
    The Invisible Institution – Class III  
 
“What I have said respecting and against religion, I mean strictly to apply to the slaveholding religion of this 
land, and with no possible reference to Christianity proper; for, between the Christianity of this land, and the 
Christianity of Christ, I recognize the widest possible difference—so wide, that to receive the one as good, 
pure, and holy, is of necessity to reject the other as bad, corrupt, and wicked. To be the friend of the one, is of 
necessity to be the enemy of the other. I love the pure, peaceable, and impartial Christianity of Christ: I 
therefore hate the corrupt, slaveholding, women-whipping, cradle-plundering, partial and hypocritical 
Christianity of this land. Indeed, I can see no reason, but the most deceitful one, for calling the religion of this 
land Christianity.” 
  
“We have men-stealers for ministers, women-whippers for missionaries, and cradle-plunderers for church 
members. The man who wields the blood-clotted cow skin during the week fills the pulpit on Sunday, and 
claims to be a minister of the meek and lowly Jesus. The man who robs me of my earnings at the end of each 
week meets me as a class-leader on Sunday morning, to show me the way of life, and the path of salvation. 
He who sells my sister, for purposes of prostitution, stands forth as the pious advocate of purity. He who 
proclaims it a religious duty to read the Bible denies me the right of learning to read the name of the God who 
made me.”  
 
Excerpt From: Fredrick Douglass. “Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass.” 
 

 
I. The Institution of Slavery 
 

a. Similarities in Slavery in the Ancient World and Slavery in the Antebellum South 
o Anytime one human owns another, this dehumanizing act results in the total dishonor of the slave 
o A Slave is considered to be on the lowest rung of the social order 
o Slavery demands direct violence in order to keep a human’s will and body constrained 
o Slaves have always lacked legal status and experienced a social death that was seemingly 

irrevocable 
o Slaves maintained a status of perpetual childhood, which kept them dependent upon their masters, 

and therefore pushed to the lowest section of society 
 
b. Differences in Slavery in the Ancient World and Slavery in the Antebellum South 

o Race based, in the since that only those of African descent were relegated to status of slave 
o The Family Unit was not recognized, but instead families where often separated.  
o The slave was considered to be property that could be bought, sold, traded or inherited 
o Slaves in the antebellum south were intentionally uneducated  
o The status of slave was perpetual, in the sense that this status was passed down through 

generations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



II. The Bible and Slavery 
 
a. The Exodus - As you trace the theme of slavery within the Old Testament, it is no coincidence that the 

most significant event within the history of God’s chosen people is the Exodus. The Lord emancipated His 
people from 430 years of slavery in Egypt (Ex.12:40). Upon the emancipation of the children of Israel, 
God did not allow His chosen people to walk away from generations of bondage empty- handed. He 
ordered the Israelites to plunder the Egyptians of silver, gold, and articles of clothing. (Ex. 12:38).  This 
event was so significant that God would point them back to this event prior to giving the Ten 
Commandments at Mount Sinai. The Lord specifically stated that, “He delivered them from Egypt, the 
House of slavery” 

 
b. The OT Law - Within the slave codes of the Old Testament Law (Ex.21, Lev.25, Duet. 23-24), there are 

several provisions that make way for the release of slaves. Every seven years Israel celebrated the 
Sabbath year, and every fiftieth year the Year of Jubilee was celebrated. In both instances every slave 
was set free. As we examine the institution of slavery in the Old Testament, it appears that God built 
within the regular rhythm of Israel’s life, a corporate release of all who were held captive. This biblically 
mandated release is one of the many factors that indicates God’s opposition to those who benefit from 
the oppression of others. (Ex. 21:16) 

 
c. Jesus Christ- At the beginning of Jesus' public Ministry, He makes a clear statement about His messianic 

mission. In Luke 4:18-19, Jesus quotes the prophet Isaiah and proclaims these words: “The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon Me, Because He anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor. He has sent Me to proclaim 
release to the captives, and recovery of sight to the blind, To set free those who are oppressed, To proclaim 
the favorable year of the Lord.” This clear ministry mission statement by our Savior demonstrates that 
those who are considered to be on the margins of society are of paramount importance to the ministry of 
Christ and Christ followers, and any institution that perpetuates the very oppression and injustice that 
Jesus came to eliminate does not align with the will of God. 

