
Beautiful Vessels
SELECTED READINGS FROM BAKHT SINGH AND SOJOURNER TRUTH

A Renovaré Resource for Spiritual Renewal





Edited by Grace Pate Pouch

Beautiful  
Vessels

SELECTED READINGS FROM  
BAKHT SINGH AND SOJOURNER TRUTH



Executive Editor: Brian Morykon
Cover Illustration: Charlie Pate
Graphic Design: Melodee Dill Stephens

Scripture quotations are from New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright  
© 1989 National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of  
America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.

“Messenger of the Living God” adapted from The Narrative of Sojourner Truth  
by Olive Gilbert and Sojourner Truth. Public Domain in the USA.

“The Unity of the Body of Christ” adapted and reprinted by permission from 
God’s Dwelling Place by Bakht Singh. Copyright © Gospel Literature Service, 1963, 
Bombay, India.



 3  

Foreword

Beautiful Vessels highlights two unique writers whose voices most of us 
have never heard: Bakht Singh and Sojourner Truth. This is a small 
sample of what we hope will someday become another volume of the 
Renovaré Devotional Classics. Our hope is to bring to the Christian 
community authors of diverse cultures and ethnicities that previously 
have been under-represented. These will be persons possessing a high 
Christology and sharing with us insight and wisdom into a loving, pas-
sionate, daily walk with God. 

Producing such a volume is a huge undertaking, but one that we 
increasingly feel drawn toward. One Renovaré Ministry Team member, 
Tina Dyer, speaks personally about the importance of such a project 
in her introduction to this booklet. Tina carries within herself a won-
derful and most unusual combination … a gentle, loving compassion 
combined with a fierce concern for social justice. I very much like the 
blending of these qualities. As Tina says, “Only good can come from 
seeking the lived wisdom of our Christian brothers and sisters from ‘all 
nations and tribes, all races and languages.’”

Will you help us seek that wisdom? If the idea of such a volume res-
onates within your spirit, perhaps you could write us and share your 
thoughts. You may even know of writers that we ought to consider, 
and, if so, we would love to hear from you. Simply email Grace Pouch, 
Renovaré’s Content Manager and the managing editor of this booklet, 
at grace@renovare.org. Thank you.

Richard J. Foster
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Introduction

Our beliefs about God, self, and others are often shaped by subtle mes-
sages we pick up from our family, community, experiences, and media. 

As a child I was exposed to church settings where images that repre-
sented Jesus as a White person with European features were common-
place and accepted, while Black and Brown images of Jesus were rare, 
and without anyone explicitly stating it I sensed they were considered 
irreverent. When I came to Christ as a young adult I learned about 
European theologians like Martin Luther and John Calvin, but didn’t 
learn that they were mentored by the writings and teachings of Africans 
like Saint Augustine. I heard often about American missionaries bring-
ing Christianity to Africa, but never heard that there were Christian 
communities in Africa as far back as the very origins of the Church.

Although not explicitly taught, these subtle misrepresentations and 
deletions were damaging. I call this my spiritual malformation. The 
Gospel says the Kingdom is available to all, but the images and messages 
presented to me indicated that I was an outsider, an afterthought.

As I entered my forties, I became increasingly aware that my soul’s 
uneasiness with these incongruencies was a form of discernment. The 
Spirit was drawing me to dig deeper. For many years now, Jesus has been 
guiding me into encounters and discoveries to heal my image of God 
and anchor my life in the truth of his love for me and for all people. 

This healing—this spiritual reformation in Christ—has many layers. 
It is only in the last decade that I have understood the significance of 
Christianity’s origins in Africa. This is helping me to reclaim my ori-
gin narrative beyond a United States context. My ancestors came from 
a land with its own language, customs, traditions, and wisdom. My 
people are included in God’s divine plan as equally valued image-bear-
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ers. Their accounts of life with God—and those of other historically 
excluded Christian voices—have something to teach us.

That is why this Renovaré project is important. Growing our library 
of devotional classics to more fully represent the worldwide Church 
connects us to what is true about God. Our lives are enriched by the 
ideas and experiences of Jesus’ friends who come from outside our 
family or group or nation. This is true for all of us—whether we are 
descendants of colonizers or of colonized people, whether we are North 
American or South African, whether we can see our own cultural and 
religious biases or whether the very word “biases” sounds threatening. 
Only good can come from seeking the lived wisdom of our Christian 
brothers and sisters from “all nations and tribes, all races and lan-
guages,” because this helps align our vision with the ultimate reality as 
God has revealed it. 

      Tina L. Dyer 
 Renovaré Board Treasurer and Ministry Team Member  
Founder/Principal of Grafted Together Consulting
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Bakht Singh
The Unity of the Body of Christ

INTRODUCTION TO THE AUTHOR
Bakht Singh (1903-2000) was dedicated by his parents to become a 
Sikh. The British missionary school he attended in Punjab gave Bakht 
Singh the impression that Christianity was an arrogant cultural iden-
tity rather than an authentic, life-transforming relationship with Jesus. 
Though fiercely loyal to his religious heritage, he sensed that neither 
his affluent lifestyle, nor Sikhism, nor any of the faith traditions he 
investigated were able to produce real happiness or peace. As a young 
adult, Bakht Singh had a spiritual encounter with Jesus and recognized 
the Living Christ as the Teacher of truth and goodness he had longed 
to meet. Bakht Singh eventually became a world-renowned preacher 
and revival leader, and is considered the “father” of India’s indigenous 
church movement. 

