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Martin Luther King, Jr.
Birmingham City Jail
April 16, 1963

Bishop C. C. J. Carpenter
Bishop Joseph A. Durick
Rabbi Milton L. Grafman
Bishop Nolzn B. Harmon
The Rev., George H. Murray
The Rev. Edward V. Ramage
The Rev. Earl Stallings

My dear Fellow Clergymen,

¥hile confined here in the Birmingham City Jall, I came across your recent
statement calling our present activities funwise and untimely.® Seldom, if
ever, do I pause to answer criticism of my work and idens. If I sought to answer
all of the criticisms that cross my desk, my secretaries would be engaged in
little else in the course of the day, and I would have no time for constructive
work. But since T feel that you are men of genuine goodwill and your criticisms
are sincerely set forth, I would like to answer your statement in what I hope
will be patient and reasonable terns,

I think I should give the reason for my being in Birmingham, since you
have been influenced by the argument of Woutsiders coming in." I have the
honor of serving as president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conferance,
an organizati_on operating in every Southern state with headguarters in Atlanta,

Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliate organizations all across the southe-

one being the Alsbamas Christian Movement for Human Rights. Whenever necessary

and possible we share staff, educational and financial resocurces with our affiliates.
Several months ago our local affiliate here in Birminghsm invited us to be on

call to engage in a nonviolent direct action program if such were deemed necessary.
We readily consented and when the hour came we lived up to our pramises.

So I am here, along with several members of my staff, because we were invited
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here. I am here because I have basic crganizational ties here.
Beyond this, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the
ad ghth century prophets left their little villages and carried their "thus
saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their home Lowns; and just as
the Apostle Paul left his little village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of
Jesus Christ to practically every hamlet end city of the Greaco~Roman world,
I too am compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my particular home
town. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid,
Moreover, I am congnizant of the interrelatedness of all communi ties and
states. I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned ebout what happens
in Birmingham, Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We
are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment
of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly. Never
egain can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial Moutside agitatorh
idea. Amyone who lives inside the United States can never be congidered
an cutsider anywhere in this country.
You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham.
But I am sorry that your statement did not express 8 similar concern for the
conditions that brought the demonstrations into being. I am sure that each of
you would want to - go beyond the superficial social amalyst who looks merely
at effects, and does not grapple with underlying causes. I would not hesitate
to say that it is unfortumate that so-called demonstrations are taking place
in Birmingham st this time, but I would say in more emphatic terms that it iz
even more unfortunate that the white power structure of this city left the Negro
community with no other altermative,
In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic stepst (1) Collection
of the facts to determine whether injustices are alive. (2) Negotiation. (3)
Self-purification and (4) Direct Action. We have gone through all of these

steps in Birmingham. There can be na gainsaying of the fact that racial ine
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Justice enguifs this community. Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly

se;‘egatad city in the United States. Its ugly record of police brutality

is known in every section of this country. Its unjust treatment of Negroes in

the courts is a notorious reality. There have been more unsolved bombings

of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than any city in this nation. These

are the hard, brutal and unbelievable facts. On the basis of these con~

ditions Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the

political leaders consistently refused %o engage in good faith negotiation.
Then came the opportunity last September to talk with some of the leaders

of the economic community. In these negotimting sessions certain promises

wera made by the merchants « such as the pramise to remove the humiliating

racial signs from the stores, On the basis of these promises Rev, Shuttlesworth

and the leaders of the Alabame Christian Movement for Humen Rights agreed to
call & moratorium on any type - of demonstrations. As the weeks and months
unfolded we realized that we were the victims of & broken promise., The signs
rempined. Like so many experiences of the past we were confronted with blasted
hopes, and the dark shadow of a deep disappointment settled upon us. So we
had no altermative except that of preparing for direct action, whereby we
would present our very bodies as a means of laying our case before the cone
science of the local and mational community. We were not ummindful of the
difficulties involved. So we decided to go through a process of seilf~puri-
fication. We started hating workshops on nonviolence and repeatedly asked

ourselves the questions, ¥Are you eble to accept blows without retaliating?®

"Are you @ble to endure the ordeals of jail?" We decided to set our direct
action program around the Easter season, realizing that with the exception
of Christmas, this was the largest shopping period of the year. Knowing

that a strong withdrawal program would be the hy-product of direct action,
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we fely t.hat.thi.a was the best time to bring pressurs on the merchants
for the needed changes. Then it occurred to us that the March election
was ahead and so we speedily decided to postpone action until after election
day. When we discovered that Mr, Comnor was in the run~-off, we decided
again to postpone action so that the demonstrations could not be used to
cloud the issues. At this time we agreed to begin our nonviolent witness
the day after the run~off,

This reveals that we did not move irresponsibly into direct action. We

too wanted to see Mr. Connor defeated; so we went through postponement after
postponement to aid in this commnity need. After this we felt that direct
action could be delayed no longer.

You may well ask, "Why direct action? Why slt~-ins, marches, etc? Isn!t
negotiation a better path? You are exactly right in your call for negotiation.
Indeed, this is the purpose of direct action. Nonviolent dirsct action seeks

to create such & crisis and establish such cremstive tension that a comnmuni ty
" that has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It
seeks 'so to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored. I just
referred to the creation of tension a&s a part of the work of the nonviolent
resister. This may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not
afraid of the word tension., I have earnestly worked and preached against
violent tension, but there is a type of constructive nonviolent tension that
is necessary.for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create
8 tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths
and half-truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective
appraisal, we must see the nsed of having nomviolent gadflies to create the
kind of tension in society that wiil help men to rise from the dark depths of pre-
Judice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding end brotherhood. So
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the purpese of the direct action is to ereate a situau.on So crisis~packed that
it will inevitably open the door to negotiamtion. Wa, therefore, conscur with you
in your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved Southland been bogged in
the tragic attempt to live in monologue rather than dialogue,

One of the basic points ‘in your statement is that our acts are untimely.
Some have ashked, “Why didn't you give the new administration time to act?®
The only answer that I can give te this inquiry is that the new administration
must be prodded about as much as the outgoing one before it acts. We will be
sadly mistaken if we feel that the election of Mr, Boutwell will bring the
millenium to Bimingham. While Mr. Boutwell is much more articulate and gentle
than Mr. Connor, they are both segregationists, dedicated to the task of maine

taining the status qua, The hope I see in Mr. Boutwell is that he will be reason-

able enough to see the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But

he will not see this without pressure from the devotees of civil rights. My
friends, I must say to you that we have not made a single gein in civil rights
without determined legel and nonviolent pressure. History is the long and tragic
story ef the fact that privileged groups seldem give up their privileges volun-
tarily. Individuals may see the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust
posture; but as Reinhold Niebuhr has reminded us, groups are more immoral than
individuals,

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given
by the oppressorj it must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have never
yet engrged in a direct action movement that was %well timed," according to the
timetable of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation.
For years now I have heard the words "Waitl® It rings in the ear of every
Negro with a piercing femiliarity, This "Hait! has almost always meant "Never.!
It has been a tranquilizing thalidomide, relieving the emotional stress for
8 mament, only to give birth to an ill-formed infant of frustration. We must

come to see with the distlnguished jurist of yesterday that »justice too long



62041lg-014



(6)

delayed ig justice denied." We have waited for more than three hundred and
forty years for our constitutionel and Godwgiven rights. The nations of Asia
and Africa are moving with jet-like speed toward the goal of political indepand-
ence, and we still creep at horse and buggy pace toward the gaining of a cup
of coffee at a lunbth counter, I quess it is easy for those who have never
felt the stinging fapts of segregation to say,"Wait." But when you have seen
vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and
brothers at whim; when you have seen hate filled policemen curse, kiclk, brutaiize
and even kill your black brothers and sisters with impunity; when you see the
vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an air tight
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 tears welling up in her little
eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored ghildren, 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 unconseciously develeping

8 bitterness toward white people; when you have to concoct an answer for a
five-yenr old son asking in agonizing pathos: "Daddy, why do white people
treat colored pecple so mean?; when you take 2 cross country drive and find
it necessary to sleep night after night in the uncomfortable corners of your
automebile because no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day in
and day out by nagging signs reading Pwhite® and Teolored;t when your first
name becames "ni gger" and your middle name becomes “boy* (however old you are)
and your last mame becames "John," and when your wife and mother are never
given the respected title "Mrs.3" when you are harried by day and haunted by

night by the fact that you are a Negro, living constantly at tip-toe stance
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never quite knowing what to expect next, and plagued with inner fears amd cuter
resentments; 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 endurance runs over, and men are no longer willing to be
plunged into an abyss of injustice where thay experience the bleekness of
corroding despair. I hope, Sirs, you can understand our legitimate and un~
avoidable impatience,

You express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws.
This is certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so diligently urge people
to obey the Supreme Court!s decision of 195h outlawing segregation in the
public schools, 1t is rather strange and paradoxical to find us consciously
breaking laws., One may weil ask, "how can you advocate breaking some laws and
obeying others? The anaswer is found in the fact that there are two types of
lawss There are just and there are unjust laws. I would agree with
Saint Augustine that "An unjust law is no law at all."

Now what is the difference between the two? How does one determine when
a8 law is just or unjust? A just law is & man-made code that squares with the
moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony
vith the moral law. To put it in the terms of Saint Thomas Aquinas, an
unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal and matural law.

Any law that uplifts human personality is Just. Any law that degrades human
persomality is unjust. A1l segrecrtion statues are unjust because segregation
distorts the gsoul and damages the rersonality. It gives the segregator a
false gense of superiority, and the segrecated a felse sense of inferiority.
To use the words of Martin Buber, the great Jewish phi losopher, segrecation
substitutes an "I-it" relationship for the YI-thout relationship, and ends

up relegating persons to the status of things. So segregation i3 not

only politically, economically and sociologically unsound,
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but it is morally wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin is separate
lon. TIsnlt segregation an existential expression of man's tragic separation,
an expression of his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness, So I can
urge them to disobey segregation ordinances because they are morally wrong.

Let us turn to a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An
unjust law is & code that a majority inflicts on a minority that is not binding
on itself-. This is difference made legal. On the other hand a just law is a
code that a majority compels a minority to follow that it is wililing to follow
itself. This is sameness made legal.

Let me give another explanation. An unjust law is a code inflicted upon
a minority which that minority had no part in emacting or creating because they
did not have the unhampered right to vote. Who can say that the legislature
of Alabema which set up the segregation laws was democratically elected?
Throughout the state of Alabama all types of conniving methods are used to pre~
vent Negroes from becoming registered voters and there are some counties withe
out 8 single Negro registered to vote despite the fact that the Negro constitutes
8 majority of the population. Can any law set up in such & state be considered
democratically structured?

