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Conversation with John Perkins

John M. Perkins in conversation with Charles Marsh: Let Justice Roll Down
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Charles Marsh: Good Evening, Ladies and Gentleman. It’s so nice to have you here for
this extraordinary event, one that I am very excited about: a conversation with activist,
pastor, writer, civil rights hero and a very close friend of mine, Dr. John Perkins. So
welcome to all of you. I would like to say at this point, if you have a cell phone, if you
don’t mind turning it off, or muting it, or whatever you can do to keep it from ringing at a
very important moment in the conversation.

John M. Perkins in the founder of the Voice of Calvary Ministries in Jackson,
MS and in Menden Hall and the founder of the John M. Perkins Foundation for
Reconciliation and Development in Pasadena, CA and in Jackson. Dr. Perkins was born
mnto a Mississippi sharecroppers family in 1930 and has been the recipient of'a Ford
Foundation grant and fellowship. He has lectured at hundreds of colleges and universities
around the United States, including Harvard, Stanford and now UVA. A third-grade
dropout, he has been awarded 13 honorary doctorates. Over the years of his influential
ministry, Dr. Perkins has appeared as a speaker at the Billy Graham Crusades and at the
Urbana Youth Leadership Conferences and has served on the board of such organizations
as Bread for the World, Koinonia Partners and the Black Evangelical Association. His
writings on faith, racial reconciliation and poverty have appeared frequently in
Sojourners and in a variety of evangelical and mainline publications. His memoir, Let
Justice Roll Down, published in 1976, became a religious bestseller, an achievement
inspired in part by the accolades of Oregon senator Mark Hatfield, who referred to Dr.
Perkins as a modern saint. Among his numerous works, I would also want to mention the
important book on social theology and community building called A Quiet Revolution,
which my class this semester is reading and all of the participants in the Spring Institute
for Lived Theology are reading. And [ will also shamelessly note that Dr. Perkins and I
have recently co-authored a book, which we published by Intervarsity Press in September
and which has been for me, I would say, the happiest collaboration of my writing life. In
his 8™ decade, he continues to be a prophetic voice for rebuilding distressed and excluded
communities. In December 2005, in protest in Washington DC against cuts to food
stamps, he was arrested with a number of other Christian activists at an event organized
by Call to Renewal for blocking the entrance to a Congressional office building. Today
he serves as the number one cheerleader for the John M. Perkins Foundation, where his
youngest daughter, Elizabeth, is the executive director for the Foundation. And I would
like to say how wonderful it is having you here this evening Ms. Perkins if you could
stand up and acknowledge your presence, thank you. (4pplause). I would also like to
point out that Dr. Perkins’ grandson, Jonathan Perkins, is a first-year law student at the
University of Virginia. I met Jonathan when you were four or five years old, running
around Antioch, the son of the late Spencer Perkins, a dear friend of mine and to many of
you. Nice to have you Jonathan, give a—give a shout. (Applause.)

So it is with great delight that I welcome you to the University of Virginia, and I
look forward to this conversation. I would like to say that the format of tonight’s event
will be conversational but hopefully it will be an opportunity for Dr. Perkins to tell his
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remarkable story, which some of you know, many of you don’t, all of us would like to
hear again. A brief overview if you will. We will have a 45-minute time for conversation
and then we will have another half hour for question and answers. During that period,
we’ll have ushers in both aisles who will need to give you a microphone before you ask a
question. So thank you again for being here. (4pplause.)

Dr. John Perkins: Can I say a word before you-?

CM: Yeah.

JP: Wow. Well, I'm really honored to be here. Outside of my coming to faith in Christ
and marrying Vera May and her giving me this heritage of eight children and two grand
and two great-grand, my friends—I live at the mercy and thanksgiving and the gratitude of
my friends. And I've been doing this now for 48, 9 years. I'm not angry with any of ‘em.
And I have lived at the grace of it. Sometime I’'m misunderstood because of the gratitude
and the freedom that my friends have made for me. And I would consider you folks here
to be some of those friends and some of ‘em, I'm looking at ‘em in the room here, and
others. And I would, you know, it’s a great freedom and I might get to that tonight. I
think the reason I've been able to persevere in life—I think some folks’d call it success,
but I call is persevering—has been because of the freedom and the support and the restrain
and the relationships have been deep enough that I could hear them and be in a sort of
fellowship with them. So I consider being here with you is a great honor. You honored
me, and you know, I like all of these other honors, I have to tell the truth about that
(laughter) but the real honor goes to my friends. And I take that from this passage,
“Give™—and to me it’s myself and my faith—Give and it shall be given unto you.”
Pressed down, shaking together, running over, people, human, man give back. And it has
not been a miracle in my friendship, it has been people, real people, just absolutely
involved and some of the drive that I have now at 78 is a greater drive, I get the same
energy, I think I've been moved by the issues, the problems, the poverty, the injustice. |
think I've been moved by that and I think that drove me along. I don’t know whether or
not that is driving force in my life now. I think maybe the driving force in my life has
been my friends, who have allowed me to do that. So I think I’'m living more now in
gratitude, I think that gets me up in the morning, that pushes me, that I've had these
almost fifty years of absolutely grace. My kids went to college and now my grandkids,
like Jonathan and others are going to college, so it hasn’t been, my friends have not let
me down. And so, you’ve really honored me being here, for me being here but for you
being here, tonight and 1 just wanted to say that. I consider you Mark, 1 consider you
Charles, and of course Mark, and there’s been that quality, there’s been that quality of
friends that have called me to be able to persevere has both freed me and restrained me,
because of their love. And so I just thank you for being here.

