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Slavery and Lessons of Recent Events
(Excerpt)

A Sermon preached in the Congregational Church, Burlington, Iowa, Sunday, Dec. 4, 1859, by Wm. Salter, Minister of the Gospel.

The selfishness of the human heart is remarkably exhibited in the prejudices and repellences of nations and of races. All men are the children of a common Father in heaven. It is the unanimous doctrine of the Christian world that they are all descended from the same human pair. They have a common inheritance of sin, sorrow and death. They have a common interest in the Christian redemption. Jesus Christ is the propitiation for the sins of the whole world. All their interests are in common. They all have it in their power to minister to each other’s mutual advantage. There is every reason and every motive, why all men should live together in peace and in love, and earnestly and affectionately co-operate in doing one another good. 
	But evident and reasonable as this is men have chose to pursue a directly opposite course. And whole races and great nations have done little else than hate and injure one another. Ishmael is representative man, as well as Adam He stands for the whole race.
	
	But I have dwelt longer than I intended upon these general and varied illustrations of the subject, of which history is so full. The facts, however, to which have referred, may serve to show that it is no such strange thing, as one unacquainted with the history of the world might suppose, that in this country, our holy religion has been counteracted and perverted in our treatment of millions of our own population. Human nature is till the same. Modern history differs from ancient history only so far as religion prevails in greater purity and power, and is more widely diffused. The new world is like the old. And the same question to which I have referred as dividing the primitive church, now ends the American church and the American nation. To the Jews indeed, we do Justice – and we point with virtuous pride and gratulation to the policy of the nation respecting them. We have given them an equal share in all our political privileges, and in not a few instances they have been raised to our high places of trust and honor, - a thing previously unexampled in Christendom, and of which only one instance has as yet occurred in any other Christian country. Nor is any portion of our population now increasing faster than the Jews. Instead of seeking to return to the land of their Fathers, they prefer to come to the new world, where they can enjoy the rights of men and the blessings of liberty. Their synagogues are multiplying in every portion of the country. And may the blessing of the God of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob rest upon them.
	But our justice in the matter only reveals in the more glaring light the inconsistency and the injustice of our treatment of more than four millions of our population, the most of them natives of our soil. And the question returns, Is he the God of the Jews only? Is he not also of the Gentiles? And we must still answer with the Apostle, Yea, of the Gentiles, also.
	This you all know, is not a new doctrine. I but reiterate the unanimous sentiment of Christendom. With God there is no respect of persons, of nations, or of races. He is the universal Father. He exercises a uniform government in all places of his dominion. “ His kingdom ruleth overall.” His laws are everywhere the same, and are of universal application and of universal obligation. The ten commandments are nowhere obsolete, are nowhere premature. The golden rule is neither behind the times, no before the times, in any age or in any land. The Gospel of Jesus is still for every creature.
	Why then should a system, which is simply the repudiation of all these principles, which bears in every part the lineaments of anti-Christ, still exist, and exist too in swelling power in our country? Such was not the expectation of the fathers of the nation.
	
	How comes it then, you ask, that in the lapse of seventy years since those men sat in solemn council in the city of Philadelphia, and made their plans “to secure the blessings of liberty” to their country, the dominions of slavery have been extended, its power strengthened, and the number of slaves increased from less than seven hundred thousand to more than four millions? The common answer to this question is doubtless the true one. The immense profitableness of slave labor is the explanation of this anomaly. Our gifted countryman, who has the past week bade adieu forevermore to Sunnyside, and who will no more charm and instruct us with contributions to our literature, many years ago portrayed, with admirable keenness, the national character when he described our idol as “the almighty dollar.” Before this idol, alas, how many knees are bent that never bowed to Him who sitteth in the heavens, and out of how many hearts have all sentiments of justice, liberty, humanity, and piety, clean gone forever! The labor of a slave costs his food and clothing, and these of the cheapest kind. No architect, no carpenter is to be paid for rearing his humble cabin, nor the cabinet maker for its furniture. The chief expense for your children is for their education, but this is unknown to the owner of slaves. Laws are enacted to save it. There are penalties for teaching children to read. Authors, publishers, printers, and booksellers have there no occupation. Those great interests which exact so largely of us receive no profit from them. To cheapen the cost of production, and leave the largest possible margin for profit, is the first lesson in the political economy of slavery. It pays not even a marriage fee, or a marriage license. The annual earnings of the slaves, at a low estimate, are probably not less than five hundred million dollars. Cotton to the value of more than a hundred millions is annually exported to Europe. One hundred thousand cotton plantations are cultivated by slaves. There are planters in South Carolina who are owners of more than a thousand slaves. Children are raised in Virginia, and without so much as the expenditure of a dime for a primer, are sold for two, three, four, five and six hundred dollars. The last census reported one hundred and forty-six thousand, five hundred and fourteen such children in Virginia, under ten years of age, more than half of them girls. The yearly crop human beings raised by the State of Virginia is valued at ten million dollars.
