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Dust shimmers on the gray pickups and egg-cratle-@hevrolets as tinsel an i
Christmas lights pierce the dark night. It is D22, 1969, and people are
gathered on Main Street in Mendenhall looking ughtosecond floor of the
jail, trying to see John Perkins through the bara second-floor window.

They can hear children inside the jail.

. Radical
“FAITH

“It's so dirty in here!”
“I'm going to smother up here!”

Eleven-year-old Georgia Ann Quinn is crying in treamp, dark jail, peering out the window to her olde
sister down below. But, like the other young pepple won't leave the cell without Perkins, her istar
and mentor.

About 50 black people are on the street below, soned by John’s wife, Vera Mae, who told everyone sh
could find that they have Brother Perkins, Doug iHoeer and some children in the jail. The group had
crossed the railroad tracks and marched up MageStoward the jailhouse together.

Nearly all Mendenhall’s black leaders are in thenat, holding a vigil below the window. They are all
looking up.

Perkins’ oldest daughter, Joanie, 12, yells outofivina, they're beatin’ up Daddy. And they broke Dsug
glasses.”

Almost 40 in 1969, John Perkins has blue eyesk thligsses, a goatee and a slight stutter. He hae to
the jail a few hours earlier to check on two |laesnagers, Roy Berry and Garland Wilks.

Mendenhall police had picked Berry up and badlyt béa for allegedly calling a white woman on the
telephone. And they arrested Wilks for raisingyoge to a white storeowner instead of surrendetonge
obligatory, “Yassir.”



Perkins is in the cell with 12 children, includifaur of his own, who are fresh from a Voice of Galy
Christmas pageant rehearsal, and Huemmer, a wiiiteteer from Glendale, Calif., who had plans yo fl
back home for Christmas that night. They all canitl Rerkins to the jail because he thought thewallld
be safe from arrest in numbers. He was wrong.

“Stand up!” Perkins yells to the crowd below.

Perkins tells his supporters to calm down and rebsgwhat they are after. He restates the demanitieiof
community: better jobs, better living conditionaypd streets. Then, as he is speaking, the idealfoycott
comes to him.

“Don’t buy one thing from the businesses on Maire&t until they give us our basic human rights!” he
shouts. He tells them they have to take a stanth&nselves because the justice system isn’t worlRight
here. Right now.

Take to the Sky

Beyond the gates of the John M. Perkins Foundaid®31 Robinson Road are open pink flowers and
towering pear trees. The grounds contain the Pg€rianmer residence, the Antioch Guest House, an
amphitheater, the offices, a playground, a commugatden and a recording studio.

Now 78 with holes in his navy-blue polo and dushig brown sandals, Perkins is rocking on the poftie
man known among evangelicals as the father of @mi€ommunity Development smells like sweet olive
oil and gardenias.

Perkins says he doesn’'t want to be like TV evastgebr leaders of large American churches whdtelf
congregants how to live. He doesn’t want to belaleader. “I don’t look at those followers of theos
preachers as very intelligent. | don’t want too snpaople to believe in the way | act,” says thengpdical
with many liberal political and social views.

A third-grade dropout from Greenwood Elementary—dtidlack school that served eight grades near his
home in New Hebron—Perkins learned to read thraugdt he calls the “collective classroom” and thioug
his Uncle Bill's subscription to the Jackson Da\gws throughout World War II. He liked “Sky Kingwith
its “helicopters and monorails of the future.”

Perkins shared a three-room shack on the plantafibir. Fred Bush with his grandmother, Babe Peskin
his five siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles. Hhar, Maggie Perkins, had pellagra, a proteinciksicy
that was supposed to be extinct in the United Stayehe time he was born in 1930.

Maggie died when Perkins was 7 months old.

His father, Jap Perkins, visited him once when idsnwas 4 years old. He stayed for one night, Aechext
day Perkins followed him all the way to the trédiNaturally, we would both go,” he thought then.

But Jap lived with a woman in the Delta who didmént his kids around. Jap and Perkins walked a few
hundred yards, and Jap turned and hit him withiecbvelling him to go back home. He hit him witiet
switch again and again until one of Perkins’ awatie and took the boy back home.

Growing up, Perkins—then called “Toopy"—had to fdodhimself. When he was 12 years old, he and a
friend took a day’s work hauling hay for a whitapiation owner. He thought he would make a dolak @
half or two dollars.



“At the end of the day, he gave me 15 cents! |@tardly believe it. Fifteen cents!” Perkins says.

He didn’t know whether to take the money or nowds afraid. Afraid if | accepted the money, | wbbhate
myself for taking it. Afraid, too, if | didn’t takéhe money, the man would say | was an “uppitypbig
n*gger” or maybe a “smart n*gger.”

He took the money. “I took a long look at what last happened to me and really began thinking about
economics. That man had the capital: the land ladhay. He had the means of production: the wagdn a
the horses. All | had were my wants and my needs-raylabor. So | was exploited,” Perkins says.

Perkins looked up to his brother, Clyde. His granthrar couldn’t afford to raise them all and hadjitee
away his other five siblings, but she kept him lhseahe was the baby and kept Clyde because heldvas o
enough to work in the fields.

