11

Shaping Early Seventh-day Adventist Eastern Caribbean Leaders:                                        Charles J. B. Cave and George E. Peters, 1884-1920

by

Glenn O. Phillips

Morgan State University

In recent years, historians have been more carefully examining the impressive impact that Christian missionary work achieved over the centuries in the re-shaping of societies world-wide. A relatively new trend shows that the former sending countries are now on the receiving end of having missionaries from the very ones they helped to Christianize centuries ago.
 Over the last one hundred and forty years, the Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) Church has made remarkable inroads into a wide range of societies and cultures scattered around the world. The eastern Caribbean was one of the earliest regions outside of North America to receive Adventist teachings directly from Battle Creek, Michigan beginning in the first years of the 1880’s. Interestingly, it was not the arrival of first American Adventist missionaries in the region that initially brought this faith but it entered through the influence of Seventh-day Adventist literature.
 This paper will among other things examine the activities of two late nineteenth century Caribbean converts to Adventism. One will serve his church in his Caribbean homeland while the other will spend his decades of proclaiming Adventism in the U.S.A.
This study focuses on analyzing the development of early Caribbean Adventist leadership skills of two converts who joined the faith during these early days and became among the most effective, efficient and influential Caribbean Adventist leaders during the first half of the twentieth century. It will highlight the many challenges and various transitions that confronted these two early Adventist Caribbean converts, Charles J. B. Cave of Barbados and George E. Peters of Antigua.
 This essay is part of a larger study on the beginnings of Seventh-day Adventism across the Caribbean region until 1954 that specifically examines the interaction between missionaries, their converts and the wider society.
These two Adventist leaders were selected because they collectively performed over seventy-five years of church service to congregations in either the Caribbean or in the U.S. and their decades of Christian activities reached far beyond the pews, yet their extensive legacy to Adventism is hardly known by most present day Seventh-day Adventists. Although they probably were not aware of each other’s work load, they both faced significantly similar conversion experiences with in two different Caribbean locations within British West Indies. Both were encouraged to read Adventist literature by their nurturing fathers. They were both baptized in the same year1896 and experienced similar negative responses from the wider community that resulted both having periods of unpredictability entering their young lives. However it is evident that they both used this experience to help redirect the focus of their lives and contributed to the reshaping of their professional lives as they committed themselves to serving the Seventh-day Adventist Church in whatever capacity presented itself as the years unfolded. 
This paper shows that this “stepping out in faith” action based on their strong conviction of accepting Seventh-day Adventist truth, required immense courage and became their leading motivation and driving force that would propel them first into seeking opportunities to become trained formally in two different fields in Adventist schools in North American during the first decade of the twentieth century. Their many personal and professional transitions included career changes that propelled them into various pioneering leadership roles. Cave would become the first and only practicing Seventh-day Adventist medical physician, the first medical doctoring the entire Caribbean to introduce a wellness program for patients suffering respiratory and other ailments , and operate a nursing school independent of but approved by the colonial government.  Peters would develop into one of the most dynamic Seventh-day Adventist evangelists in the American South and later in America’s largest cities. He would author numerous articles as well as one book and become the first Caribbean Adventist leader to serve at the Adventist world headquarters. Neither initially set out to achieve these feats but simply committed themselves to decades of exemplary service to Seventh-day Adventism demonstrated by their steadfast loyalty to the denomination, in spite of various circumstances that could have led them to abandon the Church of their youthful spiritual awakening.
As part of a larger study, the paper takes a revisionist approach to the “dominant narrative” of early Seventh-day Adventist history that has been used for generations to define and characterize the beginnings and nature of early Adventism in the Caribbean. The paper is also a call to encourage students of Seventh-day Adventist history to undertake a more careful and systematic approach to the research and writing of the Seventh-day Adventist experience and to seek for a more balanced and comprehensive view that includes the distinct roles of all social groups. In the case of early Adventism, the roles of the missionaries as well as the various social groups of converts should be included in the narrative that depicts the process.
I. Challenging the Dominant SDA Narrative.

