
How to Build Beloved Community
with Fierce Love

Introductury Reader

From Dr. King’s Letter from birmingham jail

“I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Moreover, I 
am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and 
states. I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned 
about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a 
threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescap-
able network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of  
destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. 
Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial  
“outside agitator” idea

Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in 
the midst of an affluent society; when you suddenly find your 
tongue twisted and your speech stammering as you seek 
to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she can’t go to 
the public amusement park that has just been advertised on 
television, and see the tears welling up in her little eyes when 
she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see 
the depressing clouds of inferiority begin to form in her little 
mental sky, and see her begin to distort her little personality 
by unconsciously developing a bitterness toward white peo-
ple; when you have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old 
son who is asking in agonizing pathos: “Daddy, why do white 
people treat colored people so mean?” when you take a 
cross country drive and find it necessary to sleep night after 
night in the uncomfortable corners of your automobile be-
cause no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated 
day in and day out by nagging signs reading “white” men 
and “colored” when your first name becomes “nigger” and 
your middle name becomes “boy” (however old you are) 
and your last name becomes “John,”... 
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...and when your wife and mother are never given the  
respected title of “Mrs.” when you are harried by day and 
haunted by night by the fact that you are a Negro, living 
constantly at tip-toe stance, never quite knowing what to 
expect next, and plagued with inner fears and outer resent-
ments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating sense 
of “nobodiness”—then you will understand why we find it  
difficult to wait. There comes a time when the cup of endur-
ance runs over, and men are no longer willing to be plunged 
into an abyss of injustice where they experience the  
bleakness of corroding despair. I hope, sirs, you can  
understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience.”

I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and 
Jewish brothers. First, I must confess that over the last few years 
I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. 
I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the 
Negro’s great stumbling block in the stride toward freedom is 
not the White citizens’ “Councilor” or the Ku Klux Klanner, but 
the white moderate who is more devoted to “order” than to 
justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence 
of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; 
who constantly says “I agree with you in the goal you seek, but 
I can’t agree with your methods of direst action” who patern-
istically feels that he can set the timetable for another man’s 
freedom; who lives by the myth of time and who constantly 
advises the Negro to wait until a “more convenient season.” 
Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frus-
trating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. 
Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than out-
right rejection...”
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... Negroes have illuminated imperfections in the democrat-
ic structure that were formally only dimly perceived [sic] and 
have forced a concerned reexamination of true meaning of 
American democracy. As a consequence of the vigorous Ne-
gro protest, the whole nation has for a decade probed more 
searchingly the essential nature of democracy, both econom-
ic and political. By taking to the streets and there giving prac-
tical lessons in democracy and its defaults, Negros have deci-
sively influenced white thought. 

. . . Negroes have had to write their most persuasive essays 
with the blunt pen of marching ranks. The many white politi-
cal leaders and well-meaning friends who ask Negro leader-
ship to leave the streets may not realize that they are asking 
us to effectively silence ourselves. The twice forgotten man 
in America has always been the Negro. His groans were not 
heard, his needs were unfelt, until he found the means to 
state his case in the public square. More white people have 
learned about the shame of America, and finally faced 
some aspects of it, during the years of nonviolent protest than 
during the century before. Nonviolent direct action will  
continue to be a significant source of power until it is made 
irrelevant by the presence of justice.”
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Love Yourself Unconditionally. It All 
Starts Here.

“Love yourself first and everything 
else falls into line.”
—Lucille Ball

Loving yourself unconditionally is a 
tall order, but as a daily practice it’s 
essential. Self-love is like fuel in the 
tank of our souls. 

I hate to admit it, but when my reservoir of self-love is hovering 
on empty, I’m cranky, short-tempered, and quicker to anger. 
When I’m feeling low about myself, I’m not a loving presence 
to my husband, family, and friends; I don’t listen as well, and 
I can be defensive. In my professional life, when the self-love 
meter is low, I over function and my workaholism resurfaces.