His family was known for their bootlegging, gamlgliand overall toughness. “The Perkinses just wduldn
take nothing off of nobody,” Vera Mae says.

At that time, the white leaders sent away “touglaitk boys like Clyde to World War II. Clyde retuthe

with a Purple Heart, several combat awards ancbanrable discharge. He was no longer “accustomed to
his place,” though. War changed his view of selthodnd 16-year-old Perkins noticed the differencéis
brother.

One Saturday evening in summer 1946, Clyde gratileendenhall deputy marshal’s club as it went to
strike him from behind for a second time. The marsiepped back and shot Clyde twice in the stontdeh
died later that night.

“I saw the blue coffin lying open on the red edrigrkins says. He knew if he didn’t free himsetfrh the
cycle, he says, “l would have just adjusted myseHn inferior life. | wouldn’t have to do anythitgit just
exist.”

“I think everyone is born with a little intelligeacbut I think society dumbs them down ... Wherabwa
child, when | was working in the field, | talked noyself. | talked out loud. Always talking, thinkjintrying
to understand,” Perkins says now. “George Washm@@arver did that. He talked out loud to his plaAisd
they talked back to him. He learned what was inthéeplants and turned it into productivity.”

In 1947, the same year electricity came into hisiligs home, his family sent Perkins to Californcafind
prosperity, and to avoid the fate that befell histher.

The Economics of Faith

Raised in that tough family in New Hebron, Perkiasl no concept of God or religion. He thought black
churches with their wailing and waving were jugtemple blindly following others. He thought the Bib
was full of superstition and old wives’ tales. Ha\&d the church of money and success.

In California he found hope, and money, beforedumé@l God. There he made 98 cents an hour—the same a
white workers—at the Union Pacific Foundry in SoGhte as part of a crew that made cast-iron pipes f
sewage and plumbing. It was a major step up fran®$0 dollars per month a black man could expect in
Mississippi.

“I could see glimpses of hope that were once bldakéto me,” Perkins says of his life in Califoani



After some time in the coastal town, he helpedchesv devise a new production line setup that impdov
efficiency. “Under the old system, each crew wauidduce between 90 and 100 pipes a shift. But uthaer
new system, production went up into the thousartus says.

As production increased, their wages stayed thesBRerkins led a strike that succeeded in bringawy
wages and benefits to the Foundry’s workers. “Bxears later, with some of the other things | madage
do, | still look back to that event as my clainfame: pulling that strike together. | never forggo¢ potency
of united action,” Perkins says.

By then, though, Perkins wanted more than paychét&yearned for a faith that is internal rathemth
external.

In 1949, Perkins talked with Vera Mae Buckley adgsPleasant Hill Baptist Church during a visit tevN
Hebron. “I knew | had met the girl | was going tamy,” he says.

Perkins went back to California. He and Vera Maetertetters and made plans. In 1951, Perkins was
drafted into the Korean War. After basic trainitiggy had a whirlwind wedding and honeymoon.

While in Korea, Perkins read everything he couldhge hands on. He learned about communism,
economics and anything he thought would quenclthinist for faith. Perkins got out of the Army innieary
1953. Vera Mae moved to Monrovia, Calif., that sgrear.

Their first son, Spencer, was born in 1954. As $pegot older, he pestered Perkins to go with loifBible
class. Perkins went with Spencer and, over tinaetest to entertain the idea of God existing fotak man.

Perkins began studying with Jack MacArthur of CahBaptist Church in Burbank, Calif., and J. Vernon
McGee, a Presbyterian minister in Pasadena.

By 1958, Perkins was on his way to becoming a Wwmtiwn Christian leader in Pasadena. He was an
ordained Baptist minister and conducted Bible gsiavith people in his community. He befriended ordy
black Christians but white evangelicals. He everaphed at some white churches.

In 1960, Perkins knew God wanted him to return tesidsippi. Neither he nor Vera Mae wanted to come
back. Their by-then five children were happy init@ahia. But, that summer, they returned to Simpson
County to start a ministry.

The following year, they bought a large tent in ethihey held meetings in towns around Simpson Gount
“Not usual ‘tent meetings’ with flashy singers anfig production and all. No way,” Perkins says.

Perkins returned to Mississippi on a platform ofityoevangelism. He wanted to teach young peoplatabo
Christianity, help them go away to a Bible collegel then return to the community as leaders.

Digqging Ditches, Building Hope

Dolphus Weary, now the director of Mission Misgxgsj was standing in the crowd below Perkins’ wiwdo
in Mendenhall that night in 1969. Then 23, Wearg W= first young person to complete John Perkins’
youth program.



“The scary thing about it was if they could lock oy leader, our hero, then what did that mearmhgr of
the rest of us? Could they just decide to do angtliney want to any of the rest of us?” Weary saysng
in his office in the Plaza Building in downtown Baon.

Weary grew up in D’Lo, Miss. He attended HarpertH&chool, which also served as a junior high and
elementary school along with about 500 to 600 bttaklents.

