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Never afraid 
 
Yesterday morning, the church service at First Baptist in 
Montgomery started the way so many church services 
start – with warm hellos and plenty of donuts and coffee in 
the church basement. 
But then I met an elderly man who told me he had been in 
that basement for 11 hours in May of 1961, along with 
hundreds of people, while a mob outside tried to burn 
down the church. 
 
This was Dr. Ralph Abernathy’s church, the Brick-a-Day 
Church. It had been a center for civil rights organizing, and 
a sanctuary for Freedom Riders and others in the 
movement who were under attack. 
 
The elderly man described the calls from the church phone, 
placed by Dr. King to Attorney General Robert Kennedy, 
asking for help. He said that at first Kennedy had promised 
to call out the National Guard, but the Guard was local, and many of those men were now part of the mob. 
The people trapped in the church needed the Army, and Kennedy promised to send it from a military base 
several hours away. So the man described what it was like to wait in the sweltering basement, listening to 
the mob outside.   
 
After the church service, I spoke with Rep. John Lewis about that night. I asked him if he had been worried 
that Kennedy wouldn’t send troops. A mob was upon them, and help was far away. But John Lewis said, “I 
was never, ever, ever afraid. You come to that point where you lose all sense of fear.” 
 
Four years after the siege of First Baptist, 25-year-old John Lewis had already faced beatings and threats 
as he prepared to march from Selma to Montgomery on March 7, 1965. On the day that became Bloody 
Sunday, the day John Lewis was beaten to the ground and his skull was fractured, he faced it fearlessly, 
carrying a backpack containing a toothbrush, an apple, and books on religion and politics. 
 
On Saturday, Bruce and I sat behind John Lewis on a bus from Montgomery to Selma to the ceremony 
honoring the 50th anniversary of that march – on the same road the marchers took from Selma to 
Montgomery. John Lewis pointed out every marker along the way: the airport where people arrived to join 
the march, the places where they camped, the hospital where people took refuge, until we reached the 
Edmund Pettus Bridge, where John Lewis had nearly died. 
 
John Lewis told us that his parents didn’t want him to get involved in civil rights. They didn’t want him to 
cause trouble. But he had done it anyway. Sometimes it is important to cause necessary trouble, he told 
us. 
 
In the past half-century, thanks to the necessary trouble of heroes like John Lewis, our country has made 
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great progress – but not enough progress. There are those who want to take away votes, those who want 
to make it harder to get an education, and those who believe that justice and dignity are reserved only for 
some people. 
 
The Supreme Court has now struck down a key section of the Voting Rights Act. Too many young men 
have died in police custody. And the grinding heel of poverty has borne down harder on children of color. 
We celebrate the brave people of Selma, but it is up to US to make change now. 

• It’s up to us to make sure every child can walk down the street free from fear and distrust. 
• It’s up to us to ensure our justice system works fairly for all Americans. 
• It’s up to us to make sure our government and our political system serve not just the richest people and 

the most powerful corporations, but that our government serves ALL people. 
• It’s up to us to build a future so that ALL of our children have the opportunity to succeed. 

As Bruce and I left the Pettis bridge on Saturday, Juanita Abernathy, Dr. Abernathy’s widow, took my hand. 
She leaned in and said, “It’s not about politics. It’s about what’s right.” 
 
We spent this weekend learning more about the civil rights movement and about the work to be done. It’s 
profoundly important work. But for me, this trip was also a chance to hear first-hand about courage and 
deep faith, about the certainty of what must be done, and about the willingness to take it on.    
 
The power of Selma is hope – hope that change can happen. It's not a passive hope, but a hope that 
demands that we make the necessary trouble that will build a better world. 
 
Thank you for being a part of this, 
 
Elizabeth 
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