




Goal 1: Truth and Reconciliation



Truth and Reconciliation

Truth, Reconciliation and Repair was an overarching theme from the 
beginning of the journey and throughout it.   During meetings with leaders 
of the Unitarian community in Cape Town, we began to develop a fuller 
picture of S. Africa’s history of colonialism and apartheid.  Worshipping with 
and meeting Archbishop Tutu was a unique opening to a day that also 
included a visit to the “Slave Lodge” museum and ended with a lecture by 
Tutu’s successor, Archbishiop Thabo, about Freedom, Democracy and 
Faith.  The conversation continued as we visited the District Six museum, 
met with the Reverend John Oliver,leader of the interfaith community in 
Cape Town, who serves a surviving church in District Six, met with the 
executive director of the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, and finally 
with a former member of the TRC – Mary Burton.



Truth and Reconciliation

After Worship with Archbishop Tutu at St. George 
Cathedral, Cape Town (click photo for video)

Images from St. George’s Cathedral

Mural of Freedom Struggle leaders



Truth and Reconciliation

On Monday, November 10, Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA) President William G. 
Sinkford and his companions held extended meetings with leaders in the South Africa truth 
and reconciliation movement. Sinkford met with Fanie du Toit, Executive Director of the 
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation (which monitors the government’s implementation of 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) mandates and Mary Burton, (a member of the 
TRC) who travels widely, lecturing about the process and her experiences on the 
Commission.

Mr. du Toit helped set the context of the TRC for the UUA group by explaining that its 
success can’t be measured entirely by the effectiveness of its two most well-known 
outcomes: amnesty and reparations. By these measures, du Toit said, the TRC was 
genuinely a failure. But, the appropriate measure—and the one at which it succeeded—
was truth-telling, and opening up a future for South Africa that “is not based on either a 
cover-up or a lie.” While the victims of gross human rights violations could never have been 
either entirely healed, or justice entirely served by having perpetrators come forward and 
admit their crimes, du Toit believes that most victims did benefit, some in surprisingly 
powerful ways. And, though the nearly 25,000 victims of these abuses were not promised 
any financial remuneration by the TRC, the South African government ultimately decided 
that reparations were in order. 



Truth and Reconciliation

Reparations, du Toit said, can be divided into three categories: individual, community, and 
symbolic. Individual reparations for the victims of gross human rights abuses were 
originally scheduled to include a payment of $3000/year for six years. However, this 
amount was scaled back and limited to one lump-sum reparation payment of approximately 
$6000. By any measure, du Toit explained, this outcome is nothing more than a token. 

Community reparations are meant to provide infrastructure to cities, towns and rural areas 
that suffered under apartheid and will include creating housing, schools and hospitals 
among other institutions. To date, these reparations have not been undertaken, but 
announcements last week indicated they were imminent. 

Symbolic reparations include creating public witnesses to the anti-apartheid struggle and 
the evils of the apartheid system. The “Apartheid Museum” in Johannesburg provides one 
example; memorials to martyrs and heroes, and practical matters like changing the names 
of streets and their street signs to reflect the new direction of South Africa, provide other 
examples of symbolic reparations. Mr. du Toit thought that, of the three types of 
reparations, these symbolic measures had been those most effectively implemented and, 
in his judgment, were equally important—though they are hardly an excuse for failing so 
dramatically at fulfilling the first two types.



Truth and Reconciliation

The UUA delegation’s far-ranging discussion included the role of religious 
communities in both the Apartheid and the Anti-apartheid struggle, with particular 
emphasis on the role of the Dutch Reform Church in which du Toit was raised 
and underwent ministerial training. Responding to a question about the changing 
views of South Africans who benefited from Apartheid, du Toit candidly offered 
the opinion that racism continues to exert a powerful influence in the Afrikaaner
community—a reality which he struggles to face when he gathers with childhood 
friends or members of his extended family.

As we discussed the context for Truth, Reconciliation and Repair in the United 
States, and the very different historical time-frames between our two countries, 
Fanie du Toit suggested we try to learn from the best of the TRC and continue to 
struggle with solutions that could address TRC failures. He seemed confident 
that community and symbolic reparations can have important roles, and that 
statements of apology, forgiveness and processes of atonement are worthy of 
pursuit, while remaining skeptical about the effectiveness of individual 
reparations. 



