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A Language of Faith and Action 
Submitted by Rev. James S. Evinger
Guest author, Rochester, NY

In his recent book, the insightful statement by 
Dr. Lonnie G. Bunch III, founding director of 
the National Museum of African 
American History and Culture in 
Washington, D.C., and now the 
Smithsonian Institution’s 14th 
Secretary, is very applicable to 
faith communities:  “One can tell 
a great deal about a country [con-
gregation] by what it remembers…  
Yet one learns even more about a 
nation [congregation] by what it 
forgets.” 

A religious congregation’s heri-
tage of convictions and courage 
as embodied by generations of 
foremothers and forefathers has 
the potential to nurture us in our 
contemporary context.  Their 
legacy of just and merciful acts on 
behalf of people who suffer from 
adverse social conditions can 
inspire our actions in the pres-
ent.  But when a faith community 
succumbs to a case of historical 
amnesia, more than facts are 
forgotten or even lost.  The surviving stories start 
to lose their depth and vitality.  The legacy which 
has the capacity to sustain identity and purpose 
becomes underappreciated and underutilized.  
The animating power of the inheritance, the his-
torical soul of the community, fades.

The catalyst for those thoughts was a visually 
captivating timeline which depicted 200+ years of 
the life of the Presbyterian church in LeRoy, New 

York.  Displayed on lengths of butcher paper, it 
hung in the Fellowship Hall.  As people viewed, it 
they were encouraged to add more events, dates, 
names, and photographs.  The history was long, 
varied, and in places, dramatic.  This reflects the 
town’s site as between Buffalo and Rochester 

in Western New York.  This region is the heart 
of what U.S. historians call the Burned-Over 
District (figure 1).  The metaphor captures the 
multiple religious revivals, moral reform and 
benevolence movements (e.g., temperance and lit-
eracy societies) and social reform movements (e.g., 
abolition of slavery) which the swept the region 
like waves of fire in the early 19th century.

The 1830s were a striking period for this con-

Many of our readers may know that I live in a small village of LeRoy, NY, east of Rochester and west of Buffalo. Situated 
between the two larger cities places LeRoy in a unique location, for commerce and in earlier times, a stopover.

First Presbyterian Church of LeRoy has been in existance since 1812, still functioning as an active church and litterally, 
the center of the village. Last October, this article’s author, Rev. James Evinger, spoke to the First Presbyterian congrega-
tion of Frederick Douglass’s talk on abolition given in 1830. I was so intrigued by Rev. Evinger’s presentation, I asked him 
if he would be willing to write the material into an article for the Universalist Herald. He was delighted to help.

Given that Human Rights are still a concern in the US and elsewhere, and that Universalism centers on our life in this 
life, I see this article as apt for exploring our topic of “Transition.” [editor]

figure 1
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gregation.  Church members took a leading role 
in opening an educational institution in LeRoy 
which matured to become Ingham University, the 
first accredited women’s college east of the Mis-
sissippi River.  1837 was marked on the timeline 
for anti-slavery activities at the church which 
were disrupted by mob violence.  It also cited a 
lecture at the church by Frederick Douglass, the 
internationally renowned abolitionist orator and 
advocate of women’s right to vote.  Remarkable 
events for any congregation!

However, contrary to the timeline, Douglass was 
still enslaved until 1838, the year of his escape.  
Evidently, memorable events had occurred at 
this church, but at least some facts were wrong.  I 
was curious to know more, but the greater need 
was to recover fading truths.  Given our nation’s 
contentious history of enslaving people of color, 
the truth of this congregation’s foundational story 
needed to be restored and remembered.  What 
happened then that might have relevance for 
today?

I started searching for sources of information 
which could authoritatively document anti-slav-
ery events involving this congregation.  With the 
help of church leaders and LeRoy’s Town Histo-
rian, I examined their secondary sources, many 
of which contained no references or attribution, 
and most of which lacked details.  However, these 
initial findings, despite errors and large informa-
tion gaps, led to enough primary sources to move 
the search forward.  As reliable documentation 
accumulated, a highly credible narrative of this 
congregation’s historical role began to emerge.  
Imagine repairing the family scrapbook by reat-
taching loose items in their proper sequence, and 
re-affixing captions separated from sepia photos. 
Old stories became new again. 