These are just a few examples of unjust and just laws. There are some
instances when 2 law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For
instance, I was arrested Friday on charge of parading without a permit. Now
there is nothing wrong with an ordinance which requires a permit for a parade,
but when the ordinance is used to preserve segregation and to deny citigens
the First Amendment privilege of peaceful assembly and peaceful protest, then
it becomes unjust.

I hope you can see the distinction I em trying to point our. In no sense

do I advocate evading or defying the law as the rabid segregationist would do.
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This would lead to amarchy. One who breaks an ¢njust luw must do it openly,
lovingly, (not hatefully as the white mothers did in New Orleans when they were
seen on television screaming "nigger, nigger, nigger®) and with a willingness
to accept the penalty. I submit that an individual who breaks a law that
consclence tells him is unjust, and willingly accepts the pemalty by staying
in jail to arouse the conscience of the community over ite injustice, is in
reality expressing the very highest respect for law.

Of course, there is nothing new sbout this kind of civil discbedicnce.

It was seen sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey
the laws of Nebuchadnezzar because a higher moral law was involved, It was
practiced superbly by the early Christians who were willing to face hungry lions
end the excruciating pain of chopping bloclts, before submitting to certain
unjust laus of the Roman empire. To 8 degree mcademic freedom is a reality
today because Socrates practiced civil discbedience.

We can never forget that everything Hitler did in Germany was “legal" and
everything the Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was "{llegal,? X was
illegal" to aid and comfort a Jew in Hitler!s Germany. But I am sure that if
I had lived in Germany during that time I would have sided and comforted my
Jewish brothers even though it was illegal. If I lived in a communist country
today vhere certain principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed, I
believe I would openly advocate disobeying these antiwreligious laws.

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 grave-
ly disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable
conclugsion that the Negro!s great stumbling block in the stride toward freedom
is not bhe White Citizenls Counciie=er or the Klu Klux Klanner, but the white

moderate who is more devoted to "order! than to justicey who peefers a necative
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preace which Is the sbsence of tension to a postive peace which is the presence
of justice; who constantly says "I agree with you in the goal you seek, but
I zanlt agree with your methods of direct actiony® who paternalistically
feels that he can set the time=~table 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 goodwill ig more
frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of i1l will, Lultewarm
acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection,

I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and order
exist for the purpose of establishing Justice, and that when they fail to do
this they become the dangerously structured dams that block the flow of social
progress. I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that the present
tension in the South is merely a necessary phase of the transition frem an
obnoxious negative peace, where the Negro passively accepted his ynjust plight,
to a mbst-:.ance-filled positive peace, where all men will Tespect the dighity
and worth of human personality. Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct
gction are not the creators of tension, We merely bring to the surface the
hidden tension that is already alive, We bring it oub in the open where it
can be seen and dealt with. Like a boil that can never be cured as long as
it is covered up but must be opened with all its pus-flowing ugliness to the
natural medicines of air and light, injustice must likewise be sxposed, with
all of the tension its exposing creates, to the light of human conscience and
the air of mational opinion before it can be cured,

In your statement you asserted that our actions s even though peaceful,
must be condemned because they precipitate violence. But can this assertion
be logically made? Isn!t this 1like condemning the robbed man because his
possession of money precipitated the evil act of robbery? Isn't this like
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conderming Socrates because his unswerving comitnent to truth and his phile
osophical delvings precipitated the misguided popular mind to make hin drink

the hemlock? Isntt this like condenning Jesus because His unique God~Consclouse
ness and never-ceasing devotion to His wiil precipitated the evil act of crucifixe
ion? We must come to see, as federnl courts have eonsistently affirned, that .

it i3 ionoral to urge an individual to withdraw his efforts to gain his basic
constitutional rights because the quest precipitates violence. Society nust
protect the robbed and punish the robber.

I had also hoped that the white noderate would reject the myth of time, I
received a letter this morning from a white brother in Texas which saids “All
Christians know that the colored people will receive equal rights eventually,
but it is possible that you are in too great of a religious hurry, It has taken
Christianity alnost 2000 years to accomplish what it has. The teachings of
Christ take tine to come to earth.® A1l that is said here grows out of a
tragic nisconception of time. It is the strangely irratienal notion that there
is something in the very flow of time that will inevitably cure all ills.
Actually tine is neutral, Tt can be used either distructively or constructively.
I am coning to feel that the people of {1l-will have used time much more
effectively than the people of good will. We will have to repent in this
generation not nerely for the vitriolic words and metions of the bad people, but
for the appalling silence of the good people. We nust come to see that human
progress never rolls in on vheels of inevitability. It comes through the
tireless efforts and persistent work of men willing to be co-workers with God,
and without this hard work time 1tself becomes an ally of the forces nf social
stagnation, We nmust use tinme creatively, and forever realize that the tine is
always ripe to do right. Now is the time to mahe reml the promise of democracy,
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and transform our pending national elegy intec a creative psalm of brotherhood.
Now is the time to 1lift our national policy from the quicksand of racial
injustice to the solid rock of human dignity.

You spoke of our activity in Bimmingham as extreme., At first I was
rather disappointed that fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as
those of the extremist. I started thinking sbout the fact that I stand in the
middle of two opposing forces in the Negre community. One is a force of com=
placency made up of Negroes who, as a result of long years of cppression, have
been so completely drained of self-respect and a sense of "gomebodiness? that they
have adjusted to segregation, and, of a few Negroes in the middle class who, be-
cause of a degree of academic and economic security, and because at points
they profit by segregation, have unconsciously become insensitive to the
problems of the magses. The other force is one of bitterness » 8nd hatred and
becomes perilously close to advocating violence, It s expressed in the various
black mationalist groups that are springing up over the nation, the largest and
best known being Eli jah Muhammad!s Muslim movement, This movement is nourished by
the contemporary frustration over the continued existence of racial discrimination.
It is made up of people who have lost faith in America, who have gbsolutely repuw
diated Christianity, and who have concluded that the white man is an incurable
Udevil.! I have tried to stand between these twe forces saying that we need not
follow the "do=nothingism" of the complacent or the hatred and despair of the black
natiomalist, There is a more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest. Iim
grateful to God that, through the Negro church, the dimension of nonviolence
entered our struggle. If this philosophy had not emerged, I =m comvinced that by
now many streets of the South would be flowing with floeds of blood. And I am
further convinced that if our white brethers dismiss as Yrabble rousers® and

"outside agitators® those of us who are working through the channels of
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nonviolent direct action end refuse to Support our nonviolent efforts, millions
of Negroes, out of frustration and despair, will seek selace and security

in black mationalist ideologies, a development that will lead ingvitably to

a frightening racial ni ghtrmare,

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The urge for freedom
will eventually come. This is what has happened to the American Negro. Some~
thing within - has reminded him of his birthright of freedam; something without
has reminded him that he can gin it. Consciously and unconsciously, he has
baen swept in by what the Gemmans call the Zeltgeist, and with his black brother
of Africa, and his brown and yellow brothers of Asim, South America and the
Caribbean, he is moving with a sense of cosmic urgency toward the promise land
of racial justice. Recognizing this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro
communif.y, one should readily understand public demonstrations. The Negro has
many pent up resentments and latent frustrations. He has to get them out. So
iet him march sometime; let him have his prayer pilgrimages to the city hall;
werstand why he must have siteing and freedom rides, If his repressed
emotions do not come out in these nonviolent ways, they will come out in ominous
expressions of violence., This is not a threat; it is a fact of history. So I
have not said to my people "get rid of your discontent." But I have tried to
say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channelized through the
creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. Now this approach is being dismis:
8g extremist. I must admit- that I was initially disappointed in being so
categorized ,

But a3 I contimue to think about the matter I gradually galned a bit of
satisfaction from being considered an extremist, Was not Jesus an extremist
in love- "lLove your enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for them that
despitefully use you.! Was not Amos an extremist for justice = let justice
roll down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream." Was not Faul
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an extremist for the gospel of Jesus Christ - "I bear in my body the marks of

the Lord Jesus.® Was not Martin Luther an extremist = "here I stands I can

do none other so help me God." Was not John Bunyan an extremist - 9T will

stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my con-

Science, " Was not Abraham Lincoln an extremist - "This matlon cannot surtive

half slave and half free.! Was not Thomas Jefferson an extrenist - We hold these

truths to be self evident that all men are created equal.® So the question

is not whether we will be extremist but what kind of extremist will we be. Will

we be extremists for hate or will we be extremists for 1ove? Will we be

extremists for the preservation of injustice = or will we be extremists for the

cause of justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary?’s hill, three men were

crucified. We must not forget that ail three were crucified for the same crime,

The crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, end thusly feil

below their enviromment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for iove,

truth, and goodness, and thereby rose above his envirorment. So, after all,

maybe the South, the nation ond the world are in dire need of creative extremists.
I had hoped that the white moderate would see this. Meybe I was too optimistic

Maybe I expected too much. I quess T should have realized that few members of

8 race that has oppressed another race can understand or appreciate the deep

groans and passiomate yearnings of those that have been oppressed and still

fewer have the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong, per-

sistent and determined action, I am thankful, however, that some of our white

brothers have grasped the meaning of this social revolution and comitted them -

selves to it. They are still all too small in quantity, but they are big in

quality. Some like Ralph McGill, Lillian Smith, Harry Golden and James Dabbs

have written about our struggle in eloquent, prophetic and understanding terms.

Others have marched with us down nameless streets of the South. They have ian-

guished in filthy roach=infested jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of

angry policemen who
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see them &8s "dirty nigger lovers.t They, un=
like so many of their moderate brothers and sisters, have recognized the
urgency of the moment and sensed the need for powerful "action” antidotes to
canbat the disease of segregation.

Let me rush on to mention my other disappointment. I have been so greatly
Aisappointed with the white church and its leadership. Of course, there are
Some notable exceptions, I am not ummindful of the fact that each of you has
taken some significant stands on this issue. I commend you, Rev. Stallings, for
Your Christian stand on this past Sunday, in welcoming Negroes to Yyour worship
service on a nonesegregated basis. T commend the Catholic leaders of this stats
for integrating Springhiil College several years ago,

But despite these notabie exceptions I must honestly reiterate that I have
been disappointed with the church. I say it as a minister of the gospel, who
loves the church; who was nurtured in its bosom; who has been sustained by its
spiritual blessings and who will remain true to it as long as the cord of 1ife
shall lengthen,

I had the strange feeling when I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership
of the bus protest in Montgomery several years ago that we would have the support
of the white church. I feit that the white ministers, priests and rabbis of the
South would be some of our strongest allies. Instead, some have been outright
opponents, refusing to understand the freedem movement and misrepresenting its
leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than couragecus and have
remalned silent behind the anesthetizing security of stained~glass windows.