CM: Dr. Perkins, you were born in 1930, the sixth child to Maggie Perkins, the fifth to
survive, and raised on cotton plantations in Simpson County. You wrote in your
wonderful memoir, Let Justice Roll Down, that your earliest memory is of a winter
afternoon and the close gray sky and a small house on a dirt road. In the memory, your
grandmother sits inside the house, sewing a quilt to keep the children warm. You're
standing in the front yard, chopping wood for fire, occasionally carrying small bundles of
sticks to the porch. Your family farmed on halves, moving from plantation to plantation
with the changing seasons, according to the shifting demands for cheap labor. Like most

PDF Primary Documents Page 3



rural African-American children, you were put to work in the field, picking cotton
alongside your grandmother, aunts, cousins and sisters, waking up before first light and
returning home after sunset from September to November; riding to and from work in
large open-bodied trucks, as you wrote in your memoir, just like hogs and cattle. Can you
share with us what the world looked like to you as a child coming of age in this brutal
and oppressive society?

JP: Let me see where to start here, and you might want to ask me the question again
(audience laughs). No, no, for focus, because again, I got all of that very clear in my
mind. I love hot weather, I love, I coulda lived in the California desert. I think it’s
because of the harshness and the kind of shacks we live in, the plantation-type houses that
had one boarded up and another board. When that board would fall, come off the house,
the icicles on the one of them would be on the inside of the house as well as outside the
house. And the misery of being cold and the misery of standing by the fireplace, all of
those things was vivid to me. But I think what had come alive and what had come alive
when I was writing With Justice For All, Let Justice Roll Down, 1 was talking to an old
lady who had been living in the community on the same plantation—no, on another
plantation, when I was a (indistinct). And they talk about my mother died of a disease
that had to do with efficient, efficiency and they wrote on her birth certificate, in fact that
disease has been eradicated. And I was drinking, I was sucking her breast right up until
she died, probably taking the nutrition that she needed for her own survival. And then she
died and I sat down and this old lady found an old lady who lived down the street and
they did have a milk cow. We didn’t have a milk cow because the plantation owner
would not allow his people to have milk cows on the plantation. But then she started
bringing him, bringing down for me, she tells me this, a quart of milk. And they begin, I
was nothing but skin and bone and she began to see me recover, recovery. And I
remember her telling me that when we were doing the research and I said to the lady, by
his time, you know, I'm pretty well known, 1 said, “What happened to her?”” Then she
tells the story of my hometown about this lady died a slow death because they didn’t have
a doctor, there hadn’t been a doctor in 12 years in my hometown of (indistinct) and I just
sort of said, “That will come to an end.” Of course, we built a health center there. And I
guess one of the things that confronts me each day of my life is, you know, I sort of got a
funny feeling of looking forward to heaven, you know, I've never seen a picture of my
mother. And of course I, with Spencer being there, you know, I don’t see it as a bad deal,
but what drives me too is I imagine she gonna say to me, my mother, “What did you do
for other people like me?” I think, “What did you do for other people like me?” I think
that’s, so this idea of the poor, it’s so deeply rooted. I’'m not poor, I haven’t been poor
since I was an adult and we’ll talk more about that. I was bent on breaking out of that, but
I think that that is a big driving forward, because I would like for her to say too, “Well
done.” Naturally, I want Jesus to say it, but I would like for her to say it too. In my, so |
think now I'm ready for the question. (Laughter).

CM: I think that was a wonderful answer.

JP: Is that-? I think that kind of poverty, it’s that kind of poverty, it’s that kind of
condition and it’s also driving me now toward the Mississippi Delta, because now we
have a whole generation of people who were victims of that kind of a poverty. And that
they, who was much like me, did not get an education. And that now they are in desperate
need. Mississippi Delta probably represent, in a sense a little different from it, the Native
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American reservation. Because of the shape of it, because they in the little town in
Mississippi. So that is another one of the driving concerns that I have.

