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T H IS  FA R 
BY  FA I T H
Legacies of the Black Church



Gazing at blue skies while sprawled across the 
warm sidewalk in front of our comfortable home 
in suburban Chicago, my young mind strained to 
comprehend the stories of racial obstacles our 
parents recounted. But our upbringing in the 

1950s meant our generation needed to understand in intimate, 
relevant detail centuries of oppression, loss, and pain our 
forbears experienced and how that continued to permeate our 
parents’ lives, and touched our futures.

Although they taught us how to be strong, their lives 
provoked trust beyond their own strength—faith in God’s 
power. God had planted in them an overcoming mindset that 
had at its center hope in Him. I celebrate this hope that my 
ancestors knew and that inspires generations today. The 
Bible declares this fact and encouragement to us, “In this 
world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have 
overcome the world” (JOHN 16:33 NIV).

When his granddaughter was completing a Black History 
Month assignment, my father taught her, “Slavery really hurt 
your great-grandfather because he had such free desires. My 
dad was owned, like a pair of shoes someone gets up in the 
morning to put on.” Detailing slavery’s legacies and 
counseling her about prejudices she was already facing in the 

WE SHALL OVERCOME

I N T R O D U C T I O N



1990s, my dad traced what he could about his grandparents: 
“From Africa, they were likely brought in on slave ships 
through the Carolinas, and then sold.” And then Dad 
encouraged her about Africa also being the cradle of 
humanity, a forerunner of civilization, wealthy with 
kingdoms and cultural accomplishments.

And based on his dad’s teaching, my father, W. A. as 
people called him, handed down to our family the Golden 
Rule. He reminded us to “do unto others as you would like 
them to do to you” (LUKE 6:31 NLT). However, he had mixed 
emotions about what others had done to him and his family, 
including some churches and preachers who had twisted 
God’s truth to preserve brutal slavery. But he also warned 
against prejudice, insisting, “Treat people as individuals.” 
And hearing him talk about faithful Christian believers he 
knew, who had pressed for abolition and justice, gave us hope. 
People like some Quaker families, including one that reached 
out, helping Dad get housing and medical care, doing as 
Jesus taught His followers to do (MATTHEW 22:37–40). Dad then 
reemphasized education and hard work.

The historic Black Church had provided nurture for Dad. 
Dad complained about the mule wagon rides to church 
Sundays for all-day services, but praised his schooling there 
1911 to 1915. At the smell of rain, cotton picking would stop, 
rescuing W. A. from backbreaking labor. Then school began 
in a one-room Black church his great uncle and other former 
slaves had helped plant. His father, Millard, would stoke the 
fireplaces warming the church. And aunts who attended 
historic Spelman Seminary taught with The Blue Back Speller 
focusing on literacy and Christ. These teachers challenged 
the younger and older sharecroppers to excel, believing 
education equaled escape from poverty.

Trouble  
reveals that

this heavenly 
Father is the
very present help we 
desperately

need.



All God’s Children
Despite the poverty my mother’s side of the family 

experienced, God remained their “ever-present help” too 
(PSALM 46:1 NIV). Grandmother Bertha shows up as a thirteen-
year-old on the 1900 US Census of the Oklahoma Reservation, 
which lists her family as Creek Indian. (Bertha’s “identity” 
changed four times on later censuses, ending in Black.) Later 
censuses record my grandmother living in Georgia and then 
Florida, where she and her children worked and gleaned 
fields. She’d had a husband, John, who perished during WWI. 
In tenant farm shacks, Bertha raised their two children and 
soon three more of her own, including an orphan she took in.

Training her children right beside her, Bertha harvested 
plenty. Her middle child, Lois, my mother, was the first of 
Bertha’s two children. Lois’s skin pigment appeared more like 
her missing father’s. Mom’s father never accepted her, while 
others often excluded her. “What is she?” a movie theatre 
ticket seller squinted, figuring out whether Mom could be 
seated in the mezzanine, or restricted to the “colored” 
balcony. A caregiver interceded, “She’s a child.”

As a preteen, while attending a Black church, Mom heard 
about Jesus and found in Him her hope, her anchor. After 
high school, without money to attend Bethune-Cookman 
Institute, Mom became a sought-after maid, cook, and 
caregiver, providing for herself, her mother, and siblings. 
Leaning on her disciplined prayer life and a few Bible verses, 
she overcame. In her adulthood, on the coffee table in our 
suburban home, Mom kept a booklet with praying hands 
illustrated on its cover. Bowing on her knees, lowering her 
head with a quiet prayer revealed her lifestyle, inside and 
outside church. Her lifetime verse was “He is my refuge and 
my fortress” (PSALM 91:2 NIV).

She shared her faith with us and took us to “many a 
church,” especially the Black church in our community, to 



pray, listen, and give. A rural holiness church on a trip South 
invited us in, as did two Black Baptist churches in a city near 
our home. We strolled a block to our village’s African 
Methodist Episcopal church. White-gloved ushers welcomed 
us, soulful singers stirred us, Sunday school teachers trained 
us, and preachers echoed God’s Word to us. In each place, a 
community looked with reverence to Him.

Our mother sometimes took us to a “White” church to 
worship; our father took us there to hear addresses by invited 
civil rights activists.

Enduring Legacies
We paced the sidewalk from our house in suburban 

Chicago to the main road to the park for the “Civil Rights” 
gathering of diverse neighbors, church congregations, and 
officials. “We Shall Overcome” filled the air during our march 
to the wide, green field opposite a church. We heard speeches 
about love, freedom, and justice. At this writing, on the 54th 
anniversary of the March on Washington, I recall watching 
the great march unfold on television. We witnessed Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. orate a dream and confess faith in 
God’s power to overcome. Our eyes scanned faces in the 
mosaic of a multitude linking arms and pressing toward the 
Lincoln Memorial. In our suburban family room, my singing 
swelled with theirs, “Someday-ay-ay-ay-ay.”

This song’s lyrics center on faith in the Almighty’s power 
at work. Nobody but Jesus overcomes every evil in this world. 
He causes us to overcome now and forever. The Black Church 
has been pivotal in giving us this God-perspective on our 
history and on our present life, even as we wait in faith on 
unseen good to become evident. “Faith is the substance of 
things hoped for and the evidence of things not seen” 
(HEBREWS 11:1 KJV).



One hundred years before “We Shall Overcome,” slaves 
sang the first version of this song, a spiritual, “No More 
Auction Block for Me,” while on the auction block, in the 
fields, and in the infantries battling during the Civil War. 
These forbears pressed for deliverance, and perceived the 
promise in overcoming someday. Composer and preacher 
Charles Tindley transformed that slave spiritual to “I’ll 
Overcome Someday” in 1900 before others transformed it 
into “We Shall Overcome” in the 1940s. The hope of bound 
slaves remained the hope of new generations.

Millions in multiple generations and many families have 
overcome because of His great goodness and power. He gives 
us cause to celebrate. Even when facing a perplexing present 
at odds with God’s promises and while hoping for a different 
future, we can trust God’s faithfulness to create a new day 
someday. “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ says the Lord. 
‘They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a 
future and a hope’” (JEREMIAH 29:11). We can remember that God 
is our Deliverer.

We celebrate the rich legacy of God’s deliverance seen in 
the heritage of the Black Church. Black churches have 
historically welcomed the outsider, nursed the infirm, 
counseled the lost, educated minds, stirred souls, served the 
widow and orphan, fed the hungry, stood up for the prisoner, 
and prayed for enemies. Our hope resides in focusing on God 
in faith through Jesus Christ and standing on His holy Word. 
That’s how we’ve overcome this far and shall always 
overcome. 

Joyce M. Dinkins





This Far by Faith DAY 1 

Safe in His Sanctuary

We’re driving in upstate New York, enjoying warm 
sun, blue sky, green hills, and a hard-earned vaca-
tion when my husband, Dan, 
and I see a sign: “Harriet 

Tubman Home.” We gasp! Then I plead: 
“Can we stop? Now?” We’re thrilled, as 
Black people, to discover this home of 

“the Moses of her people.” A “conductor” 
hero of the Underground Railroad, she 
helped lead dozens of runaway Black 
slaves to freedom. Seeing her home, 
however, Dan and I both feel sad.

Black history can hit us in the gut, 
dredging up hurts from our own child-
hood years. Hated for our skin color, we rarely found love, 
acceptance, and safety outside family except in one place: the 
Black church. At Sunday worship, Wednesday prayer meetings, 
Friday youth nights, summer day camps—the historically 
Black Church was a true sanctuary from a time of terror and 
rejection.

The psalmist David explains: “You, God, are awesome in 
your sanctuary; the God of Israel gives power and strength to 
his people”(PSALM 68:35 NIV). Harriet Tubman would understand. 
Her beloved church in Albany, New York, still holds the deed 
to her New York property—a gift from Tubman in gratitude to 
the humble congregation that helped her provide shelter, aid, 
and hope to former slaves.

But the best gift of such a church? Our sheltering God. 
He’s sanctuary to all needing refuge. Now, always, forever. 