Truth and Reconciliation

Upon entering the “Slave Lodge”
museum in Cape Town

Former Street Signs, at 
District 6 Museum

Rev. Thabo, Archbishop of Cape Town

TRC member, Mrs. Mary Burton
(click photo for video)



Truth and Reconciliation
Mary Burton, in discussing her experiences as a member of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, placed great emphasis on the truth-telling aspect of the process—often 
referring to the TRC as the Truth Commission. She described how the TRC had been 
established by a new, democratically-elected government with a broad mandate, how 
commissioners were selected through an open and public process, and, especially, the 
uniquely important role that Archbishop Desmond Tutu played in the process. The value he 
brought was not only as a front-line leader during the struggle, who lent the process 
tremendous credibility in all areas of South Africa, but Tutu also bestowed a “sacred”
quality to the secular TRC process, Burton said. 

Mary Burton recognized that while the TRC process could serve an important role—and 
did—something more was needed. Burton participated in a “Home for All” campaign, which 
offered South African citizens an opportunity to sign a statement about the horrors of 
apartheid and volunteer to make a contribution towards restitution. She described how the 
media misconstrued the goals of the campaign and ultimately led to its failure. It was 
intended, she said, to offer people an opportunity to “acknowledge privilege,” but was 
interpreted as an “apology” effort.

Burton also observed that “forgiveness is not something that happens in a discreet 
moment, but is an ongoing process.” She believes that whenever the surface that has 
grown over apartheid is scratched, a great deal of pain and anger emerge. That, she said, 
is where civil society, government, and religious organizations need to continue to focus 
attention if true reconciliation and repair remain goals for South Africa.



Truth and Reconciliation
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Goal 2: Meet with Unitarian Universalists



Unitarian Universalists in South Africa
The Unitarian movement in South Africa has long 
held international U/U relationships, maintaining 
close ties to the British Unitarian General Assembly 
and to American U/Uism.  The Cape Town 
congregation (founded 1867) worships in a 
delightful chapel and is served by a full-time 
minister, Rev. Roux Malan, who was trained in the 
Dutch Reformed tradition (supplemented by training 
at Unitarian College-Manchester).  The 
congregation of approximately 100 members is 
struggling with many of the same issues as small 
UU congregations in the United States: Growth, 
Religious Education, Social Witness, etc.  The 
membership is very largely white, although the 
congregation is in conversation about how to 
become welcoming to a more diverse membership.  
Following worship led by Rev. Sinkford the 
governing board of the church and interested 
members held discussions with the pilgrims.  
Among the topics discussed were the potential 
usefulness of UUA materials in S. Africa and very 
preliminary consideration of a ministerial internship 
possibility and church-to-church partnership. 



Unitarian Universalists in South 
Africa

Rev. Roux Malan, Minister of Cape Town 
Unitarian Church, and President Sinkford

(Click Photo for Video)

Meeting after lunch with Cape Town Unitarians

Archbishop Tutu, Rev. Roux Malan and 
his predecessor, Rev. Gordon OliverThe Cape Town Congregation arriving for worship



Unitarian Universalists in Uganda
Rev. Mark Kiyimba and 8 leaders of the UU congregation in Kampala joined the pilgrims for 
dinner upon our arrival in Uganda and opened discussions about sharing materials, 
professional training opportunities, international visits, and partnership.  Many of the leaders 
have connections with Rev. Mark from a University in Kampala.  Rev. Mark became a UU after 
reading about Unitarianism in a book about heresies.  He had become uncomfortable with the 
constrictions of the Pentecostal church that he had previously been serving, and left it to 
become a Unitarian leader.  There are approximately 80 members of the UU congregation and 
they meet twice per month for worship in rented venues.  Another congregation is forming in 
the town of Masaka.