CM: Dr. Perkins, the folks who created this evil system called Jim Crow, southern
segregation, were by and large white folks who called themselves Christians. And I'm
wondering as a child and as a young man, if you thought about that? When you passed
the white church, did you think, “What’s going on in that place?”” and how you can to
terms with that fact?

JP: Well, I don’t think I, T think T early on, because we, we too, our family was, while we
was sharecroppers, we was also bootleggers and gamblers (/aughter). And I, and so we,
we, we did not see, I did not see religion early on as relevant to society. I could not
understand why black folk were Baptist because all the white folk were Baptist (more
laughter). And early on, I would see all these signs, “Religion Tonight,” the revival at all
these big churches, “Everybody’s Welcome.” Well, if I went there woulda been a riot. So
early on, I sort of felt about the church, the totality of the church, because black folks,
when 1 did go, we was not religious people now so I didn’t have much contact because
for us it was sort of written off, but also out of my own desire to explore that people, but
with moonshine and (indistinct) and bootleg and gambling, I did not see religion as being
relevant to the behavior of a people, so I sort of saw it about the same way as Karl Marx
saw it. I didn’t know enough about, I didn’t know Karl Marx. I learnt about that later, but
I think I woulda been, I woulda been the same way about religion, that it was, you know,
that’s been affirmed. All of the outstanding killing in Mississippi, that it was always a
Baptist minister involved in it. They just convicted one, last one, a few months ago. And
so I did not get the virtue of religion, neither did I see the meaning of it until after [ came
to Christ and I was truly saved. So I didn’t think of it as a religious, I didn’t see, I thought
of it was the white, black folks struggle for their dignity and as an outlet for their
emotion. White folks using it to reaffirm their plantation ownership, so I did not see the,
see the virtue in religion.

CM: In 1947, your brother was murdered by a police officer of the town of New Hebron.
He had returned home from the World War II a purple heart and a decorated, survived
extensive combat wounds, and he died in your arms as your uncle, I think, searched for a
hospital that would treat African-Americans. You said in your memoir Let Justice Roll
Down that your mind was frozen into a numbing blankness and that after that there was
rage and anger and you resolved to leave Mississippi once and for all. You ended up in
the coastal town of Southgate California, and found work at the Union Pacific Foundry.
And after the war, the Korean War, you and Vera May settled in Monrovia, CA, and you
gave yourself fully to your twin ambitions: making money and forgetting the bad
memories of life in the deep South. You got a job as a janitor in the supermarket chain
called “Shopping Bag” and you so impressed the manager with your work ethic that you
soon moved up the welding shop and eventually into equipment design. Settling into the
comforts of the black middle class, in a spacious new home, you tried not to think too
much about Mississippi and the life you had escaped. So why on earth did you and your
family move back to Mississippi in 19607

JP: Yeah. (Laughter). Yeah, it was. .. that’s a good question. (More laughter). When |
came to faith, it was, you know a little bit about that. Growing up without a mother,
growing up without a father in our life, growing up in a big extended family, my
grandmother had been the mother of 19 children, we was not influenced by Christianity.
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So the whole idea of my, so many of my cousins would be these three brothers, brothers
and sisters, they would all have different fathers, different names. But at least they had
their mother. And I was, my mother was dead and my daddy dropped the five of us off
there. My grandmother ended up giving away three of them because she just had too
many, and they, in the family there. And my, my thought—what was the question
following that?

CM: Why’d you go back?

JP: When I came to faith-I know what [ was going to say, that I think my behavior was,
on the plantation when they would ask somebody to go get water, to go to something, I
would always run to get it, if they asked me to do something, because I liked the
affirmation that you would get for obedience. And what I discovered, when I came to
faith in Jesus Christ, what I discovered was what was missing in my life, and what was
my driving force—I was desiring to be love. I had never felt that deep—I find it with my
grandchildren, T find it with my own children, I find it sometime—I think I do better with
my grandkids than I did with my own kids—I find it difficult to, I want to do it, and I think
I do it, [ embrace, but I have to intentionally reach out and love. And so I think my
driving force in life was to be loved. And that Sunday morning, and of course I'm not a
very religious guy, so I don’t use words like “the Holy Spirit told me,” I don’t use that
kind of language. That Sunday morning, though, I know it was God who did that. It was
that Galatians passage that would just compound to me as the good news of the Gospel.
When Paul said, “T have been crucified with Christ, nevertheless I live. Yet not I, but
Christ live in me. And the life that I now live in the flesh, I live by the faith in the Son of
God loved me.” By this time I recognized that Christ had died, of course for the sin of the
world, but it wasn’t necessary for me. But that morning, I realized that there was a God in
Heaven who loved me. And it felt like to me that that God embraced me. And I was
afraid for this God because I was so contaminated and so sinful and he loved me. He
loved me, he gave Himself for me. I think the moment that my life was met, I think
probably had a lot to do with my motivation. The longing I felt, what I'd been missing, I
felt that [ was loved by Holy God. I think that affected me in every area of my life.

