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Special Tribute from Congressman Jackson
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To the God of Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, David,
and Jesus of Nazareth who blessed me with
My Mother
who taught me at an early age to pray, and convinced me
I am never alone. I love you!

In Loving Memory of My Grandmothers:
Gertrude Brown
and
Helen Burns Jackson

To My Father, My Daughter, My Son, and
the 68 Million Men, Women, and Families who have endured
incarceration and the American Journey.

Loving You Always, Thinking of You, Don’t Forget to Pray.

CONGRESSMAN JESSE L. JACKSON, JR.


Preface
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May 28, 2013

Judge Amy Berman Jackson

US District Court

For the District of Columbia

Dear Judge Amy Berman Jackson,

I am Jacqueline Jackson, the mother of five children, one of whom I am writing about, my son Jesse Jackson, Jr. As my son stood before you in your courtroom, in a state of contrition, I wish to thank you for allowing him the time he needed to gain his composure. Your patience also helped my family to endure an extremely difficult family ordeal.

Judge Amy Berman Jackson, as I struggle to compose the words that may help to shape a better understanding of who my son is and to share with you a little about his background, my heart is in a great deal of pain. I am hurting not just for what could be my son’s fate. I am hurting not for my family alone. But I feel the weight of millions of mothers and family members who lack the courage, or the opportunity, or the ability, to pen their emotions regarding our justice system. I believe there should be nonviolent solutions and remedies for nonviolent crimes that do not require the violence of totally removing a person from his or her community.

I feel compelled to seize this moment to ask that you consider a new approach for handling nonviolent offenses. This letter is an appeal for not just my son, but for the chance we may have to construct a more enlightened system of justice—one that is more applicable and appropriate for the twenty-first century. If our national goal is to create a more civil society, should not we seek tools and techniques that attempt to develop men and women into productive contributors to society? Could not the goal of a just and civil society most likely be achieved by a restorative justice system that has as its principles compassion and reparative justice? Restorative justice is an approach to justice or fairness that focuses on the needs of the victims and the offenders, as well as the involved community, instead of satisfying abstract legal principles or just punishing the offenders. Restorative justice is more inclined toward restitution, providing altruistic services within the community affected, and monitoring the behavior of the offender.

Let there be no mistake: all who know me know I subscribe to my mother’s law, “There is only one way and that’s the right way.” I believe completely in reward, punishment, mercy, and redemption. But if there is honest contrition and remorse for a nonviolent crime, restorative justice is a system that exhibits compassion. It also offers a greater guarantee for restored behavior than the punishment-based system with its high level of recidivism. I urge you to view this matter and the fate of my son within the larger context of how the United States compares with the global society and how America treats men and women who are found guilty of nonviolent crimes. When I realized that the United States has 4.4 percent of the total world population but, by some estimates, 22 percent of the prisoners of the world, I understood that this stark reality creates the need for new solutions. I feel our justice system would be well served by such an exemplary decision.

Your Honor, Judge Amy Berman Jackson, my husband was granted a Rockefeller Scholarship to attend Chicago Theological Seminary. With a family of almost three in 1964, we arrived at McGifford House on Woodlawn Avenue in Chicago. By the time my son was born, my husband was attending school and organizing the Kenwood Oakland Community Organization (KOCO) and was its first executive director (an unsalaried position). Because of the success of this organization, and based on the recommendation of Rev. James Bevel, my husband was hired to work for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference for $75. If my memory serves me correctly, that was his weekly salary. To sustain our family, we were given food baskets by our Pastor, Rev. Clay Evans, and his members of Fellowship Missionary Baptist Church, where my son Jesse Jr. chose later to be baptized. I learned to provide the other necessities by frequenting resale shops, lawn sales, learning to preserve and can foods, and sewing and mending things that did not fit. But most of all, I learned to express my appreciation and gratitude for the kindness of others.

Contrary to the belief of many who only see us as we are today from a televised perspective, Jesse Jr. was not born with a silver spoon nor was he born privileged. Jesse Jr., my second child and my eldest son, was born during the turbulent sixties, the period of terrible hatred for Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and those who followed Dr. King and the principles of nonviolence he espoused. Our son, Rev. Jackson’s namesake, inherited his friends and enemies. As a child, Jesse Jr. held jobs waiting tables, cleaning floors, and other odd jobs. Growing up in the shadow of his father, Jesse Jr. has always tried desperately to live up to the expectations we have had for him. I think perhaps he has tried too hard.