Rev. Mark drove the pilgrims to visit an orphanage near the town of Masaka that is sponsored 
by the UU congregation.  This orphanage is the home of 15 children who’s parents died from 
HIV/AIDS.  There are variety  of ways that US congregations can support this orphanage –
through service-learning and stewardship, among others. 

From the orphanage Rev. Mark drove the pilgrims to a nearby village where the congregation 
sponsors the New Life School for nearly 300 HIV/AIDS orphans.  The students, teachers, 
community residents and community leaders joined to warmly welcome President Sinkford and 
his companions.  A great variety of opportunities for individual UUs and UU congregations to 
partner with the school are conceivable and very preliminary discussions were held. 



Unitarian Universalists in Uganda

Welcoming Rev. Sinkford to “New Life” School
(click photo for video)

Rev. Mark and two members of his congregation

Rev. Mark Kiyimba and Rev. Eric Cherry

Rev. Sinkford and a lead teacher at New Life 
School



Unitarian Universalists of Kenya
Among the most exciting features of Kenyan Unitarian Universalism is very fast 
growth – there may be as many as 4000 UUs in Kenya, perhaps nearly 100 
congregations, whereas there were 0 in 2001. The original U/U leader in 
Kenya, Rev. Patrick Magara, heads the UU Church of Kenya (UUCK) which 
has its base in the Kisii region, although congregations in other regions (ie, 
Samburu) have joined with him.  

The Kenya UU Council (KUUC) seeks to be a representative of all Kenyan 
UUs, including the UUCK, and includes leaders from the UUCK on its 
governing board.  

On the day that we arrived leaders of the KUUC drove the pilgrims on visits to a 
variety of social justice and poverty alleviation projects sponsored by the UU 
congregations.  These included a community school, a community farm, a 
women’s tailoring shop, a women’s self-help handicrafts cooperative, and a 
posho mill.  There are other projects that we were not able to visit, many of 
them supported financially by Janice Brunson, a UU from Phoenix, Arizona who 
has been actively involved with UUism in Africa for two years.



Unitarian Universalists of Kenya
The following day (Sunday) began with worship organized by the KUUC with 
active participation from UUs throughout Kenya.  The music and participatory 
dancing was lively and wonderful.  The service included a chalice lighting and a 
biblical homily by Rev. Magara.  Following the service the pilgrims had lunch 
with Rev. Magara and his wife Alice.   Patrick described his departure from 
Orthodox Christianity to UUism, and how when he gives testimony to leaders of 
churches they agree to come with him to UUism and they bring their 
congregations with them.  This has been their path of growth over the past 7 
years, and most particularly during the past 12-18 months.  UUCK 
congregations also provide a number of social justice and poverty alleviation 
projects, including schools, health care centers and posho mills.  

Following lunch, formal and informal discussions with leaders of various 
congregations were held.  Many of these leaders presented “project proposals”
to the pilgrims which described ideas for building health care facilities, schools, 
orphanages and poverty alleviation projects.  



Unitarian Universalists in Kenya

Kenyan UUs during worship in Nairobi
(click photo for video)

Leaders of the Kenya UU Council with Rev. 
Sinkford, Maria Sinkford and Paula Cole Jones

Bishop Magara at lunch with the Pilgrims Banner for Kenyan UU Self-Help 
Women’s Group

Two Kenyan UU leaders and Maria 
Sinkford at a UU Tailoring Shop



Unitarian Universalists of Nigeria
The Brotherhood Unitarian Church was founded in Lagos in1918 by Adeniran
Adedeji Isola when he became frustrated by the restrictions of the Anglican 
church and sought to include indigenous religious rituals and traditions within 
his church.  A second church – First Unitarian Church – was founded in 1994 
on the Lagos mainland.  

Upon arrival in Lagos we were met by Adeyenke (Adi) and Olufemi (Femi) 
Matimoju who have official roles (pastor and general secretary, respectively) at 
First Unitarian Church and Adedapo (Dapo) Soyombo-Abowaba (the son of 
recently deceased Bishop A.A. Soyombo-Abowaba who served Brotherhood 
Unitarian Church).  They brought us to the First Unitarian Church which has 
been under construction (and continues to be) since it was founded.  The 
Sanctuary and small offices are built, though plans for expansion (including 
guest rooms and a nursery school) await funding.  Adi Matimoju has his home 
in an apartment attached to the church.  While at the church we met with three 
youth from the congregation and a minister of another congregation that the 
Matimoju’s work cooperatively with.



