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FOREWORD


BY DOUGLAS BRINKLEY






United States Representative John Lewis still has the scars from the beatings he took for civil rights half a century ago. But the more telling mark on the longtime congressman, whose life traces the movement that brought America out of those dark times, is in his undiminished capacity for hope, faith, and love. He is our apostle of quiet strength. His eyebrow raised or finger wagged carries more weight than a hundred bombastic speeches or clever pontifications.


G. K. Chesterton, when contemplating Thomas Carlyle’s heroes, wrote that true greatness emanates from “an ecstasy of the ordinary.” That grandest of all human qualities—authenticity of spirit—was on understated display in the late summer of 2010 when John entered Our Lady of the Gulf Church in Bay St. Louis, Mississippi, shaking off the rain and wiping his wet feet on the welcome mat, a humble pilgrim come to pray. The occasion was the fifth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, and a group of us had come to pay our respects to the lovely seaside community left ravaged by that horrific storm. Flood waters gone, the Catholic shrine was bathed in candlelight and the aroma of incense wafted on the air. Like Lewis, Bay St. Louis still showed the scars of the past, but both had survived and emerged stronger through a mighty confluence of faith, hard work, and resilience. “This is a beautiful, beautiful church,” John observed that day. “You can get a sermon just by coming in here and sitting for a while.”


That struck me, for as this small, reflective memoir demonstrates, you can get a lesson by just sitting for a while with John too. Here is a gracious man who exudes the goodness that his life has helped create. Every young person should read this homily on civility, a welcome antidote to the noisy clatter of self-indulgence exemplified by the surge of the me-me-me social media in our lives.


Concerned that still-stricken hamlets had gone forgotten in the national media’s focus on New Orleans’s recovery, John had invited me (as the author of The Great Deluge, a chronicle of Katrina’s devastation) to accompany him to Bay St. Louis and Waveland, Mississippi, where he had long ago sought schooling in civil disobedience, to reflect on the losses and revival of the region. We were also with Ruby Bridges, the woman who had bravely integrated New Orleans’s William Franz Elementary School in 1962 when she was only eight years old.


Most of our group’s hosts in Mississippi were conservative Republican admirers of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush, but one wouldn’t have guessed it from the respect and affection they lavished on a man considered one of the most liberal members of Congress. John’s power, in the end, is that he loved his hosts, regardless of skin color or party affiliation, no matter the time or place. Nary a hint of partisan discord surfaced as our delegation visited the Gulf Coast landmarks, ate barbecue, and swapped stories with the locals. John showed no interest in scoring points or ascribing blame for the handling of Katrina’s aftermath; he had brought his delegation to Mississippi solely to continue the healing. All he asked of us was to remember the miracles Katrina had wrought, and to pursue that spirit. John served that day, as on so many throughout his career, as the embodiment of the power of forgiveness.




That gently righteous aura attended John long before Georgia’s Fifth District first elected him its U.S. congressman in 1986. He grew up a poor sharecropper’s son in Troy, Alabama, toiling from dawn to dusk in cotton and corn fields. The segregated South offered numerous visceral ways to experience the horrors of institutional bigotry, not all of them as obvious as the ubiquitous signs marking facilities “White” or “Colored.” John’s color forbade him from checking books out of the library, but it didn’t stop him from learning that freedom demands sacrifice and fortitude. He realized he would have to lay his body on the line for civil rights. Armed with the discipline and philosophy of nonviolence, the most impenetrable of shields, John became a warrior of love.


At the age of eighteen, John encountered the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., and took up the nonviolent resistance that would fuel and sustain the battle for civil rights. The ignorance and contradictions of Jim Crow were too much for him to bear. John became a leader of the lunch counter sit-in movement, and remained steadfast throughout a repetitive cycle of appalling incidents. The day after John F. Kennedy was elected president, he sat down to eat at the Krystal Diner in Nashville, Tennessee. When the waitress refused him service, John persisted until she seemed to have relented—but then she poured disinfectant down John’s back, and a pitcher of water over his food. The diner’s manager, meanwhile, trained a fumigation sprayer on him, burning him as he would a cockroach.


