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Today, January 18, 2021, is Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. As it explains on the AmeriCorps U.S. government’s web
site, “The Martin Luther King Jr. holiday is an official day of service and celebrates the civil rights leader’s life and
legacy. Observed each year on the third Monday in January as “a day on, not a day off,” MLK Day is the only
federal holiday designated as a national day of service to encourage all Americans to volunteer to improve their
communities. AmeriCorps has been charged with leading this effort for the past quarter century.”

Today, on Martin Luther King Day, the single best piece of writing that | can think of to explain the non-violent
approach to seeking change and justice can be found in Martin Luther King, Jr.s Letter from a Birmingham Jail. If
you haven’t read it, | encourage you to take 10 minutes to read it. If you have read it, read it again. King
preached and practiced non-violence, but he was not weak. He was confrontational. He made people
uncomfortable. And he willingly paid the price for breaking, through peaceful protest, laws he believed were
unjust. This is why we commemorate MLK. He stood up for what he believed — without the use of guns, without
breaking down doors, without beating anyone or threatening people’s lives. And he did it before the existence
of social media to get his message across.

Martin Luther King, Jr. photographed by Marion S. Trikosko, 1964. LC-DIG-ppmsc-01269 Source:
Library of Congress
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Below are a few excerpts from the full letter that | find particularly illuminating.

“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 that 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 | must confess that | am not afraid of the word “tension.” | have
earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is
necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a 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, so must we see the need for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of
tension in society that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic
heights of understanding and brotherhood. The purpose of our direct action program is to create a
situation so crisis packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation. | therefore concur with you
in your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved Southland been bogged down in a tragic effort to
live in monologue rather than dialogue.”

“In no sense do | advocate evading or defying the law, as would the rabid segregationist. That would
lead to anarchy. One who breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a willingness to
accept the penalty. | submit that an individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and
who willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of the community
over its injustice, is in reality expressing the highest respect for law.”

“Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It was evidenced sublimely in the
refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezzar, on the ground that a
higher moral law was at stake. It was practiced superbly by the early Christians, who were willing to face
hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks rather than submit to certain unjust laws of
the Roman Empire. To a degree, academic freedom is a reality today because Socrates practiced civil
disobedience. In our own nation, the Boston Tea Party represented a massive act of civil disobedience.”

“We should never forget that everything Adolf Hitler did in Germany was “legal” and everything the
Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was “illegal.” It was “illegal” to aid and comfort a Jew in
Hitler’s Germany. Even so, | am sure that, had | lived in Germany at the time, | would have aided and
comforted my Jewish brothers. If today | lived in a Communist country where certain principles dear to
the Christian faith are suppressed, | would openly advocate disobeying that country’s antireligious laws.”

“I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, | must confess that
over the past few years | have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. | have almost
reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is
not the White Citizen’s 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 | cannot
agree with your methods of direct action”; who paternalistically 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 people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more
bewildering than outright rejection.”

“Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually manifests
itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro. Something within has reminded him of his
birthright of freedom, and something without has reminded him that it can be gained. Consciously or
unconsciously, he has been caught 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 recognizes 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 expression through violence; this is not a threat but a fact of history. So | have not said to
my people: “Get rid of your discontent.” Rather, | 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 | was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as |
continued to think about the matter | gradually gained a measure 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 ever flowing stream.” Was not Paul an
extremist for the Christian gospel: “I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus.” Was not Martin
Luther an extremist: “Here | stand; | cannot do otherwise, so help me God.” And John Bunyan: “I will stay
in jail to the end of my days before | make a butchery of my conscience.” And Abraham Lincoln: “This
nation cannot survive half slave and half free.” And Thomas Jefferson: “We hold these truths to be self
evident, that all men are created equal . . .” So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but
what kind of extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love? Will we be extremists for
the preservation of injustice or for the extension of justice?”

Martin Luther King, Jr. devoted himself to peace, justice, and human rights. Working for Peace, Justice, and
Human Rights has been officially embraced by Florida Atlantic University as a core principle. Today, on MLK Day,
| challenge myself to be brave, to call out injustice when | see it, and to stand up in defense of the oppressed. |
challenge myself to act in alignment with the principles outlined by Martin Luther King, Jr. and by FAU’s Peace,
Justice, and Human Right’s Initiative.
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