 PATRICIA RAYBON

Psalm 27:5

For in the day of 
trouble he will 
keep me safe in 
his dwelling; he 
will hide me in the 
shelter of his sacred 
tent and set me 
high upon a rock. 
(niv)



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

1 The Lord is my light and my salvation—
so why should I be afraid? 
The Lord is my fortress, protecting me from danger, 
so why should I tremble? 

2 When evil people come to devour me, 
when my enemies and foes attack me, 
they will stumble and fall. 
3 Though a mighty army surrounds me, 
my heart will not be afraid. 
Even if I am attacked, 
I will remain confident.

4 The one thing I ask of the Lord— 
the thing I seek most— 
is to live in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, 
delighting in the Lord’s perfections 
and meditating in his Temple. 
5 For he will conceal me there when troubles come;

he will hide me in his sanctuary.
He will place me out of reach on a high rock.

Psalm 27:1–5



This Far by Faith DAY 2 

Welcoming the Stranger

Adam Clayton Powell Sr. was born in 1865, not long 
after the Civil War. His mother was a former slave, as 
was his stepfather, who raised 
Adam and challenged him to 

read the Bible.
Adam became a Christian believer, 

attended Yale Divinity School, and in 
1908, became pastor of Abyssinian 
Baptist Church in New York. This church, 
started by so-called Negroes, welcomed 
those who were unwelcome in First 
Baptist Church, New York, where segre-
gated seating was the rule.

Though largely attended by African 
Americans, Abyssinian was a welcoming 
place for all people. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
the now-famous theologian and pastor, 
began frequenting Abyssinian after hearing Powell preach. 
And under Powell’s leadership during the Depression in the 
1930s, those who were poor also found warm acceptance at 
Abyssinian—and a hot meal.

Moses was a stranger in the land of Midian. All that was 
known about him was that he had come from Egypt (EXODUS 2:19). 
But the leader Jethro, a Midianite, welcomed Moses, inviting 
him into the family (VV. 20–21). Perhaps that welcome inspired 
Moses years later to invite Hobab, his Midianite brother-in-
law, to join Israel: “Come with us and we will treat you well” 
(NUMBERS 10:29). Moses invited Hobab to join God’s people to 
freely enjoy “all the blessings the Lord gives us” (10:32).

Welcoming strangers is part of the Christian’s life. Who 
might we welcome in?  LINDA WASHINGTON

Numbers 10:31–32

“Please don’t 
leave us,” Moses 
pleaded. “You 
know the places 
in the wilderness 
where we should 
camp. Come, 
be our guide. If 
you do, we’ll 
share with you 
all the blessings 
the Lord gives us.”



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

29 One day Moses said to his brother-in-law, Hobab son 
of Reuel the Midianite, “We are on our way to the place 
the Lord promised us, for he said, ‘I will give it to you.’ 
Come with us and we will treat you well, for the Lord has 

promised wonderful blessings for Israel!”
30 But Hobab replied, “No, I will not go. I must return to my 

own land and family.”
31 “Please don’t leave us,” Moses pleaded. “You know the 

places in the wilderness where we should camp. Come, be our 
guide.

32 If you do, we’ll share with you all the blessings the Lord 
gives us.”

33 They marched for three days after leaving the mountain of 
the Lord, with the Ark of the Lord’s Covenant moving ahead of 
them to show them where to stop and rest.

34 As they moved on each day, the cloud of the Lord hovered 
over them.

35 And whenever the Ark set out, Moses would shout, “Arise, 
O Lord, and let your enemies be scattered! Let them flee 
before you!”

36 And when the Ark was set down, he would say, “Return, 
O Lord, to the countless thousands of Israel!”

Numbers 10:29–36



This Far by Faith DAY 3 

Coming Alongside

I was privileged to attend and graduate from Bishop Col-
lege—an historically Black college (HBCU). Like many 
other HBCUs which have come alongside African Ameri-
cans refused entrance into predominantly Anglo Ameri-

can universities, Bishop nurtured me into knowing what I 
didn’t know. When I walked onto the sprawling Dallas campus, 
I began a journey to understanding myself, Black history, and 
the world. I will be ever grateful for Bishop’s professors and 
staff. They accomplished more than expanding my knowledge; 
they helped me comprehend my potential.

In biblical history, Priscilla and Aquila came alongside 
Apollos, helping him understand what he did not know. 
Apollos was mighty in the Scriptures and eloquent (V. 24). When 
Priscilla and Aquila heard his message, 
they recognized that his words were 
accurate and sincere, yet incomplete. For 
Apollos was only familiar with John’s 
baptism: repent of your sins and be bap-
tized in preparation to receive the Messiah 
(V. 25). Priscilla and Aquila, as early lead-
ers in the church, invited Apollos into 
their home and discipled him.

In a beautiful, life-giving work, the 
couple expanded not only his knowledge 
about Jesus—His life, death, resurrection 
and the coming of the Holy Spirit (V. 26)—but furthered the legacy 
Apollos had become part of. God used Priscilla and Aquila to 
help Apollos comprehend Christ and reach his full spiritual 
potential (VV. 27–28). Let’s continue to help others recognize 
their Christian potential.  MARVIN WILLIAMS

Acts 18:26

When Priscilla 
and Aquila heard 
him preaching 
boldly in the 
synagogue, they 
took him aside and 
explained the way 
of God even more 
accurately.



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

24 Meanwhile, a Jew named Apollos, an eloquent speaker 
who knew the Scriptures well, had arrived in Ephesus 
from Alexandria in Egypt.

25 He had been taught the way of the Lord, and he 
taught others about Jesus with an enthusiastic spirit and with 
accuracy. However, he knew only about John’s baptism.

26 When Priscilla and Aquila heard him preaching boldly in 
the synagogue, they took him aside and explained the way of 
God even more accurately.

27 Apollos had been thinking about going to Achaia, and the 
brothers and sisters in Ephesus encouraged him to go. They 
wrote to the believers in Achaia, asking them to welcome him. 
When he arrived there, he proved to be of great benefit to 
those who, by God’s grace, had believed.

28 He refuted the Jews with powerful arguments in public 
debate. Using the Scriptures, he explained to them that Jesus 
was the Messiah.

Acts 18:24–28



This Far by Faith DAY 4 

Thank You, Lord!

Every time I hear Mahalia Jackson sing the lyrics of gos-
pel artist Thomas Dorsey, “Precious Lord, take my 
hand,” I’m reminded that whatever challenge I’m fac-
ing, it’s not new to human experience and God will see 

me through—as He has for generations 
of African Americans before me.

There’s nothing like hearing a 
Spirit-filled gospel message or an uplift-
ing gospel song to refocus one’s thoughts 
towards God’s faithfulness on those days 
when life seems particularly challenging. 
The unfolding of African American his-
tory is an ongoing story of challenging days—slavery, Jim 
Crow, and seemingly never-ending days of discrimination. 
However, amid these challenges, one also finds the sounds of 
gratitude, joy, and hope. Those sounds are the loudest and 
strongest on Sunday morning.

On Sunday morning, sermons that acknowledge our hard-
ships, yet give God glory, encourage those gathered to keep 
the faith. This is something pioneering African American 
preachers and church-builders like Bishop Richard Allen, 
preacher and author Jarena Lee, and more knew quite well. On 
Sunday morning, songs like “We’ve Come This Far by Faith” by 
Albert Goodson, and “The Lord Will Make a Way Somehow,” 
also written by Dorsey, are a reminder of God’s faithfulness.

Through the preached Word we grow in the deep knowl-
edge and assurance that, despite our struggles, God is with us 
and loves us. Singing “to God with thankful hearts” 
(COLOSSIANS 3:16) strengthens us in the midst of trials.

 MICHELLE LOYD-PAIGE

Colossians 3:16

Singing psalms 
and hymns and 
spiritual songs to 
God with thankful 
hearts.



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

15 And let the peace that comes from Christ rule in your 
hearts. For as members of one body you are called to live 
in peace. And always be thankful.

16 Let the message about Christ, in all its richness, fill 
your lives. Teach and counsel each other with all the wisdom 
he gives. Sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs to God 
with thankful hearts.

17 And whatever you do or say, do it as a representative of 
the Lord Jesus, giving thanks through him to God the Father.

Colossians 3:15–17



Many of us have had the experience of walking 
into church on a Sunday morning and being 
greeted by the harmonies and melodies of 
music and voices that engage us in worship, 
ready our hearts for the Word—and help us 

face a week that looms large with unknown challenges. 
Among the beloved songs of the church that the Lord uses to 
strengthen souls, a song that has resonated among African 
American congregations, too, is “Amazing Grace.”

Aware of where the Lord has brought us from, conscious 
of rescue from a world that was ruining us, we personally 
identify with the first verse of the song:

“Amazing grace! how sweet the sound that saved a 
wretch like me! I once was lost, but now am found; was blind 
but now I see.”

Reminders about God’s grace—God’s favor freely given 
to us through Christ—never grow old; and neither do the 
truths expressed in the other verses of the song, especially 
verse three. “Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have 

DANGERS, TOILS, 
SNARES—BUT GRACE



already come; ’Tis grace that brought me safe thus far, and 
grace will lead me home.”

