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Today is Father's Day, and I extend my respectful greetings to all of you who father in one way 

or another. I remember my own father, his impact on my life, his strength of character, his steely 

spirit and his unbounded faith. Being a father is one of my greatest challenges, privileges and 

joys, and I know you know what I am talking about. 

 

But today is another day as well. On June 19th, 1865, in Galveston, Texas, General Gordon 

Granger read aloud this proclamation: 

 

"The people of Texas are informed that in accordance with a Proclamation from the Executive of 

the United States, all slaves are free. This involves an absolute equality of rights and rights of 

property between former masters and slaves, and the connection heretofore existing between 

them becomes that between employer and hired laborer." 

 

President Abraham Lincoln had signed the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation on 

September 22, 1862, to take effect on January 1, 1863. But the war was still raging between the 

states. There are many stories of why it took 2 1/2 years for the news to reach Texas, but the fact 

is that it did, making Texas the last southern state to hear the news.  

 

Of course, there were mixed reactions. Former slaves danced in the streets in jubilation. Former 

slave owners quickly tried to consolidate their power once more and keep a profitable workforce 

in the field, but that proved difficult, for even before the new relationships were hammered out, 

many former enslaved people moved north--now that they could. Overnight, the society and 

economy of the United States began a reset, an attempt to go back to the ideals of the nation as 

written and not as played out, to begin a long road to closing the gap between ideal and real. 

  

One of the focuses of this day is on education and self-improvement. 

 

In today's Gospel lesson we read about a tortured soul on the east side of the Sea of Galilee. 

Jesus sails across and meets him among the tombs. The man is a slave. He is enslaved to 

whatever demonic forces wall him in to self-destructive behavior. He is enslaved by the local 

towns people, exiled from their human company, and Jesus sets him free. He is emancipated by 

the Spirit of God. 

 

There are interesting consequences. First, a herd of pigs, an animal unclean by the Law and 

unlawful for a Jew to even keep, is destroyed (and what good Jew is going to complain about 

that out loud?) Then, the local towns people beg him and Jesus to just "go away."   

 

Jesus sends him away with a message: See what God has done for me! Now he is a man on a 

mission. 

 



As Juneteenth has taken on an emphasis on education and self improvement, here we have a 

Gospel story of someone on a similar path, and there have been others. 

 

Here is an extremely short list of African Americans who have contributed not only to their own 

improvement in amazing ways, but have made the United States better for it. 

 
Phillis Wheatley Poet 1753 1784 First African American woman to publish 

a book (in England) 

Richard Allen Minister 1760 1831 Founder of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church, the first independent 

Black denomination in the US. 

James Forten Abolitionist 1766 1842 Wealthy businessman in Philadelphia, a 

sail maker, who employed his assets to 

work for the abolition of slavery 

Denmark Vesey Activist 1767 1822 Helped found the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church. 

Sojourner Truth Abolitionist 1797 1883 Writer and speaker, known for her speech, 

"Ain't I a Woman?" 

Francis Harper Poet 1825 1911 Abolitionist, suffragist, poet, teacher, 

public speaker and writer.  Helped with the 

Underground Railroad 

Harriet Jacobs Writer 1831 1897 Born a slave but escaped to Philadelphia as 

a girl, she became an author and 

abolitionist, helping slaves and eventually, 

freedmen. 

Mary Fields Mail carrier 1832 1914 First African American to work for the 

postal service 

Octavius V. 

Catto 

Activist 1839 1871 Known as one of the most influential civil 

rights' activists in Philadelphia during the 

19th century, Catto fought for the abolition 

of slavery and the implementation of civil 

rights for all.  

Booker T. 

Washington 

Educator 1856 1915 author, orator, and adviser to several 

presidents of the United States.  

George 

Washington 

Carver 

Scientist 1864 1943  agricultural scientist and inventor who 

promoted alternative crops to cotton and 

methods to prevent soil depletion. 

