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Introduction

The Man Who Made me Believe

Al Sharpton

There is a moment in every young person’s life when they encounter someone who makes them believe that the world can be different—that they can be different—and nothing is ever the same again. For me, that moment came because of my mother.

I was twelve years old when my mother brought me to Reverend William Augustus Jones, the great pastor of Bethany Baptist Church in Brooklyn. Reverend Jones was one of the towering figures of the Black church in New York—a prophetic voice, a man of scripture and struggle. My mother saw something in me that she wanted shaped by serious men. Reverend Jones saw it too. And so, he did what serious men of God do when they recognize a spark: he passed it along. He introduced me to Reverend Jesse Louis Jackson Sr.

I was a boy. Jesse Jackson was already a force of nature.

He was young himself, by the standards of movement leadership, but he carried himself with a gravitas that seemed ancient, as if he had been forged in some furnace the rest of us hadn’t yet been near. He spoke, and you did not merely hear words. You felt the architecture of history rearranging itself. I remember standing in that room thinking: This is what a leader sounds like. This is what it looks like when a man has decided, without reservation or apology, that his people’s liberation is worth everything he has.

I became the youth director of Operation Breadbasket in New York not long after that. Jesse had built Operation Breadbasket as the economic arm of Dr. Martin Luther King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). Operation Breadbasket was a campaign to use the organized moral weight of the Black community to demand jobs, demand dignity, demand that American commerce reckon with the people it had spent centuries exploiting. As a teenager running the youth division in New York, I was learning in the most serious school I could have attended. Jesse Jackson was the professor, and the streets of America were the classroom.

What I did not fully appreciate at the time—though I came to understand it deeply as I grew older—was how much Jesse’s effectiveness flowed from his formation in the Black church. He was not a politician who occasionally used religious language. He was a preacher who understood that the prophetic tradition of the Black church was itself a form of political power, perhaps the most durable political power Black Americans had ever possessed. The church had been our refuge and our launching pad, our sanctuary and our strategy room. Jesse never allowed those two realities to be separated. When he stood at a pulpit or a podium, there was no seam between the sacred and the civic. They were one fabric, and he wore it without apology and without confusion.

That integration of faith and action—that insistence that the gospel had social and economic and political consequences that you were obligated to pursue in the world—is something I carry with me every single day. Every Saturday morning at National Action Network (NAN), when the people come and we lift our voices and then we talk about the work ahead, I am drawing from a well that Jesse helped dig.

When Jesse later built Operation PUSH in Chicago, his Saturday morning rallies became something historic. A sanctuary full of people—working people, activists, clergy, young folks who needed somewhere to put their energy—coming together every week to hold power accountable and lift each other up. When I founded NAN decades later, I modeled our own Saturday morning action rallies in Harlem directly after what Jesse was doing in Chicago. I make no apologies for that. You learn from the best, and you build on what they built. That is not imitation; that is lineage. I stand in the direct line that runs from Dr. King to Jesse Jackson to the work we do at NAN today, and I have never once been embarrassed to say so. That lineage is not a burden. It is an honor.

Jesse understood that, too. When he came to Harlem and stood inside our headquarters, he looked around at what we had built—the staff, the history on those walls, the community that had grown up around that building—and he named it himself. He called it “The House of Justice.” That name stayed, because that is exactly what Jesse Jackson spent his entire life trying to build: not monuments, not legacies in the self-congratulatory sense, but actual houses of justice, places where ordinary people could walk in off the street and find someone willing to fight for them.

What people sometimes forget—especially those who encountered Jesse only on television, only in the grand arena of presidential politics—is how practical he was. “Keep hope alive” was not a slogan manufactured in some consultant’s office—it was a theology, a survival strategy, a direct instruction to people who had every reason to give up. Jesse meant it. He lived it.

