INTRODUCTION
In African-American church history, E. Franklin Frazier
coined the term “invisible institution” to describe the origins
of the Black Church. Born in brush harbors and hidden from
the view of slave masters, enslaved Black people would
gather in a free space of their creation to worship, organize and
encourage one another under the evil and inhumane forces
of American slavery. An institution not perceived by slave
holders, the Black Church helped instill in enslaved Africans
a sense of personhood, worth, and faith despite the violence
of forced labor, separation of sale of people as property,
forbidden marriage and the seeming unending cruelty of
beatings, whippings or death if one dared. Without the
imminent possibility of abolition, black suffering and despair
was often met with hope, courage and faith as many resisted enslavement by negotiating power to make the best of
plantation life, through armed rebellion or by escaping to
the Northern United States or Canada for a promised life
of freedom.
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Through preaching, playing the drum, and singing, enslaved
Africans covertly communicated meaningful and liberatory
messages to its members in private and public spaces. The
“Negro Spiritual” is the most celebrated artifact of what slaves
created despite their “invisibility” to inspire one another and
organize for freedom. The Spirituals were empowering to
people of faith as they retold Biblical stories in liberating ways
for their lived experience. “Wade in the Water,” “Go Down,
Moses” and “Were You There (When They Crucified My Lord)?”
share God’s movement in the world through biblical accounts,
baptism, the Israelites’ liberation from slavery in Egypt and
the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth. For all freedom-seekers,
believers or not, these songs were empowering because they
offered coded messages with instructions for traveling the
Underground Railroad, an organized network of secret routes
and safe houses for runaway slaves to escape to freedom.
This television series, Underground, inspired by the real experiences of runaway slaves and abolitionists, tells the stories of
a fictional group of enslaved blacks organizing for freedom in
the North. To do so, they must learn and decipher their map,
the Negro Spiritual song, “Follow the Drinking Gourd.” They
quickly learn that any effort to “break free” alone will surely
end in capture and defeat, but if they work together, then a future of liberty is possible. While Underground does show how
violent, oppressive and dehumanizing slavery in the United
States was, its primary aim is to engage the complexities, contradictions and spirit of an oppressed people becoming free.
These are stories of faith!
These stories also can serve to inspire us today as we “work
out our own salvation” for God’s freedom. This study guide
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aims to offer biblical and theological reflection for the series
as people of faith watch Underground together. As we wrestle with how to “break free” from the oppressions that bind
us today, the stories of Underground can help us claim anew
our spiritual heritage of struggle for the 21st century. We
are in this struggle together. With God’s help, we can
live into God’s destiny of freedom for all God’s children!

WE NEED EACH OTHER
“It ain’t enough to just find which way to
go. We got to get a group of us together.”
Noah
“To each is given the manifestation of the
Spirit for the common good.”
1st Corinthians 12:7
Noah attempts to escape from enslavement to freedom by
himself, but he is caught and returned to his slave master. As
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he and other escapees are held captive, he learns of a map to
freedom from the spiritual song ‘Follow the Drinking Gourd,”
but Noah can’t figure out what it means by himself. He realizes that he will need the help of others to discover its meaning
and to organize a successful escape from the plantation. In
this episode, we meet “The Macon 7”, the group Noah learns
to trust and strategize with in their shared struggle for freedom.
•

Who are the members of The Macon 7? List them.
What can each member bring to the freedom effort? Are
there others who can help?

•

Which member of the Macon 7 do you identify with?

•

What does Noah mean when he tells Henry, “I got to let
‘em think I’m weak, that I ain’t no threat, so they can stop
watching me so closely.”?

•

What does Rosalee mean when she says “We still
slaves no matter where we sleep.”?

1 Corinthians 12:7-11
7

To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the

common good.

8

To one is given through the Spirit the

utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of
knowledge according to the same Spirit,

9

to another

faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by
the one Spirit,

10

to another the working of miracles, to

another prophecy, to another the discernment of spirits,
to another various kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. 11 All these are activated by one
and the same Spirit, who allots to each one individually
just as the Spirit chooses.
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In 1st Corinthians 12, the Apostle Paul writes to a church who
is experiencing conflict because the wealthier members do not
honor the gifts of the poorer members and don’t believe the
less privileged members can lead. Paul reminds the church
that each member of the body is given a gift for the benefit of
the “common good.” Every person is needed to live a shared
destiny of freedom. Furthermore, these gifts don’t come from
human beings, but they come from God who “activates” different gifts in everyone “as the Spirit chooses.”
Each member of the Macon 7 has a gift. Some have gifts of
leadership, others gifts of reading and interpretation, others
gifts of access to resources and others gifts of wisdom. They
may disagree on the source and the nature of their “gifts” and
they may have different motives, but they have a shared mission to “break free” from the bonds of slavery. In order for
them to escape, they will have to learn to value and trust each
other. As people of faith, we believe that God gives gifts to everyone “as the Spirit chooses.” We are called to honor those
gifts in each other in our effort to reach “the promised land” of
freedom, human dignity and justice.
•

What are we trying to “break free” from today? Why
can’t we get free alone?

