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The civil rights movement was a 
massive effort to secure equal 
access to, and opportunities 

for, the basic privileges and rights of 
US citizenship. Presbyterians joined 
in sit-ins, Freedom Rides, and other 
protests to end discrimination. And 
today their work continues. 

Through Self-Development of 
People (SDOP), a ministry of the 
Presbyterian Mission Agency, 
Presbyterians are continuing the 
� ght for the economic empowerment 
of groups long oppressed. 

Funded by SDOP grants made 
possible in part by One Great Hour of 
Sharing, the North Carolina program 
Building for Life is teaching at-risk 
kids to assemble and update comput-
ers that they then get to take home 
with them. Three of the program’s 
graduates have gone on to college, 
and one just graduated. “They have 
said they probably would not have 
gone to college had they not had that 
initial push with the computers,” says 
SDOP leader John Etheredge.

SDOP was also one of the � rst reli-
gious organizations to partner with 
the Coalition of Immokalee Workers 
(CIW). Today, CIW is a major 
PC(USA) partner in the � ght against 
human traf� cking, unfair wages, 
and food injustice. Presbyterians 
link arms with Florida farmworkers 
(many of whom are new immigrants) 
and countless others from across the 
nation in marches and campaigns. 
The result has been 12 multibillion-
dollar food retailers signing Fair 
Food agreements, including Walmart, 
Subway, and McDonald’s.

For Presbyterians, this effort and 
many others like it began in 1969, 
when Jim Forman and Eliezer Risco 
presented the Black Manifesto to the 
181st General Assembly of the United 
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
The manifesto called for $500 million 

in reparations from churches and 
synagogues in the United States.

At the assembly’s end, modera-
tor George E. Sweazey read a letter 
addressed to “fellow Presbyterians”:

I write this letter because much of 
the church may be where this
Assembly was seven days ago—
uneasy, puzzled, unsure. We have 
ended in a wonderful spirit of 
harmony and satisfaction. I am 
convinced that this is nothing 
else than the working of the 
Holy Spirit in a group of earnest, 
seeking Christians who were 
gathered together in Christ’s 
name. My prayer is that this same 
unity, this determination to do 
unusual things in an unusual 
way, this facing into an uncertain 
future in joy and trust may be 
characteristic of our whole church.

Since then Presbyterians have gen-
erously supported SDOP for 43 years, 
enabling it to provide more than $100 
million to poor people here in the 
United States and around the world.

Through SDOP, for instance, 

the Arctic Slope Native Association 
received $95,000 in 1971 for the 
Inupiat people of Barrow, Alaska. 
Upon winning their land-rights 
case, the association returned the 
entire grant to SDOP, expressing its 
gratitude for our � nancial assistance 
when it was most needed. The asso-
ciation is now the primary employer 
in its region.

Similarly, from 2006 to 2010, 
SDOP partners in the Dominican 
Republic brought over 8,000 people 
access to clean water, provided 
economic development opportunities 
for thousands, and addressed food 
security throughout the country.

In this way, SDOP remains a 
ministry rooted in civil rights.

“From the burning embers of the 
riots of discontent rose several devel-
opment programs to meet the human 
crisis of poverty, hunger, disenchant-
ment, and despair,” says former 
SDOP director St. Paul Epps. “SDOP 
was one of the embers that grew into 
a sustaining � ame that burns glori-
ously until this day.”

Cynthia White is the coordinator for SDOP.
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Hundreds of Presbyterian allies at more than a dozen protests over two weeks joined the battle for fair 
food during the 2013 Publix Truth Tour organized by the Coalition of Immokalee Workers.
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Happy Day for the Committee; Inuit leaders from Alaska face the press at General 

Assembly (1976) after repaying an SDOP grant and telling Assembly commissioners 

how it helped them with tittle to vast acreage of their homeland and income from oil 

produced in the state. 

 

 




