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It was Maria Flavius who reminded me, some weeks ago, of the annual 

celebration of Black History. This commemoration, begun 30 years ago, 

has done a great deal to raise awareness of the part played by those 

whose origins lie in the Caribbean and in Africa and in the West Indies. 

The recent backlash against Border Control and the UK government for 

refusing re-entry to many who came here first as part of the Windrush 

generation has resulted in a huge amount of public sympathy for those 

who trusted the authorities to look after them despite their lack of 

official bits of paper. 

 

But sermons are pretty pointless unless they are grounded in experience, 

so this story – taken from my time in Germany last week – will hopefully 

provide a ‘way in’ to what this Sunday is all about as, clearly, I am white 

not black….  

 

It was a fantastically sunny day in Dusseldorf on Tuesday and I decided – 

while Maria was attending her Conference – to try a German spa for the 

first time. It was beautifully set right out in the countryside alongside the 

Essensee and offered the usual combination of steam rooms, swimming 

pools and saunas alongside the lake. Being Half Term the spa was also 

extremely busy.  

 

The only problem that I could foresee was the language; I don’t speak a 

word of German and none of the signs and notices were translated into 

English. But, as one does, you watch what other people are doing and you 

hope you won’t make a fool of yourself.   

 

After a while I took a tour of the complex and thought I would try one of 

the saunas. Dressed only in a towel I opened the door and went in – only 

to find myself staring at a large room absolutely crammed with people 

‘doing something with ice’. There was an audible gasp as I walked in and 

then a loud and imperious stream of German was directed at me. Of 

course it meant nothing so, with my most impeccable English accent I 

used the only word I knew ‘Bitte’?    

 

And back came the most condescending reply from the master of 

ceremonies who, in perfect English, sneeringly pointed out that the sign 

on the door had indicated that no one was to enter during this particular 

ritual - and how could I be so stupid as to ignore what was written there? 

 



‘Dummen Engländer’ he said, a phrase repeated by various people out of 

the steam, amid the jeering snorts of disapproval.  

 

Stupid English.  

 

As you can imagine, I (and my towel) beat a hasty retreat, feeling exactly 

as he said - stupid. Stupid - and hurt.  

 

It isn’t, I grant you, a very good parallel with the kinds of racism that so 

much of the black community endures, day in day out. But, just for a 

minute or two, I felt something that I never otherwise experience. Living 

here in multicultural Britain, white middle class people like me don’t 

come across that kind of prejudice very often.  

 

We really need 80-something Rose Baker among us this morning to hear 

her talk about what it was like to come from Montserrat to find homes 

and work in that period between 1948 and 1971 when it was government 

policy to actively welcome those in the West Indies to come and settle 

in the UK – to work in those parts of our economy that were so 

desperately short of labour. Now called the Windrush years, she tells of 

those signs in the boarding house windows: ‘No Blacks, no Irish, no dogs’. 

Hers is the generation that saw what our own version of US segregation 

felt like, who heard the 1968 speech of MP Enoch Powell, warning us that 

we would soon experience ‘Rivers of Blood’ if we continued to allow 

immigration to continue. Hers was the generation that felt the pain of 

the Sharpeville Massacre and the Soweto riots, who heard in our 

churches the extraordinary bravery of so many as they fought the 

apartheid regimes in South Africa and in Rhodesia – and who saw people 

of the stature of Nelson Mandela walking out of prison singing: ‘Free, free 

at last’.              

 

And with Rose and her generation we can build on that to celebrate the 

contribution made by so many people of colour to this nation: from 

Lennie Henry to Joan Armatrading, from Zadie Smith to Trevor 

Macdonald, from Dianne Abbott to John Sentamu, Archbishop of York.  

We can rejoice that there is a major move to get the face of Mary Secole 

– who paid her own fare to work alongside Florence Nightingale and the 

soldiers in the Crimean war - put onto the back of the new £50 note.    

