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			FOREWORD

			Patricia Raybon

			Natasha Sistrunk Robinson and I first met in the most prosaic of places—on Facebook. Everyone knows how tentative those initial interactions can sometimes be, but Natasha stood out. She was strong, clear-eyed, confident, a US Naval Academy graduate, a seminary graduate, and a former US Marine Corps officer. Watching her in even that pedestrian setting, I was left with one deep appeal: to truly know her. Or, as I asked when we finally were blessed to meet by video conference: Tell me your story. The real one. The brave one.

			People of faith ask that of each other because we know there’s always more than what is seen. Our surface is precisely that—our veneer. Under our Bible-studying, prayer-lifting, exegetical facades, we know our real truth awaits. People of color know this even more; our stories go untold. Looking to explain, we struggle to express our vexation—leaning on beloved warriors like Zora Neale Hurston, who wrote, “There’s no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.” Her words can feel mocked, however, when we learn they’re often wrongly attributed—frequently to Dr. Maya Angelou, who is often misattributed herself. The mix-up affirms how, as people of color, our stories get wrongly shared, our personal details get lost, our worth gets minimized, and our courage gets undervalued (if it’s ever even weighed).

			Yet we soldier on, as African American theologian James H. Cone did, “in a society and in an intellectual discourse that did not even acknowledge that I existed.” Letting our hair down all the way, however, exposes us to the bone, leaving us to declare with Audre Lorde, “If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive.”

			In this book, you’ll find a Cone-style, Lorde-blessed version of the warrior Natasha Sistrunk Robinson. Telling her own truth, she opens a vein. Telling all, she dares to help save herself, but also to galvanize the rest of us—maybe even to redeem us. From what? “That there is no place of safety for black people in America.” Indeed, that “the American church is oftentimes too slow and too passive about almost everything that matters.” Churched folks act, therefore, as if this rotten trouble were not a stench in God’s nostrils or God couldn’t strengthen us to help fight systemic injustice and fix it. 

			Well, God can. 

			In saying that, A Sojourner’s Truth is an important book indeed. It is Natasha’s story, but told on Natasha’s terms. As she writes in her opening pages, “I am an expert on being me: a black, Christian woman from the South. So that’s the story I’m telling.”

			I thought I knew “Tasha” well, but I needed to hear her hardest stories—that she struggled in vain to protect her light-skinned baby sister in a color-struck world. Or that her successful matriculation through military gauntlets brought her, literally, to her knees. With candor, she shares the pain and peculiarity of her family’s “Negro poverty”—a wealth gap she deplores. As Natasha confesses, “My nasty, dirty little family secret is that we were poor.”

			With rich humility, Natasha unburies these raw family pearls—also granting equal time to the story of biblical Moses and the exodus plot of his own beleaguered people. As companion narratives, this material provides urgent, theological, “Sunday go to meeting” teaching. Natasha holds our reluctant feet to the fire.

			This warrior is on a mission, indeed. For every ugly racial inequality still staining American soil and souls, she issues a battle cry to action, holding the body of Christ “accountable to Christ’s standards, and to work together to become a loving, united, and righteous people of God.”

			In this brave volume, she invites us to kneel a while with her narrative and, as the saints of old used to say, to tarry there. Near her feet, humbled to look up and see God, we’ll be inspired to do the right thing: to climb up from the mud and finally march.

		


		
			

			PREFACE

			There is power in bringing untold stories to light. The freedom to speak about the reality of suffering and death results in a freedom from denial.

			Richard A. Horsley

			Telling the truth can get you into trouble. I hear that in polite company we are not supposed to talk about religion, race, politics, or money. Now I’m here writing about all of them, although I am not an expert on any one. I am an expert on being me: a black, Christian woman from the South. So that’s the story I’m telling. This is me using my power and writing my way to freedom.

			Freedom. That’s what I want for myself and for others now. It will come only when we tell the truth about ourselves, our environment, and the lives that we lead. The truth beckons us to stare reality in the face, to embrace the scars of our suffering, and to confess when death and the shadows of death change our lives forever. If we want freedom, then the truth cannot be denied.