That level of violent humiliation would deter most people, but John had launched himself to implement the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka decision, which had ruled against “separate but equal” facilities for blacks and whites. John was not about to stop fighting until the South’s system of Jim Crow laws was exposed and eradicated once and for all.


In May 1961, he took part in the first of the storied Freedom Rides that brought busloads of black and white civil rights activists through Dixie, where protestors were routinely and brutally attacked. The future congressman and his colleagues were kicked, clubbed, and punched from Rock Hill, South Carolina, to Montgomery, Alabama. They did not fight back. Through John and his fellow protestors, the nonviolent resistance that defined the Civil Rights Movement and gave it its power became more than a willingness to bleed for the idea that our time has come. It became the very symbol of the power of faith to transform the destiny of a nation.


In 1963, John proudly accepted an invitation to speak at the pivotal March on Washington in favor of what would become, one year later, the Civil Rights Act, and two years later the Voting Rights Act. “As it now stands, the voting section of this bill will not help the thousands of black people who want to vote,” he intoned from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. “It will not help the citizens of Mississippi, or Alabama and Georgia, who are qualified to vote but lack a sixth-grade education. ‘One man, one vote,’ is the African cry. It is ours too. It must be ours.”


And so it was, because of John and his fellow foot soldiers in the Civil Rights Movement: he and the other founders of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). The nonprofit’s mission—which John endorsed and defended with undaunted courage—was racial equality. The SNCC frequently found themselves beaten bloody on their crusade against segregation. White mobs taunted and tormented them simply for demanding their constitutional right to vote. John and all his fellow saints held to their principles and their faith; they refused to back down no matter how many blows rained upon them at lunch counters and swimming pools and Laundromats. These decades later, those scars act as a reminder of what John and others had to sacrifice.


As this book shows, Lewis did not emerge a beaten man. Quite the contrary: every punch, every kick, every jeer made him only more determined to love his fellow man. His life’s goal remains dazzlingly audacious: no less than the creation of the “Beloved Community” of America, where God is made manifest, the exiled brought home.


Signs dividing “White” from “Colored” no longer stain today’s South. America is better than that now, thanks to those who endured so much to make it so. Back in the mid-1960s, the South counted fewer than fifty black elected officials. Now there are more than 6,000, and President Barack Obama leads the free world. In 2009, even South Carolina’s Elwin Wilson—a onetime white supremacist who punched John during a Freedom Ride—apologized for his long-ago hatred. Afterwards, John hugged the sixty-eight-year-old Wilson like a brother. This reconciliation represents the perfect expression of the twin pillars of John’s philosophy of forgiveness and redemption.


To John Lewis, social transformation starts from within. To revolutionize America to be ever better, he says, we must first revolutionize ourselves. And that means giving better than we get. John himself has been brutalized, dehumanized, hounded, whipped, and cursed many times and in many places, and yet here he stands, his righteousness shining brighter than ever. It comes as no surprise, at least to anyone who has read his memoir, Walking with the Wind. As John explains, when he stood on Selma’s Edmund Pettus Bridge and steeled himself for another clubbing, he felt no fear, for God’s light burned inside him.


And so it does today. Even as the nonviolent movement John helped lead in the 1960s retreats into grainy newsreel images of protestors battered by water hoses in reruns of Eyes on the Prize and annual news coverage of Martin Luther King Jr. Days, the gentleman from Georgia continues to remind us of how far we’ve come, and of how far we still have left to go. He forges onward, that rarest of politicians who draws the respect of every colleague, on both sides of the partisan aisle. When he steps to the podium, people hush. Everyone wants to hear the spirit of greatness. That is the fruit that John’s life has borne. The John Lewis I’ve come to know, on pilgrimages to Birmingham, Selma, Montgomery, New Orleans, and Bay St. Louis, is not done fighting for what is right. When somebody asks me whether I’m a Democrat or Republican, my stock answer is: “I’m standing wherever John is standing.”