Most writers describing the origins of Seventh-day Adventism in the eastern Caribbean relate that it all began with the 1883 actions of William J. Boynton from the International Tract Society who sent a package of Signs of the Times magazines by way of a sea captain that eventually landed on the Wharf at Georgetown, British Guiana. This story can be traced back to many of the early missionaries who visited the region in the early twentieth century and literally passed on from author to author in writing about this region. Richard Schwarz in Light Bearers to the Remnant, writes, “The Captain fulfilled the promise by flinging the parcel on the wharf; a bystander gathered a few of the pages as they scattered, read them and lent them to neighbors. Several began to keep the Sabbath.”
 The lager study shows the Seventh-day Adventism arrived earlier in the eastern Caribbean than this episode suggest and not by the actions of early Adventist missionary efforts but by an early West Indian convert to Adventism in North America as well as by direct correspondence between various eastern Caribbean residents who wrote to the Adventist leaders in Battle Creek, Michigan and requested Adventist literature.
James R. Brathwaite, a convert of Dudley M. Canright at series of evangelistic meetings in Bowling Green, Ohio during 1879 returned to the eastern Caribbean soon afterwards and attempts to evangelize about his new found faith. Early in 1883 Brathwaite wrote to Stephen N. Haskell, president of the New England Conference of SDA as well as the New England Tract Society relating to Haskell the many difficulties, he encountered in witnessing for his new faith in the eastern Caribbean. Braithwaite vividly describes how he was imprisoned in one place and was writing from a mental asylum for help.
 
Consequently, it appears that Boynton’s action of sending the 1883 tracts to the eastern Caribbean was not as pioneering effort or a spontaneous action undertaken without cause. His action seems to be in response to some indication that there had been earlier interest in Adventist teachings coming from this part of the world that cause to send those tracts and Brathwaite’s actions predates the earliest efforts of the American Adventists to send tracts and soon afterwards colporteurs to the Eastern Caribbean.
II. The Origins and Legacies of Charles J. B. Cave and George E. Peters

Both Dr. Charles J. B. Cave (1879-1939) of Barbados and pioneering Adventist E-evangelist and Church administrator George E, Peters (1883-1965) of Antigua through their decades of Christian leadership made significant contributions to the growth and impact of Seventh-day Adventism both in the eastern Caribbean as well as in the United States during the first half of the twentieth century. The influence of their collective Church work on numerous congregations, families and individuals over at least two generations of Adventists can be regarded as very impressive. 
Cave was a very promising young elementary school teacher in Bridgetown, Barbados when he encountered the teachings of Adventism. The Anglican sponsored government operated St Mary’s School required that its teachers adhere to the teachings of the colony’s leading religious denomination. The day after Cave was baptized by the recently arrived Seventh-day Adventist minister, Elam Van Duesen in 1897 the Anglican Vicar in charge of all the schools in the colony terminated Cave’s tenure with the school. However the small Seventh-day Adventist congregation employed him to teach at their school. With the encouragement of church leaders and his family, Cave left Barbados in 1901 to study to be a nurse at Battle Creek Sanitarium School of Nursing in Michigan operated by Dr. John Harvey Kellogg. On completing that course, Cave was invited by Dr. Kellogg to study medicine and 1907 graduated from the American Medical Missionary College along with nine other classmates and the only one of African descent.

Dr. Cave returned to Barbados the following year 1908 and dedicated the next thirty years to promoting healthful living, the teachings of Seventh-day Adventism operating the first and only sanitarium establishment in the eastern Caribbean attracting patients from as far away as Britain and Canada. Additionally, Dr. Cave establish a private nursing school that trained mostly Seventh-day Adventist young women from around the Caribbean to pass the demanding Barbados requirements for practicing nurses and midwives and obtain a profitable living for themselves and their families. He became the face of Adventism to a very conservative Victorian society that found it difficult to accept new religious groups that sought to convert Barbadians to their fold. He operated free health clinics that dispensed needy medicines, while attracting wealthy patients to his sanitarium from upper class Barbadians as well as from other Caribbean colonies, Canada and Britain. 

