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Epigraph

“When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength in the service of my vision, then it becomes less and less important whether I am afraid.”

— Audre Lorde
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FOREWORD

NEVER LET YOUR INABILITY TO do everything undermine your determination to do something.

The opposite of justice is not injustice; it is inaction, indifference, apathy, and ignorance.

Actions for good, in service of justice—even just one action—standing up against what is wrong, standing up against corrupt power or hate, will make a difference.

We are called to use our power to make change. It is why we are here now, because those before us used their power.

This is the story of humanity. It’s not the oppressors or oppression that has advanced the world, but those who have stood up against it all—those who have resisted.

There are millions of people and countless more stories from our history that speak to this truth. It is our truth, and it is also our urgent imperative: to pay back the blessings we have inherited from those who have resisted with our own continued struggle, service, and resistance.

May we never be silent in the face of injustice, may we never be still when wrongs persist, and may we always remember our past and those—whose names are often forgotten by history—who stood up for us.

I learned recently about how great resisters changed our reality, my reality.

On March 7, 1965, years before I was born, close to six hundred marchers set out to walk from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama.

The marchers seemingly failed. They ended up bruised and bloody, with bones broken, and on that day would not make it to their final destination.

These Americans were protesting the fact that at that time, black Americans across the country, and particularly in the South, regularly faced harassment, discrimination, and violence from those seeking to prevent them from exercising their constitutional right to vote.

So on that historic day they set out to protest, to walk from Selma to Montgomery.

It was a peaceful protest, a nonviolent demonstration, and yet the marchers were met with violence from Alabama state troopers as they sought to stop and pray on the Edmund Pettus Bridge.

The Alabama state troopers charged into the marchers. They attacked the peaceful protesters with tear gas and billy clubs. The peaceful marchers didn’t fight back. Dozens of marchers were severely injured as they were clubbed over their heads and bodies and inhaled the awful chemicals.

That day became known as “Bloody Sunday” because of the injuries sustained by the nonviolent activists, many of whom bled from their wounds from the severe beating.

While these marchers failed to make it to their final destination, their struggle, their willingness to endure such violence, their resistance to oppression, were not in vain.

Because of their courage and the violence they suffered, they succeeded in affecting folks from all over the country who watched what happened to them on television and read about it in newspapers.

One of those people was a man named Arthur Lessman, a young white lawyer living in New Jersey at the time.

When he saw on the news what had happened in Selma, he was horrified. He was sitting comfortably in his home, but the awful scene disturbed his heart and shook his conscience. Something powerful stirred inside him. He knew he couldn’t sit by and let this injustice continue—he knew that he must join the fight, join the struggle, and become part of the resistance.

Arthur spoke with his law partner the next day. At first they thought about going to Alabama to join with the nonviolent activists. However, with young families at home and not a lot of money, traveling to Alabama from New Jersey was out of the question.

But Arthur knew he had the power to do something, even if it wasn’t traveling to the Deep South to march himself. He knew he had to do something to fight against racism and to fight for the rights of black Americans.

Arthur called around to see which people in his area were fighting for racial justice. He couldn’t travel to Alabama, but knew that at the very least, he could act right where he was to help the larger cause.

He soon found a group called the Fair Housing Council. This was a group of civil rights activists representing black families who were trying to move into segregated white communities in New Jersey.

Even though at the time it was illegal to discriminate against people when selling a house, it happened all the time across the country and in New Jersey. It was a practice called racial “real estate steering.” It meant that realtors would refuse to show a black family houses in predominantly white communities and would steer them only to homes in black communities.

So because of what he saw happening in Selma on TV that day, because of the courage of the marchers in Alabama, because of the inspiration of those who were resisting in another part of the country, Arthur started volunteering with this group dedicated to fighting housing discrimination.

In 1969, years into his work volunteering for racial justice, the Fair Housing Council asked Arthur to help a couple who was looking to buy a home but kept encountering real estate discrimination.

Arthur and the Fair Housing Council helped this couple fight the discrimination they faced and buy the home they loved in a New Jersey town called Harrington Park. With the help of Arthur and the Fair Housing Council, this couple was able to move into a previously segregated neighborhood.

I know this story because that couple was named Cary and Carolyn Booker, and they were my parents.

Because of a young lawyer who was inspired by a group of marchers over one thousand miles away, I got to grow up in my home and my hometown.

This is the power of resistance.

Even if you fail, even if it seems like you may not have made an immediate difference, resistance gives off light amidst darkness, hope amidst despair; it changes hearts and minds even if it doesn’t change immediate circumstances.

And in this case, the resistance of marchers on a bridge in Alabama inspired the heart of a lawyer in New Jersey and ultimately changed the outcome of my life before I was even born.

We may never know the full impact of the choices we make and the things we do to stand up for one another and fight for one another. But we must remember that even one action in the cause of justice and righteousness has the power to leap time and space and change the course of history.

That is the story of our history as Americans, of my family and yours, and of so many of our families: people who encountered setbacks and failures, people who experienced pain and suffering, and people who refused to surrender—people who always, always believed that no matter how small it seems, we all have the power and ability to make a difference.

