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In 1958, 18-year-old Bernard LaFayette 
enrolled at American Baptist Theological 
Seminary in Nashville, Tennessee. 
LaFayette is an African American and had 
lived in Florida and Pennsylvania: in the former, he was raised with segregation, in the latter, he 
attended integrated public schools. When he arrived at seminary, he roomed with John Lewis, now the 
U.S. Representative for Georgia's 5th congressional district. Within weeks, Lewis convinced LaFayette to 
dive into the practice of nonviolence, and they would go on to participate in some of the most crucial 
moments in the U.S. Civil Rights Movement: with Diane Nash, they led the sit-ins that integrated 

downtown Nashville; they helped to found the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee; 
both were Freedom Riders and were badly 
beaten in Alabama and thrown in Mississippi’s 
Parchman Prison; and both were instrumental 
in the voting rights movement that 
culminated in the 1965 Selma march and 
inspired the US Congress to pass the Voting 
Rights Act. Always, LaFayette applied the 
principles of nonviolence to find pathways 
over conflict, racism, and prejudice. On the 
morning of April 4, 1968, shortly before he 
was assassinated, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
told LaFayette that the next step for the 
movement was “to institutionalize and to 

internationalize nonviolence.” In the decades since, LaFayette has done exactly this — spread the 
practices of nonviolence to organizations, institutions, and groups around the globe. In this talk, Dr. 
LaFayette, having earned his Ph.D. from Harvard University, will speak about his experiences in the Civil 
Rights Movement, the theory and practice of nonviolence, and our responsibilities today — all with a 
boundless optimism and perhaps a song or two. 


