
 August, 1619. A ship called the White Lion lands in the 

Virginia Colony at a place called Point Comfort. She is there to meet 

representatives from the new settlement of Jamestown for business – 

to trade what is on board for food from the land. As the captain and 

the governor barter on the shore, sailors carry the cargo off the ship, 

or, should I say, lead the cargo off the ship. Because the cargo, of 

course, were slaves: 20 Africans from Luanda, in present-day Angola. 

These slaves had been captured by Portuguese traders and loaded first 

onto a ship called the San Juan Batista. But the Batista was raided by 

English “privateers,” which, as far as I can tell, is just a slightly nicer 

word for pirate. In the raid, the British brigands seized the prisoners, 

shackled them to the White Lion, and sailed them to the new world, 

for profit. August 1619. 400 years ago. An ominous date indeed. 

 This date does not mark the arrival of the first Africans on 

the continent, nor does it mark the arrival of the first slaves brought 

to the continent. Spanish conquerors brought both when they arrived 

in the early 16th century. But this date does mark the first arrival of a 

commercial slave ship in America and the first known trade of human 

beings like they were corn or beer or firewood. This date does mark 

the placement of the first cog in what would become the terrifying 

and terrible machine of the American slave trade. This date does 

mark the beginning of something devastating, the planting of a toxic 

seed that would grow and spread and choke off any pursuit of life, 

liberty, and happiness for millions of people for centuries to come.* 

 And this date does mark the birth of a question, a question 

that would be uttered every day in this land, a question that would be 

asked in multiple states and in multiple languages, a question that 

would be shouted or whispered, that would be spoken through gritted 

teeth or scalding tears, that would be accompanied by soaring hope 

or bitter resentment. This date does mark the beginning of a question 

that still resounds across our nation today: When? When is the time 

for freedom? 



 The world has a ready answer to that question. The world has 

always had an answer to that question; it’s the same answer now as it 

was in 1619. And that answer is: not now. Throughout our history, 

women and men have cried out, When is the time for freedom? And 

throughout our history the world has answered: not now. When the 

Declaration of Independence proclaimed that all men were created 

equal but clearly meant that only some men were, the world 

whispered, not now. When the Constitutional Convention codified 

a black slave’s worth as that of only 3/5 of a white man’s, the world 

proclaimed, not now. As abolitionists began to preach and write and 

organize, the world smirked and said, Not now. As the witness of 

Harriet Beecher Stowe, Frederick Douglas, and Harriet Tubman 

began to grow, so too did the sound of that constant refrain, Not 

now, not now, not now. Through reconstruction and Jim Crow, not 

now. Through the Civil Rights movement and the War on Drugs, not 

now. When is the time for freedom? When is the time for true liberty, 

real happiness, full life? Not now, says the world. Not now. 

 The world is so satisfied with this answer that it uses it at all 

times and in all places. When is the time for freedom from sex 

trafficking? Not now. When is the time for freedom for children of 

parents seeking asylum within our borders? Not now. When is the 

time for freedom for Syrian refugees, for the Rohingya, for women in 

the Congo? Not now. When is the time for freedom from the pay gap 

for women, from the enormous pay gap for women of color? Not now. 

When is the time for freedom from corporate greed, from sexual 

harassment, from transphobia? Not now. Not now. Not now. The 

words spin on and on, gaining seemingly infinite power in the world 

and ultimately weaving themselves intractably into our personal lives. 

When is the time for freedom from addiction? When is the time for 

freedom from abuse? When is the time for freedom from regret, from 

grudges, from hatred and hardness of heart? Not now.  

 It’s an old refrain, older than America, older than the British 



empire, older than ships that could sail across the ocean. It’s the same 

refrain Jesus heard 2000 years ago in a small-town synagogue on a 

bright Sabbath morning as he watched a woman shuffle her way 

through the crowd. He’d seen her bent and twisted body; he’d 

watched her crane her head back to look up, eyes full of pain and 

resignation. He’d heard the question hanging silent behind her gaze 

– When is the time for freedom? – and he had answered. He had 

reached down and touched her, supported her as she stretched and 

straightened her back, held her by the shoulders as he watched her 

mouth twist into a grin and laughed with her when she began to 

praise God in a loud and jubilant voice. 

