
 
As part of our continuing conversation about race in America, we can look at 

past moments from UCC history that were part of moving the conversation of racial 
equality forward.  We reflect on these moments, not to rest on our laurels, but to realize 
that a foundation has been laid by others who beckon us to answer the call and 
continue the work. Racial justice advocate and community organizer Ashley Yates 
explained it this way: "Sankofa is a word from Ghana that, loosely interpreted, means 
'we must return to the past to move forward.' It's the idea that history is not only our 
teacher, but a necessary companion of our present and a vital key to our future.” 

Rev. Samuel Sewall: Congregationalists among first to take stand against slavery
Sewall wrote the first anti-slavery pamphlet in America called ‘The Selling of 

Joseph,’ in which he debunked common arguments for perpetuating slavery, including 
the idea that black slaves were descended from Cham and thus under God’s curse. He 
linked Africans to Cush (Ethiopia), and said that the Bible states those descended of 
Cush are also God’s children and so they must be treated with respect.  He argued 
against the idea that slavery benefitted Africans because they heard the Gospel, writing, 
“Evil must not be done, that good may come of it.”

Phillis Wheatley: First Published African-American Poet was a member of Old South 
Congregational Church, Boston

Wheatley often spoke in explicit biblical language designed to move church 
members to decisive action. For instance, these bold lines of her poetry reprimand 
Americans who profess Christian faith yet oppress her people:
 
            But how presumptuous shall we hope to find
            Divine acceptance with the Almighty mind
            While yet o deed ungenerous they disgrace
            And hold in bondage Afric: blameless race
            Let virtue reign and then accord our prayers
            Be victory ours and generous freedom theirs.

Lemuel Haynes: First Ordained African-American Pastor by a Protestant denomination
Haynes became a world renowned preacher and writer. In one of his writings, he 

directly responded to Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence as a voice for 
those who were still enslaved. “Liberty is equally as precious to a black man, as it is to a 
white one, and bondage equally as intolerable to the one as it is to the other,” Haynes 
reasoned.

Amistad: A Defining Moment
Amistad represents a pivotal moment that drew more people to the abolitionist 

cause. In 1839, enslaved Africans broke free and seized control of the schooner 
Amistad. They attempted to navigate back to Africa, but the schooner was captured off 
the coast of Long Island and the Africans were charged with mutiny and threatened 
with a return to slavery.



Connecticut Congregationalists formed the Amistad Committee, which 
organized a legal defense, eased the captives confinement during the lengthy court 
case, and eventually funded their return to Africa after winning a favorable decision 
from the US Supreme Court. Arguing for the defendants, John Quincy Adams said, “It is 
but too true that the same spirit of sympathy [for the slavers] and antipathy [for the 
Africans] has nearly pervaded the whole nation, and it is against them that I am in duty 
bound to call upon this Court to restrain itself in the sacred name of JUSTICE.”

One of the First Integrated Missionary Associations
The Amistad Committee became a seed for wider advocacy for the abolition of 

slavery in the United States. In 1846, Lewis Tappan, an Amistad Committee leader, 
founded the American Missionary Association, one of the first abolitionist organizations 
with integrated leadership. After the Civil War, the American Missionary Association 
went on to found schools, churches, libraries and universities for the newly freed 
African Americans of the South.
 
Civil Rights Activism

In 1973, amid growing tensions over desegregation, the Wilmington Ten -- ten 
civil rights activists -- were charged with the arson of a white-owned grocery store in 
Wilmington, North Carolina. One of them was Benjamin Chavis, a social justice worker 
sent by the UCC to Wilmington to help the African American community overcome 
racial intolerance and intimidation. The trial was a sham with witness paid to lie among 
other unscrupulous acts. Chavis was sentenced to thirty-four years in prison, but the 
conviction was overturned and Chavis was released after spending four and half years 
in prison. Chavis continued his work for social justice after he was freed.  

Rev. Joseph H. Evans: First African American president of the UCC
 Joseph Evans was born in Kalamazoo, but he spent most of his life outside 

Michigan.  He was elected president of the UCC following the death of President Robert 
Moss in 1976. He had agreed to the take the position for one year after which he 
returned to his position as national secretary, a job he held for a total of seventeen 
years. When interviewed in 1986, Evans shared his thoughts about character of the UCC, 
saying, “We have possessed the uniqueness that ought to be ours as a communion 
within the Protestant Family. It is yet to be found. It is yet to come. It is yet to emerge.”

Moving forward.
Our past beckons us forward to see what can emerge. We cannot claim past 

engagement and achievements as the end. We have the foundation. Now it is our turn 
to build.  It is time to engage in the conversation about race in our country. And that is 
not easy to do. Theodore Johnson, professor at the Naval War College explains the 
difficulty, writing, “What gets lost in the gleam of these once-in-a-generation 
personalities and tip-of-the-iceberg events is the dull ache in the glacier below. A closer 
examination of those hidden feelings always seems to elude the nation, even during this 
month of spotlight. It’s the genesis of the uncomfortable silence that hangs in the air 
whenever someone attempts to begin a conversation on race. The prerequisite for 



honest dialogue is an admission that blackness is uncomfortable to others, and that 
this fact influences the behavior of us all.” 

White is normal. White is the perspective from which our country is shaped. This is so 
pervasive that most of us who are white never even consider or notice it. This privilege 
is the heart of why our society functions under an system of racism. Even if, as 
individuals, we do not feel that we have bigotry in our hearts, many of us benefit from 
institutionalized racism. Think about this: a white man killed nine black people in a 
church, and he was labeled a mentally ill shooter by the media; not killer, shooter. 
Treyvon Martin and Michael Brown, both unarmed black teenagers were labeled as 
thugs. A white person with marijuana is a hippie while a black person is a criminal. 
Racism subtly pervades our daily lives in ways that we do not even have to notice, 
unless we make the effort.

In today’s lesson, the parable of the fig tree symbolizes our unresponsiveness to God, to 
our calling in this world. But it also demonstrates God patience with us, just as the fig 
tree is given another year to produce fruit, we too are given another chance to work on 
behalf of our society to tear down the walls of racism. Jesus tells us that the time is 
now.

We began with poet Phillis Wheatley, and so it’s fitting to end with a different sort of 
poet. Hip hop artist Macklemore struggled to figure out his place as a white man who 
wanted to be an ally, and he said, “I think one of the critical questions for white people 
in this society is, ‘What are you willing to risk? What are you willing to sacrifice to create 
a more just society?’ Your silence is a luxury.”