During a pivotal time in Indian history, when British influence was 
being violently rejected, Bakht Singh recognized that serving the gos-
pel “in a British cup” to Indian people was counterproductive and out 
of sync with the pattern of the New Testament Church. His revival 
movement existed outside of any denomination and embraced its 
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Indian context. Those who came for meetings sat on mats rather than 
benches, sang hymns in Indian languages with Indian instruments, and 
shared the “love feast”—a curry luncheon after worship—in a gather-
ing that smashed through caste, religious, and ethnic barriers as people 
ate together without distinction. Even as he nurtured the indigenous 
movement, he included Westerners in Indian fellowship and collabo-
rated with Christians around the world. 

One of Bakht Singh’s greatest contributions was to renew a scrip-
tural vision of the Church as Christ’s unified Body, a body without 
divisions. The following excerpt from his book God’s Dwelling Place 
encourages readers to let Jesus take full possession of our hearts and to 
nurture the bonds of unity.

EXCERPTS FROM  
GOD’S DWELLING PLACE 

1.  The Mystery
“The sparrow hath found a house, and the swallow a nest for herself” 
(Ps. 84:3). You have all seen the sparrow gathering pieces of straw or hay 
to build her nest. When the nest is completed, how much rest and com-
fort it gives to the sparrow! What does this say to us? Does it not teach 
us that with just such care and patience, our God is gathering material 
to build for Himself a dwelling place? 

We human beings, redeemed by the Blood of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
are being gathered together unto Him to become “a habitation of God 
through the Spirit” (Eph. 2:22)—that which will give comfort and 
rest and satisfaction to Him. This is a mystery, but when you come to 
understand the true meaning of the Church and its preciousness to 
God, then this mystery also will be made clear to you. 
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2.  Something Living

You will often see painted on boards the words “Baptist Church,” or 
“Methodist Church,” or “Church of South India,” and so on. You can 
search through the whole Bible, but you will never come across a single 
instance where any building is called a church. The Church is some-
thing living, not dead. A building has no life. Stones and bricks have 
no life. You can see in Acts 2:47 that the Lord added souls daily to the 
Church—not to a building, but to a group of people who were believing 
in the Lord Jesus and had received His Holy Spirit. 

By this Church, God’s manifold wisdom is to be revealed.

3.  A Beautiful Vessel

One day in the bazaar, a clever artist saw an ordinary vessel being sold by 
the potter. He paid a quarter-anna for it and brought it home. Then he 
took his paints and brush, and began to draw upon that vessel beautiful 
designs of trees and flowers and fields. I saw the artist working upon 
that vessel for many hours and many days. 

Then he took it to one of his friends, and said: “I have brought you 
a present, my dear friend.” That friend was very delighted to receive 
it and placed it above the fireplace in his dining room. So that vessel 
resting upon the mantelpiece was showing forth the wisdom and skill 
of the artist to all who came in. Going by its value, it cost only a quar-
ter-anna, but its true worth lay in the way it showed forth the wisdom 
and skill of the artist to so many people. 

Surely, if an artist of this earth could make such an ordinary vessel so 
beautiful, God can also work this miracle. As we read our Bible from 
Genesis to Revelation we may see how in fact God plans to do so, and 
that He is working out that plan even now.
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4.  Lessons from the Tabernacle

From the mountain covered by the cloud Moses saw many things, and 
amongst them the House of God in its glory. When he came down, he 
told the people: “I have seen such wonderful things on the mountain. 
God has shown to me a glorious heavenly House, and has told me that 
you—His people—are to have a share in preparing that House.”

It was God’s direct revelation from heaven to Moses by a pattern or 
shadow of the real heavenly Sanctuary. That is why, by studying the 
details of the Tabernacle, we get some idea of God’s Spiritual House.

We cannot stay for all the details, though we might learn much from 
the dimensions, from the 50 loops, from the beautifully wrought cher-
ubim … Every small detail has something to teach us.

5.  Oil Lamp 

The olive oil which was burning in the lamp speaks of the Spirit of 
God. Only those who have received and are walking in the Spirit can 
shine with the light of God. In Matthew 25:1-13 we see that we must 
keep our vessels filled, and our lights burning, as we wait for the coming 
of the Bridegroom. 

Do you carry with you the light of God into your business and into 
your shop? Can people see God’s glory shining upon your face? That 
is the heavenly vocation of God’s people upon earth. We are to shine as 
lights of God, burning with the living oil of God’s Spirit. All the seven 
lamps were of one piece, and speak of true oneness among God’s chil-
dren. When that is so, then God’s message will go out. “Ye are the light 
of the world.” 
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6.  Sweet Incense

Incense speaks of the intercession which ascends from the hearts of 
believers before God’s throne. “Let my prayer be set forth before thee 
as incense; and the lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice” (Ps. 
141:2). Sometimes we wonder how to pray, and what to say in prayer, 
for the words will not come to us. Now remember, prayer does not 
depend on nice language. If it comes from the heart, God accepts it. 

