
In The Talking Book: African Americans and the Bible, Allen Dwight Callahan
writes that African-Americans “heard, read, and retold the story of the
Exodus more than any other biblical narrative. . . . In it they saw their own
aspirations for liberation from bondage in the story of the ancient Hebrew
slaves.” Thus it became a vital part of their collective identity. This morning
we will look at how the Exodus story was presented and interpreted in the
life and work of one African-American poet, Paul Laurence Dunbar.
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Neo-Coptic Icon by Isaac Fanous (1919-2007)

The Exodus Story in an African-American Poem
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“Crossing the Red Sea”
Nicolas Poussin (1634)

The Exodus Story in
Paul Laurence Dunbar’s

“An Ante Bellum Sermon”

Context
• Dunbar’s life and work, including “Sympathy”
• Dunbar’s use of dialect

“An Ante Bellum Sermon”
• What it sounds like, how it’s organized
• Interpreting the poem

Discussion and Conclusion
• “We Wear the Mask”



Paul Laurence Dunbar
(1872-1906) 

•  Paul’s father, Joshua, escaped slavery during the war and served 
as a sergeant in the Union Army; but after the war, plagued by 
alcoholism, he could not support the family. Matilda divorced 
Joshua when Paul was 12, and he died from pneumonia a year 
later in the Old Soldiers’ Home in Dayton. 

•  Paul’s half-brothers dropped out of school to work, and Matilda 
worked as a laundress, but she made sure Paul was educated. 
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•  Paul Dunbar was born in Dayton, Ohio, in 
1872 to Joshua and Matilda Murphy 
Dunbar, formerly enslaved in Kentucky. He 
was the youngest of Matilda’s three sons. 



Paul Laurence 
Dunbar 

Eaker Street AME Church, 
Dayton, OH, 1872-1922

•  Religion was important to Matilda, and she hoped Paul 
would become a minister. 
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•  Paul joined the Eaker St. AME Church at age 13 and had his 
first poetry recitation there the same year: “An Easter Ode.”

•  Nickname at school:  “Deacon,” because he was typically 
very solemn at school assemblies.



Paul Laurence Dunbar 

• Dunbar’s first published work, a Memorial Day poem entitled 
“Our Martyred Soldiers,” appeared in the Dayton Herald when 
he was a high school sophomore.

•  At Dayton Central High School, 
where he was the only black 
student in his class, Paul was 
President of the Student Body, 
President of the Literary 
Society, a member of the 
Debating Society, and editor 
of the school newspaper. 
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Dayton Central High School (1857-1893)



Paul Laurence Dunbar 
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•  While still in high school, Dunbar started 
and edited the short-lived Dayton Tattler, a 
newspaper for the African-American 
neighborhood in Dayton. It was published 
by his friend and classmate, Orville Wright, 
who dropped out of high school to start a 
printing business.

•  Paul helped Orville with his writing and literature assignments, and 
Orville helped Paul with trigonometry. Paul once scribbled the 
following words on the wall of Orville’s print shop:

“Orville Wright is out of sight
In the printing business.
No other mind is half so bright
As his’n is.”



Dayton Central High School Class of 1890

Orville WrightPaul Dunbar
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Paul Laurence Dunbar 

• In 1893 the United Brethren 
Publishing House published 
Dunbar’s first book, Oak and Ivy. It 
contains one of his best poems, 
“Sympathy.”

• After graduating with distinction, 
Dunbar hoped to attend college 
and to go into law or journalism, 
but he had to settle on a job as 
an elevator operator. (Salary: 
$4.00 per week.) However, he 
kept reading and writing, even in 
the elevator.
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Callahan Bank Building
1892-1920s



I know what the caged bird feels, alas!
When the sun is bright on the upland slopes;

When the wind stirs soft through the springing grass,
And the river flows like a stream of glass;

When the first bird sings and the first bud opes,
And the faint perfume from its chalice steals—
I know what the caged bird feels!

I know why the caged bird beats his wing
Till its blood is red on the cruel bars;

For he must fly back to his perch and cling
When he fain would be on the bough a-swing;

And a pain still throbs in the old, old scars
And they pulse again with a keener sting—
I know why he beats his wing!

I know why the caged bird sings, ah me,
When his wing is bruised and his bosom sore,—

When he beats his bars and he would be free;
It is not a carol of joy or glee,

But a prayer that he sends from his heart’s deep core,
But a plea, that upward to Heaven he flings—
I know why the caged bird sings!