Unitarian Universalists of Nigeria

After visiting the church, we made a pastoral call to one of the oldest members of 
Brotherhood Unitarian church who remembers that congregation’s earliest years.  
He described a continuing hope for the growth of Unitarianism in Nigeria.

On Sunday morning members of both congregations gathered at the Brotherhood 
Unitarian Church for worship.  Rev. Adi Matimoju led the service, with 
participation by Dapo, Femi and a variety of other members.  President Sinkford 
offered prayer after the sermon.

Following worship the congregation shared a lunch with the pilgrims and both 
formal and informal discussions were held.  The congregation hopes to more 
clearly define its identity and advertise its ministries broadly.  It seeks assistance 
from UUs in the United States for this, for the continuing construction at First 
Unitarian Church, and for professional training opportunities.



Unitarian Universalists in Nigeria

Two Nigerian Unitarians

A group photo at Brotherhood 
Unitarian Church

A long-term member of Brotherhood 
Unitarian Church

Rev. Matimoju and two Nigerian 
Unitarians

Adedapo Soyombo-Abowaba

(click for video)



Goal Three: Meet with 
Social Justice partners



Social Justice Partners: KENASVIT

The Kenyan Association of Street Vendors and Informal Traders 
(KENASVIT) - While visiting Nairobi, President Sinkford met with 
leaders of KENASVIT to hear about the social-change work they are 
doing on behalf of street vendors and informal traders - a segment of 
society that makes up more than 20% of the Kenyan economy. While
KENASVIT is involved in a variety of important advocacy efforts,
including preventing harrasment of their constituents by police, we 
talked mostly about two programs that the UUSC helped KENASVIT 
develop following the post-election violence in Kenya early in 2008: a 
Peacebuilding campaign, and a revolving loan fund to help venders 
recover from damages caused by the violence.



Social Justice Partners: KENASVIT

KENASVIT leaders in Nairobi Dr. Winnie Mitullah and Mr. Simon Sang’ale Ole Nasieku, 
KENASVIT national leaders

The Pilgrims with national KENASVIT leaders



Social Justice Partners: UNICEF and the 
Ghana AIDS Commission

During our visits with UNICEF-Ghana and the Ghana AIDS 
Commission we learned a great deal about the specific 
HIV/AIDS context in Ghana, largely in preparation for our 
visit the following day to the UU-UNO’s “Every Child is Our 
Child” project.   We found that UNICEF is particularly 
focused on prevention strategies in the school system, 
notably the ALERT program which integrates HIV/AIDS 
information into all aspects of the curriculum.

We were informed that nearly 100% of teachers have received ALERT training.  Also, that 
while ABC (Abstinence, Be faithful, Condomize) is the national strategy of Ghana, the 
school system only teaches about Abstinence – mirroring cultural/religious objections to 
comprehensive sexuality education in the United States.

Prof Sakyi Awuku Amoa, the Director General of the Ghana AIDS Commission described 
the context further, particularly the importance of peer-counseling and after-school 
education in order to provide the full ABC approach.  He also described the role that the 
Commission plays with the UU-UNO project - helping to assure that the children who most 
need assistance receive it.  He explained that the UU-UNO project is not only important as 
it provides education to children who would not receive it otherwise, but also that it helps 
to prevent the creation of a “lost generation” of children in Ghana.



Social Justice Partners: Every Child is 
Our Child

Since 2004 the Unitarian Universalist United Nations Office (UU-UNO) has had a 
partnership with the Manya Krobo Queen Mothers Association of the Eastern 
Region of Ghana to support the education of children orphaned by HIV/AIDS. In 
2008, 160 children ranging from primary through junior high school in three 
schools near Odumase, Ghana are benefiting from this support. 

