
REACHING THE TIPPING POINT:  
TODAY’S ABOLITION MOVEMENT

Slavery was once so entrenched as an economic necessity 
that it seemed highly unlikely that a few people of faith 
and conscience were really going to be able to stem the tide 
of injustice. William Wilberforce, Thomas Clarkson and 
their likeminded friends knew this very well. But they also 
knew if they could awaken the public conscience by drawing 
attention to the cruelty of slavery, the necessary wave of 
momentum could be created to bring an end to the Trans-
Atlantic Slave Trade.

People scoffed, of course. As one publicist for the West 
Indies trade said, 

The impossibility of doing without slaves in the West 
Indies will always prevent this traffic being dropped. 
The necessity, the absolute necessity, then, of carrying 
it on, must, since there is no other, be its excuse.

Against all odds, Wilberforce, Clarkson and their Society 
for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade began. As they 
spread public awareness, local chapters of the Society sprang 
up around Great Britain. Their members lobbied, wrote 
pamphlets, held public meetings, organized boycotts, and 
sought media attention.

TIPPING POINT: the critical point in a situation, process 
or system beyond which a significant and often unstoppable 
effect or change takes place. —MERRIAM-WEBSTER DICTIONARY 

Figure 1 From John Thornton, The Atlas Maritimus of the Sea Atlas. 
London, ca. 1700. Geography and Map Division. From the Library of 
Congress Online Archives.
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One of the Society’s most powerful tools was a diagram 
of a slave ship, The Brookes, which illustrated the horrific 
conditions in which people were being made to cross the  
vast Atlantic.

In 1787, only a year after the Society’s first meeting, hundreds 
of Parliamentary petitions opposing slavery poured in. 
Hundreds of thousands of signed petitions followed in years 
to come. The abolitionist wave was building. 

Over the next 21 years, the abolitionists continued in their 
faithful efforts. The public outcry against slavery had become 
so strong that the Slave Trade Act of 1807, outlawing the trade 
in the British Empire, was finally passed.

William Wilberforce, the great voice of the movement, lay 
dying 26 years later. No doubt close to his mind was the 
moment when, three days earlier, he had received assurance 
that Parliament would pass the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, 
abolishing slavery itself.

In the time between the passage of the Slave Trade Act of 
1807 and the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, a baby boy was 
born in the United States. We have no record of when exactly, 
because this child, destined to be a great orator and herald of 
freedom, was born into slavery. 

While the fight to abolish slavery in the British Empire was 
eventually won, there remained a mighty struggle yet to be 
fought in the United States. Slavery was as deeply embedded 
in the American economy and culture as it had been in 
the British system, and it was hideously and systematically 
enforced. “Freedom” was a very dangerous concept, and none 
knew it better than those who held slaves. 

When Hugh Auld, a slave owner in Baltimore, found out his 
wife was teaching this young boy how to read the alphabet, he 
put a stop to it on the grounds that literacy would encourage 
slaves to desire freedom. Frederick Douglass called this “the 
first decidedly anti-slavery lecture” that he had ever heard.

Figure 2 Diagram of the cargo hold of the slave ship The Brookes, 
detailing how human beings were transported for the Atlantic crossing.  
Source: The Abolition Project.

Figure 3 The signature of Frederick Douglass.  
Source: Wikipedia (public domain).



In 1838, five years after the passage of the Slavery Abolition 
Act and Wilberforce’s death, Douglass made his escape. In his 
own words:

I have often been asked, how I felt when first I found 
myself on free soil...A new world had opened upon 
me. If life is more than breath, and the ‘quick round 
of blood,’ I lived more in one day than in a year of my 
slave life. It was a time of joyous excitement which 
words can but tamely describe.

Like Wilberforce, Clarkson and their friends, Douglass 
was determined to use his freedom on behalf of others. He 
sprang into action, becoming a licensed preacher in 1839, 
and cried out to his fellow believers to become active leaders 
in the fight for abolition:

Let the religious press, the pulpit, the Sunday school, 
the conference meeting, the great ecclesiastical, 
missionary, Bible and tract associations of the land 
array their immense powers against slavery and slave-
holding; and the whole system of crime and blood 
would be scattered to the winds.

Douglass knew the power of this “system of crime,” but he 
fearlessly continued to rally the public toward slavery’s end. 

He and his fellow abolitionists pushed on as President 
Lincoln was elected, and the country weathered a civil war 
that would result in the end of slavery in America. He and 
the nation held their breaths, awaiting the Emancipation 
Proclamation. 

In 1846, Douglass journeyed across the sea and met Thomas 
Clarkson, now one of the last living of the Society.

Wilberforce, Clarkson, Douglass and the abolitionists of the 
past understood that many small actions conducted in great 
faith can overpower even the most formidable odds.

Today, you and I live in a world where there are more people 
living in slavery than at any other time in history, including 
the era of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. Slavery today 
is no less real than in times past. But thanks to faithful 
abolitionists over the years, it is illegal in every country in 
the world. 

We will build on their victory. Believers of today—men and 
women of conscience and courage—must unite and raise up 
a cry for the end of slavery that cannot be denied, until its 
abolition is fully won.

LOOK AT THE WORLD  
AROUND YOU.  

IT MAY SEEM LIKE 
AN IMMOVABLE, 

IMPLACABLE PLACE. 
IT IS NOT. WITH THE 

SLIGHTEST PUSH—IN  
JUST THE RIGHT PLACE— 

IT CAN BE TIPPED. 
—MALCOLM GLADWELL 



We are closer to reaching that tipping point  
than we have ever been. IJM has gone into the darkness of 

modern-day slavery. We have witnessed the change, and we can testify 
that the cracks are in the walls, and the fortress will fall in our lifetime. 

Freedom Sunday is the next step in this journey of 
faithfulness. Let’s take up the mantle of Wilberforce, 
Clarkson, Douglass and the abolitionists who have  
gone before us. Let’s do this together. 

Until All Are Free—

Eileen Campbell

What is before the Church now is the opportunity to blaze 
the trail toward freedom. What is before you and me today 
is the calling to awaken our communities and our church 
bodies to the reality of modern-day slavery. Let the story  
be that it was the church that finally brought about 
slavery’s end. 

THE SPIR IT OF THE LORD GOD IS  UPON ME, BECAUSE THE LORD HAS ANOINTED ME;  

HE HAS SENT ME TO BRING GOOD NEWS TO THE OPPRESSED, TO B IND UP THE BROKENHEARTED,  

TO PROCLAIM L IBERTY TO THE CAPTIVES ,  AND RELEASE TO THE PRISONERS.

Isaiah 61:1

Ask Lyna, who at 12 was valued 
at $1,000 by her grandmother, but 
who knows today that her body will 
never be for sale again.

Ask Gowri, who found 
courage on behalf of her children 
and who now speaks on behalf of 
others living in slavery.

Ask Chinnayan, whose family 
was freed, whose kids are now in 
school, and who is a leader in his 
community.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iu6Oc3DUdLc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JZT-CqkPnzw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Iud3jiMQVA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Iud3jiMQVA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JZT-CqkPnzw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iu6Oc3DUdLc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Iud3jiMQVA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JZT-CqkPnzw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iu6Oc3DUdLc
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