 
d. The Apostle Paul 

 
o The first of these seminal passages written by Paul, is 1 Corinthians 7:21-24. Here Paul begins by 

acknowledging the diversity that consists within the body of Christ. He urges them to remain in the 
condition in which they came to the Lord. This condition refers directly to their social status. Paul is 
making this claim to clarify that fellowship with Christ is not contingent upon social status, but rather 
faith in Christ and communion with the saints. He then moves the metaphor to illustrate that one 
should not seek to change his or her social situation once becoming a Christian, namely, that of slavery. 
If a person was a slave when he or she felt God’s call to become a believer, Paul says , “Let it not be a 
concern to you.” The fact that Paul makes this sort of statement instead of “let him remain a slave” 
(which would correspond more closely to the imperatives not to seek to be circumcised or 
uncircumcised) expresses the reality that a slave normally did not have the option of being free or a 
slave. Paul does, however, continue with a caveat: If an opportunity for freedom does arise, it would 
be appropriate to take it. As the metaphor continues, Paul places the slave master and the slave on 
common ground. Submission to Christ is the great equalizer, a physically enslaved Christian is free in 
Christ, while a physically free Christian is enslaved to Christ. In First Corinthians, it appears that Paul is 
utilizing an ugly institution to illustrate the beautiful truth. That truth is that freedom in Christ is one of 
the many factors that unite followers of Christ.  

  
o The next critical text to examine in Paul’s view of the institution of slavery is Colossians 3:22-4:1. In this 

section we find the Apostle Paul giving specific instruction to both parties involved in the institution of 
slavery. Within these household codes, Paul did not argue for the abolition of this institution nor did he 



provide an affirmation of the practice of slavery. The Apostle simply wants followers of Christ to carry 
out their missions as Christians regardless of the social conditions they find themselves in. We witness 
an exhortation directed toward the slave and the slave master. The slave is to “work from your soul” 
unto the Lord, and the master is to, “grant your slaves justice”. These two imperatives indicate Paul’s 
concern with Christians living out Christian virtues within a societal institution.  

  
o Lastly, I believe that the most important text for Christians to consider as it relates to the institution of 

slavery is the book of Philemon. The book of Philemon provides a real life look at the institution of slavery 
in the Roman empire. Here Paul proves to us that our theology is to be lived out in practical ways, 
especially in regards to issues of ethnicity and class. As Paul writes to Philemon in regards to Onesimus 
it is clear that Onesimus is a slave whose rights were owned by Philemon. It is also evident that Onesimus 
escaped from the home of Philemon without approval. What is not clear are the circumstance that led 
to Onesimus’ departure. The logical conclusion is that the circumstances of Onesimus’s enslavement 
were uncomfortable enough to motivate his escape. As Paul writes to Philemon, he requests that he 
receive Onesimus back into his house, not as a slave, but as a beloved brother. Paul then goes a step 
further by urging Philemon to regard Onesimus as he would him, and do even more than what he says. 
It is clear that Paul wants Philemon and Onesimus to be completely reconciled. I believe that this 
complete restoration only take place if Onesimus is manumitted.Over the course of American history 
this letter has been wrongly interpreted and in turn applied improperly. One of most painful applications 
of this book was used to justify the fugitive slave act of 1850, in which slaves where to be returned to 
their masters if they escaped. This interpretation led to further support of the institution of slavery in 
America and completely overlooked the purpose of the letter. That purpose is to showcase Paul’s 
commitment to the Church’s unity in Christ. Life in Christ can and should affect every relationship, 
regardless of the societal norms.  
  

o As we evaluate Paul’s writings, one thing that remains consistent is his continual appeal unity and equity 
among believers. As we seek to gain an understanding of Paul’s view of the institution of slavery, we 
cannot due so properly without considering his baptismal passages. These baptismal passages serve as 
a hallmark of Paul’s writing, and elevates Christ as the great equalizer. Galatians 3:28 states, there is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus. In light of Paul’s commitment to Christian unity, any institution that elevates class, 
ethnicity, or gender over unity of Christ is antithetical to the Gospel. Paul’s view of slavery is consistent 
with all of the Bible, in that slavery is not a God ordained institution. 
 

e. The Book of Revelation - The book of Revelation contains on the of the greatest scenes in all of the 
Scriptures. It is John's vision of heaven in Revelation 7:9-12. After these things I looked, and behold, a 
great multitude which no one could count, from every nation and all the tribes, peoples, and languages, 
standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, and palm branches were in their 
hands; and they cried out with a loud voice, saying, "Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, 
and to the Lamb.” And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four 
living creatures; and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, saying, “Amen, 
blessing, glory, wisdom, thanksgiving, honor, power, and might belong to our God forever and ever. 
Amen.” This scene that John describes is a beautiful multiethnic scene as believers from every tribe, 
nation, and tongue are worship the Savior in unison. This eternal vision of unity ultimately points our 
unity and equality as believers in Christ. 
 
