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W hen evangelical m issionaries fanned around the globe d u ring  the 

n ineteenth  century, they brought w ith  them  messages of prophecy and  of 

m illenarian expectation. In their eagerness to evangelize the w orld, they spread 

these m essages to indigenous societies bu t d id  not have the resources to control 

how  these messages were interpreted o r used by those to w hom  they preached. 

The purpose  of this thesis is to investigate the influence that the messages 

b rough t by evangelical m issionaries had  on  innovative religious m ovem ents 

particularly  am ong the Xhosa on the eastern frontier of the Cape Colony and  

am ong the M aori in  N ew  Zealand.

This thesis examines the sources of m issionary messages, the transm ission 

of those m essages, and  the effects tha t they had  on indigenous people. It makes 

tw o m ain  contributions to the study  of innovative religions in the wake of 

E uropean  expansion. First, it looks closely at the process of com m unication of 

C hristian  beliefs by missionaries and  at the breakdow n in that process, w hich 

perm itted  independent interpretation. In this effort, the perspectives and
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behaviors of both the m issionaries and the indigenous people are considered. 

Second, it m akes comparisons throughout betw een two contexts: the eastern 

Cape frontier and  N ew  Zealand. In showing the sim ilarities between these two 

cases, the argum ent is m ade that missionary influence was one of the prim ary 

reasons that the religious aspects of indigenous resistance to European 

colonization took such sim ilar forms in South Africa and  N ew  Zealand.
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Introduction ^

According to the O ld Testam ent book nam ed for him, the prophet Daniel 

received a vision of a tim e of unparalleled upheaval. He was reassured, however, 

that his people— "everyone w ho is found w ritten in the book"— w ould be saved, 

the dead  would be resurrected and  judged, and the righteous w ould  be granted 

"everlasting life." But Daniel w as advised to "keep the w ords secret and  the book 

sealed until the tim e of the end." In the late e ighteenth  century, an 

unprecedented "shaking of the nations" in Europe encouraged som e evangelical

0 _  .  t. « I I :   1 U . 1  i~T____ C .  i L  -  l  *.4- JirroieaiclUld IU ucuevc m m  utc tunc ^putvcit ui u y  utc Ctuucui pLupuci waa ai i l c i i i v a .

M issionary societies w ere form ed to spread  the gospel of Christianity throughout 

the world, perhaps d riven  by the prom ise in Daniel's vision that "those who lead 

m any to righteousness" w ould shine "like the stars forever and  ever."1

As the earliest of these idealistic evangelicals fanned ou t over the globe, 

they felt compelled to share w ith the w orld the personal liberation that the 

prom ise of salvation had  led them  to experience. M any of them , if not most, had 

undergone conversions, w hich are by definition profoundly em otional and 

spiritual experiences. They d id  not feel constrained, as d id  Daniel, to keep their 

revelations secret. This evangelical fervor cooled as the n ineteenth  century wore 

on, but not before leaving its im pression on the non-European w orld. This thesis 

examines the im portant relationship between Protestant m issionaries and

1 Daniel 12:1—4, (NRSV). In order to match the translation used by the missionaries o f the 
earth nineteenth century, the Authorized (King James) Version is generally used throughout this 
thesis for quotations from the Bible. When a different translation is more appropriate, the name 
of the translation will be indicated.

1
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2

indigenous people in the South Africa and New Zealand, prim arily during the 

first half of the n ineteenth  century. The intention is to determ ine as clearly as 

possible the nature of the influence that missionary teachings had on the 

innovative religious m ovem ents which developed am ong the indigenous people 

of these two colonies.

This study is particularly  interested in  religious innovation of the form 

that has been described as "m illenarian" or "millennial," som etim es referred to 

as "chiliastic." Som etim es these m ovem ents are included u n d er more inclusive 

heads like "revitalization m ovem ents," "acculturation movements," 

"revolutionist responses," "crisis cults," and  so forth. While there has been a 

great deal of literature published on the subject in recent decades and a fair 

am ount of consensus in the analysis of and regarding the general comparability 

of such movements, a num ber of approaches have been taken with some 

significant disputes over such m atters as the importance of the class status of the 

clientele and the im portance of leadership to the viability of such movements. 

