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Translating Race
Mission Hymns and the Challenge of Christian Identity

Philip Burnett

Of all the paraphernalia, customs, practices, 

beliefs, and language disseminated by 

missionaries during the nineteenth century, 

the most confusing must have been race.1 

The word “race” was used in English-

language hymnody and came to be part of 

the vocabulary and concepts that had to 

be translated into new vernacular versions 

of hymns. The race referred to in hymns 

offered converts redemption and equality, 

but these values were at odds with the 

terms of the racially segregated colonial 

societies in which Christian mission work 

took place. Missionaries and Indigenous 

peoples, both converted and unconverted, 

would no doubt have been aware of these 

contradictions, because it was impossible 

to keep the racial segregation of colonial 

society out of the mission station, where 

verses such as Galatians 3:28 were read 

and taught: “There is neither Jew nor 

Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there 

is neither male nor female: for ye are all 

one in Christ Jesus.”

In this article I explore how the meanings 

of “race” (and in particular “Christian race”) 

were translated for use in missions during 

the nineteenth century. First, I present a case 

study of hymns translated into isiXhosa for 

use on the South African Anglican missions 

established in the eastern part of the Cape 

Colony (today known as the Eastern Cape). 

I use close analysis and archival research in 

order to explore how race was understood. 

The isiXhosa hymns I will discuss were 

all based on lyrics from Hymns Ancient 

and Modern, and so I will also look at the 

understandings of race that are found in 

that book. Finally, I use this moment of 

translation to examine missionary reports 

and writings in order to place these hymns 

within missionaries’ attitudes to race and 

race relations. I wish to explore how race was 

framed in the English-language hymnody 

on which missionaries drew, and how this 

reflected the racial realities of the mission 

field. As noted above, race and race relations 

were part of the frameworks by which 

people involved with mission saw (and were 

made to see) themselves in colonial society. 

Examining how race was thought about in 

the realm of faith and belief can, in turn, 

help us to understand better how people 

negotiated the fluid and fraught world of 

colonial race relations.2

But first, a note on the word 

“translation,” which can be thought of in 

different ways. In its more common usage, 

it refers to the process of converting from 

one language to another. An essential part 

of translation is conversion and adaptation, 

and the effective transference of meaning. 

The word also has deep roots in religious 

practice, as the other sense in which 

translation can be thought of is transferring 

actual things, and here it has most often 

been used to refer to the process of moving 

the relics (usually of a holy figure or a ruler) 

from one place to another. This form of 

translation is an ancient Christian practice 

and has referred not only to transferrals on 

earth but also to heaven, when it signifies 

the change from an earthly to a spiritual 

life. I mention these meanings at the start 

of this article as the word “translation” 

itself provides a useful lens through which 
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to examine the process of translating 

hymns. Translation on one level represents 

a change of language, but this itself comes 

out of the need to translate (or move) a text 

from one place to another, a process which 

has implications for meaning as texts come 

to be understood in a new linguistic and 

cultural context. There is also the means to 

which these texts were put in mission work: 

they existed to help converts translate 

themselves into a Christian way of life. It is 

with these notions of mobility, transferral, 

and the changes that go along with these 

processes that I proceed to examine how 

race operated in these mission hymns.

Translating Race

Example 1 is a hymn translated from 

English into isiXhosa sometime toward 

the end of the nineteenth century, and 

in it we find an example of how race was 

understood and interpreted in the context 

of colonial mission work.3 “Vuman’amandla 

ka-Yesu” translated “All Hail the Power of 

Jesus’ Name,” a popular hymn at the time 

in Britain. The original English hymn was 

written by Edward Peronnet (1721–1792), 

and its first appearance in an Anglican 

hymnal was in the 1889 edition of Hymns 

Ancient and Modern, the hymn which was 

the main source for translations made by 

the Anglican missionaries working in the 

Cape Colony. The first line of the isiXhosa 

version translates literally as “Exclaim/sing 

the praises of the power of Jesus”: vumana 

is an imperative (to exclaim or to sing 

the praises); amandla means power; and 

ka-Yesu is built of the isiXhosa version of 

the name for “Jesus,” with ka- indicating 

possession. The translator was Daniel 

Malgas (ca. 1853–1936), a Black Xhosa 

Christian in Anglican holy orders who 

was known as a prolific hymn writer and 

translator.4 The earliest isiXhosa version of 

this hymn that I have found is in Incwadi 

yamaculo yase ‘Church of England’ (1900), 

where it was printed as hymn 184, with 

St. Leonard and Stockton (found 

in Hymns Ancient and Modern) as the 

suggested tunes (see Exx. 1a and 1b).5 

 