			The truth is, my faith, skin color, gender, and culture have significantly informed the ways God calls me to respond, speak, and act in this world. I am human. I’ve suffered quite a bit of loss and have wrestled with the tensions and intersectionality of being both black and woman (more on that later).

			I am deeply convicted by the darkness of this world, and I am calling people to walk in the light. This book reveals two convictions in particular.

			First, we need to hear more stories that originate with and feature the voices and experiences of people of color. We don’t need folks telling us about people of color. We all benefit when people of color clearly, directly, and authentically use their own words, research, history, work, and art to courageously tell about their whole lives and present their whole selves if they so choose.

			Second, we need to see more women and men working and leading together across generations to advance the kingdom of God. If this is to happen, then more women must recognize and take ownership of their responsibilities to lead, regardless of how or where they work and in spite of whether or not they have a title or formal position. Likewise, we need more men, particularly those in positions of power, educating themselves out of their own ignorance, leading the fight against injustices to women and people of color, and creating leadership opportunities, mentorship, and sponsorship for women and ethnic minorities.

			Because of these convictions, I have rendered my heart and committed these words to paper. I am inviting you to experience the presence and wisdom of God with me. I trust that he will speak to you as you are guided through my story.

			I also invite you to a historical transport through the story of Moses and the exodus. This biblical narrative has had great significance for generations of African American Christians because of its message of liberation. From slavery to the civil rights movement to now, this story offers truth and hope for all who feel unknown, unloved, uncertain, out of sorts, or misunderstood for any number of reasons. I know that the transatlantic slave trade was not the same as the enslavement of the Israelites, that ancient Egypt is not modern-day America, and that African Americans are not the same as God’s chosen people, Israel. However, all Christians are God’s elect, and that means this exodus narrative is a part of our shared history. We can read, learn, and study it for its own sake and also for ours (see 1 Corinthians 10). This book provides a unique opportunity for you to explore the Scriptures from the vantage point of someone who, like Moses, was born into a marginalized people group.

			Along the way I will offer quite a bit of social and cultural commentary. Growing up I remember the old folks saying, “Don’t be so heavenly minded that you’re no earthly good.” God cares about this world, and he desires for his kingdom to come on earth as it is in heaven. As sojourners, we understand that the earth as we now know it is only our temporary home. However, as kingdom citizens—those given the authority to work and make God’s kingdom known now—we must survey our social, political, and cultural climates to discern how God wants us to courageously speak and respond to the current issues of our day.

			But before we can respond to God’s call to follow in our modern day, we must address soul-defining questions such as:

			Who or what is worthy of my worship?

			For what purpose has God created me?

			What stories or life experiences is God using to shape me?

			How will I choose freedom and courage as I faithfully live out my purpose or calling?

			The first person each of us must learn to speak truth to is ourselves. The first person we must learn to lead is ourselves. So this is me, inviting you to answer the questions, to speak the truth, to lead well, and to become strong and courageous.

		



		
			

			
PART ONE

			[image: ]

			In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

			Genesis 1:1

			Beginnings have meaning. Beginnings reveal the purpose and value of our lives by shaping us into the people we are to become.

			Likewise, the purpose of our lives is often revealed through the teaching, examples, experiences, messages, and disappointments we encounter in our formative years. These shaping elements determine how we grow and respond in the world. Over time God takes the good messages and refines them. If we allow him, he also takes the bad messages—the uncertainties, the lies, and the unbelief—and ­replaces them with truth.

			In sharing my truth, I’m giving you the opportunity to eavesdrop on the internal wrestling of my heart, and I’m also taking you on a biblical expedition to journey with Moses. Here we make a sojourn through his birth to his calling, where he comes face-to-face with God and finds his life’s purpose.

			God reveals the truth about himself to Moses in this dramatic encounter. Can you imagine how difficult it is to trust this God in a culture of many gods, and to still hold on to hope when you can see only glimmers of his promises at best? Learning to trust God—whether enslaved or free, well fed or hungry, in times of war and in times of peace, dwelling in the palace, the wilderness, or the promised land filled with giants—is the spiritual act of knowing and then obeying the truth.

			

		


		
			
CHAPTER ONE

			PAIN

			TRUTH IS, YOUR IDENTITY CAN GET YOU INTO HOT WATER

			If you are silent about your pain, they’ll kill you and say you enjoyed it.