That August along the Mississippi Coast, after John spoke at Our Lady of the Gulf, he led our delegation on a field trip through the post-Katrina devastation. Once-elegant homes and businesses were now, even five years later, still mounds of rubble. But John asked us to alter our perceptions, to see not broken bottles as debris but rather shards of light, each fragment as beautiful as crystal. That afternoon in Bay St. Louis, inspecting ruins in the rain, our delegation, under John’s lead, became a sort of impromptu procession. He asked us to not think of the Mississippi Coast like a broken place but as home to God’s children. Just as he did in Selma in 1965, John was teaching us how even natural violence could be processed in such a way as to become a healing event.


We have in John Lewis a moral force for good. In this book he presents a gift: the story of a living American hero, and how we can become that too. Here is a snapshot of Lewis’s faith in action. Whenever an Occupy protest pops up or thousands of pro-democracy protestors swell city streets, let’s hope this book will be passed around as a quick-read primer on the efficacy of nonviolent tactics. For Lewis is a survivor and eyewitness to the power of love in a world where hate continues to march to a hydra-headed drummer. There is no hyperbole or self-aggrandizement in these pages, just a man of faith who has never let anybody turn him around.





















INTRODUCTION




“Some men see things as they are and say ‘Why?’ I dream 
things that never were and say ‘Why not?’”


—ROBERT F. KENNEDY








I have written these lessons on freedom and meditations on change for the generations who will take us into the future, for the dreamers young and ever young who should never get lost in a sea of despair, but are faithfully readying themselves for the next push for change. It is for the parents who want to inspire their sons and daughters to build a more just society. And, it’s for the sons and daughters who hear the call of a new age.


This book is for the people. It is for the grassroots leaders who will emerge not for the sake of fame or fortune, but with a burning desire to do good. It is for all those willing to join in the human spirit’s age-old struggle to break free from the bondage of concepts and structures that have lost their use. It is for the masses of people who with each new day have the chance to peel the scales from their eyes and remember it is they alone who are the most powerful agents of change. It is for anyone who wants to reform his or her existence or to fashion a better life for the children. It’s for those who want to improve their community or make their mark in history. This book is a collection of a few of the truths that I have learned as one who dreamed, worked, and struggled in America’s last revolution.


Some people have told me that I am a rare bird in the blue sky of dreamers. I believed innocently and profoundly as a child that the world could be a better place. Most visionaries are born so ahead of their time, they must sequester themselves in the world of poetry or philosophy to express what they hope to see. I was a child with high ideals, lucky enough to have been born in an age when the wave of social transformation was about to culminate into the most powerful nonviolent movement for change in American history. I have survived the worst aggression, all the attacks mounted against dreamers to stamp out the light that they see. I have been rejected, hated, oppressed, beaten, jailed, and have almost died only to live another day. I have witnessed betrayal, corruption, bombing, lunacy, conspiracy, and even assassination—and I have still kept marching on. And despite every attempt to keep me down, I have not been shaken. I held on to my mind and my faith so that today I am blessed to actually see so many of the changes in this world that we dreamed would take shape. And now I can share what got me through, my guiding philosophy, so that anyone feeling victimized by peers or impatient with our government, offended by the inequities of our economy, or wondering about the road to success, will be inspired.


