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Reflections August 2, 2020 
Text Psalm 27, Bolton & Palgrave United Churches preached by Rev. Eleanor Scarlett 

 
The Lord is light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be 
afraid? I am sure that most of us grew up hearing our parents or grandparents repeating the words of this 
psalm. It is also a psalm that is often used at funerals as a reminder of God’s grace and constant presence in 
our lives.   
 
James Cone a theologian and academia, states that “Enslaved Africans used these psalms as tools of 
resistance.” They did not believe that God created them to be slaves of the Americas. They sang the psalms 
and created the spirituals as a way of showing that God did not abandon. God was a constant presence in their 
lives throughout history. They believed that God who delivered the children of Israel from the Egyptian 
enslavement would also deliver them. 
 
The psalmist proclaims, “Though an army encamp against me, my heart shall not fear; though war rise up 
against me, yet I will be confident.” The word confident as used by the psalmist is deeply rooted in our belief 
systems. It calls us to trust in God, to learn to depend on God, to rely on God, to place our assurance on God 
who offers hope and a bright future.”  
 
We gather to reflect upon that moment in history when Enslaved peoples of the British Commonwealth heard 
that they were no longer slaves to their masters, they were free at last.  Just imagine that moment in history. 
There are stories of singing and dancing as people shouted, “This is the day of Jubilee, Queen Victoria set us 
free.” I believe that these words were also echoed here in Canada despite the myth that slavery was not here. 
 
As we reflect upon Emancipation Day, we do so with knowledge of a people whose history is lost or forgotten. 
When I worked in Mitchell Ontario, it was a shock to many as they learnt that the town was named after a 
Black man. Mr. Mitchell was its first official resident. History has a way of playing tricks on our minds 
depending on who the scribes are.  This is a good example of how stories are omitted from history.  
 
Blacks have been present in Canada for more than 400 years with some families spanning ten and fifteen 
generations. We are the benefactors of Canada’s Enslaved peoples struggles, of their pain, and sufferings. Yet 
for the better part, their history is not recognized. I am in no way minimizing the history and legacy of our First 
Peoples as their history must be held high and should be taught in schools and all institutions. 
 
As Canadians we should be able to pick up a history book and see the history of all its founding peoples 
included on their pages. It is time to have a fully integrated Black history and curriculum within our schools 
and history books. If this is not done then African Heritage month must be continued to bring awareness of 
Black history and their achievements. I appall congregations that celebrate African Heritage month as learning 
opportunities.  
 
On August 1st, 1834 Slavery was abolished in the British Commonwealth of nations, yet what most Canadians 
know about Blacks is usually what we see and hear in the media especially around Black on Black violence. 
They have no idea about the inventions, educational aspirations and/or achievements of these communities. 
We are called to ask tough questions such as what structures and policies are in place that affects these 
communities?  
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Jimmy Cliff a multi-talented Jamaican artist coined the following phrase as the title of a song, “Many Rivers to 
Cross.” This is a graphic metaphor for struggles, hopes, successes and failures of people of African descent 
everywhere. Most Blacks living in Canada continue to strive for full inclusion. There are still many African 
Canadians who have ‘many rivers yet to cross.’ 
 
This reading from the Psalm is a lamentation, it is a cry to God, a reaching out for help during times of 
struggles. “Though my father and mother forsake me, the LORD will take me in.  Teach me your way, LORD; lead 
me in a straight path because of my oppressors.  

Do not turn me over to the desire of my foes, for false witnesses rise up against me, spouting malicious 
accusations.  
 
During Jesus’s time he lamented over Jerusalem, he saw the injustices that were taking place and he cried out 
to God. The voices of Black Peoples are no longer silent, there is a worldwide call to bring their untold stories 
to life. Just as Jesus lamented over Jerusalem, Blacks continue to lament for their stories to be heard.  
 
As I pondered what message to bring to you this day, I was drawn to the fact that there are very few Black 
presence within these communities. I also realised the importance of bringing to light a forgotten history as a 
learning tool. As I reflect upon this reading, I could not help but be drawn to the continued struggles of this 
country’s Black peoples as well as throughout the developed world.  
 
Here is a history of more than 400 years and its people are still fighting for inclusion. It is my prayer that as 
churches we will help to bring awareness as we reshape and define an inclusive theology of transformation. As   
descendants of enslavement we must continue to hold firmly to the image and the personhood of Jesus who 
stayed with our ancestors in the sugar plantations and cotton fields when they were whipped, raped, and 
lynched. Jesus never left their side, he wiped their tears, bounded their wounds, and cradled their broken 
souls. 
 
Let us hold firm to the presence of Jesus the Liberator who kept our ancestors grounded during those difficult 
days.  They saw Jesus in no other way but as Liberator, the one who would relieve them from their tortured 
lives. These beliefs still hold true today. There are still ‘many rivers yet to cross,’ the important message is for 
our history to becomes inclusive, so that we can live into the reality of God’s dream for all humanity. 
 
There is a radical shift taking place within society’s paradigm. The time has come for all of us to join our hands 
across boundaries so that real change can happen. We must make sure that those who are ‘othered’ are 
included into God’s economy of justice for all. Emancipation Day was a day that should never have been, no 
human being or groups of people should have been exposed to such degradation.  
 
We give thanks to the abolitionist for their vision, for daring to make a difference to those whose lives were 
deemed subhuman. Emancipation Day is the story of ‘Many Rivers to Cross;’ it is a story of “What’s in a Name” 
It is a story of struggle, a story of lost hope, yet a story of a people’s liberation. It is the story of Jesus in the 
sugar and cotton fields, a story of wiping tears from the eyes of those whose souls were brutalized, it is a story 
of the liberation of a people with Jesus the liberator leading them to new heights. It is the story of walking 
hand in hand with their Jesus. It is a story of God’s grace; it is a story of amazing grace for all peoples.  
 
Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
 