Example 1a: “Vuman’amandla ka-Yesu” (Malgas/Peronnet) with the tune St. Leonard (Henry Smart)

Example 1b: “Vuman’amandla ka-Yesu” (Malgas/Peronnet) with the tune Stockton (Thomas Wright)
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One of the lines in the English 

version ran, “Ye seed of Israel’s chosen 

race” and was rendered in isiXhosa by 

Malgas as “Nina nzala kaYakobi”: Nina 

is “you” (plural), while inzala is the noun 

for “seed,” which also means, according 

to a contemporary dictionary, “progeny, 

generation, race.”6 kaYakobi is built with 

the possessive ka (of/belonging to) and 

Yakobi, an isiXhosa adaptation of “Jacob”: 

the phonological structure in isiXhosa 

retains the sound of the word in English.7 

The hymn addresses all Christians, telling 

them that they are the seeds of Jacob, 

because of the word nina (English, unlike 

isiXhosa, does distinguish between the 

singular and plural versions of “you”). 

Both the English and isiXhosa versions 

framed Christian race in terms of lineage 

and descent: Christians were a race 

because they were linked to a common 

ancestor, in this case Jacob/Israel, the son 

of Abraham.8 Christian race was different 

from biological or visual race in that it was 

determined not by ethnicity or skin color, 

but by belief and belonging.

Missionary teaching about Christian 

race presupposed unity and equality: 

all human beings were the same in the 

eyes of God. The imagery of race in 

hymns reinforced the message and aims 

of Christian mission, which, simply 

put, were to draw more people into 

the Christian community to become 

adherents of the faith, and hymns were 

part of the apparatus used to express 

what that meant. Mission hymns not 

only inscribed this image of race, but 

also performed it: singing the same text 

together could be a powerful expression 

of unity.9 But while hymns were meant 

to communicate and create unity, they 

could also have the opposite effect. Paul 

Landau has noted how mission literacy—

an important requirement in order to be 

able to use, for instance, a hymn book—

created divisions within Indigenous 

societies as it challenged community 

identities and destabilized traditional 

epistemologies.10

How much non-mothertongue–

speaking missionaries knew about 

idiomatic language varied from one person 

to another. Even those who became highly 

proficient speakers often enlisted the 

help of Indigenous converts when it came 

to translation work and how to express 

English imagery in isiXhosa.While there 

is evidence of a lot of translation activity, 

there are very few accounts of how the 

translations were actually done and what 

informed those who did the work.11 

Some white British missionaries resorted 

to translation methods. Henry Waters, 

who worked on St. Mark’s mission, 

made an appeal for a copy of “Selwyn’s 

Analysis” to help with translation.12 

Whether or not Waters actually used 

Selwyn is another matter, but the book 

gives some insight into how missionaries 

approached translation. Selwyn’s universal 

method for translation contended that all 

languages had a common origin, a belief 

that came from the Book of Genesis, 

chapter 1. As Selwyn observed: “beneath 

that rude exterior he [the missionary] will 

find thoughts and feelings answering his 

own.”  The prevailing belief was, therefore, 

that texts could be transposed from one 

language to another and still communicate 

ideas shared by all people, regardless of 

linguistic or cultural background.

Four hymns from Incwadi Yamaculo 

yase ‘Church of England’ (see page 95)

illustrate the different ways in which 

race was expressed when translated into 
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isiXhosa.13 In many ways, these hymns 

are “true” adaptations of the original 

English versions, as the metric schemes 

and number of verses were retained in 

order for the same tunes to be used.14 

The first hymn is “Abebehlel’ebumnyamen’” 

by Rev. J. J. Xaba, a Black Anglican mission 

priest who worked in the Diocese of St. 