Indeed, “life under the sun” has included unpleasant 
realities and “seasons of distress and grief.” The pangs of 
poverty, the pain of disease, the discomfort of severed 
relationships, and other struggles have plagued us as 
individuals. And “dangers, toils and snares” have been and, in 
various ways, continue to be the lot of those who identify as 
African American. Our forbears were shackled and marked as 
the “property” of others. Physical restraints have disappeared 
but, along the way, various other restraints have come and 
gone. Even today, there are reminders that African American 
people are often not yet out of harm’s way.

Israel, the ancient people of God, knew about dangers, 
toils, and snares. Horrible oppression came in the form of 
unreasonable, hard labor and genocide.

Pain, ugliness, and messiness were real in the lives of 
God’s people in Egypt. However, these things had not gone 
unnoticed. God was at work preparing an instrument of 
deliverance and listening to the groans of His people.

Historically, among the Black Church, it has not been 
uncommon to highlight the parallels between the 
experiences of Israel and those of African descent in America. 
Such comparisons fit.

In his book, Troubling Biblical Waters, Dr. Cain Hope 
Felder notes, “Blacks have . . . developed an ‘experiential 
sympathy’ with much of the Bible, which in turn receives 
their reverent attention as quite literally the revealed Word 
of God.” In essence Felder is saying that reading the stories 
of the plight of the biblical people of God has resonated with 
African Americans. Reading the history of Israel, in ways, has 
been like reading Black history. They were enslaved and so are 
we; they cried out to the Lord, so will we. He delivered them, He 
will deliver us! Songs and sermons that convey these common 



experiences have been met with a resounding “Amen and 
amen.”

Real Pain, Real Hope
Undeniably African Americans have a legacy that 

includes pain. The pain of chattel slavery where forbears 
were viewed as property. Some years ago I visited the 
southern county where my grandmother was born. How 
exhilarating it was to see the record of my great-
grandfather’s will among the public records. But it was 
equally painful to see records of the last wishes of members 
of the majority community, who had at death bequeathed 
slaves to other family members. It’s still quite painful to 
watch old news footage of African American people being 
attacked by dogs or with water hoses, or being verbally and 
physically abused and then arrested simply for wanting to sit 
down for a meal.

While the things noted here are real and ugly, there is 
more to this story, more to the African American legacy. Not 
only has there been real pain, more often than not, that pain 
has often been countered with real hope, a hope that goes 
beyond faith in the failed systems of this world. Hope has 
come because the God of the Bible has made Himself known 
in the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Felder (cited previously) is right about our developing 
what we call “experiential sympathy” but please know that 
experience also includes sharing the hopes of the people of 
God of old, who saw the Lord as the God who could “make a 
way out of no way.”

My grandmother, mentioned above, was a hymn-singing, 
catechism-reciting Presbyterian. As an infant my mother 
took me to an African Methodist Episcopalian church where I 
was baptized. As a teenager I came to personal faith in the 
Lord Jesus at a Church of God in Christ. As an adult my faith 



has grown in the context of African American–led churches. 
African Americans’ attendance, participation, and 
membership in local churches span a wide spectrum of 
denominations but in those local Christian assemblies, faith 
has been fueled and strengthened to live in the midst of a 
world that hasn’t always been friendly.

Those who gather to worship today in African American 
churches stand on the shoulders of those who have stared 
personal and social dangers, toils, and snares in the face with 
hope in God’s sufficient grace. With these things in mind, the 
exhortation of the writer to the Hebrews is worth hearing 
again.

The legacy that has been bequeathed is a legacy of 
“dangers, toils, and snares” but it is also a legacy of hope. 
African American history features well-known and little-
known women and men whose lives are a testimony to God’s 
amazing grace.

So, imagine (as you sit in your favorite pew or seat in 
your church) that the traditional verses of the beloved 
“Amazing Grace” have been sung. As often is the case in some 
of our churches, the song is still not over. The song leader 
adds a verse that would get an “amen”: “Praise God, praise 
God, praise God, praise God; praise God, praise God, praise 
God. Praise God, praise God; praise God, praise God; praise 
God, praise God, praise God.”

Grace has brought us safe thus far and grace will lead us 
home! 

Arthur Jackson



This Far by Faith DAY 5 

The Gift That Keeps Giving

When I was eight I received a gift that has never 
stopped giving. I was riding downtown with my 
mother on a sunny day when suddenly a heavy 
downpour began. We drove 

by a couple shocked by the rain and 
attempting to block the pelting beads 
with their hands. I watched intently as 
our car came to a stop. Without a word 
my mother went to the couple, giving 
them our brand-new umbrellas! As 
expressions of gratitude filled their faces, 
a smile took over mine.

As my mother had bestowed a gift 
on complete strangers, she also gave me 
the gift of serving, modeling the lifestyle 
of humble service Paul encourages in 
Galatians 5:13–15. In moments with my mother, she taught 
me to serve. Today I understand why she was always helping 
someone in need, why my grandmother opened her home to 
the abandoned, and why my great-grandmother cooked for the 
community.

This beautiful legacy remains in the historically Black 
Church. Whether by the pastor, a church mother, or a child, 
humble service is a hallmark. Through times of pain and per-
secution, great joy or deep mourning, serving has always been 
a priority. As we continue to do the work God has called us to 
we can extend our legacy in the body of Christ by serving each 
other—just like those who’ve gone before us.  BREONNA ROSTIC

Galatians 5:13

For you have 
been called to live 
in freedom, my 
brothers and sisters. 
But don’t use your 
freedom to satisfy 
your sinful nature. 
Instead, use your 
freedom to serve 
one another in love.



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

14 For the whole law can be summed up in this one 
command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

15 But if you are always biting and devouring one 
another, watch out! Beware of destroying one another.

16 So I say, let the Holy Spirit guide your lives. Then you 
won’t be doing what your sinful nature craves.

17 The sinful nature wants to do evil, which is just the 
opposite of what the Spirit wants. And the Spirit gives us 
desires that are the opposite of what the sinful nature desires. 
These two forces are constantly fighting each other, so you are 
not free to carry out your good intentions.

18 But when you are directed by the Spirit, you are not under 
obligation to the law of Moses.

Galatians 5:14–18



This Far by Faith DAY 6 

A Quiet Hope

God established pillars in my life. Strong, solid, sup-
portive structures—my parents, grandparents, sis-
ters, and a host of folks loving, protecting, advising, 
helping, and praying for me. However, today I’m 

doing a “halleluiah, thank You, Jesus” dance on one particular 
pillar—my church family. A small, faithful group in my home 
church called out to God on my behalf. They trusted with a 
quiet hope for my salvation and contin-
ued growth in the Lord. When I visit the 
older ones from this group, even now, 
they still want to know what I’m accom-
plishing for Christ’s kingdom, listening 
for answers to their prayers.

As an adult, I found out about a few 
personal situations some of these indi-
viduals endured during my childhood. 
Yet, when I think back on their prayers, knowledge of God’s 
Word, and testimonies—I’m amazed. In the midst of it all, they 
encouraged me and so many others.

These wounded prayer warriors stood tall with their quiet 
hope, believing whole-heartedly in the assurances found in 
Psalm 139, that God knows everything (PSALM 139:1–4), is always 
present (VV. 5–12), and is always thinking about us and working 
on our behalf (VV. 17–18). These are the truths I’m asking God to 
place deep into my heart as He’s shaping me to be a pillar too. 
The quiet baton of hope has been passed.  VICTORIA MCAFEE

Psalm 139:15

You watched me as 
I was being formed 
in utter seclusion, 
as I was woven 
together in the 
dark of the womb.
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16 You saw me before I was born. 
 Every day of my life was recorded in your book. 
Every moment was laid out 
 before a single day had passed.

How precious are your thoughts about me, O God. 
 They cannot be numbered! 
18 I can’t even count them; 
 they outnumber the grains of sand! 
And when I wake up, 
 you are still with me!

19 O God, if only you would destroy the wicked! 
 Get out of my life, you murderers! 
20 They blaspheme you; 
 your enemies misuse your name. 
21 O Lord, shouldn’t I hate those who hate you? 
 Shouldn’t I despise those who oppose you? 
22 Yes, I hate them with total hatred, 
 for your enemies are my enemies.

23 Search me, O God, and know my heart; 
 test me and know my anxious thoughts. 
24 Point out anything in me that offends you, 
 and lead me along the path of everlasting life.

Psalm 139:16–24



This Far by Faith DAY 7 

God’s Care Is Rock Solid

During my four years at college, I found lifelong 
friends and mentors. But one of my most formative 
experiences was participating in a historically Black 
church, through the “watch-

care” program it hosted for students.
Being under “watch care” meant I 

could temporarily enjoy full member-
ship privileges at the congregation dur-
ing my studies to help me grow in my 
faith. That Mississippi church became 
our haven of wisdom and support to me 
and many of my classmates.