Weary, then 17, met Perkins in Mendenhall in 196#mnvhis friend Leonard Stapleton took him to a tent
meeting led by Perkins and Vera Mae. He was suptis find a preacher who lived in the community. |
the early 1960s, the black church in Mississipps wtill a place where people met to hear a predobwer
50 to 100 miles away and leave an offering, nanatitution that reached out into the community,afje
says.

The black community had little infrastructure. Wherained, the streets were perilous and fillethwi
potholes. When it was hot, the dust settled overyhing.

“He (Perkins) was sick of our people living in disiays Artis Fletcher, another teenager Perkiosiged
into leadership. Fletcher is now the pastor at Mahall Ministries—the ministry that Perkins and his
family started in 1960.

Preaching self-empowerment and community redevedopiiid not mesh with the way black churches had
always done things, though. Perkins was not wekixed.

“It was two-fold: One, it had to do with his messagas a message of community development. So ie som
ways the black church rebelled against his messagkthe white community wouldn’t hear his messatge
all,” Weary says.

Like Perkins, Weary had grown up working in thetaotfields and constantly doubting his self-woikie|
Perkins. “If hopelessness was driving me out ofdidsippi, hatred had driven John out,” he says.

Weary learned that one of the things Perkins did msw Christian was visit California prison canpghe
San Bernardino Mountains. The boys in the campsg wely 13 to 17 years old, stationed there to help
contain fire outbreaks in the mountains. When Parkaw these young men, he knew the problem hiagl to
dealt with at its source: Mississippi.

“I respected him for that choice,” Weary sayswHsn't the one | would have made. Here was a guy wh
had it made in California. He had a good job and maving up in his company. He'd just bought a 13-
room house. ... But he had such a desire to seestlsimgnge, to make a difference.”

Weary took a trip back to California from Missigsiin summer 1964 with Perkins, Vera Mae and their
then-eight children in the summer after his juryiear of high school. There, he discovered a newafay
life, full of possibility. He met the people whodahelped transform Perkins’ hatred into a passiorChrist,
selfhood and community.

“When | got to California and saw orange orchamald #ne ocean and all, it was like an impossiblaudre
come true. | just wondered, ‘What am | doing ouef2€ Weary says.

By 1965, Weary was a high school senior and knewdrged to get out of Mississippi. But he didn'bkn
how.



Basketball became his ticket out. He tried to @aississippi Valley State College, but failecetarn
enough to pay tuition. He got a basketball schbiprto the Prentiss Institute, but his loans wédrekmg
him. Finally, he got an appointment with the coatPRiney Woods Junior College in Piney Woods, Miss.
He promised Weary a basketball scholarship. Blindhgary dropped out of the Prentiss Institute and
arrived at Piney Woods only to discover he had nbeen registered.

Down and broke, Weary took a job laying sewage pip&nguilla, Miss. He recalls his time digging ches
as a period when he felt ashamed of his povertyoandt being able to break out of the black maysle.
He had to do something, so he went back to Pinegd&/to try for another spot for the January semeldie
got in and claimed his scholarship.

As things started to go better for Weary, he bdgdeel a tug toward ministry. His role model wé&# dohn
Perkins.

Voice of Calvary

By 1962, Perkins’ ministry in Mendenhall was expiaigd Perkins farmed in the mornings and performed
Bible studies at schools in Simpson County andosunding counties in the afternoons. That yearpbé t
his savings of $900 and bought five lots on thepatige of the black part of Mendenhall.

Weary, his brother Melvin Weary, Artis Fletcheropard Stapleton and several other boys from the
ministry helped build the shell of a large houseRerkins and his family to live in on one of tlogsl

In 1963, Perkins went back to California to askfliends for money to continue his ministry in Memtall.
Calvary Baptist Church in Burbank had a particuiéerest in rural ministries and came through. Perk
would act as a rural ministry spokesman for CalBaptist for the next seven years.

Perkins returned to Mendenhall with $6,000—partadimm from Calvary Baptist Church and other chusche
and part proceeds from the sale of his Califormisé. With this money, Perkins developed BereaneBibl
Church, Glenna Bell Hall School and acquired a sthas. To honor his new sponsorship, Perkins dalle
his ministry “Voice of Calvary.”

“I liked the way that John was interested in liveagong us in the neighborhood,” Weary says. “It was
another way he was different than other preachers.”

During Weary’'s second year at Piney Woods, Peikitmeduced him to David Nicholas, the director of
admission at Los Angeles Baptist College and SemiiNdicholas invited Weary to attend.

Weary was plagued by old feelings of inferioritye Kmembered how dirt would crumble from his boss’
boots up on the bank and fall onto his back whidelhg down in the ditches. He feared he couldnkamt
outside Mississippi academically or even as a libakeplayer.

Finally, Weary went. He and his friend from Pinepdds, Jimmie Walker, became the first full-timedila
students at the Los Angeles Baptist College. Fioeret, Weary went onto Los Angeles Seminary, toltoac
the LABC freshman basketball team, and to play &tk for the Crusaders, a team sponsored by the
mission group Overseas Crusades, on a six-weelofabe Far East.

But, like his mentor, Weary was needed back in Idssgpi.



Weary came home to Simpson County each summer tvaieas in school at LABC. The first summer, he
tried to get a job comparable to his education thete were only cotton fields, cornfields and smryobs
available to black men.

