
 

HOMER 
 
Most members of First Parish in Needham know the name of our founding and 
longest-serving minister. His name and the dates of his tenure are engraved on a 
wooden plaque in the Sanctuary above the names of all the other ministers who 
followed through the centuries, and he is often referred to in telling the history of the 
church. But until recently, most of us had never heard of the person who helped make 
that ministry and this church possible, whom we know only by the name of Homer.   
 
Homer was enslaved by the first minister, Rev. Jonathan Townsend, from 1720 until 
Homer’s death in 1754, and Homer served at various times as sexton to the church. 
Church sextons perform many essential tasks, including maintenance, cleaning, and 
care of church buildings and grounds. Sextons also prepare the church for services, 
ring bells, and sometimes manage cemetery burials. And, we know from historic town 
records that Rev. Townsend was paid for Homer’s labor. 
 
Rev. Townsend was apparently “gifted” Homer by his father-in-law – Capt. Gregory 
Sugars, a naval commander. Sugars was the father of Townsend’s wife, Mary, and had 
“given” Homer to Townsend as well as the money to build the parsonage at 980 
Central Avenue (a house that still stands in Needham), where Townsend, his family, 
and Homer lived. Homer most likely labored on the Townsend homestead in addition 
to working at the church. Thanks in part to Homer’s unpaid labor, Townsend was 
able to perform his duties as minister at a low and inconsistent salary. A month after 
Homer died in 1754, Townsend asked Town Meeting to increase his pay — likely 
because he had lost the (unpaid) services of his “negro servant, Homer.” In June of 
1754, Townsend was paid for Homer’s services as sexton the previous year. 
 
It comes as a surprise to many 21st-Century Unitarian Universalists and other Bay 
Staters that it was a common practice for ministers to enslave African men, women, 
and children before slavery was abolished in Massachusetts in 1783. They and their 
congregations profited directly from the institution of slavery just as most of the 
country did. 
 
Homer’s work (and the stolen labor of other people enslaved by wealthier colonial 
Needhamites, whose taxes and donations financially supported the church) laid the 
foundation for today’s First Parish. His labor helped the fledgling congregation 
become established and prosper. We know very little about Homer the man, but we 
do owe him a great debt, tremendous gratitude, and heartfelt apology because his 
labor led directly to our becoming the community we are today. 