I met a happy young man some time ago and I said: “Why are you 
so happy today?” He said, “I have received the first letter from my small 
boy.” “How old is he?” I asked. “Three years old,” he answered. I said 
in surprise, “How can a three-year-old boy write to you? Let me see the 
letter.” So he showed me the letter—simply a piece of paper with noth-
ing but lines all over it. 

The young man said that when his wife was writing to him, the 
boy saw her doing so, and questioned her, “Mummie, what are you 
doing?” She said, “Writing to your Daddy.” So the child took a piece 
of paper and an old stick and put it in the ink bottle and scribbled just 
lines. The father said, “My son has written to me,” and was so happy. 
Though there were only lines on the paper, yet for that father they were 
something more than mere lines. He saw the love in the heart of the 
small boy expressed in them. So do not think that you need to say long 
prayers with fine words in order to get an answer. 

We are God’s co-workers. When we see sin here and wickedness 
there, we pray: “O God, wilt Thou not do justice?” and through our 
prayer God will work. Through your prayers God can do wonders—
souls can be brought back to Him, hearts can be softened, and many 
homes can be blessed. All of us can take part in that. When people  
speak ill of you, begin to pray for them: “O God, please bless so-and-so!” 
That is how you can send incense into heaven, and fill God’s Sanctuary 
with fragrance. 
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7.  Holding All Together

Now, we want to study the meaning of the holy structure itself. The 
walls of the Tabernacle were made of boards of wood covered with gold. 
Uniting the boards of the Tabernacle there were rods of wood, over-
laid with gold. Four of these rods could be seen from the outside. The 
fifth rod was made to go through the middle of the boards from end to 
end, to keep all the boards united (Exod. 26:26-29). All the boards put 
together speak of the whole Church. 

If the life of the Lord Jesus Christ flows in me and flows in you, 
we are bound together. But if we are not living in the Spirit, there will 
be disagreement and factions. The Church cannot be bound by man-
made constitutions, which are often only made for the sake of power 
and authority, like that of the Brahmins over the Hindus. Such bonds 
must be broken. But the inward bond of life in Christ will never be 
broken, for with that bond we are joined to every believer in the world.

You see how the work began in the days of the Apostles. There was a 
wonderful love among them all, whether they were Gentile converts, or 
Jewish, or Samaritan. They were not bound together by any man-made 
organisation or rules. What were the common bonds which bound them? 
The inward bond of the life in Christ was there first of all, it is true. That 
is what made them Christians. But there were also four outward bonds.

8.  The Four Outward Bonds

First, there was the Apostles’ doctrine (see Gal. 1: 11-12; 1 Cor. 2:3-5). 
The Apostles travailed upon their knees for God’s message, and spoke, 
as God’s mouthpieces, the whole counsel of God. This is the Apostles’ 
doctrine and only such teaching and preaching can bring true unity 
among Christians. 

Secondly, there is fellowship. It begins with the Father and the Son, 
and what we have received from God the Father and God the Son we 
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share together among ourselves. In love and fellowship there is power 
and strength. By coming together as one body we forget our sorrows 
and poverty. By bearing each other’s burdens we fulfill the law of Christ. 
By praying together in His Name we bind Satan (Matt. 18:18-19).

Thirdly, “the prayers.” Those early believers had to face many trials 
and many foes. They won, not by fighting and quarreling, but upon 
their knees in prayer. In this way believers everywhere were brought 
together and united by the bond of prayer, and in this lay their strength.

Then fourthly—there is the breaking of bread. When the believers 
came together Sunday by Sunday, they were told to judge themselves 
before they partook of the Lord’s Table. Our hearts should be able  
to say: “O Lord, Thou hast redeemed me by Thy Blood, and I have 
peace in my heart. Because of this I am ready to eat and drink at Thy 
Table with a pure heart and clean hands; a heart filled with joy and 
with love for everybody. This bread speaks of Thy body; this cup of 
Thy blood. Reveal Thyself to me more fully, Lord. I am ready, Lord, 
to see Thy face.”

God wants oneness, and that bond of unity should be peculiarly 
manifest at the Lord’s Table. Remember it is the Lord’s Table and not 
man’s (1 Cor. 10:16). He, and not man, is the Host. At the Lord’s Table 
all believers are equal. No man can say: “I am better than so and so.” 
Every man-made difference is broken. Then only can true love prevail, 
and Christians begin to bear one another’s burdens and those who 
are fighting to be reconciled. If there is sin, it is confessed and washed 
away, and believers are found looking forward together to the coming 
of Christ. 

