
“The Beloved Community is nothing less than the Christian concept of the 
Kingdom of God on earth. According to this concept, all human existence 
throughout history, from Ancient Eastern and Western societies up through the 
present day, has strived toward community, toward coming together. That 
movement is as inexorable, as irresistible, as the flow of a river toward the sea.” 

     Representative, John Lewis 

 

John Lewis Chronological Timeline 
 

Born in rural Alabama during the dark days of Jim Crow segregation, Rep. John Lewis 
rose from poverty to become a leader of the civil rights movement and later was elected to 
Congress. Here is a timeline of some major events in Lewis’ life. 

 

Feb. 21, 1940: Born the son of Black sharecroppers near Troy, Alabama. Living in an isolated 
rural area, Lewis and his family can only manage to attend church two miles away from home 
one Sunday a month. But his mother reads to him from the Bible on a regular basis. From a very 
early age, Lewis is drawn to the “sweep and scope” of the Christian story – from the story of 
God’s creation through the arrival of Jesus to “take away the sins of the world.” 

Summer 1945: Lewis is given responsibility for taking care of the chickens on his parents’ farm. 
He begins administering to his flock and honing his preaching skills. 

1951: Leaving the proximity of his home for the first time, Lewis learns first-hand the realities of 
segregation in the South. Bused 8 miles to jr. high school, he notices how blacks are treated 
differently than whites – unpaved roads, dilapidated school busses, separate drinking fountains 
for blacks and whites.  

Summer 1951: At 11 years of age, Lewis leaves the South to visit family with his uncle in 
Upstate New York. He experiences the 700+ mile journey through the South where blacks can 
experience little or no help in terms of service stations or dining facilities (Green Book territory). 
But once in New York, he also experiences integrated communities where whites and blacks 
coexist in the same neighborhoods and eat and play in the same locations. This convinces Lewis 
that there is hope for an integrated future in the South. 

Spring 1954: Lewis is elated to hear of the Brown vs. Board of Education ruling and expects 
instant results at his school. He is disappointed when nothing changes at all. 

1954-56: Looking to the church to offer some hope, he is frustrated that the two churches he 
attends focus on saving one’s soul for the afterlife but have nothing to offer concerning 
improving this life. But he is soon inspired by Rosa Parks and the Montgomery bus boycott. 



4. November 1956: Lewis finds the spiritual hope he was seeking, listening to Martin Luther 
King, Jr.’s “Paul’s Letter to American Christians” radio broadcast. Using Paul’s voice, King 
said: 

“You have a dual citizenry. You live both in time and eternity; both in 
heaven and earth. Therefore, your ultimate allegiance is not to the 
government, not to the state, not to nation, not to any man-made 
institution. The Christian owes his ultimate allegiance to God, and if any 
earthly institution conflicts with God’s will it is your Christian duty to 
take a stand against it. You must never allow the transitory evanescent 
demands of man-made institutions to take precedence over the eternal 
demands of the Almighty God.”  

Lewis becomes an ardent admirer and supporter of King, focusing on improving the lot 
of blacks on earth. He realizes that the world into which he has been born requires “the 
revolutionary energy that had driven the apostles and saints of ancient days.” 

Fall 1956: Lewis is accepted as a student at the American Baptist Theological Seminary 
(ABT) in Nashville, Tennessee, a school that allows students to work to pay their tuition 
and related costs.  

Fall 1957: When Lewis applies to Troy State University, he is not offered the courtesy of 
a reply to his application. Lewis writes to Martin Luther King for advice. King responds 
by inviting Lewis to come to Montgomery to speak face-to-face. King, and his associate 
Ralph Abernathy, invite the young Lewis to try to desegregate Troy State, as Auberthine 
Lucy had unsuccessfully tried at the University of Alabama the previous year. King 
promises the support of lawyers working for the Montgomery chapter of the Southern 
Christian Leadership Council. Though Lewis is willing, his parents turn him down due to 
the obvious risks to both Lewis and his family. He grudgingly respects their wishes but 
vows to get involved with civil rights back in Nashville. 

Fall 1959: Long interested in civil rights and inspired by the work of the Rev. Martin Luther 
King Jr., Lewis participates in a series of workshops at ABT on nonviolent confrontation. These 
are organized by the Reverend James Morris Lawson, Jr., a black minister brought to Nashiville 
by Martin Luther King, who draws on the writings of Howard Thurman and others.  The 
following year Lewis attends training sessions with the Highlander Folk School, an integrated 
progressive center born initially after World War One out of attempts to organize the people of 
Appalachia to promote their economic rights. These sessions teach attendees how to successfully 
turn ideas into action. Famous people such as Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King, Jr., Andrew 
Young, Pete Seeger, Eleanor Roosevelt had all attended Highlander at some point. This 
experience convinces Lewis that blacks and whites can work together to eliminate segregation. 

1960-1962: Lewis goes on to participate in sit-ins, mass meetings and the landmark “Freedom 
Rides” of 1961 that tested racial segregation in the South. 



January 1963: Serving as chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, 
aka “Snick”), Lewis arrives in Selma, Alabama, to help register Black people to vote. Eight 
months later and just days after helping Martin Luther King Jr. organize the March on 
Washington, Lewis is arrested for the first of more than 40 times, for civil rights activities in 
Selma. 

March 7, 1965: Lewis is beaten by an Alabama state trooper while attempting to lead an 
estimated 600 voting rights marchers out of Selma on the way to Montgomery in an violent 
confrontation now known as Bloody Sunday. He spends two days in a hospital. 

March 21-25, 1965: Lewis joins thousands of others during the Selma-to-Montgomery voting 
rights march. 

1971: Lewis takes over as executive director of the Voter Education Project, a program of the 
Southern Regional Council. 

April 5, 1977: Lewis, making his first bid for Congress in metro Atlanta, loses to a popular white 
politician in a runoff. Later that year he is appointed by President Jimmy Carter to direct 
ACTION, a federal volunteer agency. 

Oct. 6, 1981: Lewis wins his first political office with his election as a member of the Atlanta 
City Council, where he serves until 1986. 

Nov. 4, 1986: Lewis is elected to Congress representing Georgia’s 5th District, which includes 
much of Atlanta. He was re-elected 16 times, most recently without opposition in 2018. Only 
once did he receive less than 70% of the vote. 

2001: Lewis receives the John F. Kennedy Profile in Courage Award for Lifetime Achievement, 
one of a multitude of honors, including the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest 
civilian honor, presented by President Barack Obama in 2011. 

April 27, 2009: Lewis and four others are arrested in Washington during a demonstration at the 
embassy of Sudan, where they were protesting the expulsion of aid workers amid a humanitarian 
crisis. 

March 8, 2015: Lewis joins Obama, former President George W. Bush and thousands of others 
in Selma at the commemoration of the 50th anniversary of Bloody Sunday. 

June 22, 2016: Lewis leads a Democratic sit-in on the House floor to protest inaction on gun 
control measures. 

Dec. 29, 2019: Lewis announces he has been diagnosed with advanced pancreatic cancer. 

July 17, 2020: Lewis dies at the age of 80. 

 