So he and Perkins sat down and came up with aigadible school for young black boys that focused
leadership and self-empowerment. Weary travelesweral churches a day giving Bible studies each
summer. The focus of the group meetings was empoer@rthrough faith and pride in one’s self.

Continuing that theme, the decrepit school busiRenksed to bring adult men to his Fishermen’stlntst
for Bible school began taking blacks to the votudjs. In 1967, there were 50 registered black ngoite
Simpson County. Perkins and his crew traveled at@gucating people about voting rights and standing
with them when they went to register. They helpegister 2,300 blacks to vote.

“Some of the churches in California that had bagypsrting John Perkins saw a dichotomy betweerakoci
justice and evangelism: Either John was preachinrights, or he was preaching the gospel,” Wesays.
“Somehow they couldn’t see that these were not sipggm It was not either/or, but both/and.”

Perkins could no longer preach his “whole gospetich included the need and will to seek education,
health care and better wages—without becoming iregbin the Civil Rights Movement.

“One of the greatest tragedies of the Civil Rigiitsvement is that evangelicals surrendered theddeship
by default to those with either a bankrupt theologyo theology at all, simply because the vasonitgjof
Bible-believing Christians ignored a great and @uapportunity in history for genuine ethical actj”
Perkins says.

Perkins found himself between evangelical Christiand civil rights workers. He was neither. He Wwath.

The social changes Perkins, Weary and friends maieng in the black community cultivated a group of
like-minded people with the manpower for the boybet urged that night in the Mendenhall jail.

Vera Mae got the boycott rolling by daybreak winex husband and Doug Huemmer sat in jail. She
convinced blacks to go shop in Magee or Jacksdradsof Mendenhall. Young blacks started picketirey
businesses. African Americans with signs on theestctorners kept most white shoppers away, too.

The petition, “Demands of the Black Community,” bag“The selective buying campaign in Mendenhall,
Simpson Co., was launched today, Dec. 23, 1968gpilly to secure employment in the business
establishments in our town.” Blacks were 30 peroéMlendenhall’s consumer base, according to 1967
Simpson County records.

The deputies removed the children from the celfidoge on the night they were arrested. But Huenmener
Perkins waited to make bail the evening of the dasipping day before Christmas to make white shop
owners sweat and allow the boycott to have maxiratfect. “Christmas Day, everybody tried to preténd
was like other Christmases. But we knew a new rzatlbeen taken,” Perkins says.

The boycott continued through January and Febratiey Perkins’ release and began to draw blacka fro
all over the state to picket on Saturdays. Eachr8ay they walked the streets of Mendenhall chgntino
right, white man, do right.”

Perkins had no idea the boycott would propel hita alarger spotlight. He inspired blacks with itiea of
“green power,” as Perkins calls economic power hauélso inspired whites who didn’t like “smart g&gs”
to take action.



Jail As Classroom

“I'm Grandpa Perkins. You are my grandkid, I'll peur grandpa,” he says while handing out Biblea to
room of 16 black boys at the Hinds County Jail oly 19, 2008. “It's great to see you all. Not gdodsee
you here but good to see you as a human being.”

The kids respond with “Yes, Sir.” If this were amd&o scene, one might think he is speaking to p pre
school. But their hands and forearms are full ohbescratched tattoos, and they are wearing brown an
yellow jumpsuits, white socks and plastic, tan sdsd

Perkins takes his hat off. The boys begin playititf v, trying it on and reading the ministry’s logn it.
An inmate named David, 17, sits in the front raapging his left foot.

Grandpa Perkins slams his hand down on the taldtas’fe going to get out of here. ... | was 7 monals
when my mother died. Now, | get $2,000 a lectusmgfe pay to hear me speak. This ain't the eneé. I'v
been in jail, too,” he says.

“Open your Bibles to Matthew, Chapter 4.”

Their teacher Mrs. Holmes, a small white woman sidsn frilly floral complete with shoes with flowe
appliqués, sits in the corner nodding after Petlpnsclamations.

“There’s no person in this room more important tigan,” Perkins says under signs that read, “The
Motivation Formula” and “The ‘Reality’ Ride.”

“I feel it's my honor to be here with you guys,”’rRes says. “Anybody want to read?” Before he could
finish asking, hands went up.

“That’s beautiful. That's beautiful reading, guysg says afterward.
He begins to lose them. The boys in the back ktaghing among themselves.

“Y'all want to be successful?” Perkins asks. Thagwer with a resounding “Yes.” He says that he paid
his new house with $159,000 in cashier’s checks.

“Can you bond me out?” one of the boys squawksmat h
“My mother died of starvation,” his elder answernghwut missing a beat.

Perkins tells the boys he has traveled the woithéyTcan do it, too, he says. He didn’t finish thgrdde, but
now he has eight honorary doctorates. They cat, t¢@oi.

Grandpa Perkins sounds like a politician rallying donstituency. He gets louder with each exanmfuhel
even the boys in the back discussing their newsifieatattoos look up from their arms and listevioti can
fool some of the people some of the time. But yaw'tcfool all of the people all the time,” he warns

David has one tattoo on his left hand that saysk'Jand another on his right hand that says “Towe’is
attentive. He sits up in his seat, rocking backfanth, nodding and saying “Amen.” He’s been in ¢ore
month. The boys in this room committed felonieshéy didn’'t do no little thing. They did something
serious,” Perkins tells me.