The true and strong bond which binds us together is the bond of 
mutual love springing from our common life in Christ. That bond 
is for eternity, and by it believers are bound together throughout the 
world, whatever their nationalities may be. 
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9.  The Chief Bond

We have seen the four “outward” bonds. If these four things are mani-
fested in assemblies everywhere we shall see union and strength. But the 
chief and most important bond is that indwelling life of the Lord Jesus 
Christ. Paul said: “I have been thanking God on your behalf, and now 
I am praying for you who are far away. I am praying that the Lord Jesus 
Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith.”

But, you ask, “Was not the Lord Jesus Christ living in them already?” 
Ah, there is a great difference between coming and living in a house, 
and taking possession of it. You may stay as a guest in any house, but 
you cannot have full liberty to do as you please in that house. When you 
own the house, however, you have freedom and authority in any part of 
the house at all times. 

That is how our Lord ought to live in us. He must occupy every 
sense and every faculty of our being. When that is true of us all, then we 
will know the full range of the love of God. Then “with all saints” we 
will comprehend that love.

Paul tells us that the real comprehension of God’s love is only possi-
ble when all of us are brought together. It cannot be comprehended by 
our living alone, in ourselves and unto ourselves. If you are confined by 
the barriers men make between Christians, your appreciation of God’s 
love will also be narrow, and your attitude to your fellow Christians 
will be narrow. You have to rise above all those barriers to be able to love 
God’s children in other parts of the world with a big heart.

But to make this possible, the Lord Jesus Christ must not only dwell 
in our hearts but must fully occupy all our being. That is the hidden 
rod going through the boards from end to end. When the Lord Jesus 
Christ becomes Lord of our being, we cannot help but love everybody 
because the love of the Lord Jesus Christ goes out from us to all His 
children. May He make strong this hidden bond in the lives of us all.
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BIBLE SELECTION
Colossians 3:10-11, 14-15 (NRSV)

You have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed 
in knowledge according to the image of its creator. In that renewal there 
is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, 
Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!

... Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything 
together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your 
hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. 

QUESTIONS
1.  In section 5, Singh asks: “Do you carry with you the light of God 

into your business and into your shop? Can people see God’s glory 
shining upon your face? That is the heavenly vocation of God’s peo-
ple upon earth.” How do you understand the word “vocation”? In 
practical terms, how do you “carry with you the light of God” into 
your work at home or outside the home?

2.  Bakht Singh points out the difference between staying in a house 
and fully occupying and directing a house. What parts of your 
“house”—your desires, work, friendships, hobbies—does Jesus 
have full access to? Which parts is he closed out of? What are you 
afraid will happen if you give him access there?

3.  What barriers or divisions do you see between Christians today in 
your part of the world? What distinctions among Christians do you 
make? In what areas can we give more grace to those with whom we 
disagree?



16  |   B A K H T  S I N G H

SUGGESTED EXERCISES
1.  Find a local shop that sells incense (like the kind commonly used 

in eastern parts of the world). Set a time and place where you can 
burn the incense while giving special attention to the movement 
and fragrance of the smoke. Reread section 6, “Sweet Incense,” and 
envision your specific prayers as fragrant smoke connecting you  
to the Trinity. Picture yourself as God’s co-worker, and your pray-
ers as conversation with God about blessing others and doing jus-
tice. Soaking in the smell of the incense, feel yourself wrapped in 
God’s love.  

2.  Picture yourself as the little child “writing to Daddy” and try writ-
ing a prayer from the heart to your Heavenly Father.

3.  Host a barrier-breaking meal in your home or in a public space. Who 
could you invite? What food would you serve? Enlist a friend to help 
you envision and carry out a warm time of eating and fellowship in 
the spirit of the early Church and of Bakht Singh’s caste-crushing 
love feasts.

REFLECTIONS
There is an enduring human disposition to make distinctions between 
people. But the Kingdom of God offers a better way. Bakht Singh directly 
targeted barriers in Indian society by hosting gatherings that put every-
one on equal footing (or seating, to be exact). He emphasized the laying on 
of hands because he recognized the significance of affirming unity through 
touch in a society where touch was traditionally restricted between castes. 
His rejection of Christian sectarianism may have been imperfectly carried 
out—he drew lines between Catholics and Protestants, for example—but 
he recognized that stylistic preferences and doctrinal disputes were often 
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excuses for maintaining class and caste divisions, and he made headway 
in dissolving these distinctions. 

Bakht Singh did not set out to break up congregations or create new 
local churches, yet old wineskins are rarely able to contain the new wine 
of a gospel that radically transforms lives and challenges existing social 
structures. Thus local assemblies sprang up by the hundreds where his 
New Testament model for fellowship, prayer and worship could thrive in 
an indigenous Indian style. His impact will resonate for generations in 
India and the Church worldwide.

—Tina Dyer and Grace Pouch
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Sojourner Truth
Messenger of the Living God

INTRODUCTION TO THE AUTHOR
Sojourner Truth (1793-1883) was a powerhouse preacher and aboli-
tionist. Her enslaved name was Isabella Baumfree, but as a free woman 
she felt led to take the name Sojourner—because of her commitment 
to go wherever God sent her, and Truth—because she readily shared 
whatever God laid on her heart with listeners from all walks of life. 
Her dynamic mind and willing spirit were open to receive the riches of 
God’s wisdom. “The Spirit blows where it wills,” and Sojourner Truth 
was an unfurled sail. 