			Zora Neale Hurston

			It was a forbidden conversation.

			“Carmen, Momma says I have to always be there for you,” I told my younger sister. “Some white people are not going to like you because you are black, and some black people are not going to like you because you are light skinned.”

			I had waited a long time before sharing this information that my mother had relayed to me in secret. I was only a child, in middle or early high school. I didn’t really understand the significance of these words, and I don’t know how I expected my little sister to respond when I told her this truth. But I was surprised and even shocked to see tears well up in her eyes, fall down to her cheeks, and land in the palms of her hands as she began to gasp for breath and cry uncontrollably.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked, confused and uncertain now.

			As she tried to control her body, she looked up at me and said, “People don’t like me.”

			I didn’t know what to do with that response.

			It wasn’t until many years later that I became aware of the brown paper bag tests. Author and professor Michael Eric Dyson wrote, “In fact, New Orleans invented the brown paper bag party—usually at a gathering in a home—where anyone darker than the bag attached to the door was denied entrance. The brown bag criterion survives as a metaphor for how the black cultural elite quite literally establishes a caste system along color lines within black life.” For black people in general, it’s the epitome of self-hate brought on by the reality that we are not white in a society that normalizes all things white as pure, right, and better. For the black elite, the test was a way to maintain the pride, self-righteous assurance, and soothing comfort of knowing that they were not poor. There was no need for social mingling with black people who were dark skinned or impoverished, because those people were not marriage material.

			Thank God my sister and I had a loving mother—a black woman who would not set her black daughters up for failure. As we grew, she told us the truth about the hardships we would likely face in this world, and she didn’t hold back. My mother warned us about the setup of systemic racism and cultural biases (although she did not use those terms), and she had a hope for a better future for us all.

			So there I was, sitting next to my younger sister trying to have an adult-like conversation. At the time my sister’s lighter skin color would have passed the brown paper bag test, and my browner complexion would not. 

			In that moment, the message “People don’t like you” is not what I wanted to communicate at all. I saw my sister’s tears and thought, What on earth have I done? What I wanted her to hear was, “My sista, don’t you worry about a thing because no matter what happens in this world and who stands against you, I have your back. You can trust that, and you can trust me.”

			There is truth in the statement “When one person hurts in a family, everyone aches. And this is always the choice: pain demands to be felt—or it will demand you feel nothing as all.” My sister was born a light-skinned black woman in America, and this would be the source of her pain. To some extent, I suppose this was the source of my pain as well. Along with that pain, I felt my first yearning of leadership in my longing to protect my vulnerable little sister. Yet I couldn’t even safeguard myself. And I was powerless to defend her.

			This was the moment I realized that things were not quite right in this world. 

			Life of the Broken and Brokenhearted

			Miriam’s story resonated with me because she too was charged with watching her younger sibling. We meet Miriam at the beginning of the book of Exodus keeping a vigilant eye over her baby brother, Moses, as he drifts down the Nile River. Miriam was a servant and faithful witness, but she seems to appear only as a footnote in the story. At first glance, we all think this story is about baby Moses. But the story is actually bigger than Moses, and it’s bigger than Miriam. To better understand Moses’ journey, we have to start at the beginning because what happens in our formative years has a way of shaping our adult lives. As we reflect, we come to understand that Moses’ story and ours are all a part of God’s redemptive story.

			God’s big story of creation, fall, and redemption is steeped in pain. For godly people and leaders specifically, pain is often the tool God uses to help us realize our passion and purpose. Being exposed to the reality of racism as a child and feeling helpless to do anything about it revealed my pain. For Moses, the pain was revealed in the basket that held his three-month-old body afloat in the water. It was not a pain that he bore—not yet anyway—but it was the pain of his community.

			He was in the basket because the king of Egypt, consumed by his own fears and desire for population control, issued a death sentence on all newborn Hebrew boys. The pain of death—the reality that this boy would surely die if he remained at home with his biological family—is what put baby Moses in the basket. The pain of his mother, Jochebed, and her last hope to save his life is what put him in the basket. The pain of the heavy hand of an oppressor and more than four hundred years of his people’s enslavement is what put Moses in the basket. The pain of the possibility that God had forgotten them is what put him in that basket. As a baby he could not carry that pain, but this pain landed him in the basket, floating down the Nile.