“Boy, demons can get into you.” He stops and laaksind. He says it louder this time: “Demons can ge
into you. But Jesus can cast them out. You've @fledcrazy stuff. It was crazy, wasn't it? You knibwas
crazy.” The boys laugh, nod, and a couple are wegpd.

David tells me afterward: “I've never met him befoBut | understand what he’s saying. | want wieas h
saying.”

One in three black boys will go to jail, the Chédis Defense Fund reports.

The Vision and the Prophet

“His concepts, his principles about community ma&ase,” Eric Stringfellow says.

“The key is to have people with the wherewithdlive anywhere, who choose to live there. There are
complex issues when you live there. Look at Jacksdan't think we have a level of sophisticatiom@ng
our leaders to really address the problem.”

Stringfellow is the director of Tougaloo Colleg&®ss communications department and the formergubli
editor of The Clarion-Ledger, where he still wrigegveekly column.

“It's more than just a church thing; it's a socation thing. Before John, | was taught to keepchat
church,” Stringfellow says.

In 1971, the Perkinses lived up the street frorm&tellow and his five siblings. He joined Perkirgbod
News Club, a sort of vacation Bible school, whemias age 12.

“We were neighbors,” Stringfellow says, leaninglbachis chair wearing a stark blue pullover, kisaknd
sleek glasses. “He’s probably shaped my life mioa® anyone else. He’s in the top three. It's migdgtmy
grandfather and Reverend Perkins.”

The Perkins family moved from Mendenhall to Jackisof971. Threats on their lives from the Ku Klux
Klan and other white supremacists in the area dtio@ out.

They prayed about the move to Jackson for yeamddéhally leaving Mendenhall. And, at first, they
commuted the 90 miles everyday. In 1973, they bbagimall house on St. Charles Street, in Westsdack
The neighborhood continued to decline.

Around the same time, Weary, then 27, came honme €alifornia with the hope of working with Perkiims
Mendenhall. But, with Perkins living in Jackson, &#etook over the Mendenhall ministry. Within a few
years, Weary had facilitated the development dhakkowned construction company, a housing co-op, a
counseling center, an economic development progeggal services and an expanding health center. All
these structures are still in Mendenhall todaytengame plot of land Perkins bought in 1962.

When asked if Perkins ever pushed him too far wighstrong personality, Stringfellow responds, lang,
“Good question. Good instincts.” He says he stgotbuPerkins. “John is strong-willed, but he waotbe
challenged,” Stringfellow says. “I've always fouhin that way. If you challenge him, if you standtop
him, he respects that.”



Perkins is a bull who plows in headfirst, and Wearg gentle man with a clerical collar, an office tower
and a luxurious voice. “He (Perkins) will tell yeaday, ‘I can go into a place and make people nmald a

Dolphus can go behind me and smooth people loweary says. “I'm a bridge builder; he's a propliés.
has a prophetic message. That prophetic messagds tteke heard, but prophetic messages make people
uncomfortable.”

Weary says that it was only five years ago thdbled the courage to stand up to his “spirituahéat’
Weary was driving Perkins to Yazoo City and waritetell him about a solution to a problem he had.

Perkins, of course, started giving advice. Weaig, s&hut up!” Weary told Perkins that he didn’t menis
opinion; he just wanted him to listen. That's tlag dPerkins says Weary grew up. Weary was 58 yddrs o

While the strong-willed Perkins was trying to geteav Voice of Calvary off the ground in the 1970
white church was going to Chicago and Phoenix tdkwath Native Americans and Africa to work with
Africans, while not doing very much to help the dgé their own backyard, Weary says.

“John was a completely different sort of ministdis faith made a difference,” Weary says. “It wbatyond
emotionalism. It was a faith attached to realite. ti¢d it to voting, to politics, to poverty, toethere and
now. That made him very attractive to black folksSimpson County.”

It's always been difficult to classify Perkins. “Hefull of unexpected surprises,” says Charlesd¥iar
director of the Institute of Lived Theology at tbaiversity of Virginia who wrote about Perkins iis[2006
book, “Beloved Community.”

“He is also a moral conservative. He’s pro-life. &tbnires much about the blunt power agenda. When yo
try to fit that into a neat mold, you can’t. Andatts what makes him so interesting to me,” Marshticmes.
“But also what makes him perhaps a bit difficulrégognize at the local level.”

Perkins—who is today known nationally more thandasis home state—was willing to go outside
Mississippi to raise money for his ministry her€atifornia was the first pipeline, and then he wient
Colorado and Seattle, Wash. So when | came to thistny, | started traveling in a network of abd
cities,” Weary says.

The primary funding came from large white churcbetside the South like Calvary Baptist Church in
Burbank, Calif. Out-of-state churches began toRmrkins’ ministries in their budgets and send vtders to
work in Mississippi. The volunteers took the megshgme with them, Weary says, even as far fewer
volunteers came from within Mississippi.

