The Wisdom of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
A Biographical Sketch

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was born in 1929 and died tragically in 1968. In his brief 39 years
with us he embodied the life of a prophet speaking to the often silent conscience of our country.
He named evil, stood firmly against it and yet embraced a style of leadership which was both
confrontational and non‐violent. No leader, in our time, has more faithfully embodied servant‐
leadership.

The Community of Persons

"Every man must decide whether he will walk in the light of creative altruism or
the darkness of destructive selfishness. This is the judgment. Life's most persistent
and urgent question is, What are you doing for others?"
"We must develop and maintain the capacity to forgive. He who is devoid of the
power to forgive is devoid of the power to love. There is some good in the worst of
us and some evil in the best of us. When we discover this, we are less prone to hate
our enemies."
"I have the audacity to believe that peoples everywhere can have three meals a day
for their bodies, education and culture for their minds, and dignity, equality, and
freedom for their spirits. I believe that what self‐centered men have torn down,
other‐centered men can build up."

The Companionship of Races
"There is little hope for us until we become tough‐minded enough to break loose
from the shackles of prejudice, half‐truths, and downright ignorance."
"We must use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is always ripe to do
right. Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy and transform our
pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now is the time to
lift our national policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of
human dignity."
"Many white Americans of goodwill have never connected bigotry with economic
exploitation. They have deplored prejudice but tolerated or ignored economic
injustice. But the Negro knows that these two evils have a malignant kinship."

Justice and Freedom

"Our hope for creative living in this world house that we have inherited lies in our
ability to reestablish the moral ends of our lives in personal character and social
justice. Without this spiritual and moral reawakening we shall destroy ourselves in
the misuse of our own instruments."

"Human progress is neither automatic nor inevitable. Even a superficial look at
history reveals that no social advance rolls in on the wheels of inevitability. Every
step toward the goal of justice requires sacrifice, suffering, and struggle; the tireless
exertions and passionate concern of dedicated individuals. Without persistent
effort, time itself becomes an ally of the insurgent and primitive forces of
irrational emotionalism and social destruction. This is no time for apathy or
complacency. This is a time for vigorous and positive action."

Faith and Religion

"Love is the most durable power in the world. This creative force, so beautifully
exemplified in the life of our Christ, is the most potent instrument available in
mankind's quest for peace and security."
"Any religion that professes to be concerned with the souls of men and is not
concerned with the slums that damn them, and the social conditions that cripple
them, the economic conditions that strangle them, is a dry‐as‐dust religion. Such a
religion is the kind the Marxists like to see ‐‐ an opiate of the people."
"In our quest to make neighborly love a reality, we have, in addition to the
inspiring example of the good Samaritan, the magnanimous life of Christ to
guide us. His altruism was universal, for he thought of all men, even the publicans
and sinners, as brothers. His altruism was dangerous, for he willingly traveled
hazardous roads in a cause he knew was right. His altruism was excessive, for he
chose to die on Calvary, history's most magnificent expression of obedience to the
unenforceable.

Nonviolence
"I am convinced that if we succumb to the temptation to use violence in our
struggle for freedom, unborn generations will be the recipients of a long and
desolate night of bitterness, and our chief legacy to them will be a never‐ending
reign of chaos."
"Compassion and nonviolence help 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."

Are You an Extremist?

But though I was initially disappointed in being characterized as an extremist, as I continued to
think about the matter, I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus
as 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 I stand, I cannot do otherwise, so help
me God' and John Bunyan: 'I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of
my own conscience.' And Abraham Lincoln: 'This nation cannot survive half slave and half free.'
And Thomas Jefferson: 'We hold these truths to be selfevident, that all men are created equal...'
So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremist we will be.

The Promised Land

"And when this happens, and when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring
out from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be
able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black men and white men,
Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics will be able to join hands and sing in
the words of that old Negro spiritual, 'Free at last! Free at last! Thank God
almighty, we are free at last.'"
"I don't know what will happen now. We've got some difficult days ahead. But it
really doesn't matter with me now, because I've been to the mountain top. And I
don't mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life, longevity has its place.
But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's
allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And I've seen the
promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight that
we as a people will get to the promised land. And I'm happy tonight, I'm not
worried about anything. I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of
the coming of the Lord."