I recall how disappointed Jesse Jr. was when he discovered he could not enter high school without repeating the ninth grade. My husband finally convinced him to accept this as his challenge. Rev. Jackson said, “Sometimes you must go down to come up,” and Jesse Jr. prevailed. He completed his undergraduate studies in three years, received a juris doctor degree, and received his master’s degree in theology. His passion for the Word of God led me to believe and hope he would find his niche in theology. However, he chose public service, the United States Congress, and we are proud of his choice and the good he accomplished during his seventeen years of perfect attendance and sterling voting record. I suppose the true testimony of my son’s service was demonstrated by his constituency when he was unable to serve them. The wonderful people of the 2nd Congressional District showed their appreciation, loyalty, and support by reelecting him.

I received a call from my daughter Santita, who requested that I check on Jesse Jr. because she was concerned for him sometime during the last weeks of June 2012. I did as she requested and found my son grossly underweight and in poor health. He asked that I take him to the office because he had an upcoming vote. When I took him to his Capitol Hill office to prepare for the vote, the office was in total disarray, which was most unusual for my son. A security guard approached me and said, “Please take care of Jesse. Last week he collapsed on the floor of the House and was taken to the hospital by ambulance.” My heart sank. No one had shared with me my son’s condition. I called my husband. We told our son to “Come with us. We are going to get help for you.” He did not offer any resistance, which made us know his condition was dire. Everything that has happened since that day is public record. My son is much better now.

My mother says, “There is always some good in all things.” There was a transforming moment during the horrific trial experience. As my son Jesse Jr. faced the judge, he turned around to look for his father’s support just as he did when he had to repeat the ninth grade. His lips shaped the words, “I love you, and I am so sorry.” I shall never forget that moment because my heart leapt. I then realized the joy and love that sustains all mothers. I love my son. May God guide your decision.

Yours truly,

Mrs. Jesse L. Jackson, Sr.
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This book could not be possible without the God Factor. This expression was given to me by the late Dr. Lamont Godwin as I spoke to him about a problem for which I was not optimistic about the result. He said, “Mrs. J, always leave room for the God Factor.” That was about twenty years ago, and it has worked for me. What is the God Factor? It is leaving room for God to manage the outcome in all of life’s situations. Leave room for God in your plans. That has worked for me.

I want to thank my husband of 56 years, Reverend Jesse Jackson, Sr., for his kindness and his patience.

I thank my children, Santita, Jesse, Jonathan, Yusef, and Dr. Jacqueline. When I call their names, I smile inside. To my grandchildren: may God keep you strong.

I thank my mother, who believed in God and taught me to believe. Her belief encouraged me to become the bearer of high expectations.

My mother has always loved her first-born grandson, Jesse Jr., who always had his way with her. Even though he advanced and matured, with him she remained childlike. On every trip, whether it was a vacation or convention, my mother insisted on sharing a room with the boys. And they hated it. She, at the end of the day, would unfailingly become the subject of every disagreement among them. Oh, how we miss her energy!

I would like to thank my three sisters, Mrs. Constance Ward, Dr. Maurice McNeil, and Ms. Betty Magness.

When my son told me he wanted to publish some of the letters, I hesitated. Then, after a few days, I reluctantly capitulated because the letters were not mine. To him, they belonged.

What began as a Mother’s Day gift of privately printed letters to my son blossomed into a peek into the life of a mother who longed for her child.

There are so many I must thank for their devotion to the completion of this project. Ms. April L. Smith and Ms. Nicole S. Jones saw this project through from beginning to end. They understood the intrinsic value in sharing this intimate gesture of connection and communication between a mother and a son with the public. They supported the macrocosmic nature of human support and love embedded in the letters. They pushed me all the way.

To my son’s childhood friends who reached out to support him, I thank you. I am grateful to Attorney C. K. Hoffler and to Attorney Judy Smith and especially to Alanna Ford for collecting all of the letters that were written. I will be eternally grateful to the late Don Harris, who meticulously managed the Congressman’s property and who wrote letters daily. I thank my friend Mrs. Juanita Passmore, who took her letter writing seriously. Mrs. Passmore made certain every word was perfect, heartfelt, and of God.