In spite of my shattered dreams of the past, I came to Birmingham with
the hope that the white religious leadership of this cammuni ty would see the
Justice of our cause, and with deep moral concern, serve as the channel through

which our just grievances could get to the power structure. T had hoped that
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each of you would understand. But again I have been disappointed.

I have heard numerous religious leaders of the South call upon their
worshippers to comply with a desegregation decision because it is the law,
but I have longed to hear white ministers say, "follow this decree because
integration is morally right and the Negro is your brother.® In the midst of
blatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched white churches
stand on the sideline and merely mouth pious irrelevances and sanctimonious
trivialities. In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial
and econonic injustice, I have heard so many ministers say, "those are social
issues with which the gospel has no real concern", and I have watched so many
churches conmit themselves to a completely otherwworldly religion which made
& strange distinction between body and soul s the sacred and the seoular.

So here we are moving toward the exit of the twentieth century with a
religious community largely adjusted to the status quo, standing as a tail-
light behind other community agencies rather than a headlight leading men to
higher levels of justice.

I have travelled the length and breadth of Alsbama, Mississippl and all
the other southern states. On sweltering summer days and crisp autumn
mornings I have looked at her beautiful churches with their lofty spires
pointing heavemward. I have beheld the impressive outlay of her massive re-
ligious education bulldings. Over and over again I have found myself askings
"What kind of people worship here? Who is their God? Where were their voices
when the 1lips of Governor Barmett dripped with words of interpositian and
nullification? Where were they when Governor Wallace gave the clarion call

for defi ance and batred? Where were their volces of support when tired,
bruised and weary Negro men
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ard women decided to rise from the dark dungeons of complacency to the bright
hills of creative protest?

Yes, these questions are still in my mind. In deep di sappointment, I
have wept over the laxity of the church. But be assured that my tears
have been tears of love. There can be no deep di sappointment where there is
not deep love. Yes, I love the church; I love her sacred walls. How could
I do otherwise? I am in the rather unijue position of being the son, the
grandson and the great-grandsen of preachers. Yes, I see the church ag the
body of Christ. But, oh] How we have blemished and scarred that body
through social neglect and fear of being nonconformists.

Thers wag a time when the Church was very powerful. It was during that
period when the early Christians rejoiced when they were deemed worthy to
suffer for what they believed. In those days the Church was not merely a
thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it was
a8 thermostat that transformed the mores of society. Wherever the early
Christians entered a town the power structure got disturbed and immediately
sought to convict them for being "disturbers of the peace® and %outside
agitators.® But they went on with the conviction that they were %a colony
of heaven®, and had to obey God rather than man. They were small in number
but big in commitment. They were too God-intoxicated to be Rastronomically

intimidated." They brought an end to such ancient evils as infanticide and

gladiatorial contest,

Things are different now. The contemporary church is sn often a weak,

Ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound. It is So often the arch supporter:

of the status quo. Fer from being disturbed by the presence of the church,
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the power structure of the average community is consoled hy the churchts
silent and often vocal sanction of things @s thay are.

But the judgement of God is upon the church as naever before. If the
church of today dees not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church,
it will lose its authentic ring, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be
dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the twentieth century.
I an meeting young people every day whose disappolntment with the church has
risen to outright disgust.

Maybe egain, I have been too optimistic. Is organized religion too inex-
tricably bound to status-quo to save our mation and the world? Maybe I must
turn my faith to the inner spiritual church, the church within the church,
as the true ecclesia and the hope of the world., But again I am thankful to
God that some noble souls from the ranks of organized raligion have broken
loose from the paralyzing chains of conformity and jolned us es active partners
in the struggle for freedom. They have left their secure congraegations and
walked the streets of Albany, Georgim, with us. They have gone through tha
highways of the South on tortuous rides for freedom. Yes, they have gone to
Jail with us. Some have been kicked out of their churches, and lost support
of their bishops and fellow ministers. But they have gone with the faith that
right defeated is stronger than evil triumphant, These men have been the
leaven in the lump of the zace. Their witness has been the spiritusl salt that
has preserved the true meaning of the Gospel in these troubled times. They
have carved a tunnzl of hope through the dark mountain of disappointment.

I hope the church &s B whole will meet the challenge of this decisive
hour. But even 1f the church does not come to the aid of justice, I have no
despair about the future, I have no fear about the outomme of our struggle in
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Birmingham, even if our motives are presently misunderstood. We will reach the
goal of freedom in Birmingham and all over the nation, because the goal of
Anmerica is freedom, Abused and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied
up with the destiny of America. Before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth we
were here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched across the pages of history the
ma jestic words of the Declaration of Independence, we were here. For more than
two centuries our fore-parents labored here without wages; they made cotton
king; and they built the homes of their masters in the midst of brutal injustice
and shameful humiliation~-and yst out of a bottamless vitality they contimed
to thrive and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of alavery could not
stop us, the opposition we now face wiil surely fail. We will win our fresdom
because the sacred herigage of our nation and the sternal will of God are
embodied in our echoing demands.

I must close now., But before closing I am impelled to mention one other
point in your statement that troubled me profoundly. You wermly commended the
Birningham police forc: for keeping “order" and “preventing violence.® 1
dontt believe you would have so warmly comended the police force if you had
seen its angry violent doga literally biting six unarmed, nonviclent Negroes.

I don't believe you would so quickly commend the policemen if you would
observe their ugly and inhumen treatment of Negroes here in the city jail; if
you would watch them push and curse old Negro women and young Negro girls; if
you would see them slap and kick old Negro men and young boysy if you will
observe them, as they did on two occasions, refuse to give us food because
we wanted to sing our grace together. Im sorry that I cantt join you in
your praise for the police department.
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It is true that they have been rather disciplined in their public handling
of the demonstrators. In this sense they have been rather publicly "none
violent." But for what purpose? To preserve the evil system of segregation.
Over the 1ast few years I have consistently preached that nonviolence demands
that the means we use must be as pure as the ends we seek. So I have tried
to make it clear that it is wrong to use immoral means to attain moral ends,

But not I must affirm that it is just as wrong, or even more so to use moral
means to preserve immoral ends. Maybe Mr, Connor and his policemen have
been rather publicly nonviolent, as .Chief Pritchett was in Albany, Georgia,
but they have used the moral means of nonviolence to maintain the immoral
erd of flagrant racial injustice. T. S. Eliot has said that there is no
greater treason than to do the right deed for the wrong reason.

I wish you had commended the Negro sit-inners and demonstrators of Birminghar
for their sublime courage, their willingness to suffer and their anazing dig-
cipline in the midst of the most iniwman provocation. One day the South will
recognize its real haroes. They will be the James Meredi ths, courageously
and with a majestic sense of purpose, facing jeering and hostile mobs and the
agonizing loneliness that characterizes the iife of the pioneer. They will
be old oppressed, battered Negro women, symbolized in a seventy-two year old
woman of Montgomery, Alebama, who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her
pecple decided not to ride the segregated buses, and respond to ong who in-
quired about her tiredness with ungrammatical profundity; "my feet is tired,
but my soul is rested.,” They will be the young high school and college students,
young nministers of the gospel and a host of their elders courageously and non=
violently sitting-in at lunch counters and willingly golng to jail for conscience
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sake, One day the South will ¥now that when these disinherited children of
God sat down at lunch counters they were in reality standing up for the best
in the American dream and the most sacred walues in oup Judeo~Christian
heritage, and thusly, carrying our whole mation back to those great wells

of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in the formulation of
the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.

Never before have I written a letter this long, (or should I say a book?).
I'm afraid that it is much too long to take your precious time. I can assure
you that it would heve been much shorter if T had been writing from 8 com-
fortable desk, but what else is there to do when you are alone for days in
the dull monotony of a marrow jail cell other than write long letters, think
strange thoughts, and pray long prayers?

If I have said anything in this letter that is an overstatement of the
truth and is indicative of an unreasemeble impatience, I beg you to forgive me.
If I have said anything in this letter that is an understatement of the truth
and is indicative of my having a patience that makes me patient with amything
less than brotherhood, I beg God to forgive me.

I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that
circumstances will soon make it possible for me to meet each of you, not as
an integrationist or a civil rights leader, but as a fellow clergyman and a
Christian brother. Let us all hope that the dark clouds of racial prejudice
will soon pass away and the deep fog of mlsunderstanding will be 1ifted from
our fear-drenched communities and in some not too distant tomorrow the radiant

stars of love and brotherhood will shine over our great mation with a1l of
their scintilliating beauty.

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood

Martin Luther King, Jr,
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Martin Luther King, Jr.

Birmingham City Jail
April 16, 1963

Bishop C. C. J. Carpenter
Bishop Joseph A. Durick
Rabbi Milton L. Grafman
Biszhop Nolan B. Harmon
The Rev. George H. Murray
The Rev. Edward V. Ramage
The Rev. Earl Stallings

My dear Fellow Clergymen,
While confined here in the Birmingham City Jail,

ivities "unwise and untimely.” Seldom, if

If T sought to answer

I came across your recent

statement calling our present act

ever, do I pause to answer criticism of my work and ideas.

all of the criticisms that cross my desk, my secretaries would be engaged in

1ittle zlse in the course of the day, and I would have no time for constructive

work. But since I feel that you are men of genuine goodwill and your criticisms
_are sincerely set forth, I would like to answer your statement in what I hope
will be patient and reasonable terms,

T think I should give the reason for my being in Birmingham, since you
have been influenced by the argqument of "outsiders coming in.® I have the
honor of serving as president of the Southern Ghristian Leadership Conference,
an organization operating in every Southern state with headquarters in Atlanta,
Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliate organizations all across the souths—
one being the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. Whenever necessary
and possible we share staff, educational and financial resources with our affiliztes.
Several months ago our local affiliate here in Birmingham invited us to be on
call to engage in a nonviolent direct action program if such were deemed necessary.

We readily consented and when the hour came we lived up to our promises

So I am here, along with several members of my staff, because we were invited

T
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- organizational ties here.

here. I am here because I have basic
tice is here. Just as the

ed their 9thus
and just as

Beyond this, I am in Pirmingham because injus

eighth century prophets left their little villages and carri

saith the Lord® far beyond the boundaries of their home townsj

£ Tarsus and carried the gospel of
Greaco-Roman world,
r home

the Apostle Paul left his little village o

Jesus Christ to practically every hamlet and city of the
I too am compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my particula
1y respond to the Macedonian cail for aid.

town. Like Paul, I must constant
ss of all communities and

what happens
We

Moreover, I am congnizant of the interrelatedne
states. I camnot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned gbout
in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.
are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment

of destimy., Whetever affects one directly affects all indirectly. Never
again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial Boutside agitator?

idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered

an outsider anywhere in this country.
You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham.