I fall in and out of love with myself every year, sometimes on 
the same day. I’ll preach a sermon that really lands, then open 
my e-mail that evening and see I’ve received yet another 
hateful message from a stranger; apparently, a woman in a 
leadership position still rankles some.

Or I’ll be standing at the grill, enjoying the smell of smoke on 
the breeze, and decide to call my eighty-five-year-old dad 
because barbecuing is our shared passion. I tell him some per-
sonal things, some celebratory things, and he says something 
he thinks is funny but is actually awkward, and a little painful. 
Old wounds flood my heart, and I’m back in my eighteen-
year-old story, feeling sorrow and uncertainty.
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I might be at a Black Lives Matter rally, full of purpose and 
power. But then I turn on the news when I get home and see 
the story of one more dead Black person, and I’m pulled low. 
To be honest, it’s so hard to love myself when the culture push-
es the message that Black bodies like mine are dangerous, 
unworthy, and expendable. Some days I want to curl up and 
watch Black Panther over and over again; I’d rather be in the 
beautiful world of Wakanda, I think, than in the United States, 
where I live.

Let’s face it: This nation is an environment in which it is difficult 
for any of us to learn to love ourselves well. Our history—our 
shared story—is one fraught with violence and oppression. Brit-
ish colonizers left their homes and sailed the seas, seeking free-
dom for themselves but gaining it by taking land (and life) from 
those who already inhabited the land they called Turtle Island. 
The economy of this brave new world was built on the labor 
of indentured servants and enslaved Africans. Our founding 
fathers wrote lofty ideals into documents that did not confer 
inalienable rights on the poor, the Indigenous, the African, or 
women. Over time, all of us who are not Anglo-Saxon, Protes-
tant, wealthy, straight men have been denied full access to 
the American dream.

These national narratives—white is right; grab power by any 
means necessary; God is Christian; queer is wrong; women 
are the weaker sex; keep what you steal; lies are true until 
discovered—have wormed their way inside of all our stories. 
These negative concepts impact our ability to love ourselves 
and therefore one another.

From Rev. dr. jacqui lewis’ fierce love
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To create a more loving and just society, we have to dig deep 
into our stories, sift through the good, the bad, and the ugly, 
and find the meaningful moments that source self-love.

Just as the story of our nation shapes us, all the stories in our 
lives make us who we are. Stories carry the details of the rela-
tionships and experiences that form us. Birth order, gender, reli-
gion, sexuality, racial identity—these are just some of the stories 
that are woven together to make a self. They tell us something 
about the contexts in which we’ve become who we are, the 
environments in which we have grown. They tell us how our 
parents responded when we were hungry or afraid, how our 
teachers reacted to our abilities in the classroom, what our lov-
ers communicated to us when we were dating.

To foster more love for ourselves, we need to look deeply at 
these stories and search them for meaning, for lessons. When 
we do this, we’ll learn about our childhood, about how our 
loved ones held us, showed up for us. Were they more absent 
than present? Who filled in the gaps for us, to help us know we 
were shiny and wonderful? Examining our stories, we’ll learn 
about our own behavior with the people we love. Did we 
show up for them? Were we angry, bitter, gentle, kind?

It takes courage to peer into our stories and see what’s there; 
it’s like looking into a mirror. It can be eye-opening, and we 
can be startled by what we see. Writing this book—opening 
up my story to you and for myself—has required Advil, fre-
quent breaks, and a nightly glass of red wine! I think it’s worth 
it, though, as part of my ongoing work, to look closely at my 
story and see what’s really happening inside.

From Rev. dr. jacqui lewis’ fierce love
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Toward the goal of finding self-love and self-compassion, you 
also need to do this work, to take a good look at yourself and 
the world around you, to see what’s what. How did you get to 
be you? Can you love you better? When we look in the sto-
ry-mirror, we’ll see cringeworthy moments that challenge our 
best view of ourselves, moments we wish we could cancel or 
delete. But we’ll also revisit the times we overcame those re-
grettable experiences and affirm the best of ourselves and our 
capacity for love of self and others. It takes grace to keep it all 
in front of us—the embarrassing moments and the moments of 
great joy and affirmation. Accepting ourselves, forgiving our-
selves—this is what unconditional love is about.

