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“Step On The Cross and Your Soul Be Lost”

Religion was neither forced on the slave nor accepted naively. In fact, 
the widespread acceptance of Christ by the enslaved is the biggest 
conversion experience in the history of Christianity after the birth and 
death of Jesus. 

By all rights, the enslaved should have rejected the God of the white 
foreign descendants of Europe who created the religious institutions 
that surrounded them. The abundant fact that enslaved Africans 
rejected the rejection is out of sync with many of the standard 
explanations of history. The same type of flawed explanations and 
assumptions plague the understanding of the WPA narratives.

The flaws stem from a world view that never concedes that Africans 
had choices, were aware of choices, and exercised them according to 
their understanding and experiences.

For Africans, religion was not only faith and worship, but a belief that 
rested on results. It was a practice that provided encounters with God, 
revelations that revealed the presence of God, gifts that shined light on 
his glory and observed acts that were daily evidence of his way making
—a practice familar with the strength, signs, and mercy of his help. 

At their lowest point, enslaved Africans found a new source of aid: 
they encountered a god who stepped out of the shadows of the 
property holders' faith to offer a balm for their sufferings and sorrows, 
a contradiction non–believers can't make sense of, but logical to 
people living in faith. They found a god who attacked the chains men 
put in place by offering a faith filled with inner resources of spirit. The 
Africans built these into an inner strength that could not be broken. It 
sustained them through times of travail. Meaning appeared from 
chaos. Hate was banished. Replaced by vision and patience, for those 
who knew how to seek it. 

Life took on the assurance of what Dr. Howard Thurman called 
“the waiting moment.” God was a part of the content of life.
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But the enslaved also knew: “Evrybody talk 'bout Heaven ain't gwine 
dere.” Slavery involved deception; both sides celebrated its cleverness. 
Property holders and the enslaved created stories, mitigating slavery's 
distress. History says these tales subjugated a common faith. Not so.

The enslaved knew God set limits.

One day, massa heard old slave praying by the big oak tree. Praying for 
freedom. Wasn't asking no harm, him just wanted to know what freedom like 
before he die. 

Pleading with god for deliverance. Massa was impressed with the prayer's 
earnestness and decided to play a mean trick on the praying elder. The next 
day, he climbed the tree, and when the elder was deep along in his prayer, he 
answered him.

“Lord,” the elder say, “is that you?”
“Who else!” massa say. “I gonna to set you free.”
“Lord, how so?”
“Come tomorrow; there will be $10 at the root of the tree. Collect it and 

save it for your freedom.”
When the elder came the next day, he found $10. In his prayer, he thanked 

God and reminded God he needed $40 more; massa would sell him for $50.
The next day, at the root of the tree, he found $10 more. By the fourth day, 

he had gathered up $40.
As the elder began praying, massa spoke to him again from the tree, and 

told him he was going to test his faith. 
“Elder,” he said, “tomorrow, come and bring the whole $40. Put it at the 

root of the tree. The next day when you return, you'll find $50.
The elder stopped praying and looked up. He cocked his head and dropped 

his gaze. 
“Lord, I thanks you kindly for the $40,” he said, “But I'll get the other $10  

on my own.”

Folktales companions were the spirituals. Sterling A. Brown, Howard 
University legend, scholar, writer, poet, folklorist wrote:

The spirituals make an anthology of Biblical heroes and tales, from Genesis 
where Adam and Eve are in the Garden, picking up leaves, to John's calling 
the roll in Revelations. There are numerous gaps, of course, and many 
repetitions. Certain figures are seen in an unusual light; Paul, for instance, is 
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generally bound in jail with Silas, to the exclusion of the rest of his busy career. 
Favored heroes are Noah, chosen of God to ride down the flood; Samson, who 
tore those buildings down; Joshua, who caused the walls of Jericho to fall (when  
the rams' lambs' sheephorns began to blow); Jonah, symbol of hard luck 
changed at last; and Job, the man of tribulation who still would not curse his 
God. These are victors over odds. 