On the other hand, Pastor George E. Peters around four years younger than Cave was similarly introduced to Adventist teaching in the mid 1890’s through the strong influence of his father and the reading of Seventh-day Adventist magazines and books. Peters’ father was a Moravian lay preacher and prominent school teacher within the extensive Moravian educational school system in the British colony of Antigua. Henry Peters was one of the most highly respected Antiguan leaders within the island’s Moravian community. Young Peters was baptized with his younger sisters and mother into Adventism prior to his father and older sisters in 1898 by one of the earliest Adventist ministers to visit Antigua. However, the eventual baptism of Peters’ father and older sisters also resulted in the quick termination of their employment in the Moravian school system creating a wide range of difficulties for the Peters family. Within a year of taking this stand, Henry Peters died and young George accompanied one of his sisters to Trinidad where she became the first teacher of the first Seventh-day Adventist church school in central Trinidad and he would be one of her students. 
By 1907 a young Peters would be among some of the earliest Caribbean students to attend the Oakwood Manual Training School in Huntsville, Alabama.
 Peters completed one year of instruction at the Oakwood School before he being assigned to undertake pastoral duties in Gadsden, Alabama.  He encountered strong opposition in many southern communities where he preached but he persisted and within a decade developed into a fearless evangelist winning increasing numbers of coverts across the American South. He remained working and pasturing in the U.S. In 1922 Pastor Peters become one of the first Adventist evangelists to baptized over two hundred converts in one crusade, having successfully debated a Baptist preacher in his own church using the Bible as his only source. 

Peters was soon called to pastor a number of large urban Adventist churches including the Shiloh SDA Church in Chicago, (1922); the Ephesus SDA Church in New York City, (1930) and the Ebenezer SDA Church in Philadelphia (1938) and in the process baptizing hundreds over the years and having an especially positive impact on the youth of these congregations. Beginning in 1941, Peters served as the Director of the North American Negro Department of the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists continuing in this position for eleven years through many challenges that faced the SDA church in North America including racism, discrimination and sexism within the leadership ranks of the Adventist church.
 One of Peters’ most far reaching contributions to the rocky path for improved conditions within the Adventist church was the critical role he played during the 1944 Spring General Conference Council meetings held in Chicago. He emerged from the debate regarding the way forward for African-American congregations and their pastors in aftermath of the Washington Adventist Sanitarium incident that demanded immediate action by church leaders.
 He was the accepted voice that argued for separate conferences for majority African-American congregations that exist within most North American conferences into the twenty-first century.
III. How Early Eastern Caribbean Adventism shaped Cave and Peters?
Living conditions in the eastern Caribbean during the last decade of the nineteenth century had become increasing oppressive for most of those who were not part of the established but small planter class society. For centuries the Barbadian and Antiguan colonial economies depended the production of sugar to support its population. However for decades, sugar prices continued to drop on the world market and the unemployment rate in these British colonies rose to new heights and directly had a very negative effect on most residents.
 Emerging out of the colonies’ small middle class, young aspiring Cave and Peters, as well as their families like most others, were hoping that their circumstances would improve. The future appeared uncertain to most upwardly bound youth.  
Additionally, both Cave and Peters lived in a social and cultural environment that sought to restrict the free flow of ideas especially with regards to religion and the right of individuals in the wider population to easily change their religious affiliation. However, the same time the British colonial system had begun to promote limited educational opportunities for a few youth from the small upper and middle class families with the objective that some would assume minor leadership positions in the community as teachers, civil servants, as well as health and welfare workers. Consequently, many of these youth and their parents viewed the obtaining of formal educational training as one way to free themselves of the poverty in which most residents of the Caribbean society found themselves prior to and after turn of the twentieth century. This mostly public education system was primarily in the hands of the established Christian denominations in these English colonies. Therefore most job opportunities outside of those within colonies’ planter- merchant business sector were granted to the youth of these upwardly groups and to the mostly male students who attended these schools.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during Cave’s and Peters’ early youth the government authorities in these British colonies allowed the local clergy from the Church of England-Anglicans to dominate and influence public opinion to a lesser those belonging to Methodist, Moravian, and Roman Catholic Churches who had been seeking acceptance for decades. New religious thought and practices were discouraged whether originating from Africa or North America. Christian missionaries connected to other “new” faiths were not welcomed and those who arrived faced strong opposition from a wide cross section of the society including government officials, local clergy and others who felt threaten by their appearance.
 