Zora Leale 

Hurston 

Author 1891 1960 Author of Their Eyes Were Watching God  

Bessie Coleman Aviator 1892 1926 First black woman to fly an airplane 

Rudolf Fisher Physician 1897 1934 Physician, radiologist, writer, dramatist, 

musician and orator. 

Langston Hughes Poet 1902 1967 poet, social activist, novelist, playwright, 

and columnist. 

Bayard Rustin Activist 1912 1987 leader in social movements for civil rights, 

socialism, nonviolence, and gay rights. He 

was a key adviser to Martin Luther King Jr 

Muddy Waters Singer 1913 1983 Father of modern Chicago Blues 

Cecil B. Moore Lawyer 1915 1979 lawyer and civil rights activist,  a pivotal 



figure in the fields of social justice and 

race relations. 

James Baldwin Writer 1924 1987 novelist, playwright and activist 

Medgar Evers Activist 1925 1963 Worked to overturn segregation at U. of 

Miss., assassinated by white supremacist in 

1963 

Robert 

Guillaume 

Actor 1927 2017 Won two Emmys, is known for his voice-

over of Rafiki. 

Maya Angelou Poet 1928 2014 poet and civil rights activist 

Martin Luther 

King, Jr. 

Activist 1929 1968 The most notable figure in the fight for 

social justice in the US in the 20th century 

Nina Simone Musician 1933 2003 singer, songwriter, musician, arranger, and 

civil rights activist.  

Claudette Colvin Activist 1939 Present First to challenge racial bus seating rules at 

15 years old, 9 months before Rosa Parks 

Arthur Ashe Tennis player 1943 1993 First black player selected to the US Davis 

Cup team and only Black man to win the 

singles event at Wimbledon, the US Open 

and the Australian Open 

Ruby Bridges Activist 1954 Present The girl who walked to William Frantz 

Elementary School in Louisiana protected 

by US Marshals after integration 

Kobe Bryant Humanitarian 1978 2020 NBA Star and Olympian who worked to 

reduce homelessness in Los Angeles 

Serena Jameka 

Williams 

Tennis player 1981 Present Holds more tennis titles than anyone in the 

Open Era. 

Nipsey Hussle Activist 1985 2019 activist, entrepreneur, and Grammy Award 

winning rapper, denounced gun violence, 

focusing on solutions and inspiration for 

young Black men. 

Sadie Tanner 

Mossell 

Alexander 

Writer 1898 1989 Writer, first Black woman to receive a 

Ph.D in the US. 

Amanda Gorman Poet 1998 Present Youth Poet Laureate whose poem, The 

Hill We Climb, grabbed the ear of a nation 

on President Joe Biden's inauguration day 

Pauli Murray Priest 1910 1985 First African-American woman ordained in 

the Episcopal Church 

Michael Curry Bishop 1953 Present Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church 

George 

Washington 

Bush 

Fur Trapper 

and U.S. 

Army veteran 

c. 1790 1863 Settled in Tumwater area of Washington, 

son William was first black Washington 

State legislator. 

John N. Conna Former slave, 

real estate 

broker, and 

attorney 

1836 1921 Helped to found the city of Tacoma, 

homestead is now part of Federal Way, 

became a judge in Alaska. 

 

 

In Christ, God has pronounced the eternal Emancipation Proclamation, but our race, just like our 

society, still balks at living into the fullness of it. In many ways, we are still just as enslaved as 



the demoniac of Gennesaret. Our ethnocentric pride still marginalizes people, a sin that tarnishes 

us as much as swine to a Jew. A dangerous mixing of faith and national identity still creates a 

smokescreen for violence, just like a town unwilling to welcome home a freed man. 

 

Our faith calls us to the fullest of our humanity, just like in the Gospel lesson today, both as 

individuals and as a community. 

 

Happy Juneteenth! 

  

 

     

 

  

 


