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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The very name she claimed as a Franciscan Sister of 
Perpetual Adoration, while honoring her father, Theon, 
must have also pleased God. This mighty witness for 
the Lord would be called “Sister Thea,” a name that 
literally means God.

Born Bertha Bowman on December 29, 1937, in 
Yazoo City, Mississippi, Thea was the only child of 
Theon and Mary Esther Bowman. Undoubtedly, Thea’s 
call to service and ministry was ignited by the example 
of her parents. Her father had a promising future as a 
physician in New York, but an aunt told him doctors 
were needed to serve the African American community 
in Mississippi because many African Americans were 
being denied medical care in the segregated South. 
Her mother was a teacher by profession and instilled in 
Thea a love of learning and an appreciation for culture 
and the arts. Thea often commented on how her 
mother wanted her to be a proper, sophisticated, and 
sweet young lady, but Thea had a tendency to be bold, 
loud, and rowdy. She learned to love and accept herself 



 “ GO  D O W N  M O S E S ”
The  Wisdom of  the  “Old  Fol k s”

�

When Israel was in Egypt’s lan’
Let my people go.

Oppressed so hard they could not stan’
Let my people go.

Go down Moses way down in Egypt lan’
Tell ol’ Pharaoh

Let my people go.

A F R I C A N  A M E R I C A N  S P I R I T UA L
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I’m what they used to call an “old folks” child. When 
I was growing up, my parents, especially my mother, 
made a concerted effort to keep me in touch with the 
elders. She wanted me to hear from them. She wanted 
me to learn the old songs and the old stories. She 
wanted me to learn from their lips about slavery and 
what they had been through.

S R .  T H E A :  H E R  O W N  S T O R Y

We were taught that the old people were the trea-
sures of the people: they were the teachers, they were 
the preachers, they were the healers, and they were the 
lovers.

S R .  T H E A :  H E R  O W N  S T O R Y

My mother wanted me to be sweet and cultured; 
she wanted a child who was going to be a little lady 
who would sit right and talk right, but instead she got 
a little “rowdy!”

S R .  T H E A :  H E R  O W N  S T O R Y
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My mother was born in Greenville, Mississippi, 
and her mother was a teacher, and she lived in an area 
where people were very, very poor but very, very proud. 
They valued learning, they valued music, and they 
valued the arts. My father was really dedicated to trying 
to help people, and I grew up with that example.

A L M O S T  H O M E

God was so alive in my world. I was reared around a 
lot of old people. They knew Scripture. I knew people 
who could not read or write, but they could quote you 
a Scripture with the chapter and verse. They would use 
Scripture when they were tired and a Scripture when 
they were frustrated, a Scripture to challenge us…a 
Scripture to threaten you, a Scripture to reward you or 
to praise you or to teach you; I grew up in that kind of 
world.

A L M O S T  H O M E

Old folks used to say, “God is bread when you’re 
hungry. God is water when you’re thirsty. God is a 
shelter from the storm. God is rest when you’re weary. 
God’s my doctor. God’s my lawyer. God’s my captain 
who never lost a battle. God is my lily of the valley.”

A L M O S T  H O M E


