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Douglas Kindschi   director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

In the midst of so much negative news, the 
sad news of the death of John Lewis does 
remind us of this very positive and eff ective 

voice for social and racial justice. It also takes us back to 
that tragic event some 55 years ago when Lewis nearly lost 
his life on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama. 
Refl ecting on it years later, Lewis, age 25 at the time, said, 
“At the moment when I was hit on the bridge and began to 
fall, I really thought it was my last protest, my last march. 
I thought I saw death, and I thought, ‘It’s OK, it’s all right. 
… I am doing what I am supposed to do.’”

Years earlier, he had met Rosa Parks and the Rev. Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., who had inspired him “to get into 
good trouble, and I’ve been getting into good trouble ever 
since.” He was the youngest of the close circle around 
King, fi rst as a founder and president of the Student Non-
violent Coordinating Committee and then as a member of 
the House of Representatives for over three decades. He 
became the nation’s conscience on matters of justice and 
a powerful voice in Congress.

Lewis was motivated by his deep Christian belief and 
considered the civil rights movement a religious phe-
nomenon. Last week, just hours before Lewis’ death, 
another civil rights leader and close associate with 
King also died. The Rev. C.T. Vivian was considered the 
“resident theologian” in King’s inner circle because of 
his deep understanding of the connections between 
the Bible and the political struggle in which they were 
engaged. He was 15 years older than Lewis and died at 
the age of 95.

The Washington Post story on Rev. Vivian tells of his 
encounter with the authorities one month prior to the 
“Bloody Sunday” on the Edmund Pettus Bridge. Hun-
dreds of Black Americans had been stopped from trying 
to register to vote. Vivian confronted the local sheriff  who 
had been blocking the eff ort, wagging his fi nger into his 
face and saying, “You can turn your back now and you can 
keep your club in your hand, but you cannot beat down 
justice. And we will register to vote, because as citizens 
of these United States, we have the right to do it.” Where-
upon in front of the cameras, the sheriff  punched Vivian 
in the face.

Other religious leaders became involved in the 1965 
events in Selma, including Rabbi Abraham Heschel, 
who had met King and others at a conference in Chicago. 
Heschel gave a talk titled “Religion and Race.” His talk 
sought an expansive understanding of God’s work in the 
world and called for kinship with all people regardless of 
race or religion, pointing specifi cally to “a deadly poison 
that infl ames the eye, making us see the generality of race 
but not the uniqueness of the human face. … The Negro 
is a stranger to many souls. There are people in our coun-
try whose moral sensitivity suff ers a blackout when con-
fronted with the Black man’s predicament.”

He continued pointing to the connection between the 
crime of murder, which is punishable by law, and the sin 
of humiliation, which is invisible, saying, “When blood 
is shed, human eyes see red; when a heart is crushed, it 
is only God who shares the pain.” Heschel concluded his 
talk with the quote from the Hebrew prophet Amos, later 
made famous in talks by King: “Let justice roll down like 
waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.” (Amos 
5:24)

Two years later, Heschel marched with King in Selma 
and later recalled that it felt like his “legs were praying.” 
For both leaders, it was a religious responsibility to be 
concerned for all suff ering human beings since they were 
all created in God’s image. King considered Heschel a 
modern-day prophet.

In Jon Meacham’s book, “The Soul of America: The 
Battle for Our Better Angels,” he writes about John Lewis 
based on an extensive interview he had with him in 2015, 
the 50th anniversary of the Selma march. Lewis was born 
to sharecropper parents and dealt with a childhood stut-

ter “by preaching to the chickens on the family farm.” 
Lewis had expected to be arrested in the march and had 
even included in his backpack some fruit, toothbrush 
and some reading material for his use in jail. He had not 
expected a crushing blow to his head causing fracture, but 
he was prepared to die.

Lewis considered the civil rights struggle a battle of 
whether the best of the American soul could win over the 
worst of hatred and fear. Meacham quotes Lewis:

“(W)e must humanize our social and political and eco-
nomic structure. When people saw what happened on 
the bridge, there was a sense of revulsion all over Amer-
ica. … In the fi nal analysis, we are one people, one family, 
one house — not just the house of black and white, but … 
the house of America. We can move ahead, we can move 
forward, we can create a multiracial community, a truly 
democratic society. I think we’re on our way there. … We 
have to be hopeful. Never give up, never give in, keep mov-
ing on.”

Meacham’s newest book, “His Truth Is Marching 
On: John Lewis and the Power of Hope,” is a biography 
of Lewis and will be released next month. In interviews 
reflecting on Lewis’ death, Meacham says, “if we only 
acted on what so many Christians say they believe, but 
so rarely actually put into action, we could in fact create 
that world where justice comes down like waters and righ-
teousness like a mighty stream. For him it wasn’t rhetoric, 
it wasn’t a sermon, it was reality.”

Meacham goes on to say that Lewis “was on that bridge, 
he was in those buses, in that House chamber, because of 
the gospel. He never wavered from that faith.” Meacham 
continues, “There are so many people who look a lot like 
me, who say they are religious, who say they follow the 
Lord … and yet manage to overlook the Sermon on the 
Mount, because folks are more worried about the Supreme 

Court.” Lewis believed in the very end that “there is a 
power to a religious vision of the world that can open our 
hearts rather than leading us to clench our fi sts.”

