
John Lewis – Activist, Politician, Ordained Minister 

 
We recall the civil rights movement of the 1960s as a political struggle to end legalized 

segregation.  Most of us knew it as a political movement; however, from the leadership and 

training of those involved, it becomes clear that it was a Christian movement utilizing Christ’s 

principal teaching to love our neighbor.  Last year during lent, our small group read “Across that 

Bridge” by John Lewis, which was written by him as a reflection on aspects of his life and to 

provide “a vision for change and the future of America.”   

 

Reverend Lewis is best known for serving in the US House of Representatives from 1987 to 

2020 representing the 5th district in Georgia.  Most of us may not have learned that he was also 

an ordained Baptist minister with degrees in religion and philosophy from Fisk University. He 

began preaching at age 5 when he would preach to the chickens on his farm.  Those chickens 

must have worked hard, as later in life, he was a powerful and engaging speaker.  

 

He dedicated his life to making “good trouble” by working tirelessly for equality and nonviolent 

social change.  He co-founded the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), 

training activists to incorporate Christian values in protest and action.  There was great emphasis 

on teaching the protestors the importance of non-violent activism, not retaliating, and loving 

their enemy.  Many of the prominent leaders of the civil rights movement were ordained 

ministers, many of whom were influenced by the theology of Howard Thurman. Their influence 

kept the focus on its non-violent roots, despite the dissent of some who advocated for retaliative 

violence.  In his book, John Lewis clearly describes the movement as a religious movement 

based on the love of the enemy and neighbor.  This is demonstrated in the passiveness of the 

students sitting at lunch counters being slapped, spit upon, and insulted, yet calmly sitting 

silently and making no movement to protect themselves or to threaten.  Lewis participated in the 

lunch counter sit-ins and later was a leader in the Freedom Rides initiated to end the segregation 

of buses and bus stops throughout the south.  He suffered several severe beatings and arrests for 

his activism.  Despite severe injuries, he never retaliated nor spoke ill of his persecutors.  He 

strictly spoke the truth to power without insult or derision.  Elwin Wilson, who severely beat 

Lewis in 1961 when he tried to enter a “whites only” waiting room, publicly apologized to Lewis 

50 years after the beating.  In his book, Lewis states, "I said to him, 'I forgive you.' I don't have 

any ill feelings, any bitterness, any malice. He hugged me. I hugged him back. He cried a little, 

and I cried."  

 

Lewis exemplifies how we should work to effect change in the world, not by bullying, belittling 

or insulting, but by speaking the truth respectfully and lovingly.  Check out his book.  You can 

borrow a copy from the EmbRace Book fair in the narthex.  You will be glad you did.   

 