Early Adventist missionaries to the eastern Caribbean experienced numerous hardships including the potential for encountering tropical diseases that actually took the lives of a few of the early missionaries from the U.S. The general health conditions of most residents were plagued with frequent illnesses that resulted from poor sanitation conditions and frequent arrival of ships and crews from ports allowed for frequent contagious diseases to enter these colonies and at times ran rampant. The colonial governments had few preventive resources to combat these illnesses. However these dedicated individuals sacrificed to improve the physical lives of many who allowed them. 

One of the most effective ways that Seventh-day Adventist teachings become attractive to an increasing number of eastern Caribbean residents was its humanitarian approach that focused on helping to improve the quality of health of residents by establishing free health clinics in the major sea ports and providing instructions about healthful living. However along with this information came tracts and magazines that contained the doctrinal beliefs of the Seventh-day Adventist church. Yet in these early days of the arrival of Adventist literature in the eastern Caribbean, followed by the sending of visiting Adventist colporteurs, the local clergy frequently characterized Seventh-day Adventist beliefs as the views of  an American cult led by a modern day female prophet that could not be considered Christian.  
Cave and Peters were both drawn to many of the essential beliefs of Seventh-day Adventism especially the observance of the Sabbath, the soon second coming of Jesus as well as the health message as they read about these teaching and were able to identify them in Holy Scriptures. Both young men concluded that the Christian churches to which they officially associated had ignored these teaching and consequently they should charge their religious affiliation along with other members for their immediate family. Both Cave and Peters would follow the examples of their mothers and be further encouraged by the growing numbers of other converts who like them would defy some authority figures including local clergy who threatened to make their lives unbearable if they joined the ranks of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 
The strong personal resolve of both Cave and Peters to join with the Advent movement out of Battle Greek, Michigan and the encouragement of the early American Adventist missionaries who came to the eastern Caribbean with whom they interacted made for a life long commitment. Both convert and their American spiritual mentors agreed that their way forward would be found in creating alternate ways of fulfilling their Christian leadership aspirations.
 For both, attending Adventist schools in North America seemed the appropriate step since there were none in the Caribbean. Yet this step was not easy for both youth since neither had to financial resources to support the effort. With the cooperation of family  clearly helped to shape their young lives and gave them the opportunities  to become leaders within their new faith as the years unfolded.
IV. The Impact of Cave and Peters’ Conversions on Shaping their Later Christian Service.
After they both received formal Adventist training, both Cave and Peters committed their lives to serving within the Seventh-day Adventist church based on the recommendations of those that observed their Christian maturity. Cave had agreed to return to Barbados to meet the desperate need of health care and lead out in the medical ministry for the entire eastern Caribbean. Peters services were greatly needed in the American south to help wherever and in whatever capacity that became available in order to whether in the Caribbean or in the U.S. forward and to reach as many individuals as they could using every talent at their disposal. These promising youth had been trained at U.S. educational institutions and over time given leadership responsibilities. For years they both worked closely with other SDA leaders and had witnessed the human side of Christian service and the short comings of other Adventist leaders. Using the “Incident Analysis” approach, this paper attempted to review all the pivotal moments in the personal and professional lives of both Cave and Peters, and identified specific incidents that would have cause them to have serious questions regarding their ongoing commitment to continue as members of the SDA Church.  
In the case of Cave, he was a student at a critical time for Seventh-day Adventist Church leaders. He was studying and living in Battle Creek, Michigan when both of the extensive fires that destroyed first the Sanitarium buildings on February 18, 1902 and on December 30, 1902 when the Review and Herald office buildings were burnt to the ground and the uncertainty it brought to even many leaders of the Church as Sister White spoke about the headquarters out of Battle Creek. He was also a student of Dr. John Harvey Kellogg during his long struggle with many leaders of the SDA church and had to wonder himself whether to remain within the SDA fold after 1907 in the year in which he graduated from medical school, after his North American mentor, Dr. John Harvey Kellogg was actually removed from the fellowship of the SDA Church.
 Yet Cave remains committed to the teaching of the Church while in his medical practice and the operation of his sanitarium, he would continue to follow closely what he had been taught by Dr. Kellogg. He would also have to struggle with some of the Adventist missionary leaders in Barbados who desired that the ownership of his Barbadian sanitarium be turned over to the local conference. Through it all, Cave remained faithful and committed to the mission of Seventh-day Adventist church organization in Barbados, serving as lay leader of the local city church as well as conference director of its medical ministry program in Barbados and neighboring Caribbean islands for numerous terms. 
In the case of Peters, he certainly encountered many negative experiences that also would have forced him to contemplate his stance to remain faithful to the SDA Church. Peters’ realization that most Adventist church leaders did not extend to the “Negro” pastors and members equal rights, practices and fellowship as members of the body of Jesus Christ. For example, when Peters arrived in Washington, DC to assume the leadership of the Negro Department in 1940, he realized that his physical office was the only one located in the basement of the building. There was a disparity between the salaries and benefits granted to African- American and other workers.  He felt that the circumstances surrounding the James K. Humphrey case with the First Harlem Church of New York City could have had a different outcome. Peters was deeply concerned about the initial approach of General Conference President McElhany in dealing with the concerns raised by African-American church members at the spring 1944 General Conference council meetings held at the Stevens Hotel in Chicago, Illinois.
 