•

What gifts has the Spirit activated in you for the “common good?”

•

Who are we leaving out that God wants us to include in
our struggle for freedom? What gifts can they bring to
help us all get free?
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WISE AS SNAKES
AND INNOCENT AS DOVES
“It’s about not lettin’ white folks define
your story. It’s about making it your own.”
Rosalee
“Look, I’m sending you as sheep among wolves. Therefore, be wise as
snakes and innocent as doves.  Watch out for people—because they will
hand you over to councils and they will beat you in their synagogues.”
Matthew 10:16-18
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The Macon 7 organize an escape plan. While Noah, Henry,
Cato, Moses, Sam, Zeke and Pearly Mae secure papers and
protection for the journey, Ernestine orchestrates a plan to
protect her children from the most severe and brutal conditions of slavery. All on the plantation are faced with the challenge to use their own creativity and courage to make a better
life for themselves and their families.
•

Noah asks Cato, “Is you in or is you out?” Can Cato be
trusted to carry out the mission?

•

When Rosalee wonders if there is more to life than being slaves on the plantation, her mother, Ernestine, says
she’s pondered a thousand different lives, but that’s why
she works “hard to make sure this one here is as easy
as it can be.” How do you identify with Ernestine’s sentiment?

•

As Pearly Mae completes her writing assignment, Zeke
creates a sling he will use to carry their daughter on the
journey ahead. “I’ll carry her all the way to freedom if I
have to. As long as we’re together.” How have you used
your creativity to protect one you love?

Matthew 10:16-20
16

‘See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst

of wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as
doves. 17 Beware of them, for they will hand you over to
councils and flog you in their synagogues; 18 and you will
be dragged before governors and kings because of me,
as a testimony to them and the Gentiles.

19

When they

hand you over, do not worry about how you are to speak
or what you are to say; for what you are to say will be
given to you at that time;

20

for it is not you who speak,
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but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you.

In Matthew 10:16-20, Jesus sends out his disciples, but in
order to fulfill their mission, cautions them to be mindful of
how they carry themselves and to trust few people. The road
to freedom requires discernment, wit, courage and self-preservation. Jesus is clear the disciples may get arrested and
detained, but assures them that God will provide for them the
words to say at the opportune time.
In order for the Macon 7 to organize their plan to escape,
they had to be “wise as snakes and innocent as doves.” The
plan to get ammunition from the war chest was but one maneuver to secure protection for their escape. They had to appear non-threatening, but actually organize for freedom, only
becoming public at the opportune time. Whenever we follow
Jesus on the road to liberation, there will be forces of wickedness that seek to destroy us, but we must remain composed,
stay patient and be disciplined.
•

Jesus says the disciples must be “wise as serpents.” How do serpents represent wisdom?

•

Jesus says his disciples must be “innocent as
doves.” Why do doves represent innocence?

•

Jesus often sends his disciples into dangerous places
to advocate for “the least of these” to create justice for
all as children of God (Matthew 25:40). Where is Jesus
sending you?
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A TIME TO RUN
“Six days.  While everyone else is restin’,
we’re gonna be runnin’.”
Noah
“Then Jesus said to them, ‘I ask you, is it lawful to do good or to do
harm on the sabbath, to save life or to destroy it?’”
Luke 6:9
The Macon 7’s escape plan is nearly complete. Sunday, “The
Lord’s Day” is coming and Noah and Henry strategize that
Sunday is the best day for the group to escape. While Sunday is observed as a Sabbath, a day set aside for worship and
rest, it sets forth a series of events, making “The Lord’s Day”
of escape to freedom come earlier than anticipated.
•

This episode opens with the slaves worshipping outside
in a brush harbor and the slave masters worshipping inside in a church building. Both pastors preach from the
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creation story in Genesis 1. How do they interpret the
story differently based on their contexts?
•

After Ernestine saves Rosalee from the master’s punishment, Sam tells her, “What went down today is just
another example of why we got to get out of here.” Why
is Sam convinced that staying is worse than leaving?

•

Rosalee tells Noah, “We got to go...now.” There was a
plan in place, but the plans changed. Was running away
the best response for Noah and Rosalee?

