MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

Letter from Birmingham Jail

Martin Luther King Jr. was born in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1929. After
torate in theology from Boston University in 1955, he became pa
Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. There, he or
bus boycott that led to the 1956 Supreme Court decision outl
on Alabama’s buses. As leader of the Southern Christian Leadership Conferenc
he was instrumental in securing the civil rights of black Americans, using met:.'
ods based on a philosophy of nonviolent protest. His books include Stride toward
Freedom (1958) and Why We Can’t Wait (1964). In 1964, King was awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize. He was assassinated in 1968 in Memphis, Tennessee,
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Background on racial segregation In 1896, the Supreme Court ruled in Plessyy,
Ferguson that “separate but equal” accommodations on railroad cars gave African
Americans the equal protection guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment of
the United States Constitution. This decision was used to justify separate pub-
lic facilities —including schools — for blacks and whites weli into the twentieth
century.

In the mid-1950s, state support for segregation and discrimination against
blacks had begun to be challenged. Supreme Court decisiors in 1954 and 1955
declared segregation in public schools and other public'y financed venues
unconstitutional, while blacks and whites alike were calling for 21 end to discrim-
ination. Their actions took the form of marches, boycotts, and sit-ins (organized
protests whose participants refuse to move from a public area). Many Yvhites,
however, particularly in the South, vehemently resisted any change in race
relations. . A

By 1963, when King organized a campaig.n against segregation 1r:
Birmingham, Alabama, tensions ran deep. He and his followers mgt ﬁerceht?pp:n
sition from the police, as well as from white moderates, who consuderefi‘ ":f :
“sutside agitator” During the demonstrations, King was arrested anqgalle h'(tJe
mprisoned, he wrote his “Letter from Birmingham 'Jatl to “;I Iff
n his actions and to answer those who urged him to ca 0
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{ think I should :;’1di§ate why I am here in Birmingham, since you have 2
. fuenced by the view which argues against “outsiders coming in.” I

been lge honor of serving as president of the Southern Christian Leader-
have Eonferenc& an organization operating in every southern state, with
Sh'% yarters in At 'anta, Georgia. We have some eighry-five affiliated
he2 q‘zati ons across the South, and one of them is the Alabama Christian
orga'e‘:nem for Hurr «n Rights. Frequently we share staff, educational, and
?gﬂ cial resources <1 "1 our affiliates. Several months ago the affiliate here

gham aske . 1s to be on call to engage in a nonviolent direct-action
am if such were ¢ -emed necessary. We readily consented, and when the

hour came We lived - - ro our promise. So I, along with several members of

qy seaff, am here bee.se | was invited here. I am here because I have organi-
sarional ties here. ;N
gut more basica!'7, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Justas 3

the prophets of the eizheh century B.C. lgft their ‘fillages and carried their “thus
gith the Lord” far beyond the boundaries of their home towns, and just as the
Apostle Paul left his "s:?;ge of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ
1o the far corners of the Greco-Roman world, so am compelled to carry the
gospel of freedom beyond my own hpme town. Like Paul, I must constantly
respond to the Macedonian call for aid.

Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and 4
states. | cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what hap-
pens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We
are caught in an inescapable netWorVE of mutuality, tied in a single garment of
destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we
afford to live with the narrow, provincial, “outside agitator” idea. Anyone who
lives inside the United States can never be considered an outsider anywhere
within its bounds.

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But your 5
statement, [ am sorry to say, fails to express a similar concern for the con-
ditions that brought about the demonstrations. I am sure that none of you
would want to rest content with the superficial kind of social analysis that
deals merely with effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. It is
unfortunate that demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham, burt it is
@en more unfortunate that the city’s white power structure left the Negro
“mmunity with no alternative.
fm:l:oagy nonviolent campaign 'chcre are four I:fas'ic steps: collection of the 6

frcr tt:itermme whether injustices exist; negotiation; self-pqnﬁcanon; and
can be on. Wc have gone through gll t'hc':se steps in Blrml‘ngham. Thgre
irminghagﬂlp‘saymg the fact that racial injustice engulfs this community.

