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Abstract

Often recognized for its advocacy on behalf of African descendants, the 
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church has been silent on issues 
regarding anti-Haitian sentiment in the Dominican Republic. By trac-
ing the historical connection between Black America and Haiti in the 
nineteenth century and recounting the twentieth-century history of 
the AME Church in the Dominican Republic, this article explains how 
an institution created in defense of racial equality could inadvertently 
facilitate its own silencing. Using archival research, ethnography, 
and interviews, this article critically analyzes narratives that distance 
Dominican African Methodists from African Americans and Haitians. 
It argues that such silences in the AME Church are the result of the 
church’s social marginalization in the Dominican Republic, African 
American leaders’ habitual neglect of the AME Church’s Dominican 
branches, and the assimilation of Black Anglophone migrants into 
Dominican culture.
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In December 1937, about two months after the Dominican dictator Rafael 
L. Trujillo orchestrated the brutal massacre of fifteen thousand Haitians at 
the Dominican-Haitian border, Rev. Llewellyn L. Berry, the missionary sec-
retary of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church’s Home and Foreign 
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Missionary Department, traveled to Haiti where he heard news of the racially 
motivated genocide.1 “The conditions were such as to cause me to cancel my 
visit to the Dominican Republic,” he later wrote in a booklet entitled A Little 

Missionary Journey to a Great Missionary Area (1938).2 After weeks of travel 
to every other AME conference in the West Indies, Berry did not report on 
the work of the church in eastern Hispaniola. “I do not think it is prudent 
for me to attempt to discuss the conditions there,” he noted in the travel-
ogue. None of his other conserved work contains any statement on what he 
had  witnessed in Haiti.3 Likewise, in the months following the massacre, no 
reports regarding the genocide or the subsequent tensions between the two 
nations appear in the AME Church’s missionary newspaper, Voice of Missions.4 
Facing mass atrocities committed against Black lives in Hispaniola, the AME 
Church was curiously silent.

Seventy-seven years later, on June 17, 2015, the deadline for Haitians to 
apply for a newly instituted foreign registration program in the Dominican 
Republic passed.5 Hundreds of undocumented Haitians took to the streets in 
front of the capital’s government buildings; thousands of others crossed the 
border to Haiti. A sense of conflict, injustice, anger, and fear marked conversa-
tions at all levels of society. From dialogue between passengers and taxi drivers 
in Santo Domingo, to international exchanges between diplomats and politi-
cians, to online newspapers and social media, people were talking of pending 
mass deportations of Haitians in the Dominican Republic. For activists working 
on behalf of Haitian immigrants—and for Western media especially—recent 
policies targeting undocumented Haitians and Dominicans of Haitian descent 
were invariably connected to the 1937 massacre.6 Anti-Haitian sentiment had 
once again heightened to the point of mass, government-sanctioned persecu-
tion. Everyone seemed to be talking about it—everyone, that is, except for 
American and Dominican leaders of the AME Church.7

Often recognized for its advocacy on behalf of African descendants, the 
AME Church as an institution has been surprisingly silent on the issue of 
Haitian-Dominican relations. This silence is startling when one considers that 
in the 1790s through the first decades of the 1800s the AME Church drew 
inspiration from the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) and independent Haiti.8 
The island of Hispaniola was also the site of a mass emigration of formerly 
enslaved and free people from the United States in the 1820s.9 Indeed, through 
the late nineteenth century, African Methodists in the United States considered 
Haiti and the Dominican Republic to be two of the three “Black Republics” 
in the world; both nations stood as symbols of Black self-determination and 
racial unification.10 What then explains the church’s historical silence toward 
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the 1937 massacre and the current reticence of both contemporary African 
American and Dominican African Methodists to address the recent injustices 
committed against Haitians?11 The answer to this question lies in the history 
of the AME Church on the eastern side of Hispaniola (present-day Dominican 
Republic). By tracing the historical connection between Black America and 
Haiti in the nineteenth century, recounting the twentieth-century develop-
ment of the AME Church in the Dominican Republic, and examining current 
Dominican African Methodists’ thoughts about the AME Church, I explain how 
an institution created in defense of racial equality could inadvertently facilitate 
its own silencing.

Establishing the Connection: Haiti and the AME Church

Between July 5 and July 13, 2016, half a dozen Dominicans traveled from Santo 
Domingo to Philadelphia, where they celebrated the bicentennial of the AME 
Church’s incorporation as a denomination and represented the nearly three 
thousand Dominican African Methodists at the fiftieth quadrennial session of 
the AME General Conference.12 For a week, these Dominican leaders struggled 
to understand English, voted for bishops and episcopal leaders, and made con-
tact with African descendants across the world. They also participated in mass 
commemorations—religious rituals, sacred songs, and tours of Mother Bethel 
AME Church—all in honor of the denomination’s founding in 1816. Yet, unbe-
knownst to most conference attendees, the Dominican  delegation’s presence at 
the bicentennial celebrations marked another bicentennial of sorts—the nearly 
two-hundred-year history of the church’s ties to Haiti—for in the years imme-
diately following 1816 a mass emigration of free Black people from the United 
States to the island of Hispaniola began.