The prayer narrative that follows is presented in two transcriptions. 
They are of the second part of an audio field recording made by 
Harvard and University of Chicago educated, Howard University 
linguist, Dr. Lorenzo Dow Turner, the first serious scholar to study 
Gullah as a language. In 1932, on South Carolina's St. Helena Island, 
the heart of soft spoken, island Gullah, (73 years after the Civil War), 
Dr. Turner first recorded African prayer after freedom.

He published the first book on the Gullah language, tabling words 
and names used in West and Central Africa and replicated in America. 
Dr. Turner was the first to describe by examples how the syntax (the 
grammar, usage, and logic rules) of Gullah, a South Carolina–Georgia 
coastal language, retained forms found in Africa. 

Many African languages lack prepositions; so one use adapts “for” 
as a participle showing superlative spiritual gifts. A “woman for pray” 
prays—with her gifts by God! This way of speaking is often preserved in 
the regional Gullah dialectics. 

In Gullah, verbs don't show time through tense. English words 
often become new parts of speech. Nouns are made into verbs, verbs 
become nouns, adjectives of quality often become nouns. Meanings 
expand: birds “lodge,” rather than ”land.” “Light hands” for thief.

You “hear” this poetry of meaning and function in the culture. 
One such changed word in the prayer changed my own faith. 

Listening to Dr. Turner's scratchy, barely audible, muffled 1932 field 
recording, sitting in a coffee shop, I heard a three word phrase. Left 
out in the Library of Congress transcript—the transcriber missed the 
snippet of prayer—its aural cue brought an immediate personal 
epiphany. 

A sudden insight burst into the reality of God from a commonplace 
word, said in Gullah, in prayer. It spoke to time, place, and chance. It 
told of glory, tied mercy to progress, and made my life better.
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Original Transcript from the Library of Congress.
Interview with Ann Scott, 

St. Helena Island, South Carolina (Gullah),  June 1932

Ann Scott: [opening incomprehensible, very poor recording until one 
minute sixteen seconds] ??? Collington. The ??? . ??? . ??? . ??? in the field. 
??? in the right field. ??? . [We offer this ??? here (?)]. [??? open and set up 
(?)]. I ??? . Wish I had ??? . I don't have to ??? they don't bother me. I 
guess they didn't bother me. Bother me. They don't bother me. ??? 

My father ??? one portion of ??? . [she delivers a prayer] My former 
father who gave me [hands (?)] for the [distance (?)] to bring me over to 
here. My old father. They all dead before me and still my [drink is full 
(?)]. Then I asked her to talk to me, to pardon and forgive me for my 
sins that I had. [And I say (?)], I know [disc skips] I have [problems 
(?)] ??? you. Call your ??? my father should be ??? for them. [When I ask 
father to forgive me now (?)]. Oh, father I ask that you [forgive me 
(?)].  Hear the change of hope. And I ask you to [save (?)] me. Oh, �
please be ??? and ??? . And I ask of my father to remember the [slave 
revolts (?)]. Give them better [protection (?)]. Let them know that you 
going ??? [for them (?)]. I asking my people remember my people I leave. 
Oh, give us ??? . Give them [enough knowledge (?)] and honesty. Oh, 
[disc skips] remember the ??? my father whose [disc skips] ??? . Oh, bless 
them ??? . And I ask you to spare the ??? your people. Let me get a 
long ??? . [disc skips] ??? But the one that do the [disc skips] ??? my 
father the same ??? . All I ask them give the Lord to Jesus Christ and to 
all that's out there. [recording gap] ??? . And when they don't come, 
what they do ??? for a man? I never want them things but she be with 
them and she realize. [pause] ??? she realize. ??? . [recording gap] ??? that 
was woman. [recording gap] My name. Ann Scott after slavery. Ann 
Scott from after slavery from St. Helena Island, South Carolina. 
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My Transcription

Ann Scott, St. Helena Island, SC (Gullah, 1932. Turner recording)

