Sermon by Charles Wynder, Jr.

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in thy sight; O Lord, our Strength and our Redeemer – Amen.

Yesterday marked the ninth anniversary of the 911 attacks on the World Trade Center, and the Pentagon. We remembered yesterday and continue to remember today the lives and spirit of those departed who were victims of acts of hatred, aggression and intolerance.  

Our grief and loss continues.  Nine years ago, the pain, hurt and suffering elicited an outpouring of interfaith healing and ministry – as people of all faiths in the United States and around the world joined in prayer, contemplation and worship as part of doing the missio dei – the mission of God: of peace, compassion, healing, forgiveness and reconciliation.   Those were very powerful images that we should reminder.  
Since that time we have confused as a nation and within too many churches and congregations the difference between defying hate and intolerance - by standing for justice, peace, and reconciliation with a growing Christian nationalism wrapped in not only the American flag, but also aggression and the rejection of people of a different faith; different nationality; sometimes different skin color and language.  

  So on this day, as we remember 911, the lives lost, and the families and communities impacted: let us also challenge ourselves to answer the question of where we stand and what are we called to do – as Christians: Where are we in the space of the headlines today – the Boston Globes’  Anniversary of Attacks Marked by Mourning and Rancor  and the New York Times –  On Anniversary of September 11 Rifts and Mourning. 
Do we stand with and embrace the Other? Do we stand up for understanding, embracing and loving people of other faiths? Will we till the soil and plant the seeds of the Gospel during difficult and controversial times: when the popular thing is to fan the flames and the easy thing is to remain silent?

Of course our effort to grapple with the healing of the brokenness both of victims and victimizers - and the world is hard, difficult and trying work.  How do we do it?  I believe that examining the life of Alexander Crummell -on this day that memorializes his ministry and spirit - can give us hope; insight, and help guide us both in our discernment and our actions.  For WEB DuBois in the Souls of Black Folk describes Alexander Crummell’s life as “the history of a human heart, - the tale of a black boy who many long years ago began to struggle with life that he might know himself.” DuBois would then describe three temptations that Crummell faced: the temptation of Hate, the temptation of Despair, and the temptation of Doubt.  DuBois wrote in that special chapter of the Souls of Black Folk – entitled “Of Alexander Crummell” - that we also need to understand the valleys that Crummell crossed: “the Valley of Humiliation and the Valley of the Shadow of Death.” 

Take a minute – a second – to imagine New York City: not the New York of today or 2001 – but the early to 1800s.  Imagine being a child – a young Black boy: the son of a free Black woman and an African slave. Imagine constantly worrying about being attacked as a child; even a teenager as there are frequent attacks of mob violence and burnings of Black homes.  I emphasize Black instead of African American because the citizenship of Black people had not been settled.  New York City, was a place of burgeoning immigration and also rejection of Black people as – there was still slavery in the entire nation south of Pennsylvania – including Maryland and DC (the nation’s capital.)  There is no universal education and it was actually illegal for Blacks to learn to read in slave states and in the rest of the nation – education of Blacks was controversial and often unwelcome.  Crummell would go to NH and Oneida NY to get his education.  He and his friends had to go toe NY after the special school built for Black children was destroyed after some of the local population could not “endure” the school for Blacks.  Crummell developed a sense of call as a young person.  His sense of call would be frustrated several times – this led to the temptation of despair that DuBois wrote about. He would get into General Theological Seminary but be denied the opportunity to attend – despite the support of its Dean because of the racially based opposition of Bishop of New York.  He would eventually be ordained deacon right here in this building in May 1842: the first Black person ordained in this Diocese - a significant mark not just for Crummell, but also this Diocese and this church.  The Bishop of Rhode Island would ordain him priest in 1844.  When he tried to go to Philadelphia after hearing of inquiries from Black Episcopalians, the Bishop of Philadelphia – brother of Bishop of NY who opposed his admission at General Theological Seminary – gave him this reply, “I cannot receive you into this diocese unless you will promise that you will never apply for a seat in the convention for yourself or for any church you may raise in this city.”  Crummell recognized this as the same condition placed on Absalom Jones, the first African American ordained in the Episcopal Church, regarding the establishment of St. Thomas in Philadelphia.  Crummell, a student of history understood this and refused to agree.  He would later organize the Conference of Church Workers among Colored People to fight this type of exclusion of blacks from the Episcopal Church.   The UBE would be inspired out of and from the Conference of Church Workers among Colored People.  This was important work given the massive exodus of Blacks from the Episcopal Church after the end of slavery.  Phillip Brooks from Trinity Copley Square, right here in Boston, would join in fighting against the exclusion and segregation of Blacks from leadership and the full life of the Church.