But I am scrry that your statement did not express a similar concern for the
conditions that brought the demonstrations into being. I am sure that each of
you would want to go beyond the superficial social analyst who looks merely
at effects, and does not grapple with underlying causes. I would not hesitate
to say that it is unfortumate that so-called demonstrations are taking place
in Birmingham at this time, but I would say in more emphatic terms that it is
even more unfortunate that the white power structure of this city left the Negro
community with no other alternative,

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: (1) Collection
of the facts to determine whether injusti -
Self~purification and (4) Direct A:ion.ce:::v:uve- 5 g 2
s 1 R gone through all of these

nsaying of the fact that racial ine



L fHH P-HBCKT
Rox ¥, (o lc\{(\g

6304 llo0ta



(3)
justice engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly
ted States. Ibs ugly record of police prutality
Its unjust treatment of Negroe
ore unsolved bombings

These

segregated city in the Uni

s in
is known in every section of this country.
the courts is a notorious reality. There have been m

of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than any city in this nation.
On the basis of these corn=

are thc hard, brutal and unbelievable facts.
But the

ditions Negro leadert sought to negotiate with the city fathers.

political leaders cohaistently refused to engage in good faith negotiation.

Then came the opportunity last September to talk with some of the leaders
of the econmmic community. In these negotiating sessions certain promises
were made by the merchants ~ such as the promise to remove the humi liating
racial signs from the stores. On the basis of these promises Rev. Shuttiesworth

and the leaders of the Almbama Christian Movement for Humen Rights agreed to
call a moratorium on any type of demonstrations. As the weeks and months
unfolded we realized that we were the victims of a broken promise. The signs
remained. Like so many experiences of the past we were confronted with blasted
hopes, and the dark shadow of a deep disappointment settled upon us. So we

had no alternative except that of preparing for direct action, whereby we
would present our very bodies as a means of laying our case before the con~
science of the local and mational community. We were not urmindful of the
difficulties involved. So we decided to go through a process of self-puri-—
fication. We started having workshops on nonviolence and repeatedly asked
ourselves the questions, %Are you able to accept blows without retaliating?*
"Are you able to endure the ordeals of jail? We derided ta set our Airect
action program around the Easter season, realizing that with the exception
of Christmas, this was the largest shopping pericd of the year, Knowing

that a strong withdrawel program would be the hy-product of direct action
3
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we felt that this was the best ti
Then it occurred t

me to bring pressure on the merchants
o us that the ¥arch election

for the nceded changes.
n until after eiection

o we speedily decided to postpone actio

was ahead and 8
Commor was in the run-off, we

decided

day. then we discovered that Mr.
again to postpone action so that the Jemonstrations could not be used to

cioud the issues. At this time we agreed to begin our nonvi olent witness

the day afier the run-off.
responsibly into direct action. We

This reveals that we did not move ir
so we went through postponement after

too wanted to see Mr. Connor defeated;

postponement to aid in this community need. After this we felt that direct

action could be delayed no longer.
You may well ask, Udhy direct action? Why sit-ins, marches, etc? Isntt

negotiation a better path? You are exactly right in your cail for negotiation.
Indeed, this is the purpose of direct action. Nonviolent direct action seeks

to create such a crisis and establish such creative tension that a communi ty

that has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It
seeks so to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored. I just
referred to the creation of tension as a part of the work of the nonviolent
resister. This may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that T am not
afraid of the word tension, I have earnestly worked and preached agrinst

violent tension, but there is a type of constructive nonviolent tension that

is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create
a tension in the mind so that individumls could rise from the bondage of myths
and half-truths to the unfettered realm of creative amalysis and objective
appraisal, we must see the need of having nonviolent gadflies to create the
lfind of tension in society that will help men to rise from the dark depths of pre-
judice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood. So







(5)
e a sjitua.. m S0 crisis-packed that

the purpose of the direct action is to creat
We, therefore, concur with you

it will inevitably open the door to negotiation.
ged in

b
in your czll for negotiation., Too leng fas our beloved Southland been bog

the tragic atteapt to live in monclegue rather than dialogue.

One of the basic points ~in your statement is that our acts @
give the ncw adninistration time to act?™

the new administration
1 be

re untimely-

Some have asked, “Why didnlt you
The only answer that I can give to this inquiry is that
must be prodded about as much as the outgoing one before it acts. We wil
sadly mistaken if we feel that the election of Mr. Boutwell will bring the
miilenitm to Bimmingham. While Mr. Boutwell is much more articulate and gentle
than Mr. Connor, they are both segregationists, dedicated to the task of main-
taining the status quo. The hope I see in Mr. Boutwell is that he will be reasSon-
able encugh to sce the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But

he will not see this without pressure from the devotees of civil rights. My

friends, I nust say to you that we have not rade a single gain in civil rights

without determined legal and nonviolent pressure. History is the long and tragic

story of the fact that privileged groups seldom give up their privileges volun-
tarily. Indivicuals may see the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust
posture; but as Reinhold Niebuhr has reminded us, groups are more immoral than
individuals.

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given
by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have never
yet engaged in a direct action movement that was "well timed, according to the
timetable of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation.
For years now I have heard the words faitI" Tt rings in the ear of every
Negro with & piercing familiarity. This "Wait® has almost always meant “Never.n
It has been a tranquilizing thalidomide, re}imﬂng the emotional stress for
a mnoment, only to give birth to an ill=formed infant of frustration. We must

come to see with the distinguished jurist of yesterday that ®justice too long
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hundred and

delayed is justice denied.! We have waited for more than three

; gia
forty years for our consti tutional and God-given rights. The nations of A

with jet-like speed toward the goal of political indepand-

and Africa are moving
and buggy pace toward the gining of 8 Cup:

ence, and we still creep at horse

I quess it is easy for those who have never

of coffee at a iunih counter.
nyait." But when you nave seen

sters and
prutalize

felt the stinging facts of segregetion to say,

vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your Si
brothers at whimj when you have seen hate filled policemen curse, kick,
and even kill your black brothers and sisters with impunityj when you Se€ the

11ion Negro brothers smothering in an air tight

vast majority of your twenty mi
when you suddenly find

cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society;
twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your

your tongue
n!'t go to the public amusement park that bas

six~year old daughter why she ca

just been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her little

eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored ghildren, 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 people; when you have to concoct an answer for a
five-year old son 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 uncomfeortable corners of your
automobile because no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day in
and day out by nagging signs reading "white! and ¥colored;" when your first
name becomes "nigger® and your middie name becames "boy® (however old you are)
and your last name becomes "John," and when your wife and mother are never
given the respected title "Mrs.;" when you are harried by day and haunted by

night by the fact that you are & Negro, living constantly at tip-toe stance
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and plagued with inner fears and outer

never gquite knowing what to expect next,
ting sense of anpbodinesss’

resentments; when you are forever fighting @ degenera
then you will understard why we find it difficult to wait. There comes @
and men are no longer willing to be

of endurance runs over,
ce the bleekness of

yss of injustice where they experien
irs, you can understand our legiti

time when the cup

plunged into an ab
mate and un=

corroding despair. I hope, S
avoidable impatience.

s a great deal of anxiety over our willing
Since we so diligently urge people

You expres ness to break laws.
This is certainly a legitimate concern.

to obey the Supreme Court!s decision of 195k outlawing segregation in the

public schools, it is rather strange and paradoxical to find us consciously

breaking laws. ‘One may well ask, nhow can you advocate breaking some laws and

obeying others?® The answer is found in the fact that there are TWwo types of

laws: There are just and there are unjust laws. I would agree with

Saint Augustine that "An unjust law is no law at all."

Now what is the difference between the two? How does one determine when

a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made code that squares with the

moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony
with the moral law, To put it in the terms of Saint Thomas Aquinas, an

unjust law is & human law that is not rooted in eternal and natural law.

Any law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that degrades humen
personality is unjust. All segrecation statues are unjust because segretion
distorts the soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a
false sense of superiority, and the segregated a false sense of inferiority.
To use the words of Martin Buber, the great Jewish philosopher, segregation
substitutes an "I-it" relationship for the M -thou" relationship, and ends

up relegating persons to the status of things. So segregation is not

only politically, economically and sociologically unsound
2
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in is separat-

but it is morally wrong and sinful. Paul Ti1lich has said that s

xpression of manls tragic separat
So I can

ion,

jon. Isnlt segregation an existential e
his terrible sinfulness.

orally wrongd.
An

an expression of his awful estrangement,
regation ordinances because they are m

sample of just and unjust laws.
a minority that is not binding

urge them to discbey seg
iet us turn to a more concrete €

unjust law is a code that a ma jori ty inflicts on
On the other hand a just law is a

This is difference made legal.
pliow

on itself.
¢ a minority to follow that it is willing to f

code that a majority compel
itself. This is sameness made legal.

Let me give another explanation. An unjust law is a code inflicted upon

that minority had no part in emacting or creating because they

a3 minority which
Who can say that the legislature

did not have the unhampered right to vote.

of Alabama which set up the segregation laws was democratically elected?

Throughout the state of Alabama all Lypes of conniving methods are used to pre=
vent Negroes from becoming registered voters and there are some counties with-
out & single Negro registered to vote despite the fact that the Negro constitutes

a majority of the population. Can any law set up in such a state be considered

democratically structured?

These are just a few examples of unjust and just laws, There are some

instances when a2 law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For
instance, I was arrested Friday on charge of parading without a permit. Now
there is nothing wrong with an ordinance which requireg a permit far a parade,
but when the ordinance is used to preserve segrecation and to deny citigens
the First Amendment privilege of peaceful assembly and peaceful protest, then
it becames unjust.

I hope you can see the distinction I am trying to point out., In no sense

do I advocate evading or defying the law as the rabid segreqationist would do
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an enjust 1aw must do it openlys

This would lead to amarchy. One Who breaks
they were

lovingly, {

scen on television sc

did in New Oorleans when
rv) and with 2 willingness

aw that

not hatefully as the white mothers
reaming "nigger, nigger, nigge
t that an individual who breaks @ 1

to accept the penalty. I submi
ly accepts the penalty py staying

conscience tells him is unjust, and willing

ousc the conscience of the community over its injustice, 18 in

in jail to ar
e very highest respect for law.
about this kind of civil di sobedicnce.

Meshach and Abednego to obey

reality exprcssing th
Of course, there is nothing new

It was seen sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach,
Nebuchadnezzar because & higher moral law was involved. 1t was

the laws of
1y Christians who were willing to face hungry lions

practiced superbly by the ear

and the excruciating pain of chopping biocks, before submitting Lo certain

unjust lawa of the Roman empire. To a degree academic freedom is a reality

today because Socrates practiced civil discbedience.
We can never forget that everything Hitler did in Germany was nlegal? and

everything the Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was "illegal.® T:was
illegal" to aid and comfort a Jew in Hitler's Germany. But I am sure that if

T had lived in Germany during that time I would have aided and comforted my

Jewish brothers even though it was illegal. If I lived in a communist country

today where certain principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed, I
believe I would openly mdvocate discbeying these anti-religious laws.