Though she could neither read nor write, her spoken words had 
the authority of a divinely appointed messenger. Many who heard 
Sojourner Truth were inspired to record her words but the authenticity 
of some of these renderings is questionable. In 1850 she chose Olive 
Gilbert to write her biography, Narrative of Sojourner Truth, from 
which the excerpt below was selected.
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SELECTIONS FROM  
NARRATIVE OF SOJOURNER TRUTH

1.  A God who hears and sees you
[This part of Isabella’s childhood narrative tells of her introduction to the 
Heavenly Father.]

Isabella’s mother, when her work was done, would sit down under the 
sparkling vault of heaven, and calling her children to her, would talk to 
them of the only Being that could aid or protect them. Her teachings 
were delivered in Low Dutch, her only language, and, translated into 
English, ran nearly as follows:

“My children, there is a God, who hears and sees you.” 
“A God, Mau-mau! Where does he live?” asked the children. 
“He lives in the sky,” she replied; “and when you are beaten, or cru-

elly treated, or fall into any trouble, you must ask help of him, and he 
will always hear and help you.” 

She taught them to kneel and say the Lord’s Prayer. She entreated 
them to refrain from lying and stealing, and to strive to obey their mas-
ters. At times, a groan would escape her, and she would break out in the 
language of the Psalmist—“Oh Lord, how long? Oh Lord, how long?” 

These instructions of the mother were treasured up and held sacred 
by Isabella.

2.  What a way is this of treating human beings?
[At the age of 9, Isabella was sold for the sum of one hundred dollars to 
John Nealy, of Ulster County, New York. She remembers this as a period 
of terrible trials, saying with emphasis, “Now the war begun.”]

Isabella could only talk Dutch—and the Nealys could only talk 
English. And this was a formidable obstacle in the way of a good under-
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standing between them, and for some time was a fruitful source of 
dissatisfaction to the mistress, and of punishment and suffering to Isa-
bella. She says, “If they sent me for a frying-pan, not knowing what they 
meant, perhaps I carried them pot-hooks and trammels. Then, oh! how 
angry mistress would be with me!” 

She suffered “terribly-terribly” with the cold. During the winter her 
feet were badly frozen, for want of proper covering. They gave her a 
plenty to eat, and also a plenty of whippings. 

One Sunday morning in particular she was told to go to the barn; 
on going there, she found her master with a bundle of rods, prepared 
in the embers, and bound together with cords. When he had tied her 
hands together before her, he gave her the most cruel whipping she was 
ever tortured with. He whipped her till the flesh was deeply lacerated, 
and the blood streamed from her wounds—and the scars remain to the 
present day. “And now,” she says, “when I hear ’em tell of whipping 
women on the bare flesh, it makes my flesh crawl, and my very hair rise 
on my head! Oh! my God!” she continues, “what a way is this of treat-
ing human beings?” 

In those hours of her extremity, she did not forget the instructions of 
her mother to go to God in all her trials and every affliction.

3.  Rural sanctuary

Her incipient mind drew the conclusion that God was “a great man,” 
greatly superior to other men in power; and being located “high in the 
sky,” could see all that transpired on the earth. But she had no idea that 
God knew a thought of hers till she had uttered it aloud. She was deeply 
impressed with the idea that if she were to present her petitions under 
the open canopy of heaven, speaking very loud, she should the more 
readily be heard; consequently, she sought a fitting spot for this, her 
rural sanctuary. 
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The place she selected was an island in a small stream, covered with 
large willow shrubbery, beneath which the sheep had made their pleas-
ant winding paths. It was a lonely spot, and chosen by her for its beauty, 
its seclusion, and because she thought that there, in the noise of those 
waters, she could speak louder to God without being overheard by any 
who might pass that way. She improved it by pulling away the branches 
of the shrubs from the centre, and weaving them together for a wall on 
the outside, forming a circular arched alcove made entirely of the grace-
ful willow. To this place she resorted daily, and in pressing times much 
more frequently.

4.  Talks with God

At this time, her prayers, or more appropriately, “talks with God,” were 
perfectly original and unique, and would be well worth preserving, 
were it possible to convey her tones and manner. She would sometimes 
repeat, “Our Father in heaven,” in her Low Dutch, as taught her by 
her mother. All the rest was from her own mind. She related to God, 
in minute detail, all her troubles and sufferings, inquiring, as she pro-
ceeded, “Do you think that’s right, God?” 

She talked to God as familiarly as if he had been a creature like her-
self; and a thousand times more so than if she had been in the presence 
of some earthly potentate. She demanded, with little expenditure of 
reverence or fear, a supply of all her more pressing wants, and at times 
her demands approached very near to commands. She felt as if God was 
under obligation to her, much more than she was to him. 

Her heart recoils now, with very dread, when she recalls those shock-
ing, almost blasphemous conversations with great Jehovah. And she  
is thankful that, unlike earthly potentates, his infinite character com-
bines the tender father with the omniscient and omnipotent Creator 
of the universe.
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5.  Thank you, God, for that thought
[In 1810 Isabella was sold to John J. Dumont, a less violent master, and 
she remained there for eighteen years. When a date for emancipation was 
announced, Dumont promised to give Isabella her free papers one year 
early, but when the time came he reneged on his promise.] 