The connection between Haiti and the AME Church predates the incorpo-
ration of the AME Church itself. Indeed, the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) 
was a source of inspiration for Black Methodists in the United States, and 
within a year of the war’s inception free Blacks in Philadelphia formed an 
independent African church.13 In his autobiography, Rev. Richard Allen, the 
founder and first bishop of the church, described the incident that caused the 
Black Methodists to leave the white Methodist Episcopal Church, St. George, 
in 1792. After the African members had been relegated to the gallery of the 
church, a white trustee ordered Rev. Absalom Jones (one of the Black mem-
bers) to leave the place where he was kneeling in prayer. When Reverend 
Jones asked the trustee to wait until prayer had ended, the trustee attempted 
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to physically remove him from the building. As Reverend Allen accounts, “By 
this time prayer was over, and we all went out of the church in a body, and 
they were no more plagued with us.”14 The incident led Allen to establish a new 
church, Bethel African Methodist Episcopal (later known as Mother Bethel).15 
The new center of worship would be a place “in which any person, regardless 
of color, could enjoy the worship of God.”16 Thus, the AME Church, like the 
Haitian state, originated as a symbol of both liberty and racial equality.

Not long after Reverend Allen founded an independent congregation in 
Philadelphia, other groups of Blacks in the Northeast also separated from pre-
dominantly white churches. This separatist movement led to the calling of a 
general convention held in April 1816. At this convention, the AME Church 
was formally organized into a denomination. Between 1816 and 1826 African 
Methodism spread in the Northeast. In 1816 the denomination had about 400 
members, but by 1826 there were 6,904 members of the church.17 The rise in 
prominence of the AME Church in the Northeast helped to establish the denom-
ination as an influential fixture within the Black community, both enslaved and 
free. It also put the church’s leaders at the center of public debates concerning 
the state of African-descended people in the United States and their possible 
emigration from the United States to Haiti.18

The preliminary discussion of migration to Haiti began in the years imme-
diately following the Haitian Revolution; however, the idea was not fully 
pursued until 1818 when a Black freeman, Prince Saunders, partnered with 
the Haitian king, Henry Christophe, to persuade U.S. Blacks to immigrate to 
Haiti.19 However, their plan collapsed when Henry Christophe died in 1820. 
Plans for Black U.S. immigration began again after the north and south of 
Haiti were united under Jean Pierre Boyer, who took hold of Spanish Santo 
Domingo in 1822. In 1824 Boyer sent his representative, Jonathan Granville, 
to New England to recruit U.S. Blacks for settlement on the island. Like his 
predecessors, Boyer pursued mass immigration to increase the population and 
thus augment the number of potential laborers who could work the land. He 
furthermore hoped that the presence of U.S. immigrants would improve diplo-
matic relations between the United States and Haiti and ultimately compel the 
United States to recognize Haitian sovereignty.20

Granville found an audience among members of the AME Church. Rejecting 
proposals from the American Colonization Society (ACS) to send free Blacks 
to Africa, leaders of Philadelphia’s Black community considered immigration 
to Haiti. Although they voiced a number of concerns, including freedom of 
religion in Haiti, Granville ultimately convinced Reverend Allen and others 
that his proposal differed from that of the ACS.21 Black community leaders 
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in Philadelphia and other northeastern states subsequently formed Haitian 
 emigration societies, which organized the emigration of six thousand Blacks 
from the United States to Haiti between 1824 and 1826. Many migrants who 
participated in this mass movement were members or affiliates of the AME 
Church.22 The imagined racial connection between the AME Church and the 
island of Hispaniola was cemented in this moment, despite the fact that many 
emigrants later returned to the United States.23

The AME Church in the Early Twentieth Century

Today, almost two hundred years after the 1820s emigration movement, 
Dominican members of the AME Church acknowledge the U.S. Black immi-
grants as the first Protestants in the Dominican Republic.24 They additionally 
remember the emigration movement as the foundation of U.S. Black immi-
grant communities in Santo Domingo, Puerto Plata, and Samaná. The recog-
nition given to the movement, however, has developed into a fixation on the 
early nineteenth-century historical connection to the United States and has 
obfuscated important historical processes that shaped the relationship between 
American and Dominican African Methodists in the early twentieth century 
when the AME Church reestablished its missionary work in the Dominican 
Republic.

In the last three decades of the nineteenth century, AME leaders in the 
United States implemented foreign missions in the Dominican Republic and 
Haiti. This work was part of the general expansion of the AME denomination, 
and it emerged from AME leaders’ belief that the denomination had a duty 
to proselytize to the Black race. Before the U.S. Civil War (1861–1865), the 
denomination spread to the U.S. Midwest, California, Canada, and parts of 
the U.S. South. Membership grew exponentially from 6,904 members in 1826 
to 9,240 in 1836, and to 16,190 in 1846.25 The war further opened the South 
to AME missions, and by 1866 there were 50,000 African Methodists in the 
United States.26 Leaders responded to this growth by improving organization, 
forming the Missionary and Finance Departments, and electing more bishops. 
As AME institutional structures began to take shape in the 1870s and 1880s, 
leaders made plans to spread the denomination abroad in order to uplift the 
Black race. During this period, the Dominican Republic and Haiti became 
primary targets for AME missionary work. Not only had the U.S. government 
considered annexing the Dominican Republic, which kept the country top 
of mind, but many leaders also believed that the evangelization of the two 
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independent “Black Republics” of Hispaniola would improve conditions on 
the island and thus vindicate Black self-governance in the purview of white 
Americans.27 This belief and the continued attention paid to the island led 
to the reestablishment of AME congregations in Haiti in 1873 and in the 
Dominican Republic in 1882.