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 grave-
ly disappointed with the white moderate, I have almost reached the regrettable
conclusion that the Negrols great stumbling block in the stride toward freedom
is not bhe White Citizenls Councileer or the Klu Klux Klanner, but the white

moderate who is more devoted to Morder! than to justice; who peefers a negati
nsgative
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s esence
the nbagnce of tension to & postive peace which is the pr
v agree with you in the goal you

who paternalistically

sence which ig
1 seek, bubt

of Justlce; who songbantly s0y3
7 eantlt, agrea with your mothoda of direct actiong
another mants freedomj who lives by

foels that he ¢an set the time~table for
the Negro to wait until a "more

the myth of time and who constantly advises
shailow understanding from people of goodwill is
people of i1l will. Lukewarn

nore

convent cnt season.

frustrating than absolute misunders tanding from

aceeptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection.

I had hoped that the whitc moderate would understand that law and order

exist for the purpese of establishing justice, and that when they fail to do

this they become the dangerously structured dams that block the flow of social
progress. I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that the present
tension in the South is merely a necessary phase of the transition from an
cbnoxious negative peace, where the Negro passively accepted his gnjust plight,
to @ substance-filled positive peace, where all men will respect the dighity

and worth of human personality. Actually, we who engage in nomviolent direct

action are not the creators of tension. We merely bring to the surface the

hidden tension that is already alive. We bring it out in the open where it

can be seen and dealt with. Like a boil that can never be cured &8s long as
it is covered up but must be opened with all its pus-flowing upliness to the
natural medicines of air and light, injustice must likewise be exposed, with
all of the tension its exposing creates, to the light of human conscience and
the air of national opinion before it can be cured.

In your statement you asserted that our actions, even though peaceful,
must be condemned because they precipitate violence, But can this assertion

be logically made? Isn't this like condemning the robbed man because his
possession of money precipitated the evil act of rebbery? Isnlt this like
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conizming Socrates becausa his

psophical delvings precipitated the nisguided popular nind Lo
s unique God~Consclous=

unsverving comitment to truth and hig phill-
nake hin drink

the henlock? Isn't this like condenning Jesus because Hi .
tated the evil act of crucifix-

ness and never-ceasing devotion to His will precipd
i i hat

fon? We must come to sec, as federal courts have ronsistently affimed, t

it is izmoral to urge an individual to withdraw his efforts to gain his basic

Society nust

canstitutional rights because the quest precipitates violence.
protect the robbed and punish the robber.

I had also hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth of time.
"All

I

received a letber this norning frem a white brother in Texas which said:
Christians know thai the colored people will receive equal rights eventually,

but it is possible that you are in too great of a religious hurry. It has taken

Christianity alnost 2000 years to accomplish what it has. The teachings nf

Christ lake tine to come to earth.® All that is said here grows out of a

tragic nisconception of tine. It is the strangely irrational notion that there

is something in the very flow of time that will inevitably cure all ills.
Actually tine is neutral. Ti can be used eithar distructively or constructively.
I an ceming to feel that the pecple of ill-will have used time much more
effectively than the people of good will, We will have to repent in this
generation not nerely for the vitriolic words and actions of the bad People, but
for the appalling silence af the good people. We rust come to see that human
progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability. It comes through the
tireless efforts and persisterit work of nen willing to be co-workers with God,
and without this hard work tine itself Decones an ally of the forces nf social
stagnation. We must use time creatively, and forever realize that the ting is

alwmys ripe to do right. Now is the time to make real the T
e #Mocracy,
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and transform our pending national elegy intoc a creative psalm of bro

. 3 racial
Now is the time bo lift our mational policy from the quicksand of

injustice to the solid rock of human dignity.
was
You spoke of our activity in Birmingham es extreme. At first I

rather disappointed that fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforis as
those of the extremist., I started thinking about the fact that I stand in the
middle of two opposing forces in the Negro community. One is a force of com—
placency made up of Negroes who, as & result of long years of oppression, have
been so completely drained of self-respect and a sense of “somebodiness" that they
have adjusted to segregation, and, of a few Negroes in the middle class who, be-

cause of a degree of academic and economic security, and because at polnts

they profit by segregation, have unconsciously become insensitive to the

problems of the masses. The other force is one of bitterness » and hatred and

.Comes perilously close to advocating violence, It is expressed in the various

black nationalist groups that are springing up over the nation, the iargest and
best known being Elijah Muhammadl!s Muslim movement. This movement is nourished by
the contemperary frustration over the continued existence of racial discrimination.
It is made up of people who have lost faith in America, who have absolutely Tept-
diated Christianity, and who have concluded that the vwhite man is an incurable
"devil.® I have tried to stand between these two forces saying that we need not
follow the "do-nothingism® of the complacent or the hatred ang despair of the black
nationalist. There is a more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest, I
grateful to God that, through the Negro church, the dimension of nomviolence
entered our struggle. If this philosophy had not emerged, I am convinced that by
now many streets of the South would be flowing with floeds of blood. Anpd T am
further convinced that if our white brethers dismiss as "rabpie Tousers" ang

"outside agitators® those of us who are working through the channelg of
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Oppressed people cannot
This is what has happen

e
will eventually come.

thing within has reminded him of his birthright of freudon

has reminded him that he can @in it. Consciously amd uricongelioualy, ho hia

(th hig polhes
beea swept in by what the Gemmans call the Zeltgolst, and with his blook lrouh

of Africa, and his brown and yellew brothers of Asin, South Amorica tuxl Lhe
gency townrd bho promi s 1and

Caribbean, he is moving with a sense of cosmic ur
of racial justice. Recognizing this vital urge that hog cngulfied the Nopre
communi by, one should readily understand public damonstrations. ‘The Nagro 1ng
rany pent up resentments and latent frustrations. Ha hos bto gat them out. So
let him march sometime; let him have his prayer pilgrimages to the cily hadl;
understand why he must have sit-ins and freedom rides. If his represoed

emotions do not come out in these nonviolent ways, they will come out in ominous
expressions of violence, This is not a threat; it is a fact of history. So I
have not said to my people "get rid of your discontent.® But I have tried to
say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channelized through the
creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. WNow this appreach ig being dismis:
as extremist. I must admit that I was initially disappointed in being co

categorized .

But as I continue to think about the matter I gradually gained a bit pof

satisfaction from being considered an extremist. Was not Jesus an extremist

in love- MLove your enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for them that

despitefully use you." Was not Amos an extremist for justice - nypt Justi
N ustice

roll down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.n S g
- o u
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scicnce., " Was not Abraham Lincoln an extromls 3

T gt - We hold the
haif slave and half free." Was noi Thomns Jefferson an extreml

e questicn
truths to be self cvident that all men are created equnl.?’ So the qu

is rot whether we will be cxtramist bul what kind of extremist will we be. Will
we be extremists for hate or will wo be extremists for love? Will we be
extremists for the preservation of injustice - or will we be extremists for the
cause of justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary!s hill, three men were

crucified. Weé must not forget that all three were crucified for the same crime.

The crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and thusly fell

below their environment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love,

truth, and goodness, and thereby rosec above his enviromment. So s after all,

maybe the South, the nation and the world are in dire need of creative extremists.
I had hoped that the white moderate would see this. Maybe I was too optimistic

Haybe T expected too much, I quess 1 should have realized that few members of

@ race that has oppressed ancther race can understand or appreciate the deep

groans and passiomte yearnings of those that bave been oppressed and stili

fewer have the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong, per-

sistent and determined action. I am thaniful however, that some of our white

hished In fi1thy roach-intesteq Jails, suffering the anyse and brutaiity of
1ty o
angry policemen who
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| see them as "dirty nigger jovers." They,

e
e brothers and sisters, have recognized th

1ike so many of their noderat
ful Mactiont antidotes to

urgency of the moment and sensed the need for power

combat the disease of segregation. o
S0
Let me rush on to mention my other disappointment. I have been gre2
e are
Aisappointed with the white church and its leadership. Of course, ther

has
some notahle exceptions. I anm not ummindful of the fact that each of you
taken some significant stands on this issue. I commend you, Rev. Stallings, Loz

your Christian stand on this past Sunday, in welcoming Negroes to your worship

service on a nonesegregated basis. I commend the Catholic leaders of this state

for integrating Springhill College several years &go.
But despite these notable exceptions I must honestly reiterate that I have

been disappointed with the church. I say it 2s a minister of the gospel, who

loves the church; who was nurtured in its bosom; who hag been sustained by its

spiritual blessings and who will remain true to it as long as the cord of 1ife

shall lengthen,
I had the strange feeling when I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership

of the bus protest in Montgomery several years a2go that we would have the support
of the white church. I felt that the white ninisters, priests and rabbis of the
South would be some of cur strongest allies, Instead, some have been outright
opponents, refusing to understand the freedom movement and misrepresenting i{ts
leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than courageous and have
remained silent behind the anesthetizing security of stained~glass windows.