					Pain is often the tool God uses to help us realize our passion and purpose.



			In reading we learn quickly that the Exodus narrative is not just a story about Moses or his sister, Miriam. Exodus teaches us about what God is doing in the midst of a people group to accomplish his will on earth. God had heard the cries of the enslaved Hebrew community, and he intended to do something about it. 

			God would use Moses to deliver his people out of their pain.

			From the time captured Africans were bought to America and enslaved, they have longed for deliverance. But more than deliverance, they longed for the freedom to speak their own names, to preserve their own history, to keep their own property, to protect their own families, to work and enjoy the fruits of their own labor, to govern themselves, to tell their own stories, and perhaps to get some relief from their painful reality. Humanity is lost when slavery is normalized.

			As a child, I didn’t understand the biblical history, the mysteries of God, or his plan for my life. However, I did know when something hurt. I sat with my pain as I watched my sister in silence, and perhaps for the first time in my life I began to experience the pain of the entire black community. I was heartbroken and remained at her side until I thought she would be okay, but our pain did not go away. In the same manner, Miriam “stood at a distance to see what would happen” to her baby brother, because she had no real control over or assurance of his safety (Exodus 2:4). 

			Acknowledging our pain makes us vulnerable.

			Vulnerability and Silence

			Vulnerability can be dangerous in the same way water is dangerous. Like water, vulnerability can be the source of cleansing and renewal or it can be the source of drowning and death. But there is something else that is more dangerous than taking the risk of vulnerability, and that is silence.

			As an African American woman who loves my African American sistas, I have learned that we are often silent about what hurts us the most. Dr. Chanequa Walker-Barnes refers to this epidemic as a “Deadly Silence.” She writes:

			Perhaps nowhere in society is the StrongBlackWoman more ubiquitous than in the Christian church. The church reinforces the mythology of the StrongBlackWoman by silencing, ignoring, and even romanticizing the suffering of Black women. Rather than offering a balm to heal the wounds of Black women who cry out about their pain, the church admonishes them with platitudes such as “God won’t give you any more than you can bear” and “If He brought you to it, He’ll bring you through it.”

			Acclaimed Harlem Renaissance writer Zora Neale Hurston was also a black woman acquainted with suffering, and she understood that we, as African Americans, could not be silent about our pain because silence would be the death of us. By swallowing the poison of our pain, we die a slow death, and for black people in America it seems as if nobody notices. As another artist wrote, “The heart dies a slow death, shedding each hope like leaves until one day there are none. No hopes. Nothing remains.”


					If healing is to come, then this pain must be named and confronted.



			Knowing the pain, history, violence, and silence that have shaped the African American narrative infuses how I read the Scriptures. I come from a marginalized and oppressed people group that was enslaved for more than three hundred years, so I try to imagine the helplessness and hopelessness that the Hebrew people felt as an entire generation of their boys were thrown into the Nile River. What would be worse: knowing that the actual genocide took place, knowing that people in positions of power in the empire stood by and said nothing, or knowing that nothing would be done about this loss of innocent lives—that justice would not be served? This is a painful narrative that is quite familiar to African Americans. Murder by the state. Silence. Then nothing. The heart dies a slow death. The painful reality of this death emotionally cripples us, and black people have been conditioned to say, “Thank you,” and take our lethal doses with a smile.

			But I am not without hope. We see from Moses’ story that God hears the cries of the oppressed. God enters our pain, through our suffering, even in the silence. If healing is to come, then this pain must be named and confronted. We cannot look away. With every truth-telling moment, we can better discern what these moments reveal about our history, our authentic selves, our leadership journey, and our hope for a better future. Only then can we challenge each other to join in God’s great work of justice, redemption, and reconciliation. 

			
Let This Encounter with Water Change You

			The power and wealth of the Egyptians prevented them from considering the pain that slavery inflicted on the Hebrew people. All the while, the Hebrews were crying out to God for their deliverance. Neither the Egyptians nor the Hebrews knew that one infant’s trip to the water—a trip that could have meant life or death for him—would turn the tide and usher in freedom for an entire people group. This divine hope was made possible through the most unlikely source—the compassion of Pharaoh’s daughter. When she discovered Moses floating in the water, she made a choice to see a human, not just a Hebrew boy.