One area of relatively little consistency is terminology. W ithout delving into the 

great variety of term s and typologies that have been favored by one 

anthropologist or ano ther sociologist, it is im portant to understand  the term  

"m illenarian" as it is used  in this study. N orm an Cohn has offered the following 

agreeable definition:

...any religious m ovem ent inspired by the phantasy of a salvation which is to be

(a) collective, in the sense that it is to be enjoyed by the faithful as a group;

(b) terrestrial, in the sense that it is to be realised on this earth and not in some 

otherworldly heaven;

(c) imminent, in the sense that it is to come both soon and suddenly;
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3

(d) total, in the sense that it is utterly to transform life on earth, so that the new  

dispensation w ill be no mere improvement on the present but perfection itself.

(e) accomplished by agencies which are consciously regarded as supernatural.2 

There are additional features which, though they are not defining, are prevalent 

in m illenarianism  in general and in the cases examined here. One of these is the 

prophet, w ho claims divine inspiration and who delivers the particulars of the 

message of salvation to those "who have ears to hear." The degree to which the 

prophet effectively leads the m ovem ent varies, but the role is very im portant in 

that it brings the attention of a society to a particular prophecy am idst w hat m ay 

be a m ultitude of competing messages— religious and secular—about courses of 

action and expectations. To borrow from A nthony Wallace, am ong others, the 

prophet is often a catalyst, converting the potentiality of a movement into 

reality.3

The religious movements considered here have one more feature in 

common. They dem onstrate a degree of syncretism  between Christian and

2 Norman Cohn, "Medieval Millenarism: Its Bearing on the Comparative Study of 
Millenarian Movements," in Millennial Dreams in Action: Studies in Revolutionary Religious 
Movements, ed., Sylvia L. Thrupp, (New York: Schocken Books, 1970), 31. According to a 
nineteenth-century writer, the designation "millenarians" referred specifically to people who 
anticipated Christ's bodily presence during the Millennium. This usage would be appropriate for 
some but not all of the movements dealt with herein, but this distinction will be ignored because 
it is not pertinent to the present discussion. Seth Williston, Millennial Discourses: or a Series of 
Sermons Designed to Prove That There Will Be a Millennium of Peace and Holiness; Also to Suggest 
Means for Hastening Its Introduction, (Utica: Roberts & Sherman, 1849), 67.

3 Anthony F. C. Wallace, Religion: An Anthropological View (New York: Random House, 
1966), 210-211. Cf. Peter Worsley, The Trumpet Shall Sound: A Study of "Cargo" Cults in Melanesia, 
2d ed. (New York: Schocken, 1968), xviii; Bryan R. Wilson, Magic and the Millennium: A Sociological 
Study of Religious Movements of Protest Among Tribal and Third-World Peoples (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1973), 223; and Cohn, "Medieval Millenarism," 38, 42. The importance of a prophet or 
leader is not agreed upon by all; see, for example, Wilson, ibid., 151; Kenelm Burridge, Nero 
Heaven, New Earth: A Study of Millenarian Activities, (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 11, 14; 
Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge, The Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival & Cult 
Formation, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985),183; and George Shepperson, "The 
Comparative Study of Millenarian Movements," in Millennial Dreams in Action, 47.
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indigenous religious beliefs. In som e cases, the Christian elements are in the 

background, while in other cases they are at the fore. Most of these m ovem ents 

have been chosen, however, because they have been fundam entally influenced 

by the prophetic and  millenarian elements of Judeo-Christian tradition. Helmer 

Ringgren has argued that for an introduced idea to become truly integrated into 

an existing religious system  points of contact m ust exist and there m ust be a need 

or "burning issue" which cannot be answ ered by the pre-syncretic tradition, but 

which is resolved in  some way by the idea introduced. In the cases exam ined 

here, the points of contact were largely between indigenous societies and the 

Hebraic traditions of the O ld Testament. The experiences of Maoris and  Xhosas 

in the nineteenth century determ ined that the "burning issue" was how  to regain 

confidence as a society in the face of a very uncertain future. The solution was 

prophetism  w ith a particularly Judeo-Christian apocalyptic orientation. Ringgren 

describes three general circumstances in which religious transm ission occurs, 

including sim ple coexistence, m ilitary conquest and occupation, and religious 

mission. For the Maori and Xhosa people all of these were relevant, but the 

prim ary attention here is on transm ission by missionaries. A final point, again 

borrowed from Ringgren, is that in spite of what may be an obvious 

juxtaposition of exotic and  endem ic ideas to an outside observer, a new 

syncretized faith is typically experienced from within not as a construction of 

unrelated religious scraps but rather as a revelation of a unified and  consistent 

system of truths.4

4 Helmer Ringgren, "The Problems of Syncretism," in Syncretism, ed. Sven S. Hartman, 
(Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksells, 1969), 9-14.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W