In spite of my shattered dreams of the past, I came tq Birmingham with
the hope that the white religious leadership of this community would see the
Justice of our cause, and with deep moral Concern, serve as the channel through

which pur just grievances could get to the power structure. T hag hoped that
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each of you would understand. But again I have been di sappointed.
I have heard mmerous religious leaders of the South call upon their

worshippers to comply with a desegregation decision because it is the law,

but I have longed to hear white ministers say, "follow this decree because

: nidst of
integration is morally right and the Negro is your brother." In the

biatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched white churches
stand on the sideline and merely mouth pious irrelevances and sanctimonious
trivialities. In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial
and economic injustice, I have heard so many ministers say, Pthose are social
issues with which the gospel has no real concern, and I have watched so many
churches commit themselves to & completely other=worldly religion which made

a strange distinction between body and soul, the sacred and the secular.
So here we are moving toward the exit of the twentieth century with a

religious community largely adjusted to the status quo, standing as a tail-

light behind other community agencies rather than a headlight leading men to

higher levels of justice.
I have travelled the length and breadth of Alabama, Mississippi and ali

the other southern states. On sweltering summer days and crisp sutumn

mornings I have looked at her beautiful churches with their lofty spires
pointing heavemward, I have beheld the impressive outlay of her massive re=
ligious education buildings. Over and over ag@in I have found myself askings
"What kind of people worship here? Who is their God? Where were their voices
vhen the lips of Governor Barnett dripped with words of interposition and
nullification? Where were they when Governor Wallace g@ve the clarion call
for defi ance and hatred? Where were their Voices of support when tired,

bruised and weary Negro men
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¥artin Luther King, Jr.
Birmingham City Jail
April 16, 1953
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Rev. Earl Stallings — (ad o3850 bkaod 2 aad ne.
My dear Fellow Clergymen,

While confined here in the Birmingnam City Jail, I came across your recent
statement calling our present activities “unwise and untimely.t Seldom, if
cver, do I pause to ansver criticism of my Work anE;' jdeas. If I sought to answer
211 of the criticisms that cross my desk, my secrctaries would be engaged in
little else in thc course of the day, and I would have no time for constﬁ’zcﬁve
work. But since L feel that yocu are men of genuine g;odwi 11 ard your criticisms
arc sincerely set forth, I would like to answer your statement in what I hope
will be patient a«d reasonnble terms,

I think I should give the reason for my being in Birmingham, since you
have been influerced by the argument of “outsiders coming in.® I have the
honer of serving a3 president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conferencz,
an orgonization cperating in every Southern state with headquarters in Atlaria,
Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliate organizations 2ll across the scuthe
one being the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. Uhenever necessary
and possible we charez staff, educational_ and financial rescurcis with our affiliates.
Several months aco our local affilizte here in Birmingham invited us to be on
call to engage in a nonviolent direct action program if such were deemed necessary.
‘e readily consenbted and when the hour came we lived up to our promises. ’

So I am here, along with several members of my staff, because we were invited
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herz. I &1 herc because I have basic orcanizational ties here.
Beyond this, I am in Birminghzm because injustice is here. Just as the
ei gith ceutury prophets left their little villages and carried their "thus
saith the Lord® far beyond the boundaries of their heme towns; and Just as
the Apostle Paul left his litile village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of
Jecus Clirist to practically every hamlet and city of the Greaco-Roman worl_d,
I too am compelied to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my particular home
town. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid.
lMoreover, I am congnizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and
states. I czmnot sit idly by in Atlanta a2nd not be concerned about what happens
in Birmingram. Injustice anywhere is 2 threat to justice everywhere. Vie
are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment
of destiny. WUWnhztever affects one directly affects all indirectly. Never
again can ve afford to live with the narrou, provincial "outside agitator™
idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered
an cubtsider anywhere in this country.
You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham.
But I am sorry that your statement did not express a similar concern for the
corditlons that brought the cemonstrations into being. I am sure that each of
you would want to - go beyond the superficiel social anzlyst who looks merely
at effects, and does not grapple with underlying causes. I would not hesitate
to szy that it is unfortunate that so-called demonstrations are taking place
in Birmingham =t this time, but I would say in more cmphatic terms that it is
even more unfortunate that the white power structure of this city left the Negro
community with no other alternative,
In any norviclent campaign there are four basic steps: (1) Collection
of the facts to cectermine wnether injustices are alive, (2) Negotiation. (3)
Self-purification and (L) Direct Action. We have gone through all of these

steps in Birminghem. There can be no grinsaying of the fact that racial in-
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justice enguifs this community. Biocingham is prolably the most thoroughly
seé;egated city in the United States. Its ugly record of police brutalivy
is knovwn in every section of this country. Its unjust treatment of Negroes in
the coucts is a notorious reality. Thers hava been more unsolved bombings
of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than any city in this nation. These
are the hard, brutal and unbelievable facts. On the basis of these con-
ditions Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the
political leaders consistently refused to engage in good faith negotiation.
Trnen came the opportunity last September to talk with some of the leaders
of the econcnic cemrunity. In these negotiating sessicns certain promises
were made by the merchants ~ such as the promise to remove the humiliating
racial signs frem the stores. On the basis of these promises Rev, Shuttlesworth
and the lcaders of the Alzbama Christian Movement for Fuman Rights agreed to
calil & moratorium on any type - of demonstrations. As the weelts and months
unfolded we rezlized that we were the victims of a breken promise. The sigrs
remained, Like so many experiences of the past we were confronted with blasted
hopes, and the dark shadew of a dezep disappointment seitled upon us. So we
had no alternative except that of preparing for direct action, whereby we
would presenti our very bocCies as a means of laying our case before the con-
science of the local and national community. We werc not unmindful of the
difficulties involved. So we decided to go throuch a process of self-puri=-
ficaticn. Ue started having worksheons on nonvielence and repeatedly asked
ourselves the cuestions, fire you able to accept blows without retaliating?!
"Are you zbie to endure the ordeals of jail?® We dacided to set our direct
action program arcund the Easter sezson, realizing that with the exception
of Christmag, this was the largest shopping pericd of the year. Knowing

that a strong withdrewal program would be the by-product of direct action,
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we falt that.this wes the best time to bring pressure on the merchants

for the neaded changes. Then it occurred to us that the March election

vas chead and so we speedily decided to postpone action until after election
day. When we discovered that lMr. Connor was in the run-off, we decided
acein to postpone action so that the demonstrations could not be used to
cloud the issues., At this time we agreed to begin our nonviolent ﬁitness
the day after the run-off.

This reveals that we did not move irresponsibly into direct action. We
too wanted to see Mr. Connor defeated; so we went through postponement after
postponenent to e2id in this comaunity need. After this we felt that direct
action could be delayed no longer.

Vou may well ask, W"iWhy direct action? UWhy sit-ins, marches, etc? Isn't
negobiaticn a better path?! You are exactly right in your call for negotiation.
Indeed, this is the purpose of direct action. Nonviolent direct action seeks
Lo creste such a crisis and establish such creative tension that a community
that has constenily refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It
scelis 'so to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored. I Just
referred to the creation of tension as a part of the work of the nonviolent
resister, This may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not
afraid of the word tension., I have earnestly worked and preached against
violent tension, but there is a type of constructive nonviolent tension that
is necessary.for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create
z tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths
2nd half-truths to the unfettercd fealm of creative analysis and objective
zppraisal, we must see the need of having nonviolent gadflies to create the
kind of tension in society that will help men to rise from the dark depths of- pre-

juc¢ice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood. So
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Lue pumnect of the direct actien is to creste 2 sitwaoc.on so crisis-packed that
it will inevitably open the door to negotintion. We, therefore, concur with you
in your czll for negotiation. Too long has our beloved Scuthland been begged in
the tragic zitenpt to live in monologue rather than dialogue.

One of the basic points 'in your statement is that our acts are untimely.
Sonie have zskad, “Wny didn't you give the new administration time to acti
The only answer that I can give to this inquiry is that the new administration
rmust be prodded about as much as the outgoing one before it acts, We will be
sadly misteken if we feel that the election of Mr. Boutwell will bring the
nilleniun to Birmingham. Wnile Mr. Boutwell is much more articulate and gentle
than Mr. Cennor, they are both segregationisis, dedicated to the task of rmain—
taining the siztus quo. The hope I see in M-, Boutwell is that he will be reason~
able encugh to see the fubility of mzssive resistance to desegregation. But
he will not see this without pressure from the devotees of civil rights. My
friends, I must say to you that we have not made a single gain in civil rights
vithout deternined legal and nonviolent pressure. History is the long and tragic
story ef the Jact that privileged groups seldem give up their privileges volun-
tarily. Indivicduzls may see the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust
posture; but as Reinhold Niebuhr has reminded us, groups are more immoral than
indivicduals.

We krow through painiul experience that freedom is never voluntarily given
by the cppresser; it must be demanded by the oppressed. rrankly, I have never
yet engaged in a direct action movement that was ®well timed," according to the
timeteble of these who have not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation.
For yecars now I have heard the words Wiz2itl" It rings in the ear of every
Hegro with a piercing familisrity. This Mizith has almost always meant "Never.®
Tt has been & irenquilizing thelidomide, relieving the emotional stress for
a moment, only To give birth to an ill-formed infant of frustration. We must

come to see with the distinguished jurist of yesterday that "justice too long
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Gelayed is jusiice denied.! We have waited for more than threz hundred and
forty yeass for our consititutionsl and Godegiven rights. The nations of Asia
and Africa are moving with jet-lile speed toward the gocal of political independ-
ence, and we still creep at horse and buggy pace toward the gaining of a cup’
of coffec at a lunzh counter, I quess it is easy for those who have never
felt the stinging facts of segregztion to say,"Wait.® But when you have seen
vicious mobs lynch yc.x;r mothers and fathers at will and drown yoL-zr sisters and
brothers at whim; when you have scen hate filled policemen curse, kick, brutalize
and even kill your black brothers and sisters with impunity; when you sce the
vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an air tight
cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent socih'et.y; vhen you suddenly find
your tongue twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your
six-~year old daughter why she canti go to the public anusement park that has
Jjust becn advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her little
eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored ghildren, 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 pecple; when you have to concoct an answer for a
five-year old son asking in agonizing pathos: "Daddy, why do white people
treat colored people so mean?'; when ycu takc a cross country drive and find
it necessary to sleep night after night in the uncorfortable corners of your
autonobile because no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day in
and day out by nagging signs reading "white" and “colored;" when your first
rame becomes Yni gger® and your middle neme becomes Bhoy" (however old you are)
and your last r2ame beccmes “John," and when your wife and mother are never
given the respected title “iMrs.;" when you are harried by day and haunted by

night by the fact that you are a Negro, living constantly at tip-toe stance
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never quite knowing whai to exzect next, and plagued with inner fears and outer
resentments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating sense of incbodiness;”
then you will understand why we find it difficult to wait., There comes a
tire when the cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer willing to be
pitnzed into an abyss of injustice where they experience the bleekness of
corroding despair. I hope, Sirs, you can understand our legitimate and un-
aveidable impatience.

You express a great deal of anxiebty over our willingness to brezk laws.
Tnis is certainly a legitinate concern. Since we so diligently urge people
to obey the Supreme Court!s decision of 1954 outlawing segregation in the
public schools, it is rather sirange and paradoxical to find us consciously
brecking laws. One nmay well ask, "how can you advocate breaking some laws and
obeying others?® The answer is found in the fact that there are two types ef
laws: There are Just and there are M laws. I would agree with
Saint Augusting that "An unjust law is no law at all.®

Wow what is the difference hetwzen the two? How does one determine when _
a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made code that squares with the
moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony
with the moral law. To put it in the terms of Saint Thomas Aquinas, an
unjust law is & human law that is not rooted in eternal and natural law.
Any law that uplifts human persorzlity is just. Any law that degrades human
personality is unjust. All segrecation statues are unjust because segregation
distorts the soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a
false sense of superiority, and the segreated a false sense of inferiority.
To use the words of Martin Bubzr, the great Jewish philosopher, segregation
substitutes an "I-it" relationship for the "I-thou® relationship, and ends
up relegating persons to the status of things. So segregtion is not

only politically, economically and socioplogiczlly unsound,
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but it is morally wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin is scrarate
ion. Isn!t segregation an existential expression of man!s tragic separation,
an expression of his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness. So I can
urce then to disobey segregaztion ordinances because they are morally wrong.