The question in her mind, and one not easily solved, now was, “How 
can I get away?” So, as was her usual custom, she “told God she was 
afraid to go in the night, and in the day everybody would see her.” At 
length, the thought came to her that she could leave just before the day 
dawned, and get out of the neighborhood where she was known before 
the people were much astir. “Yes,” said she, fervently, “that’s a good 
thought! Thank you, God, for that thought!” 

So, receiving it as coming direct from God, she acted upon it, and 
one fine morning, a little before day-break, she stepped stealthily away 
from the rear of Master Dumont’s house, her infant on one arm and  
on the other a cotton handkerchief containing both her clothes and  
her provisions.

As she gained the summit of a high hill, a considerable distance 
from her master’s, the question came up for settlement, “Where, and 
to whom, shall I go?” She sat down, fed her infant, and turning her 
thoughts to God, her only help, she prayed him to direct her to safety. 
And soon it occurred to her that there was a man living somewhere in 
this direction whom she had known, and who she thought would be 
likely to befriend her. He knew of two good places... 

As soon as she came in sight of the first house, she recollected hav-
ing seen it and its inhabitants before [in a vision], and she instantly 
exclaimed, “That’s the place for me; I shall stop there.” Its owners 
Mr. and Mrs. Van Wagener listened to her story and willingly gave her 
employment. Mr. Van Wagener told her not to call him master—add-
ing, “There is but one master; and he who is your master is my master.” 
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6.  God all over

Here, at Mr. Van Wagener’s, she was so happy and satisfied, that God 
was entirely forgotten. Why should her thoughts turn to God, who was 
only known to her as help in trouble? 

When Isabella had been at Mr. Van Wagener’s a few months, she says 
she “looked back into Egypt,” reminiscing about her former compan-
ions, and in her heart she longed to be with them. So when her former 
master Dumont passed through, she decided to accompany him home. 
She walked towards his wagon, intending to place herself and child in 
the rear and go with him. 

But, ere she reached the vehicle, she says that God revealed himself 
to her, with all the suddenness of a flash of lightning, showing her, “in 
the twinkling of an eye, that he was all over—that he pervaded the uni-
verse—and that there was no place where God was not.” 

She became instantly conscious of forgetting her “everpresent help 
in time of trouble.” All her unfulfilled promises arose before her, like a 
vexed sea whose waves run mountains high; and her soul, which seemed 
but one mass of lies, shrunk back aghast from the “awful look” of him 
whom she had formerly talked to as if he had been a being like herself. 
She would now fain have hid herself in the bowels of the earth, to have 
escaped his dread presence. But she plainly saw there was no place, not 
even in hell, where he was not; and where could she flee? 

Another such “a look,” as she expressed it, and she felt that she must 
be extinguished forever, even as one, with the breath of his mouth, 
“blows out a lamp,” so that no spark remains. A dire dread of annihila-
tion now seized her, and she waited to see if, by “another look,” she was 
to be stricken from existence—swallowed up, even as the fire licks up 
the oil with which it comes in contact.

She observed her master had left, and exclaimed aloud, “Oh, God, I 
did not know you were so big!” 
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7.  Who was this friend?
[The vision continues… Isabella desired to talk to God, but felt too unworthy  
to do so. She began to wish for someone to speak to God for her.]

Then a space seemed opening between her and God… At length a 
friend appeared to stand between herself and God; and she felt as sen-
sibly refreshed as when, on a hot day, an umbrella had been interposed 
between her scorching head and a burning sun. 

“Who are you?” she exclaimed, as the vision brightened into a form 
distinct, beaming with the beauty of holiness, and radiant with love. 
She then said, audibly addressing the mysterious visitor—“l know you, 
and don’t know you.” Meaning, “You seem perfectly familiar. I feel that 
you not only love me, but that you always have loved me—yet l cannot 
call you by name.”

When she said, “I know you,” the subject of the vision remained dis-
tinct and quiet. 

When she said, “I don’t know you,” it moved restlessly about, like 
agitated waters. 

She repeated, without pause, “I know you, I know you,” so that the 
vision might remain, but “Who are you?” was the cry of her heart, and 
her whole soul was in one deep prayer that this heavenly personage 
might be revealed to her and remain with her. 

At length, after bending both soul and body with the intensity of 
this desire, till breath and strength seemed to fail, and she could main-
tain her position no longer, an answer came to her, saying distinctly, “It 
is Jesus.” 

“Yes,” she responded, “It is Jesus!”
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8.  So mild, so good, so lovely

Previous to these exercises of mind, she had heard Jesus mentioned in 
reading or speaking, but had received from what she heard no impres-
sion that he was any other than an eminent man, like a Washington or 
a Lafayette. 

Now he appeared to her delighted mental vision as so mild, so good, 
and so every way lovely, and he loved her so much! And, how strange 
that he had always loved her, and she had never known it! And how 
great a blessing he conferred, in that he should stand between her and 
God! And God was no longer a terror and a dread to her.