Can we each catch this vision from John Lewis and 
other religious leaders? Can we never give up, never give 
in? Can we catch the vision from the Sermon on the Mount 
and from the Hebrew prophets as we follow our faith in 
seeking that better community for all people, for all races 
and for all faiths?
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John Lewis joined other religious leaders in the call for justice

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Taylor asks, “What are the benefi ts of some-
one choosing to practice a religion?”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach minister) for 
the West Michigan Hindu Temple, responds:

“Having a spiritual life has many wonderful benefi ts 
for those who seek the transcendent in community. But 
for those who are secular minded, many of those can be 
found elsewhere. There is social science-based evidence 
from the Mayo Clinic claiming that those who actively 
participate in organized religion are better off  than oth-
ers. One report states, ‘Most studies have shown that reli-
gious involvement and spirituality are associated with 
better health outcomes, including greater longevity, cop-
ing skills, and health-related quality of life (even during 
terminal illness) and less anxiety, depression, and sui-
cide. Several studies have shown that addressing the spir-
itual needs of the patient may enhance recovery from ill-
ness.’

“That said, Hindu scripture, the Katha Upanishad, lik-
ens religion to a razor’s edge. It can be a tremendous bur-
den if expressed in a manner in which members are overly 
controlled, or made to feel that they are being punished 
for whatever reason. The questioner asks about joining ‘a 
religion.’ To be clear, not all religions are created equal.

“I have no problem admitting that there are bad reli-
gions. Personality-driven cults that demand unquestion-
ing fealty are in particular quite dangerous.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest 
who serves as adjutant judicial vicar, Diocese of 
Grand Rapids, responds:

“Peace, forgiveness, serenity, simplicity, faith, hope, 
and love to name a few of the many benefi ts that come 
from the practice of religion.

“All of creation refl ects the image of God, and human 
beings most especially, because men and women are cre-
ated in the image and likeness of God (cf. Catechism of 
the Catholic Church, p. 17). However, all creation together 
is only a glimpse of the Kingdom of God. Human beings 
are social creatures and not one can imagine the good-
ness of God in its totality. Sharing our own experiences of 
God allows us to develop a greater relationship with Him. 

Likewise, when others share their experiences of God our 
lives are enriched. The above is rightfully called spiritual 
development and is the reason for the practice and the 
benefi t of being in a religious community of faith.

‘When an individual says to me that he or she may rec-
ognize God while outdoors, I say in reply, ‘Yes, but you 
are only reading the fi rst page of the book, and there is so 
much more to be discovered by sharing faith with others 
in a faith community.’”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All Souls 
Community Church of West Michigan, a Unitarian 
Universalist Congregation, responds:

“As we are currently dealing with a global pandemic, 
I see more people connecting with our religious commu-
nity. People need community in times like these, to feel 
they are a part of something larger than themselves and 
to share the experience with other human beings. For 
Unitarian Universalists, being a part of a community is 
the most important aspect to joining our faith, we need a 
place where we feel we sincerely belong. We seek belong-
ing in like-minded communities. When we are engaged 
in the life of a congregation, we bear witness to one anoth-
er’s rites of passage, such as marriages, birth of children, 
serious illness and death. It helps us to feel connected and 
makes our lives richer.”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired minister of the 
Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, 
responds:

“Reformed and Presbyterian Christians believe that 
fallen human beings make bad and ultimately fatal 
choices, especially when it comes to religion. Whatever 
benefi ts there may be in choosing to believe a lie or engag-
ing in false worship, the end of these things is eternal 
death. We must therefore test or ‘prove all things’ and 
‘hold fast that which is good.’ (I Thessalonians 5:21) Our 
standard of truth and goodness is the written Word of 
God. All things are to be received and practiced if they are 
taught and commanded in Scripture. All things contrary 
to this standard are to be rejected.

“But we also believe that faith and practice are vitally 
connected. ‘Faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being 

alone.’ (James 2:17) Those whose faith is only a matter of 
doctrines and opinions have embraced ‘dead orthodoxy’ 
and deceive themselves. True saving faith shows itself by 
works of love and obedience to Christ. (John 15:14)

“Christ speaks not of benefi ts, but of the high cost to 
be paid by His disciples: ‘In the world ye shall have trib-
ulation.’ (John 16:33) He spells out what kind of ‘tribula-
tion’ He has in mind: ‘Men shall revile you, and persecute 
you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, 
for My sake.’ (Matthew 13:11) Rather than considering the 
benefi ts, Christ advises everyone to count the cost and be 
ready to pay it. (Luke 14:25-33)”
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Our relationship with God can grow with others

On March 7, 1965, a state trooper swings a billy club at John Lewis, right foreground, chairman of the Student Nonvio-
lent Coordinating Committee, to break up a civil rights voting march in Selma, Alabama.   AP fi les

Civil rights leader and U.S. Rep. John Lewis died Friday. 
Lewis announced in December 2019 that he had been 
diagnosed with pancreatic cancer.   Alex Wong, Getty Images
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