John’s.15 Xaba’s isiXhosa text is a version 

of John Morison’s 1781 hymn “The Race 

That Long in Darkness Pin’d” (a paraphrase 

of Isaiah 9:2–8) and associated with 

Epiphany, the Christian feast observed 12 

days after Christmas. Xaba probably knew 

the Hymns Ancient and Modern version, 

which altered the first line. J. R. Watson 

explains that when the hymn appeared 

in Hymns Ancient and Modern, the editors 

wished to improve the language and poetry, 

hence the change from “race” to “people.”16 

Nonetheless, the hymn alludes to a people: 

in both version of the original English this 

is the Jewish people, while in the isiXhosa 

translation the race or people came to 

refer to Christian converts, who had been 

separated but were now “enlightened,” 

making the hymn directly applicable to 

these missions.

A figurative reference to race is also 

found in the next translation, “Sidumis’ 

i-Nkosi yetu” by Rev. W. Philip, a white 

missionary priest who grew up and was 

trained in the Eastern Cape. It was based 

on a hymn by Thomas Kelly (1769–

1855), usually sung at Passiontide 

(being a meditation on Galatians 6:14, 

its thematic focus is the cross of Christ 

and redemption through Christ’s death 

and resurrection). In the isiXhosa hymn 

book it appeared in the “General Hymns” 

section.17  In this hymn, race is associated 

with deliverance. The “ransomed race” is 

a reference to Revelation 5:9 and refers 

to the Christian people. In his translation, 

Philip used the noun abakululwa, a plural 

that means delivered or free people, and 

derives from the verb ukukulula (to 

loosen or untie). The -wa suffix denotes 

action toward, so in other words “the 

delivered” becomes “those who were 

delivered.” Another figurative reference 

to “Christian people” in this hymn comes 

in the second line: aboni, the plural 

of umboni (someone who sees). Here, 

Christians are presented as those who are 

able to see, referring to the truth of the 

scriptures and belief in God.

“Siyavuya ngokuvuya” is a translation 

of the Ascensiontide hymn “Hail the Day 

That Sees Him Rise” by Charles Wesley 

(1707–1788). Here the image of Christ 

as the “first-fruits” of the Christian race is 

altered to portray Christians as those who 

are near to Christ.18 “Zukisa mpefumlo 

wami” is a translation by William Frederick 

Bassi (1858–1917) of “Praise My Soul,” 

a hymn by H. F. Lyte (1793–1847) that 

was first published in 1834. Bassi was 

born into a Christian family, educated 

at Lovedale College, Alice and later 

worked on Anglican mission stations.19 

He translated race as intlanga, the plural form 

of uHlanga, meaning a tribe, generation, 

or people. Here, depicting race was done 

through imagery that evoked belonging, 

light, and deliverance.

What these four examples have in 

common is that, after nearly 50 years 

of Anglican mission work in the Eastern 

Cape, translators provided different 

understandings of the word “race.” As 

such, they give us a glimpse into how 

Christian race was understood by and 

presented to isiXhosa-speaking Christians 

at the turn of the twentieth century. It 

is worth noting that two of the four 
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translators of the texts examined here 

were mother-tongue speakers. Xaba and 

Bassi, both Black converts, had experience 

of Christianity and Christian culture and 

so were able to provide a more nuanced 

understanding and use of the language; 

Patten and Philip, on the other hand, were 

white missionaries who spoke isiXhosa as 

a second language. Patten originally came 

from England, while Philip was born, 

grew up, and trained for the priesthood 

in the Cape Colony. The first isiXhosa 

hymn book for Anglicans was published 

in 1869, and the majority of the 48 

hymns it contained were translations 

from Hymns Ancient and Modern. Most 

of the translators in that edition were 

white missionaries, although as new 

editions were produced (1873, 1875, 

1883, 1890), there were not only more 

hymns and original texts, but also more 

contributions from Black Christians. 