President Sinkford and his companions were joined by UU-UNO Executive 
Director, Bruce Knotts, as we visited the Queen Mothers, the traditional Chief of 
the Manya Krobo, and the three schools involved in the project. 
Individual UUs and UU congregations have been supporting ECIOC since its 
creation, but a capacity upgrade is necessary.  The UU-UNO would like 
assistance from the UUA in raising the visibility of this project.



Social Justice Partners: 
UU-UNO - Every Child is Our Child

Rev. Sinkford with Students

Students Students

Bruce Knotts, Rev. Cherry and Rev. Sinkford

Two Queen Mothers
(click photo for video)



Social Justice Partners: CAWP
The Coalition Against Water Privitazation (CAWP) – The pilgrims spent an evening and then 
half a day with the leaders of CAWP who exemplify the best of grass-roots, people-
powered, social change work. Their organization was founded in 2003 in response to a 
decision by the Johannesburg City Council to begin installing pre-paid water meters at the 
residences of tens of thousands of Soweto citizens. Not only was this policy contrary to the 
South African Constitution's guarantee of clean drinking water for its citizens, but the fees 
established were impossibly high. CAWP has organized both local and national community 
coalitions opposing this policy, and in April 2008 won a major legal victory which determined 
that the pre-paid water meters are illlegal. The City of Johannesburg has appealed the 
decision, and in the mean-time continues to enforce its policy.

The coalition has developed a variety of constructive tactics which include openly assisting 
residents of Soweto to by-pass the water meters, and civic actions such as returning 
thousands of water meters to the city officials, and organizing mass demonstrations - the 
latest of which attracted 2000 demonstrators and received powerful media attention.

The Unitarian Universalist Service Committee has partnered with CAWP during much of its 
history.  Unitarian Universalist congregations can learn a great deal from the organizational 
strategies and vision of CAWP, and support them in the international struggle for water 
rights. 



Social Justice Partners: The Triangle 
Project

The Triangle Project (A leading Cape Town LGBT organization) - On Tuesday, November 
11, Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA) President William G. Sinkford, continuing his 
pilgrimage to Africa, visited the leading Bisexual, Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender (BGLT) 
organization in Cape Town, South Africa—The Triangle Project. The Triangle Project has 
been in existence for nearly 30 years, founded long before the equal rights of gays and 
lesbians were explicitly enshrined in the 1994 national Constitution. The Triangle Project's 
Director of Community Services, Marlow Valetine, described the continuing struggle of 
BGLT people in South Africa, and the varieties of support that the Triangle Project provides. 
These services include a health care clinic, counseling and support services, 
educational/training programs, and advocacy work.

Though the legal equality of gays and lesbians is assured in South Africa, we learned that 
violence, discrimination and other hate crimes against BGLT people continue to occur, 
particularly in rural areas and townships. Marlow described an ongoing legal case that 
illustrates one very disturbing type of hate crime labeled as “conversion rape.” Marlow 
explained that, while the South African courts have continually delayed proceedings in this 
case, the struggle against the perpetrators who attempted to change a young woman's 
sexual orientation by gang raping her, continues.



Social Justice Partners: The Triangle 
Project

Though the Triangle Project did not always have close ties with religious organizations, 
these relationships have been developing over the last decade. The Triangle Project staff 
recognizes that clients often request pastoral care or other clergy services like civil union 
ceremonies. The organization has pursued a close relationship of mutual support with the 
Metropolitan Community Church, and with the former minister of the Unitarian Church, Rev. 
Gordon Oliver. Other religious leaders, like Archbishop Desmond Tutu, have also been 
strong supporters. Marlow told the story of how the Dean of St. George's Cathedral in Cape 
Town “came out” and Tutu supported him completely. For a number of years the Dean 
organized a monthly gathering of local clergy who were reliable allies for the LGBT 
community, including a Methodist minister who publicly denounced his church for its 
homophobia.

Though South Africa was one of the first countries to enact national “civil union” legislation, 
and though it is often considered a country that recognizes “Equal Marriage,” according to 
Marlow this is not entirely accurate. While all clergy are automatically authorized to serve as 
marriage officers for heterosexual couples, they must go through a special government 
registration process in order to solemnize same-sex unions. The Triangle Project stays in 
close contact with these clergy colleagues, and refers 5 or 6 couples to them most weeks. 