Voice of Calvary still had to deal with racism asefregation. “In Lawndale (a ministry in Chicagmu
had a white guy coming from Wheaton College intdaek community. And he paid his dues,” Weary says.
“But you could draw a circle around Chicago andifall the resources you need.”

The “white guy” who started Lawndale ministriedNayne “Coach” Gordon. He had already relocated to
the black community of Lawndale on the south sid€licago and was working as a teacher and coach
when he read Perkins’ autobiography “Let Justicé Bown” in 1976. Gordon was living out the tenefs
Perkins’ community development theories—the threse Rlocation, redistribution and reconciliation—
before he read Perkins’ book or had met Perkins.



Relocation means living among the people you gradrto help. “It's about making friends,” Perkisays.
Redistribution means bringing education, talent @sturces back to poor neighborhoods but alsoingrk
to rectify the social and political structures thegated the “need” in the first place. And recbaton, in its
simplest definition, means reconciling Christiassae body of Christ.

After reading his book, Gordon took Perkins as atareand asked him to be on the advisory board of
Lawndale. The ministry has grown in 33 years infoaanework of community development that includes
the Lawndale Christian Health Center that now senaere than 75,000 patients and the Lawndale @Grist
Development Corp. which provides housing, educatienrichment and community advocacy.

During the 1970s and '80s, Perkins became populdh® national evangelical stage, appearing ay Bill
Graham crusades, political prayer breakfasts atitedt/rbana Youth Leadership conferences. Carl.F. H
Henry, Frank Gabelein, Charles Colson, Tony CampalbDoug Coes befriended him.

“He appeared at Christian colleges and seminddesyred to student organizations from Harvard to
Howard, and was invited onto the boards of evangkfind human rights organizations, including Briead
the World, the National Black Evangelical Asso@atiand Koinonia Partners. He became a Ford
Foundation Fellow and a consultant to Democrattt Raepublican presidential candidates,” Marsh says.

But even as hundreds of evangelicals and sociatsigorkers were coming to West Jackson from afrov
the nation to stay at Voice of Calvary, learn theigtian Community Development model and take dikba
to their own communities, Jackson’s churches awthkgroups were still uncomfortable with Perkirtgls
ministry.

“There was a little bit of rebellion in terms ofwadne (Perkins) was received by black leaders inpSon
County and some of that spread over to Jacksorelsliwas about a comfortable system that wasn't
working for the greater good of the community,” Wegays.

In 1982, Perkins moved back to Pasadena wherech¥ena Mae started the Harambee Christian Ministrie
that, like his other ministries, focuses on thedsesnd individual faith of the urban poor—espegiall
mothers and children. In February 1983, Perkins\éerd Mae started the John M. Perkins Foundation fo
Reconciliation & Development. Its mission was toes their Christian community-development ideas
around the world.

Christian organizations, modeled after Perkinsaldgbegan springing up all over the nation. In9,98
Wayne Gordon and Perkins decided to bring thesepgrtogether under he Christian Community
Development Association. Gordon was the foundirggigient of CCDA, and Perkins the founding
chairman. Gordon says he and Perkins have beepr 100 cities together to speak. The CCDA meets
annually and has 8,000 individual members and 5@Mber organizations.

Perkins returned to Jackson in 1996 to retire, iateg to Fletcher, who was the first boy to rideward with
Perkins from morning to night in the mid-'60s.

Weary says that he personally wanted to see Pesddedocal leaders like himself and propel theto &
broader recognition using his national network whercame back to Jackson the last time. “MentoGes.
us out there,” he says.



But after the sudden death of Perkins’ son, Spen¢dreart failure in 1998, Perkins dedicated hifrise
Spencer’s work at the John Perkins Foundation ist\Wackson. The foundation renovates and rentekous
in West Jackson primarily to single mothers andr ttf@ldren through their Zachariah 8 program. Thegt
interns from all over the nation. The Antioch Hogseves as a meeting place and hotel for out-ofttow
Christian leaders and a facility for their aftehsol program.

Perkins’ latest project is the Retreat Center. ki \dera Mae moved across the parking lot from tbkeir
house into a large structure on Robinson Roadtisgan January, he will begin hosting retreatsgastors,
educators, and community and ministry leaders therg part of his plan to continue his work whéaying
closer to home.

The Spencer Perkins Foundation, on the John Mif&egkounds, hosts facilities including a playgroun
three basketball courts, two classroom buildingsjlfpn, amphitheater and baseball field. They hawe
Afterschool Program, Summer Arts Camp, Girls ang<BGlub, and Good News Clubs at different times
during the year.

Community workers from all over the nation comewuery year to learn from Perkins and volunteeruitdb
houses and working with children in the commuritiestmont College, in California, sends 20 to 30
students each summer to volunteer at the Perkinsdation. Andrew Koch'’s best friend attended one of
these trips in 2005 and went home to Santa Barbarag to Koch about his experience in Jackson.

Success, Redefined

Koch, 23 and white, is Perkins’ assistant and effitanager. He met Perkins at Westmont in fall 2006.
just needed something meaningful. | grew up in Magpolis constantly confronted with the problemthef
city.”