Another feature of these translations is 

the figurative references they make to race: 

none of them use a literal word. Kropf ’s 

Dictionary provided five words for race in 

isiXhosa:

1. ulu-Ntu: “The human race, 
mankind.” (294)

2. im-Punde: “The relic of a family   
or race.” (431)

3. in-Zala: “Progeny, generation,  
race.” (485)

4. izi-Zozo: “The foundation or  
source of races.” (492)

5. isi-Zukulwana: “A generation,  
race, class of men.” (492)

This vocabulary, however, is not evident in 

the four examples examined here (although 

Malgas did use inzala in the translation 

discussed earlier).

These translations appeared at a time 

when “conversionist” approaches to 

mission were under pressure from racial 

legislation and colonial government 

policy.20 Andrew C. Ross points out that 

from the 1890s onwards, belief in the 

equality of all human beings irrespective of 

race, held and taught by many missionaries, 

were challenged by a combination of 

settler government policies that were 

becoming increasingly hostile toward 

mission education and the dominance of 

new theories about human history and 

evolution.21 The hardening of colonial 

policies and attitudes was in counterpoint 

to the increasing involvement of Black 

Africans in church affairs, and those 

involved in the Anglican missions would 

have been aware of these debates, and 

how they were playing out locally.22 This 

was the period when moves were being 

made toward Black disenfranchisement, 

culminating in the infamous Land Act of 

1913.23 Nonetheless, by the turn of the 

century, there were more Black Anglican 

clergy, and outstations were being run by 

Black clergy, catechists, and teachers. 

What these translations suggest is that 

new Christians were having their say on what 

Christian race meant through providing 

additional understandings of the word. 

Christianity itself had to be refashioned if 

it was to take hold and become established 

in Xhosa society. Perhaps these early 

translators understood the complexities of 

the word “race” particularly in the wider 

colonial context that operated on racial lines. 

In order to further understand how these 

understandings arose, I turn now to look at 

how English-language hymns expressed the 

concept of Christian race and the context in 

which these ideas arose. 
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Verse 1 of “Abebehlel’ebumnyamen’” / 
“The People/Race That in Darkness Sat” 

(Xaba/Morison):

The people/race that in darkness sat 
Abebehlel’ebumnyamen’ 
They who were separated [because they were] 
 in the darkness/ignorance 

A glorious Light have seen; 
Bayakanyiselwa; 
They are illuminated/caused to shine; 

The Light has shined on them who long 
Aba kwitunzi lokufa 
They who are in the shadow of death 

In shades of death have been. 
Babon’ ukukanya. 
They see and they are bright. 

Abe- = “they” (auxiliary used to form a compound tense) 
-be- = pronoun for third person plural
ukuhlela = to sift grain, shake out (literal). Also a verb:  
 to separate, sort.
ubuMnyama = darkness, gloom (literal). Also a noun: 
 ignorance (figurative).
itunzi lokufa = shadow of death

Verse 6 of “Sidumis’ i-Nkosi yetu” / “We Sing 
the Praise of Him Who Died” (Philip/Kelly)

To Christ, Who won for sinners grace 
Makazukiswe u-Kristu
Let Christ be praised,

By bitter grief and anguish sore, 
Owabafelay’ aboni;
Who died for those who have seen; 

Be praise from all the ransomed race 
Ngabo bonk’ abakululwa. 
By them all the delivered/free ones,

Forever and for evermore, 
Kuse kuw’ amapakade. 
To eternity. 

[In the isiXhosa version, “Be praised” is in the first line: 
 Makuzukiswe]
aboni (ababoni), plural of um-Boni = who sees
Ngobo = by them, those people (i.e. who give praise)
Bonk’ (bonke) = all
Abakululwa = plural: those who are free

Verse 5 of “Siyavuya ngokuvuya” / 
“Hail the Day That Sees Him Rise” 

(Patten/Charles Wesley and Cotterill)

Still for us He intercedes, Alleluia!
Yen’uyasitetelela! Aliluya! 
He is the one who speaks for us [in that place, 
 i.e. heaven/above]! Alleluia!

His sprevailing death He pleads, Alleluia! 
Ngokufa wasifela; Aliluya!  
Through dying he died for us 
 (i.e. for our sake); Alleluia!