The foundation of love and mentor-
ship I found there reflected many bibli-
cal examples of God’s people offering 
support and encouragement. For example, when she learned 
she was pregnant with Jesus, Mary found encouragement 
through the faith of Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist 
(LUKE 1:39–56). Wife and husband Priscilla and Aquila, who served 
as spiritual leaders in their community, grew in faith through 
developing a close relationship with the apostle Paul. They 
went on to share God’s truth with Apollos (ACTS 18:24–26), who 
went far and wide to teach others the gospel.

What my watch-care experience taught me, and what any 
of our experiences of being sustained and nurtured by fellow 
Christian believers can offer us, is a reminder that God often 
extends His care and guidance through fellow believers 
(HEBREWS 13:1–8).

Wherever we are, God is our solid anchor. 
 STACY HAWKINS ADAMS

Matthew 7:25

Though the 
rain comes in 
torrents and the 
floodwaters rise 
and the winds beat 
against that house, 
it won’t collapse 
because it is built 
on bedrock.
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1 Keep on loving each other as brothers and sisters.
2 Don’t forget to show hospitality to strangers, for 

some who have done this have entertained angels 
without realizing it!

3 Remember those in prison, as if you were there yourself. 
Remember also those being mistreated, as if you felt their pain 
in your own bodies.

4 Give honor to marriage, and remain faithful to one another 
in marriage. God will surely judge people who are immoral and 
those who commit adultery.

5 Don’t love money; be satisfied with what you have. For God 
has said,

“I will never fail you. 
 I will never abandon you.”

6 So we can say with confidence,
“The Lord is my helper, 

 so I will have no fear. 
 What can mere people do to me?”

7 Remember your leaders who taught you the word of God. 
Think of all the good that has come from their lives, and follow 
the example of their faith.

8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.

Hebrews 13:1—8
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True Greatness

Some people feel like a small pebble lost in the immen-
sity of a canyon. But no matter how insignificant we 
judge ourselves to be, we can be greatly used by God.

In a sermon early in 1968, Martin Luther King Jr. 
quoted Jesus’s words from Mark 10 about servanthood. Then 
he said, “Everybody can be great, because everybody can serve. 
You don’t have to have a college degree to serve. You don’t 
have to make your subject and your verb 
agree to serve. You don’t have to know 
about Plato and Aristotle to serve. . . . 
You only need a heart full of grace, a soul 
generated by love.”

When Jesus’s disciples quarreled 
about who would get the places of honor 
in heaven, He told them: “Whoever wants to be a leader 
among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be 
first among you must be the slave of everyone else. For even 
the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve others and 
to give his life as a ransom for many” (MARK 10:43–45).

I wonder about us. Is that our understanding of greatness? 
Are we gladly serving, doing tasks that may be unnoticed? Is 
the purpose of our serving to please our Lord rather than to 
gain applause? If we are willing to be a servant, our lives will 
point to the One who is truly great.  VERNON GROUNDS

Mark 10:44

Whoever wants to 
be first among you 
must be the slave 
of everyone else.
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35 Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came over 
and spoke to him. “Teacher,” they said, “we want you to 
do us a favor.”

36 “What is your request?” he asked.
37 They replied, “When you sit on your glorious throne, we 

want to sit in places of honor next to you, one on your right 
and the other on your left.”

38 But Jesus said to them, “You don’t know what you are 
asking! Are you able to drink from the bitter cup of suffering 
I am about to drink? Are you able to be baptized with the 
baptism of suffering I must be baptized with?”

39 “Oh yes,” they replied, “we are able!”
Then Jesus told them, “You will indeed drink from my bitter 

cup and be baptized with my baptism of suffering.
40 But I have no right to say who will sit on my right or my 

left. God has prepared those places for the ones he has chosen.”
41 When the ten other disciples heard what James and John 

had asked, they were indignant.
42 So Jesus called them together and said, “You know that 

the rulers in this world lord it over their people, and officials 
flaunt their authority over those under them.

43 But among you it will be different. Whoever wants to be a 
leader among you must be your servant,

44 and whoever wants to be first among you must be the 
slave of everyone else.

45 For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve others and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

Mark 10:35–45
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Take Another Look at Jesus!

If there ever was a faithful person, it was Brother Justice. He 
was committed to his marriage, dedicated to his job as a 
postal worker, and stationed each Sunday at his post as a 
leader in our local church. I visited my childhood church 

recently, and perched on the upright 
piano was the same bell that Brother 
Justice rang to notify us that the time for 
weekly instruction was about to end. The 
bell has endured the test of time. And 
although Brother Justice has been with 
the Lord for years, his legacy of faithful-
ness also endures.

Hebrews 3 brings a faithful servant 
and a faithful Son to the readers’ atten-
tion. Though the faithfulness of Moses 
as God’s “servant” is undeniable, it is 
Jesus that believers are taught to focus on. “So, dear brothers 
and sisters . . . think carefully about this Jesus” (V. 1). Such was 
the encouragement to those who were being tempted (2:18). 
Their legacy of faithfulness could come only from following 
Jesus, the faithful One.

What do we do when the winds of temptation are swirling 
all around us? When we are weary and worn and want to quit? 
The text invites us to, as The Message renders it, “Take a good 
hard look at Jesus” (3:1). Look at Him again—and again and 
again. As we reexamine Jesus, we find the trustworthy Son of 
God who gives us courage to live in His family.  ARTHUR JACKSON

Hebrews 3:6

But Christ, as the 
Son, is in charge of 
God’s entire house. 
And we are God’s 
house, if we keep 
our courage and 
remain confident 
in our hope in 
Christ.
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And so, dear brothers and sisters who belong to God and 
are partners with those called to heaven, think carefully 
about this Jesus whom we declare to be God’s messenger 
and High Priest.

2 For he was faithful to God, who appointed him, just as 
Moses served faithfully when he was entrusted with God’s 
entire house.

3 But Jesus deserves far more glory than Moses, just as a 
person who builds a house deserves more praise than the 
house itself.

4 For every house has a builder, but the one who built 
everything is God.

5 Moses was certainly faithful in God’s house as a servant. 
His work was an illustration of the truths God would reveal 
later.

6 But Christ, as the Son, is in charge of God’s entire house. 
And we are God’s house, if we keep our courage and remain 
confident in our hope in Christ.

Hebrews 3:1–6



When I was growing up, I was in awe when I 
listened to my mother and other mothers in 
our church pray. Sometimes they would sit in 
silence and whisper words to the Father. Still 
other times, they would lay themselves down 

prostrate and weep prayers to God. I watched these saints 
raise their hands and stretch out their arms as they sang that 
familiar hymn by Dr. Watts:

Father, I stretch my hands to Thee.  
No other help I know.  
If Thou withdraw Thy help from me,  
ah, whither shall I go?

I can still remember the way the room seemed to shake 
with divine power. God was present. Though I couldn’t see 
Him, I could feel His power when these saints worshiped in 
prayer. The God of the universe was on the premises, and 
they talked to and with Him like He was an old best friend 
sitting right next to them. These old saints would humbly say 
that they were so close to God that they could feel His breath 
on them. Listening to them pray with boldness, power, and 

WHY WE PRAY  

WHAT WE PRAY



passion created a longing in my heart to pray this way as 
well. I wanted what they had. I still do.

The truth is, most days I don’t think I come close to 
praying this way. I struggle to pray. I lose focus, get 
distracted, feel my life is too busy, and doubt God hears me. 
Sometimes I even get bored and fall asleep.

So I can find myself slogging through and sweating in 
my prayer life. I know from my childhood that prayer can be 
joyful and life-changing. And some days it is. But there are 
other days when it feels mundane and monotonous.

Yet the legacy of faith I experienced as a child still lives 
in me. I still long to hear the Father tell me who He is, who I 
am, and where I am going. I still long to experience in prayer 
the joy only He can give.

And when I reflect more deeply on some of the reasons we 
pray, I am even more motivated to keep pressing on in prayer.

Why Do We Pray?
Why do we pray? Out of habit and duty? Do we pray just 

to get stuff from God?
While there’s nothing wrong with bringing our needs 

before God and asking Him to bless us, this is only a small 
part of the wonder of what we are invited into through the 
privilege of prayer.

God Invites Us Into Relationship
One of the foundational reasons we pray is because God 

invites us into the joy of being with Him. Prayer is not a duty, 
but an invitation from our Father into fellowship with Him 
through Jesus Christ. Through adoration, thanksgiving, and 
intercession, we draw near to God and learn more of His will 
for our spiritual growth.



We can accept this invitation and approach the Father, 
not because we are so good or have all the right words, but 
because of Jesus’s sacrifice. In Him, a new and living way has 
opened (HEBREWS 10:20). His loving sacrifice has given each of us 
a way to freely access the living God (JOHN 3:16). Through Jesus, 
we can come to God with freedom and confidence.

As His beloved children in Christ (EPHESIANS 5:1), through 
the Spirit we cry out to God as our Father, our Abba 
(GALATIANS 4:6). When we turn to Him, He has compassion on us, 
knowing how weak and vulnerable we are (PSALM 103:13–14). Like 
a good father, through His grace, God gives us things that we 
do not deserve, while through His mercy shielding us from 
those things we do deserve (ROMANS 8:15; GALATIANS 4:6).

