 
acquaintance if I could attend. He replied that he had never gone to their 
worship, and his belief was that no white persons now ever did so; but 
that he had no doubt we should be politely received. At my request, 
therefore, we set out. The church I found to be a lofty, commodious, 
modern building, flanked on one aide by a manse, a two-storied dwelling, 
and on the other by an extensive building of brick, which, I was told, was 
built for the Africans by the city government, for their common schools. I 
said that this large and lofty church was evidently a new building, erected 
since the Confederate war; but from what resources? My acquaintance 
replied, that the freedmen were often inclined to give quite liberally, 
according to their means, to their own church enterprises; but that the 
larger part of the money which built their church and manse, was the gift 
of their old masters and mistresses, bestowed out of the old feeling of 
family kindness. The flock belongs to the Methodist Church, North, and 
the pastor, or preacher in charge, is a negro from the the North. There 
seemed to be a continual stream of blacks into and out of the church,  
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during all stages of the exercises. We arrived too late, but upon asking one 
of the “outsiders” for admissions, were very politely told to enter and seat 
ourselves where we pleased. We were the only white persons present  
 The preacher, a full-blooded African, with a closely-cropped 
woolly head, a very neat suit of clerical black, a very massive gold chain, 
and a scrupulously fresh, white handkerchief, prominently displayed, had 
already begun his sermon. About six hundred worshippers were present. 
His subject was, as we gathered, Christ’s exaltation. He announced very 
formally that an exaltation of heaven implied, of course, a previous 
condescension to earth; and that it was therefore incumbent on him to 
demonstrate our Redeemer’s real condescension into human flesh and 
abode on earth. This he therefore proceeded to argue through the body of 
his discourse, in a formal series of eight or ten heads. One of them was in 
this fashion: “Brethren, Christ actually was upon earth, for I can prove it 
by the testimony of that lady,” (I was told that the word woman is 
ostracised among them in every connection, except when speaking of 
white females; and that an application from an aspirant for the post of 
scallion would now be in such terms as these: “Does you want to employ 
a lady to do your kitchen-work?”) “who, the Scripture tells us, was bound 
by the spirit of infirmity eighteen years. She had spent her all upon 
physicians, and was nothing better; but when she saw the Saviour in the 
crowd, she pressed through, and tetched the skirt of His garment, and 
was made whole. That lady, I say, my brethren, could testify to us here, if 
she were alive now, that Christ really was upon earth; for one tetch of His 
raiment cured her infirmity,” etc. These liberties with the Queen’s English 
were accompanied by much pomposity of verbiage; and it appeared that 
his verba sequipedalia  were decidedly most edifying to his audience.  2

 But the male part of it did not seem to appreciate the discourse as 
much as the preacher desired. Twice during the sermon, he rebuked some 
delinquents among them (how many we could not see) for drowsiness, in 
such terms as these: “Wake up, brethren, wake up! No nodding in the 
church. It is hard enough work, this preaching anyhow, when the 
brethren listen; how much harder when they are nodding around me! If 
you don’t quit nodding, I must just quit preaching, for I cannot go on 
with a sleepy congregation.”  
 Toward the close of his discourse, the preacher became animated, 
then vehement, and finally frenetic—incited probably by influences to be 
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mentioned anon. Coming at last to his proper subject, the exaltation of 
Christ, he mentioned His intercession for believing sinners as a ground of  
comfort; and concluded the sermon by reciting the precious hymn, 
“There is a the fountain filled with blood,” etc. This sacred and tender 
lyric be delivered in a scream, and with contortions of feature and body 
almost incredible in their violence. The sympathetic cause was doubtless 
found partly in the demeanor of his congregation, and especially of the 
female part of it. The women (“ ladies,” I should rather say) sat on the 
right of the church, and the men on the left. The latter sustained  
a tolerable composure until near the end of the sermon, except an 
occasional outburst of devout exclamations and swayings of the body; 
and they were at all times far less violent than the females. But on their 
side of the house, the sermon had not reached its middle before more 
extraordinary scenes began. Amidst the occasional devout outcries, one 
and another were seized by their “exercises,” under which the subjects 
screamed, groaned, choked, clapped their hands, laughed hyterically, 
shouted, and swayed their bodies and limbs with almost superhuman 
violence. Each “subject” was assisted by two or three females near them, 
who moderated their contortions, composed their garments in some 
measure, and received their fall, when their exertions ended in 
exhaustion. These assistants wore a very cool and business like air, united 
with a sympathizing and approving feeling for the meritorious exertions 
of the sufferers. Sometimes one of these scenes followed another; 
sometimes as many as three were progressing among the women at once. 
