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avid George was among the eight founding members of Silver Bluff Baptist
Church, the first African American Baptist congregation that was founded
in 1774 on a plantation near Savannah, Georgia. In 1782, George and the two
other preachers in the congregation went separate directions: George followed
the British to Nova Scotia and founded another Baptist congregation, George
Liele migrated to British-controlled Jamaica and started a church in Kingston,
and Jesse Galphin moved the Savannah congregation to Augusta, Georgia.
More than eighty years would pass before African Americans gained
freedom in the land of liberty, but during this time, black Baptist churches
grew and prospered despite the shackles of slavery. While growing abolitionist sentiment in the North resulted in increasing congregational leadership
opportunities for blacks, especially in Episcopal and Methodist churches,
some of the most well-known black Baptists were southern slaves.
First Baptist Church of Richmond, Virginia,
surpassed other southern biracial congregations by
allowing slave members to perform funeral sermons
and lead Sunday prayers. Carey Lott, who in 1821
became the first African American missionary to
Africa, honed his preaching and leadership skills in
Baptist churches, as did John Jasper in the decade
prior to the American Civil War. Preaching revivals
throughout Virginia, Jasper became one of the most
successful evangelists of his day, baptizing as many
John Jasper
as 300 people in four hours.
Following emancipation and the end of the war, African Americans
formed their own congregations. Jasper formed the Sixth Mount Zion Baptist
Church (1867), became a leader in the community of Richmond, and in 1878
first preached his most famous sermon, “Sun Do Move,” in which he sought
to prove that the sun revolves around the earth. Remembered as a pioneering
black Baptist and a great orator of the nineteenth century, Jasper is memorialized in William Hatcher’s 1909 volume, John Jasper, The Unmatched Negro
Philosopher and Preacher.
Today, some of the best known Baptist preachers in America are African
Americans, including Gardner C. Taylor, born in 1918 and now known as
the “dean of American preaching.” Prior to his retirement in 1990, Taylor
pastored Concord Baptist Church of Christ in Brooklyn, New York for fortytwo years. Taylor worked alongside the late Martin Luther King Jr., perhaps
the most famous Baptist preacher in history, in the struggle for Civil Rights
and in the founding of the Progressive National Baptist Convention.
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