
Douglass was born into slavery and 
remained a slave-labourer for the first 
20 years of his life. After much contem-
plation and preparation, he success-
fully found a way to escape, eventually 
becoming a fearless public figure in the 
abolition movement.1

Learning to read was generally 
forbidden to slaves under threat of severe 
punishment. But Douglass learned it in 
secret, from reading the precious words 
of the Bible. His writings and rhetoric 
ref lect his ongoing commitment to 
Christian doctrine, at the same time as 
he was deeply involved in the politics 
of abolition. It was as a Christian that 
he did not hesitate to call out various 
contemporary versions of Christianity 
as distortions that supported the institu-
tion of slavery.

Douglass’s acceptance of the Bible’s 
teaching included the Genesis account 
of the creation of our first human 
parents. A very straightforward conclu-
sion from this account is that all of 
Adam and Eve’s descendants are fully 

human and have the same intrinsic value, 
being made in God’s image. In other 
words, there is no such thing as any 
‘race’ that is somehow less human or of 
less worth than another. Such a conclu-
sion was, however, unwelcome in large 
portions of society in Douglass’s time. 
It served to undermine a major justifica-
tion for owning and trading in African 
people as if they were beasts of burden.

Biographical background

According to his own writings, Douglass 
was born near Tuckahoe, Maryland. 
However, he was unaware of his birth-
date. He knew that he was born to 
Harriet Bailey, an enslaved black woman, 
and a white father who was presumably 
her slaveholder master. Obviously, his 
hapless mother could give no resistance 
to his advances.

When he was very young, before 
he even knew her as his mother, she 
was hired out long-term to a property 
some 19 km (12 miles) away. Such cruel 

separation of enslaved 
mothers from their infant 

children was very common at the 
time. She could only visit him rarely, 

and then only at night, having to walk 
the entire distance and return to be 
back in the fields at sunrise. She died 
when he was only seven; he had seen 
her only four or five times in his life.

Douglass lived in various slave-
owning households thereafter. After 
being sold to a Thomas Auld, he served 
as a household slave. It was Auld’s 
wife Sophia who helped him learn to 
read by studying the Bible.2

Discovering this, Auld immedi-
ately forbade it, but Douglass kept on 
in secret by himself. When Auld later 
discovered this, and that Douglass was 
teaching other slaves to read using 
Scripture, he sold him to Edward Covey, 
a Maryland farmer. Douglass wrote 
that Covey “had acquired a very high 
reputation for breaking young slaves, 
and this reputation was of immense 
value to him.”3 ‘Slave-breaking’ 
involved physical and psychological 
violence to break the spirit of the slave. 
Some of these slaves were owned by 
others, who would pay Covey for his 
services to have them suitably ‘broken’ 
and demoralized before being returned. 
Douglass observed that “Covey … 
was a professor of religion—a pious 
soul—a member and a class leader in 
the Methodist church.” 4

Such stark hypocrisy helps to 
explain Douglass’s frequent fierce 
criticisms and rejection of much of 
organized religion. This was particu-
larly directed towards southern white 
Christianity. Its practitioners would 
not hesitate to abuse Bible passages 
to justify their frequent and unbib-
lical savage oppression and complete 
dehumanization of the black lives 
they presumed to own. (He later also 
became disillusioned with the approach 
of many of the black churches in too-
passively accepting this state of affairs 
in the nation.) In a particularly scathing 
passage, he wrote:
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We have men-stealers for ministers, 
women-whippers for missionaries, 
and cradle-plunderers for church 
members. The man who wields 
the blood-clotted cowskin [whip] 
during the week fills the pulpit on 
Sunday. 5

Douglass’s words highlight how the 
underlying sin of chattel slavery (quite 
different from the bond-servant concept 
in, for example, Old Testament Israel), 
corrupted the American Church’s opera-
tions. The practice of man-stealing, which 
is how African slaves were first captured, 
is specifically condemned in the Bible.6 

His statement also exposes the obvious 
hypocrisy, something Jesus repeatedly and 
strongly condemned (Matthew 23:3, 13, 23, 
27, 33).

