
What Men Want 

 

 "...my mind had been seriously awakened to the subject of religion. I was not more than thirteen years old, 

when, in my loneliness and destitution, I longed for someone to whom I could go, as to a father and protector. 
The preaching of a white Methodist minister, named Hanson, was the means of causing me to feel that in God I 
had such a friend. He thought that all men, great and small, bond and free, were sinners in the sight of 

God: that they were by nature rebels against his government; and that they must repent of their sins, and 
be reconciled to God through Christ. I cannot say that I had a very distinct notion of what was required of me, 

but one thing I did know well: that I was wretched and had no means of making myself otherwise. I consulted a 
good colored man named Charles Lawson, and in tones of holy affection he told me to pray, and to 'cast all my 
care upon God.' This I sought to do; and though for weeks I was a poor, broken-hearted mourner, traveling 

through doubts and fears, I finally found my burden lightened, and my heart relieved. I loved all mankind, 
slaveholders not excepted, though I abhorred slavery more than ever. I saw the world in a new light, and my 

great concern was to have everybody converted. My desire to learn increased, and especially did I want a 
thorough acquaintance with the contents of the Bible. I have gathered scattered pages of the Bible from the 
filthy street-gutters, and washed and dried them, that in moments of leisure I might get a word or two of 

wisdom from them. While thus religiously seeking knowledge, I became acquainted with a good old colored man 
named Lawson. This man not only prayed three times a day, but he prayed as he walked through the streets, at 
his work, on his dray—everywhere. His life was a life of prayer, and his words when he spoke to any one, were 

about a better world. Uncle Lawson lived near Master Hugh’s house, and becoming deeply attached to him, I 
went often with him to prayer-meeting and spent much of my leisure time on Sunday with him. The old man 

could read a little, and I was a great help to him in making out the hard words, for I was a better reader than 
he. I could teach him 'the letter,' but he could teach me 'the spirit,' and refreshing times we had together, in 
singing and praying... The good old man had told me that the 'Lord had great work for me to do,' and I must 

prepare to do it; that he had been shown that I must preach the gospel. His words made a very deep 
impression upon me, and I verily felt that some such work was before me, though I could not see how I could 

ever engage in its performance. 'The good Lord would bring it to pass in his own good time,' he said, and that I 
must go on reading and studying the Scriptures. This advice and these suggestions were not without 
their influence on my character and destiny. He fanned my already intense love of knowledge into a flame by 

assuring me that I was to be a useful man in the world. When I would say to him, 'How can these things be? 
and what can I do?' his simple reply was, 'Trust in the Lord.' When I would tell him, 'I am a slave, and a slave 
for life, how can I do anything?' he would quietly answer, 'The Lord can make you free, my dear; all things are 

possible with Him; only have faith in God. 'Ask, and it shall be given you.' If you want liberty, ask the 
Lord for it in faith, and He will give it to you.''" The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass 
 
Genesis 12:1-2: "The Lord had said to Abram, 'Go from your country, your people and your father’s 
household to the land I will show you. 2 I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your 

name great, and you will be a blessing.'"  
 
“mankind’s common instinct for reality… has always held the world to be essentially a theatre for heroism. Not 

only the popular mind knew, but philosophers of all ages, and in our culture especially Emerson and Nietzsche—
which is why we still thrill to them: we like to be reminded that our central calling, our main task on this planet, 

is the heroic... Tell a young man that he is entitled to be a hero and he will blush. We disguise our struggle by 
piling up figures in a bank book to reflect privately our sense of heroic worth. Or by having only a little better 
home in the neighborhood, a bigger car, brighter children. But underneath throbs the ache of cosmic 

specialness, no matter how we mask it in concerns of smaller scope. 
 

The urge to heroism is natural, and to admit it honest. For everyone to admit it would probably release such 
pent-up force as to be devastating to societies as they now are.  
 

We mentioned the meaner side of man’s urge to cosmic heroism, but there is obviously the noble side as well. 
Man will lay down his life for his country, his society, his family. He will choose to throw himself on a grenade to 
save his comrades; he is capable of the highest generosity and self-sacrifice. But he has to feel and believe that 

what he is doing is truly heroic, timeless, and supremely meaningful. The crisis of modern society is precisely 
that the youth no longer feel heroic in the plan for action that their culture has set up. They don’t believe it is 

empirically true to the problems of their lives and times. We are living a crisis of heroism that reaches into every 
aspect of our social life... And the crisis of society is, of course, the crisis of organized religion too: religion is no 
longer valid as a hero system, and so the youth scorn it. If traditional culture is discredited as heroics, then the 

church that supports that culture automatically discredits itself. If the church, on the other hand, chooses to 
insist on its own special heroics, it might find that in crucial ways it must work against the culture, recruit youth 

to be anti-heroes to the ways of life of the society they live in. This is the dilemma of religion in our 
time."            The Denial of Death by Ernest Becker 
 

"The fiat of the Almighty, 'Let there be Light,' has not yet spent its force."  Frederick Douglass 
 
 
 
 
All scriptures referenced are from the New International Version (NIV) translation of the Bible unless otherwise indicated. 