For the U.S. Black immigrants who had fled the United States for Haiti 
in the 1820s, the founding of the AME Church was a long time coming. On 
the eastern side of the island, the AME Church was previously established  
in 1830, but the connection was lost.28 Dominican independence from Haiti in  
1844 separated colonies of U.S. Black immigrants in the east from those  
in Port-au-Prince. These populations suffered from poverty and religious 
persecution as the Dominican Republic struggled to maintain independence 
from Haiti, became annexed to Spain (1861–1865), and fought again for inde-
pendence (this time from Spain) in the War of Restoration (1863–1865).29 
Throughout this time, the British Wesleyan Church sustained Protestant mis-
sionary work among U.S. Black migrants in the northern regions of the island, 
but the Wesleyans were barred from the capital. Thus, by the time that the 
AME Church sent a missionary to the capital in 1882, not only had the denom-
ination lost many of its would-be adherents to war and time, but it had also 
lost ground in the north to the Wesleyan denomination. The AME Church 
did not spread to the north of the Dominican Republic during the 1880s and 
1890s, and for reasons beyond the scope of this article, even the capital’s con-
gregation stagnated and became inactive by 1896.30

Two years later, Rev. Jacob Paul James, a descendant of U.S. Black immi-
grants and an AME minister, revitalized the mission in the capital and helped 
form AME missionary stations in Samaná (1899) and San Pedro de Macorís 
(1901). The racial and ethnic composition of these congregations both stim-
ulated and mitigated church growth. The congregations in these three loca-
tions consisted of Anglophone Black migrants and their descendants, who, in 
the majority, considered themselves to be distinct from native Dominicans—
even if they were born in the Dominican Republic. At Samaná, the northeast-
ern peninsula of the island, descendants of U.S. Black immigrants made up 
the majority of the AME population. This region differed from the capital, 
where many immigrant descendants had left the AME Church and West Indian 
migrants from other islands bolstered the membership.31 These migrants pro-
vided a source of cheap labor to the sugar industry, which had burgeoned 
since the 1870s.32 They also founded the AME Church in San Pedro de Macorís, 
the central sugar-producing town located forty-five miles from the capital. As 
labor migration from other islands surged in the 1910s, the AME Church’s 
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membership in the southeast also peaked.33 Yet, progress in the AME Church 
also brought hardship as discrimination against Black West Indians—and 
Black Protestants more generally—increased as a result of the emergence of 
anti-Black Dominican national ideology.34 Determined to “whiten” the nation 
through European immigration, Dominican elites balked at the mass immigra-
tion of Black foreigners.35 Because it was closely associated with these Black 
immigrant communities, the AME Church also became marginalized.

At the same time that AME congregations in the Dominican Republic 
faced domestic racial discrimination, the AME Missionary Department in the 
United States did little to help its Dominican outposts. At the turn of the 
century, AME leaders such as Bishop Henry McNeil Turner and Missionary 
Secretaries W. B. Derrick and H. B. Parks turned their attention to African 
missions. Parks’s book, Africa: The Problem of the New Century (1899), demon-
strates the zeal with which leaders advocated for African missions. “No 
other race can do the work you can. It is the civilized, educated Negro for 
the manly, heathen Negro,” he wrote.36 The pursuit of African missions was 
backed with missionary funds, and while all AME missions were woefully 
underfunded, African missions received a disproportionate allotment relative 
to the Caribbean.37 Jacob Paul James noted the impact of the denomination’s 
focus on African missions when he wrote, “The slowness of the progress of 
our work here is largely due to the lack of means with which to push for-
ward the work.”38 He believed that the Dominican Republic offered “a hopeful 
future for our Church” but that “in order to realize this future there must be 
a more vigorous handling of this field by the Connection.”39 The Missionary 
Department, however, was overextended and chose to use its resources to sup-
port politically relevant projects that countered racism and poverty in Africa 
and the United States.40

