
Dear Folks,

I had the opportunity to be one of several presenters in the discussion of direct action and
only made very sketchy notes of what I might want to say before the panel.

So I’m reconstructing from memory here.

First, storytelling is important and we were asked to tell stories.

Not all direct action is street demonstrations and arrests. Some of it is simply authentic
being – presence. In 1982 I was living at St. Francis Catholic Worker in Washington DC
and we had a man living with us as a guest named Lonnie. Lonnie was, as long as I was
in touch with him over the years, chronically down and out, very poor, often homeless,
seldom employed and susceptible to drugs and alcohol.

One evening he came home especially agitated, and one of the women in our community
sat down to talk with him. What had him upset was that his girlfriend had an appointment
for an abortion the next day – his child – and he did not want that to happen.  Marcia
spent hours talking with him, well after midnight, with the outcome that he met his
girlfriend at the clinic in the morning and persuaded her to turn around. In time she had a
boy, and though their relationship was tenuous by many standards they remained a couple
for years and later had a second child as well.

One of my most humbling experiences was to have Lonnie turn up at Zacchaeus Kitchen
where we worked (and which he frequented), take out his wallet photos of his son to
wave around and give a (sometimes) brief testimonial about “these people at the kitchen
who helped save my son’s life.” He did that frequently over the several years’ time, and I
had the privilege of watching his son grow up in photographs.

Key for me is the way this happened by pure presence and relationship, that some of us
were there and had some credibility to a guy with a not-that-well-organized life but who
unquestionably wanted his child to live. As a result, we made a contribution to saving and
redeeming life for Lonnie, his girlfriend and their children. They had each other if not
much else, which was redemptive for them, and Lonnie at least, remembered that
presence with gratitude and joy for many years.

Scripture says “make real friends with the poor.” When we do, powerful things happen,
and not from strategy or ideology.

Over my adult life I have been involved in a great many direct nonviolent actions that did
involve arrest and even jail, across a range of life issues.  So let me offer a bouquet of
modest contributions to life through handcuffs.

Giant Foods, a supermarket chain that is big locally at least, is known these days as an
industry leader in salvaging unsaleable food and making it available to the likes of
shelters, soup kitchens and food banks. But once upon a time in the 1970s and early



1980s, they used to throw bleach onto trash food in their dumpsters, or crush, it or lock
the dumpsters against the scavenging poor. Without CCNV’s campaign to change that,
including dozens of us occupying the lobby of their headquarters in suburban Maryland,
they might not be nourishing the lives of the poor in the same way today.

Mumia Abu-Jamal is alive and off death row for the first time in over 30 years today.
Convicted, (unjustly, in my view) of killing a police officer, he was sentenced to death in
1981 and a major movement to prevent his execution and win his exoneration has fought
on thru the decades. Two major civil disobedience actions – occupation of the Liberty
Bell site in Philadelphia in 1999 and here at the Supreme Court in Washington in 2000
(the largest nonviolent arrest in opposition to capital punishment in US history) led soon
to Judge Yohn setting aside Mumia’s death sentence in 2001, a ruling finally validated
last year. I stood trial in Philadelphia in that effort and helped organize the Supreme
Court die-in.

The Pershing Plowshares was a group of nonviolent resisters to the nuclear arms race.
Eight of us went to Martin Marietta (now Lockheed Martin) in Orlando Florida and on
Easter/Passover/Earth Day 1984 went into the plant in predawn hours to disarm Pershing
II nuclear missile components. We were convicted and sentenced to three years. Pershing
II was a first-strike nuclear missile capable of reaching the Soviet Union in as little as six
minutes from its launch points in West Germany, and thus brought the world closer to
nuclear war than at any time since the Cuban missile crisis. Three years after our action,
Gorbachev and Reagan signed an agreement to abolish the Euromissiles, and the
Pershing II which had been envisioned as having a minimal 20 year lifespan was history
after only four years. Gorbachev got a Nobel prize for his efforts. We got prison!

Over 170 men still reside at Guantanamo, over ten years after it was opened, a frightful
testimony to our country’s scorn of its own professed principals. The original idea was
for Guantanamo to be beyond the reach of law and a place where its captives would be
completely cut off from anything else in the world.  Witness against Torture is a
campaign led by my friends in the Catholic Worker movement and Atlantic Life
Community to confront that crime, and even more important to practice mercy toward
those prisoners, as the Gospel asks of would-be believers.  I have been involved in only
two arrests in the course of that seven year campaign, but one of the most important
things coming out of such efforts is that we have by our actions provided those prisoners
hope and likely kept some of them alive. They know there are Americans and Christians
witnessing and risking something for them and it overcomes the war machine’s effort to
isolate them and destroy their humanity.

Puerto Rico remains a U.S. colony, certified so by the United Nations, a profound scandal
considering it is the 21st century and there are precious few such captive nations left on
the planet.  I had the privilege of working substantially with the Puerto Rican liberation
movement in the late 1990s and early 2000s for the release of their political prisoners in
US jails and in the campaign to end the bombing of Vieques ( a small island off Puerto
Rico’s east coast. We were invited to work with and train Puerto Rican independentistas
in nonviolent action toward these ends. Eleven of the prisoners were pardoned and



released in 2001 and not only was Vieques’ use for war maneuvers ended in 2003, but the
US Navy closed Roosevelt Roads Naval base and turned both the base and the island
over to the Puerto Rican people.

Nonviolent action for life can yield good and gratifying results, even in the fumbling
hands of someone like me.

Paul Magno