To my friends Mr. Corry and Dara, who took turns driving me back and forth from Washington, DC to Butner, North Carolina’s Federal Penal Institution: Thank you. We would start out from Washington at 4 a.m. to make it to the facility by 8 a.m., when the doors open. Mr. Corry, who drove me most often, committed to an even greater sacrifice to the extent that he waited outside the facility for the duration of my visit. His only reward, after a quick stop at the nearby Cracker Barrel, was my spirited conversation about all that I had just experienced. For his friendship and dutifulness, I am most grateful.

To the anonymous family who generously shared their quarters with me because I did not know to bring quarters for the vending machine that provided the snacks for our hours-long visit, thank you for your spontaneous kindness.

To those incarcerated as then-residents of Butner Federal Penal Institution who are members of the Nation of Islam and thereby assured me they would look after and counsel my son: May God continue to bless your work within and outside the correctional institution.

To Sister Claudette, also a member of the Nation of Islam, thank you for your dedication in ensuring that my son received a copy of the Final Call newspaper.

To the Calhouns for their multipronged commitment, as they not only provided me with transportation but guidance and hospitality. They would first assist me by picking me up—at times, in Atlanta, then driving me to my hotel in Alabama—even providing me with vending machine quarters. They also took the care to help me navigate entry into the Montgomery Federal Prison Camp into which my son had been transferred. The Calhouns found and provided me with the logistical information necessary to reach the prison via a designated busing system. They transported me to the bus stop by 7 a.m., showed me where to stand in line, and then they too waited hours after my departure for me to visit and return from the prison. They offered me friendship, companionship, and clarity in a daunting endeavor to maintain a connection with my son. For their patience, time, and commitment I am immeasurably thankful.

There is a wide net of constituents of the Second Congressional District of Illinois who supported my son and his family during the highs and the lows. My love and gratitude for them cannot be measured. To the Chicagoans! Thank you for that “Getting Up Spirit.” We are the champions!

For the countless pastors who lent their faith to our family; for my pastor, Reverend Clay Evans; and for my church family, The Fellowship Missionary Baptist Church, who prayed for my family for the duration of my son’s thirty-month period of incarceration, I am grateful. Thank you.

To those who wrote letters of character reference for my son: You shared with me how he impacted your lives and his love for his job.

Finally, my son turned this seemingly rainy period into a second act. Ironically, I taught him to ride the waves, and now he teaches me to surf. Thank you, my son.
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It was a difficult decision for me to arrive at the publication of these letters. On the one hand, they are so immensely personal; on the other, I thought it important to balance the struggles of the desires of men I met in prison, who served far longer than I had, and had never received a single letter.

It is sad to say that most people do not die from biological illnesses or even heart attacks. Most people die from abandonment. However, they still walk, and they still breathe.

In prison, I observed men who were experiencing, and had experienced, abandonment. They indeed were the Walking Dead.

Just after the four o’clock count in federal prison, every inmate would wait anxiously to hear the names called. “Mail call, mail call,” the prison guard would shout. He would then proceed to call out each piece of mail and the inmate recipient.

I would watch men rush to mail call, only to see their heads drop when their names were not called. There I would stand, and on some days, my name would be called ten times. I would look around and see in the eyes of other men both disdain and envy. There were even times that I would let other men share in the reading of my letters, magazines, and periodicals. That they might glean some hope, and even feel as though they were part of a family, and not abandoned.

The letters from my mother provided that comfort while I was incarcerated. She made a promise to me, which I did not expect her to keep. In fact, I was hoping she would not keep it. I wanted to be left alone, and I truthfully did not care if I were forgotten about. I wanted to be out of the media, out of the public eye, even out of my family’s eye. My mother, however, was not going to let that happen.

There is a tremendous amount of shame, blame, and guilt in the life of every person. Some have more shame than blame and guilt, others have more blame than guilt and shame, still others have more guilt than shame and blame. SBG exists in every human life, in some shape or form. It is simply there. It is part of what it means to be human. Rarely, however, do people recognize the SBG in their life.

SBG is the dominant characteristic among the inmate population. I never met a single man in prison who did anything wrong—at least that’s the story they would tell. Blaming someone else and not accepting responsibility for their behavior, no matter how small the part they played, was also a dominant characteristic. Not wanting their children or family members to even know they were in jail is certainly the shame factor. But it is that guilt thing, that self-­debilitating mental condition where a man has to sleep with himself at night, knowing the truth of that which has been privately on display, and in my case publicly.