Faith and work

Because the quickening of religious conscience 
preceded social reform in the Burned-Over 
District, I explored what would have inspired 
and sustained abolitionists in this congregation.  
Never expecting to find something explicit re-
garding LeRoy, the search began.  The Rochester 
Observer newspaper reported on the 1830-1831 
revivals conducted locally by the nationally in-

fluential preacher, Charles G. Finney.  While his 
visit centered in Rochester, he and his associates 
also went to the outlying communities.  Serendip-
itously, I found one article dedicated to a four-day 
revival at the church in LeRoy in January, 1831.  
The article declares that the church was “greatly 
revived and strengthened.”  

At the core of Finney’s message was the prem-
ise that people possessed an innate capacity for 
moral free agency.  We could choose good over 
evil.  His position overturned a dreary New Eng-
land Puritan ethos that people could alter neither 
their personal state nor the world’s.  Finney gave 
people reason to hope.  Rooting himself in the 
New Testament text of James 1:22 (“Be ye doers 
of the word, not hearers only…”), Finney also 
gave people reason to act, and to act for the sake 
of others.  This message of faith and works, of 
seeking individual spiritual integrity and social 
reform, was empowering.  Here was a relevant 
event to add to the timeline.  Chronologically, it 
comes before the abolitionist activity.  Motivation-
ally, it imbues the stories which follow.

1834

Concentrating on original sources, I started with 
two published accounts by George Tomlinson, a 
resident of LeRoy who recalled his being pres-
ent as a youth at an anti-slavery meeting at the 
Presbyterian church where an African American 
minister spoke, a man who had escaped enslave-
ment.  Tomlinson named four individuals from 
LeRoy as abolitionists at that time, three of whom 
were part of the church and one, Henry Brews-
ter, who joined later.  And Tomlinson described 
a mob’s action:  “Windows were smashed, wood 
and stones were thrown upon the platform and 
the meeting broke up in a panic.”  He added that 
the mob used a racist epithet in a call to bring the 
speaker out of the building.  His estimate of the 
date in the early 1830s was not firm, nor did he 
give the name of the speaker, but his account was 
vivid and concrete.

If the speaker could not have been Frederick 
Douglass in the early 1830s, who might it have 
been?  On a hunch, I re-read the autobiography 
of Rev. Thomas James (1804–1891) (figure 2), a 
remarkable individual who was born into en-
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slavement, escaped, and in 
1833 was living in Roches-
ter where he had founded 
the first African American 
church.  He was part of the 
local anti-slavery movement, 
which was no stranger to 
opposition by a mob.  James 
describes an 1833 meeting at 
the courthouse in Rochester 
which was disrupted by a 
crowd, but, determined as 
they were, the abolitionists 
reconvened at a Presbyte-

rian church and continued.  Late that year, the 
Rochester Anti-Slavery Society was formed, and 
shortly after, James helped publish a local paper, 
The Rights of Man, as the vehicle to disseminate 
their message of immediate abolition of slavery.  
In 1834, accompanied by three leading abolition-
ists from Rochester, whom he named, James was 
sent on a tour of neighboring communities to 
lecture and raise subscriptions.

Suddenly, there it was:  “At Le Roy [sic] I was 
mobbed, my meeting was broken up and I was 
saved from worse treatment only by the active 
efforts of Mr. Henry Brewster, who secreted me 
in his own house.”  The occasion, the time period, 
the harassing and violent nature of the mob, the 
demographics of the speaker, the presence of 
Henry Brewster – it all correlated with Tomlin-
son’s two eyewitness accounts.  And it was com-
patible with what the church’s timeline stated.  I 
now had the speaker and the names of seven 
abolitionists who were present, three from Roch-
ester and four from LeRoy.  Diligent searches 
turned-up a wealth of biographical information 
on all seven.  The descriptions only reinforced 
the reliability and credibility of what Tomlinson 
and James had described.