One of the victims was led gasping from the house; another, a fat, elderly 
mulatto, broke from her friends, and ran over to the men’s side, shaking 
hands with some among them, and declaiming frantically, as she ran up 
and down the aisles. All the rest seemed to be laid out horizontally, as 
they sank exhausted, under the seats, and at the close of the sermon, there 
must have been seven or eight thus disposed of, as quiescent as corpses. 
During all this scene the preacher continued his discourse fluently, as 
though the confusion were praiseworthy, and no interruption 
whatsoever; his self-possession being much less jarred by the tumult  than 
by the nodding of the somnolent brethren. His voice was frequently 
inaudible, from the mixture of shouts and screams, with such 
exclamations as these, “Yes!” “Jes’ so,” “Bless the Lord,” “Umph” (long 
protracted), “Dere now!” “Amen,” “Glory, glory,” “Ha, ha, ha,” etc. 
 This, however, was only the beginning. Both the sacraments were 
to be administered. While four adults were baptized by effusion at the 
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altar-rail, the “stewards” of the church were busy, by the pastor’s direction, 
passing around their hats for the people’s gifts; and even this routine 
proceeding was attended by one or two cases of “exercise.” The sacrament 
of the Holy Supper was then administered after the Methodist rubric, as 
modified by them. The communicants approached the altar-rail in parties 
of eight or twelve, to receive the sacred emblems; and the intervals while 
one party gave place to another were filled by singing a stanza or two. It 
was here that the most extraordinary scene occurred, to characterize 
which I have no words. The hymns were that pious doggerel, and the 
tunes those jiggish melodies, which seem to please the African ear so 
much. The singing was indescribably frantic, being rather a hoarse yell, 
husky with passion, than a musical sound; and it was intermingled with a 
chorus of shouts, yells, groans, ha-has, stampings, swayings of the body, 
dancings, embracings of retiring and approaching communicants, and 
swoonings, which it is impossible for me to describe. And could I succeed 
in picturing it with literal exactness, it would to be almost impossible for 
any one who did not witness the scene to avoid the suspicion of 
exaggeration. Amongst these accessories, the sacrament proceeded to its 
close, a great number of communicants participating. The congregation 
was then dismissed by the pastor. But the more devout sort were not yet 
satisfied; and after the benediction, they organized a species of sacred 
dance, accompanied with similar singing, which was continued for about 
twenty minutes more. The noise of this service, I surmised, must have 
been audible in the city, a third of a mile; in a still country region, at least 
a mile. The acquaintance who went with me said that the occurrence was 
weekly, and quite regular, and, judging by the sound, was but little more 
violent than usual. 
 This is simply what I saw and heard. It appeared to me that it 
might be well the readers of THE CHRISTIAN INTELLIGENCER who stay at 
home should have a literal and lifelike view of the transaction. It only 
remains to be added, that by putting these two reminiscences together, I 
do not design to exalt the colored people of Richmond at the expense of 
those of the nameless sister-city of the South. I have no reason to suppose 
that this class in the latter place is at all more ignorant than the same 
people in Richmond. It is merely that I happened to see the two scenes in 
the two cities. 
      OBSERVER. 
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