Social Justice Partners: The Triangle 
Project

The Triangle Project is one of many organizations that fight against the spread of HIV/AIDS 
in South Africa. Many of these organizations are expected by their funders to employ the 
“ABC” formula: Be Abstinent, Be Faithful, and Condom-ize. While this is a far better 
philosophy than the “abstinence only” education that funding from the United States 
government required (PEPFAR), Marlow described it as unrealistic. In the hope of spending 
time, energy and money on effective programs, his organization collects facts and evidence 
that will inform donors of what the reality is and how they can constructively support 
effective work. He also described how support form the South African government has been 
mixed and often uninformed. As an example, Marlow cited a story of the president of the 
African National Congress, Jacob Zuma, who opined that “taking a shower” after having 
unprotected sex with an HIV-positive person was a useful precaution, and other national 
leaders who have described using garlic and spinach as protection against HIV/AIDS. 

President Sinkford and his companions left the meeting very impressed with the 
comprehensive work of the Triangle Project, and agreed that the UUA will remain in close 
contact with the Triangle Project, especially as joint opportunities for international advocacy 
around HIV/AIDS treatment and prevention emerge.



Social Justice Partners: Free the 
Slaves

Free the Slaves – The pilgrims met with the West Africaa Coordinator of “Free the Slaves”, 
Emmanuel Otoo, upon arriving in Accra, Ghana.  Mr. Otoo described the work of FTS as 
strategically planning to “collapse the system” of modern day slavery.  Their efforts include 
social change advocacy, educational/media campaigns, bringing lawsuits against 
perpetrators, providing trainings for the Ghanaian Police force, and providing shelters for 
formerly enslaved people.  Mr. Otoo suggested that the best assistance American UU 
churches can provide is to educate themselves and their communities about modern-day 
slavery, particularly how it functions locally.  Also, to consider partnering with Ghanaian 
congregations involved in Anti-Slavery ministries.

Rev Sinkford, Rev. Cherry, Emmanuel Otoo, 
Paula Cole Jones and Bruce Knotts

Emmauel Otoo
(Click photo for video)



Social Justice Partners: Rock Women 
Group

The Rock Women Group were formed from a prayer group that included a 
number of educators. Working with children living in Nairobi's slums, they help to 
train child workers in safe, sustainable trades, provide "job ladders" to sustainable 
informal sector jobs, and place child workers in alternative "off-hour" schools. 

Paula Cole Jones and Rev. Sinkford with the 
leaders of Rock Women Group



Goal 4: Pilgrimage to Goree



Reflections at Goree Island
by Rev. Sinkford

The transatlantic slave trade went on legally for over 300 
years, half again as long as the United States has been a 
nation. Somewhere between 12 and 20 million of Africa’s 
strongest were shipped as slaves to South America, the 
Caribbean and the US. There were other long lasting slave 
trades: from East Africa to the Arab world and from 
Southeast Africa, India and as far away as Indonesia, to 
South Africa. We encountered this last when we visited the 
Slave Lodge in Cape Town where the enslaved peoples 
were imprisoned and forced to build that Dutch colony.

But some of my ancestors survived the transatlantic slave 
trade and the most emotionally and spiritually important part 
of our pilgrimage for me was to confront that cruelty, that 
brutality, that failure of the human spirit. Goree Island, off the 
coast of modern Senegal, was one of the most important 
transit points in this trade in human life. It is quite possible
that some of my ancestors passed through Goree before the 
Middle Passage to the US.