1835
A locally-produced brochure of sites for both 
anti-slavery and Underground Railroad activity 
in LeRoy contained an 1835 incident at the Pres-
byterian church which much more closely corre-
sponded to the one in 1834 involving Rev. James.  
However, it included a name, Rev. A. A. Phelps 

of Massachusetts, which did not appear in either 
Tomlinson or James’ accounts.  Who was Rev. A. 
A. Phelps?  That question was surprisingly easy 
to answer.  Primary sources include a trove of 
original letters, digitized and on-line in the Anti-
Slavery Collection of the Boston Public Library.  I 
could begin with the letter Rev. Amos A. Phelps, 
a Congregational minister, wrote to his wife from 
LeRoy in August, 1835, while on a lecture tour 
of Western New York on behalf of the American 
Anti-Slavery Society.  (As a resident of this region, 
I could tell this letter was authentic – he wrote he 
needed warmer clothes.)

In mid-September, Phelps wrote to update his 
wife.  The letter states:  “…we held a meeting in 
the vestry of the Presbyterian church, to form 
an Anti-Slavery Society (AAS).  The evening was 
dark, & certain fellows of the baser sort seemed 
determined to have some fun, & so having pried 
open the blinds, they just poked a long board 
through the window & dashed the whole of it 
out, & then afterwards they threw a few stones 
through the windows in the church above…  We 
went on very calmly with our business, formed 
the Society, & closed our meeting with prayer, & 
then went quietly to our home.”  In even more 
matter of fact language, Phelps reported in the 
AAS national newspaper, The Emancipator, that 
100 members joined the LeRoy Society on Sep-
tember 14 (figure 3).

figure 2

figure 3
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That Phelps was not disturbed by this assault is 
attributable to his courage, expressed in the lan-
guage of faith in his letters to his wife, and that 
he had lived through much worse.  (Six months 
after LeRoy, a $10,000 reward notice appeared 
in a newspaper in Milled-
geville, Georgia, payable 
upon delivery of Phelps 

“in Savannah, to the sheriff 
of Chatham County.”)  

The LeRoy incident was 
not as benign in the mem-
ory of Seth Gates (figure 4), 
previously cited by Tom-
linson, as it was for Phelps.  
Using library archives to 
access the original letters 
of Gates in 1839 and 1840, 
when he was a member of 
the U.S. Congress, a fuller account emerges of his 
twice being “mobbed with Brother A. A. Phelps” 
(figure 5).  He cites their having been mobbed in 
the basement of the Church, and that on their 
return to Gates’ house, they found that it had 
been stoned and the windows broken “around 
the heads of my wife and children.”

A more detailed account by Gates appeared in 
1859 on the eve of the Civil War when a county 
newspaper published his reminisces about the 
origins of the anti-slavery movement in the area.  
He wrote that the 1835 attack was prompted 
by a prominent individual who circulated a 
handbill, “calling on the citizens to rally and 
not allow the town to be disgraced by the 
holding of an abolition meeting!”  In addi-
tion to the destruction of the windows, he 
writes that the audience was drenched in 
water, and the outer church door was “fas-
tened and held by a rope.”  When Judge A. P. 
Hascall, a member of the church, and “other 
reputable citizens” tried to disperse the mob, 
they were stoned.  Gates continues that the 
windows of his home were “broken-in by 
brick-bats, and his wife and children driven 
to their bedrooms for refuge…”  Four ac-
counts from two eyewitnesses give us anoth-
er vivid incident at the church, and another 
involving violence.

1837
I was reading an article in the New York History 
journal about the AAS agents in New York, and 
came across the name of Rev. George Storrs, a 
Methodist Episcopalian, whose travels brought 
him to LeRoy where he preached and lectured 
during a week in February, 1837.  Despite a “tre-
mendous snow storm,” his lecture at the Presby-
terian church proceeded.  Storrs was invited to 
lecture at the Methodist church, but found him-
self locked out “by some person who is ‘opposed 
to excitement,’” he reported in a national newspa-
per, Zion’s Watchman. Offered another opportuni-
ty at the Methodist church, he was denied again.  
He then split his time between the Baptist and 
Presbyterian churches.  He reported that about 
100 names were added to the LeRoy AAS.  Here 
was another published, eyewitness account which 
establishes a third event at the church and docu-
ments local tensions regarding abolitionism.