 
 
 
 



III. The African Diaspora 
 
a. Religious Expression in Africa - There were many religious expressions in Africa in the years leading up to 

the start of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade. The three most prominent religious expressions were Ancestral 
Worship, Islam, and Christianity. Contrary to popular belief Christianity was a thriving religious expression 
in West Africa. The Most notable West African Christian nation was the Kingdom of Kongo. When the 
Kongo Monarch, Nzinga a Nkuwu adopted Christianity as the official state religion of the Kongo in 1491, 
ordinary Kongolese accepted Catholic rites and it eased the entrance of Christianity in the entire region. 
These prominent religious expressions traveled to the new world (North America) with those who were 
captured and sold into slavery. 
 
 

b. Making of Race in the Colonial Era -   Race is a social construct. There is no biological basis for the 
superiority or inferiority of any human being based on the amount of melanin in her or his skin. The 
development of the idea of race required the intentional actions of people in the social, political, and 
religious spheres to decide that skin color determined who would be free and who would be enslaved. 
Over time Europeans, including Christians, wrote the laws and formed that habits that concentrated 
power in the hands of those that they considered "white", while withholding power from those they 
considered "Black". When Europeans contacted indigenous people of North America and Africans that 
were brought to America against their will, they begin to organize a society based upon there preformed 
ideas about the superiority of lighter skinned (European looking) people.  
 
One particular statute that would ensure that Africans would remain slaves for life was enacted more 
than 100 years before the Declaration of Independence and more that 120 years before the penning of 
the Constitution. The "Key Slavery Statute of the Virginia General Assembly" cites a law enacted in 
September of 1667. This law encouraged white enslavers to evangelize their human chattel because 
Baptism did not mean that freedom would be given to baptized slaves. This law was enacted although it 
was contrary to long standing European tradition that Christians could not enslave other Christians. The 
lawmakers during this time thought it was a duty to evangelize the slaves as long as the spiritual 
redemption of the slaves did not result in physical freedom. This hypocritical law would be one that 
would undergird the furtherance of the institution of slavery in the 18th and 19th centuries. 

 
c. The Middle Passage - According to the most recent estimates, from 1501-1866 around 12.5 million 

people were transported from various regions of Africa to Europe and the Americas during the slave 
trade. This was a forced migration of epic scale, and about 2 million Africans died on the horrendous 
voyage over. The process of enslavement began with European desire for products that needed the raw 
materials from the Americas. Ships would sail from England, France, Spain, Portugal, and other nations to 
the Western Coast of Africa. There the Europeans would either barter with African Tribes for slaves 
captured in war…. A common practice at the time…. Or kidnap their own slaves. The slaves were tied 
together and had their necks clamped with wooden yokes. Many died from starvation and exhaustion, 
and some committed suicide along the way. Those who survived were taken to these fortress-like 
structures called "factories" and kept there until being forced to board ships. Slave traders separated 
families and tribes so that Africans could not bond together and rebel. African slaved endured the horrific 
journey of the so called "middle passage", from their native land of Africa to South America, Caribbean 
Islands, or North America. This voyage would last two to three months, but for some the journey to get 
to the Americas lasted up to six months. Although the legal slave trade ended in 1808, slavery wasn’t 
abolished until December 18, 1865 with the 13th Amendment. 

 
d. African Slave Trade in North America -   in 1619 a Dutch trading ship landed off the coast of Virginia 

(Jamestown) with "20 and odd Negros". Slavery in America had not yet taken its most vicious and 



sophisticated form, but the arrival of this Dutch trading would be the precursor to what would become 
the Institution of Race based chattel slavery in America. What started out as indentured servitude, 
gradually gave way to slavery, and Europeans preferred Africans as laborers over other Europeans or 
Indigenous Americans. Indigenous People proved to be difficult to control as enslaved workers because 
the often knew the landscape to well. Africans, divorced from their homeland and allies proved to be 
more vulnerable targets for enslavement. As slavery became more institutionalized more rules regulated 
the practice. By the mid 17th century, "slave codes" emerged to police African bondage. These codes 
determined that a child was born slave or free based upon the status of the mother. These slave codes 
also defined enslaved Africans not as human beings, but as chattel… private property on the same level 
as livestock. Overtime Europeans compromised the message of Christianity in order to accommodate 
slavery. Europeans crafted a Christianity that would allow them to spread the faith without confronting 
the exploitive economic system of slavery and the emerging social inequality based on color. 
 