While Cave and Peters witnessed practices within the church that they did not fully endorse, they continued to enthusiastically support the programs and mission of the Church. Unlike Lewis C. Sheafe
 and some others, they firmly believed that their commitment to the Biblical truths that formed the foundation of their Adventist faith transcended the challenges, personalities and policies that they encountered and they resolved to remain within the fold of Seventh-day Adventism. 
Both Cave and Peters remained committed and loyal not so much to the policies of the institutional SDA Church, but to the Church’s fundamental beliefs that were the initial appeal to these leaders joining the church in their youth. As seasoned Church leaders they still viewed thee beliefs as unique among Christian denominations. Based on the recollections of a number of Cave’s and Peter’s contemporaries, the heart of their belief system centered around the soon Second Coming of Jesus Christ that would usher in the end of the world, the careful physical observance of the Seventh-day. Sabbath and those followers of Jesus Christ had a personal responsibility to live healthy lives and to share their beliefs with the rest of the world.
 Consequently, their years of service were successful and they inspired hundreds to also serve the SDA Church during and after their lifetimes.
While Cave and Peters were among the most effective Seventh-day Adventist leaders who were converted from the eastern Caribbean in the mid 1890’s that worked tirelessly for decades during the first half of the twentieth century, there were dozens of other SDA church leaders, who were their contemporaries and collaborators who also contributed to the growth and influence of their church and like them, very little has been written about many of them, especially the female Church leaders. In any attempt to prepare a balanced narrative of the many challenges that faced Adventism should include the contributions of these workers as well as the faithful American missionaries who worked hand in hand with them to promote the mission of the Church they absolutely believed in and truths they found to be extremely compelling.
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