Near Himself prepares our place, Alleluia!
Ap’ akona somlandela Aliluya! 
There where he is we will follow. Alleluia!

He the first-fruits of our race, Alleluia! 
Yena owasandulela. Aliluya! 
He is the one who for us was the first. Alleluia.

Yen’ (yena) = he (emphatic pronoun) 
owasandulela is made up of  o- (third person subject    
 pronoun, i.e., who) + -wa- (third person past form of 
 “to be”) + -s(i)- (us) + ukw’ Andulela = verb (to be the first)

Verse 4 of “Zukisa mpefumlo wami” /  “Praise, 
My Soul, the King of Heaven” (Bassi/Lyte)

Angels in the height adore Him! 
Izitunywa zapezulu 
Angels of the heights/above 

Ye behold Him face to face;
Ziyawa pambi kwake, 
They [angels] fall before him, 

Saints triumphant bow before Him! 
Bememelel’ abangcwele, 
The saints they are standing, 

Gathered in from every race; 
Bengabentlanga zonke; 
They are from all nations;

Alleluia! Alleluia! 
Aliluya! Aliluya! 
Alleluia! Alleluia!

Praise with us the God of grace. 
Zukisani u-Tixo. 
(You, plural) praise the Lord. 

Izitunywa (plural of umtunywa) had several meanings: a
messenger, a sent one, an apostle; it was also used to mean angel
Intlanga/ihlanga (part of the word Bengebentlanga) = a nation 



Yale Journal of Music & Religion Vol. 8, No. 2 (2022)96

Race in Hymns Ancient and Modern 

The understandings in the translations 

examined above were reformulating 

framings of race from Hymns Ancient and 

Modern, the hymn book published in Britain 

which formed the bedrock of the Anglicans’ 

mission hymnody in the Eastern Cape. The 

anthology was produced in a period when 

the hymn enjoyed huge popularity. The 

genre was an important vehicle of expression 

for British religious and cultural values. As 

Jeffrey Richards has noted, in the nineteenth 

century hymns became “[as much a] part of 

the imaginative inner life of the [British] 

people as any musical form.”24 

The point Richards makes is that hymns 

expressed and instilled values. Hymns 

were sung not only in churches, but in 

homes, schools, and at community events. 

This was partly due to their volume and 

ubiquity as a form of religious and cultural 

expression: between 1837 and 1901 Ian 

Bradley estimates that in Britain some 

400,000 hymns were written, and 1,200 

separate hymn book titles were published.25 

The sheer volume of hymns produced 

in the period is an indication of their 

ubiquity and suggests that their poetry and 

music became embedded in the cultural 

imagination of the British population, 

whether churchgoing or not.

Table 1 shows a sample of hymns found 

in Hymns Ancient and Modern that made 

direct reference to race, phrases like “guilty 

race,” “ruined race,” calling Christians “the 

race of Adam’s children,” and referring 

to God and Christ as “the Hope of all our 

race.” There were other hymns that used 

vocabulary such as “chosen,” “nation,” and 

“people” to invoke the idea of a Christian 

race. For example, “Creator of the Starry 

Height,” a translation by J. M. Neale of a 

ninth-century Latin hymn, is a plea to 

Christ to hear the suffering of the whole 

world (“Jesu, redeemer hear us all”). The 

contrast in this hymn was between Christ, 
 

Number First line Verse(s) in which race is mentioned 
31 Creator of the Starry Height  (verse 2) Thou, sorrowing at the helpless cry | Of all creation doomed 

to die, | Didst save our lost and guilty race | By healing gifts of 
heavenly grace. 

45 O Christ, Redeemer of Our Race (verse 1) O Christ, Redeemer of our race, | Thou Brightness of the 
Father’s Face, | Of Him and with Him ever One, | Ere times and 
seasons had begun. 
 
(verse 3) Remember, Lord of life and grace, | How once, to save a 
ruined race, | Thou didst our very flesh assume | In Mary’s undefiled 
womb. 

