
Published on NCpedia (https://ncpedia.org)

Home > ANCHOR > Early National (1790-1836)  > Christian Revival > Primary Source: Excerpt from "Elizabeth, a Colored Minister of the Gospel, Born in Slavery"

Primary Source: Excerpt from "Elizabeth, a Colored Minister of the Gospel,
Born in Slavery"
This memoir, or autobiography, tells the story of Elizabeth, who was born enslaved and became a Christian minister. It
was first published in 1863, when she was 97 years old, and was republished by the Society of Friends in 1889.

Two excerpts from Elizabeth’s memoir are presented here. In the first, she tells of her childhood, her sale away from her
family, and her dramatic conversion experience. In the second, she tells how she was called to become a minister. She
faced opposition not only from white people who feared that black preachers would make trouble among enslaved people,
but also from many black Americans who would not accept a woman as a minister. Most churches, at that time, prohibited
women from preaching. She held prayer meetings in homes, and eventually traveled through much of the United States
and Canada, holding religious meetings and preaching.

[early life and conversion]
I was born in Maryland in the year 1766. My parents were slaves. Both my father and mother were religious people, and
belonged to the Methodist Society. It was my father's practice to read in the Bible aloud to his children every sabbath
morning. At these seasons, when I was but five years old, I often felt the overshadowing of the Lord's Spirit, without at all
understanding what it meant; and these incomes and influences continued to attend me until I was eleven years old,
particularly when I was alone, by which I was preserved from doing anything that I thought was wrong.

In the eleventh year of my age, my master sent me to another farm several miles from my parents, brothers and sisters,
which was a great trouble to me. At last I grew so lonely and sad I thought I should die, if I did not see my mother. I asked
the overseer if I might go, but being positively denied, I concluded to go without his knowledge. When I reached home my
mother was away. I set off and walked twenty miles before I found her. I staid with her for several days, and we returned
together. Next day I was sent back to my new place, which renewed my sorrow. At parting, my mother told me that I had
"nobody in the wide world to look to but God." These words fell upon my heart with ponderous weight, and seemed to add
to my grief. I went back repeating as I went, "none but God in the wide world." On reaching the farm, I found the overseer
was displeased at me for going without his liberty. He tied me with a rope, and gave me some stripes, of which I carried
the marks for weeks.

After this time, finding as my mother said, I had none in the world to look to but God, I betook myself to prayer, and in
every lonely place I found an altar. I mourned sore like a dove and chattered forth my sorrow, moaning in the corners of
the field, and under the fences.

I continued in this state for about six months, feeling as though my head were waters, and I could do nothing but weep. I
lost my appetite, and not being able to take enough food to sustain nature, I became so weak I had but little strength to
work; still I was required to do all my duty. One evening, after the duties of the day were ended, I thought I could not live
over the night, so threw myself on a bench, expecting to die, and without being prepared to meet my Maker; and my spirit
cried within me, must I die in this state, and be banished from Thy presence forever? I own I am a sinner in Thy sight, and
not fit to live where thou art. Still it was my fervent desire that the Lord would pardon me. Just at this season, I saw with
my spiritual eye, an awful gulf of misery. As I thought I was about to plunge into it, I heard a voice saying, "rise up and
pray," which strengthened me. I fell on my knees and prayed the best I could the Lord's prayer. Knowing no more to say, I
halted, but continued on my knees. My spirit was then taught to pray, "Lord have mercy on me -- Christ save me."
Immediately there appeared a director, clothed in white raiment. I thought he took me by the hand and said, "come with
me." He led me down a long journey to a fiery gulf, and left me standing upon the brink of this awful pit. I began to scream
for mercy, thinking I was about to sink to endless ruin. Although I prayed and wrestled with all my might, it seemed in vain.
Still I felt all the while that I was sustained by some invisible power. At this solemn moment, I thought I saw a hand from
which hung, as it were, a silver hair, and a voice told me that all the hope I had of being saved was no more than a hair;
still, pray and it will be sufficient. I then renewed my struggle, crying for mercy and salvation, until I found that every cry
raised me higher and higher, and my head was quite above the fiery pillars. Then I thought I was permitted to look straight
forward and saw the Saviour standing with his hand stretched out to receive me. An indescribably glorious light was in
Him, and He said, "peace, peace, come unto me." At this moment I felt that my sins were forgiven me, and the time of my
deliverance was at hand. I sprang forward and fell at his feet, giving Him all the thanks and highest praises, crying, Thou
hast redeemed me -- Thou hast redeemed me to thyself. I felt filled with light and love. At this moment I thought my former
guide took me again by the hand and led me upward, till I came to the celestial world and to heaven's door, which I saw
was open, and while I stood there, a power surrounded me which drew me in, and I saw millions of glorified spirits in white
robes. After I had this view, I thought I heard a voice saying, "Art thou willing to be saved?" I said, "Yes Lord." Again I was
asked, "Art thou willing to be saved in my way?" I stood speechless until he asked me again, "Art thou willing to be saved
in my way?" Then I heard a whispering voice say, "If thou art not saved in the Lord's way, thou canst not be saved at all;"
at which I exclaimed, "Yes Lord, in thy own way." Immediately a light fell upon my head, and I was filled with light and I
was shown the world lying in wickedness, and was told I must go there, and call the people to repentance, for the day of
the Lord was at hand; and this message was as a heavy yoke upon me, so that I wept bitterly at the thought of what I

1

https://ncpedia.org
https://ncpedia.org/
https://ncpedia.org/anchor/anchor
https://ncpedia.org/anchor/early-national-1790-1836
https://ncpedia.org/anchor/christian-revival


should have to pass through. While I wept, I heard a voice say, "weep not, some will laugh at thee, some will scoff at thee,
and the dogs will bark at thee, but while thou doest my will, I will be with thee to the ends of the earth."