We have come a great distance as a society, but we still have a great distance to go. The progress we take for granted today brought on by the successes of the modern-day Civil Rights Movement is just one more step down a very long road toward the realization of our spiritual destiny as a nation of “freedom and justice for all.” There is still much more work to do. One movement will never offer all the growth humanity needs to experience. To expect so is to build your hopes on a puff of smoke, on a whispered breath; it is to anticipate an illusion. Remember how we thought the election of President Obama meant we had finally created a postracial America, a place where the problems that have haunted us for so long were finally silenced? Nobody says that anymore. We no longer dwell in that daydream. We were shaken to realism by the harshness of what we have witnessed in the last few years—the vilification of President Obama, the invisibility of the sick and the poor, murder at the Holocaust Museum, and the shooting of Rep. Gabrielle Giffords while she greeted constituents in a Safeway parking lot.


Political parties are on the hunt to search and destroy each other, as though we were involved in some kind of enemy combat, rather than the work of statesmanship. Campaigns have become a free-for-all of dirty tricks, scandalmongering, and distracting negativity that obscures the people’s need to examine a candidate’s voting record and see where he or she actually stands on the issues. I find myself asking my colleagues today, “Why do we have to be so mean? Is there something in the air we breathe or the water we drink that incites us to bring one another down, to violate one another with so much glee?”


The president of the United States was called a liar during a joint session of Congress at a State of the Union Address. It was probably the lowest point of decorum I have witnessed in more than twenty years in the Congress. A campaign volunteer aggressively subdued a woman and stomped on her head prior to a 2010 senatorial debate in Kentucky. The woman, who was holding a satirical sign, had approached the candidate she opposed for a photo. The campaign volunteer said he acted to protect the candidate, but commentators speculated that he was enraged by the woman’s sign. Regardless of the cause, the assault, which was caught on video, was shocking. Ironically, the abuser went on to demand an apology from the victim, saying, “I would like for her to apologize to me, to be honest with you.”


Even I, who has looked down the barrel of a gun with only my faith to defend me, would say there is a unique hostility in these times that almost seems worse to me than what we experienced in the 1960s. It is true, we were confronted with state-sponsored brutality, and people died because of the complicity of local government with fearmongering and terror. Yet, in those days, we could look to federal authority as a sympathetic referee in the struggle for civil rights and as an advocate for the need to challenge injustice.


Today it seems there is no moral basis for anything we do as a society. Even raising the idea of what is good or what is best is seen as an irrelevant burden to any debate. There was a time when politicians needed to be great orators because the people themselves were grappling with the challenges of conscience, trying to perceive what is “right” and what is “wrong.” But today, not only do we miss the eloquence of public speaking, but the moral compass of so many leaders seems to be skewed.


It’s taken a long time, but finally the people are awakening to the truth: the truth of their responsibility for the democratic process. Finally they are realizing they can never afford to relegate their power to representatives in a system that offers every citizen the power to vote. The Goliath has finally remembered its strength and its duty. The people are gathering their forces, reengaging, and applying pressure.


I have seen this restlessness among the people before. It was in another millennium, another decade, and at another time in our history, but it pushed through America like a storm. In ten short years, there was a tempest that transformed what the American Revolution did not address, what the Constitution and the Bill of Rights were afraid to confront, what the Civil War could not unravel, what Reconstruction tried to mediate, and Jim Crow did its best to retrench. This mighty wind made a fundamental shift in the moral character of our nation that has reached every sector of our society. And this history lends us one very powerful reminder today: Nothing can stop the power of a committed and determined people to make a difference in our society. Why? Because human beings are the most dynamic link to the divine on this planet. Governments and corporations do not live. They have no power, no capacity in and of themselves. They are given life and derive all their authority from their ability to assist, benefit, and transform the lives of the people they touch. All authority emanates from the consent of the governed and the satisfaction of the customer. Somehow it seems leaders have forgotten this fundamental principle, and we must right ourselves before the people withdraw their support.