She stopped not to argue the point, even in her own mind, whether 
he had reconciled her to God, or God to herself (though she thinks the 
former now) being but too happy that God was no longer to her as  
a consuming fire, and Jesus was “altogether lovely.” Her heart was now 
as full of joy and gladness, as it had been of terror, and at one time  
of despair. 

In the light of her great happiness, the world was clad in new beauty, 
the very air sparkled as with diamonds, and was redolent of heaven. 
She contemplated… Jesus, the transcendently lovely as well as great and 
powerful; for so he appeared to her, though he seemed but human; and 
she watched for his bodily appearance, feeling that she should know 
him, if she saw him; and when he came, she would go and dwell with 
him, as with a dear friend.

9.  I’ll go to the rescue, and the Lord shall go with me 
[In 1843, Isabella felt called in spirit to travel east to “testify to the hope 
that was in her.” She took a new name, Sojourner Truth. She spoke to groups 
of gathered Christians in a variety of revival settings, without concern for 
sect, so long as she sensed a communion in their mutual love for Jesus.]
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When Sojourner had been at Northampton a few months, she attended 
a campmeeting. A party of wild young men had assembled at the  
meeting, hooting and yelling, and in various ways interrupting the  
services. A hundred or more young men dispersed themselves through 
the grounds, making the most frightful noises and threatening to fire 
the tents. 

Sojourner found herself quaking with fear. Under the impulse of 
this sudden emotion, she fled to the most withdrawn corner of a tent, 
and secreted herself behind a trunk, saying to herself, “I am the only 
colored person here, and on me, probably, their wicked mischief will 
fall first, and perhaps fatally.” But feeling insecure even there, as the very 
tent began to shake from its foundations, she said to herself:

“Shall I run away and hide from the Devil? Me, a servant of the living 
God? Have I not faith enough to go out and quell that mob, when I 
know it is written—‘One shall chase a thousand, and two put ten thou-
sand to flight’? I know there are not a thousand here; and I know l am 
a servant of the living God. I’ll go to the rescue, and the Lord shall go 
with and protect me.”

“Oh,” said she, “I felt as if I had three hearts! and that they were so 
large, my body could hardly hold them!” She came forth from her hid-
ing place, and invited several to go with her to see what they could do to 
still the raging of the moral elements. 

They declined, and considered her wild to think of it.
The meeting was in the open fields—the full moon shed its saddened 

light over all. The noise and confusion were now terrific. Sojourner left 
the tent alone and unaided, and walking to the top of a small rise of 
ground, commenced to sing with all the strength of her most powerful 
voice the hymn on the resurrection of Christ:
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It was early in the morning,
Just at the break of day
When he rose—when he rose—when he rose. 

All who have ever heard her sing this hymn will probably remember 
it as long as they live. 

10.  With truth and wisdom beyond herself

As she commenced to sing, the young men made a rush towards her, 
and she was immediately encircled by a dense body of the rioters, many 
of them armed with sticks or clubs. As the circle narrowed around her, 
she ceased singing, and after a short pause, inquired, in a gentle but 
firm tone, “Why do you come about me with clubs and sticks? I am not 
doing harm to anyone.” 

“We aren’t a going to hurt you, old woman; we came to hear you 
sing,” cried many voices, simultaneously. “Sing to us, old woman,” cries 
one. “Talk to us, old woman,” says another. “Pray, old woman,” says a 
third. “Tell us your experience,” says a fourth. 

She looked about her, and with her usual discernment, said inwardly 
—“Here must be many young men, bearing within them hearts sus-
ceptible of good impressions. I will speak to them.” She did speak; they 
silently heard, and civilly asked her many questions. It seemed to be given 
her at the time to answer them with truth and wisdom beyond herself. 

11.  Amen! It is sealed.

Her speech had operated on the roused passions of the mob like oil on 
agitated waters; they were, as a whole, entirely subdued, and only clam-
ored when she ceased to speak or sing. Those who stood in the back-
ground, after the circle was enlarged, cried out, ”Sing loud, old woman, 
we can’t hear.” She spoke and sung to them about an hour. 
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When she became wearied with talking, she began to cast about her 
to contrive some way to induce them to disperse. While she paused, 
they loudly clamored, “More, sing more.” 

She motioned them to be quiet, and called out to them: “Children, I have 
talked and sung to you, as you asked me; and now have a request to make 
of you; will you grant it?” “Yes, yes, yes,” resounded from every quarter. 

“If I will sing one more hymn for you, will you then go away, and 
leave us this night in peace?” “Yes,” came faintly, feebly from a few.

“I repeat it,” says Sojourner, “and I want an answer from you all,  
as of one accord. If I will sing you one more, will you go away, and  
leave us this night in peace?” “Yes, yes, yes,” shouted many voices, with  
hearty emphasis. 