But the preaching was always in service of the program. This is what I absorbed as a young man watching him work: that the sermon and the strategy had to be one. You could not inspire people on Sunday and leave them without a plan on Monday. Operation Breadbasket understood this. PUSH understood this. His two presidential campaigns, in 1984 and 1988, understood this. When Jesse stood before those Democratic National Conventions and spoke about the suffering of farmers in Iowa and steelworkers in Gary, Indiana, and sharecroppers in Mississippi and young Black men in Chicago in the same breath, he was not being rhetorical. He was building a coalition. He was insisting, years before it became fashionable to say so, that the poor and the working people of every color in this country had more in common with each other than with the powerful interests that pitted them against one another.

I watched him take on the Democratic establishment when it was not comfortable to do so. I watched him go to Syria in 1983 to secure the release of Lieutenant Robert Goodman—a Black naval aviator shot down over Lebanese territory—when the Reagan administration had essentially written the man off. Jesse came home with Lieutenant Goodman. He did not ask permission. He did not wait for the diplomatic machinery to grind forward at its own indifferent pace. He went, because that is who Jesse Jackson was: a man who understood that moral authority, deployed with courage, could accomplish what institutional power would not bother to attempt.

I think about that mission often. I think about what it meant to a young Al Sharpton, watching a Black preacher from Greenville, South Carolina—a man born outside of wedlock, who had known poverty and humiliation, who had been shaped by the church and by the movement and by his own relentless hunger to matter—walk into one of the most complex geopolitical situations in the world and walk back out with an American serviceman. It told me something about the power of moral seriousness. It told me that race did not have to be a ceiling. It told me that if you carried yourself with enough conviction, if your cause was righteous and your preparation thorough, you could sit at any table, walk through any door.

Jesse gave a generation of us that belief.

He is why I ran for political office. He is why I founded the National Action Network. He is why, when people told me that a Black activist from Brooklyn had no business being on a presidential debate stage in 2004, I stood there anyway. Because Jesse had already shown me what it looked like to stand somewhere you were not invited, to refuse the limits other people set for you, and to expand what was imaginable for everyone who came behind you.

But I want to say something about the man behind the movement, because history sometimes flattens people into their greatest hits and forgets what made them human. Jesse Jackson was funny. He could read a room and find the exact line that would break the tension and bring a crowd together in laughter before he brought them back to seriousness. He was warm in private, in ways that the public Jesse—the Jesse of the podium, the Jesse of the picket line—did not always reveal. He was a man who asked after your family, who remembered details about your life that you had mentioned once in passing, who understood that relationships were the infrastructure of movements. You cannot sustain a lifetime of struggle without people around you who genuinely love you and whom you genuinely love in return. Jesse had that. He cultivated it. He knew that the long work of justice was not a solo performance but a communal vocation, and he treated the people in his circle accordingly.

I also want to say something about his resilience, because Jesse Jackson faced criticism—some of it fair, some of it wildly unfair—across every decade of his public life. He was attacked from the right for being too radical and from certain precincts of the left for not being radical enough. He was scrutinized in ways that white politicians of comparable stature were simply not scrutinized. And through all of it, he kept going. He did not retreat into bitterness. He did not allow the weight of other people’s opposition to bend him away from the work. That is its own form of courage, quieter perhaps than the courage it takes to walk into a foreign capital or stand on a picket line, but no less real.

This book spans the arc of one of the most consequential careers in American public life. You will hear Jesse in many registers here: the preacher and the politician; the strategist and the dreamer; the man who ran for president twice and moved the country in the process; the elder statesman who never stopped showing up. What I hope you will take from these pages, beyond the history and the analysis, is the character of the man. The humor. The tenderness. The iron underneath the eloquence.

Jesse Jackson taught me that the measure of a leader is not the offices he holds but the doors he opens for others. By that measure, there are few in American history who stand taller.

He is gone now, and the grief is real. But so is the inheritance. And so is the obligation—the obligation to honor what he built by refusing to let it go dormant, by continuing to speak when speaking is costly, by continuing to stand in places where our presence is inconvenient to power. That is what Jesse would want from those of us he leaves behind. Not eulogies that end at the graveside, but lives that carry the work forward. Not nostalgia for what he did, but action in the spirit of why he did it.

