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Sermon 
There is a Balm in Gilead 
 
Gilead is a region in Jordan.  In that region on the left side of the river Jordan, the other side, 
there is a city Jericho. The Israelites crossed over the river Jordan with the leadership of Joshua. 
They fought the battle for the city of Jericho and left it in ruin. 
 
This was only one of many battles in there long exit from slavery. Martin Luther King referred to 
that struggle with his reference to Moses going to the mountaintop. I’ve been to the 
mountaintop. It is notable that Moses, with aging, transfers leadership to Joshua. 
Slavery is one of the worst “scourages “ visited upon man,  a disaster we have yet to overcome.  
History reveals that slavery existed in some form in most countries of the world at some time.  
However no slave state, like no empire, exists forever.  It is the nature of man to be free.  What 
makes man vulnerable to exist as a slave?  The man that is easy to decapitate, take away his 
name, his language, his history, his religion.  You destroy his identity.  Teach him what you 
desire.  Teach him to love your God and to obey you,  his master. 
 
“Middle Passage” 
In his poem “Middle Passage” the modern American poet Robert Hayden captures the meaning 
of slave ships. The slave ship was a massive economic enterprise, rooted to the modern mind in 
enormous immortality and amorality;  a story of the vast human cruelty and exploitation that 
forged one of the foundations of capitalism and a tale of migration that brought African people 
and folkways to America.  Hayden offers a poem stripped of any adornment of the slave trade a 
“Voyage through death to life upon these shores.” 
 Voyage through death, 
 Voyage whose charting are unloved. 
 A charnel stench, effluvium of living death 
 Spreads outward from the hold, 
 Where the living and the dead, horribly dying, 
 lie interlocked, lie foul with blood and excrement... 
 
We tried this with native Americans, Africans, Orientals, and Irish (mulatto).  In this society 
where race based slavery existed and served to underpin a false white supremacy, the progeny 
of union between white and African serves to remind us of our humanity.  We are one race. 
Some struggle to differentiate and classify to the extent of embracing a 1% difference between  
inferiority and superiority.  
There was fear and rejection of the African male and there still is. There were movies made to 
demonstrate this (gorilla). That did not solve the problem so we resort to police brutally , war 
and mass incarceration. 
 
What is the balm in Gilead? That balm in Gilead existed to make the wounded whole. 
Was it a salve to heal the wound? 
Was it a fragrance perfume to soothe the sense? 
Was it the bouquet or taste of a nice wine to soothe the senses? Well perhaps! 
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There is  another balm which we have forgotten. The Balm that heals the poor and oppressed, 
those who are often called the chosen. 
That is in the second verse of that song, “if you cannot preach like Peter, if you cannot pray like 
Paul.  You can tell the love of Jesus and say (he died for all)”. 
Our history revealed a long struggle with slavery. The exit required a long, bloody war. 
 
South versus the north. The south fought to preserve an institution that could not endure.  
When Robert E. Lee surrendered on April 9, 1865,  1/5 to 1/3 of his troops had died and many 
were injured.  This created a respite, but did not end slavery to the satisfaction of the south. 
There was a period of reconstruction, which turned out to be a period of heighten destruction 
and repression of former slaves. The South had lost on the battlefield, but was determined to 
win.  Victory would be defined by the extent they could subjugate, the victims. 
 
Many forms of violence existed, torture and lynching were used.  Hate and discrimination 
continued. 
Slavery was replaced with another version (always equal and equivalent ) white supremacy. 
 
Sharecropper, tenant farmer, apartheid, Jim Crowe, separate but equal (segregation, 
discrimination).  We are struggling as a nation to overcome this disease. 
 
The result was then and still is the same - one man’s domination over another, with terms, and 
definitions and laws he determines appropriate. 
Jeremiads.  There was no shortage of those who spoke out against slavery.  Many ministers 
offered Jeremiah against the sins of slavery. 
Samuel Hopkins, White pastor of Newport Rhode Island First Congregational Church, warned 
against slavery and the slave trade.  America should not flout God’s will that all men are equal 
lest they incur his wrath. 
Richard Allen first Bishop of (AME) Church,  (offered this) consider how hateful slavery is in the 
sight of God , who destroyed kings and princesses for their oppression of slaves. 
 