There’s an afterward.  The next week, the County 
Anti-Slavery Society met for its first annual 
meeting.  The published minutes record that five 
Presbyterians from LeRoy attended as delegates.  
Presiding as president was Henry Brewster, who 
was re-elected to term.  Elected as a vice presi-
dent was Seth Gates.  And both Brewster and 
Gates were elected as delegates to the upcoming 
national AAS meeting.  What the minutes omit 
was filled-in by Brewster’s son upon publication 
of the notice of Brewster’s death at age 84. 

figure 5

figure 4
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One event was chosen to characterize Brewster’s 
life.  Noting that he was president of that 1837 
County AAS meeting, it was reported that the 
meeting “was assailed by a mob, and [Brewster] 
won the admiration of all by his firm, dignified, 
and courageous bearing during the trying time.”  

Brewster in 1837 was not naïve.   The year before, 
in the small, nearby village of Fowlerville, ar-
sonists used fire to destroy the church where an 
AAS agent had lectured.  That agent was Henry 
Brewster Stanton, named for his uncle, Henry 
Brewster of the church in LeRoy.  Henry Brews-
ter Stanton was the son of Susan Brewster Stan-
ton and the sister of Frances.  The three attended 
Presbyterian churches in Rochester.  Henry 
Brewster Stanton had been converted at one of 
Finney’s 1830–1831 revivals.  The three Stantons 
and Frances’ husband were all involved in Anti-
Slavery Society activities in the 1830s, and Henry, 
the uncle, crossed paths with his nephew and his 
niece’s husband at State and national AAS meet-
ings.  As a sidelight, Henry Brewster Stanton 
met the woman whom he would marry, Eliza-
beth Cady, at the home of her first cousin, Gerrit 
Smith, a leading abolitionist in New York state.  

Henry Brewster of LeRoy was bolstered by bonds 
of family and kinship, a shared belief in faith 
and works, and a willingness to act with moral 
courage. He emerges as the bridge between his 
church and neighbors, and the larger abolitionist 
community.  That said, the commitment of people 
in his church did not derive from the impact of 
any one individual.

1841
I had learned the frustrating lesson that despite 
the sensational and public nature of mob attacks 
on churches and anti-slavery lectures, the local 
newspapers in Western New York typically did 
not report these incidents.  Their avoidance led 
me to secondary sources, e.g., historians’ aca-
demic journal articles and doctoral dissertations.  
These provided a number of leads, especially na-
tional newspapers related to anti-slavery societ-
ies and religious entities.  As I was searching for 
documentation about one set of individuals and 
a particular event, I made another serendipitous 
discovery regarding the Presbyterians in LeRoy.  

The National Anti-Slavery Standard, published 
in New York City, published the complete pro-
ceedings of the Western New York AAS conven-
tion held for three days in January, 1841 – at the 
Presbyterian church in LeRoy.  The names of 
hundreds of people are listed as attending, in-
cluding the names of numerous women, many 
of whom are identified by their own first name 
rather than their husband’s first name.  People 
came from considerable distances – in January – 
from places like Buffalo, Niagara Falls, Lockport, 
and Attica, to name a few.  Suddenly, here was a 
very detailed account of a fourth incident at this 
church in support of the anti-slavery movement.

The proceedings of this convention are notable 
for another reasons.  The pastor of the church is 
reported in the proceedings as opening an af-
ternoon session with prayer.  Nowhere else does 
he assume any leadership role or function.  In 
fact, this is the first in any of the four incidents 
at the church in which the minister’s name is 
mentioned.  How is that significant?  It estab-
lishes that the commitment of this church to the 
abolition of slavery was not dependent upon a 
dominant figure in the pulpit with a primary title 
or role.  The commitment to end enslavement of 
human beings, persons with God-given dignity 
who were worthy of basic human rights, was 
embodied in the congregation, in the members 
in the pews.  The commitment to faith and works 
was manifested in the people.

1847

At the LeRoy Historical Society, I worked through 
layers of miscellaneous items in a manila folder 
entitled, “Underground Railroad.”  I found a 
small scrap of paper with someone’s handwrit-
ten references to an 1847 event at the Presbyte-
rian church and a diary.  Like peeling an onion, 
this fragment revealed an unpublished diary for 
1847–1850 maintained by a LeRoy resident who 
had been a merchant, had worked in the village’s 
first bank, and in the 1840s had been the village’s 
president.  The entry for December 9, 1847, was 
in the banker’s typical succinct style:  “N----- 
lecture by Douglass at Presbyterian house.”  (A 
euphemism is substituted for a racist term in the 
original.)  The entry for December 10, 1847, reads:  
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“Great abolition excitement from lecture of 
Douglass a colored man” (figure 6).  This 
was promising, but was it plausible and did 
it fit a chronology 
of Douglass’ life?  I began to trace his 
movements.