	Here is the horrible explanation of this horrible anarchy. It is a question of dollars and cents, in one word, of property, of productive, valuable property. Behind this bulwark, churches, ecclesiastical bodies, benevolent societies, the President of the United States, the Supreme Court, and every politician and penny-a-liner in the interest of the slave power, have taken shelter, as if by the throne of God. The alleged rights of property, - of vested property, - are held to be more than a counterpoise for the rights of man, and the eternal laws of God. “No other right of property,” says a Justice of the Supreme Court of the United States, “is placed by the Constitution upon the same high ground, nor shielded by a similar guaranty.”
	We are thus brought to notice those recent events which have made these things realities to us, and which have startled the nation and the world, and in view of which it becomes us to inquire for our own lessons of duty.
	First, Was the Fugitive Slave law, in 3850, the enactment of which with all its inhumanity and wickedness, and the enforcement of it in a number of cases, encouraged the slave power to further aggressions.
	In 1854 came the repeal of the prohibition of slavery in all territory of the United States east of the Rocky mountains and north of 36 30’ of north latitude, for the purpose of extending slavery.
	In December, 1856, came the opinion of the Supreme Court  of the United States, that the whole action of the government from the Presidency of General Washington to that of Mr. Polk, prohibiting slavery in various territories, was unconstitutional and void.
	Nor had the country recovered from the shock given by this astounding decision, before slaves fresh from the coast of Africa were landed upon our shores, and sold in the slave market.
	And now in this year of grace, and on Friday, the 2d day of December, a man well advanced in years, as on of Revolutionary sires, a professing Christian from early life and of uniformly good standing in the church, with marked strength and earnestness in his religious convictions, more resembling the warriors and saints of the Old Testament than the humble confessors and martyrs of the New, a Cromwellian Puritan, inspired with sentiments of honor, justice and humanity, whose mind had brooded so many years upon the wrongs of the slave that the passion to break his yoke and proclaim liberty to the captive became a consuming fire in his soul, o’erpowering his judgment, inflaming him with reckless zeal, plunging him into deeds of folly and crime that are utterly inexplicable in a man of sound mind, risking his own life in no conscious spirit of revenge for bitter wrongs that he had suffered in resisting the aggressions of slavery, but prompted by a single desire to give freedom to those in bonds, his plans matured among the refugees in Canada, with a handful of men spreading consternation and dismay over the great state of Virginia, receiving in his mad attempt several severe and painful wounds and beholding his compatriots and his own sons slain at his side, captured by forces of the United States, condemned in furious haste while suffering from his wounds and prostrated upon a couch, yet calm, patient, honest, without equivocation or disguise, expressing himself in manly and heroic words and sentiments that have awakened responses in the breasts of millions, submissive to his fate, amid such pageantry and terror as were never before blended on the continent, himself alone of all the vast multitude unfrightened and unperturbed, with the sympathies and prayers or the curses and the fears of the whole country resting upon his head, - this man closed his earthly career, and entered the presence of the eternal Judge. In my thoughts of him I have had strongly brought to mind that other insurrectionist, who had likewise mistaken his duty, but who was of noble spirit, and who in unfortunately and erroneously known as the penitent thief. He was simply an insurrectionist – a maddened zealot – who had rashly taken up arms for the freedom of his country against the tyranny and oppression of Rome. But he possessed a lofty and courageous soul. He had true magnanimity of mind. He confessed his Savior in the midst of the scoffs and jeers of those who crucified the Holy One. And it was permitted him to receive the assurance. “Today shalt thou be in Paradise.” And if John Brown was of a similar spirit and character, as appears from his words and actions, his prayer for the mercy of God was no doubt accepted by his Savior, and his soul has entered that world where the wicked cease from troubling, and the weary are at rest, where he hears no more the voice of the oppressor, and the servant is free from his master.