R [, umll-s probably the most thqroughly segregated city in the United
Tossly u‘n 'ug y record of l;rutalxty is widely known. Negroes have expencr?ced
Negro 111 ost trFatmcnr in courts. T"her‘c have been more unsolved bprqugs
B mes and churches in Birmingham than in any or:her city in the
» ns‘, N:S:oalrf the hard, brutal facts' of thg case. On the basis of these con-
isfentl)%rcfmders sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the lacter

used to engage in good-faith negotiation.

=
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Then, last Sepcember, came the opportunity to talk wich leaders of Bir. ,
mingham’s economic community. In the course of the negotiations, certain
promises were made by the merchants —ror example, to remove the store

|

1

iating racial signs. On the basis of th

hiimi ese promises, the Reverend Fred
Shurtlesworth and the leaders of the Alabama Christian Movement fo,
git FEiCs ngrced o 2 moratorium on 2!l demonstrations. As the weeks
id s went by, we realized that we were the victims of a broken promise.
A fey e briefly removed, returned; the ochers remained.

s in 50 mnn} past experiences, our ‘opes had been blasted, and th, ¥
£ deep disappointment settled v.2n us. We had no alternative except
¢ for direct action, whereby :Id present our very bodies as

rs of laving our case before the conscien 2 of the local and the nationg]

:',:nw.,'— Mindful of the difficulties 1 vd, we decided to undertake 5

.« of selfpurification. We begen a s7:. of workshops on nonviolence,

and we reped s"Ad!y asked ourselves. “Are vou able to accept blows without
Ti“fi.v!!z,iiii'l}_j}' ' “Are you able to endure the srdeal of jail?” We decided to sched-
ule our direct-action program for the Easrer season, realizing that except
for Christmas, this is the main shopping period of the year. Knowing that

a strong economic-withdrawal program would be the by-product of direct
action, we felt that this would be the best time to bring pressure to bear on the
merchants for the needed change.

Then it occurred to us that Birmingham'’s mayoral election was coming
up in March, and we speedily decided to postpone action until after election
day. When we discovered that the Commissioner of Public Safety, Eugene
“Bull” Connor, had piled up enough votes to be in the run-off, we decided
again to postpone action until the day after the run-off so that the demon-
strations could not be used to cloud the issues. Like many others, we waited
to see Mr. Connor defeated, and to this end we endured postponement after
postponement. Having aided in this community need, we felt that our direct-
action program could be delayed no longer.

You may well ask, “Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches, and so forth? ©
Isn’t negotiation a better path?” You are quite right in calling for negotiation.
Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct action. Nonviolent direct action seeks
to create such a crisis and foster such a tension thar a community which 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. My citing the creation
of tension as part of the work of the nonviolent-resister may sound rather

shocking. But I must conf am not afraid of the word “tension.” 1 have

1 ' s a type of constructive, nonv
Just as Socrates felt that it was

o

ttered realm of creative anal
8 need for nonviolent gadflies
I help men rise from the dark
heights of understanding 2"
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The purpose Qf O'Iilirldlt‘e.ct-aCthn program is to create a situation so 1
cfisiS'PaCked that 1t' - jr;le\filtably open the door to negotiation. I therefore
e with you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved South-
0 bogged down in a tragic effort to live in monologue rather than

—t

'ﬂogue. . 2 .
@ f the basic points in your statement is that the action that I and 2

One o0 : o e E E
gy a5S0CIALeS have taken in Blrmlqgham 1s untimely. Some have asked: “Why
he new ~'ry administration time to act?” The only answer that

] ve t
gdntyou 8V e th s QT
wve to this query 1< L 1at the new Birmingham administration must be

rodded about as much as the ogtgoing one, before it will act. We are sadly
rl;istake" if we feel that the election .ofAlbert Boutwell as mayor will bring
the millennium £o Birmingham. While Mr. Boutwell is a much more gentle

n than Mr. Conna: they are both segregationists, dedicated to main-

150
enance of the status gue. I have hoped that Mr. Boutwell will be reasonable

enough £o see the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But he will
not see this without pressure from deyotees of civil rights. My friends, I must

qy to you that we have not made a single gain in civil rights without deter-

| and nonviolent pressure. Lamentably, it is an historical fact that
privileged groups seldom give up their privileges voluntarily. Individuals
may see the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust posture; but, as
Reinhold Niebuhr* has reminded us, groups tend to be more immoral than
individuals.