My mother would tell me to forgive myself. I observed other men who, not having come to terms with their own guilt, had not even reached the phase of self-forgiveness; they were in denial. I learned a lot about myself from them. I learned that I needed to accept responsibility, and in doing so I sought to encourage others to accept responsibility for their behavior in prison.

Prison is lonely. Being removed from people that you love, from your neighbors, for any extended period of time, is extremely difficult. I met men in prison who had never seen a cell phone or laptop.

Time stands still in their lives, however, the cycle of their offense that landed them in the joint is tied to the shame and the blame and the guilt, and the constant replaying, reminiscing of the events in their lives that landed them in the camp or behind the fence.

My mother’s letters came as a soothing light of daybreak to the darkness of the stark reality of confinement. When I first read the letters, I needed them to hold on. After my release, I began rereading the letters for perspective.

Incarcerated men need both hope and perspective.

The hope is as basic as the occasional letter. The hope also comes from rehabilitation, because there is the expectation that one will turn from their wicked ways by accepting responsibility, leaving prison, and writing a very different narrative that includes the forward motion of the true self.

Perspective is equally important. There are 68 million of us. We’ve been through this process with minimal hope of public forgiveness for our very publicly documented behavior. The idea that a man or woman can do what the judge says do, can do what the jury says do, and can even accept responsibility for the behavior but remain a felon for the rest of his or her life, must ultimately be seen by the American people as punishment on top of punishment.

While in prison, I hoped not only to endure incarceration but to persevere and endure the life of a felon.

As I served time, the hope of the touch and the feel of someone from the outside world who is thinking of you was important. My perspective was firm that, as a felon, the rest of my life would be on eggshells, even for something as basic as a traffic stop.

For more than fifty years, my mother has been the matriarch of our family. Just about everyone knows the patriarch. But the matriarch made choices. These letters not only provided me hope, but upon closer reflection, I see the pain and the cathartic and therapeutic representations in my mother’s own words that only a mother could feel.

Loving you . . . Thinking of you . . . Don’t forget to pray. This symphony of words soothed and sustained me on days when nothing else could or would during the dank, murky midnights of my life. Sometimes I questioned God. But I never questioned my mother. Only Mom’s love could resonate through these most harrowing and turbulent times of my life. I read her letters every day; every night; every afternoon. I cherished them. These tender words were my mother’s words in my mother’s pen. She wrote me every single day while I was imprisoned.

Every.

Single.

Day.

Mom’s letters were never interrupted. They always came. I could smell her perfume and what she cooked that day. I could count on them. I could plan my day around them. Sometimes I would receive three letters in one day. How I loved those days. How I love my mom.

I am honored to share this gift of Mom’s letters with you. . . . This is a journey of immeasurable, boundless love.

I am the product of great expectations. When I fell short, my mother, my first love, the beautiful Mrs. Jacqueline Lavinia Jackson, made me believe I still had hope and could still dream impossible dreams, even when it seemed mighty grim. My fall from grace was a long one, or so I thought. Mom instilled her truths, God’s truths, in me every day . . . every single day. It is as if she provided me with a road map to navigate my darkest days of solitude. She was determined.

And even when I did not respond, Mom still wrote. She never gave up. My letters still came. She made a promise and she kept it. “I will write you every day, Son.”

Briefly, I mulled over sharing these very personal letters with you, but something kept tugging at me. I know and wholeheartedly believe that Mom’s letters shall garner the universal appeal they deserve. My wish is, as they have empowered me, they may edify and uplift others. This tome will give others a real glimpse of how a mother’s love, my mother’s love, truly transforms.

I learned a great deal more about Mom during my confinement, and I treasure her even more for making the conscious choice to pour out her heart and for selflessly sharing all the daily aspects of her life with me. It required great discipline and great love—Mom was busy.

Ashamedly, I never stopped to ask my mother how she was daily when I was at the height of my success, yet during my restraint, I learned to reacquaint our love. My mother compelled me to fall even deeper into enlightenment and into God’s great counsel through her letters. And I learned to understand Mom even more. These letters were, for me, the Holy Grail; the Great Manifesto. How Mom rebuilt me through these letters. And I thought I knew everything about my mother. Mom is tough, but oh so very tender. I have the letters. Please do not share this secret.
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