Ann Scott: [ very low volume until 1:16sec., when the prayer begins. ] Born 
down in Colleton County . . . Your legs open. . . you walk along . . . in 
the rice field. . . [    ] planting in the rice fields . . . leg open . . . in the 
rice field . . .you walk along. We offer this [     ] here . . . open and set 
up .  .  . Wish I had . . . I don't have to . . . It don't bother me. They see 
it ain't bother everybody, and it don't bother me. [ silence ]

[ Ms. Scott begins praying ] My father. Here's one portion of fault. My 
father; I call my father to gave you thanks for the distance you bring me 
over today. O father. The Lord go before me and spare my kingdom 
place. Then I ask that you so sweet, to pardon and forgive me for my 
sins that I had and that I am thinking. I know [ disc skips, distorting the 
sound ] I had problems .  . . Call your word . . my father to be special 
for them. I ask father [     ] When I ask father to forgive me now . . . 
Oh, father I ask that you forgive my sins.

[ loud skipping ] Hear the change of hope. And I ask you to save me. 
Oh, please be [     ]. And I ask you this evening [     ]. And I ask of my 
father to remember the cheerful giver. (2:15) 

Give them better today. Let them know that you got a sword. I ask 
in my sleep, remember my people I leave. Give them knowledge, 
unlimited knowledge and understanding.  Oh, [ skipping ] remember 
the sick and the shut–in father,  who took your testimony for drowning 
comfort. Oh, bless them to rest in peace. . . And I ask you to spare the 
dangerous places. Let me get along .  .  . But the one that do the [ 
skipping ]  my father the same [     ].  All I ask them is to belong to the 
Lord Jesus Christ and [ to all that's out there ]. Clapping. Prayer ends.
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And when they don't come, what they do for her man? I never want 
them things but she do them things when she be alive. [     ] she realize 
[ long gap ]  that she own man. [ static ] My name, Ann Scott. 
Thompson Place. Ann Scott, Thompson Place. St. Helena Island, 
South Carolina. 

Ann Scott
Thompson Place
St. Helena Island, South Carolina.
Recorded audio interview. June 27, 1932.
(My transcription, November 5–8, 2013.)
URL and digital id: [http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.afc/afc9999001.25657b] 
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Oppression creates two classes of victims, although one class suffers greater 
hardship. But the oppressed must be careful not to overweigh the differences or 
else they follow their oppressors into creating rigid, unyielding views. If they do, 
they split the world in absolutes, each pointing to the other as justification.

What sets the oppressed apart is not their struggle, but their relentless 
humanity; not their victory or punishment or insistence on accountability, but 
their restoration of the rich quality of values and acts the oppressor destroyed.

This predicament pushes the oppressed to grace, to subdue the self–interest 
of judgment by offering to others what they would reclaim. 

Ann Scott prays forgiveness for her “portion of fault.” Her sin isn't singular 
or individual, it's part of a collective separation from a universal providence in 
which she finds comfort and pledges personal adoration as she asks forgiveness.

In Elie Wiesel's “Night,” Moishe the Beadle says to a young Elie Wiesel 
that every question possessed a power that is lost in the answer. The same is 
true for acts. A power is distributed when an act is completed.

Sometimes, oppression means we only listen and grieve. Those who were 
swept along in its hubris, who showed signs of trying but stumbled, should 
know the mercy of justice and our grief. They are victims by the same system. 
The same mercy must be offered to those that created the conditions, even as 
mercy does not endorse their sin.

Without contradiction or favor, God embraced the needs of the planters 
and the enslaved. God was an all–knowing judge for planter society. For 
enslaved communities, God was an all–wise defender. Planters sought God's 
sanction for their position of command; the enslaved looked to God for counsel 
and comfort. Planters looked for God's witness in their way of life. The 
enslaved witnessed that God “would make a way.” 

Seeking, the century-old rite of praying alone in the house or in the woods, 
unveiled God's vision; the elders witnessed and confirmed its age–long purpose. 
From a South Carolina WPA narrative:

Back in de house, down on her knees, she'd be a–prayin'. One night she say 
she been down on her knees a–prayin' and that when she got up, she looked out  
the door and there she saw comin' down out the elements a man, pure white 
and shining. He got right before her door, and come and stand right to her feet, 
and say, "Sarah, Sarah, Sarah!"