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily 13/
given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly,  have |
jet to engage in a direct-action campaign that was “well timed” in the view of
those who have nor suffered unduly from the disease of segregation. For years
now] have heard the word “Wait!” It rings in the ear of every Negro with pierc-
ing familiarity. This “Wait” has almost always meant “Never.” We must come
tosee, with one of our distinguished jurists, that “justice too long delayed is

Justice denied.”
We have waited for more than 340 years
f9f our constitutional and God-given We must come to
fights. The nations of Asia and Africa are see, with one of our
;‘&’t‘f‘glwith jetlike speed toward gaining distinguished jurists
1 K : e »
el bpenden, s ve il <t |t s long
Up of coffy P . 3 5 delayed is justice
ip e ee at a lunch counter. Perhaps Sy
fes[jasy- for those who have never felt denied.
1 “\Vaj[?%ng darts of segregation to say, G
t ’"Obs.l ut when you have seen vicious .
by ynch your mothers and fachers at will and drown your sisters and
im; when you have seen hate-filled policemen curse, kick, and
ack brothers and sisters; when you see the vast majority of

mined lega

14

| social thinker (1892~ 1971).
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your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poy.
erty in the midst of an affluent society; when vou su ddenly find your tongue
twisted and your speech stammering as you seei to explain to your SiX-year.
old daughter why she can’t go to the public zmusement park that has just
been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her eyes when she &

told that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see ominous clouds of
inferiority beginning to form in her litcle mental sky, and see her beginning
to distort her personality by developing an unconscious bitterness towarq
white people; when you have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old son who
is asking, “Daddy, why do white people treat colored people so mean?”; whep
you take a cross-country drive and find it necessary to sleep night after night
in the uncomfortable 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,”
your middle name becomes “boy” (however old you are), and your last name
becomes “John,” and your wife and mother are never given the respected itle
“Mrs.”; when you are harried by day and haunted at night by the fact that
you are a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe stance, never quite knowing what
to expect next, and are plagued with inner fears and outer 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 the abyss of despair. I hope, sirs, you can understand our legitimate and
unavoidable 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 1954 outlawing segregation in the public
schools, at first glance it may seem rather paradoxical for us consciously to
break laws. One may well ask: “How can you advocate breaking some laws and
obeying others?” The answer lies in the fact that there are two types of laws:
just and unjust. I would be the first to advocate obeying just laws. One has not

—only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one hasa
moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augusrine*
- that “an unjust law is no law act all.”

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determin
whether a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made code that squar®
with the moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is 0ut®
harmony w 1Ok i € n the terms of St. Thomas Aquins:”
2 Jaw and natural [
that degrades humat
because segregatio”
he segregator a f2 se

e 16
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rity and the segregated a false sense of inferiority. Segregation

eof superio! ) '

o use the termmo.loi‘_’? - t}:e Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, substitutes

[ o4t relationshlP e I-thou” relationship and ends up relegating per-

o the satus of things. Hence segregation is not 0" v politically, econom-
» sinful. Paul Tillich*

and sociologica:'y un;ound, it is morally wrong =

d that sin 18 €& sration. Is not segregation an - stential expression of
: hiy 1 L :

paration, his awful estrangement, D+* ¢ crible sinfulness? Thus

sens

sons
ically;
sal

an's tragic s€
iris that I can urge m2i o obey the 1954 decision o: ch¢ »Upreme Court, for
itis morally right; and © can urge them to disobey s¢¢2 ion ordinances, for

they are morally wronz. ) N
Let us consider a more concrete example of ju5" * nd unjust laws. An 7
ynjust 12w is a code that a numerical or power miajcrity §roup compels a

(cself. This is difference

to obey but does not make bindir:g, ©f

minority §roup ; ‘ e
made legal- BY the same token, a just law is a code th:a. 5 majority compels a
minority to follow and chat it is willing to follow itse's. 111 1S sameness made
Let me give another explanation. A law is urjust 11t is inflicted on a 18
. minority that,asa result of being denied the right to vore had no partin enact-
‘ cure of Alabama which set

he law. Who can say that the legisla
laws was democratically elecced? Throughout Ala-

bama all sorts of devious methods are used to prevent Negroes from becoming
. registered vorers, and there are some counties in which, even though Negroes
constitute a majority of the population, nota single Negro is registered. Can
any law enacted under such circumstances be considered democratically

structured?
Sometimes a law is just o

ing or devising
up that state’s segregation

n its face and unjust in its application. For 19

instance, I have been arrested on a charge of parading without a permit. Now,
there is nothing wrong in having an ordinance which requires a permit for a
prade. But such an ordinance becomes unjust when it is used to maintain
segregation and to deny citizens the First-Amendment privilege of peaceful

assembly and protest.