Paul Laurence Dunbar (1892)
Sympathy

“Sympathy” was written 34 years 
after slavery ended.
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• In 1969 Maya Angelou 
entitled her highly acclaimed 
autobiography I Know Why 
the Caged Bird Sings.

• Note the metaphor of the 
poet as singer.



Frederick 
Douglass
ca. age 75

• In 1895, Hadley & Hadley, in Toledo, published Dunbar’s second 
book, Majors and Minors. It was successful, and Dunbar went on 
a reading tour of London in 1897. 
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• In 1893, at age 21, Dunbar went to Chicago where he met 
Frederick Douglass, then the Haitian Commissioner to the World’s 
Fair. Douglass gave him a job on the spot in the Haitian Exhibit.

• Douglass’ attention helped earn Dunbar the recognition of James 
Russell Lowell, William Dean Howells, and James Whitcomb Riley. 

Paul 
Laurence 
Dunbar

ca. age 21



Paul Laurence Dunbar
in 1900 (age 27)

In 1898, Dunbar married Alice Ruth Moore a poet, journalist, and
political activist. They lived in Washington where he had a job as a
clerk in the Library of Congress. In 1900, he was diagnosed with
tuberculosis and was prescribed whiskey to treat it. Thereafter, he
suffered from alcoholism and depression. Alice left him in 1902
after he physically abused her.

Alice Ruth Moore Dunbar
(1875-1935)
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LeDroit Park House
Washington, DC



Paul Laurence Dunbar with Matilda Murphy Dunbar, ca. 1900

Sick with tuberculosis, alcoholism, and depression, Dunbar returned
to Dayton in 1902, bought a house for his mother, and lived with
her until his death at age 33 in 1906.
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• He was the first internationally known African-American poet and 
is now recognized as “one of the two or three greatest poets in 
the African-American tradition.”

• Over his 15-year career, Dunbar wrote 12 books of poetry (600 
poems), 5 novels, 4 volumes of short stories, hundreds of news-
paper articles, and several lyrics for music.

Dunbar’s Literary Legacy

Lay me down beneaf de willers in de grass,
Whah de branch’ll go  a-singin' as it pass.
An’  w’en I’s  a-layin’  low,
I kin hyeah it as it go
Singin’, “Sleep, my honey, tek yo' res' at las’.”

Inscription from Dunbar’s “A Death Song”



Dunbar’s Understanding 
of His Work as a Poet

“I did once want to be a lawyer, but that ambition has long since
died out before the all-absorbing desire to be a worthy singer of
the songs of God and nature — to be able to interpret my own
people through song and story, and to prove to the many that
after all we are more human than African.”

-- Letter to Dr. Henry Tobey, July 13, 1895
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Frontispiece Photo from
Majors and Minors, 1895



Statue at Dunbar Park 
in Chicago, 2014

The Dunbar House in Dayton 

Dunbar Stamp, 2010
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“An Ante Bellum Sermon” 
As a Dialect Poem

Dunbar divided several of his books into two parts, the first containing 
poems written in standard English and the second containing poems 
in the dialect known as African American Vernacular English.

In Majors and Minors, the “minor” poems are in the section entitled 
“Humor and Dialect.”  “An Ante Bellum Sermon” is in this section.
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Oak and Ivy

1893

Majors and Minors1895

Dialect poetry was popular at the time, and Dunbar became famous 
by reading it on speaking tours. But it was not his primary interest.

African American Vernacular English went out of fashion in the 1920s 
with the Harlem Renaissance movement. 
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• The audience is a congregation of enslaved Africans.

• “An Ante Bellum Sermon” is a formalized dramatic monologue.  

• The setting is a church service in the American South not 
very long before the beginning of the Civil War (1861-1865). 

• The speaker is a black preacher. (The poet never appears and 
never speaks.) 

“A Free Black Prayer Meeting in the North
Before the Civil War”

“An Ante Bellum Sermon” 
as a

Dramatic Monologue



“Rockville [SC] Plantation Negro Church 1858”
Library of Congress
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“Family Worship on a Plantation in South Carolina”
The Illustrated London News, 1863
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“A Negro Camp Meeting in the South”
Wood Engraving by Sol Eytinge

Harpers Weekly, Aug. 1872



Dr. Herbert Woodward Martin
performs

“An Ante Bellum Sermon”
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•  In this performance, Dr. Martin remains true to the poem by 
presenting it in African American Vernacular English. 