46 Of the Father’s Love Begotten (verse 3) He is found in human fashion, | Death and sorrow here to 
know, | That the race of Adam’s children, Doomed by Law to endless 
woe, | May not henceforth die and perish | In the dreadful gulf below, 
| Evermore and evermore! 
 
(verse 4) O that Birth for ever blessed, | When the Virgin, full of 
grace, | By the Holy Ghost conceiving, | Bare the Saviour of our race; 
| And the Babe, the world’s Redeemer, | First revealed His sacred 
Face, | Evermore and evermore!  

77 O Thou Who Dost to Man Accord (verse 1) O Thou Who dost to man accord | His highest prize, his best 
reward; | Thou Hope of all our race; | Jesu, to Thee we now draw 
near, | Our earnest supplications hear, | Who humbly seek Thy face. 

Table 1: Hymns in Hymns Ancient and Modern (1861) That Mention Race
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characterized as the light of the world 

which brings salvation, and grace, the 

“Creator of the starry height,” “Redeemer 

of us all.” It is into this distinction between 

the earthly and the heavenly that the idea 

of race was introduced: the human world 

is referred to as a “lost and guilty” race 

that is “doomed to die.” A similar contrast 

is found in “O Christ, Redeemer of our 

Race” (also translated from a Latin hymn), 

where again the human world stands in 

contrast to the light provided from heaven. 

In these two hymns race is therefore 

associated with the darkness of the earth; 

race presupposes sin, darkness. Crucially, 

however, race requires the presence of 

Christ to bring humanity to redemption.

The ideas of race expressed in the 

hymns found in Hymns Ancient and Modern 

were not recent: many of the hymns which 

mentioned race had been embedded in the 

English hymn repertoire for decades. For 

instance, Charles Wesley’s “Hail the Day 

That Sees Him Rise,” written in 1739, 

contained the line “He that first-fruit of our 

race,” referring to Christ as the savior of 

the Christian race. Here, race was indelibly 

linked with notions of what it meant to be 

Christian, not just through belief but also 

through everyday aspects of life. 

In Britain, these ideas were easily 

disseminated as people engaged with 

hymns. Hymns Ancient and Modern was 

a denominational example of a hymnal 

that appealed to the broader church as it 

was used to emphasize, and indeed came 

to embody, the lineage of the Church of 

England’s history, thus exhibiting an image 

of the British as a Christian race. The 

hymn book was therefore used politically 

and culturally as much as it was religiously. 

British Christian congregations, when 

they sang hymns with lines such as those 

identified above, were thus encouraged to 

imagine themselves, on one level, as the 

chosen race, the inheritors of the promise 

made to Israel. 

Missions, Race, and Sharing Faith

Distinguishing between races was 

a Victorian obsession, and countless 

theories were published which provided 

explanations for racial differences, the 

aims of which were to show why some 

races could be called superior and others 

inferior. One example is Robert Knox’s 

The Races of Men (1850), the conclusions 

and arguments of which used comparisons 

of physical characteristics between people 

of different race groups. The obsession 

with classification, differentiation, and 

ordering was heightened by imperial and 

colonial expansion and the European 

“civilising mission” that sought to deliver 

people and lands seen as different and 

inferior. Indeed, Knox’s thesis was to 

explain what he observed during his own 

travels to the Cape Colony.

Missionary attitudes to race and race 

relations were formed in Eurocentric and 

imperial frameworks, but they came to 

be challenged by the human encounters 

that missionaries had with Indigenous 

people, and the missionary desire to 

build a common community. As Jeffrey 

Cox notes, this tension gave rise to a 

question with which missionaries had to 

grapple: “can we participate in a shared 

faith, on the basis of spiritual equality, in 

an imperial setting?”26 

There was a further tension arising from 

the colonial context in which the Anglican 

missions operated. African converts to 

Christianity, therefore, were confronted 

with several notions of race predicated on 

their heritage, their adopted religion, and 
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the way they were viewed in the colonial 

system of societal ordering. The missions 

were in the Eastern Cape, which, although 

populated by different groups of people 

and nations, was homogenized into what 

colonial authorities labeled “black” races. 