I'hope you are able to see the
 #nsedo ] advocate evading or defying the law, as would the rabid segr
st That would lead to anarchy. One who breaks an unjust law must do so
;Pjinl}’, lovingly, and with a willingness to accept the penalty. I submit that an
0 gl"‘d”al who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and who will-
oft}reaccgepts th'e ' Enale of impr isonment in order to arouse the conscience
or aw, mmunity over its injustice, is in reality expressing the highest respect
cnctf)[f COurSe.) there is nothing new abour this kind of civil disobedi-

twas evidenced sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach, Meshach, and

distinction I am trying to point out. Inno 20

egation-

21

logian (1886-1965).
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T o(Ncbgchadnezzar, on the ground that a highe,
A"'Ld‘,“ 20 .‘ oey fllt [t was practiced superbly by the early Christians wh
‘mcjju‘l‘ ‘:-1"-‘{. - ‘.“w ::\L\;grylions ;?nd the excruciating pain Ofc_hopping blOCkZ
were g certain unjust laws of the Roman Empire. To 3 degree
cSelreaton il LSC(; reality today because Socrates practiced civil _diSObedi.’

ence. In our own nation, the Boston Tea Party represented a massive &

g forget that everything Adolph Hitler did in Germany g

“legal” and everything the Hungarlan freedom ﬂghter; dlc’i in Hungary was

“illegal ” It was :‘illegal” to a,d and comfort ajevy in Hitler’s Germapy, Even

s, I am sure that, had I lived in Gcrmanxat the time, | woul.d have aided anq

comforted my Jewish brothers. If tf)dfly [ llYed in a Communist country where

certain principles dear to the Ch’rlstlap fa.lf.h are suppressed, I would openly

advocate disobeying that country's ant.lrelxglous laws. e

I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish 3

brothers. First, I must confess that over the past few years I have been gravely
disappointed with the white moderate. I hav? almost rgachgd the regretta-
ble conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride toward
freedom is not the White Citizens Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the
white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers
a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which
is the presence of justice; who constantly says, “I agree with you in the goal
you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of direct action”; who pater-
nalistically believes he can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; who
lives by a mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro
to wait for a “more convenient season.” Shallow understanding from people
of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from peo-
ple of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright
rejection.

I'had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and 2
order exist for the purpose of establishing justice and that when they fail in
this purpose they become the dangerously structured dams that block the
flow of social progress. I had hoped that the white moderate would under-
stand that the present tension in the South is a necessary phase of the transi-
tion from an obnoxious negative peace, in which the Negro passively accepted
his unjust plight, to a substantive and positive peace, in which all men will
respect the dignity and worth of human personality. Actually, we who engage
in nonviolent direct action are not the creators of tension. We merely bring
to the surface the hidden tensjop that is already alive. We bring it out in the
open, Where 'it can be seen and dealt wich. Like a boil that can never be cured
rlonp as It is covered up but must pe opened with all its ugliness to the nat-
ural medicines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, with all the tension
Its exposure creates, to the light of human conscience and the air of national
opinion, before it can pe cured.,

rather chan submu

* Eds. note—In the ] ; 6o for
ey i d.u Book of Daniel, three men who were thrown into a blazing fire fo
refusing to worship a golden statue
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} . stacement you assert that our actions, €Ven though peaceful, 25
[n you ndemlwd because they precipicate violence: But is chis a logical