Let us turn to a more concrete example of just and unjust laws, An
unjust law is a code that a majority inflicts on & minority that is not binding
on itself. Thig is difference mads legal. On the other hand a just law is a
code that 2 majority compels 3 minority to follow that it is willing to follow
itself., This is sameness mnde legal.

Let me give another explanztion. An unjust law is a code inflicted upon
a nminority which that minority had no part in enzcting or creating because they
did not have the unhompered right teo vote. Who can say that the legislature
of Alabama which set up the segrecation laws was democratically elected?
Throughout the state of Alabama all types of conniving methods are used to pre-
vent Negroes freom becoming registered voters and there are some counties with-
out 2 single liegro registered to vote despite the fact that the Negro constitute;
a rajority of the population., Can any law set up in such a state be considered
demotratically structured?

These earc just a few examples of unjust and just laws. Therec are sone
instances when a law is just on its facr and unjust in its application. For
instance, I wes arrcsted Friday on charge of parading without a permit. Now
there is nothing wrong with an ordinance which requires a permit for a parade,
but when the ordinance is used to preserve szgregation and to deny citieens
the First Amendment privilege of peaceiful assembly and peaceful protest, then
it beccmes unjust.

I hope you can see the distinction I am trying to point out. In no sense

do I advecate eveding or defying the law as the rabid segregationist would do.
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This would lead to anarchy. One vwho breaks an ¢njust law rust do it openly,
lovingly, (not hatefully as the white mothers did in New Orleans when they were
secn on television scresming “nigger, nigger, niggert) and with a willingness

e ——— R

to acccpt the penalty. I submit that an individual who breaks a law that
{ 2

e a7

conscienc;.tclls hinm is unjust, and willingly accepts the penalty by staying
in jail to arcuse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in
reality expressing the very highest respect for law.

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil discbedicnce.

It was seen sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey
the laws of Nebuchadnezzzr because a higher morgl law was involved, It was
practiced superbly by the early Christians who were willing to face hungry lions
and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks, before submitting to certain
unjust laws of the Roman empire. To a degree academic frecedom is a reality
today becausc Socrates practiced civil discbedience.

We can never forget that everything Hitler did in Germany was "legal® and
everything the Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was "illegal." R was
illegal" to aid and comfort 2 Jew in Hitler!s Germany. But I am sure that if
T had lived in Germany during that time I would have aided and comforted my
Jewish brothers cven though it was illegal. If I lived in a communist country
today where certain principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed, I
believe I would opealy advocate discbeying these anti-religious laws.

I nust make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish
brothers. First, I must confess that over the lasi few years I have been grave-
ly disappointed with the white moderate., I have almost reached the regrettable
conclusion that the Negrol!s great stumbling block in the stride toward freedom
is not the ¥Yhite Citizen!s Council-er or the Kiu Klux Klanner, but the white-

moderzte who is more devoied to "order® than to justice; who peefers a negative
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peace which is the absence of tension to a postive peace which is the presence
of justice; who constently says WI agree with you in the gosl you seek, but
I senlt agreec with your methods of direct actioni;" who paternali#tiéally
feels that he can set the time-table for another man's freedom; who lives by
the myth of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait until a “more
convenicni season. Shallow undersvanding from people of goodwill is more
frustreting than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will., Lukewarm
acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection,

I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and order
exist for the purpose of establiching justice, and that when they fail to do
this they become the dangerously structured dems that block the ilow of social
progress. I had hoped that the white moderzte would understand that the present
tension in the South is merely a necessary ghase of the tranmsition from an
obnoxious negative peace, where the Negro passively accepted his uynjust plignt,
to a substance-filled positive peace, where all men will respect the dighity
and worth of huran persomality. Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct
action are nov the creators of tension. Ve merely bring to the surface the
hidden tension that is already alive. We bring it oub in the open where it
can be seen and dealt with, Like 2 boil that can never be cured as long as
it is covered up but must be opened with all its pus-flowing upliness to the
natural medicines of air and light, injustice must likewise be exposed, with
all of the tension its eposing creategs, to the light of human conscience and
the air of national opinion before it can be cured.

In your statement you asserted that our actions, even though peaceful,
must be concenned because they precipitate vielence. But can this assertion
be logically made? Isnll this like condemning the robbed man because his

possession 'of money precipitated the evil act of robbery? Isn?t this like
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condernirng Socrates beczuse his unswerving cormitnent to truth and his phil-
oscphical delvings precipi -ated the nisguided popular nind to make hin drink

the henlock? Isnlt this like condenning Jesus because His uni que God-Conscious—-
ness and never-ceasing devotion to His will precipitated the evil act of crucifix-
ion? We must come to ses, as federal courts have consistently affirmed, that .

it is ipooral to urge an individual to withdraw his efforts to gain his basic
constitutional rights beczuse the quest precipitates violence. Society nust
protect the robbad and punish the roboer.

T had also hoped that the white noderate would reject the myth of time. I
received 2 letter this nmorning fren 2 white brother in Texas which said: Upll
Christians knotr that the colored pecple wWill receive equal rights eventually,
Lut it is possible that ycu are in too great of a religious hurry. It has taken
Christianity alnost 2000 years bto zccormplish what it has. The teachings of
Christ take tine Lo come o earth.h A1l that is said here grows out of a
tragic nisconception of time. It is the strangely irrational notion that there
is something in the very Ilow of time thet will inevitably cure all ills.
Actually time is neutral. Tt can be used either distructively or constructively.
I am ccaing to feel thai the pecple of i11-will have used time much more
effectively than the people of good will. Ve will have to repent in this
generation not merely for the vitriolic words and actions of the bad people, but
for the appalling silence of the good people. We rust ccme to see that human
rrogress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability. It comes through the
tireless efforts and persistent WoTK .of nen willing to be cc-workers with God,
and without this hard work tine jtself beconmes an ally of the forces nf social
stagnation. Ue must use tine creatively, and forever realize that the tine is .

z1lways ripe to do right. Tow is the time to make real the pronise of democracy,
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and transfors our pending national elrcy into a creative psalm of brotherhood.
Now is the tire to lift our national policy from the quichksand of racial
injustice to the solid rock of human dignity.

You spskz of our activity in Birmingham as cxtreme. Ab first I was
rather disappeinted that fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as
those of the extremist. ‘I started thinking about the fact that I stand in the
middle of two opposing forces in the Negro community. One is a force of com=
placency mzde up of Negroes who, as a result of long years of oppression, have
been so completely drained of self-respect and a sense of ®somebodiness"® that they
have adjustcd to segregetion, and, of a few Negroes in the middle class vho, be=-
cause of @ cdzoeree of academic and economic security, and because at points
they profit by segregation, have unconsciously become insensitive to the
problems of the masses. The other force is one of bitterness, and hatred and
becomes perileusly close to advocating violence. It is expressed in the various
black naticnalist groups that are springing up over the nation, the largest and
best known being Eli jah Muhsmmadls Faslim movement. This movement is nourished by
the contemporary frustration over the concinued existence of racial discrimination.
It is made up of people who have lost faith in America, who have zbsolutely repu-~
diated Christianity, and who have concluded that the white man is an incurable
tdevil.®! I heve tried to stend betuwzen these two forces saying that we need not
Follow the Ydo-ncthingism! of the compliacent or the hatred and despair of the blacl
neticmnlist. There is a more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest. Iim
grateful to Ged that, through the Negro church, the dimension of nonviolence
entered our siruggle. If this philosophy had not emerged, I an convinced that by
now many streets of the South would be flowing with floeds of blood. And I am
further convinced that if our white brethers dismiss as “rabble rousers" and

toutside agitetors" those of us who are working through the channels of
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nonviolent direct action and refuse to support cur nonviolent efiorts, milliaons
of Negroes, out of frustration znd despzir, will seek solace and security

in black nationnlist ideclogies, a development that will lecad inevitably to

a frightening racizl nightrare.

Cppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever, The urge for freedom
will eventually ceme. This is what has happened to the American Negro. Some-
thing within- has reminded him of his birthright of freedam; something without
has reminded him that he can gein it. Consciously and unconsciously, he has
been suwept in by what the Germans call the Zzitceist, and with his black brothe:
of Africa, and his brown and yellow brothers of Asi;, South America and the
Caribbean, he is moving with a sense of cosnic urgency toward the promise land
of racial justice. Recognizing this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro
community, one should readily understand public demonstrations. The Negro has
rany pant up resentments and latent frustrations., He has to get them out. So
let him march sometimé; let hin have his prayer pilgrimages to the Fity halljs
understand why he rmust have sit-ing and freeden rides, ‘If his repressed
cotions do not come out in these nonviolent ways, they will come out in ominou
expressions of violence. This is not a threat; it is a fact of history. So I
have not szid to ry people Y“get rid of your discontent.® But I have tried to
say thet this normal and healihy discontent can be channelized through the
creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. Wow this approach is being dismis
as extremist., I must admit- that I was initizlly disappointed in being so
categorized .

But as I continue to thin% about the matter I gradually gained a bit of
satisfaction from being congidered an extrenist. Uas not Jesus an extremist
in love~ YLove your enemies, blecss then that curse you, pray for them that
despitefully use you.® Vas not Amos an extremist for justice - "Let justice

roll deown like waters and rightcousness like a mighty stream." WUas not Paul
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an extrenist for the gospel of Jesus Christ = %I bear in my body the marks of
e Lord Jesus." 1las not Martin Luther an extremist - Yhere I stand; I can
da reone other so help me God." Uas noi John Bunyan an extremist - I will
stay in jeil to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my con-
science. ® WVas not Abroham Lincoln an extremist ~ "This nation cannot survive
half slave and half free." Was not Thomns Jefferson an extremist - We hold these
truths to be self evident that all men are created equal.® So the question
is not whether we will be extranist but what kind of extremist will we be. Will
we De extremists for hate or will we be extremists for love? Will we be
exiremists for the preservation of injustice - or will we be extremists for the
cause of justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvaryls hill, three men were
crucified, We must not forget that 211 three were crucified for the same crime.
The crime of cxtremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and thusly fell
belcw their eaviromment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extrenist for love,
thuth, and goodness, and thereby rosc above his enviromment. So, after all,
mybe the South, the nation and the world are in dire need of creative extremists.
I had hoped that the wnite mocerate would see this. Meybe I was too optimistic.’
¥oybe I expected too much. I quess I should have realized that few members of
2 race that has oppressed another race can understand or appreciate the deep
groans and passionzte yearnings of those that hove been oppressed and still
fewer hove the vision to see thot injustice must be rooted out by strong, per-
sistcnt and determined action. I am thankful, however, thot some of our white
brothers have grasped the mezning of this social revolution and camitted them =
seives to it. They are still all oo small in quantity, but they are big in
quality. OSome like Ralph NMeGill, Lillian Smith, Harry Golden and James Dabbs
rave written oboubt our siruggle in eloquent, prophetic and understarding terms.
Others "have marched with us down mameless strects of the South, They have lan-
guished in filthy roach-infested jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of

ancry policemen who






(1L}

) sece then as "dirty nigger lovers.® They, une=
like so many of their moderate brothers and sisters, have recognized the
urgency of the moment and sensed the need for powerful "action® antidotes to
combat the disease of segregation.