This was largely for the convenience 

of the colonial authorities, including 

many missionaries, who struggled to 

understand the nuances in language, 

customs, governance, and society between 

different groups of people. As Lewis 

R. Gordon explains, race grew out of 

processes of global colonization to support 

the worldview of European superiority. 

African peoples forced into that process 

experienced their transformation from 

the variety of ethnic groups to which 

they belonged into a singular category of 

racialization: “blacks.”27 

Many missionaries did appreciate 

that the Indigenous population was not 

homogenous. Henry Waters in a report 

published in Mission Field wrote, “The 

Christians at St Mark’s are of mixed 

races–Xhosa, Tembu, Fingo, Basuto, 

Hottentot, and European; but all work in 

harmony.”28 While such understandings 

to a degree reflected missionary fervor 

and idealism, they nonetheless illustrate 

that some missionaries acknowledged 

that biological race did not necessarily 

determine the ability to be a Christian.29 It 

was also evident on the Anglican missions 

that further groups were created, dividing 

people along Christian and non-Christian 

lines which cut across and contradicted 

black-white divisions. For instance, Peter 

Masiza (ca. 1840–1907), the first Black 

person to be ordained into Anglican 

holy orders in South Africa, referred to 

unconverted Black people as “red people,” 

a term that refers to the traditional custom 

of wearing a blanket dyed red ochre that 

persisted among amaXhosa who would not 

convert to western modes of dress.30

Missionaries arrived with a variety of 

different understandings of race, largely 

based on the colonial homogenizing of race 

into “black” and “white,” false dichotomies 

which disregarded preexisting groups. 

Race was interchangeable with language, 

dress, domestic habits, and character, not to 

mention religion and religious belief. John 

Hardie, a missionary at St. Luke’s mission in 

the 1850s, remarked about the Xhosa that 

“the religious sense is so thoroughly dead . . . 

nothing short of God’s grace can revive it. 

We Missionaries of this generation must be 

grateful if we are permitted to sow the seed 

of Life broad-cast over the dark field of 

Heathendom.”31 Hardie, it seems, did not 

separate religion and race, and saw what he 

called the Xhosas’ “abominable rites” and 

“nationality” as intermingled, leaving him 

wondering about the futility of his mission.

A Multiracial Enterprise

The reality on the ground differed from 

the characterizations that missionaries had 

acquired and which, at first, conditioned 

their attitudes toward mission work. For 

one thing, attitudes had to change. Even 

though many did (and continued to), it 

was difficult for missionaries to issue 

defamatory remarks about the people who 

had joined and were employed on mission 

stations. As early as 1859, missionary 

reports suggest that white missionaries 

were relying on Black staff to run mission 

stations. By 1880, Charles Taberer 

estimated his mission to have 1,000 

members. In addition to his wife and one 

other “European” teacher, the rest of the 

26 staff who ran the mission were Black. 

Missionary statistics are always difficult to 
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work with, but even when painted with a 

broad brushstroke, they give a sense of the 

urgency for racial cooperation with which 

white missionaries had to approach their 

work. These statistics do show not only that 

white missionaries relied on Indigenous 

Christians, but also that Indigenous 

Christians (not to mention those who 

remained unconverted) outnumbered white 

missionaries. While missions might have 

been established by white missionaries, the 

real work of conversion was largely carried 

out by Black missionaries, as missionary 

reports for this period attest.

Many white missionaries opposed 

racial segregation and racist policies 

brought about through colonial 

government policies, especially when they 

impacted on mission station services and 

other activity.32 This meant preaching and 

enforcing—to both their converts and 

the wider settler society—the message of 

Galatians 3. Missionaries, then, found 

their own views challenged by personal 

encounters in the field, where they found 

that religion, religious belief, and race 

were inseparable, and with this came the 

realization that their views on race had 

to shift if they were to have success in 

their project of proselytization.  Such an 

example is found in the memoirs of John 

Armstrong, first bishop of Grahamstown. 