While the Missionary Department struggled to remain solvent and habit-
ually ignored its Dominican congregations, the AME Church in the Dominican 
Republic faced competition from white British and American missionaries in 
the years leading up to the U.S. occupation of the country (1916–1924). In 
1905, James warned, “Other denominations are coming into this field with 
men and money. Soon there will be several new churches built in various 
parts of this Republic, and by reason of this temporal help that they bring to 
the people they are going forward.”41 By 1907, the Moravian and Wesleyan 
churches had formed missionary congregations in San Pedro de Macorís. The 
Moravians had also joined the Wesleyan and AME congregations in Santo 
Domingo, and in 1911 white American missionaries surveyed the country and 
considered it as a possible missionary post.42 After the U.S. occupation in 1916, 
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more denominations came to the southeast. The white missionaries from the 
Episcopal Church founded congregations in the capital and San Pedro in 1918 
and 1920, respectively, and a Puerto Rican missionary, Solomón Feliciano, 
established a Pentecostal church in San Pedro in 1917.43 Then, in 1921 the 
American Presbyterian, Methodist Episcopal, and United Brethren Churches 
joined forces and created the Dominican Evangelical Church (DEC). They also 
operated a hospital and a Christian bookstore in the capital.44 By the mid-
1920s, the AME congregations in the southeast simply could not compete with 
the well-funded white churches.45

The AME Church in the southeast also declined as migration patterns 
shifted. By 1929, the Dominican Republic was no longer a key site for West 
Indian laborers, who were replaced by Haitian workers.46 Membership in the 
southeastern AME congregations plummeted, while membership remained 
steady in Samaná in the north, which became the headquarters for AME activ-
ity. Like Reverend James, the new presiding elder, Rev. Phillip Van Putten, 
a native of St. Martin, also retreated to the north where he was stationed for 
twelve years beginning in 1923.47 Samaná remained the center of AME activity 
throughout the rest of the twentieth century, although impoverished congrega-
tions continued to exist in the southeast.

Today, contemporary observers have argued that the word African in the 
AME Church’s name and the association of the church with Black-identified 
populations made the AME denomination untenable in the Dominican Republic, 
a traditionally Spanish-Catholic country.48 This statement holds weight insofar 
as it applies to the early twentieth century.49 Yet, nonracial factors also limited 
the AME Church’s operations in the Dominican Republic: namely, the lack of 
outside financial support and trained Spanish-speaking personnel to mitigate 
social marginalization and enable the church to compete with white Protestant 
denominations. Throughout the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s, the AME presiding 
elders Jacob P. James and Phillip Van Putten advocated for the Missionary 
Department to financially support missionary work in the Dominican Republic, 
but the U.S. church leadership seldom responded to their requests.50

The silencing of the AME Church in the Dominican Republic has thus taken 
place on multiple fronts. Not only did discrimination within the Dominican 
Republic actively work to eliminate Black congregations, but, in its neglect 
of Dominican missions, the AME Church in the United States also acted as a 
silencing force. Throughout the twentieth century, the Dominican Republic 
was among the places least written about in AME newspapers, and Berry’s 
1937 tour was the first time an AME missionary secretary ever toured the 
church’s Caribbean holdings.51 This treatment may provide some insight into 



9 Da v i d s o n  AME Church and Dominican-Haitian Relations

why Berry did not report on the 1937 Haitian genocide. By then, it was general 
practice for AME leaders in the United States to ignore events taking place on 
the island.

Assimilation in the Late Twentieth Century

While the early twentieth century was a key moment in which Dominicans’ 
attitudes toward Black Anglophone migrants and African Americans’ attitudes 
toward Dominican missionary work mitigated the AME Church’s progress 
in the country, the later twentieth century solidified an assimilation process 
among descendants of Black migrants. Other scholars have noted the negative 
effects of assimilation on U.S. Black immigrant and West Indian communities in 
Samaná and San Pedro de Macorís.52 This process—along with continued social 
marginalization and neglect from the church in the United States— inevitably 
affected the AME Church in the Dominican Republic and the diasporic reli-
gious relationship between Dominicans, African Americans, and Haitians.

In 1930, Rafael L. Trujillo came to power, and the Dominican Republic 
came under dictatorial rule that lasted until Trujillo’s death in 1961. Both 
Trujillo’s rule and the subsequent twenty-two-year government of Trujillo’s 
confidante, Joaquín Balaguer (1960–1962, 1966–1978, 1986–1996), affected 
the AME Church in the country by accelerating the process of assimilation 
for U.S. Black immigrant and West Indian descendants. During Trujillo’s 
reign, policies were passed to directly target Black communities. For example, 
Trujillo banned the instruction of English in schools.53 This policy undermined 
the influence of American and West Indian culture. As Spanish began to dom-
inate the region, children felt increased pressure from their peers to speak 
only in Spanish; they were reluctant to speak English even at home for fear of 
being teased at school for their English accents.54 Additionally, it is rumored 
that Trujillo ordered the 1946 burning of the town of Samaná, where records 
regarding the American community evidenced its history and longevity in the 
region. Ryan Mann-Hamilton explains that the fire signaled both the literal 
burning of records and also the symbolic cleansing of Samaná history since 
it destroyed the historical archive of the region’s American Black immigrant 
citizens.55 When Balaguer succeeded Trujillo in 1966, he continued the pat-
tern of antagonistic policies. Between 1972 and 1973, he backed a project 
that required that buildings made of wood be reconstructed in cement.56 As 
a result, prominent historic buildings constructed by U.S. Black immigrants 
and their descendants, including the AME Church itself, were demolished. 
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The destruction of the buildings completely changed the physical and social 
environment of the region. According to Soraya Aracena, the buildings were 
“knocked down in order to make space for hotels and other tourist services, 
obligating many of the residents to move to other places, which strongly desta-
bilized their cultural components.”57 While changes increased the profit margin 
for Dominican and foreign investors in the tourism industry, they also insti-
gated disunity and disrupted the community’s traditional way of life.

