
Sojourner Truth Festival 

Peace, 

Paul 

Our yearly festival of one of the dancing saints is coming on 

Sunday, November 24, during the 11:00 liturgy. This year we 

will remember Sojourner Truth. In addition, in this 400th 

anniversary year of the arrival of the first enslaved Africans in 

North America, we will make a corporate act of repentance for 

the sin of slavery. 

For many of us, the idea of repentance for sin is troubling, 

sometimes raising past associations to religious practices that 

sought to shame or diminish us; that is not what we will do 

during the liturgy. Instead, we will acknowledge a phenomenon 

that has benefited both the United States and the Episcopal 

Church, slavery, and the need for both our nation and our 

denomination to seek reparation for the legacy of slavery. Both 

the church and the nation benefited from the labor and 

oppression of enslaved persons, beginning in the year 1619 and 

continuing to this day. Although no one of us bears the blame for the enslavement of others of 

God’s children, each of us shares corporate culpability. 

The idea of corporate repentance is found in the deepest memory of our biblical story. So too, 

corporate absolution of sin is found in our history. The timing of this liturgy is keyed both to 

the saint day of Sojourner Truth (November 26) but also to our national Thanksgiving Day 

(November 28 this year).  

Sojourner Truth (1795–1883) lived both as an enslaved person, and ones liberated, as an 

eloquent critic of slavery and sexism, transfixing audiences 

with the force and simplicity of her message of Christian love 

and tolerance. Her work as a speaker, abolitionist, and preacher 

disrupted assumptions about race, class, and gender in 

American society.  

In colonial New England, “Fast 

Day” was the complimentary 

holiday to “Thanksgiving Day.” 

By the 18th century, Fast Day 

and Thanksgiving Day had 

emerged as regular, state-sponsored religious holidays across 

New England. Ministers would preach special Fast Day 

sermons of admonition and reconciliation. It is an opportunity 

for us to turn to repentance before we share our Thanksgiving 

feast. 

To experience the healing and restoration promised by God in 

Christ Jesus, our response must be deep, costly, and ongoing on 

all sides. In addition to a liturgical act of repentance, we need to 

be informed about the ways that we can engage the systems of 

injustice that disproportionately impact Black communities. For 

example: 

• Land developers can work with political leaders to create affordable housing that has a 

better potential for wealth creation. 

• Policymakers in the banking industry can work toward pathways of empowerment for 

Black entrepreneurs. 

• Law enforcement can pursue racialized quotas in their ranks, coupled with substantive 

ethnic diversity training. 

All of these things are merely steps in a longer journey. Corporate repentance of entrenched, 

systemic sin goes beyond good thoughts, noble aspirations, and apologizing for the sins of our 

ancestors; it is a way that trusts in the abundant love, mercy, and forgiveness of God, a way 

that calls each one of us to action. 
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