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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.
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