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Flexibility is the willingness to change my plans or ideas

according to the direction of my authorities.
FREDERICK DOUGLASS – Long Version

By Darryl Shankle

High School History Teacher and Basketball Coach – Dover, OH 

Have you ever had a goal that was a Moral, Righteous, and Absolutely Correct thing to strive for?  Have you ever been slowed down in the quest to reach that goal, by someone you knew, and maybe even loved and respected?  

How do you respond to this frustration from your friend, especially knowing you are doing the RIGHT thing, for the RIGHT reasons, and at the RIGHT time?

One person in history who had every right to want and expect to reach a moral and righteous goal in America was Frederick Douglass, the former slave who was a leader in the abolitionist movement of the Civil War era.  Here's a man who wanted, and expected, his country, and especially his President (namely Abraham Lincoln) to lead a charge against slavery.  Even with their differences of opinion on the issue, Douglass had to be FLEXIBLE enough to let Lincoln be Presidential (prosecute a Civil War, work for a political solution to end slavery), in order to help the cause of abolition.  It couldn't have been a very easy thing to do for the distinguished Mr. Douglass, or any other abolitionist who wanted a quick and fatal end to the "peculiar institution" of slavery.

The definition of flexibility is "the willingness to change plans or ideas according to the directions of my authorities."  Mr. Douglass exhibited this flexibility when he gave an 1852 Fourth of July Oration in Rochester, NY.  During that particular speech, Mr. Douglass spoke of the hope for change in America when he stated, 

The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending disastrous times; but his         heart may well beat lighter at the thought that America is young (just 76 years old then), and that she is still in the impressionable stage of her existence.  May he not hope that         high lessons of wisdom, of justice and of truth, will yet give direction to her destiny?

It is clear that Douglass would have hope in the relative newness of America's history, and sees the possibility of change in that same young American nation.  He had to be flexible enough to "wait" for the change to occur.  He also looked for others to share in that hope for change.

One person who became a "co-worker" of sorts, looking to end slavery, was President Lincoln.  Even though Lincoln initially became a politician who only spoke out about the elimination of the EXTENSION of slavery (not the total abolition of it), Frederick Douglass praised and supported Lincoln's work to eventually ABOLISH slavery.  The evidence of this is Douglass' Oration in Memory of Abraham Lincoln in Washington, DC on April 14, 1876.  In speaking on the eleventh anniversary of Lincoln's death and at the unveiling of the Freedmen's monument, Douglass commented 

We are here to express, as best we may, by appropriate forms and ceremonies, our         grateful sense of the vast, high, and preeminent services rendered to ourselves, to our         race, to our country, and to the whole world by Abraham Lincoln.  

As everyone well knows, slavery didn't end overnight.  In fact, Douglass and the abolitionists became very frustrated at times with Lincoln and his methods of dealing with slavery.  Lincoln's famous Emancipation Proclamation, for example, only "set free" the slaves in the "rebel states," NOT ALL slaves in ALL states.  Despite not receiving the total abolition of slavery at the moment of the Proclamation, the flexibility that Douglass showed in working with a man he described as sharing "the prejudices of his white fellow-countrymen" was critical in having Lincoln as an ally in the abolitionists' quest for final justice.  

Douglass understood the need to be flexible in allowing President Lincoln to be President Lincoln, whose most important goal was to save the Union FIRST, and deal with slavery SECOND.  

Viewed from the genuine abolition ground, Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, cold, dull, and indifferent; but measuring him by the sentiment of his country, a sentiment he was bound as a statesman to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, and determined.

By being someone who did not get upset when plans to end slavery changed, who respected and abided by the decisions of his President (even when he disagreed with them), who was not stubborn in his ways so as to have hurt his cause, who looked for the good in the changes that did come, who never compromised with the idea that slavery was wrong, Frederick Douglass, a former slave himself, was able to witness the end of the institution that nearly destroyed our country.  With the assistance of Douglass, Lincoln, and countless others, the abolition of slavery in American history was accomplished as the RIGHT thing to do, for the RIGHT reasons, and at the RIGHT time in history.  

Thank God.







Flexibility is not setting my affections on plans or places that could be changed by those whom I am serving.


