
Sermon Notes, February 9, 2020 
preached by Rev. Eleanor Scarlett at Bolton United 

Text Scripture: John 13:33-38 
 
Reverend Wilbur Howard was born on February 29, 1912 in Toronto. He was the 
fourth generation African Canadian born to parents who had escaped 
enslavement in the United States. His early faith formation took place in the 
African Episcopal Church, however he was invited by a white neighbor to attend a 
local United Church service and he never looked back.  He attended the University 
of Toronto, Victoria College where he completed his undergraduate studies.  
 
Howard stated that he had a strong call to ministry and entered Emmanuel 
College, where he graduated in the spring of 1941 and he was the first Black to do 
so. Because of his skin colour he had difficulty being called to a church. It was 25 
years before he was called to his first church.  During this time, he worked at the 
National Church and in Manitoba, because they recognized that no congregation 
would call him. He later served as administrator for the United Church’s Boys 
Work Board a recreational organization like the YMCA.  
 
In 1953 he began working as associate editor of the New Christian Education 
Curriculum. In 1965 he finally got his first call to be in team ministry at Dominion 
Charmers United in Ottawa. It was five years later before he had his first solo 
charge at Emmanuel United in Ottawa. 
 
In 1974 he was elected president of Montreal/ Ottawa Conference and was 
nominated as the United Church’s first and only Black Moderator to this day.  The 
Very Revered Howard Wilbur never publicly expressed what had happened to him, 
never talked about racism within the church or society.  He lived a quiet humble 
life, reflected in his gentle smile and soft-spoken voice. 
 
 Despite his many accomplishments, they did not erase the church’s systemic 
racism that had been dealt against him. I stand here this morning on his shoulders 
knowing that he went before me so that my journey would be better. Black 
History month calls us to reflect upon our history painful though it may be and to 
make it our duty to create a society that is free from every form of racism. 
 



In the reading from John 13: 33-38, Jesus told his followers the following, 33“My 

children, I will be with you only a little longer. You will look for me, and just as I 

told the Jews, so I tell you now: Where I am going, you cannot come. 
34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must 

love one another. 35 By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you 

love one another.” 
 
Rosemary Brown emigrated from Jamaica to Canada in 1951 to pursue post-
secondary studies in social work at McGill University (BA) and the University of 
British Columbia  (Masters of Social Work).  She was born into a political family 
that was deeply rooted in social norms of inequality and injustice. As a young 
student, when she encountered both sexism and racism when applying for 
housing or summer jobs, or simply fitting into university life she knew she had to 
do something about these issues. 

Following graduation, Brown became involved with two social groups that would 
shape her political mindset, the British Columbia Association for the 
Advancement of Coloured People and Voice of Women. She also worked briefly 
with the Children's Aid Society and as a counsellor at Simon Frazer University. 
Brown was often a panelist on the national television series People in Conflict. But 
during the turbulence of the 1960s, Brown found renewed purpose in her role as 
a political advocate against both racism and sexism. At the time, traditional roles 
of race and gender were being challenged in Canadian politics.  

As a Black woman, Brown was qualified to speak for both groups. She brought 
that level of awareness to her role as Ombudswoman and founding member of 
the Vancouver Status of Women Council (VSW).  In 1972, she was encouraged by 
the Status of Women members and Brown entered provincial politics as a NDP 
candidate. On 30 August, she won her seat in the riding of Vancouver-Burrard. 
Brown became the first Black woman to sit in the Legislative Assembly of British 
Columbia. She was Canada’s first Black female member of a provincial legislature 
and the first woman to run for the leadership of a federal political party.  During 
her 14 years as an MLA, Brown created a committee to remove sexism in British 
Columbia's educational material and was instrumental in the formation of the 
Berger Commission on the Family, among her many other accomplishments. 
During that time, she also ran for the leadership of the federal NDP in 1975. With 
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the slogan "Brown is Beautiful," she broke colour lines in the federal arena when 
she ran a close second to Ed Broadbent, ahead of three other candidates. 
She retired from the provincial legislature in 1988 and turned her attention to 
various advocacy groups both nationally and internationally. In 1993, Brown was 
named chief commissioner of the Ontario Human Rights Commission, a position 
she held until 1996. Despite being in the public sphere she always found time for 
her family and friends and was eagerly ready to share her skills with those who 
came after her. I give thanks that I had the opportunity to learn from this small in 
stature, yet giant of a woman.  

Jean Augustine was born in Grenada and immigrated to Canada in 1960 under the 
West Indian Domestic Scheme. At the time of immigrating Jean was a qualified 
teacher in her homeland, but embraced the opportunity to come to Canada. As 
soon as she was able, she enrolled in the University of Toronto and completed the 
Canadian teachers’ training.  Jean taught for years in the Toronto Catholic School 
Board. During this time, she began advocacy work in the areas of children and 
womens issues along with issues around immigration. Jean went on to become 
chairperson of the Metro Toronto Housing Authority.  

In 1993 Jean made history by becoming the first Black woman elected to Canada’s 
House of Commons.  It was Jean who brought a motion to the floor of Parliament 
to endorse February as Black History Month in Canada, this became an act of 
Parliament in 1995. She served as MP for Etobicoke -Lakeshore for three 
consecutive terms and retired in 2006. 

 In 2007 Jean led the commemoration of the 200th anniversary of the abolition of 
British Enslavement. Later that year she was appointed as the first Fairness 
Commissioner of the Province of Ontario.  

Jean has many achievements to her credit, including the Order of Canada. I am 
eternally grateful that I have had the privilege of working with Jean on many 
levels. She has been a true mentor who continues to mentor young women 
through her centre in Etobicoke. 

As we reflect upon the true meaning of Black History and why it is important for 
us at this time in our history, let us not forget Jesus’ command to us to “Love one 
another as he has loved us.” To love one another is to become advocates in the 
fight for justice. It is here we can boldly say we are indeed followers of the One 
who first understood the meaning of unconditional love. When we can genuinely 
love one another, it is then and only then that we are true disciples of Jesus.    