Perkins’ story and message wasn’'t new to him. Renkias involved with the church he grew up attegdin
Minneapolis. “But it struck a new chord with meeafthe enlightenment of college,” he says, allowtmey
word “enlightenment” to take on a slightly exaltete, mocking himself.

“Oh, you're a writer,” Perkins said. “Come down amdrk on my memoir.” Koch recalls: “I thought that’
insanity. | can't just pick up and do that.”

Koch says he wanted to make sure Perkins didmitaut to be crazy. “| wanted to make sure he wasn’t
another Jeremiah Wright,” he says. He discoveratiRbrkins’ story was not only true but also megfuh
“And | guess he is a little crazy,” he says, launghi

Perkins did not give up. In late August 2007, Pesldalled Koch and said, “Come on, we have a posfor
you.”

Koch says he knew so many men in their late 20swwrtt to the beach everyday, drank and worked in a
restaurant. He says that he was afraid that ifith@tdake Perkins’ offer, he would wake up in sixseven
years and realize he had wasted years of hisSdehe moved to Jackson.

“I’'m enjoying ministry right now,” he says.



Koch, who calls his boss “JP,” is blunt about bibth work of Perkins and about Shane Claiborne uagp
white Christian community leader in Philadelphia,,Rvho has created a modern, cooperative community
“I think both Claiborne’s message and JP’s messagébe alienating. JP advocates relocation. Natlene
can come back. How can they help from where they And with Shane Claiborne—not all of us are
granola-eating hippies who can live the way hesli¢ow can ordinary people help?”

“I think there is a real longing for it,” Koch sagé social action. “I get to travel to schools witR every few
months. Everywhere we go, we run into young peblpdeus who have a thirst for change. ... We semlee
who have a radical desire to see God at work ipleeolives.” Koch says that Christian Community
Development is not just a personal religion butlagion that can permeate through the communitgtang
radical systemic change.

Weary says Koch and others like him are the cuigeneration of Dolphus Wearys and Artis Fletchers.
“(Perkins is) taking the work in West Jackson anodding on it,” he says.

Elizabeth Perkins, the youngest of Perkins’ eigfilidcen, is the executive director of the John Mrkns
Foundation. Irma Driver is the president of Voi¢eCalvary Ministries, and Ernestine Skiffer is the
president of Mendenhall Ministries. Skiffer sayattivomen coming on the scene may be the new
movement. The black men had to struggle to be takeously and make headway as leaders. Now, these
women are opening doors in the same way Wearydadd Perkins before him.

Two other women, Alexis Spencer-Byers and Lee Hagiarted Koinonia Coffeehouse at 136 S. Adams St.
in West Jackson. Koinonia—a New Testament worddlbowship and the name of an “intentional”
multiracial Christian farming community in Georgmthe 1940s—opened in June right off the JackdateS
parkway. Harper, a striking, black woman with digaghys they are not directly affiliated with Voude
Calvary Ministries. “But we get a lot of prayersin over there,” says Harper, smiling, brewing ceffe

behind the counter on a cold December mornings Htrd to say we’re not kin.”

Harper and Spencer-Byers attend Voice of Calvawyath Harper was president of Voice of Calvary for
three years.

Spencer-Byers, a petite white woman from Massadtsjseoved to Jackson for an editorial internshignw
Urban Family Magazine, which was run by Perking lson, Spencer, and published by Perkins. Anddan t
last 10 years she has worked for both Voice of &@glWlinistries and Mission Mississippi.

“My husband grew up in John Perkins’ ministry. Hestbeen a part of the ministry since Mendenhall,”
Harper says. She and her husband, Larry, live akou®onia.

Harper and her family live by the three Rs, spegadiore than 20 years in the West Jackson community
living by the tenants of relocation, redistributiand reconciliation, she says.

“You have to sacrifice,” she says. “l was a bussn@sjor, and they teach you that a big part ofsarass
plan is the location. ... This is the right locatior us and what we want to accomplish. This is ou
community,” she says.

Harper says she is not in this to make money.

“We are out to contribute to the economic developnaé the community. All vibrant and thriving
communities that are nurturing and productive heas@nomic development,” she says. “Without economic
development, we will never get rid of the blighte\&re not going to have the kind of success that mo
people recognize as success,” she says.



‘This Is So Wrong’

It has never been the exact time or season foiir2eirk Mississippi. In 1960s Mendenhall, not eviea t
black churches would listen. In 1970, he begamawet for resources to send home. He left in tids r
California and didn’t return until 1998. It waswititil the late '80s that speaking opportunitiesddslack
evangelical Christian man began to open up.

“The problem with a visionary is that he can’t stagund his own vision too long, or he’ll messpt u
because he goes from one vision to the next,” Weayg. “He and | used to argue about him wantirgidd
something else when we hadn’'t worked out the rasgt”

The success of Mendenhall is that Weary came badklaveloped it. The success of Voice of Calvary is
that various presidents stayed and developed é.sliscess of the Perkins Center depends on how well
Perkins’ daughter, Elizabeth Perkins, is able ke taold of it and how much Perkins is willing td ¢® of it,
Weary says. “That’s been the challenge of a visippeophet—Ietting go. And it's not bad; it is jube
reality.”