Through prayer, we nurture this tender relationship with 
our Father. By leaning into this relationship, we experience 
His love while expressing how much we love Him. In the 
presence of the living God, we are reminded who He is and 
who we are.

God Invites Us Into His Power  
and Purposes

Through the gift of prayer, God not only invites us into 
an ever-deepening relationship with Him, but He also invites 
us to experience divine purpose and power through the Holy 
Spirit, our Comforter and Guide (JOHN 14:26 KJV). As with the 
saints of old, God invites us to use prayer to accomplish 
much. He uses our prayers to fight Satan (LUKE 22:31–32), restore 
others (JAMES 5:16), impart wisdom (JAMES 1:5), raise up laborers 
for the gospel (MATTHEW 9:38), find peace (PHILIPPIANS 4:5–7), and 
heal (JAMES 5:14–15). When we understand that God is inviting 
us into something precious and powerful—an ever-deepening 
relationship with Him and access to His power—it’s 
wonderful to receive His invitation. When we see prayer this 
way, it becomes less of a routine and more joyful anticipation 



of how our Father will move the world for His glory and our 
good.

A couple years ago, my oldest son was diagnosed with 
amblyopia, a condition better known as “lazy eye,” in which 
the vision in one of the eyes is decreased because the eye and 
the brain are not working together properly. The eye itself 
looks normal, but it is not being used normally because the 
brain is favoring the other eye. The doctor said that his vision 
in one eye was reduced, and he would eventually go blind in 
that eye. My wife and I called the prayer team at our church, 
and they gathered around my son and prayed for him. We 
prayed because God invited us to draw near to the throne of 
grace that we might receive mercy and find grace in time of 
need (HEBREWS 4:16). We prayed, cried, and trusted. We prayed 
because God invites us to pray, and when we do, our Father 
responds to the cries of His children—in the time and in the 
ways that are best. And in our moment of desperate need, we 
experienced His power and love and supernatural healing.

The older I get, the more I realize why the prayers of the 
saints of old in the Black Church were so powerful and 
effective. They didn’t just know about God; they knew God 
personally. The why of their prayers preceded the what of 
their prayers. They prayed, not out of duty, but from their 
desperate need for His presence and power. They prayed not 
to get stuff from God, but to get God. 

Marvin Williams
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The Least of These

Dorcas worked sewing beautiful garments and coats 
for the poor widows in Joppa. Her name was golden 
among those widows, many of who mourned when 
she died. They asked the disciple Peter, who was in 

the area, to visit, knowing Jesus had given miracle-working 
power to this disciple. When he came, 
they overwhelmed him with stories about 
Dorcas. They hoped Peter would raise her 
from the dead and God did.

Dorcas’s life was an example of the 
kind of service Jesus taught. For Jesus 
taught that when we give a cup of water 
or sew a garment, we serve Jesus Himself 
(MATTHEW 25:35).

We can see a legacy like Dorcas’s in 
the African American church. The late 
Rev. Dr. Frederick G. Sampson led one of those legendary 
churches in Detroit, Michigan. Tabernacle Missionary Baptist 
Church became known as the place to go when you needed a 
job, or spiritual counseling, or a place to end addiction to 
drugs. He made sure that “Tab,” as it was affectionately known, 
was a haven for those in need, whom Jesus compares to 
Himself but whom others may shun as not “deserving” of help.

The woman called “Dorcas,” or Tabitha, found herself 
among those known as faithful (ACTS 9:32–42). Likewise, the his-
toric Black Church finds among its members many more like 
Tabitha and Rev. Dr. Sampson, who are faithful in service in 
Jesus’s name.  DIANE PROCTOR REEDER

Matthew 25:40

“And the King will 
say, ‘I tell you the 
truth, when you 
did it to one of 
the least of these 
my brothers and 
sisters, you were 
doing it to me!’”
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32 Meanwhile, Peter traveled from place to place, and he 
came down to visit the believers in the town of Lydda.

33 There he met a man named Aeneas, who had been 
paralyzed and bedridden for eight years.

34 Peter said to him, “Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you! Get up, 
and roll up your sleeping mat!” And he was healed instantly.

35 Then the whole population of Lydda and Sharon saw 
Aeneas walking around, and they turned to the Lord.

36 There was a believer in Joppa named Tabitha (which in 
Greek is Dorcas. She was always doing kind things for others 
and helping the poor.

37 About this time she became ill and died. Her body was 
washed for burial and laid in an upstairs room.

38 But the believers had heard that Peter was nearby at Lydda, 
so they sent two men to beg him, “Please come as soon as 
possible!”

39 So Peter returned with them; and as soon as he arrived, 
they took him to the upstairs room. The room was filled with 
widows who were weeping and showing him the coats and 
other clothes Dorcas had made for them.

40 But Peter asked them all to leave the room; then he knelt 
and prayed. Turning to the body he said, “Get up, Tabitha.” 
And she opened her eyes! When she saw Peter, she sat up!

41 He gave her his hand and helped her up. Then he called in 
the widows and all the believers, and he presented her to them 
alive.

42 The news spread through the whole town, and many 
believed in the Lord.

Acts 9:32–42
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Rooted in God

Lott Carey entered the world in 1780 in Virginia—as a 
slave. Yet God had a divine plan for Lott. Carey’s 
grandmother Mihala told her grandson the truth about 
Jesus. And then she prayed, believing God would 

someday send Lott to Africa to tell people about the Lord.
In 1807, God fully revealed His answer to Grandmother 

Mihala’s prayers. Not long after hearing a certain sermon at 
First Baptist Church, Richmond, Virginia, 
Lott believed in Jesus as his Savior. Lott 
Carey did become the first African 
American Baptist missionary to Africa, 
in Liberia.

The apostle Paul writes of another 
grandmother, Lois, who shared the truth 
about Christ with her grandson Timothy from his childhood 
(2 TIMOTHY 1:5). We read in Colossians that when Paul learned 
some believers at Colossae had heard false teachings about 
God, he wrote this letter with Timothy as co-sender, to remind 
those Colossian believers of the starting point of their faith—

“Jesus as Lord” (2:6).
Reminding the believers of that beginning, he wrote, 

“Continue to live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him, 
strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing 
with thankfulness” (2:6–7 NIV). By being deeply rooted in the 
truth of God, the believers wouldn’t fall for the lies others 
spoke about God.

If our roots are deep in the truth of God’s Word we won’t 
fall for lies or be knocked over by the winds of change. 

 LINDA WASHINGTON

Colossians 2:7

Let your roots grow 
down into him, 
and let your lives 
be built on him.
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1 I want you to know how much I have agonized for you 
and for the church at Laodicea, and for many other 
believers who have never met me personally.

2 I want them to be encouraged and knit together by 
strong ties of love. I want them to have complete confidence 
that they understand God’s mysterious plan, which is Christ 
himself.

3 In him lie hidden all the treasures of wisdom and 
knowledge.

4 I am telling you this so no one will deceive you with well-
crafted arguments.

5 For though I am far away from you, my heart is with you. 
And I rejoice that you are living as you should and that your 
faith in Christ is strong.

6 And now, just as you accepted Christ Jesus as your Lord, 
you must continue to follow him.

7 Let your roots grow down into him, and let your lives be 
built on him. Then your faith will grow strong in the truth you 
were taught, and you will overflow with thankfulness.

Colossians 2:1–7
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Power of a Peacemaker

Dr. Mary McLeod Bethune founded what is now  
Bethune-Cookman University—one of today’s top 
twenty historically Black colleges and universities 
(HBCUs). An acclaimed educator, champion of racial 

and gender equality, and member of the NAACP, she served 
alongside great leaders like President Hoover, President 
Coolidge, and W.E.B. DuBois. She also became a trusted advisor 
on minority affairs to President Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
developed a close friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt.

At seventy-eight, Dr. Bethune wrote “My Last Will and 
Testament.” In this piece, she encouraged forgiveness, consid-
ered faith in God as “the greatest power,” 
and longed for “a world of Peace, 
Progress, Brotherhood, and Love.”

Devoted to life as a peacemaker, Dr. 
Bethune treated others with love and 
respect. “Forgiving is not about forget-
ting,” she said, “it’s letting go of the 
hurt.” She refused to cling to bitterness 
or seek revenge for the pains of injustice, racial discrimination, 
and hatred. Instead, her life of humility, integrity, and faith 
exemplified the Beatitudes (MATTHEW 5:1–12), as she served self-
lessly and accomplished great things by embracing God’s 
standard of living.