Clearly the Epistle (James 1: 2-5) for today spoke to him, “If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you.” And so, went to England and obtained a degree from Queens College, then given his sense of mission - to Liberia.  He spent nearly 20 years there – working to build the nation of Liberia and struggling with the full implication of the colonization of Liberia by freed African Americans.   Crummell spent part of the twenty years traveling back and forth between the United States and Liberia to speak out on abolition of the Atlantic slave trade, emancipation of American slaves, and the treatment of free blacks.  He did that here in Boston – with the likes of Frederick Douglas, William Lloyd Garrison and others.  In Washington DC – after returning from Liberia, he removed St. Mary’s Chapel from the status of what has been called “status of a satellite to the white St. John’s Church (the church across from the White House) and established the independent black St. Luke’s Church on equal footing with the white St. John’s Church (just a few blocks away from St. John’s).  The establishment of a black congregation played a prominent role in his Pan African plans. These efforts at Pan Africanism were part of his ultimate aim at human unity.

St. Luke’s has a special meaning for me: it was the place where I met my wife Bethany.  It is where I had the opportunity to serve on the vestry under the leadership of Rev. Virginia Brown-Nolan.  Rev. Brown-Nolan’s father was also rector of St. Luke’s prior to becoming the Bishop of Liberia – out of the church founded by Crummell to the place of Crummell’s mission.  These efforts by Crummell were mirrored outside the church with his leadership as a founder of the American Negro Academy, which included people like WEB DuBois and Ana Julia Cooper.  

He was equally influential with DuBois and Booker T. Washington.  

Indeed the words of our first lesson from Sirach (Ecclesiasticus  - Sirach 39:6-11) apply to Crummell: 

“If the great Lord is willing, he will be filled with the spirit of understanding; he will pour forth words of wisdom and of his own and give thanks to the Lord in prayer. The Lord will direct his counsel and knowledge, as he meditates on his mysteries.”  

This is how Crummell with so many obstacles and challenges was able to do as noted in today’s collect – preach the Gospel to those who were far off and those who were near. 

And we have examples of his legacy embodied within our community. Their lifetime of continuous and continued ministry, service and leadership builds on the doors Crummell opened and the questions and challenges he posed.  Rev. Canon Ed Rodman was the second African American ordained in this Cathedral – over one hundred years after the ordination of Alexander Crummell.  His legacy and commitment to social justice, urban ministry and praxis (praxis that combination of theory and practice to create transformation and change) is unparalleled. Bishop Barbara Harris’ historic consecration as Bishop occurred right here in – and represents a monumental opening, achievement, and mark for women, people of color, and the broader church within and beyond the Episcopal Church and Anglican Community.  The full significance and meaning of her ecclesial leadership is yet to be written. 

So it is here within this context – the context of today – a living and ongoing legacy of Alexander Crummell that I ask us to grapple with some important questions – and I hope we engage in dialogue later about them during the adult form after service: 

Are we prepared and willing to welcome and embrace the Other in the church, in society and the world?

Are we willing to accept and embrace the growing Latino presence in the Episcopal Church? 

Are we willing to accept the leadership, service, value and contribution of largely Latin American congregations, Historically Black and predominantly Black congregations with largely African American, Afro-Caribbean, and African members, clergy and lay leaders?  

And of the physical legacies of Crummell: 

St. Luke’s is currently discerning its vocation, vision and mission.  And the Union of Black Episcopalians must re-envision itself.  

What will these institutions do in this changing world? 

How does Crummell speak to you and how does his legacy impact your sense of mission, ministry and service? 

Will we be like the seed in our Gospel reading that hears the word, accepts it and bears fruit such that we can all embrace each other – and impact the world by doing the work of the missio dei – the mission of God: of compassion, justice, peace, love, forgiveness and reconciliation. For the legacy of Crummell – should inform how we act in the world during these difficult times of controversy and exciting times of opportunity to work toward reconciliation, peace and justice. It is my hope and belief that we can so that we may join the Rev. Canon Ed Rodman in saying– “Let there may be peace among us and let us not be instruments of our own or other’s oppression.” - Amen. 
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