In 1994, Marsh attended the 30th anniversary oédwen Summer. One of the sessions focused on who
continues to live in Mississippi to carry out th&inished business of the Civil Rights MovementnthA
there were names flashed on the screen. No meati@hof John and Vera Mae Perkins. And | justuiiat,

as my students would say, ‘this is so wrdnge says, drawing out the last word like a teenager

Perkins’ followers believe he hasn't stayed pulackson for any period long enough to keep local
generations aware of him. “I've lived my life byetldozens. I lived in each place for around 12 yaads
then changed,” Perkins says.

“For me, | had never heard his story until a coygars ago. And then | began to hold him in higyard. It
may just be a lack of information,” says Stan Begklpastor of First Baptist Jackson, the largegitiBa
church in Mississippi.

Buckley doesn’t think Perkins’ relative obscuritythe city and state are due to his race: “As $dveing
open to him, for example, Dolphus (Weary) spealaiachurch. As far as somebody (a black man)
speaking, that is really not an issue these days.”

“I think his gifts are better utilized on a natibhevel,” says Koch, whom Perkins called to ask thiee he
should wear the black shirt when having his pictaken for this article. “Yeah, the black shirgisod,”
Koch says, like a proud papa.

“A prophet is without honor in his own town” is thiee Weary, Stringfellow, Marsh, Koch, Elizabeth
Perkins, Artis Fletcher, and Gordon all quotedegard to the paucity of knowledge about Perkins in
Jackson. The exact verse is Mark 6:4: “There i®rophet without honor except in his own countryd an
among his own relatives, and in his own home.”

“I think being a Christian social visionary is wattkat really can’t be measured by the normal stahda
success or failure. | think the success is the kingdsion that was born in his five decades afiggle, his
five decades of commitment to the poor,” Marsh says

“Look, in 1964, thousands of organizers came tosMppi. It was cool. It was sexy. This was hipvaem.
They all left. They all went on to other things.eTRerkinses never left. | mean they spent someitimpeor



neighborhoods in Pasadena. But they have beenngatke walk. | think that’s the story of how yoat
you keep your hands to the plow. How you keep dtegwvork long after it has stopped being coolentys
That’s not about success or failure; that's abeusg@verance.”

“I regard John Perkins as the most influential édn American Christian leader since Dr. King,” Mars
adds.

There Was No Fear

On Saturday, Feb. 7, 1970, John Perkins, Rev. Gnown and Joe Paul Buckley were arrested when they
tried to get Huemmer and some Tougaloo studentsfdabe Brandon jail. Authorities had picked them u

on a reckless-driving charge in Plain, Miss., whiiley were trying to return to Jackson from onéhef
boycott marches.

Rankin County Sheriff Jonathan Edwards, his somtham Edwards Jr. and deputies beat them badly. The
beat Perkins unconscious. They shaved Brown'’s aratther’'s heads. They poured moonshine on their
scalps and in their wounds.

They stuck a fork with two middle prongs bent dawnPerkins’ nose and down his throat. “When | came
to, | heard them ordering Rev. Perkins to mop @phflood on the floor,” Huemmer testified in thelri
“Rev. Perkins was lying sorta stunned on the flaod they kicked him until he got up.”

They made Perkins mop up his own blood because vare that the FBI was coming. The FBI never
came.

Through the night, the deputies made Perkins fteadié¢mands of the black community of Mendenhallavhi
blood gushed from his head and his throat sweli@ah the fork.

Huemmer and the Tougaloo students testified tleat Were sure Perkins would die that night. He didn’
Alfoncia Hill, a lady from the community, signedenher property and bailed Perkins out the next
afternoon.

Perkins still suffers physical pain from the begtifiwo-thirds of his stomach had to be removed bscaf
it. He suffered a mild heart attack shortly after beating. The pain was constant. He began tdomkeit.
He learned to keep going.

While recuperating at Mount Sinai Hospital in tiiebdack town of Mound Bayou, he confronted hisridt
of whites. He decided he couldn’t live and hateh8det it go. If he were reading this, he woulg, s&
ain’t that simple.”

But, now according to his friend Lowell Noble, wines at the John M. Perkins Foundation with Pegkin
nine months out of the year, Perkins’ one regrétas he did not focus more of his ministry on patiites
in the community. “Isn’t that amazing? He reallyans it,” he says.

In July of this year, Perkins went into Baptist Hibal because he was having intestinal problemsexhby
the stomach issues that have plagued him sindecidéng. “I thought more about dying when | washie
hospital this time,” he says. “... | thought oiritreality. It was a part of the sickness and nagitih, pain and
so forth. There was no fear.”

“That’s a process in major revolutionary leadershigere you live beyond death. .... You think altbat
your death is going to be more important than yimin',” he says. “I think that's when you become a



effective people, society changer. (You) recogulieath is a reality and what you are doing has dedth
And | think you move beyond that.*

“Did you get any sense of who | am?” Perkins ask#nd one of our last interviews. He smiles, puglat
his black button-up shirt around his scar thatstaom below his belt and continues, all puffygbatork, to
the top of his stomach.

“I talk to the out-of-the-way people. That's whatd. That's my life, taking these thoughts dowrawoks,”
he says.

The Three Rs
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