Battling hate with love, she was a peacemaker while advo-
cating for justice and serving others. Enduring persecution 
and trials, she remained focused on God, embodying a right-
eous life lived by faith in God (VV. 3–10). Like Dr. Bethune, we can 
persevere courageously, work together in love and unity, and 
embrace the power of life as a peacemaker by following Jesus—
the Prince of Peace.  XOCHITL E. DIXON

Matthew 5:9

“God blesses 
those who work 
for peace, for they 
will be called the 
children of God.”
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1 One day as he saw the crowds gathering, Jesus went 
up on the mountainside and sat down. His disciples 
gathered around him,

2 and he began to teach them.
3 “God blesses those who are poor and realize their need for 

him, 
 for the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs. 
4 God blesses those who mourn, 
 for they will be comforted. 
5 God blesses those who are humble, 
 for they will inherit the whole earth. 
6 God blesses those who hunger and thirst for justice, 
 for they will be satisfied. 
7 God blesses those who are merciful, 
 for they will be shown mercy. 
8 God blesses those whose hearts are pure, 
 for they will see God. 
9 God blesses those who work for peace, 
 for they will be called the children of God. 
10 God blesses those who are persecuted for doing right, 
 for the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.

11 “God blesses you when people mock you and persecute 
you and lie about you and say all sorts of evil things against 
you because you are my followers.

12 Be happy about it! Be very glad! For a great reward awaits 
you in heaven. And remember, the ancient prophets were 
persecuted in the same way.

Matthew 5:1–12
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He Will Not Forget!

My first extended road trip was to Memphis, Ten-
nessee, to attend the national convocation of the 
Church of God in Christ. Worship services con-
vened at Mason Temple, named in honor of 

Charles Harrison Mason, the founder of 
the Church of God in Christ. Here, Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his 
renowned “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop” 
speech (it would be King’s last).

Bishop Mason’s entombed body lies 
within the building and engraved on his 
tomb are words from Hebrews 6:10, “For God is not unrighteous 
to forget your work and labor of love which ye shewed toward His 
name, in that you have ministered to the saints.”

These words from Scripture encourage our hearts and 
remind us of several noteworthy truths about God. He is not 
unjust. Or, to put it another way, He can be trusted. Sooner or 
later people and systems will fail us, but the Judge of all the 
earth never fails. He will do right (SEE GENESIS 18:25). The other 
amazing truth that encourages our hearts is that the Lord 
doesn’t suffer from amnesia; no memory loss with God! How 
assuring it is to know that the labors of faithful leaders like 
Bishop Mason and the diligent work of all who serve the Lord 
by serving people are deeply embedded in the unfailing mem-
ory of God.  ARTHUR JACKSON

Hebrews 6:10, KJV

For God is not 
unrighteous to 
forget your work 
and labour of love.
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9 Dear friends, even though we are talking this way, we 
really don’t believe it applies to you. We are confident 
that you are meant for better things, things that come 
with salvation.

10 For God is not unjust. He will not forget how hard you 
have worked for him and how you have shown your love to 
him by caring for other believers, as you still do.

11 Our great desire is that you will keep on loving others as 
long as life lasts, in order to make certain that what you hope 
for will come true.

12 Then you will not become spiritually dull and indifferent. 
Instead, you will follow the example of those who are going to 
inherit God’s promises because of their faith and endurance.

Hebrews 6:9–12
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Community Encouragement

The familiar sound of chatter filled the basement. This 
kind of fellowship—eating food and having conversa-
tions, sitting around casually together while also 
learning—filled my Sunday nights with the ones I call 

family. Eventually, our conversations 
would shift into sharing at a deeper level 
the joys and struggles of our lives, includ-
ing in our marriages, families, and other 
relationships. We would partner wise 
direction with affirmations for each indi-
vidual. At the end of the night, we could 
leave with encouragement and guidance 
on how to grow spiritually.

True community enables trust and 
vulnerability. As Paul encouraged those 
in the growing body of believers, 
Christians are uniquely called to “really love [others]” 
(ROMANS 12:9).

Benjamin Elijah Mays is a classic example of a person who 
cultivated the kind of community that Paul described, one 
where believers have: “the same attitude of mind toward each 
other that Christ Jesus had” (ROMANS 15:5 NIV). This mentor and 
Morehouse professor’s influence spread across decades of 
leaders, most notably Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Mays encour-
aged many to love in community.

We build each other up by loving one another, fellowship-
ing with and sharpening each other (ACTS 2:42). When we follow 
Jesus’s example of walking with others and pouring into them, 
we build a community that points to Him.  CHELSEA MOORE

Romans 12:4–5

Just as our bodies 
have many parts 
and each part has a 
special function, so 
it is with Christ’s 
body. We are many 
parts of one body, 
and we all belong 
to each other.
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2 We should help others do what is right and build them 
up in the Lord.

3 For even Christ didn’t live to please himself. As the 
Scriptures say, “The insults of those who insult you, O 

God, have fallen on me.”
4 Such things were written in the Scriptures long ago to 

teach us. And the Scriptures give us hope and encouragement 
as we wait patiently for God’s promises to be fulfilled.

5 May God, who gives this patience and encouragement, help 
you live in complete harmony with each other, as is fitting for 
followers of Christ Jesus.

6 Then all of you can join together with one voice, giving 
praise and glory to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

7 Therefore, accept each other just as Christ has accepted 
you so that God will be given glory.

8 Remember that Christ came as a servant to the Jews 
to show that God is true to the promises he made to their 
ancestors.

9 He also came so that the Gentiles might give glory to God 
for his mercies to them. 

Romans 15:2–9



In Christ “there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave 
nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus” (GALATIANS 3:28 NIV).

Despite events of rejection, restriction, and 
limitation, the historic Black Church in America 

celebrates a legacy that provides a strong witness to God’s 
faithfulness. We are:

• people of God’s grace through the blood of Jesus Christ;
• people kept by the power of His Holy Spirit;
• people encouraged by the promises of Scripture; and
• people embracing fellowship with fellow Christian 

believers around the world.

Planting
Two events significant to the birth of the historic Black 

Church denominations in America occurred in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, in the summer of 1787. The first event was the 
signing of the United States Constitution that begins with 

THE BIRTH OF 
AFRICAN AMERICAN 

DENOMINATIONS



the words, “We the people of the United States.” That phrase, 
“We the people,” leads us to the second event that occurred in 
the same city and in the same year.

A group of African American members of St. George 
Methodist Episcopal Church went to worship on a certain 
Sunday morning in 1787. As they entered the sanctuary, they 
heard the worship leader say, “Let us pray.” In traditional 
Methodist Episcopal custom, they knelt in the aisle of the 
sanctuary to pray. Suddenly a church usher approached and 
told them that they could not pray on the first floor of the 
sanctuary. Instead, they would have to get up and go to the 

“colored gallery” reserved for so-called “colored” attendees.
Led by Richard Allen and Absalom Jones, the worshipers 

assured the usher that they would proceed to their assigned 
location as soon as the morning prayer was over. They 
reminded the usher that he was creating more of a 
distraction at that moment than they were. But the usher 
would not relent. He began to physically pull them from their 
knees to force them to move. At that moment, and without 
any prior coordination or agreement, Allen and Jones and the 
others with them turned around and walked out of the 
church. Allen concluded in his autobiography, “They were no 
more plagued with us.”

In that moment in 1787, two significant things occurred. 
First, the seeds were planted for what would become the first 
Black Church denomination in the history of the United 
States: the African Methodist Episcopal Church. These 
believers simply desired to worship God, unhindered, “in 
spirit and in truth” (JOHN 4:23), and founded the new 
denomination to do so. It would be formed officially in 1816 
with Richard Allen as its first bishop.

A second thing that grew out of the walkout from the 
St. George Methodist Episcopal Church was its immediate 
challenge to the phrase “we the people of the United States.” 
The U.S. Constitution, in fact, clearly did not apply to African 



American people. Not to the free African American 
population of Philadelphia—or to the hundreds of thousands 
of men, women, and children held in slavery and disregard 
around the nation. Though God had created all humans in 
His divine image (GENESIS 1:27) and called all people to love Him 
and one another (LUKE 10:27), the United States did not even 
validate African Americans as fellow human beings.

The same nation born out of a Revolutionary War to gain 
freedom and independence from what it deemed to be British 
oppression and denial of rights, wrote into its constitution 
protections for chattel slavery (Article 1 section 9). That 
same nation allowed the Trans-Atlantic slave trade to 
continue for another twenty years, despite the valiant efforts 
of abolitionists, male and female—African, African American, 
European, and European American.

U.S. law upheld slavery, and runaway slaves were to be 
forcibly returned to owners no matter where they were in the 
country (Article 4 section 2). Those persons held in slavery 
were counted as only 3/5ths of a person, and that was only to 
determine taxation and Congressional representation for 
slave-holding states (Article 1 section 3).

The treatment of African American worshipers in 
Philadelphia in 1787 opposed the principles of equality that 
the opening lines of the U.S. Constitution prescribe. 
Beginning with the African Methodist Episcopal Church, 
African American denominations formed because the we in 
“we the people of the United States” in practice did not 
include African Americans. And the biblical truth of equality 
in Christ—as expressed by the apostle Paul in his epistle to 
the Galatians, that “there is neither Jew nor Gentle, neither 
slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus” (3:28)—did not inform the practices inside 
St. George Methodist Episcopal Church in 1787. African 
American members were forced to worship in a segregated 
section of the church, or end their worship.



Growth
Marginalizing Black worshipers was also the practice at 

the John Street Methodist Episcopal Church in New York City 
when James Varick and other African American worshipers 
walked out of that church in 1796. That led to the formation 
of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, officially 
formed in 1821.