	Such are the events that have crowded upon us in thick succession during the last ten years. We have new laws, in effect a new Constitution and government, the revival of the slave trade, and a man has risen up, and ventured his own life to give freedom to the slaves. These are startling and fearful events, and full of omens. And every man is asking, What next?
	Some of the lessons of these things are:
1. That it is impossible to prevent or avoid the agitation of the question of slavery. This has been tried, and those who have made the attempt have utterly failed. Those who have promised, both in Church and State, not to discuss the subject have been the first to revive the agitation. To repress this discussion is plainly impossible. However much we may prefer other themes, and our tastes and inclination may lie in other directions, we must accept the actual condition of things. We should discuss the subject calmly, wisely, thoroughly, and in the spirit of Christian love, and should seek to learn our duty in the premises, and to discharge it, and to forestall rash and inconsiderate agitation and action.
2. We ought to do our part in divorcing the Christian Church from all support of slavery. “It is a debt we owe to the purity of our religion,” said Patrick Henry, writing in 1778, “to show that it is at variance with the law which warrants slavery.” I know not any sentences in any writer which more clearly and pointedly sets our duty before us. Happy will it be for the country and for the honor of holy religion, when no minister and no church shall share in the guilt of slavery or in the guilt of extending it or apologizing for it. That this is not now the case – that the contrary is so extensively the case – is one of our chief causes of danger and alarm. The slumbering conscience of Christians and of Christian ministers must be awakened on this subject. The Church must be redeemed and purified. “Ye that love the Lord, hate evil. Have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reprove them.” The reformation of the American Church in this matter is as important and indispensable a work as that of the glorious Reformation of the sixteenth century. Some of our most careful and sagacious observers have said that slavery will fall as soon as the support of the Christian church is taken from it. Christian ministers of nearly every denomination are now found among the supporters of slavery, among its apologists, and even among its slaveholders. Until this reproach is removed, the American church cannot arise from her humiliation and disgrace. Especially are we called on to give substantial aid and encouragement to those ministers and churches in the slave states who have taken the position of truth and righteousness on this subject. Churches on this basis have been organized in North Carolina and Kentucky, and now enjoy the fostering care of the American Missionary Association. Ministers of the Methodist Church have undergone persecution in Missouri, Arkansas, and Texas, simply for their fidelity to the teachings of the illustrious founder of their church order, that slavery is the sum of all villanies. Such churches and ministers ought to be made strong in the sympathy and support of all friends of God and man.
3. This subject ought to have frequent remembrance in our prayers. All the attributes of the Supreme Being are on the side of the poor and the oppressed. And one of the avowed objects of the Gospel is to undo the heavy burdens, and proclaim liberty to the captive. And for those things God will be inquired of by his people, as for them vain is the wit and wisdom of man. Without the divine wisdom and grace in this cause, without the help of Divine Providence, it requires no prophet to predict that the base and selfish passions of men in madness and folly will bring inextricable confusion and disaster upon us. Except the Lord keep the city, the watchman watcheth but in vain. And it ought to be our earnest prayer, that we may fall into the hands of the Lord, and not into the hands of men.
4. As citizens of the United States, we ought to give our whole influence against slavery. Our obligations here are limited and definite, and for this reason we are without excuse if we disregard the. They are three-fold: 1st, With reference to the slave trade, both and domestic. 2dly, With reference to slavery in the District of Columbia and the territories of the United States, and 3dly, With reference to what is inhumanly required of us with respect to those who may escape from the oppression of slavery.
It may be we have other duties. It may be that the General Government has the power of giving bounties to emancipation. In that direction we should be willing to go to any extent in the cause of benevolence, whether upon the plan once advocated in this place by Elihu Burritt or upon any other plan.
[bookmark: _GoBack]But it is my province to speak mainly for our responsibilities as the professed friends of the religion of Jesus Christ. And if we will discharge these responsibilities, and awake all who profess the same faith to discharge them likewise, it will not be long before we shall see an end to this evil. We must lend our influence to secure marriage, and the purity and inviolability of home, and education, for the slave, and the immediate commencement of the work of emancipation. If we can only secure the application of the blessed Gospel to this subject, the difficulties that now environ it will vanish. There will be no lion or ravenous beast in the way, if we will only do right. All our troubles and dangers come to the crooked and selfish policy that we have pursued. Let the slaves be treated as men – give them their homes, and let the husband belong to his wife, and the wife to her husband, until death shall part them, and let the child honor his father and his mother – give them the reward of their industry – and the angry cloud that now threatens the land shall be dispelled forever.