As a disenfranchised citizen who yearned for change, as a child born on the dark side of the American dream, I heard the whispers of the spirit calling me to wrestle with the soul of a nation. I could see a higher vision of what this nation could be, and I can say to every leader who might be entangled in the web of the status quo that when the people are ready, this nation will change. Whenever the people finally reject the efforts to fragment their collective energies into warring factions and remember their divine union with one another, when they throw off material distractions and irrelevant negativity and hear their souls speak with one voice, they will rise up. And whatever is in their path will either transform or transpire.


During the Civil Rights Movement, our struggle was not about politics. It was about seeing a philosophy made manifest in our society that recognized the inextricable connection we have to each other. Those ideals represent what is eternally real and they are still true today, though they have receded from the forefront of American imagination. Yes, the election of Obama represents a significant step, but it is not an ending. It is not even a beginning; it is one important act on a continuum of change. It is a major down payment on the fulfillment of a dream. It is another milestone on one nation’s road to freedom. But we must accept one central truth and responsibility as participants in a democracy: Freedom is not a state; it is an act. It is not some enchanted garden perched high on a distant plateau where we can finally sit down and rest. Freedom is the continuous action we all must take, and each generation must do its part to create an even more fair, more just society. The work of love, peace, and justice will always be necessary, until their realism and their imperative takes hold of our imagination, crowds out any dream of hatred or revenge, and fills up our existence with their power.


It is my hope the leaders of today will heed the warning the people have so patiently tendered and shake off the shackles of inertia. Let us remove the false burdens of partisanship, personal ambition, and greed, and begin to do the work we were all appointed to do to move this country forward. Let us appeal to our similarities, to the higher standards of integrity, decency, and the common good, rather than to our differences, be they age, gender, sexual preference, class, or color. If not, the people will put aside the business of their lives and turn their attention to the change they are determined to see, just as the Occupy movement so adamantly demonstrates. The international scope of the Occupy movement suggests people are beginning to see that their relationship to one another is greater than the differences of borders, culture, and language. They are beginning to see that what happens in Asia affects trading on Wall Street, and what breeds conflict in Africa is a commentary on lifestyles in Europe, and what is created in India or China is consumed by the people in Latin America. They are beginning to awaken to an idea we gave meaning to in the sixties: We are one people, one family, the human family, and what affects one of us affects us all.


I will never forget the morning of the March on Washington in August 1963. I, along with so many others, had had enough. Our people had been waiting nearly four hundred years and would not take no for an answer any longer. We were going to do all we could to move our society to a place where it recognized our inherent right to be counted.


Washington had been tense in preparation for the largest convergence of black people the city had ever seen. So, before we started, my colleagues and I, the “Big Six” leaders of the Civil Rights Movement, paid a courtesy visit to Capitol Hill to speak with members of Congress. There was great concern about keeping order and peace during the march. But, when our quick series of meetings with House and Senate leaders was over, something amazing happened. We stepped outside the congressional buildings into the light of day and saw thousands in the streets. The people had started the march without us! They had heard the call to nonviolent action; they had taken the reins and were on the move together, peacefully making their point. We were technically the “leaders,” but our duty at that moment was to follow. The people were marching to the voice of one spirit that was uniting them to work for change through the power of peace, and I couldn’t have been more proud.


What is the purpose of a nation if not to empower human beings to live better together than they could individually? When government fails to meet the basic needs of humanity for food, shelter, clothing, and even more important—the room to grow and evolve—the people will begin to rely on one another, to pool their resources and rise above the artificial limitations of tradition or law. Each of us has something significant to contribute to society be it physical, material, intellectual, emotional, or spiritual. Each of us is born for a reason, to serve a divine purpose. If the structures of our lives do not contribute to that purpose or if they complicate our ability to live, to be free and to be happy, or even worse, if they lead to the confines of oppression, then we seek change, sometimes radical change, even revolution, to satisfy the yearning of our souls.


