
1 
 

 

Sermon for March 24, 2019 

Inspired by history 

Isaiah 55:1-9  

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

 

During this season of Lent a number of people have gathered in our church’s 

fellowship hall on Wednesday evenings for a series that is titled, Inspired by 

Spirituals: An Exploration of African American History. On the first Wednesday 

evening Kyle Bagnall offered a fascinating presentation on the history of 

Midland’s African American community from 1850 to 1900. During the course of 

his presentation Kyle made reference to the Amistad Case, which is an event that 

took place many miles from Midland. What Kyle didn’t know is that today has 

been designated Amistad Sunday by the national offices of the United Church of 

Christ. In case you are not familiar with the Amistad Case I offer this brief history: 

 The story begins in the area of Sierra Leone, Africa where a group of 

individuals from the Mende Tribe are kidnapped and transported as slaves on the 

Portuguese ship, Tecora. The ships destination is Cuba, which at the time belongs 

to Spain.  

On June 27, 1839, 49 of these Africans are imprisoned on the Spanish ship 

La Amistad as it departs from Havana Cuba for the Province of Puerto Principe, 

Cuba.  

On July 2, an African named Cinque frees himself from the other captives 

using a file that had been found and kept by a woman Cinque had met on the 

Tecora. 

Cinque and the other Africans take over the Amistad, killing some of the 

crew. They then demand that the remaining crew sail the ship back to Africa. 

These crew members deceive the Africans and steer La Amistad north along the 

East Coast of the United States. They manage this deception by only sailing at 

night. People along the coast report seeing the ship numerous times.  

On August 26, 1839 La Amistad drops anchor a half mile off eastern Long 

Island, New York. Some of the Africans go ashore to procure water and provisions 

from the village of Montauk. The vessel is then discovered by the United States 

Revenue Cutter Service ship, the USS Washington. The commander of that ship, 

Lieutenant Thomas R. Gedney, sees some of the Africans on shore, and with the 

assistance of his crew, takes custody of La Amistad and the Africans.  
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Lieutenant Gedney then takes the Africans to the port of New London, 

Connecticut where he presents officials with a written claim for his property rights 

under an international admiralty law of salvage. He claims ownership of the vessel, 

the cargo and the Africans. Gedney chooses Connecticut because unlike New 

York, slavery is still technically legal there. The Africans are transferred to the 

custody of the United States District of Connecticut where legal proceedings 

began. 

A group of individuals from the Congregational Church learn about this case 

and form the Amistad Committee. This committee organizes a legal defense fund 

and provides for the care of the Africans while they are held in jail.  

In 1840 a federal district court finds that the transport of the kidnapped 

Africans on the Portuguese slave ship Tecora was in violation of accepted treaties 

against the international slave trade. The captives are ruled to have acted as free 

individuals when they fought to escape their kidnappers. This means that they were 

entitled to take whatever legal measures necessary to secure their freedom, 

including force.  

Under international pressure, President Martin Van Buren orders the case 

appealed to the Supreme Court. That court affirms the lower court’s ruling on 

March 9, 1841, and authorizes the release of the Africans. However, the Supreme 

Court overturns the additional order of the lower court that the Africans be 

returned to their homeland at government expense. 

After the trial, the Africans live study, and worship with members of the 

Amistad Committee. By November 1841 the Committee has raised enough money 

for their voyage back to Africa. 

The Amistad Committee did not dissolve after this court case was won but 

went on to work for the abolition of slavery in the United States. One of the leaders 

of the committee, Lewis Tappan, founded the American Missionary Association in 

1846. 

Because the Congregational Church is one of the four streams that became 

the United Church of Christ in 1957, our denomination celebrates the work of the 

Amistad Committee and the American Missionary Association. These ancestors in 

faith, alongside people from other religious organizations, played a crucial role in 

ending slavery in the United States. Following the Civil War the American 

Missionary Association established over 500 schools, churches, libraries and 

universities for those who had been freed from slavery. 

The story of the Amistad Case is more than a history lesson…it is an 

inspiration. It is inspiring to remember how the kidnapped individuals on the La 
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Amistad bravely demanded, and won their freedom. Their story offers hope to 

anyone who is enslaved in any way. It is a proclamation that all people are equal, 

and that all people deserve freedom. 

Inspiration is also found in the actions of our ancestors in faith, who boldly 

offered their support to these individuals in their struggle for freedom. These 

church folk offered financial and moral support to individuals seeking justice. 

They went on to fight against slavery in the United States. And, they established 

educational institutions to empower individuals who had been freed from slavery 

after the Civil War.   

There are many ways that we, as people of faith, carry on this important 

work. We follow the example of the Amistad Committee when: we offer support to 

those who are seeking freedom from oppression and prejudice; when we take a 

stand against systems that enslave people; and when we support the work of 

schools, and other institutions that are helping to empower people.  

Since its founding, the United Church of Christ, Midland, has followed in 

the footsteps of the Amistad Committee in working for greater justice and equality 

for all people.  

In the 1960’s many people in this church were involved in the Civil Rights 

Movement and this church opened its doors to the local chapter of the NAACP. 

Despite push-back from others in the community, the demand for equality would 

not be silenced.  

In time, this church offered support to the LGBTQ community when it 

invited the Gospel of Jesus Christ, Metropolitan Community Church to worship in 

this sanctuary. Years later, when that church disbanded, a warm welcome to join 

this church was extended to its members.  

In 2004 this church adopted an Open And Affirming Statement that 

proclaims full inclusion of all people, including people all along the spectrum of 

human sexuality.  

In more recent years this church has offered support to minority religious 

groups in this community, including our Muslim and Jewish neighbors. Through a 

program called Choosing a Culture of Understanding, we provided opportunities 

for people from various faith traditions to get to know each other through worship 

and fellowship. There is now an Interfaith Friends Group that is creating similar 

opportunities. Barb McGregor, who is a member of this church, is on their 

leadership team.   
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In the same way that the American Missionary Association funded the 

development of educational and service organization, this church’s benevolence 

budget supports such programs throughout the United States and the greater world.   

There are educators in our congregation who are helping to create greater 

understandings of diversity and inclusion in our educational institutions. There are 

others in our church who are advocating for our educational institutions to 

implement more ways of teaching inclusion. 

 Celebrating Amistad Sunday reminds us that there is always more work to 

be done. We are far from being a world where all people have equality. This means 

that there is still a need for advocacy and support of individuals, and groups, that 

are seeking justice. There is also more that we can learn. 

 This afternoon we have the opportunity to hear the story of an individual 

who fled war in South Sudan, and made his way to a refugee camp in Kenya. With 

the support of church members here in the United States, he is now a student at 

Saginaw State University. He will share his story at Creative 360 this afternoon in 

conjunction with a presentation on supporting refugees.   

This morning’s reading from Isaiah offers a beautiful message of hope to 

people who had been taken from their homeland and forced to live in exile. In this 

passage God promises that those who have been living in exile will soon receive 

freedom and be blessed with an abundance of food and water.  God also promises 

an everlasting covenant of love with the people. This passage from Isaiah speaks of 

God’s desire for people to be free. 

How wonderful it is, that like the Prophet Isaiah, we are able to share this 

same message with the world.  

 

 

 

 