			Like Pharaoh’s daughter, our healing from a sin-sick, power-driven, money-hungry, and racialized culture will come only when we learn to see differently. None of us really knows how one empathetic gesture, one listening ear, one kind word spoken, or one loving act can change the trajectory of a person’s life. With her actions, Pharaoh’s daughter made it possible for Moses to grow into manhood, in which he eventually learned that God always sets before us choices of life or death, blessings or curses. As Moses later instructed the Israelites:

			This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. (Deuteronomy 30:19-20)

			Pharaoh’s daughter reminds us that with every word and act, we choose either life or death for ourselves and for others.

			Just as the physical act of Moses’ mother placing him into the water and the physical act of Pharaoh’s daughter drawing him out of it express their choices, our physical actions reveal the internal condition of our souls and whether or not we are truly responding to God. Choosing life means participating in God’s redemptive work as he transforms families, reshapes communities, and converts nations. Whenever we do the hard or courageous thing in spite of our lack of understanding, our familial upbringing, our own pain, or difficult circumstances, we are choosing life. 

			An Invitation for the Vulnerable

			As the old spiritual says, 


			Take me to the water, 

			take me to the water,

			take me to the water

			to be baptized. 

			Nothing but the righteous,

			nothing but the righteous,

			nothing but the righteous

			shall see God.




			We want to see God—to be aware of his presence—but so often we miss him because we are evaluating the wrong things in the wrong way. We try to determine whether God is at work based on our own prosperity and temporal “blessings.” However, the Bible has a different standard of evaluation. Through Moses’ story we learn that God communes with us in the mountaintop experiences of our lives, but also in the wilderness, on the long walk to freedom, and in the waves of the wild and dangerous waters.

			God is with me in the water—to rescue me from all the consuming patterns of thought that remain from a life and history of being enslaved. Let there be no doubt that we have all been enslaved to something. Like Pharaoh and his daughter, Jochebed and her husband, Moses and his sister, we all have different encounters with and proximity to the water. Our interaction with the water allows us to consider whether we will aim to command it or allow it to transform us. We can come thirsty, helpless, and weak, acknowledging our desperate need for change. That is when God meets and rescues us.

			Get baptized and come out anew. Go into or come out of the troubled waters. That’s the invitation from God to each of us. Enter into the pain and suffering of this life to find your purpose and passion through a new life. Because we have been conditioned to swallow or ignore the ever-present sin and pain, we need a spiritual baptism into a new way of thinking, being, and responding in this world. Jesus’ invitation is “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. . . . For I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 11:28-29). We have an invitation to lay our pain and burdens down. 


					We come humbly, or we don’t come at all.



			When teaching about leadership and follower-ship, Jesus also said, “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3-4). We must come like that three-month-old baby boy floating in the river or like the little children who came to Jesus—realizing that there is nothing on earth we can do for ourselves. We come humbly, or we don’t come at all. 

			Death awaits us if we stay in hiding or if we float adrift in the water, and if we want to live, we desperately need someone to come and lift us up out of it. We come with our pain, which eventually connects us to our purpose and passion, and then leads us into praise.

			The Mystery of Pain and Weakness


			I’ve got so much to thank God for.

			So many wonderful blessings and so many open doors.

			A brand-new mercy, along with each new day.

			That’s why I praise you.



			We stood in front of many congregations as our soloist sang these opening words from Kurt Carr’s song “For Every Mountain.” I planted my feet and stood proudly in my service dress blue uniform as a member of the United States Naval Academy Gospel Choir. Many of us were African American and first-generation college students, and life was hard. As we listened and then sang, we remembered our various trials: studying in the wee hours of the night, those who had left us and would not graduate, and those who we left still struggling back home. I remembered all of the failed swim tests before I eventually passed and could graduate. I remembered my pain, and I sang praises to the Lord. That singing sometimes turned into tears, or raised hands, or shouts of “Hallelujah,” or praise dancing. While God does not always remove our pain and suffering, he does not abandon us in the troubled waters of life. He is present to carry us up, over, or through.