“I repeat my request once more,” said she, “and want you all to 
answer.” And she reiterated the words again. This time a long, loud 
“Yes!” came up, as from the multitudinous mouth of the entire mob. 
“AMEN! it is SEALED,” repeated Sojourner, in the deepest and most 
solemn tones of her powerful and sonorous voice. Its effect ran through 
the multitude, like an electric shock.

She commenced to sing: 

I bless the Lord I’ve got my seal—today and today—
To slay Goliath in the field—today and today—
The good old way is a righteous way, 
I mean to take the kingdom in the good old way.

Before she had quite concluded, she saw them turn from her, and in 
the course of a few minutes, they were running as fast as they well could 
in a solid body; and she says she can compare them to nothing but a 
swarm of bees, so dense was their phalanx, so straight their course, so 
hurried their march. 
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As they passed with a rush very near the stand of the other preachers, 
the hearts of the people were smitten with fear, thinking that they were 
coming upon them with redoubled and remorseless fury. But before 
they could well recover from their surprise, every rioter was gone, and 
not one was left on the grounds. 

BIBLE SELECTION
Psalm 34:15-18 (NRSV)

The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous,
and his ears are open to their cry.
The face of the Lord is against evildoers,
to cut off the remembrance of them from the earth.
When the righteous cry for help, the Lord hears,
and rescues them from all their troubles.
The Lord is near to the broken-hearted,
and saves the crushed in spirit.

QUESTIONS
1.  What Bible characters come to your mind as you read this narra-

tive? What parts of Sojourner’s experience remind you of Hagar, or 
Moses, or Abigail, or Isaiah, or Stephen, or …?

2.  A man in Bristol, Connecticut became interested in Sojourner’s 
views and original opinions. He requested as a favor that she would 
go to Hartford, to see and converse with friends of his there, and 
sent this note:
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Sister, I send you this living messenger, as I believe her to be one 
that God loves… Please receive her, and she will tell you some 
new things. Let her tell her story without interrupting her, and 
give close attention, and you will see she has got the lever of truth, 
that God helps her to pry where but few can. She cannot read or 
write, but the law is in her heart. Send her to brother ___ where 
she can do the most good. —From your brother, H. L. B.

  Sometimes people use truth as a hammer to crush others, but 
Sojourner Truth was able to use it as a lever “to pry where few can.” 
What gives someone the ability or authority to use truth to open 
hearts and minds?

3.  Sojourner speaks of Jesus as a dear friend. What are some compo-
nents of human friendship that may help you pursue friendship 
with God? 

SUGGESTED EXERCISES
1.  Find a solitary spot in nature where you feel free to talk to God aloud, 

without reservation. If you feel led, move some things around to 
make a seat or arrange some branches to create a “rural sanctuary” 
like Sojourner’s. Once settled in, try vocalizing your prayer. Praying 
out loud is a discipline that can help us if we feel disconnected from 
our Invisible God, or if we struggle to maintain focus during prayer. 
Experiment with this practice and make a note of how it challenges 
and helps you.

2.  It was said that Sojourner Truth liked to have the Bible read aloud 
to her. After many adult readers disappointed her by adding their 
own commentary, she began finding children to read to her instead, 
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because she preferred the way they stuck to the text without ser-
monizing. Find an audio version of the Bible that you like to listen 
to and strengthen your auditory familiarity with the scripture. Per-
haps begin a season of Bible reading where you avoid commentaries, 
and allow yourself to simply soak in the stories, prophecies, poems, 
and letters with the Holy Spirit as your guide. If this way of reading 
is already your norm, try the other way: find a classic commentary 
and practice soaking in the wisdom of other Christians who have 
loved and lived with Jesus. 

REFLECTIONS
Another part of Sojourner’s narrative tells of her determination to find and 
rescue her five-year-old son who was illegally sold to a southern enslaver. 
With no legal expertise and no money, her mission seemed hopeless. But she 
had complete faith in God’s help. Sojourner Truth brought her case before 
the Albany Supreme Court and secured her son’s freedom, becoming the first 
Black woman to win a lawsuit against a White man in the United States. 
Her courage came from trust in the goodness and power of God, which she 
had experienced moment-by-moment in the daily struggle of her life.

We often base credibility on “credentials”—as defined by those with the 
most resources or the most power. It was illegal for Sojourner Truth to pur-
sue or gain the credentials of education, property ownership, and suffrage. 
Instead, her credibility came from the experiential knowledge she acquired 
by living in communion with God. Abiding in God inspired and empowered 
her life of action, compassion, and praise.

Sojourner Truth’s story calls us to cultivate boldness to act as we deepen 
our trust in God.

—Tina Dyer and Grace Pouch
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“ One day in the bazaar, a clever artist saw an ordinary 
vessel being sold by the potter. He paid a quarter-
anna for it and brought it home. Then he took his 
paints and brush, and began to draw upon that vessel 
beautiful designs of trees and flowers and fields. I saw 
the artist working upon that vessel for many hours and 
many days.... Going by its value, it cost only a quarter-anna, 
but its true worth lay in the way it showed forth the wisdom and skill of the 
artist to so many people.... Surely, if an artist of this earth could make such an 
ordinary vessel so beautiful, God can also work this miracle.” —Bakht Singh


