Handout 1.2

“Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break Silence”

Martin Luther King, Jr.
April 4, 1967
Riverside Church, New York

Reading the Signs of the Times (Social Analysis)

“...The war in Vietnam is but a symptom of a far deeper malady within the American
spirit, and if we ignore this sobering reality we will find ourselves organizing clergy- and
laymen-concerned committees for the next generation. They will be concerned about
Guatemala and Peru. They will be concerned about Thailand and Cambodia. They will be
concerned about Mozambique and South Africa. We will be marching for these and a
dozen other names and attending rallies without end unless there is a significant and
profound change in American life and policy. Such thoughts take us beyond Vietnam, but
not beyond our calling as sons of the living God...In 1957 a sensitive American official
overseas said that it seemed to him that our nation was on the wrong side of a world
revolution. During the past ten years we have seen emerge a pattern of suppression which
now has justified the presence of U.S. military "advisors" in Venezuela. This need to
maintain social stability for our investments accounts for the counter-revolutionary action
of American forces in Guatemala. It tells why American helicopters are being used
against guerrillas in Colombia and why American napalm and green beret forces have
already been active against rebels in Peru. It is with such activity in mind that the words
of the late John F. Kennedy come back to haunt us. Five years ago he said, "Those who
make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution inevitable" ...
Increasingly, by choice or by accident, this is the role our nation has taken -- the role of
those who make peaceful revolution impossible by refusing to give up the privileges and
the pleasures that come from the immense profits of overseas investment...”

Theological Reflection

“...Atrue revolution of values will soon cause us to question the fairness and justice of
many of our past and present policies. On the one hand we are called to play the good
Samaritan on life's roadside; but that will be only an initial act. One day we must come to
see that the whole Jericho road must be transformed so that men and women will not be
constantly beaten and robbed as they make their journey on life's highway. True
compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar; it is not haphazard and superficial. It
comes to see that an edifice which produces beggars needs restructuring. A true
revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty and
wealth...A nation that continues year after year to spend more money on military defense
than on programs of social uplift is approaching spiritual death...”

“...This call for a world-wide fellowship that lifts neighborly concern beyond one's tribe,



race, class and nation is in reality a call for an all-embracing and unconditional love for
all men...When I speak of love I am not speaking of some sentimental and weak
response. I am speaking of that force which all of the great religions have seen as the
supreme unifying principle of life. Love is somehow the key that unlocks the door which
leads to ultimate reality. This Hindu-Moslem-Christian-Jewish-Buddhist belief about
ultimate reality is beautifully summed up in the first epistle of Saint John:

Let us love one another; for love is God and everyone that loveth is born of God
and knoweth God. He that loveth not knoweth not God; for God is love. If we
love one another God dwelleth in us, and his love is perfected in us.

Sense of Urgency

“...We are now faced with the fact that tomorrow is today. We are confronted with the
fierce urgency of now. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history there is such a
thing as being too late. Procrastination is still the thief of time. Life often leaves us
standing bare, naked and dejected with a lost opportunity. The "tide in the affairs of men"
does not remain at the flood; it ebbs. We may cry out desperately for time to pause in her
passage, but time is deaf to every plea and rushes on. Over the bleached bones and
jumbled residue of numerous civilizations are written the pathetic words: "Too late."
There is an invisible book of life that faithfully records our vigilance or our neglect. "The
moving finger writes, and having writ moves on..." We still have a choice today;
nonviolent coexistence or violent co-annihilation... We must move past indecision to
action. We must find new ways to speak for peace in Vietnam and justice throughout the
developing world -- a world that borders on our doors. If we do not act we shall surely be
dragged down the long dark and shameful corridors of time reserved for those who
possess power without compassion, might without morality, and strength without sight.

Call to Action

“...Now let us begin. Now let us rededicate ourselves to the long and bitter -- but
beautiful -- struggle for a new world. This is the calling of the sons of God, and our
brothers wait eagerly for our response. Shall we say the odds are too great? Shall we tell
them the struggle is too hard? Will our message be that the forces of American life
militate against their arrival as full men, and we send our deepest regrets? Or will there
be another message, of longing, of hope, of solidarity with their yearnings, of
commitment to their cause, whatever the cost? The choice is ours, and though we might
prefer it otherwise we must choose in this crucial moment of human history...”