Let me rush on to mention my other disappointment. I have been so greatly
disappointed with the white church and its leadership. Of course, there are
some notable exceptions. I am not umindful of the fact that each of you has
taken scne significant stands on this issue. I cormend you, Rev. Stallings, for
your Christian stand on this past Sunday, in welcoming Negroes to your wQ?ship
service on a non-segregated basis. I commend the Catholic leaders of this state
for integrating Springhill College secveral years ago.

But despite these notable exceptions I must honestly reiterate that I have
been disappcinted with the church. I say it as a minister of the gospel, who -
loves the church; vho was nurtured in its boscm; who has been sustained by its
spiritual blessings and who will remain truc to it as long as the cord of life
shall lengthen.

I had the sirange feeling when I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership
of the bus protest in Montgomery several years ago that we would have the Support
of the white church., I felt that the white ministers, priests and rabbis of the
South would be scne of our strongest allies. Instead, scme have been outright
opponents, refusing to understand the freedom nmovement and misrepresenting its
leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than courageous and have
remzined silent bzhind the anesthetizing security of stained-glass windous.

In spite of ry shattered dreams of the past, I came to Birmingham with
the hope that the vhite religious lezdership of this community would see the
Justice of our czuse, and with deep moral concern, serve as the channel through

which our just grievances could get to the power structure. I had hoped that
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each of you would undersctand., But again I have been disappointed.

T have heard numercus religious leaders of the South call upon their
worshippers to comply with a desegregation decision because it is the law,
but I nave longed to hear white ministers say, “follow this decree because
integration is morally right and the Negro is your brother.® In the midst of
biatent injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched white churches
stard on the sideline and merely mouth pious irrelevances and sanctinonious
trivialitiezs. In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial
and economic injustice, I have heard so nany .ministers szy, Uihose are social
issues with which ihe gospel has no real concernt, and I have watched so many
churches cormit themselves to a completely other-worldly religion which made
a strange distinction between body and soul, the sacred and the secular.

So here we are moving toward the exit of the twentieth century with a
religious cormunity largely adjusted to the status quo, standing as a tail-
1ight benind other cumunity agencies rather than a headlight leading men to
higner levels of justice.

I have travelled the length and breadth of Alabarma, Mississippi and all
the other southern states. On sweltering summer days and crisp autumn
mornings 1 have locked at Ther beautiful churches with their lofty spires
pointing heaversard, I have beheid the impressive outlay of her massive re-
ligious education buildings. OCver and over agin I have found myself askings:
minat kind of people worship here? Who is their God? Where were their voices
when the lips of Governor Barnett dripped with words of interposition and
nullification? 1hnere were they i:‘ncm Governor Wallace ggve the clarion call
for defi 2nce and hatred? Uhere were their voices of support. when tired,

bruised and weary Negro men
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cnd women decided to rise from the dark dungeons of compiacency to the bright
hills of creative prctest?!

Yes, these cuestions are still in ry mind. In deep disappointnent, I
have wept over the laxity of the church. But be assurzd that my tears
have been tears of love. There can be no deep disappointment where there is
not deep love. Yes, I lové the church; I love her sacred walls. How could
T do otherwise? I am in the rather unijue position of being the son, the
grandson and the great-grandson of preachers. Yes, I see the church as the
body of Christ. But, oh! How we have blemished and scarred that body
through social neglect and fzar of being nonconformists.

There was 2 time when the Church was very powerful. It was during that
period when the early Christians rejoiced when they were deemed worthy to
suffer for what they believed. In those deys the Church was not merely a
thermomeiter that recorded the ideas and principles of popular cpinionj it wes
a thermostat that trznsformed the mores of society. Wherever the early
Christians entered & town the power structure got disturbed and imediately
sought to convict them for being “disturbers of the peace! and "outside
agitators.® But they went on with the conviction that they were "a colony
of reaven™, and had to obey God rather than man. They were small in nunber
but big in commitment. They were toc God-intoxicated to be tastronomically
intimidated." They brought an end tc such ancient evils as infanticide and
giadiatorial contest.

Things are different now. The contemporary church is so often 2 weak,
ineffectual voice with an uncertain scund. It is so often the arch supporter.

of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by the presence of the clureh,
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the power structure of the average cormunity is consoled by the churchls
silent and often vocal sanction of things &s they are.

But the judgement of Cod is upon the church as never before, If the
church of today dees not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church,
it will lose its zuthentic ring, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be
dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the twentieth century.
I an mecting young people every day whose disappointment with the church has
risen to outright disgust.

lizaybe again, I have becn too optimistic. Is organized religion too inex-
tricabiy bound to status-quo to save cur nation and the world? Maybe I rust
turn iy faith to the inner spiritual church, the church within the church,
as the true ecclesiz and the hope of the world, But again I am thankful to
God that some noble sculs from the ranks of organized religion have broxen
1oose from the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active partners
in the struggle for frezedcn. They have left their secure congregations and
walked the streets of Albany, Georgia, with us. They have gone through the
highways of the Scuth on tortuous rides for freedom. Yes, they have gone to
jeil with us. Some have been kicked out of their churches, and lost support
of their bishops and fellow ministers. But they have gone with the faith that
right defeated is stronger than evil triusphant, 7These men have been the
jeaven in the lump of the race. Their witness has bzen the spiritual salt that
tas preserved the true meaning of the Gospel in these troubled times. They
heve carved a tunnel of hope through the dark mountain of disappointment.

I hope the church as a whole will meet the challenge of this decisive
hour. But even if the church do2s not come to the aid of justice, I have no

despair about the future. I have no fear about the oubcome of our struggle in .
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Bimmingham, even if ocur wmotives are presently nisunderstocc. We will reach the
gozl of freedom in Birminghan and 21l over the nation, because the goal of
fmerica is frecdom. Abused znd scorned though we may be, our gestiny is tied
up with the destiny of America. Before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth we

were here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched across the pages of history the
majestic words of th; Declaratiocn of Independence, we were here. For more than
twuo centuries ous fore-parents lebored here without wages; they made cotton
king; and they built the homes of their masters in the midst of brutal injustice
and shemeful humiliztion--and yet out of & Dbottomless vitality they continued
to thrive and develop. If the incxpressible cruelties of slavery could not
stop us, the opposition we now fece will surely fail. We will win our freedom
because the sacred herigage of our nation and the eternzl will of God are
embodied in our echoing demands.,

T must clese now. But before closing I am impelled to mention one other
point in your statement that groubled me profoundly. You warnly cormended the
Birminghan police forcz for keeping worder® and “preventing violence." 1
don't believe you would have so varmly ccxmended the police force if you had
szen its angry violent dogs literally biting six unarmed, nomviolent Negroes.

T donlt belicve you would so quickly comend the policenmen if ycu would
ohserve their ugly and inhumen treatment of Negroes here in the city jail; if
you would watch them tush and curse old Negro women and young Negro girls; if
you would see tham slap and kick old lNegro men and young boys; if you will
shbserve them, as they did on two occasions, refuse to give us food because
vwe wented to sing our grace together. I'n sorry that I canit join.you in

your praise for the police dezartment.
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It: is true that they have been rather disciplined in their public handling
of the demonstrators. In this sense they have been rather publicly "non-
violent." But for what purpose? To preserve the evil system of segregation.
Over the last few years I have consistently preached that nonvi olence demands
that the means wve use.must be as pure as the ends we seeck, So I have tried
to make it clear that it is wrong to use immoral mcans to attain moral ends.
But not I must affirm that it is just as wrong, or even more so to use moral
means to preserve immoral ends. IMeybe Mr. Connor and his poclicenen have
been rather publicly nonviolent, as Chief Pritchett was in Albany, Georgia,
tut they have uscd the moral means of nonviolence to maintain the immorai
end of flagrant racial injustice. T. S. Eliob has said that there is no
greater treason than to do the right deed for the wrong reason.

I wish you had commended the Fegro sit~-inners and demonstrators of Birmingh
for their sublime courage, their willingness to suffer and their anazing dis-
cipline in the midst of the most inhuman provocation. One day the South will
recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths, courageously
und with a majestic sense of purpose, facing jeering and hostile mobs and the
agonizing loncliness that characterizes the 1ife of the pioreer. They will
e old oppressed, battered Negro wonen, symbolized in a sevinty-two year eld
'uozr.an of Montgomery, Alabama, who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her
people decided not to ride the segregated buses, and respond to one who in-
gquired about her tiredness with ungrammatical profundity; "my feet is tired,
but my soul is rested.® They will be the young high school and college student
young ministers of the gospel and 2 host of their elders courageously and non-

violently sitting-in at lunch counters and willingly going to jail for conscier
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seke. Cne day the South will know that vhen these disinherited children of
God szt dovn =zt lunch counters they were in reality standing up for the best
in the American dream and the most sacred values in our Judeo~Christian
heritage, and thusly, carrying our whole nation back to those great wells

of democracy which ware dug deep by the founding fathers in the formulation of
the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.

‘

Never before have I written a leiter this long, {or should I séy a book?).
I'm afraid that it is much too long to tale your pr;cious tine. I can assure
you that it would have been much shorter if I had been writing frem a com-
forteble desk, but what else is there to do when you are alone for days in
the dull monotony of a narrow jail cell other than write long letters, think
strange thoughis, and pray long prayers?

If I have said anything in this letter that is an overstatement of the
truth and is irdicative of an unreasonzble impatience, I beg you to forgive me.
If I have szaid anything in this letter that is an understatement of the truth
and is indicative of my having 2 patience that makes me patient with anything
less than brotherhood, I bzg God to forgive ne.

I hope this letter finls you strong in the faith. I also hope that
circumstances will soon make it possible for me to meet each of you, not =s
an integrationist or a civil rights leader, but as a fellow clergyman and a
Christian brotier. Let us zll hope that the dark clouds of racial prejulice
will soon pass awey and the dzep fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from
our fear-drencied communities and in some not too distant tomorrow the raciant
stars of love and brotherhood will shine over our great nation with all of

their scintillating beauty.

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood

F2riin Luther King, Jr.
¥LX:vm
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