			The apostle Paul was honest about his struggles. He asked God to take them away, but God did not. In fact, God’s word of comfort to Paul was simply this: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” God promised to be enough for Paul, so Paul’s response was praise: “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Corinthians 12:9-10).

			Can we get real with ourselves and each other for a moment? None of this makes any sense. Weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecution, and difficulties cause us deep pain and suffering. Yet it is often in our pain and in our torment that we experience God’s grace, and the painful experiences strengthen and refine us. This is what some scholars and theologians refer to as the upside-down kingdom of God: what makes sense, looks right, or feels good to us is often not the Lord’s way.

			This is why Jesus teaches that if someone slaps our right cheek, we should offer them up the left one to slap as well (Matthew 5:39). I’m not sanctified enough to offer up my face like that! Let’s be clear: Jesus is not promoting violence or domestic abuse, but he is teaching about our responsibilities as peacemakers. We are not to respond or to treat other people as their sins deserve. We must not seek our own revenge.

			There are rewards for this peacemaking behavior because the bigger objective of Jesus’ teaching is to reveal the purposes of his kingdom. In his kingdom, the first will be last and the last will be first (Matthew 20:1-16). In his kingdom, redeemed slaves and their former masters, the poor and the rich, the powerless and the powerful, will sit at the table together. In his kingdom, you can go into the water dirty and come out of it clean. Jesus promises to use the foolish things of this world to confound the wise, and “the weak things of the world to shame the strong” (1 Corinthians 1:26-27). If we are going to make it in this upside-down life, we need to see God’s grace at work in our pain and in our weaknesses.

			God’s power can be revealed through us if we simply get out of thinking that we know more than we actually do, or that we can effectively respond beyond our sinful human limitations without accepting this invitation from Christ. God invites us to confess our pain. Come as little children. Depend on him. Praise him for our weaknesses, Paul says! Not only that, but we are also to delight in our insults, in our hardships, in our persecutions, and in our difficulties. And these painful life experiences are to lead us into praise? Help us, oh Lord!

			In our weaknesses, God’s grace is revealed. God’s grace is revealed when people like my mother tell the truth about life, and when people like Moses’ mother or Pharaoh’s daughter take risks to preserve a child’s life. Because we are vulnerable humans, we all need somebody to have our backs, to tell the truth, to take risks, to safeguard us, to lift us up out of the water, and to show us a better way. Paul’s mysterious boasting and praise reveals that Jesus has done this for us. Because of Jesus, God can use our pain to inform us so we can all be better together—even with our diverse backgrounds. 

			Through our pain and in our weaknesses, we are collectively made strong.

			


			TRUTH IS: We all suffer from pain, and God uses that pain to shape us for his good kingdom purposes.

			REFLECTION QUESTION: Ann Voskamp writes, “Not one thing in your life is more important than figuring out how to live in the face of unspoken pain.” What is the source of your pain?

			SCRIPTURE MEDITATION: “The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18).

			PERSONAL AFFIRMATION: I can trust God with my pain, understanding that pain can serve as a catalyst to finding my passion and purpose.

			CALL TO ACTION: We start with our own healing. Are there any steps you need to take to process pain that has surfaced for you?

			PRAYER: God, I thank you that you have not abandoned me in my weakness. You have not left me alone in this world to fight for myself. You are ever present, ever caring, and ever loving to take me through my pain. Help me to trust you to do this sacred work. In the power and authority of your son, Jesus’, name. Amen.

			TWEET: We come with our pain, which eventually connects us to our purpose and passion, and then leads us into praise. @asistasjourney #ASojournersTruth
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CHAPTER TWO

			GRACE

			TRUTH IS, WOMEN ARE THE UNSUNG HEROES IN THIS WORLD

			Where did your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with him!

			Sojourner Truth, “Ain’t I a Woman?”

			She gently touched my shoulder, then took my hand to lift me from the brown folding chair under the funeral-home tent. My eyes had been fixed on the steel silver bars as I watched strangers lower my mother’s body into the ground. My Aunt Janet said to me, “Come on inside the church, Tasha. There are some things you just don’t need to see.”