It takes grace to keep it all in front of us—the embarrassing mo-
ments and the moments of great joy and affirmation. Accept-
ing ourselves, forgiving ourselves—this is what unconditional 
love is about.

What I Learned in Kindergarten

When I look deep into my stories, I find myself back in kinder-
garten. It was 1964, and our family lived on Pease Air Force 
Base, in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Being at school on the 
base meant being with Mrs. Easley—a joyful woman, with 
a gently wrinkled face, white hair, and deep-blue eyes that 
twinkled like stars. And it meant sitting in a circle singing, 
learning, and laughing with friends. Tired from mornings of 
spelling and building with blocks, we ate lunch and then took 
naps on cots under our desks.

From Rev. dr. jacqui lewis’ fierce love



How to Build Beloved Community
with Fierce Love

Introductury Reader

Occasionally, for a special afternoon treat, we churned butter 
together, turning sweet milk into a salty spread for Ritz crackers, 
each bite savored just before we went home. It felt like taking 
a delicious mouthful of Mrs. Easley’s love home with me.

I usually walked home with my two best friends, both named 
Tommy. Tommy Holly was a gorgeous blond boy with eyes 
the color of the sky. He had lost and found his two front teeth, 
so they loomed large in his smile. Tommy Hollister was Dennis 
the Menace in the flesh, with red hair, freckles, a temper, and 
a penchant for striped shirts. He was a cartoon come to life. 
Chivalrous before knowing what that meant, the Tommys took 
turns putting my chair up on the table at the end of each 
day, so the janitor could mop, and setting it down on the floor 
again the next morning. The three of us always sat close to-
gether, even during lunch and snacktime; we were inseparable.

Freshly churned butter was a wonderful taste from kindergar-
ten days, but I also had my first bitter taste of hate in the spring, 
when a girl named Lisa moved to our base from Mississippi. She 
was a pretty little girl, with dark-brown eyes and blond hair cut 
short. One day, she squeezed between me and Tommy Holly 
and stage-whispered: “You’re not supposed to be friends with 
her, you know. She’s a nasty nigger. And she gets chocolate 
milk from her mama’s tits.”

A nigger. I don’t think I’d ever heard this word before. Mom 
and Dad never said it. In fact, even after my siblings and I 
were old enough to spell, if we were within earshot when 
they described people, our parents spelled w-h-i-t-e, A-s-i-
a-n, S-p-a-n-i-s-h, and N-e-g-r-o.

From Rev. dr. jacqui lewis’ fierce love
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When I asked them about this later, my folks explained they 
were trying to shelter us from the consciousness of race and 
racism in our nation.

Though I didn’t know the word, when Lisa spat out what I 
came to understand as the N-word, I knew she was being un-
kind. Her nastiness made me feel nasty. I have no idea how 
I knew to say this or where I had heard it, but I put my hands 
on my hips and said: “White cracker, white cracker, you don’t 
shine. I bet you five dollars I can beat your behind.” It was as 
though Lisa and I were in a grown-up play, interacting in ways 
and with words that someone else scripted.

At that age, I vaguely understood that there were tensions in 
the American South. I had sipped cool water from a Colored 
fountain outside the courthouse in Ruleville, Mississippi, when 
visiting my grandmother. I had heard the story of Emmett Till, a 
Black boy killed for whistling at a white woman, a fact that was 
later called into question. I knew that when Mom and Dad 
were little, they had to walk a long way from their homes, past 
the “regular” schools to the ones for Colored people. But those 
stories were from down South, far away. And now Lisa had 
brought Mississippi with her to my happy little classroom. Right 
there, in my safe space in New Hampshire, she turned the 
N-word on me like a Southern police officer turning a fire hose 
on protesters.

From Rev. dr. jacqui lewis’ fierce love