 And then he had heard the world roar back – Not now! Heal 

her, fine, the leader of the synagogue said to Jesus, but not now. Free 

her from her bonds, sure, but not today. For today is the Sabbath, a 

day of rest, a day to do no work, not even liberating work. This is 

what we are commanded, this is the law and the way of the world. 

When is the time for freedom? Someday. But not now.  

 But Jesus would have none of it. Jesus knew that old refrain 

for what it was – a lie so old people had forgotten that there could be 

any other answer, a lie that twisted the mind and convinced people 

that they were unworthy of God’s Grace, an ancient lie told by the 

father of lies. Jesus saw the lie, he saw the liar, and he said what he 

always did when faced with the voice of evil. He rebuked it and cried 

out, Get behind me, Satan. For Jesus knew a better answer to that old 

question, the right answer, the answer that his Father spoken with 

the first words of Creation, the answer that the Holy Spirit had 

breathed over the waters on the first day of light. When is the time 

for freedom? And the Christ answered: right now. Always and always, 

right now. And the woman, loosed from her bonds, was healed.  

 At Fort Monroe in Hampton, Virginia, the place where the 

White Lion landed those four centuries ago, people are gathering this 

weekend for lectures and exhibitions, presentations and 



conversations, food and poetry and song and prayer. At 3pm they will 

lead a nationwide bell-ringing ceremony, where bells all over the 

nation, including here at Atonement, will ring for four minutes to 

recall each of the 100 years since the slave trade made its way to our 

shores. You might well imagine that these events will be filled only 

with pain and grief. You might imagine that this day would be marked 

as a day of sorrowful remembrance, of regret, of what might have 

been. But the founders of this festival have chosen a very different 

theme, and they have chosen to give today a most remarkable name. 

They have named today, this 400th anniversary of the arrival of the 

slave trade on our shores, Healing Day.  

Healing Day. It’s is an aspirational name, to be sure. I have a 

hard time imagining any real healing on this day; the great gash of 

slavery and racism that runs through our nation’s history is still open 

and bleeding. Where is the healing after Charlottesville, where is the 

healing after El Paso, after all of those wrongful police shootings, after 

racist rhetoric run amok? Where is the healing on this Healing Day?  

The speakers today in Hampton will, of course, try to answer 

this question. And they will be able to talk of the hope for healing, 

the possibility of reconciliation, the dream of equality and respect and 

true freedom. They will be able to speak powerfully of the vision of 

someday, even as the chorus of not now’s rain down upon them. This 

message of someday, this message of hope, is a powerful one and it is 

the best that any of us can do. But today, in this place, we remember 

that this is not the best that Christ can do. For Christ, today is 

Healing Day. Right here, he is at this altar, reaching out to us and 

bearing us up. Christ is here right now, offering us and all people a 

freedom like no other, a freedom from pain and sorrow, a freedom 

from the lies of this world, a freedom from hatred and retaliation and 

bigotry and fear – a freedom from evil and death. When is the time 

for freedom?  We cannot answer this question on our own – we have 

proven that beyond a shadow of a doubt. But with Christ answering 



with us, with Christ working and healing and forgiving and 

reconciling and serving and loving with us, we can each be a witness 

to the truth of right now. And with Christ guiding us continually, our 

ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; we shall raise up the foundations of 

many generations and be called the repairer of the breach, the 

restorer of streets to live in. With Christ with us, we can stand and 

proclaim freedom right now – freedom for the world, for this nation, 

and for our own souls. Rejoice and give thanks. Today is Healing Day.  

 

*Most of this information is taken from an article by Olivia B. 

Waxman in Time Magazine from 20 August 2019. 
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