In August of 1847, Douglass and his family 
returned to the U.S. after time in England.  
In the early winter, he moved his family to 
a home in Rochester.  On December 3, he 
published the first issue of his first news-
paper, The North Star, in the basement of 
the church founded by Rev. Thomas James.  
[Another sidelight is necessary here.  In 
1840, when Rev. James was the pastor of 
the American Methodist Episcopal Zion 
Church in Bedford, Massachusetts, he 
recognized the gifted speaking ability of 
a young man in the congregation, and put 
him on the path to become licensed him to 
preach.  The young man, whom the year 
before had escaped enslavement in Mary-
land, was Frederick Douglass.  It was James 
who was the first to arrange for Douglass 
to speak about slavery to a white audience, and it 
was James who commended him to the abolition-
ist leadership in Boston, which led to Douglass’ 
employment as an anti-slavery lecturer.]

How plausible was it that Douglass spoke at the 
Presbyterian church in LeRoy in December of 
1847?  A brief article appears on page 2 of the sec-
ond issue of The North Star, published in January, 
1848.  Douglass writes that since the first issue, 
he has been actively engaged in public meetings 
in Massachusetts and New York, “and doing our 
best to extend the subscription list of our paper…”  
In the string of locations, the first second town 
mentioned is LeRoy.  Here was eyewitness confir-
mation of a fifth event at the Presbyterian church 
in LeRoy.

Validation, legitimization, resiliency

When an illustrated narrative of these five inci-
dents was presented in a public lecture at the 
church in October, 2019, multiple types of re-
sponses were forthcoming.  The hope was ex-
pressed that more details about these 
five incidents may be revealed, and that even 

other incidents might be re-discovered.  Other 
stories about anti-slavery efforts in the local com-
munity emerged.  One man noted that stories of 
his early 19th century African American family 
were documented intergenerationally through 
oral transmission, and were not found in typical 
primary sources.  Concern was also expressed 
for unjust social conditions which are contempo-
rary manifestations of the inhumane policies and 
practices of enslavement.  Church members be-
gan to realize a continuity between some of their 
controversial decisions over the last 20 years and 
the courage of the congregation’s early 19th cen-
tury positions.

Reflecting on people’s experience of the National 
Museum of African American History and Cul-
ture after it opened in 2016, Dr. Bunch astutely 
observed that people who embrace their history 

“find a sense of validation, legitimization, and re-
siliency.”   As I write this, an effort by the LeRoy 
Town Historian and the Presbyterian church is 
underway to install signage on church property 
commemorating this congregation’s risks and 

figure 6
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contributions to the struggle to end enslavement 
of human beings in the U.S.  The vision is to use 
the occasion of a public dedication as a teachable 
moment, a means to engage and educate the com-
munity, especially youth.  The act of a community 
remembering the fullness of its legacy of acting 
on behalf of human rights is an opportunity to 
re-member the community, to reform, renew, and 
recommit.
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Phelps’ report:  The Emancipator, Nov., 1835
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Figure 5
Gates (in Washington D. C.) to Phelps (in Boston) 
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Figure 6
Frederick Douglass (1819 – 1895)
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National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Museum, 
Washington, D.C.
[Accessed 04/15/19 at the National Portrait Gallery, 
Smithsonian Museum, Washington, D.C.: 
https://npg.si.edu/object/npg_
NPG.80.21?destination=portraits/collection-
highlights/daguerreotypes%3Fpage%3D1%26edan_q
%3D%26edan_fq%255B0%255D%3Ddate%253A%252
21840s%2522]

Rev. James S. Evinger served urban congrega-
tions in Philadelphia, PA, and Rochester, NY, for 
10 years, and worked in health care systems in 
Pittsburgh, PA, and Rochester for 30 years. He 
served people with mental illness and develop-
mental disabilities, and held clinical faculty and 
research positions at the University of Rochester 
Medical Center. A 5th generation Presbyterian
from Nebraska, his maternal family roots extend 
to small communities in the Burned-Over Dis-
trict in the 1800s of Western New York.

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