This is the truth you will read about in this incredible book—from Sojourner Truth to Dolores Huerta to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.—people who stood up and spoke out, not just in big speeches and big gestures, but also in small yet always significant ways. Even when things seemed difficult or impossible, they refused to give in or give up, because they knew they had a special power: to resist injustice and to serve others.

A friend of mine once told me about the stars we see in the sky at night. They are millions of light-years away—so far away that their light takes millions of years to reach us here on Earth, and so far away that in some cases the enormous balls of gas and fire that created the light that we see have already burned out, gone from their constellations in their physical form.

But their light still travels on, and they provide light even on the darkest nights—because energy, warmth, light go on forever, they cannot be destroyed, they are invincible and eternal.

Our lives are illuminated by the lights of our ancestors. You too have a light. You too must decide to let it shine.

The stories in this book are like those stars: they enlighten us, they show us what’s possible, and they remind us of our own power to be brilliant.

—Senator Cory Booker
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JOAN OF ARC

#resist 1429
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“I AM NOT AFRAID. . . . I WAS BORN TO DO THIS.”
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JOAN OF ARC WAS BORN the daughter of poor farmers in France. At that time, her country was in the middle of what would come to be known as the Hundred Years’ War.

Imagine what it was like to live in a country that had been at war for that long. It would mean that the fighting started when you were a little baby and that it would not end until your grandchildren were born, or longer. Nowhere you lived or worked would be safe. Soldiers would fill the streets of your town. There would be no end to the death you witnessed, or to the injuries the people you loved might sustain.

When Joan was thirteen, in the midst of the Hundred Years’ War, she began to have visions. In them, she saw herself speaking to the leader of France, Charles, the king’s son. She dreamed of riding a horse into battle and helping to end the war.

Joan believed that these waking dreams were divine messages from St. Michael and St. Catherine. She said that the saints told her she would play a role in saving France and urged her to seek an audience with Charles, who had been named dauphin, or heir to the throne.

A lot of people thought Joan was crazy. How could a teenage girl win a battle that grown men had fought and lost for decades?

How could the daughter of poor farmers possibly have advice about how to run the country for the son of the king?

But Joan was resolute—which means she was fiercely determined.

She imagined herself in battle, and she knew she would be victorious. She said, “All battles are first won or lost in the mind.”

Joan envisioned her future, then moved forward bravely to turn her dreams into reality. She went to see Robert de Baudricourt, a local leader who supported Charles. At first, he did not know what to make of her: a teenage girl who professed that she must see the man who would be king. But with the village’s support, he gave Joan his blessing. She cut her hair short and dressed in men’s clothing. On horseback, she made the eleven-day journey across enemy lines to Chinon, where Charles’s court resided.

But before Joan was allowed to meet with him, she had to overcome one more obstacle. Charles devised a test: he would dress in common clothes and stand in a crowd of men. If Joan could pick him out of the crowd, he would grant her a meeting.

Joan lived at a time when there was no photography or technology of the kind. And Joan was poor. She had never seen an oil painting. There would have been no way for her to know what Charles VII looked like. Yet she was able to pick him out of the crowd. This led Charles to believe that perhaps there was something divine about Joan—and thus perhaps there was a purpose to her mission. She met with Charles and convinced him he needed to take the oath to be king as soon as possible, that the future of France depended on it. She also convinced him to give her a horse and armor and let her ride with the soldiers—all men—into battle.

It was an incredible request, one that no one would reasonably grant. Men fought in wars. Women did not. But Joan resisted the constraints of her time. Charles allowed her to ride into battle.

Joan triumphed in the Siege of Orléans. And when Charles VII was crowned the king of France, she stood by his side.

In 1430, Joan was sent into battle again: this time to Compiègne, where she fought against the Burgundians. There, she was thrown off a horse and captured. Joan was held for several months as her captors tried to sell her off to England. The British thought it might make good propaganda to parade the teenage “savior of France” into their prisons. Her captors interrogated her, but she never revealed any of France’s secrets. They threatened her, for months on end, with rape and torture. But again, Joan resisted. She tied her uniform tightly around herself with dozens of cords. She protected her body and showed them the force of her will.

Ultimately, it was her gender that her enemies used against her. They charged her with seventy counts of witchcraft, heresy (meaning she went against the church), and dressing like a man. On May 30, 1431, Joan was burned at the stake (a frequent practice for murdering women who were deemed witches). She was only nineteen years old.

There is a legend that says although Joan’s body was burned that day, when the fires died down, her heart was discovered unburned and intact: a symbol that she was pure of heart.

The Hundred Years’ War continued for more than twenty years, but the efforts Joan made to shore up the reign of Charles VII had been profound, and his position as king was never in danger again. In 1456, he declared Joan innocent of all charges and she was named a martyr.

Joan would go on to be called a saint by the Catholic Church. Throughout the world, she is a symbol of how much good one person can do when she listens to her heart and gives of herself selflessly.

It is hard to believe that some people still use the phrase “just a girl.” By that, they mean that young women could not possibly have real power. Because of Joan of Arc, we know better. Yes, she was just a girl. But she was also “just” the most amazing warrior of her time.

#RESIST LESSON

ASK YOURSELF: WHAT WAS I BORN TO DO?
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