qust ¢ CpOISn‘t this like condemning a robbed man because his possession

.xssornoll [,ccipimtcd the L‘_\'ll act of robbery? Isn’t this like condemning

o "mn.tbecause his unswerving commitment to cruth an'd his philosophical

el cipitated the act by the misguided populace in which they made

,l‘qlnnl-nfbk hemlock? Isn't this like condemning Jesus because his unique God-

\

pim AF ness and never-ceasing devotion to God’s will precipitated the evil
gonsc_‘ousit—mon? We must come to see that, as the federal courts have consis-
ot cr}t‘frme 4. it is wrong to urge an individ ual ro cease his efforts to gain his
u‘ﬂF[Y_at lstiwtional rights because the quest may precipitate violence. Society
IC qu’tecc the robbed and punish the robber.
must lp IZ also hoped hat the white moderare would reject the myth concern- 26
v ' 1ae in relation &« “he struggle for free<m. I have just received a letter
ing 00 vhite brother i Texas. He writes: /11 Christians know that the col-
from2* - equal rights eventua! '/, butitis possible that you are

ored people will rece:

e great a religiors hurry. It has taken ( ', -istianity almost two thousand
! “; tg accomplish w22 it has. The teachir. - of Christ take time to come to
L:fh_» Such an attire - stems from a tragic 1isconception of time, from the
crangely irrational roton .that there is so: -~ «thing 1n the very flow of time
garwill inevitably cure all ills. Actually, tirn - icself is neutral; it can be used
ither destructively ¢ ©c nstructively. More - ic. more I feel that the people of
{lwill have used i = = uch more effectiv 1 than have the people of good
4l We will have to 7= ~entin this generatio~. ot merely for the hateful words

sdactions of the bac people, but for the ap -lling silence of the good people.
fuman progress never rolls in on wheels o7 inevitability; it comes through
the tireless efforts of men willing to be coworkers with God, and without this
hard work, time itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation. We
nust use time creacively, in the knowledge chat the time is always ripe to do
ight. Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy and transform
o pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now is the
ime to lift our national policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the
solid rock of human dignity.

You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first [ was rather 27
dsappointed that fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as those
fanextremist. I began thinking about the fact that I stand in the middle of
"o opposing forces in the Negro community. One is a force of complacency,
made up in part of Negroes who, as a result of long years of oppression, are so
i:a::erd of self-respect and a sense of “somebodiness” that they have adjusted
egriegféluon; agd in part of a fgw m1ddle-class Negroes‘ who, because ofa
it bo acadermc and economic security and because in some ways

forh); :engqutlon, have.become insensitive to the.problems of the
-~ Clvocat,orce'ls one of bitterness aqd hatred, and it comes Perllq

Py Ing violence. It is expressed'm the various black natxonahs.
iy Mu[;rmgmg up across the nation, the la_rgest and besc-kno,

L. [hammaq s Muslim movement. Nourished by the Negro’s frustras
e continued existence of racial discrimination, this movement:
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¢ lost faith in America, who have absolutely repu

toiha
5 ‘ho 3 ;
made up Of PFOPle wh ho have concluded that the white man is an incogy:
diated Christianity, and W orti-

ible “devil.” s )
: I have tried to <tand perweet these two forces, saying that we need emulay,

e » of the complacent nor the hatred and i

neither the “d'o-; " t,hmlglsghere is the nfore excellent way of love aiiisﬁ:i O.f
e g Oful to God that, through the influence of the Ne -
olent protest. [ am grate.ol ence became an integral part of our struggle 0
churIcfh,}:he \:,i ofﬂC}’lr;V}llad not emerged, by now many streets of the South
WOUldt Ix: HEHCO ii?rlfce 4, be ﬂo“.rirlg A\t:i[h lb|lc>oci. And,‘ [ am“f'urther convinced
st if)our white brothers diSmlSS as “rabble-rousers an.d outside agitators”
those of us who employ nonv{()}.enirh;ec\} action, and if they refuse'to sup-
port our nonviolent efforts, rml 1w ‘;}o ll(iegtges ..vi/'llL .cziut of f?rustranon and
despair, seek solace arid secusifl Dlacknatonatist 1 eologies —a develop-
ment that would inevitably lead to a 11 ightening racial nightmare.