After meeting with two messengers from 

Sarhili (1810–1892), king of the Gcaleka 

Xhosa, Armstrong recalled his surprise at 

hearing that the two men were not in favor 

of war. “And yet how often have I been 

told that the [Xhosa] are a hopeless race,” 

wrote Armstrong.33 Later Armstrong, 

frustrated with the colonial attitudes, 

practices, and policies that prevented his 

congregations from being racially mixed, 

called for the church to “beat down 

these walls of partition.”34 As the century 

progressed, many mission institutions did 

become multiracial and open to all races—

such as Lovedale College, founded by the 

Glasgow Missionary Society—in defiance 

of the surrounding societies’ views. And 

yet, white missionaries often had to 

explain their position to Black converts. 

Henry Waters reported that when Henry 

Callaway, bishop of St. John’s, visited his 

mission, he gave a lecture “on the position 

of the Government towards the natives.”35

This is not to say that all white 

missionaries held the same views, but rather 

that any attitudes they held had to shift in 

the mission field. Furthermore, there was 

considerable overlap between the projects 

of proselytizing and civilizing. Many 

missionaries saw their task of working with 

the local population as both conversion 

and cultural reform. Take, for example, 

the comments of missionary Albert Maggs, 

who wrote, “Many of them [converted 

people] are not yet so far advanced in 

religion as to see the necessity and duty 

of family prayers in their own homes.”36 

Maggs was talking about the “benefits” 

of daily prayer, and how habituation and 

discipline were a means to change daily 

habits and lifestyle. Not all missionaries 

were quite so severe, however. Writing 

in the same publication in the same year, 

another missionary, William Greenstock, 

noted, “There are many points in their 

character which render them open to good 

influences, and they have warm feelings, 

which admit religious ideas readily into 

the mind. It is interesting to read the effect 

that preaching and singing sometimes have 

upon them.”37 

Missionaries distinguished between 

“missionary work” (Indigenous conversion) 

and “colonial work” (relating to white 
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settlers), but they often had to fulfill both 

roles, a task that required meeting two 

sets of expectations.38 The missionary Alan 

Gibson wrote that at his mission in Umtata 

(known today as Mthatha), a separate 

church had to be built for Europeans, 

ostensibly so that services could be held at 

“more suitable hours.”39 The reasoning on 

the basis of “more suitable hours” is not clear, 

but suggests that factors in wider society 

that kept white and Black congregants 

apart impacted on the way mission 

were run, regardless of how egalitarian 

and nonracial missionaries’ views were. 

Missions also faced criticism for teaching 

literacy, a project of which hymns were 

part. The Christian message of equality 

was a threat to those who denounced 

mission education, as Norman Etherington 

has noted: “They [denunciators of mission 

education] argued that mission education 

at the higher levels would be only too well 

understood by converts, who might imbibe 

doctrines of equality, demand equal rights, 

and foment insurrections.”40 

Singing hymns (let alone writing and 

translating them) required the ability to 

read, and this had to be taught. Racist 

criticism came from outside missions, so 

those involved in mission work would have 

been all too aware of the ways in which race 

was deployed to criticize, segregate, and 

construct difference. Among the missionaries 

themselves there were competing attitudes 

and understandings of race, complicated 

further by the society in which they existed. 

Conclusion

This article has explored some of the 

ways in which the concept of Christian 

race was framed when missionary hymns 

were translated into isiXhosa during the 

nineteenth century. My primary focus has 

been on the language that was used for the 

word “race” and how that differed from uses 

of the word in English-language hymnody. 

I have argued that the understandings of 

race had to change not only because of the 

involvement of Indigenous interlocutors 

and converts in the translation process, 

but also because of the context in which 

missions were operating.41 To “belong” to 

the Christian race meant being converted 

or being born into it, and these are the 

terms along which Christian missionaries 

would have thought. As such, Christianity 

was not just about religion per se, nor was 

it a simple matter of aligning oneself to a 

new theology. It required a realignment of 

lifestyle to follow the commerce, culture, 

and civilization proffered by Christian 

missionaries. But missions existed in 

a societal context which was racially 

conditioned, meaning that racial equality 

might have existed on the mission station 

and in the Christian sense, yet beyond 

the confines of the mission station racial 

inequality was rife. Mission Christianity 

could offer membership in the Christian 

race, but what it could not do was offer 

equal racial membership in an unequal 

colonial society.
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