During the Trujillo and Balaguer regimes, white-controlled Protestant 
denominations in Samaná and San Pedro also experienced changes. In 1931, 
the Wesleyan Church in Samaná—the oldest continually organized Protestant 
church in Samaná, present since the 1830s—integrated into the Dominican 
Evangelical Church (IED).58 This transfer of church property and management 
from British to American hands signaled a change in missionary methods since 
the IED was created as a Spanish-language institution with the specific goal of 
converting Dominicans. Puerto Rican (instead of British) pastors were sent to 
Samaná, and Spanish became the language of instruction and worship. In San 
Pedro de Macorís, a similar process happened decades later when the Moravian 
Church transferred its holdings to the IED in 1960.59 By that time, European 
churches such as the Wesleyans and Moravians were competing against grow-
ing Pentecostal churches established in the 1940s.60 The European missionaries 
joined forces with the American historical churches in order to run missionary 
work more efficiently. Yet, by switching to Spanish-language services, their 
united efforts ultimately limited the traditional religious expression of West 
Indians in the southeast.

The AME Church, however, did not adjust as rapidly. Leaders in the church 
were mostly Anglophone migrants from other islands, and they conducted their 
religious services in English and preached among small communities of Black 
English-speakers. Rev. Pedro Felipe Castro, an eighty-five-year-old retired AME 
minister in Santo Domingo, recounted that Reverend Van Putten (the presiding 
elder after James) was from the Dutch West Indies and spoke Spanish, French, 
English, and Dutch.61 Indeed, on one occasion, Van Putten gave a greeting to 
African Methodists in the United States by singing “‘I Need Thee Every Hour’ 
in French, Spanish, Sesuto, English, West African, and Dutch.”62 Pedro Felipe’s 
father, who was also an AME minister, was from Martinique and spent years 
ministering in Haiti. Other ministers such as John R. Phifer, I. M. Norman, and 
William Johnson were also descendants of West Indian migrants or migrants 
themselves, while Rev. Nehemiah Wilmore was a descendant of the U.S. Black 
immigrant community in Samaná and nephew of Rev. Jacob Paul James Jr. 
These men helped to expand the church beyond the stations in Samaná, Santo 
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Domingo, and San Pedro de Macorís, and they traveled miles to visit mission 
congregations in rural areas.

Oral histories and newspaper articles give glimpses of what life was like 
for these Black Anglophone ministers. As in the previous decades, during 
the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, African Methodists were marginalized within 
Dominican society. At times they endured direct opposition to their religious 
work. William Johnson’s son recounted one instance when a Catholic priest 
pulled his father from the horse he was riding and physically assaulted him in 
protest of his evangelical work, which was leading Dominicans away from the 
Catholic congregation in Samaná.63 Others related stories of Catholics disrupt-
ing Protestant religious services by throwing rocks on the tin roofs of churches 
and chanting protests. At other times, government officials harassed AME min-
isters. For example, in 1944 Wilmore reported that the Dominican government 
heavily taxed the presiding elder, Reverend Van Putten, upon his return to 
Haiti.64 Decades later in 1962, Bishop Richard Wright Jr. faced similar discrim-
ination when he was held up at the airport after holding the annual confer-
ence at Samaná.65 These aggressions against AME leadership and congregations 
demonstrate the hardships that African Methodists endured in the Dominican 
Republic during and immediately after the Trujillo dictatorship.

At the same time, the Dominican Republic remained a low-priority mis-
sionary area within the context of AME missions. By the 1930s and 1940s, the 
emphasis on African missions in the first decades of the century had yielded 
a large following. Statistics in 1940 report 53,000 AME members in South 
Africa and 2,168 in West Africa.66 The denomination had also invested thou-
sands of dollars in building infrastructure, including a number of schools, in 
these regions. As L. L. Berry reported in one speech, “In Sierra Leone there is 
the Girls’ Industrial and Literary School, and a school for boys; in Liberia is 
Monrovia College and Training School, the main building of which was erected 
at a cost of $70,000.”67 South Africa also had institutes in Cape Town and 
Evaton, Transvaal. In contrast, the Dominican Republic had only 440 mem-
bers in 1940 and received only $12.50 quarterly for its school in San Pedro 
de Macorís.68 Other Caribbean islands were similarly overlooked, even though 
AME membership in the Caribbean outnumbered membership in West Africa.69 
While it is true that all AME missionary fields remained underfunded through-
out the twentieth century, AME leaders still regarded Africa as “the largest 
field of missionary opportunity to the AME Church than any other part of its 
missionary activities.”70