And so, after my conversion then to Christ, there was some businessmen in my
town. I got connected with them through a lot of events, I got connected with them—see, it
was a crucial time for 1957, and 1957 is when there was pivot revival going on within
Southern California. In fact, there’s where Billy Graham struck it rich, in Southern
California in the midst of that revival. But it was also, what was the point of that revival
that made it unique? It was after World War II. The missionaries had gone back to Africa
and all over the world, and when I was converted it was during the time of the furlough.
So, when I was converted in that environment, there was this passion among the
missionaries that was coming back for the black people in Africa. And I had thought,
when I was converted—see, I didn’t know nothing about the church, I didn’t understand
all of that and I had not had very much black church experience, not any white church
experience, of course. But when I was converted and come from my background I
thought that what it meant to be a Christian was to be one in Jesus Christ. It was a pivot
time, it was a moment it was an environment, it was a people. And they embraced me. It
was like they were sensing that there was no blacks in their environment. And for me,
I’'m living in the black community, and I thought that’s what it meant now to be Christian
In society.
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And then, they, these men, these businessmen would go up on a Sunday morning—
this is why I came to Mississippi. They would go up on a Sunday morning to the prison
camps in the Sandemas Mountains out there in Southern California, they’ve got just
massive camps out there. And when I went there, they asked me to come and give my
testimony there, and I went there and I shared my background, a little of the testimony
you’ll here today and tomorrow. And when they were speaking, when I was speaking,
right as [ got to the end of my talk, probably a 15 minute talk or less, there was, of course,
it was too many black people there. You know, I was in suburbia LA, I wasn’t in LA.
Arcadia, Monrovia, that area was a suburbia, wealthy area of town. Somewhat for blacks
and white, pretty wealthy out there. And so, but when I went there I saw that 80 or 90
percent of those people were young black people. That sort of horrified me. I sort of
thought of prison as old men and people like that, here was all these black kids there. And
then as I was speaking and was sharing my testimony, two of those young black people,
boys in the back, they must have been about 13, they were just beginning to cry and to
shake, cry and to shake. This is like my first time, I'm just now sharing my own light and
they was so, crying and shaking so, I didn’t know what had happened to them, and as
soon as I sit down, I went back there and sit between them. And I asked ‘em, “What’s
wrong? What’s wrong?” And they said, “When you was sharing your testimony, you was
describing my own life. I grew up without a father.” And here they was in prison. And
here they was, speaking my language, I could hear that, they was family from the south
like me, speaking this sort of Ebonic like I can speak. And then I, and then I realized,
then, that I had lived in Mississippi for all these years—I'm not faulting the Church,
because I hadn’t exposed myself to it either—but I hadn’t heard this good news that Christ
could deliver. And God made that transfer into those guys’ lives, and it was the first time
in my life that I realized that sharing the gospel, that it was possible that God could
transfer, transform and take what I had shared and affect other people’s lives. This was a
discovery and then I began to say, “Who is it that [-who 1s like me? I'm a third-grade
dropout. Who is like me and where can I go?”” And so I began to feel this burden, and by
this time, I was a little bit successful, had a nice home and all that kind of stuff, so I think
that was a motivating forward. I think, [ here—Emmett Till had been killed and there had
been a whole re-re-revival of a need in the South, and my own-my Christian experience
again woke up my own brother’s experience.

And somehow or another, and, I think two things might have happened to me. I
try to sort this out if I’'m doing this all the time. I try to sort this out, I think, too, that
when you're striving for something all your life and discover that you have found it—
love—I think you need a new challenge. I think that this idea of Jesus saying, “If anyone
come up to me, let him deny himself and take his cross and follow me,” I think it’s a part
of a building challenge. And I, I think I was fulfilled. There’s a song in the (indistinct)
that I can’t sing, but it goes something like this “Hallelujah, I have found him who my
soul so long had tried. Jesus satisfied my lonely and through his blood I now am saved.” |
think it was a need for a challenge. I think it was a need for—to enter into. I think T was
free enough from myself, and I think my little bit of hard work and a little bit of
accumulation gave me a little confidence that I was free and that now I could do
something. And so, it didn’t become, it will read out like a sacrifice, and what didn’t
make it a sacrifice is that Vera May eventually joined with me. And then I felt it, the
absolute confidence. I don’t make many decisions—you might think, you might see it-I
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