•  Dr. Herbert Woodward Martin (b. 1933) is a Professor Emeritus at 
the University of Dayton. He is a prize-winning poet and performer, 
an actor and playwright, a singer and opera librettist, a scholar, and 
a recognized authority on Dunbar. 

•  Dr. Martin opens his performance by singing “Go Down Moses,” and 
ends it by singing “O Mary Don’t You Weep.” Note how their lyrics 
complement the poem.



Dr. Herbert Woodward Martin
performs

“An Ante Bellum Sermon”
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Visit

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZUoMxchFb9E

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZUoMxchFb9E


Zoom Poll: What Did Dunbar Think of His Character, 
the Preacher?  Three Possible Answers

1. The preacher was a caring pastor comforting his enslaved congregation
and giving them hope that if they persevered and labored on, God
would reward them with freedom. The Exodus story is a reliable
prophecy and offers comfort in hard times.

2. The preacher, while ostensibly offering comfort and hope, was
intentionally subverting the slaveholders by giving the enslaved people
a justification for resistance. The Exodus story is less a prophecy than a
biblical argument for insurrection.

3. The preacher was a pawn being used by the slaveholders to control the
enslaved; thus he was part of the problem – an Uncle Tom. He also filled
his congregation with false expectations, thereby leading them to expect
a kind of freedom that they would never see even after their initial
deliverance. The Exodus story is an old biblical tale from Jewish history
with no relevance to contemporary enslaved people.
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We wear the mask that grins and lies,
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—
This debt we pay to human guile;
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties.

Why should the world be over-wise,
In counting all our tears and sighs?
Nay, let them only see us, while

We wear the mask.

We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries
To thee from tortured souls arise.
We sing, but oh the clay is vile
Beneath our feet, and long the mile;
But let the world dream otherwise,

We wear the mask!

Paul Laurence Dunbar (pub. 1895)
We Wear the Mask
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To access a remarkable painting 
by Brad Frederick illustrating 
“We Wear the Mask,” go to
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/
18084835982126759/

https://www.pinterest.com/pin/18084835982126759/


Topics for Discussion
In Breakout Rooms
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1. What mask would Paul Dunbar and his generation of 
African-Americans be wearing, and how would his mask 
differ from the mask worn by the enslaved congregation 
and preacher in "An Ante Bellum Sermon"?

2. Assuming that the Mary in "Oh, Mary Don't You Weep, 
Don't You Mourn" is Mary of Bethany, the sister of 
Lazarus and Martha, what is the meaning and relevance 
of "Pharaoh's army got drownded" in the spiritual?



1
We is gathahed hyeah, my brothahs,

In di howlin' wildaness,
Fu' to speak some words o comfo’t

To each othah in distress.
An' we choose fu' ouah subjic’

Dis— we'll 'splain it by an' by;
An' de Lawd said, "Moses, Moses,"

An' de man said, “Hyeah am I.” 

2
Now ole Pher'oh, down in Egypt

Was de wuss man evah bo'n,
An' he had de Hebrew chillun

Down dah wukin' in his co'n;
'Twell de Lawd got tiahed o' his foolin’,

An' sez He: "I'll let him know.”
“Look hyeah, Moses, go tell Pher’oh

Fu' to let dem chillun go."

Retelling the story

Organization of
“An Ante Bellum Sermon”

Statement of purpose
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3
"An' ef he refuse to do it,

I will make him rue de houah,
Fu' I'll empty down on Egypt

All de vials of my powah."
Yes, he did— an' Pher'oh's ahmy

Wasn't wurth a ha'f a dime;
Fu' de Lawd will he'p his chillun,

You kin trust him evah time.

4
An' yo' enemies may 'sail you

In de back an' in de front;
But de Lawd is all aroun' you,

Fu' to bear de battle's brunt.
Dey kin fo'ge yo’ chains an' shackles

F'om de mountains to de sea;
But de Lawd will sen' some Moses

Fu' to set his chillun free.

Retelling the story 
(continued)

General truth #1 derived 
from the story
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An' de lan' shall hyeah his thundah,

Lak a blas' f'om Gab'el's ho'n,
Fu' de Lawd of hosts is mighty

When he girds his ahmor on.
But fu' feah some one mistakes me,

I will pause right hyeah to say,
Dat I'm still a-preachin' ancient,

I ain't talkin' bout to-day.