Both Dominicans and African Americans recognized the damage that this 
outlook caused. In 1944, Wilmore wrote in Voice of Missions, “I would like our 
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people in the Home Field to know that it is now many, many years that not a 
dollar from over there has come to aid the churches in Santo Domingo.”71 He 
stated that some people looked down on the AME Church for the lack of support 
the Missionary Department offered. Other members of the church had turned 
from the denomination. “When they see that they cannot get as much money 
as they need or thought they would have got, [they] go about exposing and 
ridiculing the church,” he explained.72 Administrative problems also impeded 
progress. Like Rev. Jacob Paul James Jr. before him, Wilmore predicted that if 
no help came from the United States, “ten or twelve years hence only the ruins 
of our AME work will be found.”73 In 1962, with the Dominican AME congre-
gations still intact, Bishop Richard Wright Jr. made another damning report in 
which he blamed the AME Church in the United States for its poor administra-
tion of the Sixteenth District (which included the Dominican Republic). “The 
fact is that we had undertaken a great missionary program without the intel-
lectual equipment or financial backing to carry it out,” he stated.74 The lack of 
funds and interest in the Caribbean meant that, “had it not been for the vigor, 
earnestness, and self-sacrifice of [local leaders,] . . . our work would have died 
long ago in the West Indies.”75 This analysis of the state of the AME Church in 
the Caribbean, however, did little to change the circumstances on the island.

Instead, transformation within AME congregations in the Dominican 
Republic occurred during the Pentecostal movement of the 1980s and 1990s, 
when a new generation of leaders took over the ministry. By that time, the 
membership of the church was declining. The older ministers had passed 
away, and Pentecostal preachers were drawing young members away from 
traditional churches. African Methodists responded to Pentecostal influence 
by abandoning traditional Methodist customs practiced in the United States, 
such as a strict order of service, the recitation of liturgy, and child baptisms. As 
former presiding elder of the Dominican AME Conference (1984–1988), Rev. 
Jorge Green stated, “When I was superintendent, we had to make changes. 
The superintendent before me was from the islands. . . . [A]lmost all of the 
pastors that came before me were of African American descent and spoke more 
English than Spanish.”76 Spanish became the language of choice. Instead of 
anthems and hymns sung in English, religious songs were set to Dominican 
merengue, and worship services were conducted exclusively in Spanish. Both 
Dominican and Americans within the church have claimed that it was during 
this period that the Dominican AME Church lost its cultural integrity as an 
African Methodist institution.77

Although changes to the Dominican AME Church were perceived as cul-
turally disruptive, Dominican leaders believed Pentecostal changes would save 
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the AME Church from losing additional members. Two young AME presiding 
elders—Benito Jones in La Romana and Santurnino Valera in Samaná—led 
Pentecostal transitions.78 They allowed young people to lead worship, part-
nered with other non-AME pastors in their regions, and educated AME clergy. 
In Samaná, Valera began a Bible institute, which received funds from the U.S.-
based AME bishop James Mayo in 1988.79 The institute provided desperately 
needed services and opportunities to African Methodist preachers and mem-
bers who lacked the educational opportunities available to their counterparts in 
the United States. By employing the educational methods used by Pentecostal 
churches, the institute also attracted new Dominican clergy. With these changes, 
more Dominicans who were not of Black Anglophone descent began to join the 
AME Church. According to Dennis Dickerson, the former historiographer of the 
AME Church, “Between 1940 and 1990 . . . AME congregations in the Dominican 
Republic [grew] to include about a dozen churches.”80 Individual congregations 
also grew. Membership in Benito Jones’s church increased from 25 members in 
1980 to 180 members in 1989.81 By distancing themselves from American tradi-
tions, these presiding elders and other Dominican pastors instigated significant 
growth and ethnic diversification within AME congregations.

Since the 1980s, Pentecostal influences in the church have affected the 
diasporic relationship between Dominican African Methodists and African 
American leaders. On the one hand, Dominican pastors have adapted to their 
local environments and the expectations that dictate Protestant Christian cul-
ture within Dominican society. In the absence of robust financial and adminis-
trative support from the United States, pastors have created their own traditions 
or have modified AME doctrine to fit local circumstances. On the other hand, 
as visitors to a foreign country, many African American leaders are not familiar 
with the history of the AME Church on the island. Institutional memory does 
not pass from bishop to bishop, and records are not kept in a way that would 
enable American AME leaders to study the contemporary situation. Thus, at 
best, Americans have overlooked the work of Dominican pastors such as Green, 
Jones, and Valera; at worst, they have blamed them for the dismantling of 
African Methodist tradition on the island.82 This perspective is reinforced by 
African Americans’ misunderstandings of life on the island and their exposure 
to American media’s overly simplified portrayals of Dominican culture and 
Dominican racial identity.83 Lacking knowledge of the church’s nineteenth- 
century roots in Haiti and the emigration movement, African American AME 
leaders do not draw on the AME Church’s historical connection to Haiti (and 
thus the Dominican Republic) in order to build cohesion within the diasporic 
Black Church—but, on the other hand, neither do Dominicans.
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Black Anglophone Exceptionalism

Today, descendants of Black American and West Indian migrant groups have 
been included in popular imaginations of the Dominican nation, while descen-
dants of Haitian migrants have emphatically and systematically been denied 
the same opportunity. The history of Protestantism and perceptions of the 
Protestant church have played a central role in shifting the discourse about 
Black Anglophone migrants and their descendants. Within Dominican society, 
people have used this history to explain that Black Anglophone migrants were 
moral, enterprising, educated, and hardworking.84 The implication is that these 
supposedly essential qualities made them better than Haitian migrants, who 
are associated stereotypically with immorality, violence, and Vodou. The AME 
Church thus stands as a symbol of this supposed historical and cultural differ-
ence—it does not generally denote Black consciousness, but rather religious 
fervor and an association with historical Protestantism.

