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LIKKLE BUT TALLAWAH
A Celebration of Jamaican Independence
Proper 13A — Isaiah 55:1-5 · Psalm 145 · Matthew 14:13-21
[CALL] Happy Independence!
[RESPONSE] (let them answer — they will)
Just look at this sanctuary today.
The black… the green… the gold.
Look at you! Beautiful.
Dressed in colors… of a free people.

This Thursday, August the sixth,
Jamaica celebrates sixty-four years of independence.

And yesterday… the first of August…
was Emancipation Day.

So this morning we stand together
in your holy week —
between the day the chains came off,
and the day the flag went up.

And I am here to tell you —
both of those days belong to God.

[CALL] Can I get an amen?
[RESPONSE] (Amen!)
Now before I go one step further,
let me say something plain.

The story we celebrate today
is not my story.

The Goodridge family came to Massachusetts
in sixteen hundred and forty.

My people came on different ships.
For different reasons.
And nobody ever put a price on them.



So I cannot claim what your families carry.
I will not pretend to.

But hear me —
you have made me your priest.
You have welcomed me to your table.
And I love you.

So I stand here today
not to tell your story as if it were mine,
but to tell you what God did with it.

Because your story
is one of the greatest God-stories
of the last four hundred years.
And it deserves to be preached!

Just listen to what the prophet Isaiah
is saying this morning.


Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters.
And you that have no money —
come, buy and eat.  Come, buy wine and milk,
without money, without price.

Do you hear what God is saying?
Isaiah spoke those words
to a people in captivity.
A people carried away from their homeland.
A people in exile, in Babylon.

Your families know something about that!
Your ancestors were carried across an ocean.
Stolen from their homeland.
And here is the hardest part to say out loud.
They were bought. They were sold.
Somebody put a price on them.
A price on a human being,
made in the image of Almighty God.
For sale!

But hear the word of the Lord!
God's table is not like that.

At God's table there is no auction block.
At God's table nobody is bought.
At God's table nobody is sold.

God says come —
without money, and without price!

Because the price
has. already. been. paid.

Paid at Calvary. Paid in full.
Paid for every child of God
the world ever tried to put a price on.

[CALL] Somebody praise the Lord!
[RESPONSE] (Praise the Lord! / Amen!)

Let me take you back.
The thirty-first of July, 1838.
Falmouth, Jamaica.
A Baptist chapel, packed to the walls.

Because at midnight,
full freedom was coming.

The people watched the clock.
Eleven fifty-seven. Eleven fifty-eight. Eleven fifty-nine…

And when that clock struck twelve,
the missionary William Knibb cried out —
the monster is dead!

Slavery was dead.
And the people wept.
And the people shouted,
and sang praises to the Almighty God.


[CALL] Know what they did next? I know some of you do…
[RESPONSE] (let them call it back if they know it)
They took a coffin.
And into that coffin 
they put an iron collar,
a whip… and chains.

And they buried them. They buried the chains!
Hallelujah!

Now hear me.
Freedom did not begin in London.
Freedom did not begin in Parliament.
Freedom began in the heart of God.

The same God who told Pharaoh,
let my people go…
let my people go…
told the empires of this world,
let my people go!
And your foreparents prayed for it.
Sam Sharpe died for it.
The church houses rang with it.
And God Almighty brought it to pass.
And then,
one hundred and twenty-four years later,
another midnight.
The fifth of August, 1962.
The National Stadium in Kingston.
Some of you remember it.
Some of you heard it from your parents
and your grandparents.
The lights went down.
One flag came down…
and when the lights came up,
the black, the green, and the gold
was flying over a free and independent Jamaica!

[RESPONSE] (let them cheer)
And what was the first thing
that new nation did?
She prayed.
The very anthem of Jamaica is a prayer.
Eternal Father, bless our land…
Guide us with thy mighty hand…
A nation born at midnight,
with a prayer on her lips.

[CALL] And her motto — you know it — say it for me!
[RESPONSE] (Out of Many, One People!)
My brothers and sisters,
that is not just a motto.
That is the Kingdom of God!

Now let me bring you to the gospel.




A hungry crowd on a hillside.
Five thousand men,
plus thousands of women and children.

And what was in the hand of Jesus?
Five little loaves. Two little fish.

The disciples looked at it and said,
Lord, it's too small. It's not enough.
Send them away.

But Jesus took that little lunch,
blessed it, broke it,
and fed every last one of them.

With twelve baskets left over?
Come on!





My friends —
you have a saying.
I've heard it in this parish hall.
I've heard it at your tables.
It's even up on the screens.

[CALL] Say it loud so the visitors can hear it!
[RESPONSE] (Wi likkle but wi tallawah!)
Little but mighty!

Look at Jamaica.
An island you could drive across in a day.
Not even three million people.

A little island… a little lunch…
in the hands of God.
And what did God do with it?
That little island gave the world its music.
The whole world dances
to the riddim of Jamaica!

That little island gave the world
the fastest human beings
to ever touch a track.

That little island seasoned the food,
flavored the language,
and carried the gospel
to every corner of the earth
where her children landed.

Doctors and nurses. Teachers and preachers.
Builders of nations —
including this one.

Five loaves. Two fish. One little island.
And God fed the world!




The psalmist sang it this morning.

The eyes of all wait upon you, O Lord,
and you give them their food in due season.
You open wide your hand,
and satisfy the needs of every living creature.

God has been opening his hand to his people
for a long, long time.

He opened his hand at midnight in 1838.
He opened his hand at midnight in 1962.
He opened his hand on a hillside in Galilee.

And in a little while,
he's going to open his hand
right through those doors —
because I can already smell the feast!

[RESPONSE] (pause — let them laugh)

The curry goat and the rice and peas.
The jerk chicken and the festival.
The ackee and the plantain.

And here is the beautiful thing.
You're going to let me eat it too.

[RESPONSE] (pause — they'll laugh — then turn serious)
Do you see it, church?
A priest whose family landed in Massachusetts
in sixteen forty…
and a congregation whose families
came through the Middle Passage…
at one table.
Different ships. Different stories. One table.
That is not multiculturalism.
That is not politeness.
That is the blood-bought miracle
of Jesus Christ!
Out of many… one people!

When you sit down at that table today,
I want you to understand
what you're looking at.

That table is Isaiah fifty-five.
Come, everyone who hungers,
come and eat without price.

That table is the hillside in Galilee —
everybody fed, and plenty left over.

That table is a little taste
of the great banquet of heaven,
where people will come
from east and west,
from north and south,
out of many, one people,
and sit down in the Kingdom of God!


So today,
we don't just remember history.
We give thanks to the God of history.

Church, I'm almost done,
but I need you to help me finish.

[CALL] Who broke the chains?
[RESPONSE] (God did!)
[CALL] Who buried them deep?
[RESPONSE] (God did!)
[CALL] Who raised the black, the green, and the gold?
[RESPONSE] (God did!)
[CALL] Who took a little island and blessed the whole world with it?
[RESPONSE] (God did!)
[CALL] And who set one table for all of us — out of many, one people?
[RESPONSE] (God did!)
Then lift your voice
like it's midnight in Falmouth!
Lift your voice
like it's midnight in Kingston!

[CALL] Let me hear you one more time…
[RESPONSE] (Wi likkle but wi tallawah!)
Happy Independence…
give God the glory…
and Amen!