Oppressed people cannot Fenlzia n Opprcssgd forever. The yearning for
freedom eventually manifests 161 and tha; is whaF has happened to the
American Negro. Something witiiin has re.mmded. him of his birthright of
freedom, and something without has reminded him that it can be gained.
Consciously or unconsciously, he has been cauight up by the Zeitgeist, and
with his black brothers of Africa and his brown and yellow brothers of Asia,
South America, and the Caribbean, the United States Negro is moving with a
sense of great urgency toward the promised land of racial justice. If one rec-
ognizes this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro community, one should
readily understand why public demonstrations are taking place. The Negro
has many pent-up resentments and latent frustrations, and he must release
them. So let him march; let him make prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; let
him go on freedom rides—and try to understand why he must do so. If his
repressed emotions are not released in nonviolent ways, they will seek expres-
sion through violence; this is not a threat but a fact of history. So 1 have not
said to my people, “Get rid of your discontent.” Rather, T have tried to say that
this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled into the creative outlet
of nonviolent direct action. And now this approach is being termed extremist.

But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an 3
extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a mea-
sure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: “Love
your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and
pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you.” Was not Amos
an extremist for justice: “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness
like an everﬂowing stream.” Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gos-
pel: “I bear‘ n my bOdy the marks of the Lord Jesus.” Was not Martin Luther
an extremist: “Here | stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God.” An

John Bunyan: “I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butcih'
;rylf? f1my conscience.” And Abraham Lincoln: “This nation cannot Surw:;
s b T o Thoas s ‘WS

’ men are created equal. . ..

~n

8

30
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will be extremists, but What kind of eXtremiSts we will be. Will we
ists for hate of for. love? Wlu we be extremists for the preservation
be eX-trm'?:e or for the extension of justice? In that dramatic scene of Calvary’s
ofinjusf; en were € rucified. We must neyer forget thatall three were cru-

pill € for the same crime — the crime of ex¢remism. TWo were extremists for
dfie zlit}’ and thus fell below their enyjronment. The other, Jesus Christ,
’ h .
mor xtremist for love, truth, and goodness, and thereby rose above his
o

o ment. Perhaps the South, the nation, and the world are in dire need

yiron 12p
r} cative EXCrCﬂ'll-b, - ; '
s ho ed that the white moderate would see this need. Perhaps I was too
I PC, perhaps | -xpected too much. | suppose I should have realized that

misti
opt™ pers of the ©ppressor race can understand the deep groans and pas-

o mem 1 ) e

L mre )reamings of rhe oppressed race, and still fewer have the vision to see

5‘0"?n~u5cice must ['c rooted out by strong, persistent, and determined action.
1 . .

that djqankﬁll» how = er, that some of our white brothers in the South have

[am

od che meanit: 2 f this social revolution and committed themselves to it.
grha: Jre still all too ew in quantity, bue they are big in quality. Some —such
] Ryalph McGill, Liiiian Smith, Harry Gglden, James McBride I?abbs, Ann
raden, and Sarah “ztton Boyle —have written about our struggle in eloquent
o prophetic terms. O ther§ have 'marched with us down x?a.meless streets of
e South. They have Iangglshed in filthy, roach-infested jails, suffering the
Jbuse and brutality of policemen who view them as “dirty nigger-lovers.”
{ilike so many of their moderate brothers and sisters, they have recognized
e urgency of the movement and sensed the need for powerful “action” anti-
fotes to combat the disease of segregation.

Let me take note of my other major disappointment. I have been so greatly
fisppointed with the white church and its leadership. Of course, there are
some notable exceptions. I am not unmindful of the fact that each of you has
uken some significant stands on this issue. I commend you, Reverend Stall-
ings, for your Christian stand on this past Sunday, in welcoming Negroes to
jur worship service on a nonsegregated basis. I commend the Catholic lead-
asof this state for integrating Spring Hill College several years ago.

But despite these notable exceptions, I must honestly reiterate that I have
been disappointed with the church. I do not say this as one of those negative
fﬁ:[i'cs who can always find something wrong with the church. I say thisas a
nnister of the gospel, who loves the church; who was nurtured in its bosom;
%o has been sustained by its spiritual blessings and who will remain true to
“aslong as the cord of life shall lengthen.