During the 2008 presidential election the 20th Century Jeremaid,  Reverend Jeremiah Wright, 
spoke in the tradition of those Puritan, Methodist-Episcopal, and United Church of Christ 
ministries. This was classified as Black Liberation Theology. Afrocentric Nationalism, labeled 
“inflammatory,” “incendiary “and “unpatriotic”. 
 
However much of what Rev. Wright said was historically correct and right to the point. Too 
many, Rev. Wright was offensive, but we in America have a common disease. We are the 
United States of amnesia. 
Rev. Wright spoke to the dark element of America’s Colonial past. We took this country with 
terror from the Native Americans, America’s economy is built on the backs of slaves.  He left 
out the more modern event.  Through wars and economics subjugation we exploited weaker 
nations to build our corporations, extract wealth and resources that they need at will. 
America is not the shining light the “City on the hill,” as portrayed by Disney and President 
Reagan. “The day of Jerusalem falls” point out that America is a part of a worldwide process of 
European imperial expansion, colonialization dispossession, genocide and enslavement. 
We are witnessing today mass migration from poor countries because of social, economic, 
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climate and war-related deprivation.  This speaks to the fact that the “Chicken are coming 
home to roost.”  Here at home,  “The soul of America is in a battle to reveal our better angels.” 
 
Rev. Wright also said the controlling power in America is the Rich White Man. 
America along with other industrialized nations have also caused most of the problem with 
climate change and global warming.  The poor countries suffer from the effects of 
desertification and super weather events. They bear the brunt of these events 
disproportionately (just as the poor suffer these events worst domestically. 
 
Immigration.  At this time we are fighting a war on immigration. Residents of poor countries 
migrate to where their treasures are. We build walls and cast them out with disparaging titles. 
We separate children from families and imprison those who enter. 
 
President Obama in his inaugural address did not mention the discrimination against LGBQ and 
Transgender, we know of his work to alleviate this problem. 
I would like to read to you from a letter I received from “Biblical” the international Bible 
society. They are conducting a $50,000 challenge. 
The Spirit of God is moving powerfully in the lives of Muslims from the Middle East, Africa and 
across Asia—and I am asking for your help in providing urgently needed Bibles to these 
spiritually hungry Muslims. 
 
I am glad that our congregation is committed to justice and human rights. We respect and 
embrace the religion and rights of others.  Our Unitarian Universalist Service Committee is 
committed to those goals. Their goal is $350,000 to be committed to the cause. 
 
Our congregation has committed itself to working with LIFE, Lee Interfaith for Empowerment,  
in doing justice here in our communities on local issues. 
Our adult education programs is devoted to learning about and embracing  the religion of 
others. 
 
Our congregation has organized a Social Justice Outreach Committee. Under that organization 
we have social justice teams. Homeless, racial justice, hunger and climate change. These 
committees are active and I invite you to join us. 
We welcome all. 
As a congregation, as members of LIFE, and in our daily living we seek JUSTICE. 
 Bryan Stevenson, executive director of the Equal Justice Initiative in Montgomery, Alabama, 
and a professor of law at New York University School of Law said, “The opposite of poverty is 
not wealth.  In too many places, the opposite of poverty is justice.” 
 
 Our own, Theadore Parker, American Unitarian theologian, pastor, scholar, and social 
reformer, said “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice.” 
 
Those who speak of JUSTICE in our society are the poor and the religiously inclined. The rich 
don’t seek justice, they buy it. The poor and the religiously incline must wait for their God to 
bend the ARC of JUSTICE. 
 



4 

 

John Newton,  a British slave captain, repented and became a minister and composer of the 
famous hymn “Amazing  Grace,” published a pamphlet that described the conditions in the 
holds of a slave ship. The cargo of a vessel 100 tons is calculated to purchase from  220 to 250 
slaves. Their lodging room below deck .... are sometimes more than 5 feet high and sometimes 
less....The slaves lie in two rows ,..one above the other like books up on a shelf....The poor 
creatures are... likewise in irons for the most part, which makes it difficult for them to turn or 
move without hurting themselves or each other.  The slave trade could render everyone “ 
blind.”   As Newton described in his famous lyric. His experience as a slave captain gave him 
good reason to exclaim, “Amazing Grace!  How sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me!” 

 