If we believe in the divine essence of all human life, then we must allow that the same essential spirit rests at the core of all our collective action, including the work of government, as well as the action of protest. The collective power of the people is not only a material, emotional, and economic resource, but it is a spiritual force as well. As we look back on our national story we can see many accounts of “man’s unending search for freedom,” as President Lyndon Johnson once put it. It is a struggle not only against the oppression imposed by human beings on one another, but it is an inner struggle of the American soul to free itself from the contradictions of its own fallacies about the nature of true democracy, freedom, and equality. In our individual lives we grow through learning from our mistakes. As a nation we evolve by contending with the consequences of our decisions to reach that point where the collective mind is not tempted by injustice. Those of my philosophical framework call this process “building a Beloved Community.” We defined it as a society based on simple justice that values the dignity and the worth of every human being. When we arrive at the place where we as a people live in the light of that kind of consciousness, then we will have reached a point where we can finally put down the burdens of hate, violence, and division. Until that day, struggle is inevitable because tension motivates the imperative to change.


The restless call for change blew constantly through my mind and disturbed my peace as a boy growing up in the cotton fields of Alabama. I was like a little wisp of dust wafting in a sea of adversity, a black boy trying to get the kind of education that would lead to better opportunity crashing against the rock-hard heart of the Jim Crow South. That was a bitter, harsh experience that made me feel as though the world was set against me. I think that is how some people feel today struggling against the worst economic odds we have seen in eighty years, losing their homes, their jobs, and their pensions. They can’t seem to get ahead. The deck seems persistently stacked against them.


I understand the sense of helplessness and hopelessness that can surround a people who feel thwarted at every turn. I could not have been farther away from the halls of Congress or the chambers of the Supreme Court as a small boy in Alabama. Back then I could not choose my seat on a bus or sit down at a lunch counter to eat, and blacks certainly didn’t have the access to vote. No provision had been made for me and others like me to communicate the dictates of our conscience to the leadership of a nation. We had to build that road ourselves. We made a way out of no way to free ourselves from oppression and bring an American society one step closer to realizing its pledge: “one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”
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“The difference between what we do and what we are capable of doing would suffice to solve most of the world’s problems.”


—MOHANDAS GANDHI


 


Each generation must continue to struggle and begin where the last left off. The Occupy movement represents a growing sense of discontent in America and around the world. These human beings represent a growing feeling of dissatisfaction that the community of nations is spending the people’s resources on more bombs, missiles, and guns and not enough on human needs. People are crying out. They want to see the governments of the world’s nations humanize their policies and practices. They want to see business leaders and their corporations be more humane and more concerned about the problems that affect the whole of the world’s population, rather than just the overrepresented rich.


The Occupy movement and the Arab Spring are part of the same global action. They may not have begun as focused, prepared, or organized as we were in the Civil Rights Movement, but they are getting there. Every successful movement needs to have achievable goals to give the people involved some victories. That keeps them focused, keeps them going.




I cannot predict what kind of change will come. I cannot offer marching orders for a new band of liberators. But I can boil down some of what I know into an essence that can be molded into the structures that you will ultimately create. That is why this little book is divided into a collection of truths that I have discovered are fundamental to the inner transformation that must be realized to affect lasting social change. I have gleaned these ideas from my own formative experiences, from time spent in the crucible that created a new America, and from the challenges of today. I literally grew up sitting-in and sitting down in protest, on the frontlines of the struggle for social justice in America, and it is my hope that when you read this, you will take away ideas that will encourage you to take action in your own lives and in our world.


The most important lesson I have learned in the fifty years I have spent working toward the building of a better world is that the true work of social transformation starts within. It begins inside your own heart and mind, because the battleground of human transformation is really, more than any other thing, the struggle within the human consciousness to believe and accept what is true. Thus to truly revolutionize our society, we must first revolutionize ourselves. We must be the change we seek if we are to effectively demand transformation from others. It is clear that the pot is being stirred and people are beginning to breathe in the essences of change that will lead the soul to act. Who will emerge at the forefront of this struggle in the twenty-first century? Perhaps it will be you.
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