
Celebrating Black History Month 

Although it started earlier, President Gerald Ford recognized Black History Month in 1976, during the 
celebration of the United States Bicentennial. He urged Americans to "seize the opportunity to honor the 
too-often neglected accomplishments of Black Americans in every area of endeavor throughout our 
history". 

As we celebrate Black History Month we want to share the story of Sitiki, a Black lay preacher whose 
leadership sustained the people called Methodist in St. Augustine for 20-30 years.  

More information about Sitiki 
can be found in Odyssey of an 
African Slave (2015), an 
autobiography edited by Patricia 
C. Griffin, an independent 
historical anthropologist. 
Published by the University of 
Florida Press. Sitiki pictured near 
the Public Market/Former Slave 
Market, c. before 1882, St. 
Augustine, Florida State Library 
and Archives.  

Sitiki (also called Jack Smith by 
his enslaver Buckingham Smith) 
was born in Africa, where he was 
captured as a five-year-old. He died on Sept. 3, 1882 at 95 as a free man. It was late in his life when 
Sitiki became the first Black Methodist minister in St. Augustine, Florida - leading the Methodist 
Church there for 20-30 years between the time of the civil war and the end of reconstruction.  

The early Methodist Church in St. Augustine included Black and white people worshipping together 
from the 1820s until the time of the Civil War when the white men left to go fight in the war and the 
white women and children left the church so that it became a Methodist Church of Black families. It was 
during Sitiki's tenure as a lay preacher for what was known at the time as "The Black Methodist Church" 
(a Methodist Episcopal Church South congregation in that time), that missionaries from the Methodist 
Episcopal Church in New Jersey came down to St Augustine in the 1870s to start a church. These 
Methodists were different denominations at the time because of the division in the church over slavery 
in 1844.  

Let's pause there for a minute for some history of Methodism in the United States.  

Methodism started as a new Church denomination in 1784. It was called The Methodist Episcopal 
Church (MEC). Prior to that, all the Methodists who were meeting together in this country belonged to 
the Church of England. The Methodist gatherings were a renewal movement within the Church of 



England. The Revolutionary War was a major factor in Methodism evolving from a renewal movement 
within the Church of England to becoming a separate Church denomination. 

Since race-based segregation and exclusion were already cultural realities at the time the MEC began in 
1784, it was not long before the church experienced fracture.  In 1787, Black congregants at St. Georges 
MEC in Philadelphia were told to move to the balcony to make room for the white congregants. Led by 
Richard Allen and Absolom Jones, the entire Black membership of St. Georges walked out and started 
what became the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AMEC). St. Paul AME in St Augustine traces 
their origin to this moment.  

Later, in 1844, the MEC divided into "Northern and Southern" denominations. The MEC continued as 
the "northern" church that was institutionally abolitionist but still segregationist, and the Methodist 
Episcopal Church South (MECS) began with support for both slave-holding and segregation. In St. 
Augustine, Grace UMC origins are MEC, and First UMC are MECS. These Churches merged back 
together in 1939 forming the Methodist Church, and later in 1968 these Churches became the United 
Methodist Church. 

Whew! Now back to the story of Sitiki . . . 

When those New Jersey MEC members came to St. Augustine in the 1870s to start a new church, Sitiki 
and his congregation (an all Black MECS) offered hospitality by letting them meet for worship in their 
building on St. George Street for a time. Eventually, those MEC members built a church building of 
their own. This was the one that Henry Flagler wanted to buy since it was on land where he wanted to 
build a hotel. (You hear this story all the time on the Trolleys in St Augustine, but not the story of Sitiki's 
leadership and hospitality that blessed the people of St Augustine). Those New Jersey MEC members 
eventually became Grace Methodist Episcopal Church (Grace UMC today)!  

Sitiki's church regrettably was split in two in the early 1900s. The Black Methodist Church building was 
sold and half the money went to build First Methodist Episcopal Church South building on King Street 
(historically white church - First UMC St Augustine today), and the other half went to build Trinity 
Methodist Episcopal Church South Building on Bridge Street (the historically Black church that was 
closed as Trinity UMC in 2014). 

While there are many other regrettable stories related to ways people of color experienced oppression 
from the white members of both First Methodist and Grace Methodist Churches, there are also many 
stories of courage, hope and transformation. These realities always seem to live side by side in our 
journey of discipleship. We share these stories both to recognize our humanity, need for grace and 
continue moving on toward sanctification. Out of the painful past and present, we are also working 
toward God's future of healing and justice. 

During the month of February we will be meeting on Wednesday evenings from 5:00 - 6:30 p.m. to 
continue learning more about our history, our present and our future as God’s Beloved Community 
where our differences are recognized, understood, appreciated and included!