 

 

 

 



In our own congregation we can rejoice that Rose’s daughter Maria was 

an outstanding Churchwarden here for many years, that Kingsley Lewis 

remains the long-serving bastion of the sanctuary, that in very recent 

memory Miranda Jules, Tracey Byers and Kris Hyde all served on the 

PCC. We rejoice in the ministry of Grace Joseph, Beatrice Awooner-

Renner, Shirley Chinery and Eva Kasella as readers, Joyce Owusu’s 

support of Pack-Up and the fact that no one turns a hair at the mixed 

race relationships – Kingsley and Pauline, Matt and Nicole, Penny and 

Fitzroy – or the fact that Ethan’s parents are Eritrean and Dutch and that 

Freddie Pemberton, Tayah Philipps and Amelia and Elijah Silvera all have 

mixed parentage. Over the last ten years we have truly become an 

international and multi-racial Church community and we delight in that 

- daily.  

 

But Black History Sunday is not just about drawing a neat projectory, 

tracing a direction of travel from slavery to liberation, from subservience 

to leadership.  

 

One of the most telling sermons I ever heard in my life was in a Roman 

Catholic parish in Hunter’s Point near San Francisco. It was – and is - one 

of the poorest neighbourhoods in the city and had an almost exclusively 

black congregation although Fr Kirk the parish priest was white. As a 

visitor I have rarely been so warmly welcomed but as I sat there, we 

heard that, just that week, there had been three homicides in the parish: 

three young men in their early 20s had been gunned down and murdered. 

And Fr Kirk’s homily spoke directly to the mothers and to the friends 

and families of those young men and about the pain they were going 

through.  

 

And he took the congregation back to Egypt, back to the times of slavery 

for the people of Israel, and he told them that the burdens they carried 

– the multiple jobs that those women were doing through to their recent 

bereavements – would one day come to an end and they too would walk 

through the Red Sea on dry land. They would experience liberation, a 

new time, when poverty and violence would be no more and they would 

be – free, free at last.  

 

Sadly, although that was over fifteen years ago, I suspect the current 

priest in Hunter’s Point is still having to preach similar sermons. For 

those of you of colour whom we are so delighted to have in Church today, 

too many of you will have stories of racial prejudice to share.  

 



I have forgotten what the figures are but the experience of black people 

caught up in police ‘stop and search’ encounters compared with their 

white neighbours is several hundred times more common. Wednesday’s 

Evening Standard, which I picked up at the airport coming back from 

Dusseldorf, headlined the fact that knife-crime in the bigger estates of 

south London, where the majority of the residents are black, has reached 

an all-time high.  

 

So Black History Sunday is a story of triumph – not least in the 

extraordinary release of Black talent in so many areas of life. But it is also 

a recognition that the freedoms have been hard won – and the battle is 

by no means over.   

 

Which is why we need to hear the words of Isaiah: See, says God, I am 

doing a new thing. And then the sharp question: Now it springs forth, do 

you not perceive it – can’t you see what is going on?  

 

And we want to say: yes! We can see so much that is good. We’ve listed 

just a few already. But then we watch the You-Tube clips of children 

talking about Black History Month and we hear articulate young black 

children asking:  Why am I still judged by the colour of my skin? Why is there 

still an assumption that I can’t do as well as those of my own age and social 

background who are white?   Why have special units at Oxford and 

Cambridge had to be set up to find ways of enabling black students to 

enter those places on a level playing field?   

 

As one of those young people said: when are our experiences going to be 

listened to – and with respect?  

 

Enoch Powell and his successors have always fanned into the flame the 

anxiety that lies so close to the surface in many of us, that change means 

loss. So Isaiah spells out this reassuring vision from God:  See, I am doing 

a new thing: I will make rivers in the desert and I will give drink to my chosen 

people, the people whom I formed…  

 

When we at St James’ come together, as that chosen people, what are 

we? We are people from every tribe and nation, from Seoul to Detroit, 

from Freetown to Glasgow. And God says - it is in this diversity and in this 

kind of respectful environment that my Kingdom is slowly being revealed. But, 

as in that sauna, the only way Black History can become OUR History is 

when we are all prepared to know what racial prejudice feels like – and 

we do all we can to stamp it out.    


