ON BEING HUMAN!

A sermon preached by Michael Horsburgh AM in St James’ Church, King Street,
Sydney, at Choral Matins on the Fourth Sunday after Trinity, 28 June 2026

Today is John Wesley’s birthday, which is why I asked to preach this morning. To claim the
date as his birthday requires some explanation. When John was born in 1703, Britain was still
using the long-outdated Julian Calendar? and was 11 days behind the rest of Europe. The date
of his birth was recorded as 17 June. Britain and all its colonies adopted the Gregorian Calendar
in September 1752.> Wednesday, 2 September 1752 was followed by Thursday 14 September
1752. Wesley chose to adopt the new style for his birthday and used it for the rest of his life.

You might think that I will now recount John’s famous conversion event of 1738 and say how
it prompted the Methodist movement within the Church of England. But no; I am taking a
different path. I want to discuss Wesley’s approach to slavery.* It is well recorded that the last
letter that he wrote, six days before he died, was to William Wilberforce, commending his anti-
slavery campaign.’ In this letter John described slavery as an “execrable villainy, which is the
scandal of religion, of England, and of human nature”.

There can be no doubt that slavery was the backbone of British imperial prosperity in the 18
century. Bristol, which was an early centre of Methodist activity, was a major slave market in
the Atlantic trade. In the American colonies, a high proportion of the population was enslaved.
The Wesley brothers first experienced slavery in Charleston, South Carolina, when Charles
was preparing to return to England. He

recorded in his journal detailed and lurid descriptions of the brutality of slave masters and
considered the lightness of the penalties for such crimes as ‘ridiculous’ and ‘no other than a
public act to indemnify murder’. He considered it impossible to recount ‘all the shocking
instances of diabolical cruelty’ he observed which ‘these men (as they call themselves) daily
practice upon their fellow-creatures; and that on the most trivial of occasions’.®

In his 1755 commentary on 1 Timothy 1:107, where Paul condemns “slave traders”, translated
in the KJV as “man stealers”, John said:

10. Man stealers—The worst of all thieves, in comparison of whom high-way.
men and house breakers are innocent! What then are most traders in negroes,
procurers of servants for America, and all who list soldiers by lies, tricks, or
enticements 7

Wesley had furious debates with his Methodist colleague, George Whitefield, who had
established an orphanage for white boys in the colony of Georgia. Whitefield argued for slavery

! Readings: Deuteronomy 6:4-6; 1 John 4:13-21; Psalm 130. Hymns: (NEH) 415, 209, 408

2 Julian calendar - Wikipedia

3 Calendar (New Style) Act 1750 - WikipediaAnno Regni Georgii II. Regis Magna Britanniz, Francie, &
Hibernig, Vicesimo... - Google Books

4 In this discussion, I am indebted to Glen O’Brien, John Wesley’s Political World, London, Routledge, 2023,
Chapter 4, “The ‘Execrable Villiany’ of the Slave Trade”, pp. 73-106

5 Wesley to Wilberforce | Christian History Magazine

¢ O’Brien, p. 76

7 Explanatory notes upon the New Testament p. 539



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Julian_calendar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Calendar_(New_Style)_Act_1750
https://www.google.com.au/books/edition/Anno_Regni_Georgii_II_Regis_Magn%C3%A6_Brita/uZmk2DWrzbEC?hl=en&gbpv=1&pg=PA3&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.com.au/books/edition/Anno_Regni_Georgii_II_Regis_Magn%C3%A6_Brita/uZmk2DWrzbEC?hl=en&gbpv=1&pg=PA3&printsec=frontcover
https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/magazine/article/wesley-to-wilberforce
https://dn790003.ca.archive.org/0/items/explanatorynotes00unknuoft/explanatorynotes00unknuoft.pdf

in the colony and owned slaves, arguing that his orphanage could not function without such
free labour.®

In 1774, Wesley published his Thoughts on Slavery, a full-scale attack on the trade.” What is
most notable about this tract is the absence of biblical argument. His opposition was based on
humanitarian grounds, a form of natural law argument. He said:

It cannot be, that ::itheru\var, or contract,
can give any man fuch a property in ano-
ther as he has in lus [heep and oxen. Much
lefs is it poffible, that any child of man,
fhould ever be lorm a flave: Libertly is
the riglit of every human creature, as foon
as hie breathes the wvital air. And no:
human law can deprive him of that right,,
which he derives from the law of nature,.

Why am I telling you this? I turn now to a more modern approach to slavery in its contemporary
form. Just over a month ago, Pope Leo XIV published his encyclical, Magnifica Humanitas,
which I commend to you.!' His letter, drawing on the work of his predecessor, Leo XIII,
discussed the arrival of new technologies in the form of Al It begins:

Humanity, created by God in all its grandeur, is today facing a pivotal choice: either to construct
a new Tower of Babel or to build the city in which God and humanity dwell together.

As part of his discussion, Pope Leo addressed new forms of slavery, including human
trafficking, but extending well beyond earlier forms to the use of humans as data sources, to be
exploited for commercial gain. He said:

176. ... Although there was not always consistency in practice—given that slavery was long
tolerated before being unequivocally condemned—there has been a continuous affirmation
throughout history of the dignity of every human being, created in the image of God, even if it
took eighteen centuries for its full incompatibility with slavery to be explicitly recognized. This
constitutes a wound in Christian memory, one from which we cannot consider ourselves
detached. It is impossible not to feel deep sorrow when contemplating the immense suffering
and humiliation endured by so many in stark contrast to their immeasurable dignity as persons
infinitely loved by the Lord. For this, in the name of the Church, I sincerely ask for pardon.

177. This is why the memory of past complicity and blindness in the face of the injustice of
slavery becomes a call to vigilance. What we have learned must be translated into discernment
and responsibility in the present. If we want to avoid the need to ask for pardon again in the
future for having failed to respect the treasure of human dignity that is required by our faith, it
falls to us today to denounce, clearly and firmly, trafficking in its many forms and, together
with all who are committed to this cause, to support concrete efforts of prevention, protection,
liberation and rehabilitation.
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I hear John Wesley cheering!

We, in Australia, are not free from our own history of slavery. Although treating humans as
property was never legal in this country, it had a de facto presence in the kidnapping of South
Pacific people in the practice of “Blackbirding”.!?> Some of the consequences of Blackbirding
appear on our walls. Bishop John Coleridge Patteson was killed in the Solomon Islands in a
mistaken act of retaliation. His memorial is on the south wall.!* A similar retaliation may have
led to the deaths of Lieutenant Edward Tupper RN and Seaman William Kennedy, also in the
Solomons. Their memorial is on the north wall. !4

Convict labour, the importation of indentured labourers from India and China, knowns as
“coolies” and, most significantly, the forced labour and wage theft perpetrated on the First
Nation peoples of Australia, show the almost universal tendency to declare some peoples as
less than human. !® There is a corresponding tendency to fail to acknowledge the consequences
of such behaviour.

Those who say, “I love God,” and hate a brother or sister are liars, for those who do not love a
brother or sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen. The
commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers and
sisters also.'®
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