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Tradition of truth: standing up and speaking out
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

In May 1851 the formerly enslaved woman, Isabella
Baumfree, who chose the free name, Sojourner Truth,
rose to speak at one of the first women’s rights conventions, held in Akron, Ohio. As a person of deep faith,
Sojourner spoke of human rights referencing the stories of her tradition.
Facing up to those looking down at her, an illiterate
Black woman, she asked the predominantly white assembly what intellect has to do with people’s rights. “If
my cup won’t hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart,
wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my little half
measure full?” No matter how educated a person is,
how full their cup is, that doesn’t mean their voice
doesn’t count.
“Wouldn’t you be mean?,” she asks, when others
complain she’s not smart enough to address injustice.
She should keep her mouth shut and stay in her “Godgiven” place. The mean-spirited throw down the angriest arguments as obstacles to progress. When that
meanness arises, intentionally or unintentionally,
from religious faith, it takes a strong defender of truth
to push on and push back.
Knowing full well how scriptures can be used as
weapons to keep one group dominant over another,
Sojourner showed that her intellect held more than a
cup or a quart. As an African-American woman she
was doubly judged by those who fiercely held to their
power. Yet, she was one tenacious fighter with her own
fierce sense of righteousness.

On the stage in Akron that day, she had heard men
speak with condescension to keep women in their
place, in the “sphere” God intended for them. When
this tall, muscular, no-nonsense woman stood to respond, little did these men know what was coming.
Referring to one of the men who had just used his
faith to argue against equality, Sojourner spoke with
the confidence that comes from a life of suffering and
struggle:
“That little man in black there, he says women can’t
have as much rights as men, ‘cause Christ wasn’t a
woman! Where did your Christ come from?” And she
repeats: “Where did your Christ come from? From God
and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him!”
Undoubtedly there was laughing and scoffing at
those words. But, she was right. That’s the original story, told over and over for centuries by people proud to
say “God became Man.” Sojourner knows her Bible, the
story of faith, and she’s acutely aware of the convenient uses of scripture to hold one group or another
back, hold them down. The powerful know how to hold
their power, in the name of a God who looks just like
them.
But there, on that day, a strong, self-assured woman, who sojourned far to speak truth to power, had everyone’s attention:
“If the first woman God ever made was strong
enough to turn the world upside down all alone, these
women together ought to be able to turn it back, and
get it right side up again!” Can we feel the intensity of
these insightful words?
She was “schooling” the self-righteous with their
own weapon, their own tool of oppression. The same
book that taught slaves to obey both their masters and
their Master (Ephesians 6:5-6), and tells wives to be
subject to both their husbands and their Lord (Ephesians 5:22), also tells a larger story. It’s a story often

overlooked by those who control the narrative, twisted
to protect their power.
Sojourner dared to re-tell the biblical story: through
a woman (Eve) the world is presented with sin.
Through another woman (Mary), the world is presented with salvation. There you have it: God’s whole plan
for humanity depends on women.
When we consider the “culture wars” of today, the
endless and endlessly divisive issues that pit person
against person, group against group, party against
party, more often than not the “viral vitriol” is fueled
by ignorant ideologies — those who believe they exclusively have God on their side. To sustain their superiority they use God and scriptures to sustain their dominant position.
Those who have their Lord on their side can’t help
but “lord it over” others in their righteous cause. Yet
they forget what their own book lays out before them.
They neglect the voices of the Prophets and the
threads of justice, concern for the powerless, and
teachings of humility woven through their holy book,
other holy books, and historic ethical traditions.
As we celebrate the 100th anniversary of a woman’s
right to vote, we ought to remember the wise words of
Sojourner that day in Ohio, when she stood and confronted the forces that would shout her down, waving
Bibles in the air.
The banner of Truth rises higher.
Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and
interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teacher,
writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris and
his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at chighland.com. Chris’ new book,
“Broken Bridges: Building Community in a World Divided by Beliefs,” is now available on Amazon.

A (biblical) look into the future ‘new heaven and new earth’
Shayne Looper
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When the biblical writers looked into the future, they
saw “a new heaven and a new earth.” Many of us,
schooled in a Platonized version of Christianity, find
this confusing. We are comfortable with the heaven
part but don’t know what to do with a new earth.
We’ve been taught that we are destined for a heaven
that is, in Spenser’s line, “unmoving, uncorrupt, and
spotless bright.”
Besides, doesn’t the Bible teach that earth will be destroyed by fire? St. Peter wrote, “... the earth and everything in it will be laid bare,” and “everything will be destroyed.” If everything will be destroyed and we will
head off to heaven, what is the point of having a new
earth?
But we need to go carefully here. When St. Peter
writes that everything will be “destroyed,” he is using
the same word he used a few sentences earlier when he
wrote that the ancient world was “deluged and de-

stroyed.” Though he says it was “destroyed,” he clearly
did not mean the Great Flood had ended the planet,
only that it ended human wickedness (for a time).
Likewise, the promised final “destruction” will not
annihilate creation – the planet will not be obliterated.
Rather, it will remove from it all evil and everything that
opposes the Creator.
The biblical writers say the same kind of thing about
people. They do not simply go off unchanged to an ethereal heaven but are themselves transformed. Like the
planet itself, they are purified of every evil and made
right.
The good things that fill the earth now will not disappear. The prophet, for example, speaks of “the wealth
of the nations” being brought into the future kingdom.
This can only be true if nations and their wealth exist.
Indeed, the seer of the Revelation speaks of the “healing
of the nations” that will then occur.
The situation may roughly (and inadequately) be
pictured this way. There are two train tracks, running in
indescribably long lines, one coming to an end alongside the place where the other begins, with a little overlap. The trains that run on the tracks are unimaginably
long. The first train represents humanity’s history and
prehistory, and its cars are filled with treasures.

These treasures include business, technology, art,
music, science, literature, sports, and more – all the
good things a society has ever produced. But these treasures are like raw ore that is filled with impurities.
Mixed with these good things, even embedded in
them, are toxins, injustices, greed, hatred, bigotry and
inequality. The sheer volume of these evils may even
outweigh the good things.
As the first train reaches its terminal point, it is unloaded and all its treasures are preserved – art, science,
music, technologies, games, and more – and purified of
their contaminants. The ugliness that has defaced
earth’s beauties, the toxins that have poisoned them,
the hatred that has scarred humanity’s best efforts, will
be removed and incinerated. What is left is loaded on
the second train.
These are the stuffs of the new earth. The age to
come will not start with a blank sheet. “The wealth of
nations” will be brought into it. St. Paul makes just this
point when he says that God “gave himself for us to redeem us ... and to purify for himself a people.”

Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Teachings and sermons on Facebook. Also live teaching at 7 p.m. Thursdays via Zoom. For more information email info@churchofsaintphilip.org or visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whitson Ave.,

ness: Online service at www.stjohnwilderness.org.
1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock.
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online service at
Powered
by TECNAVIA
www.newbridgebaptist.org and
Facebook
page. 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville.

Shayne Looper is the pastor of Lockwood Community Church in Coldwater, Michigan. His blog, “The Way
Home,” is at shaynelooper.com.
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