I was at this time not yet thirteen years old. The next day, when I had come to myself, I felt like a new creature in Christ,
and all my desire was to see the Saviour....

Some years from this time I was sold to a Presbyterian for a term of years, as he did not think it right to hold slaves for life.
Having served him faithfully my time out, he gave me my liberty, which was about the thirtieth year of my age....

[becoming a minister]
One day, after these things, while I was at my work, the Spirit directed me to go to a poor widow, and ask her if I might
have a meeting at her house, which was situated in one of the lowest and worst streets in Baltimore. With great joy she
gave notice, and at the time appointed I appeared there among a few colored sisters. When they had all prayed, they
called upon me to close the meeting, and I felt an impression that I must say a few words; and while I was speaking, the
house seemed filled with light; and when I was about to close the meeting, and was kneeling, a man came in and stood till
I arose. It proved to be a watchman. The sisters became so frightened, they all went away except the one who lived in the
house, and an old woman; they both appeared to be much frightened, fearing they should receive some personal injury,
or be put out of the house. A feeling of weakness came over me for a short time, but I soon grew warm and courageous in
the Spirit. The man then said to me, "I was sent here to break up your meeting. Complaint has been made to me that the
people round here cannot sleep for the racket." I replied, "a good racket is better than a bad racket. How do they rest
when the ungodly are dancing and fiddling till midnight? Why are not they molested by the watchmen? and why should we
be for praising God, our Maker? Are we worthy of greater punishment for praying to Him? and are we to be prohibited
from doing so, that sinners may remain slumbering in their sins?" Speaking several words more, he turned pale and
trembled, and begged my pardon, acknowledging that it was not his wish to interrupt us, and that he would never disturb a
religious assembly again. He then took leave of me in a comely manner and wished us success.

Our meeting gave great offence, and we were forbid holding any more assemblies. Even the elders of our meeting joined
with the wicked people, and said such meetings must be stopped, and that woman quieted. But I was not afraid of any of
them and continued to go, and burnt with a zeal not my own. The old sisters were zealous sometimes, and at other times
would sink under the cross. Thus they grew cold, at which I was much grieved. I proposed to them to ask the elders to
send a brother, which was concluded upon.

We went on for several years, and the Lord was with us with great power it proved, to the conversion of many souls, and
we continued to grow stronger.

I felt at times that I must exercise in the ministry, but when I rose upon my feet I felt ashamed, and so I went under a cloud
for some time, and endeavored to keep silence; but I could not quench the Spirit. I was rejected by the elders and rulers,
as Christ was rejected by the Jews before me, and while others were excused in crimes of the darkest dye, I was hunted
down in every place where I appointed a meeting. Wading through many sorrows, I thought at times I might as well be
banished from this life, as to feel the Almighty drawing me one way, and man another; so that I was tempted to cast myself
into the dock. But contemplating the length of eternity, and how long my sufferings would be in that unchangeable world,
compared with this, if I endured a little longer, the Lord was pleased to deliver me from this gloomy, melancholy state in
his own time; though while this temptation lasted I roved up and down, and talked and prayed.

I often felt that I was unfit to assemble with the congregation with whom I had gathered, and had sometimes been made to
rejoice in the Lord. I felt that I was despised on account of this gracious calling, and was looked upon as a speckled bird
by the ministers to whom I looked for instruction, and to whom I resorted every opportunity for the same; but when I would
converse with them, some would cry out, "You are an enthusiast;" and others said, "the Discipline did not allow of any
such division of the work;" until I began to think I surely must be wrong. Under this reflection, I had another gloomy cloud
to struggle through; but after awhile I felt much moved upon by the Spirit of the Lord, and meeting with an aged sister I
found upon conversing with her that she could sympathize with me in this spiritual work. She was the first one I had met
with, who could fully understand my exercises. She offered to open her house for a meeting, and run the risk of all the
church would do to her for it. Many were afraid to open their houses in this way, lest they should be turned out of the
church.

I persevered, notwithstanding the opposition of those who were looked upon as higher and wiser. The meeting was
appointed, and but few came. I felt much backwardness, and as though I could not pray, but a pressure upon me to arise
and express myself by way of exhortation. After hesitating for some time whether I would take up the cross or no, I arose,
and after expressing a few words, the Spirit came upon me with life, and a victory was gained over the power of darkness,
and we could rejoice together in his love.
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In most of the South, enslaved people (and even free black people) were legally banned from preaching -- but they held
their own religious services regardless, often at great risk to themselves.
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