	Meeting Six: Civil-Rights Reformers 

Summary

Origins of Civil Rights movement 
· " The Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights represent America's first civil-rights movement.
· For many civil-rights reformers, the Constitution and the entire American system are fully valid only if they reflect the higher law of justice, equality, and freedom. 
· The Constitution and all federal and state laws should be evaluated to see if they meet the standards of justice and human rights that transcend the Constitution itself. 
· From the countries beginning there developed a tradition of appeal to higher law against the lower laws that happened to be in place. 
Framework for Action
· The antislavery amendment to the constitution provided the framework for the civil-rights movement. 
· African-American citizens now knew that (1) they had a constitutional right to full protection of the law — a right to inclusion under federal protection; (2) they could make legal appeals to the Constitution and moral appeals to higher law against majoritarian government policies; (3) they could appeal particularly to the federal government against the recalcitrant state governments for reform. 
Discussion

1. How do you respond to the following statement by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.?

If one is truly devoted to the religion of Jesus, he will seek to rid the earth of social evils. The gospel is social as well as personal. As Christians we owe our ultimate allegiance to God and His Will, rather than to man and his folkways. 

2. Contemporary civil-rights activist Jesse Jackson thinks that the current struggle is in "upward mobility":

What real difference does it make to have the right to live in any neighborhood but not have the money to pay the house note? What is the fundamental difference in having the right under law to enroll in any medical school but not have the ability to pay the tuition?

3. Does government have any obligation to force upward mobility within nongovernmental institutions? To what extent should the government bear the responsibility of putting house payments and medical tuition payments in the hands of those who do not have them?

4. If a group of female literary critics wants to establish a publication for the poetic writings of female authors only, should it be charged with discrimination if it refuses to print prose written by males?

5. To what extent is civil-rights reform an adequate Christian political program and philosophy? 

Conclusion

Strength: Cleary, politics and government cannot by reduced to civil-rights reform. But neither can a just political community exist without protection of the legitimate rights and liberties of all its citizens. 

Weakness: When groups begin to appeal, as minorities, for government's backing to give them society-wide access and privileges on the grounds that they suffer discrimination, then civil-rights claims begin to lose all meaning. They simply become part of a general, unbounded, interest-group struggle for control of or access to government power. 
Do we see the battle line? Can black Christians and other oppressed Christians get beyond survival and blame? Can white Christians get beyond charity and the American dream? Can conviction be stronger than culture? Can we, like Zacchaeus, take responsibility for our past because of the presence of Jesus Christ in our lives? Can we pay our dues and move creatively ahead to claim the joy of overcoming past injustice? Can we move beyond racism? Can we seek partnerships with brothers and sisters of another race? Can we be called to a brotherhood like the one described in Proverbs, where "iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another" (Prov. 27:17)?

My hope is in Jesus Christ and the new life he can bring to a person and to a community. We need God's people to declare a salvation that saves people from their personal sin and goes to make them whole and healthy. 

The world is tiring, but we are to endure. The world will become frustrated, but we can have hope. The world will withdraw, but we must strike. We are God's guerrilla fighters, his spiritual saboteurs. We must now go to battle in our communities, armed with the evangelism, social action, economic development, and the burning desire for justice through which Jesus can continue to carry on his quiet revolution. 

—John Perkins, A Quiet Revolution, 1976 
	