Oral histories are one way that the romanticized image of moral Black 
Anglophone migrants is perpetuated in contemporary society. The canonized 
oral histories of two members of the Willmore family, Martha (aka Leticia) and 
her uncle Nehemiah (deceased), provide examples.85 In one interview posted to 
YouTube, Martha describes a typical immigrant narrative of upward mobility. 
“The ones that came to Samaná [were] the most prosperous group because 
they established and organized the church,” she states.86 She explains, “They 
had the school for their children to have education. . . . [I]n a short time they 
organized themselves. They were well organized!” This traditional depiction of 
the Samaná immigrants reproduces the notion that Black Anglophone migrants 
were superior to Dominicans and Haitians because they were religious, literate, 
and methodical in their work.87 In his account (c. 1976), Nehemiah went a step 
further in describing the first U.S. Black immigrants in Santo Domingo after an 
outbreak of typhoid. “Many of those who servived from the fever, disgusted 
with the rugh and immoral customes of the Hations which they considered to be 
a continul threat to their families, decided to return to America,” he wrote pho-
netically in English. “Those that remained greatly distingushed themselves by 
their well organized families and society, as well as their good neighbourly cus-
toms and treatments,” he continued.88 Drawing a stark line between two Black 
immigrant groups in the Dominican Republic—Black Americans and Haitians— 
Nehemiah claimed that morality and family structure were the factors that 
made African Americans better than Haitians. In other parts of their narratives, 
Nehemiah and Martha suggest that the Dominican government and society 
rewarded U.S. Black immigrants for their moral superiority. Their accounts are 
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emblematic of the popular stereotypes about U.S. Black immigrants that work 
discursively to differentiate U.S. immigrants from Haitians.

The discourse of moral superiority is especially apparent during large-scale 
community events in Samaná, such as the annual public dedication of the city, 
which has taken place since 2008. On Tuesday, August 2, 2011, I watched a 
throng of people and floats progress through the streets of Samaná city. The 
people carried flags, repeated chants, and sang religious songs. I followed 
them to a large grassy field near the waterfront where a stage was set up 
with electronic instruments and a speaker system. A large banner on the stage 
read, “Estableciendo el Señorío en Cristo” (Establishing Lordship in Christ). 
The parade and public rally were intended to be a time for the whole city of 
Samaná to come together to pray for public officials of the region. Most impor-
tantly, they would reclaim Samaná for God by dedicating the town to God and 
declaring it the “city of God.” After prayer and song, the rally opened with a 
sermon. The preacher began his message by telling a history of Samaná. He 
recited the story of African American immigration and stated, “Since the immi-
grants came in 1824, Samaná has been a city of God and it will continue to be 
that way.”89 Then, government officials took the stage to receive blessings and 
prayers from leaders of multiple congregations.

In this episode in recent Samaná history, the narrative of the Samaná 
immigrants stressed the morality of the region’s ancestors in order to take 
a stand against criminal activity that has increased in Samaná over the last 
decades as the peninsula has become more connected to other regions in the 
Dominican Republic and to the Dominican tourist industry. The tenor of the 
event was one not just of public prayer, but of spiritual warfare in which the 
city—its history and current spiritual and secular leaders—were positioned 
against perceived demonic influences such as those listed on the front of the 
AME Church’s float: drugs, alcohol, prostitution, and corruption.90 In this way, 
public events such as Samaná–Ciudad de Dios perpetuate the same narrative 
that is apparent in oral histories. They sustain the idea that moral values— 
education, Protestantism, and a Protestant work ethic—have been instilled 
in the people of Samaná throughout generations. The immigration that took 
place from 1824 through 1826 is a symbol of these values and not of race con-
sciousness. U.S. Black immigrants (and West Indians by association) represent 
the only acceptable—now fully assimilated—form of Black immigration in the 
Dominican Republic.