IV. Christian Life in the Slave Community 

 
a. The Great Awakenings - were a series of Christian revivals that took place in the British colonies in the 

mid 1700's (1720-40) and again in the early 1800's. This era was marked by dramatic preaching and large 
spiritual gatherings for the presentation of the Gospel. The two most prominent preachers within these 
series of revivals were George Whitfield and Johnathan Edwards. George Whitfield, was an Anglican 
minister from England who was influenced by John Wesley would become known as the first 
"intercolonial religious celebrity". He was a captivating preacher that would attract hundreds of people 
at a time to witness his theatrical narrations of the Gospel message. Johnathan Edwards was heralded as 
"Americas Greatest Theologian".  
 
The Great Awakening held both promise and contradiction when it came to the African population within 
the colonies and throughout America. The Great Awakening fundamentally altered the shape of 
Protestantism among African Americans. As these revivals moved American Christians toward a more 
informal and less structured style of worship it gave way to an incredible platform for the revivalist 
preacher. These preachers, especially Methodist and Baptist, tended toward a dramatic presentation of 
the Gospel that focused on the weight of sin, the images of hell, and to accept Christ as their Savior. As 
these preachers focused on the simple act of conversion, Black men and women who would be within 
the crowds would accept Christ and adopt Christian beliefs. Enslaved Africans did not merely adopt 
Christianity, but they made it their own!  

 
b. The Invisible institution -    During the Antebellum period the Black Church was given the name the 

"Invisible Institution”, because enslaved Black Christians gathered under the shrewd of secrecy to 
worship God and celebrate His goodness, even though such gatherings were outlawed. From the 
abundant testimony of fugitive and freed slaves it is clear that the slave community had an extensive 
religious life of its own, hidden from the eyes of the master. In the secrecy of the quarters or the 
seclusion of the brush arbors ("Hush harbors"), slaves made Christianity their own. The religion of the 
slave was both institutional and non-institutional, visible and invisible, formally organized and 
spontaneously adapted. Regular Sunday worship in the local church was followed up by informal prayer 
meetings on week nights in the slave cabins.  
 
During this period of American History enslaved African Americans worshipped in three primary ways. 
First, there were mixed churches, and often times the slaves outnumbered the masters in attendance on 
Sunday services. Here the slaves were relegated to a section in the church, or even outside of the church 
where they would be there to listen in on the white pastor’s sermon. Then there were all black worship 
services that were held in the slave quarters and led by a slave preacher, but these gatherings were 
intensely supervised. During these services the preacher was advised on what to preach, and the 



sermons typically involved content that encouraged docility and obedience to the master as a way of 
honoring God. Lastly, the most authentic expression of African American Christian worship took place in 
secret. During these worship gatherings it would be an expression of worship that would incorporate the 
African traditions and rhythms of the past, with the Christian doctrine and hymns of the present. In the 
midst of this difficult context, the invisible institution will give way to a new style of Christian worship 
that was authentic to the Black lived experience.  
 

c. The Slave Preacher-   W.E.B. Du Bios aptly described the complex figure of the slave preacher as "The 
Most unique personality developed by the negro on American soil". Someone who was a leader, a 
politician, an orator, a boss, an intriguer, and an idealist. Slave preachers carefully balanced their varied 
roles as emissaries to whites, counselors to blacks, and those who carried the spiritual authority to care 
for the souls of everyone they encountered on the plantation. Under the leadership of the slave 
preachers who ministered to the needs of the people in their quarters, the slave Christian services began 
to take shape. 
 

d. Worship Expression -   Enslaved Christians assembled out of the reach of slave patrollers, signaling to 
each other privately when and where they would meet. Often times in the fields while working, the 
hymns that they would sing would take on dual meanings in order to communicate that a secret worship 
gathering would take place that night. The first one to arrive would break the boughs from the trees and 
point them to the meeting spot. Once gathered, the slaves sang and preached. They would encourage 
each other by hugging and shaking hands, all while reminding one another that this suffering would not 
last always, but this was a temporary suffering in route to spiritual freedom. At these services, slaves 
sometimes turned over wash pots and made sure that the noise from the meetings did not make it to the 
ears of the masters and to provide protection from the slave patrollers. During these meetings its was 
filled with expressive worship and encouragement that would provide the strength to make it through 
the dark night of slavery. 