The Bible—human value, individual 
effort, justice, and fairness

Rachel Ferguson, Professor of Business 
Ethics at Concordia University, Chicago, 
and a Christian, has written extensively 
on Douglass. Concordia is operated by the 
Lutheran Church of America’s conserva-
tive Missouri Synod, which affirms 
biblical (six-day) creation. She defines 
his religious faith in terms of his belief 
in orthodox Christian doctrine, encom-
passing the Bible’s teachings on justice.7 
The American Constitution’s declaration 
that all are created of equal value reflects 
one aspect of this—despite some of the 
historical violations in practice.8

As a director of the university’s Free 
Enterprise Institute, Ferguson is not 
promoting equality of outcomes. Rather, 
she often references Douglass’s famous 
commitment to individual effort and the 
rule of just law. She emphasizes his rejec-
tion of economic systems that violate the 
self-ownership and property rights of the 
individual (like slavery or certain forms 
of paternalism). Douglass would have 
been an enemy of systems in which the 
state owned the means of production, as 
in the former Soviet Union.

Flight to freedom

After suffering under slavery for 20 
years, Douglass escaped with the help 
of his future wife Anna Murray, a free-
born African American. At great risk to 
herself, she used her position as a laun-
dress to obtain a sailor’s uniform for him. 
Thus disguised, and carrying borrowed 
sailor’s identity documents, he boarded 
a train out of Baltimore, Maryland, 
using money she had provided from 
her savings. He travelled by train, ferry, 
and steamboat through northeastern 
Maryland, Delaware, and Pennsylvania, 

narrowly avoiding recognition at a 
critical river crossing. Upon reaching 
the safety of abolitionist agents in New 
York City, he sent word to Anna, who 
travelled to meet and marry him there.

Laws forbade marriages between 
slaves, which of course violated biblical 
teachings. Douglass later wrote that “the 
slave owner who is the religious advo-
cate of marriage robs whole millions of 
its sacred influence and leaves them to 
the ravages of wholesale pollution.” 9

Douglass’s later life became increas-
ingly connected to the politics of the era 
and the abolitionist movement specifi-
cally. Yet his faith informed his politics, 
not the reverse, despite accusations to 
the contrary. The accusations were more 
than likely related to the discomfort 
caused by his uncompromising pres-
entations of the evils of slavery. These 
inevitably exposed the failings of white 
Christian society in this regard, even 
when this was not directly mentioned.

Opposition within the church

On one occasion, Douglass told how he 
and his compatriots were often stigma-
tized as “infidels”:

I have found it difficult to speak 
on this matter without persons 

Anna Murray Douglass (1813–1882), Frederick's  
first wife. His 1884 remarriage was widely (and 
unbiblically) criticized for being 'interracial' 
(creation.com/interracial).

Sale of estates, pictures, and slaves in the 
rotunda, New Orleans, 1842. Inset: 1840 
poster advertising slaves for sale.
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coming forward and saying, 
“Douglass, are you not afraid of 
injuring the cause of Christ? You 
do not desire to do so, we know; 
but are you not undermining 
religion?” This has been said 
to me again and again … but I 
cannot be induced to leave off 
these exposures.

I love the religion of our blessed 
Savior. I love that religion 
that comes from above, in the 

“wisdom of God,” which is first 
pure, then peaceable, gentle, 
and easy to be entreated, full of 
mercy and good fruits, without 
partiality and without hypocrisy. 
I love that religion that sends 
its votaries [devotees] to bind 
up the wounds of him that has 
fallen among thieves. I love that 
religion that makes it the duty of 
its disciples to visit the fatherless 
and the widow in their affliction. 
I love that religion that is based 
upon the glorious principle, of 
love to God and love to man; 
which makes its followers do 
unto others as they themselves 
would be done by.