Keep hope alive. He meant that for us. All of us.





“I Was With Dr. King When the Assassin’s Bullet was Fired”

Interview by Arthur Kretchmer

Playboy

November 1969

ARTHUR KRETCHMER: Though the mood of blacks has changed markedly since the death of Martin Luther King, are you still committed, as Dr. King was, to nonviolence as the only way to win racial justice?

JESSE JACKSON: We will be as nonviolent as we can be and as violent as we must be. We should not choose violence first, because it is an inhumane way of dealing with problems. We also do not have the military resources to deal with the American power structure. There’s no sense in facing tanks with a .22 pistol. Our circumstances and terrain would not give us the freedom to use a violent strategy. The ghettos are built like a military stockade. America never needs to actually come in. The lights can be turned off, the water shut off and the food supply stopped. We could be eliminated in the ghetto without anyone even crossing the railroad tracks to get us.

KRETCHMER: Do you mean to imply that if you did have the military resources, you would wage war against white Americans?

JACKSON: I am just pointing out that there is a strong pragmatic case for nonviolence. I am philosophically committed to nonviolence because I think it is the creative alternative and should be used as long as it helps protect and sustain life. It is a creative alternative to the Pentagon, for example. Just as there are forces in this world with a design for killing, so must there be forces with a design for healing.

KRETCHMER: Stokely Carmichael and Eldridge Cleaver, among others, say that unless blacks create their own design for killing, they are going to be killed themselves. Is this an irrevocable split in the black movement?

JACKSON: No. The competition to nonviolence does not come from Stokely or Eldridge; it comes from America’s traditions. It comes from little children seeing cowboys solve their moral problems by killing. The competition to nonviolence comes from the military draft, with its nine weeks’ training on how to kill. The trouble is that nonviolence is so often defined as refusal to fight, and that is the American definition of cowardice. In fact, marching unarmed against the guns and dogs of the police requires more courage than does aggression. The perverted idea of manhood coming from the barrel of a gun is what keeps people from understanding nonviolence.

KRETCHMER: If your life were endangered, could you use a gun?

JACKSON: Yes. Nonviolence does not demand that one develop an absolute, universal commitment to pacifism. That old notion of being in a dark alley and having a man step out with a gun does not apply. Of course, I am going to do whatever I must to get rid of the man and his gun. I preach nonviolence because it’s the better alternative. In that alley, there is no alternative. But peace is the alternative to war, and nonviolence should be seen as the antidote to violence, not simply as its opposite. Nonviolence is more concerned with saving life than with saving face. It is the most sensible way to combat white society’s military oppression of blacks.

KRETCHMER: Do you think white America is actually waging war on black America?

JACKSON: Yes, it’s a war. Sometimes it’s waged by a white army in full military gear, as any weapons count among special riot police would show. But it’s also a war of attrition, a siege, in which the violence takes other forms. To me, violence is starving a child or maintaining a mother on insufficient welfare. Violence is going to school twelve years and getting five years’ worth of education. Violence is thirty million hungry in the most abundant nation on earth. White America must understand that men will steal before they starve, that if there is a choice of a man’s living or dying, he will choose to live, even if it means other men die. These are human reactions, and we cannot assume that black people are going to be anything less than human.

KRETCHMER: Is there a point at which you feel violence would be justified?

JACKSON: If I saw that there was no other way for us to be liberated, yes.

KRETCHMER: For many white people, the most disturbing incident of potential black violence this year was portrayed by a news picture of armed students at Cornell. What do you think about their use of weapons?

JACKSON: They didn’t use them, except in the symbolic sense of warning groups that had threatened them that they were capable of their own military defense. I have doubts about the enduring success of the technique of military defense, but I appreciate the feelings that brought such a desperate mood into existence.

KRETCHMER: Another group that has endorsed violence as a tactic is the Black Panthers, which J. Edgar Hoover has called “the greatest threat among the black extremist groups to the internal security of the United States.” Do you support the Panthers?