 
V. The Road to Emancipation 

 
a. Abolitionist Movement - The abolitionist movement was an organized effort to end the practice of 

slavery in the United States. The first leaders of the campaign, which took place from about 1830 to 
1870, mimicked some of the same tactics British abolitionists had used to end slavery in Great Britain in 
the 1830s. This movement was started and vehemently upheld by both many faithful Black and White 
Christians. Though it started as a movement with religious underpinnings, abolitionism became a 
controversial political issue that divided much of the country. Some of the most prominent figures of this 
movement where black Christians that had escaped slavery themselves. 

 
b. Key Figures  

 
o Sojourner Truth (1797-1883) - Truth was born Isabella Bomfree, a slave in Dutch-speaking Ulster 

County, New York in 1797. She was bought and sold four times, and subjected to harsh physical 
labor and violent punishments. In her teens, she was united with another slave with whom she 
had five children, beginning in 1815. In 1827—a year before New York’s law freeing slaves was to 
take effect—Truth ran away with her infant Sophia to a nearby abolitionist family, the Van 
Wageners. The family bought her freedom for twenty dollars and helped. Truth successfully sue 
for the return of her five-year-old-son Peter, who was illegally sold into slavery in Alabama.  In 
1843, she declared that the Spirit called on her to preach the truth, renaming herself 
Sojourner Truth. In 1851, Truth began a lecture tour that included a women’s rights conference 
in Akron, Ohio, where she delivered her famous “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech. In it, she challenged 



prevailing notions of racial and gender inferiority and inequality by reminding listeners of her 
combined strength (Truth was nearly six feet tall) and female status. 

 
o Harriet Tubman (1820 - 1913)-   Born into slavery in Maryland in 1820, she escaped to 

Philadelphia in 1849. She learned Bible stories from her mother, who influenced her strong 
religious convictions. As a young woman she sustained a severe head wound from an abusive 
slave master that would cause her to suffer from a form of epilepsy. Tubman was a devout 
Christians that would have many intense spiritual visions that would motivate her toward action. 
Following her escape from slavery Tubman would travel to the South thirteen times to rescue 
seventy slaves, including most of her family, and lead them to the North and Canada. Admiring 
her courage and well known religious reputation, African Americans nicknamed her "Moses". 

 
o Maria W. Stewart  (1803- 1879)-  Abolitionist and women’s rights advocate Maria W. Stewart 

was one of the first women of any race to speak in public in the United States. She was also the 
first Black American woman to write and publish a political manifesto. Her calls for Black people 
to resist slavery, oppression, and exploitation were radical. She was best known female author 
of her time. She was born a free in Hartford, Connecticut, Maria Stewart would dedicate her life 
to defending African American Rights with a "Holy Indignation". Stewart is most notably 
remembered for her staunch condemnation of Whites who professed to be Christians while 
embracing racism and prejudice. 

 
o Fredrick Douglas (1818-1895)- The Most famous figure of the Abolitionist Movement was 

Fredrick Douglas.  Douglass was born into slavery sometime around 1818 in Talbot County, 
Maryland. After escaping slavery at an early age, He became one of the most famous 
intellectuals of his time, advising presidents and lecturing to thousands on a range of causes, 
including women’s rights and Irish home rule. Following his flight for freedom in the 1830's and 
his ordination as a minister in the AME Zion Church, Douglas served as a powerful protagonist 
for the antislavery cause. Along with his incredible oratorical ability, Douglas published the black 
abolitionist newspaper, "The North Star". In this newspaper he attacked the slave system and 
the nominal Christianity that accompanied its spread. Douglas often relied on Biblical passages 
to condemn slavery rhetorically. 

 
o Henry Highland Garnet (1815-1882)- Henry Highland Garnet was born a slave in Maryland in 

1815, and would escape to the North as a young Adult. As an African American Northern 
Presbyterian Minister, Garnett Advocated for the violent resistance of slavery. In 1843, Garnet 
outlined is religiously based argument for violent resistance in his famous address "Addressed to 
Slaves of the United States". Garnet and Fredrick Douglas led opposing sides to the approach of 
ending slavery in America. Douglass believed that you should fight slavery through the changing 
of laws in the American judicial system, while Garnet believed that violent resistance was the 
only way to accomplish true freedom. In 1843, at the National Convention of Black Clergyman, 
the convention voted on whether or not the convention should publish this Garnet's address. 
Garnet loss the vote by two votes and the address was not published. 

 
 
c. The Day of Jubilee- When the Civil War ended in April 1865, nearly four million former slaves gained 

their physical and spiritual freedom. This day of Jubilee had come and hopes ran high that freedom 
meant civil equality. Black believers saw in the war the fulfillment of prayers for emancipation, 
education, and the right to worship freely in their own churches.  