i When I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership of the bus protest in
;_}?i’[]etgimery, Alabama, a few years ago, I felc we would be suPported by the
“'OuldcbeurCh' I felt thac che white. ministers, priests, and rabbis of'the South
e refi?ong our strongest allies. Instead, some have be;n 9%1.tr1ght oppo-
Sleiers, ing to understand the freedom movement and misrepresenting

sall too many others have been more cautious than courageous
""‘ﬂdoi‘.l:' femained silent behind the anesthetizing security of stained-glass
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ed dreams, | came

soite of er '
In spite of my shatt dershiP of this com,

that the white religious le2

cOUld reach the po

and. But again [ h,

which our just grievances
ve been disappointed d thay

each of you would underst

the church was Very powerful —in the 1
ti

the early Christians rejoiced 3¢ being deemed worthy o suffer for wn}: Vs
at th,

believed. In those days the church 1\ = not merely 3 thermomerter thae
the ideas and principles of popYlar opinion; it was 3 — threcorded
formed the mores of society: W Coever the early Christians erl‘Il’-reda[ i
the people in power became mstu}bed and immediately sought to ¢ S
Christians for being “disturbers © ,.th? Peace” and “outside agitators ’EI‘B,ICt the
Christians pressed on, in the:conviction tha_t they were “a colony of:h E the
called to obey God racher than mén. Small in number, they were b; i«anen’»
mitment. They were t00 God-intoxicated to be “astronomically intiriigacom-
By their effort and example they brought an end to such ancient evils as i dis,
ticide and gladiatorial contests. . Infan-
Things are different now. S0 ©**¢n the contemporary church i
ineffectual voice with an uncertain »-und. So often ir is an archdefender of
status quo. Far from being discurbe £ y the presence of the church, the =
structure of the average communi’; s consoled by the church’s Shemlioww
often even vocal —sanction of thing s -5 they are, &
But the judgment of God is upo:: the church as never before, I today’
church does not recapture the sacrt\‘[ iw1al spirit of the early church, jt will los:
its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty o= millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant
social club with no meaning for the twentieth century. Every day I meet youn
people whose disappointment with cthe church has turned into outright d.lsgustg
Perhaps I have once again been too optimistic. Is organized religion too
inextricably bound to the status quo to save our nation and the world? Per-
haps I must turn my faith to the inner spiritual church, the church within the
church, as the true ekklesia* and the hope of the world. But again I am thank-
ful to God that some noble souls from the ranks of organized religion have
broken loose from the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active
partners in the struggle for freedom. They have left their secure congregations
and walked the streets of Albany, Georgia, with us. They have gone down the
highways of the South on tortuous rides for freedom. Yes, they have gone to
jail with us. Some have been dismissed from their churches, have lost the sup-
port of their bishops and fellow ministers. But they have acted in the faith
that right defeated is stronger than evil triumphant. Their witness has been
the spiritual salc that has preserved the true meaning of the gospel in these
troubled times. They have carved a tunnel of hope through the dark mour
tain of disappointment.  x
I hope the church as a whole will meet the challenge of this decisi
Buc even if the church does not come to the aid of justice, I have no

There was a rime when

2 weak

ve hour.

despait

* Eds. note — Greek word for the early Christian church.
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sout the future. [ have no fear about the outcome of our struggle in Bir-
mingham. even if our motives are ar present misunderstood. We will reach the
20l of freedom 1n Birmingham and all over the nation, because the goal of
imerica is freedom. Abused and scorned though we may be, our desany is

ned up with America’s destiny. Before the pilgnms landed ar Plymouth, we
vere here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched the majestic words of the Dec-
bratnon of Independence across the pages of history, we were here. For more
than two centuries our forebears labored 1n this country without wages; they
made cotron king: they built the homes of their masters while suffering gross
mpustice and shameful humiliation —and yer out of a bottomless vitality they
twnunued to thrive and develop. If the inexpressible cruelnies of slavery could

50t stop us, the opposition we now face will surely fail. We will win our free-
%om because the sacred heritage of our nation and the erernal will of God are
embodied in our echoing demands.