			I don’t remember eating the meal provided at the church that day. I don’t remember what I did before or after the service. I don’t remember whether I wore my midshipman service dress blue uniform or a traditional black dress—it wasn’t exactly a day for taking pictures. I do remember entering the old Baptist church, filled with family and friends, as songs of praise rang out from a full choir loft where my mother used to sing. Those black people, my mother’s friends, stomped, rocked, and clapped their hands as they sang praises to Jesus. As I walked down the aisle, I worried about my immediate family: How would we make it without my mother? Who would love and lead us now?

			My high school principal was one of the officials who carried the ceremonial flowers to the small gravesite outside, and she was allowed to sit in the front of the church until it was time to perform her duty. She called me several days later and said, “You know, Tasha, I watched you that whole service, and the only time you cried was when you looked at your immediate family. Somehow, you knew you were going to be alright because your mother gave you enough love to last a lifetime.” 

			The truth was, I first experienced God’s grace to me through the love and sacrifices of my dear mother.

			The most difficult thing about her death was knowing that she would no longer share the important moments in my life. She would not be there to see me graduate from the United States Naval Academy. She would not be there to see me marry. She would not be present for the birth of my children—the son lost and the daughter who remains. My heart’s deepest ache was not having an answer for the questions, Who is going to love me like my momma? How do you define a home without her? 

			I was sad and lonely. I poured myself into work. For years I bottled my emotions and did not sufficiently grieve. But when I thought I would emotionally die, God was gracious. He sustained my life by bringing other women who continued to show up when I needed motherly support.

			When I returned to the Naval Academy and resumed college life, it was my mentor, Mary Thompson, who provided a haven for prayer, home-cooked meals, and a safe place for my many tears. When I graduated, it was my godmother, Mrs. Joyce Garrett, and her husband, Pop, who threw my best friend and me a graduation party because our lives, our accomplishments, and our new careers in the military were worth celebrating.

			When I got married, it was my other godmother, Sister Linda Jones, who managed the wedding. I was not anxious because she was running the show. When my bridesmaids left my hotel room to head to the church, two of their mothers remained to help me get dressed and drive me to the church on that bright spring day. As my dear friends were preparing to stand as my witnesses, their mothers were taking care of me. I didn’t ask them to do that; they just showed up. On that day there were no tears of sadness because I did not have my one and only mother. God in his grace had given me three.

			One of Jesus’ best friends, the apostle John, wrote of him, “From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace” (John 1:16 NRSV). This truth I know full well.

			A Strong Black Woman

			God’s grace sustains us through our beginnings and endings. Losing my mom when I was twenty felt like the end of being a daughter and the beginning of being a mother to my younger siblings—my sister and brother. I grew up very quickly in the four and a half years between mom’s funeral and my wedding. I became more responsible for myself—and for my father and siblings as well. There is a weightiness to becoming a matriarch. So, I learned to fully embrace that I am a strong woman and a leader.

			I don’t wear the “strong woman” title as a badge of honor, as if I had a blue leotard with a Superwoman emblem on my chest and a red cape flying in the wind—not anymore, anyway. I used to be the StrongBlackWoman that Chanequa Walker-Barnes describes:

			[She] is the woman who constantly extends herself on behalf of others. In her intimate and family relationships, on her job, and in her church and community, she is the “go to” woman, the one upon whom others depend when they need assistance, counsel, or comfort. Driven by a deeply ingrained desire to be seen as helpful and caring, she is practically incapable of saying no to others’ requests without experiencing feelings of guilt and worthlessness. As her willingness to help repeatedly reinforces others’ tendencies to ask her for help, her very nature becomes defined by multitasking and over-commitment.

			I still multitask, but I have learned to say no by establishing boundaries, setting aside the responsibilities that do not belong to me, and asking for help. 


					Strong is knowing your own power and exercising it humbly.


			I have also learned that strong is not always the opposite of weak. Strong is knowing your own power and exercising it humbly. In his book Strong and Weak, Andy Crouch writes, “What we truly admire in human beings is not authority alone or vulnerability alone—we seek both together.” Being a strong black woman is knowing quite deeply that the two—strength and weakness, authority and vulnerability—can coexist. This knowing is often born out of much suffering and sorrow.