6
But I tell you, fellah christuns,

Things'll happen mighty strange;
Now, de Lawd done dis fu' Isrul,

An' his ways don't nevah change,
An' de love he showed to Isrul

Wasn't all on Isrul spent;
Now don't run an' tell yo' mastahs

Dat I's preachin' discontent.

Disclaimer #1

Disclaimer #2 begins
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'Cause I isn't; I'se a-judgin’

Bible people by dier ac's;
I'se a-givin' you de Scriptuah,

I'se a-handin' you de fac’s.
[Of] Cose ole Pher’oh b'lieved in slav'ry,

But de Lawd he let him see,
Dat de people he put bref in,

Evah mothah's son was free.

8
An' dah's othahs thinks lak Pher’oh,

But dey calls de Scriptuah liar,
Fu' de Bible says "a servant

Is worthy of his hire,"
An' you cain't git roun' nor thoo dat,

An' you cain't git ovah it,
Fu' whatevah place you git in,

Dis hyeah Bible too'll fit.

Disclaimer #2 continued

General truth #2 derived from 
the story

Proof text to support the 
preacher’s  argument that those 
who agree with Pharaoh are 
wrong (Lev. 19:13, Deut. 24:15, 
Luke 10:7, Matt. 10:10, Tim. 5:18)
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So you see de Lawd's intention,

Evah sence de worl' began,
Was dat His almighty freedom

Should belong to evah man,
But I think it would be bettah,

Ef I'd pause agin to say,
Dat I'm talkin' 'bout ouah freedom

In a Bibleistic way.

10
But de Moses is a-comin’,

An' he's comin', suah and fas'
We kin hyeah his feet a-trompin’,

We kin hyeah his trumpit blas'.
But I want to wa'n you people,

Don't you git too brigity;
An' don't you git to braggin’

‘Bout dese things, you wait an' see.  

Disclaimer #3

Main message of the sermon. 
Its take-home point.

Application to the congrega-
tion’s situation: how to handle 
this good news while we wait.
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11
But when Moses wif his powah

Comes an' sets us chillun free,
We will praise de gracious Mastah

Dat has gin us liberty;
An' we'll shout ouah halleluyahs,

On dat mighty reck'nin' day,
When we'se reco'nised ez citiz’—

Huh uh! Chillun, let us pray!

Conclusion

31



32

Structure of the Sermon

1.  Introduction, including a statement of purpose

2.  A reading or retelling of the text

3.  General truth derived from the text

4.  Specific application of the general truth, including 
(a) restrictions on the applications (the disclaimers) and 
(b) rebuttals of opposing viewpoints.

5.  Statement or summary of the main point

6.  Conclusion, including a message of hope
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Two Sermons, One Truth 

Sermon 
Feature

Enslaved Antebellum
Preacher

Rev. Meagan Findeiss
September 7, 2020

Intro-
duction

“We is gathahed hyeah, my 
brothahs, / In di howlin' wildaness, / 
Fu' to speak some words o comfo’t / 
To each othah in distress.”

In times such as ours when we’re not sure 
where to turn, we ask, “Where is the nugget 
of truth, wisdom, and/or blessing” in the 
Exodus story?

Retelling 
the story

“Pher’oh . . . was de wuss man evah
bo’n, / An' he had de Hebrew chillun
/ Down dah wukin' in his co’n.”

The Israelites endured nine plagues with the 
Egyptians, but at the Passover, God delivered 
them from the tenth.

General 
truth

“Fu' de Lawd will he'p his chillun, / 
You kin trust him evah time.”

“God did not forsake the Israelites, and God 
will not forsake us. . . . God is in every part of 
our unfolding story.”

Specific 
applica-
tion

“But de Lawd will sen' some Moses / 
Fu' to set his chillun free.”

“We are not to live our lives in fear of plagues, 
but to be bold and demonstrate our faith.”

Hopeful 
con-
clusion

“But when Moses wif his powah / 
Comes an' sets us chillun free, / We 
will praise de gracious Mastah / Dat
has gin us liberty.”

“A power that was present with our ancestors, 
a liberating power that has been present with 
us in our past, is present with us now, and will 
continue to be present with us . . . .”



We Wear The Mask
(2020 Style)

34

- THE END -