"Yes, Sir."
"What is you frettin' bout so?"
"Sir. I'm a stranger here, parted from my husband, with five little chillun 

and not a morsel of bread."
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You say you're parted from your husband? You're not parted from your 
husband. You're jest over a little slash of water. Suppose you had to undergo 
what I had to. I was nailed to the Cross of Mount Calvary. And here I am 
today. Who do you put your trust in?”

My mother say after dat, everything just flow along, just as easy.

The enslaved knew no victory lies above mercy. It is universal and 
individual; both virtue and union. It cannot be uncoupled from truth. It 
reconciles our own destruction. Its mystery and knowledge are found in words of  
prayer. As Ann Scott asks for “better,” she is also asking for mercy to temper her  
works and spirit and her prayers are blessed.

Spirituals

The Africans/Gullah/enslaved knew God poured out simple gifts. He 
touched souls to inspire hope. Song was sacred prayer. A Texas WPA 
interview declared, “God give us our songs.” 

The enslaved didn't just dream and sing of escape or nostalgic 
return to Africa on chariots “coming to carry me home.” “Way up in 
the sky,” they saw chariots in a beatific vision just like Ezekiel did. They 
knew the joy of an open eternity; a place already prepared, that was the 
mansion the enslaved worked on as they sang.

As Sterling A. Brown noted, the spirituals cast a wide net with 
messages and commands at each turn of life. From a call to “steal 
away” to a silence that documented bloody cruelty without a 
“mumbing word.” From the joyful urge to “lay my burdens down” in 
the tarry service of the ring shout, to the forest edge burials where the 
grieving sung to the remains, “lay down body; lay down a little while.” 

A harvest of freedom and faith gathered in the haunting call, 
“Sinner, Please Don't Let This Harvest Pass,” its tempo the forceful 
adagio, 6/8 swing of the scythe cutting and falling five–foot rice stalks. 
Often the benefits of God's grace comes in certain seasons, as in the 
healing in the Bethesda pool recalled in “Wade In The Water.” 

In prayer, Ann Scott and the faithful gathered to receive and deliver 
gifts of grace; the good sower reaps if he or she sows straight. God does 
not rest in the midst of misery, and the faithful profit by faith. A 
Georgia WPA narrative said of trouble: “God didn't let it last always.”
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“Draw Lebel” 

Gullah is a language, a way of thinking and viewing the world, and also 
the name used to identify the people and communities who speak it 
and share its traditions and outlook. The transcriptions of the Library 
of Congress archived audio interview, the original and my own, show 
how important cultural framing is meaning, as it listens beyond 
dialectic and accent.

Ann Scott's prayer combined elements of the Lord's Prayer, the 23rd 
Psalm, and traditional intercession. The red text highlights the 
differences in transcriptions of her confession/intercession. Perhaps 
her prayer recalls Ecclesiastes 7: 8,“Finishing is better than starting; 
patience is better than pride.”

Without knowing her forms, with the tape's low volume high 
background noise and hiss, capturing the phrases “portion of fault,” “you  
got a sword,” and her home place, “Thompson Place” (which the LOC 
transcribed as “after slavery” ) would be virtually impossible. 

Longer sentences presented a formidable challenge: “The Lord go 
before me and spare my kingdom place,” required a working knowledge of 
religion and Gullah enunciation, especially the rise and fall of stressed 
and unstressed syllables.

Too many studies have “read in” outside values and criticized those 
who put Gullah dynamics at the center of its own story. Too little 
respect, too much intrusion; both neglect the eighth day: what the 
Gullah built within an institution that turned their better efforts to the 
voice within.

Sterling A. Brown, Negro Folk Expressions: Spirituals, Seculars, 
Ballards, and Work Songs, from Modern American Poetry. 
[http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/brown/folkexpressio
n.htm].

Howard Thurman. Meditations of the Heart. Harper & Row, New 
York: 1953.
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