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The Rev. James Lawson attends a USC School Of Cinematic Arts

We were privileged to know James Lawson,
a leader who inspired Martin Luther King Jr.

Your Turn
Clarence B. Jones and Andrew J. Young
Guest columnists

ach of us was blessed by our close relationship with the Rev. Martin Lu-

ther King Jr. and our close friendship across six decades. At 93 (Dr.

Jones) and 91 (Ambassador Young), we have each been blessed with lon-

gevity denied to our dear friend Martin, who was assassinated on April
4,1968, at the age of 39. Today, we mourn and remember the Rev. James M. Law-
son, a moral leader of unparalleled stature and unshakable courage.

Lawson’s recent passing is an enormous
loss for civil rights, for our country and indeed
for the world because of his steadfast, un-
shakable commitment to nonviolence and the
principles and precepts of Mahatma Gandhi
and the work of King.

Lawson’s central importance in the Black
freedom movement in the United States can-
not be overstated. More than any other figure,
Lawson brought the philosophv and methods

of Gandhian nonviolence to King personally
and to the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference, in which we were both honored to
serve. Lawson trained the Nashville students
and clergy who became leaders in the sit-in
movement of 1960 and the Freedom Rides of
1961, including John Lewis, Diane Nash, Ber-
nard Lafayette and the Rev. C.T. Vivian.

See LAWSON. Paae 9B

presentation of “The Power of Film to
Create Social Change” panel discussion on Feb. 7, 2012, in Los Angeles. VALERIE MACON/GETTY IMAGES

MOURNING A MAN
OF PRINCIPLE
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Defining the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee

When the great civil rights organizer
Ella Baker invited Black college stu-
dents to an April1960 gathering at Shaw
University in Raleigh, North Carolina,
Lawson drafted the statement of pur-
pose for the transformational organiza-
tion that emerged, the Student Nonvio-
lent Coordinating Committee.

Lawson’s statement was infused by
Gandhian commitment that defined
SNCC’s early years: “We affirm the
philosophical or religious ideal of nonvi-
olence as the foundation of our purpose,
the presupposition of our faith, and the
manner of our action. Nonviolence as it
grows from Judaic-Christian traditions
seeks a social order of justice permeated
by love.”

In 1963, these streams came together
as Dr. King decided to align with the Rev.
Fred L. Shuttlesworth in an intensive
nonviolent campaign to desegregate
Birmingham, Alabama, a city where the
large African American community ex-
perienced entrenched systemic racism
and pervasive violence.

On Jan. 10, 1963, Dr. King called a
meeting of his inner circle of advisers to
plan the Birmingham Campaign, which
we called “Project C” for confrontation.
About a dozen of us met at Dorchester
Academy near Savannah, Georgia.

Two weeks ago, three of the partici-
pants in that meeting were alive; this
week, following Lawson’s passing, we
are the only survivors.

MLK praised Lawson’s ‘noble’
ministry

At the Dorchester meeting, as in all
conversations with King and colleagues,
Lawson insisted on the purity and disci-
pline of nonviolence, and the unity of
means and ends, as the organizing prin-
ciple for all of our desegregation efforts.

Five years later, in early 1968, it was
Lawson who invited King to Memphis to
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The Revs. James M. Lawson, left, and Martin Luther King

i

Page : B09

Jr. hold a news conference on March 28, 1968, in Memphis.
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demonstrate his support for the nonvio-
lent campaign of local sanitation workers
for human dignity and economic justice.
In his final speech, given at the Mason
Temple on the night before his assassi-
nation, King praised Lawson’s “noble”
ministry: “He’s been going to jail for
struggling; he’s been kicked out of Van-
derbilt University for this struggling; but
he’s still going on, fighting for the rights
of his people.”

Inspiring countless students and ac-
tivists, Lawson sustained this struggle
for human rights as a Methodist minister,
professor, strategist, organizer and apos-
tle of Gandhian nonviolence throughout
his life until the day he died on June 9, at
95 years old. No one has had more influ-

ence and impact as a practitioner, teach-
er and trainer of nonviolent direct action.

Lawson’s legacy is etched in the lives
of all Americans who have participated in
and benefited from the long march to
achieve racial and economic justice in the
United States. He was the soul of the
nonviolent Black Freedom Movement, an
unparalleled moral inspiration for King
and for each of us, and for every major
civil rights leader in our country.

When a great man dies, we often say
that the tallest tree in the forest has fall-
en.

As we remember Lawson, we recog-
nize that the forest itself has fallen.

Walt Whitman’s poem “O Captain! My
Captain!” mourned the death of Abraham

Lincoln. Today, as we mourn the loss of
the Rev. James Lawson, we remembei
our great mariner. Never distracted, Law-
son kept his eye on the sky and the sea
always reminded us that nonviolence is
the only path to love, justice and the “be-
loved community.”

May his memory be a blessing.
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