The emphasis on the AME Church’s moral and religious contribution 
to Dominican society has complicated the ways that Dominicans under-
stand the AME Church’s message of racial equality and the ways they express  
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racial consciousness. An interview with an anonymous leader provides one 
 example by illustrating that pride in the AME Church does not necessarily indi-
cate a personal identification with Haitians. When asked what being AME means 
personally, the leader expressed admiration for Richard Allen and his “ courageous 
act of knowing that we are all equal in the eyes of Christ.”91 This leader was par-
ticularly enthusiastic about promoting the church to other people: “When one 
tells [others] of the history, when you speak to them about Richard Allen .  .  . 
they admire and say ‘I admire you. Your church has a precious history.’”92 Yet, 
when asked specifically about what AME history means for race relations in the 
Dominican Republic, the leader stated that the Dominican Republic has a prob-
lem with Haitians. “Really the Haitians think differently than us.  .  .  . Haitians 
don’t believe in God. They believe in witchcraft and sorcery and a lot of satanic 
rituals, while on this side of the island the people are more fearful of God.”93 
This statement reiterates common Dominican stereotypes of Haitians and demon-
strates an inability or unwillingness to connect the AME Church’s history to a 
critique of anti-Haitian sentiment within Dominican society.

Within the Dominican AME Church, the narrative of Protestant morality 
has muted expressions of Black pride articulated during the Haitian emigra-
tion movement of the 1820s and among the marginalized Black Anglophone 
populations of the early twentieth century. Instead, the AME Church is more 
often seen as a symbol of a unique Dominican identity emerging from the U.S. 
Black immigrants’ history. Within the panorama of non-Catholic religion on 
the island, the AME Church thus garners esteem for its existence as the first 
Protestant church among the now-growing population of Dominican evan-
gelicals, who have increased from 6.5 percent of the population in 1985 to 
23 percent in 2014.94 Evidently, certain stories about the AME Church and 
Black Anglophone migrants’ heritage on the island have been elevated over 
others. Consequently, certain silences have occurred.

Conclusion

On June 17, 2015—the same day as the deadline for Haitian regularization in 
the Dominican Republic—a white man opened fire on members of an evening 
Bible study in a historic AME church in South Carolina. The Emmanuel Church 
attack shook the United States to its core, and the impact reverberated in AME 
churches across the world. In the Dominican capital, members of New Bethel 
AME Church gathered the Sunday after the attack. Special prayers were offered 
for the victims, the congregation in Charleston, and the AME denomination as 
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a whole. The Dominican pastor subsequently instituted a weekly Bible study in 
solidarity with mourning African Methodists across the world and in memory 
of the deceased. Yet, all the while, no parishioner in the Dominican Republic 
nor any AME minister in the United States publicly mentioned the protests 
in the Dominican capital, the threat of mass deportations, the once-vibrant-
now-empty streets, or the all-too-common violence committed against Black 
 bodies—both Haitian and Dominican—in the Dominican Republic.

Months later in August 2015, members of the New Bethel AME congrega-
tion walked one block from the church to attend a special joint service with 
the neighboring Haitian congregation. The service was given in Creole and 
Spanish—neither congregation completely understanding, but both deter-
mined to make the effort. The lights went out in the middle of the opening 
hymn, and the congregations continued singing as men carried in the gen-
erator. Once the power was running again, the familiar tune of the popular 
gospel song “Break Every Chain,” by Tasha Cobbs, came over the speakers. 
The young Haitian vocalist sang in English, a language that few of the attend-
ees understood. Still, the ability of sacred music to bring people together was 
palpable. The sound rang out to the empty sidewalk between Calle Duarte and 
Calle José Martí, tributes to the Dominican and Cuban independence leaders.95 
Between the emblems of national pride and amid the garbage-laden sidewalks 
and closed storefronts of Villa María, the chords blasting from the loudspeakers 
signaled a space of unity, cultural hybridity, and perhaps solidarity. It was a 
rare moment that underscored another point: while some Afro-diasporic links 
are broken, others are formed.

The 1937 massacre, Berry’s 1937 West Indian Mission, the recent 2013 and 
2014 laws targeting Haitians in the Dominican Republic, and current  violence 
against Black people in the United States are undeniably connected. The link 
between these events, however, does not just lie in the collective experience 
of racism, violations against human rights, and Afro-descendants’ continual 
marginalization in the modern world. It also rests in the collective silencing 
of these events both outside of and within Afro-diasporic spaces. The AME 
Church as an institution has stood for Black liberation and self- determination 
for Africans and Afro-descendants the world over. The experiences of African 
Methodism outside of the United States, however, are diverse, and the church’s 
ideological commitment to racial justice has not always motivated public 
demonstrations of pan-African unity against white supremacy. The case of the 
Dominican Republic is a prime example.

This is not to say that contemporary Dominican African Methodists never 
claim pride in their African heritage, that they categorically deny their own 
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Blackness, or that they never support Haitians in the Dominican Republic. Nor 
is it to fault African American AME leaders and accuse them of purposefully 
ignoring Dominican-Haitian relations. It is to say, however, that silences have 
occurred within both African American and Dominican religious spaces, silences 
due to myriad factors: the AME Church’s historical neglect of its Dominican 
branches, the assimilation of Black Anglophone populations, and the current 
perpetuation of a narrative that distinguishes historically Black Anglophone 
populations from Haitians. Whether or not these silences will continue in the 
future is unknown. Yet, in pointing out incongruences and explaining the his-
torical processes that have caused them, I at least hope to metaphorically hear 
the chains falling, as silences in the historical archive and in the production of 
knowledge regarding Afro-diasporic religious spaces are disrupted.
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