JACKSON: I’m very sympathetic to the Panthers. They are the logical result of the white man’s brutalization of blacks. The remarkable thing about them is that they have not conducted any military offenses. They have not gone to downtown America to shoot up white-owned stores. The Panthers are a defense for justice, just as the Ku Klux Klan is an offense for injustice. That’s a qualitative difference between picking up a gun to keep from being brutalized and picking up a gun to inflict brutality. As far as Mr. Hoover’s opinion goes, I don’t think that his perspective is relevant when it comes to the problems that are facing this society—which is surprising, when you consider all the good information he gets. He certainly knows what I’m thinking about and talking about most of the time.

KRETCHMER: Does the FBI keep you under surveillance?

JACKSON: Yes. It’s admitted tapping Dr. King’s phone, and I used to speak with him at least twice a week. The persons he spoke with were also frequently tapped, and I don’t imagine they’ve untapped me, as my activities have increased since his death. But anything they’ve heard me say, if they come around, I’ll be glad to repeat out loud to them. I want to add that I consider Mr. Hoover himself to be one of the greatest threats to our national security. His wiretapping and other surveillance methods violate the principles of democracy. The FBI director doesn’t account to anyone, not even to the attorney general; and, in reality, he heads what is very nearly a secret police.

It’s on this subject of abusive police power that the Panthers are profound. No white community in America has a majority of black police, but black communities are militarily occupied by white police. The Panthers are right to say that the white police should be gotten out, just as the Americans were right in saying, “Get the redcoats out.” We are saying, “Get the bluecoats out.”

KRETCHMER: Aren’t you really saying, “Get the white bluecoats out”?

JACKSON: No. We don’t want white bluecoats, but we don’t want black bluecoats, either. We don’t want to be policed by a supreme white authority, even if the agents of the authority are black. We’re saying that the black community should police itself: The authority for the police should come from the home area, not from city hall, which is alien to us, has never been sympathetic to us and openly supports the police who oppress us.

KRETCHMER: Do you think, as some radicals seem to, that America is a police state?

JACKSON: For black men, it is. Nobody in the black community who’s had the experience of being made to spreadeagle over a car for no reason, or because of a simple traffic ticket, would disagree with that. Some black folks disagree, but that’s because of their lack of experience. If they just keep on living, they’ll confront the reality soon enough. The reality is tyranny, and the tyrant must be opposed. Whether we are called Operation Breadbasket or Black Panthers or niggers, we know who the enemy is. We will gain our freedom by being more willing to die for it than the slave master is to die to keep us enslaved.

KRETCHMER: Do you agree with the controversial Panther demand that all black prisoners be released from prison?

JACKSON: Yes, but there are probably some black men who have been so broken, whose lives have been so twisted, that they would be dangerous to all other men, both black and white, and I suppose they should not be released from confinement, though I would hope that genuine rehabilitation would replace detention. But just as the black community is a colony of white America, and those of us within that colony should be liberated, so should those of us who have been especially victimized by the viciousness of the colonial rules, and tried by the white slave master, be released. All of the black community should be liberated, and that includes those behind steel bars as well as those behind economic and social bars.

KRETCHMER: The subject of black crime preoccupies white America and, in the opinion of some commentators, helped elect Richard Nixon president. Many whites feel that their fears of black crime are completely justified, particularly in the light of your previous statement that black prisoners should be freed. How would you respond to that?

JACKSON: The Crime Commission appointed by Lyndon Johnson showed that most black crime is against blacks. The white folks who exploit us are as safe as a baby in a womb. The black man’s hostility comes from the deprivation and frustration and tension of the ghetto. Most people handle that hostility surprisingly well; and those who don’t, take it out on the nearest target—other blacks. Another reason black men hurt other black men is that the punishment is less than when you hurt a white man. The price for hostility against whites is too high. To talk back to a white boss is to be fired, and to make violent gestures against white people is to invite instant death. So, the hostility that is bred in the ghetto leads to suffering—but mostly by blacks, not whites.

KRETCHMER: The incidence of property crimes by
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