			When Death Comes Knocking

			My mother’s death was the third significant loss in my life. It was the beginning of a period of sixteen years in which I lost eleven close family members. For a long stretch of time, I only went home to attend funerals. It is hard to see a hopeful future when death is always knocking at your door. The temptation is to magnify all that you are losing, rather than focus on what remains for you to hold on to.

			Ten years into this wilderness, my husband and I lost our first child. I carried him for five months—both he and I were healthy—and then I unexpectedly miscarried. The day before his death, I bought his first outfits from Old Navy along with a cuddly teddy bear. We wanted our child to have a strong biblical name, so we named him Elijah after the prophet and after my maternal grandfather, who we had also lost. 

			On the morning of Elijah’s death, I rose from bed like any other day. My husband and I were visiting our godparents at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. We went to a restaurant for breakfast and were preparing to drive home, but something did not feel right. Without any pain at all, I sensed that the baby had dropped.

			When we went to the emergency room, the nurse affirmed our deepest fear. I would deliver Elijah, and he was not going to make it. I took the drugs. They minimized the pain so it did not feel like I was having a real labor, and they caused me to sleep directly afterward. In my weakness and heartbreak, I could not even muster the strength to look at my stillborn son, but my godmother held him in her arms and bore witness to his presence in this world.

			I took my weak and vulnerable self from that cold hospital room to the loving hospitability of my godmother’s home and couch, where I remained for several days. God’s grace to me was the safety and shelter of that home. 

			A dear friend came to the house after a long day’s work to sit with me. After a lengthy silence, she said, “You know, it’s okay to cry.” 

			I lifted my head from the pillow, took my eyes off the Meerkat Manor show I had been binge watching all day, and informed her, “I’m all cried out. Been crying all day. Don’t feel like crying right now. If you want to cry, go right ahead.” But this Marine Corps officer, my sister, responded by holding back her tears. God’s grace to me was that she came, she sat, she bore witness, and she loved me with her presence, her silence, and her hidden tears.

			Then there was my friend Lisa, who lifted me from my bed to minister her old-school remedy of using cabbage to dry up my milk because my breasts hurt. She cracked jokes as she packed my bra full of cabbage, and I cried through that laughter. Only a few years later, some of these same women were in the room to hold my hands and feet and to cheer me on as I delivered our beautiful baby girl.

			Life. New births. Funerals. Deaths. Disappointments. These are things that we don’t have any control over. When life happens, the best we can do is show up for it and be fully present. This is a spiritual discipline that I have specifically learned from black women. We consistently show up to comfort, to sustain, to grieve, to celebrate, and to start something new. When times get hard and threaten to take us out, God in his magnificent grace provides people who will show up for us to make our tragic lives bearable.

			I suspect that you have witnessed this grace at work in your own life. The many ways that we experience God’s grace—both big and small—are common to all of us. As we grow in age and maturity, we realize that things aren’t always as they should be, and our lives may not be as we had hoped. You see, strong women and leaders are not superhuman. We all have personal struggles.

			It is in this reality that we come to better understand our true selves and our commonalities, and it is here that we come face-to-face with God. God’s common grace is in the blessings of loving mothers (either biological, adopted, or self-appointed), aunts who show us how to hold on and when to let go, and friends who know how to laugh, cry, or sit in silence. We all need each other. Our human lives require interdependency. Having someone show up at the opportune time is a means of God’s grace to us.

			Saved by Grace

			Before Miriam showed up for her brother, the exodus story began with two women rescuers: the Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and Puah. When Pharaoh gave the order for the midwives to kill all the Hebrew boys, they refused. They rejected the murderous plan of the empire because they feared God more than the king (Exodus 1:15-21). It was a significant risk to defy Pharaoh, and by doing so these women saved vulnerable lives while looking death, danger, and darkness in the face. That was the first time Moses’ life was saved by women. 

			Next, Pharaoh ordered that all the Hebrew infant boys be thrown into the Nile, while the girls would be spared (Exodus 1:22). The Nile River was a symbol of life to the Egyptians, but it offered a grave reminder to the Hebrews that their boys had no right to live. This genocide plot caused Moses’ mother to spring into action to save her son’s life. 
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