Before closing I feel impelled to mention one other point in your state- @
':"f“[ thar has troubled me profoundly. You warmly commended the Birming-
jjffﬁiwllcc for keeping “order” and “preventing violence.” I doubt that you
.:Zl:ghtt:; :k[’)“‘:]rmly commended thg pohce‘ force if you had seen its dogs
0 quickly con:a— lgw unarmed, nqr]v\olent Negroes. I doubt thar you would
o :mn_ t'hc pohcemcq if you were to observe their ugly and inhu-
v t of Negroes here in the aity jail; if you were to watch them
push and curse old Ne o wome dv N irls: if w .
them Beieae Lis l(fN men and young Negro girls; 1f you were to see
them_ 2 et o egro men and young boys; if you were to observe

N two occasions, refuse to give us food because we wanred

T

gour ce - = i :

police d grace together. [ cannot join you in your praise of the Birmingham
Cpartment,

Itis true thar ¢
: dcmuns(mwr

he police have exercised a degree of discipline in handling 43
','U"Vlolcn(]y“ . s. :)lll this sense they have cc{qducred themsel\:es rather
f segregation OVPU hnc. Bpt-for what purpose? To preserve the vile system
olence derriand 6;: e past few years | have consistently preached that non-
Ve trieq o ns' ; AL the means we use must be as pure as the ends we seek.
Mora) ends p 1ake clear (hat“l( is wrong to use immoral means to attain

I must atfirm chat it 1s just as wror

Fand . pul.lcnun»ll means to preserve immaoral el

emen have been rather nonvi

: *Ce to Maing _ny GCOrgla, but the)’ have '

€ lase 1o 4 the immoral end of racial
WTop, ¢Mptation is che

4 Feagop greatest rreason £
Wish .
(8 e 3

Mingh, YOu had commended the Negro sit-in

Mmagi, a4 for the
Tecg “lg SCpline
1Z¢ ¢
“n 1S re

5¢ of
ot Pl“'pu

ir sublime courage, cheir (i
in the midst of great provocarie
al herpes They will be the James M

¢ that enables them to face jeering and b

k.
’ ”I)[ .

OF M €~ Jame , by
1"~\1‘.l.lHu s Meredith was the first African Amenican o earall
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iino loneliness that characterizes the lxlfe ofthc pioneer. They wll be
. agomz‘s:egd battered Negro women, symbolized in a scvenry—mp-ygar-old
’\Dvlgx‘noapnpir; Mo;ltgomel‘}'. :\l‘aban'm who rose up “,'lth adsc;\‘scr(:g d;gg:::lﬁ
with her people dcci&i_ed Sot to tide “".‘ll“’ k,:l:t](i ll)rl:;z l;x:u[\\h e? wegﬁmssz i

matical profundity to one who inq . \
?crl‘%srzil:]tired‘ butpmy soul is at rest.” Th;-y;:nll E;glh:n‘fzaiili?t::::;;:\:
college students, the young ministers ot the go : S -t
courageously and nonviolently sitting in at lunch couv‘ |

‘ jai conscience’s sake. One day the South will know t e
%}c\,:slcgciisijr::;}ei?tred children of God sat down at !unch countcr:l‘ ;h::)[zh\:erl;:olsr:
reality standing up for what is best in the 'Amcncan-drcam_ and fo i
sacred values in our Judaeo-Chrnistian hcn;age, thereby bnn%lr:)g’(:hc o
back to those great wells of democracy which were dug dcc}}:‘yD e)dam[ion p
ing fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the
ence. o :

lndelglzl\:gr before have I written so long a letter. 'm afraid it is nTv:nt:)h t;sonit:l:ﬁ
to take your precious time. | can assure you that it would l'mhcm le;. oo
shorter if [ had been writing from a comfortable desk, but what els e
do when he is alone in a narrow jail cell, other than write long letters,
long thoughts, and pray long prayers?

.

; . and indicates *
If I have said anything in this letter that overstates the cruth an

1 thing
an unreasonable impatience, [ beg you to forgivp me. lf! have ;ald:;lno)\'\t:m:‘
that understates the cruth and indicates my having a panepce_tl at';
to settle for anything less than brotherhood, 1 beg God to forgl\ftfi’]‘a[ circurt

I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. [ also hope s
stances will soon make it possible for me to meet each of you, n1 erisin
grationist or a civil-rights leader but as a fellow clcrgyman‘.&f(\;ice sl soon
brother. Let us all hope that the dark clouds of r.acml P“-J: from our &
pass away and the deep fog of misundcrst:mding will be l}fte 2
drenched communities, and in some not too distant toma

stars of love and brotherhood will shine o er
scintillating bcauty.

Comprehension

L. King says he seldom answers criticism

to do so in this instance?

Why do the other clergymen consider K
untmely'” (1)?

- What reasons does King give for the d
15 too lace for negotiations?