In Jackson, Tennessee, in 1870, European American 
members urged African American members out of the 
Southern Methodist Episcopal Church, though they assisted 
the African Americans in the creation of the Colored 
Methodist Episcopal Church under the leadership of Isaac 
Lane. The process was different than that of the AME and 
AME Zion experiences, but the result was the same—despite 
the Constitution’s words, “we the people,” and despite God’s 
Word.

Within the life of the Baptist church in the United States, 
in 1895 the National Baptist Church was founded in Atlanta, 
Georgia, under the leadership of Elias Camp Morris. This was 
the first of several African American Baptist denominations. 
It had formed because of African Americans being excluded 
from both the full fellowship and from any aspect of the 
leadership of the Northern or Southern Baptist Conventions. 

“Negroes” could be members of Baptist churches, but they 
could not hold any office in any state or national 
conventions. Their churches were free to purchase material 
from the Baptist publishing house, but no “Negro” could 
submit any material for publication.

Within the ranks of the Pentecostal Church, the Church 
of God in Christ (COGIC) was founded in 1897, by African 
Americans Charles Price Jones and Charles Harrison Mason, 
as a holiness movement. It began when Mason and Jones 
were expelled from the National Baptist Convention when 
the Baptists were not responsive to the holiness emphasis 



being pursued and pushed by Mason and Jones, which 
included a belief that complete sanctification and holiness 
should occur to the believer as a second act of grace in the 
process of salvation.

C. H. Mason decided to travel to Los Angeles, California, 
in 1907 to attend the Azusa Street revival being led by 
William Joseph Seymour. Afterwards, Mason became the only 
person who attended Azusa Street who also had the authority 
to ordain persons into the ministry due to COGIC being 
incorporated by the state of Tennessee. As a result, scores of 
white ministers sought ordination at the hands of Mason.  At 
that moment, the oneness in Christ that had eluded 
Christians in the United States seemed possible.

However, C.P. Jones rejected the insistence on a 
“pentecostal experience” as an essential step for salvation. 
Jones split from Mason, and he went on to form the Church 
of Christ Holiness USA. In 1914 the white pastors within 
COGIC, numbering more than 350, left to form the 
Assemblies of God. This occurred for two reasons: worship 
style differences, and challenges over who would “assume the 
prevailing leadership role.”

Fruit
Despite restrictions and limitations, the African 

American church has emerged as one of the most vibrant 
locations of praise and worship to be found anywhere in the 
world today. Their rich heritage of worship began during the 
days of slavery with what were called “brush harbors” or 

“hush harbors”—isolated, secret locations where slaves would 
gather at night for hours of prayer and singing without fear 
of being heard. Those secret gatherings gave birth to the 
musical genre known as “Negro spirituals” that wedded both 
their sorrows and their faith into lyrics like “Nobody knows 
de trouble I’ve seen . . . Glory, hallelujah.”



Other musical forms and gifted singers have also come 
from the African American church. The hymns of Charles A. 
Tindley, James Weldon Johnson, Thomas A. Dorsey, Lucy 
Campbell, and the songs of Mahalia Jackson, The Winans, 
Richard Smallwood, Albert Goodson, Donnie McClurkin, 
Yolanda Adams, Mississippi Mass Choir, and many more are 
known and celebrated all over the world.

The power and rhythm of African American preaching is 
equally well regarded. Beginning with slave preachers like 
John Jasper and continuing through such notable voices as 
Benjamin Elijah Mays and his student Martin Luther King Jr., 
as well as C. L. Franklin, Gardner Taylor, Vashti Murphy 
McKenzie, and Kirbyjon Caldwell, to name only a few. African 
American preachers have ministered to the needs of the 
brokenhearted, to the sins of a broken nation, and to leaders 
and people all over the world. And their churches have 
become central cultural institutions for education, training, 
and other human services, as well as for civil rights activism.

African American missionaries have put feet and hands 
to their worship not only by praying and singing but by 
serving in the United States and across the world. John 
Marrant served the American Indian People. George Liele 
headed to the Caribbean to help plant a church in Kingston, 
Jamaica. David George served in Nova Scotia and planted the 
first Baptist church for Blacks in Silver Bluff, North Carolina. 
Prince Williams planted churches in the Bahamas. Lott Carey, 
a former slave, became America’s first Black missionary to 
Africa. William Henry Shepherd went to the heart of the 
Congo to preach, provide medical aid, and more. And a 
growing number of independent churches and 
denominations performed missions at home to congregants 
soaring into the tens of millions of African Americans.

African American Christian educators Nannie Helen 
Burroughs, Mary McLeod Bethune, Kelly Miller,  William 
Augustus Jones, Gardner C. Taylor, and many others served to 



establish educational institutions, including the dozens of 
Historically Black colleges and universities begun by 
Christians.

From Christian folk artists, to celebrated visionaries, 
African American contributions have helped and continue to 
help beautify the world. James Weldon Johnson’s classic 
poem, “The Creation,” and his song, “Lift Ev’ry Voice and 
Sing” (The Negro National Anthem) prevail across 
denominations. Biblical artist Henry Ossawa Tanner (“The 
Banjo Maker”; “The Thankful Poor”; “Daniel in the Lion’s 
Den”; “Jesus Visiting Nicodemus”) is celebrated the world 
over. If a door closed at one venue, God opened the door at 
another for the use of African Americans’ gifts.

God has given African American denominations, 
churches, and individuals cause to celebrate the legacies He 
has provided. From African Christian roots to American 
brush harbors, to the wood-framed buildings of rural 
communities, from the storefront churches and Gothic 
cathedrals of the urban landscape, to modern metropolitan 
complexes, African American denominations, churches, and 
people have cause to praise and hope. “Let the church say, 
amen!” 

Marvin A. McMickle





This Far by Faith DAY 15 

Holding Up the Light

Fannie Lou Hamer was a civil rights activist who worked 
extremely hard in the South during the sixties and 
seventies, registering Negro voters. On one occasion, 
after a demonstration, she and several others were 

jailed and brutally beaten in the course of their civil rights 
efforts. Her jailer’s wife felt sorry for her and secretly attended 
to her injuries. Fannie took the opportu-
nity to ask the woman about her rela-
tionship with the Lord, and gave her two 
Scriptures to read.

Fannie understood—like the apostle 
Paul when facing opposition—this is not 
about me. They quickly turned their situations into an occa-
sion to further the cause of Christ. In more than one incident 
Paul was beaten and imprisoned and in the midst of it all he 
began to witness to his captors about Christ. He resolved: “I 
want you to know, beloved, that what has happened to me has 
actually helped to spread the gospel. . . . and most of the broth-
ers and sisters, having been made confident in the Lord by my 
imprisonment, dare to speak the word with greater boldness 
and without fear” (PHILIPPIANS 1:12–14, NRSV).

I confess. When I’m hurting, my first thought is not, how 
can I use this experience to further the cause of Christ—espe-
cially if the situation I’m facing is unfair or unjust. Fannie’s 
life challenges me.  VICTORIA MCAFEE

Philippians 1:11

May you always be 
filled with the fruit 
of your salvation.



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

9 I pray that your love will overflow more and more, 
and that you will keep on growing in knowledge and 
understanding.

10 For I want you to understand what really matters, 
so that you may live pure and blameless lives until the day of 
Christ’s return.

11 May you always be filled with the fruit of your salvation—
the righteous character produced in your life by Jesus Christ—
for this will bring much glory and praise to God.

12 And I want you to know, my dear brothers and sisters, that 
everything that has happened to me here has helped to spread 
the Good News.

13 For everyone here, including the whole palace 
guard, knows that I am in chains because of Christ.

14 And because of my imprisonment, most of the 
believers here have gained confidence and boldly speak God’s 
message without fear.

15 It’s true that some are preaching out of jealousy and 
rivalry. But others preach about Christ with pure motives.

16 They preach because they love me, for they know I have 
been appointed to defend the Good News.

17 Those others do not have pure motives as they preach 
about Christ. They preach with selfish ambition, not sincerely, 
intending to make my chains more painful to me. 

Philippians 1:9–17



This Far by Faith DAY 16 

A Legacy of Courage

As a young woman, Nannie H. Burroughs wanted to be 
a teacher. She applied for a position, only to be told of 
the DC school system’s preference for the “lighter 
skinned Blacks.” She later attributed her drive to open 

her own school to this insult and injustice. Burroughs went on 
to organize the International Council of Darker Women to 
uplift African American women, and 
became a dynamic force in the Civil 
Rights movement. Her rejection as a 
young adult could have hindered her 
from moving forward; instead, she let 
God use her experiences to fuel her work.

African Americans have many pain-
ful stories to tell of being judged, 
rejected, and overlooked because of skin 
color, hair texture, or facial features. Many struggle with poor 
self-image. But when we bring our pain to God, we can begin 
to heal in the face of His truth.

God knit each of us together, tracing the outline of our 
form and choosing the hue to color in the lines (PSALM 139:13–16). 
The Lord grieves when the precious person He made is 
despised. Our identity wounds need to find healing so we can 
be the person He made us to be.