Reflections at Goree Island
by Rev. Sinkford

I think all four of us had been preparing ourselves for the visit to 
the island, not knowing what we would find or what our 
reactions would be. I thought I was ready to be in the place 
where so much violence had been done. We certainly found 
evidence of that violence preserved in the renovated Slave 
House, one of many on the island. The house was surprisingly 
small, perhaps the size of a middle class suburban home in the 
US. Upstairs had been the spacious quarters for the buyers, 
with a veranda looking out to sea and twin staircases leading 
down to the small courtyard, open to the sun. It was in this 
courtyard that the Africans were inspected like livestock before
being purchased.
Surrounding the courtyard were the airless cells, most 8’X 10’, where dozens of Africans were 
held for up to three months. The 2 tiny cells, no more than three feet high, under the 
staircases where the “recalcitrant” slaves, those who resisted, were crammed, often packed 
so tight that it was difficult to close and lock the doors. The special cell for virgin girls, kept 
separate so that the buyers could have sex with them. Often the girls offered themselves 
willingly; if one conceived, she and her child were spared the Middle Passage and were 
allowed to live on Goree as free persons. The special cell where underweight Africans (less 
than about 140 lbs) were force fed black eyed peas to increase their weight so that they could 
be sold. The “renovation” of this house included removing some two feet of compacted 
human excrement from the floor of the cells.



Reflections at Goree Island
by Rev. Sinkford

I had prepared myself to hear the story of the complicity of religion. The missionaries 
were the Europeans who received the captured Africans on the coast and held them for 
transit to Goree. The missionaries, among others, supplied the African tribes with guns 
and alcohol to encourage them to continue making war and taking the prisoners who 
were then enslaved. They traded one gun for one slave.

I had not, however, prepared myself for commercialism. Goree has become a tourist 
attraction. The ferry leaves the mainland on the hour, filled not only with pilgrim/tourists, 
but with shop keepers insistent on selling jewelry and trinkets. “What is your name? 
Come visit my shop.” It was hard to find a moments peace. At first, I resented their
intrusion on my spiritual space. But then I realized that they were simply doing what they 
could to survive, no less than the Africans who were brought to the island in chains.

And the “door of no return” through 
which the Africans were forced on ships 
for the Middle Passage. It was the only 
exit for them, either onto the ships or 
simply thrown into the sea if they 
became ill or resisted too much. During 
the slave trade the waters around the 
island were perpetually inhabited by 
sharks.



Reflections at Goree Island
by Rev. Sinkford

Nor had I prepared myself to imagine standing in the 
courtyard of that Slave House, cut off from my people, 
enslaved and being inspected for sale. I had not prepared 
myself to wonder whether I would have survived, nor for the 
raw anger that welled up. But, most, I was unprepared for the 
admiration I felt. Admiration for the courage, the strength, the
perseverance of those who survived this violence and lived to 
father and mother a people in a distant land. Since that visit to 
Goree, I have felt so proud and so thankful for the gift of life 
and the legacy I have been given.

As we began our visit to Goree, the four pilgrims stopped at the church which had been built 
by the Dutch when they controlled the island and the salve trade. (At various times the 
Portuguese, the Dutch, the French, and the British controlled the island). Inside were images 
of the Black Madonna and a Black Jesus, obviously new additions. This was the church where 
the slavers went on Sunday to confess their sins, I wonder whether they even knew they 
needed forgiveness. Did their prayers even mention slavery? From the moment I saw it, I 
thought of the church as the Devil’s House.

As we sat in the cool interior, I found words of prayer…



A Prayer at Goree Island
by Rev. Sinkford

Spirit of Life and of Love, Dear God,

We have come as pilgrims to this site of almost unbelievable brutality and 
violence. This place is a testament to the capacity for human cruelty. 
Sadly there are so many other places where that capacity has been 
unleashed. Our history as a species is replete with examples of our 
willingness to inflict suffering and death on other human beings.

We have come as pilgrims also to remember the incredible courage, 
strength and faith that allowed some who passed through this island to 
survive, to endure, to keep the spirit of life alive.

Both the capacity for brutality and the capacity for love exist in all of our 
hearts. A belief in our innocence is not an option. We must find a place 
that can know the reality of both.

As religious people, confronted by the reality of human cruelty, we are 
called to avoid despair. We are called, always, to search for the path 
which points toward compassion, respect and love. May we find the 
strength, the courage and the faith to match those who survived this 
place.

As Dr. King said, “Out of the mountain of despair, we will hue a stone of 
hope.”

Amen

Roman Catholic Church on 
Goree Island
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