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Isabelle was born into slavery in New York in the late 1790s. She grew to be an imposing figure of six feet, with a stare that could make most people take notice. She bore 13 children during her time as a slave, seeing all of them sold off, as she herself was sold from owner to owner. She never learned to read nor write, but she had heard Scripture stories so often, she had vast swaths of holy writ memorized. Isabelle escaped from slavery when she was in her late 20s, before New York got around to abolishing that sinful system. An owner lied to her, betrayed her and she said it was at that moment she heard God’s voice direct her “to go, just leave”. And she did. She became an itinerant preacher and changed her name from Isabelle to Sojourner Truth. She travelled around New York and Connecticut preaching at campgrounds, not often finding any kind of warm welcome. She persevered though and developed a reputation becoming sought after as an inspirational speaker, not only on spiritual issues, but also because of her strong voice in the developing women’s suffrage movement. 

Sojourner Truth was asked to attend a Women’s Rights Convention in Ohio in 1851, some 25 years after she began her preaching and justice work, still considered by some an escaped slave. She was the only Black delegate present at the convention, surprising many by her presence. She sat in the convention, listening for a few days. Most of the speakers, many of them (sad to say) clergy, spoke against giving women the right to vote. One particular clergy person provoked a response from Sojourner. He spoke, with authority, saying allowing women the right to vote was utter nonsense, claiming women were too gentile, too fragile to take on the “demands of voting”. This man went on to say that women could not have the same rights as men, after all the Bible makes it clear that women cannot be equal to men saying, “well, Christ wasn’t a woman.”

Sojourner walked to the front of the assembled gathering, silencing taunts with a strong glare, and said “That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages and lifted over ditches. Nobody ever helps me into a carriage or over a ditch or mud puddles. And ain’t I a woman?” Clearing her throat, her voice rising, Sojourner went on to say, “I could work as much and eat as much as a man – when I could get it – and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman?” and then she lowered her voice and said, “I have borne me thirteen children, and seen them all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me. And ain’t I a woman?”

Turning to the minister who had spoken, she said, “Then that little man wearing black over there, he says women can’t have as much rights as men, ‘cause Christ wasn’t a woman.” Pointing at him, she said, “Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from!?! From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with it!”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Adapted from Elizabeth Elis’ account found in New Testament Women: The Storyteller’s Companion to the Bible, Vol 13, edited Dennis E. Smith & Michael E. Williams, (Abingdon Press, Nashville, TN, 1999), pp 31-34.] 


In our church’s calendar we celebrate the life and ministry of Sojourner Truth with Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Amelia Jenks Bloomer and Harriett Ross Tubman, three other women’s rights activists, on July 20th. We are talking about Sojourner Truth today because she made a holy answer to God’s call, her own heartfelt and life altering “yes” to God, much like Mary makes a soul-wrenching, life twisting, radical “yes” when she is visited by God’s messenger, informing her of the gift God is giving to her. Just as Sojourner’s life had substantive challenges as an integral part, so did Mary’s. And yet, Mary still, through her confusion and fright, said a radical “yes.” The parallels between these two women who lived 1900 years apart, and who are representative of so many people today, are important ones for us to honor and dwell on this last Sunday of Advent.

No matter where we fall on the spectrum of belief, from literal to metaphoric to unbelief in regard to today’s Gospel account, we can and we must consider what it means that God chose these two outsiders, these two ordinary people, to do holy work in the world….. These two individuals, looked at by their societies as lower than, less than, not equal to…. were willing to risk everything, be all in, because of their faith in God’s love for them.

Mary was willing to risk everything she knew and understood and say a radical “yes” to the enormous change gifted to her life by God. And that “yes” not only changed her life, but changed the world.

Mary’s story, Sojourner’s story, are examples of how radical we are meant to live our lives, how reckless we are called to be for God: because nothing is impossible for God. Can we carefully map exactly how our changed life will become because of our radical “yes” to God? No….. Certainly Mary and Sojourner’s lives weren’t all smooth and easy. Yet, that is not the road we are asked to travel when God comes knocking and directs us on down the road….to be the new outsider….with an insider’s incite into the power of saying “yes”. 

On whom are we focused: the insider or the outsider? This story of Mary directs us to look outside our comfort zone….to live outside our comfort zone. Mary’s story tells us that it is ok to be challenged by change, but that it is not okay to put road-blocks in the way of change….. Mary and Sojourner’s lives must force us to look outside, to place first, the outsider…..to be the outsider ourselves….We are challenged today to put trepidation aside and give a heartfelt and radical “yes” to those invitations by God to be that outsider ourselves. Our recreation makes us better able to look in that manger net week and be awed and shocked at the gift God has given each one of us…..We are asked today to recreate who we are….recreating ourselves in the image of Mary….Sojourner…..Christ.
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