As David confessed, the faces of those who turn to Him “are 
radiant . . . never covered with shame” (PSALM 34:5 NIV). In Him, we 
find the courage to be a testimony to the One who loves us. 

 VICTORIA MCAFEE

Psalm 34:5

Those who look to 
him for help will 
be radiant with 
joy; no shadow of 
shame will darken 
their faces.



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

13 You made all the delicate, inner parts of my body 
 and knit me together in my mother’s womb. 
14 Thank you for making me so wonderfully complex! 
 Your workmanship is marvelous—how well I know it. 

15 You watched me as I was being formed in utter 
seclusion, 
 as I was woven together in the dark of the womb. 
16 You saw me before I was born. 
 Every day of my life was recorded in your book. 
Every moment was laid out 
 before a single day had passed.

Psalm 139:13–16



This Far by Faith DAY 17 

Answering His Call

When was the last time you were asked to do some-
thing that made your knees shake? When you hear 
about someone who took a courageous stand, do 
you question whether you 

could have done the same?
Rahab, identified in the book of 

Joshua as a prostitute, found herself 
faced with a terrifying choice when 
Israelite spies went to her for shelter (2:1). 
Despite the danger, she hid the men 
from the king of Jericho, recognizing an 
opportunity to align with the true God (VV. 8–12).

Similarly, Queen Esther, a Jewish girl who became queen 
when God’s people were in exile in the Persian Empire, recog-
nized her need to act when her people were faced with exter-
mination (ESTHER 3:8–13). So she prayed and fasted for wisdom 
and strength to approach her husband, King Xerxes (4:15–16). 
Her courageous actions were used by God to deliver His people 
from death (8:5–6, 11, 16–17).

And in the 19th century, former slave Sojourner Truth was 
faithful to her calling from God, willing to jeopardize her own 
freedom and life to advocate for the freedom of her enslaved 
and disenfranchised brothers and sisters.

What might we be called into during “such a time as this”? 
(4:14). How might we be a part of the long legacy of courage 
found in the history of people of faith?  STACY HAWKINS ADAMS

Esther 4:14

Who knows if 
perhaps you were 
made queen for 
just such a time as 
this?



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

14 If you keep quiet at a time like this, deliverance and 
relief for the Jews will arise from some other place, but 
you and your relatives will die. Who knows if perhaps 
you were made queen for just such a time as this?”

15 Then Esther sent this reply to Mordecai:
16 “Go and gather together all the Jews of Susa and fast for 

me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. My maids 
and I will do the same. And then, though it is against the law, I 
will go in to see the king. If I must die, I must die.”

17 So Mordecai went away and did everything as Esther had 
ordered him.

Esther 4:14–17



This Far by Faith DAY 18 

A Time to Act

A US congressman, John Lewis, was 23 years old when 
he participated in the historic 1963 Civil Rights 

“March on Washington” led by Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. Half a century later, journalist Bill Moyers 

asked Lewis how he was affected by Dr. King’s  “I Have A 
Dream” speech that day. Mr. Lewis replied, “You couldn’t leave 
after hearing him speak and go back to 
business as usual. You had to do some-
thing; you had to act. You had to move. 
You had to go out and spread the good 
news.”

Because King’s vision pointed to the 
demands of the gospel, which requires of each of us a decision. 
Those who encountered Jesus likewise found it impossible to 
remain neutral about Him. John 7:25–46 records two different 
reactions to Jesus. While “many in the crowd believed in him” 
(V. 31 NIV), the religious leaders tried to silence Him by sending 
temple guards to arrest Him (V. 32). These guards were likely 
present when Jesus said, “Let anyone who is thirsty come to 
me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has 
said, rivers of living water will flow from within them” (VV. 37–38). 
The guards returned without Jesus and were asked, “Why 
didn’t you bring him in?” They answered, “No one ever spoke 
the way this man does” (VV. 45–46).

The words of Jesus compel us to act, and to move beyond 
business as usual.  DAVID MCCASLAND

John 7:46

No one ever spoke 
the way this man 
does. (niv)



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

25 Some of the people who 
lived in Jerusalem started to 
ask each other, “Isn’t this the 
man they are trying to kill?

26 But here he is, speaking 
in public, and they say nothing to 
him. Could our leaders possibly 
believe that he is the Messiah?

27 But how could he be? For we 
know where this man comes from. 
When the Messiah comes, he will 
simply appear; no one will know 
where he comes from.”

28 While Jesus was teaching in 
the Temple, he called out, “Yes, 
you know me, and you know where 
I come from. But I’m not here on 
my own. The one who sent me is 
true, and you don’t know him.

29 But I know him because I 
come from him, and he sent me 
to you.”

30 Then the leaders tried to 
arrest him; but no one laid a hand 
on him, because his time had not 
yet come.

31 Many among the crowds at 
the Temple believed in him. “After 
all,” they said, “would you expect 
the Messiah to do more miraculous 
signs than this man has done?”

32 When the Pharisees heard 
that the crowds were whispering 
such things, they and the leading 
priests sent Temple guards to 
arrest Jesus.

33 But Jesus told them, “I will be 
with you only a little longer. Then I 
will return to the one who sent me.

34 You will search for me but not 

find me. And you cannot go where 
I am going.”

35 The Jewish leaders were 
puzzled by this statement. “Where 
is he planning to go?” they asked. 

“Is he thinking of leaving the 
country and going to the Jews in 
other lands? Maybe he will even 
teach the Greeks!

36 What does he mean when he 
says, ‘You will search for me but 
not find me,’ and ‘You cannot go 
where I am going’?”

37 On the last day, the climax 
of the festival, Jesus stood and 
shouted to the crowds, “Anyone 
who is thirsty may come to me!

38 Anyone who believes in me 
may come and drink! For the 
Scriptures declare, ‘Rivers of living 
water will flow from his heart.’”

39 (When he said “living water,” 
he was speaking of the Spirit, 
who would be given to everyone 
believing in him. But the Spirit had 
not yet been given, because Jesus 
had not yet entered into his glory.)

40 When the crowds heard him 
say this, some of them declared, 

“Surely this man is the Prophet 
we’ve been expecting.”

41 Others said, “He is the 
Messiah.” Still others said, “But he 
can’t be! Will the Messiah come 
from Galilee?

42 For the Scriptures clearly 
state that the Messiah will be 
born of the royal line of David, in 
Bethlehem, the village where King 
David was born.”

John 7:25–44
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That We Might Be One

This prayer of Jesus is powerful in its witness to and its 
command for oneness: “ I pray that they will all be one, 
just as you and I are one—as you are in me, Father, and 
I am in you. And may they be in 

us so that the world will believe you sent 
me” (JOHN 17:21).

Christians desire the world know us 
by our love. Sometimes we may wonder 
if there’s enough love. Christians may 
struggle interacting with each other 
around a variety of issues. And Sunday 
remains, even today, one of the most 
segregated hours of the week. Do we 
stray from the heart cry of Jesus? Yet 
there remain in the world rays of hope 
that Jesus’s prayer can come true.

At the turn of the 20th century, African American preacher 
William Seymour started the “Azusa Street Movement,” creat-
ing a welcoming church displaying that segregation is anti-
thetical to Jesus’s message of love for everyone and unity 
among Christians. Diverse peoples worshiped in harmony for 
three years—until dividing based in part on racial misunder-
standing.

William Seymour’s story continues though. There are 
movements, churches, and denominational and interdenomi-
national groups that refuse to let issues separate them from 
working together to fulfill the cause of Jesus Christ. Seymour’s 
and others efforts and continuing stories shine and give us 
hope.  DIANE PROCTOR REEDER

John 17:21

I pray that they 
will all be one, just 
as you and I are 
one—as you are 
in me, Father, and 
I am in you. And 
may they be in us 
so that the world 
will believe you 
sent me.



TODAY’S BIBLE READING

20 “I am praying not only for these disciples but also for 
all who will ever believe in me through their message.

21 I pray that they will all be one, just as you and I are 
one—as you are in me, Father, and I am in you. And may 

they be in us so that the world will believe you sent me.
22 “I have given them the glory you gave me, so they may be 

one as we are one.
23 I am in them and you are in me. May they experience such 

perfect unity that the world will know that you sent me and 
that you love them as much as you love me.

John 17:20-23



Conclusion

We’re so grateful for this opportunity to uplift 
and encourage others by reflecting on the 
precious legacy of faith God has worked 
through the history of the Black Church. 
We’re grateful for all the writers’ invaluable 

contributions to this special edition. And we’re grateful for 
readers like you who’ve taken the time to read this content 
and apply it to your lives.

Most of all, we’re grateful for God’s power and love, 
graciously writing through our lives a story of hope and 
transformation.

At Our Daily Bread Ministries, it’s our desire to serve you 
by making the life-changing wisdom of the Bible 
understandable and accessible to all. Our prayer is to 
communicate God’s truth in a way that is relevant, 
trustworthy, and encouraging. If you have any questions or 
suggestions, please contact us at:

ourdailybread.org


