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For those who ask the question, "Aren't you a civil rights leader?" and
thereby mean to exclude me from the movement for peace, | have this
further answer. In 1957 when a group of us formed the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference, we chose as our motto: "To save the soul of
America." We were convinced that we could not limit our vision to certain
rights for black people, but instead affirmed the conviction that America
would never be free or saved from itself until the descendants of its slaves
were loosed completely from the shackles they still wear. In a way we were
agreeing with Langston Hughes, that black bard of Harlem, who had written
earlier:
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As if the weight of such a commitment to the life and health of America were
not enough, another burden of responsibility was placed upon me in 19541;
and | cannot forget that the Nobel Prize for Peace was also a commission -- a
commission to work harder than | had ever worked before for "the
brotherhood of man." This is a calling that takes me beyond national
allegiances, but even if it were not present | would yet have to live with the
meaning of my commitment to the ministry of Jesus Christ. To me the
relationship of this ministry to the making of peace is so obvious that |
sometimes marvel at those who ask me why I'm speaking against the war.
Could it be that they do not know that the good news was meant for all men
-- for Communist and capitalist, for their children and ours, for black and for
white, for revolutionary and conservative? Have they forgotten that my
ministry is in obedience to the One who loved his enemies so fully that he
died for them? What then can | say to the Vietcong or to Castro or to Mao as
o talthiul minister of this One? Can | threaten therm with death or must 1 not
share with them my life?
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After the French were defeated, it looked as if independence and land reform
would come again through the Geneva Agreement. But instead there came
the United States, determined that Ho should not unify the temporarily
divided nation, and the peasants watched again as we supported one of the
most vicious modern dictators, our chosen man, Premier Diem. The peasants
watched and cringed as Diem ruthlessly rooted out all opposition, supported
their extortionist landlords, and refused even to discuss reunification with
.. The peasants watched oo o0 0
States' influence and then by increasing numbers of United States troops
who came to help quell the insurgency that Diem's methods had aroused.
When Diem was overthrown they may have been happy, but the long line of
military dictators seemed to offer no real change, especially in terms of their
need for land and peace.
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Now there is little left to build on, save bitterness. Soon the only solid
physical foundations remaining will be found at our military bases and in the
concrete of the concentration camps we call "fortified hamlets." The
peasants may well wonder if we plan to build our new Vietham on such
grounds as these. Could we blame them for such thoughts? We must speak
for them and raise the questions they cannot raise. These, too, are our
brothers.
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How do they judge us when our officials know that their membership is less
than twenty-five percent communist, and yet insist on giving them the
blanket name? What must they be thinking when they know that we are
aware of their control of major sections of Vietham, and yet we appear ready
to allow national elections in which this highly organized political parallel
government will not have a part? They ask how we can speak of free
elections when the Saigon press is censored and controlled by the military
junta. And they are surely right to wonder what kind of new government we
plan to help form without them, the only party in real touch with the
peasants. They question our political goals and they deny the reality of a
peace settlement from which they will be excluded. Their questions are
frighteningly relevant. Is our nation planning to build on political myth again,
and then shore it up upon the power of new violence?



Here is the true meaning and value of compassion and nonviolence, when it
helps us to see the enemy's point of view, to hear his questions, to know his
assessment of ourselves. For from his view we may indeed see the basic
weaknesses of our own condition, and if we are mature, we may learn and
grow and profit from the wisdom of the brothers who are called the

opposition.
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Somehow this madness must cease. We must stop now. | speak as a child of
God and brother to the suffering poor of Vietham. | speak for those whose
land is being laid waste, whose homes are being destroyed, whose culture is
being subverted. | speak for the poor of America who are paying the double
price of smashed hopes at home, and death and corruption in Vietnam. |
speak as a citizen of the world, for the world as it stands aghast at the path
we have taken. | speak as one who loves America, to the leaders of our own
nation: The great initiative in this war is ours; the initiative to stop it must be

ours.



This is the message of the great Buddhist leaders of Vietnam. Recently one
of them wrote these words, and | quote:
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If we continue, there will be no doubt in my mind and in the mind of the
world that we have no honorable intentions in Vietnam. If we do not stop our
war against the people of Vietham immediately, the world will be left with no
other alternative than to see this as some horrible, clumsy, and deadly game
we have decided to play. The world now demands a maturity of America that
we may not be able to achieve. It demands that we admit that we have been
wrong from the beginning of our adventure in Vietnam, that we have been
detrimental to the life of the Viethamese people. The situation is one in
which we must be ready to turn sharply from our present ways. In order to
atone for our sins and errors in Vietham, we should take the initiative in
bringing a halt to this tragic war.
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Four: Realistically accept the fact that the National Liberation Front has
substantial support in South Vietham and must thereby play a role in any
meaningful negotiations and any future Vietnam government.
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As we counsel young men concerning military service, we must clarify for
them our nation's role in Vietham and challenge them with the alternative of
conscientious objection. | am pleased to say that this is a path now chosen
by more than seventy students at my own alma mater, Morehouse College,
and | recommend it to all who find the American course in Vietnam a
dishonorable and unjust one. Moreover, | would encourage all ministers of
draft age to give up their ministerial exemptions and seek status as
conscientious objectors. These are the times for real choices and not false
ones. We are at the moment when our lives must be placed on the line if our
nation is to survive its own folly. Every man of humane convictions must
SO0 oo oo o wemust o protest
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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
investments. | am convinced that if we are to get on the right side of the
world revolution, we as a nation must undergo a radical revolution of values.
We must rapidly begin...we must rapidly begin the shift from a thing-
oriented society to a person-oriented society. When machines and
computers, profit motives and property rights, are considered more
important than people, the giant triplets of racism, extreme materialism, and
.~ incapableof oo
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America, the richest and most powerful nation in the world, can well lead the
way in this revolution of values. There is nothing except a tragic death wish
to prevent us from reordering our priorities so that the pursuit of peace will
take precedence over the pursuit of war. There is nothing to keep us from
molding a recalcitrant status quo with bruised hands until we have fashioned
it into a brotherhood.
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It is a sad fact that because of comfort, complacency, a morbid fear of
communism, and our proneness to adjust to injustice, the Western nations
that initiated so much of the revolutionary spirit of the modern world have
now become the arch antirevolutionaries. This has driven many to feel that
only Marxism has a revolutionary spirit. Therefore, communism is a
judgment against our failure to make democracy real and follow through on
the revolutions that we initiated. Our only hope today lies in our ability to
recapture the revolutionary spirit and go out into a sometimes hostile world
declaring eternal hostility to poverty, racism, and militarism. With this
powerful commitment we shall boldly challenge the status quo and unjust
mores, and thereby speed the day when "every valley shall be exalted, and
every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made
straight, and the rough places plain."
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This call for a worldwide 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 mankind. This oft misunderstood, this oft
misinterpreted concept, so readily dismissed by the Nietzsches of the world
as a weak and cowardly force, has now become an absolute necessity for
the survival of man. When | speak of love | am not speaking of some
sentimental and weak response. | am not speaking of that force which is just
emotional bosh. | 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-Muslim-
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 every one 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." Let us hope that this spirit will become
the order of the day.
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Original Text: “Beyond Vietnam”
by Martin Luther King, Jr.
4 April 1967



