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From Slavery to Salvation: 
The Life of Olaudah Equiano 
By Auburn Mann 

 
In 1789, the memoir of Olaudah Equiano (later known as Gustavus Vassa) 
was published. “The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano,” 
which is widely regarded as the pioneering slave narrative, deals with the 
firsthand accounts of the detainment, Middle Passage, West Indian seasoning 
camps, auctioning, plantation dynamics, the uphill trials of negotiating 
freedom, the Revolutionary War and the creation of the Sierra Leone colonial 
settlement for ex-slaves, from the perspective of someone who was born in 
precolonial Nigeria and died in the west. These vivid, personal depictions of 
the dehumanizing pain issued by the international slave trade and its domestic 
counterparts played a significant role in fueling the abolitionist movement. 
 

One of the most compelling events described in this pivotal piece of literature is the introduction of 
Equiano to Christ. Equiano was sold to sea merchant Captain Henry Pascal, who was a lieutenant in 
the British Royal Navy. It was during his travels with Pascal that he began to learn more and more 
about Christ and his redemptive love.  
 
Equiano was baptized in 1759 as a teenager at Westminster’s St. Margaret’s Church in London. It was 
during this period he learned to read and write English. He describes his conversion in vivid detail: 
 
“When I considered my poor wretched state I wept, seeing what a great debtor I was to sovereign free 
grace. Now the Ethiopian was willing to be saved by Jesus Christ, the sinner's only surety, and also to 
rely on none other person or thing for salvation. Self was obnoxious, and good works he had none, for 
it is God that worketh in us both to will and to do. Oh! the amazing things of that hour can never be 
told—it was joy in the Holy Ghost! I felt an astonishing change; the burden of sin, the gaping jaws of 
hell, and the fears of death, that weighed me down before;” 
 
Although it was not under the most benign of circumstances, the exposure to Christianity was 
influential in shaping his worldview as he navigated the 18th century trans-Atlantic sphere reconciling 
his identities as a believer (and subsequent missionary), merchant and later-liberated black man who 
had a conscious past in Africa.  
 
In 1766, after being exchanged between a few more men, Equiano found himself in the possession of a 
Quaker by the name of Robert King who was far less restrictive and brutal than previous masters, even 
permitting the favored Equiano to pursue his own entrepreneurial activity. This breathing room gave 
Equiano the window of opportunity he needed to purchase his own freedom.  
 
Through the power of the Holy Spirit he was granted the courage and humility to trust God through all 
his despair, heartache and genuine concern of being re-enslaved; to forgive his former captors, masters 
and those of their ilk, (whom he easily and justifiably could have held in contempt); and to share the 



THE LIFE OF OLAUDAH EQUIANO PAGE 2 

reason for his newfound hope with those in Britain and the colonies in the Americas—where he 
initially was forcibly transported with no optimism of the future—to spread the Gospel.  
 
However, he couldn’t ignore the suffering of people who looked like him. In his later years, Equiano’s 
zeal evolved, and he became deeply involved in the abolitionist movement. In fact, his memoir itself 
was intended as a tool to promote awareness of the human impact of slavery, appealing to the 
sensibilities of the supposed sanctified, God-fearing Anglican populace, after petitioning and lobbying 
the British Parliament and Crown to abolish their involvement with the slave trade.  
 
Equiano’s memoir facilitated a necessary and righteous examination that, through honest inquiry, shed 
light on the hypocrisies of a Christian-based society that condoned human trafficking and 
dehumanizing servitude. In his memoir he writes: 
 
“O ye nominal Christians! might not an African ask you—Learned you this from your God, who says 
unto you, Do unto all men as you would men should do unto you? Is it not enough that we are torn 
from our country and friends, to toil for your luxury and lust of gain? Must every tender feeling be 
likewise sacrificed to your avarice? Are the dearest friends and relations, now rendered more dear by 
their separation from their kindred, still to be parted from each other, and thus prevented from cheering 
the gloom of slavery, with the small comfort of being together, and mingling their sufferings and 
sorrows? Why are parents to lose their children, brothers their sisters, or husbands their wives? Surely, 
this is a new refinement in cruelty, which, while it has no advantage to atone for it, thus aggravates 
distress, and adds fresh horrors even to the wretchedness of slavery.” 
 
“The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano” was a top seller, considered to be one the 
first widely acclaimed slave narratives. It was re-published into eight more editions by the turn of the 
century and translated into the Dutch and German languages, and by 1792, reaching audiences in many 
parts of Europe and even the recently-established United States.  
 
The success of the book made Equiano a leading authority in the matter of abolition, launching him 
into the midst of endeavors like the Resettlement Project in Freetown (Liberia) and the founding of the 
“Sons of Africa” committee, which consisted of educated ex-slaves and prominent leaders in London’s 
black community, and which campaigned against slavery.  
 
Equiano died in 1797 (10 years prior to the Slave Trade Act) in London, leaving behind a wife and two 
children. From a small child in Igboland (Nigeria), to a global missionary and world-renowned author, 
it's amazing to see how God orchestrated Equiano’s life. God drew him to Christ, and in the process, 
provided him with a testimony that directly challenged the evil status quo of the day and was used to 
help bring justice and salvation to future generations. 
 
As we celebrate Black History Month, let’s remember and study more shining black representatives of 
the Kingdom from various eras of our history.  
 