If you demand liberty to your-
self, it says, grant it to your 
neighbors. If you claim a right 
to think for yourself, it says, 
allow your neighbors the same 

right. If you claim 
to act for yourself, 
it says, allow your 
neighbors the same 
right. It is because I 
love this religion that 
I hate the slaveholding, 
the woman-whipping, the 
mind-darkening, the soul-
destroying religion that exists in 
the southern states of America. 10

Frederick and Anna settled in New 
Bedford, Massachusetts, in 1840.11 
During this period, the couple joined 
the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
Church, where he became an ordained 
minister and local preacher. In that time, 
Douglass discovered the writings of 
the ‘white’ abolitionist William Lloyd 
Garrison. Douglass became strongly 
involved in the abolition movement, 
particularly in New England.

As an orator, Douglass’s anti-slavery 
fervour, combined with his rhetorical 
skills, captured his audiences’ attention. 
A recurrent theme of his was the role 
of the Divine Creator in human affairs.

Created in God’s image

Constantly implicit in Douglass’s 
perspective was the view that humanity 
represents God’s special creation. And 
thus, it should be protected against 
any practice that violates the natural, 
God-given rights of men, women, and 
children. The preface by the aboli-
tionist Garrison (mentioned earlier) to 

one of Douglass’s books 
reflects this:

… making man the prop-
erty of his fellow-man! 

O, how accursed is that 
system, which entombs the 
godlike mind of man, defaces 
the divine image, reduces 
those who by creation were 
crowned with glory and honor 
to a level with four-footed 
beasts, and exalts the dealer 
in human flesh above all that 
is called God!12

In the same book, Douglass makes 
a biting observation regarding a 
common belief used to justify black 
slavery, namely the so-called ‘Curse 
on Ham’13 after the Flood described 
in Genesis:

If the lineal descendants of 
Ham are alone to be scrip-
turally enslaved, it is certain 
that slavery at the south must 
soon become unscriptural; for 
thousands are ushered into 
the world, annually, who, like 
myself, owe their existence 
to white fathers, and those 
fathers most frequently their 
own masters. 14

This  statue  was unveiled 
in 2026, for the 250-year 
anniversary of the USA 
in Augustine, Florida, by 
Governor DeSantis. It  was 
to commemorate the visit 
to the city of Douglass, 
aged 71,  in 1889, 24 years 
after the Civil War. He 
was campaigning for 
equal rights in the face of 
the  'Jim Crow' repression 
laws that were becoming 
established in the South. 

A historic map showing the % of slaves in each 
county's population in the slaveholding states in 
1860; darker = higher % (darkest = > 50, up to 90%). 
At the time, the 'market value' of the four million 
enslaved people in the US was more than that of 
all the nation's railroads and factories combined.
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After the Civil War, many aboli-
tionists retired from active public 
life. But Douglass continued to 
devote his life to public service, 
going on to significant roles in 
U.S. governance and international 
relations. This included being on 
terms of mutual respect with, 
and occasionally being called 
upon for advice by, a number of 
Presidents following Lincoln.

Conclusion

Fredrick Douglass was a key 
abolitionist and then statesman 
who waged a lifelong struggle 
against slavery. His powerful 
contributions to defeating the 
institution of slavery stemmed 
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American friendship

from more than just his political 
commitment and rhetor ical 
power. He had a strong faith and 
belief in the revealed character of 
a loving and holy God, creator of 
all. This, coupled with his lived 
experiences, led him to power-
fully critique contemporary 
versions of Christianity as being 
distorted to support slavery.

Douglass  bel ieved that 
humanity was a special creation 
endowed by God with immutable 
rights. He consistently affirmed 
the moral teachings of the Bible, 
and displayed a personal commit-
ment to them and to Christ. This 
contributed heavily to his life-
long dedication to justice and 
equal opportunity for all.
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