Luke 6:6-11
6

On another sabbath he entered the synagogue and

taught, and there was a man there whose right hand
was withered. 7 The scribes and the Pharisees watched
him to see whether he would cure on the sabbath, so
that they might find an accusation against him. 8 Even
though he knew what they were thinking, he said to the
man who had the withered hand, ‘Come and stand here.’
He got up and stood there. 9 Then Jesus said to them, ‘I
ask you, is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to destroy it?’ 10 After looking around
at all of them, he said to him, ‘Stretch out your hand.’
He did so, and his hand was restored. 11But they were
filled with fury and discussed with one another what they
might do to Jesus.

Luke 6 offers a series of stories where Jesus defies religious
law to perform good works on “The Lord’s Day.” Contrary to
religious custom, Jesus works - he heals a sick person on the
sabbath day. The scribes and Pharisees are displeased that
Jesus would do the “Lord’s work” on “The Lord’s Day.” Their
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power was secured by preserving religious order, but Jesus
defies that order. Jesus focuses not on what serves the interests of the powerful, but on what serves the needs of the
people. The sabbath day, then, should not be used to justify
neglect and harm, but instead should be embraced for the
opportunity to do good and save lives.
The plans for enslaved persons to break free also defied political and religious rules. Rather than allow the sabbath day
to be regarded as a time to accept the political and religious
order, the Macon 7 regarded the sabbath as a day to live into
their God-given freedom, where good is done and lives are
saved from racist oppression.
•

When do you observe the sabbath? How do you affirm,
“The Lord’s Day?”

•

Why are the scribes and Pharisees threatened by
someone getting healed on the sabbath?

•

What is God calling you to do on the sabbath; to “do
good” and “save lives”?
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LORD, GIVE US STRENGTH
“God don’t give us signs.  He give us
strength.”
Pearly Mae
“He called the place Massah and Meribah, because the
Israelites quarrelled and tested the Lord, saying, ‘Is the Lord
among us or not?’”
Exodus 17:7
Due to an unforeseen challenge, Rosalee and Noah escape
the plantation. Cato is surprised to find the plantation’s overseer still alive after Rosalee stabs him. Abolitionists John and
Elizabeth Hawkes are unprepared for a runaway slave, Josie
(sic), who seeks revenge for his wife being sold on the auction
block. Moses and Pearly Mae must change their plans after
Pearly is caught by slave catchers. Every character must
deal with adaptation and change when life doesn’t go according to plan.
•

John and Elizabeth Hawkes are abolitionists, allies in
the slaves’ struggle for freedom, but we learn John has a
past of selective solidarity with the slaves. Do you think
the Hawkes will remain committed to the cause?

•

Moses asks Pearly Mae whether their failed plans
are a sign from God that their escape is not meant to
be. Pearly Mae replies that God doesn’t give signs but
gives strength. What do you make of her response?

•

In this episode, we learn Cato’s story. Considering his
background and his actions, would you trust him moving
forward?
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Exodus 17:1-7
From the wilderness of Sin the whole congregation of
the Israelites journeyed by stages, as the Lord commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no
water for the people to drink. 2 The people quarreled with
Moses, and said, “Give us water to drink.” Moses said
to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test
the Lord?” 3 But the people thirsted there for water; and
the people complained against Moses and said, “Why
did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst?” 4 So Moses cried out to
the Lord, “What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me.” 5 The Lord said to Moses, “Go
on ahead of the people, and take some of the elders of
Israel with you; take in your hand the staff with which you
struck the Nile, and go. 6 I will be standing there in front
of you on the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water
will come out of it, so that the people may drink.” Moses
did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 He called the
place Massah and Meribah, because the Israelites quarreled and tested the Lord, saying, “Is the Lord among us
or not?”

Breaking free is hard. The Israelites have been liberated
from slavery in Egypt and planned to march unobstructed to
the promised land, but find themselves dying of thirst in the
wilderness. They cry out to Moses and to God for their suffering to end. God honors their cries and gives them what
they need to continue their journey. Sometimes, there are no
signs or guarantees, but God provides strength for us to push
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through. When our plans don’t work out the way we intend,
we must keep faith. When we walk by faith, we can trust that
God will provide what we need.
The character, Cato, is right when he says that plans are “always changing.” The Macon 7’s plans do not work out the
way they intend, but they must learn to trust each other and
their faith to “break free” from the plantation. Like the Israelites, some question whether God is with them, but God hears
the cries of the oppressed and provides strength for the journey.
•

In this scripture, the Israelites question God, asking “Is
the Lord with us or not?” Based on this scripture is it
appropriate to question God?

•

Why is it important to step out of faith, even without
guarantee of success?

•

How has God provided strength for you in a difficult
situation?
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