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Praise for The Beloved Community


“[An] ambitious, wide-ranging book ...”—Publishers Weekly


 



“‘The revolution begins in the pews.’ So opens this closely reasoned study of the faith expressed in good works like the Civil Rights Act and antipoverty movement . . . the great service of Marsh’s book is to introduce readers to inspiring figures they may not have heard of.”—Kirkus Reviews


 



“This fascinating, compelling book will appeal to readers with broad interests in religion and social justice.” —Booklist


 



“What a magnificent book! Charles Marsh writes eloquently about ‘lived theology’ in the context of the civil rights movement and related social and religions endeavors such as Koinonia Farm near Americus, Georgia which emphasized social justice, racial reconciliation and redemption. Read every word. You’ll be enlightened, revived, and blessed.”


—Millard Fuller, Founder and President, 
Habitat for Humanity International

 



“Charles Marsh is one of our best theologians, one of our best historians, one of our best storytellers. In this book—his most expansive and ambitious one to date—he places the Christian faith of the civil rights movement in a larger context: he shows us the faith that drove that movement, but also shows that its energy is still potent today, among places and people that we pay insufficient attention to. Most important, Marsh articulates a vision for renewal, a way that the larger community of faith can recover its passion for true social justice. This is a vital book by a major American thinker.”


—Alan Jacobs, author of Shaming the Devil and A Visit to Vanity Fair


“In this fascinating account of faith in action, Charles Marsh examines the necessity of hope, the seemingly contradictory truth that a vision of Christian transcendence animates lasting struggles for social change . . . The Beloved Community calls Christians back to a politics of empathy and social justice and activists back to the sustaining life of the faith.”


—Grace Elizabeth Hale, author of Making Whiteness:  
The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-1940


 



“Charles Marsh brings the eloquence of a memoirist, the skill of a historian, and the insight of a theologian to this remarkable study of Christian faith and the pursuit of social justice in America. The stories Marsh tells are thrilling, and inspiring, and sometimes sad. This book will want to make you stand up and shout; and kneel and pray; and then go out and do something remarkable.”


—Lauren F. Winner, author of Girl Meets God and  
Real Sex: The Naked Truth About Chastity


 



“Half a century ago an underground army rallied around a vision in order to change the moral landscape of America. Part historian, part raconteur, and part preacher, Charles Marsh calls us to keep alive that vision and to fulfill its promise. I found myself both moved to nostalgia and stirred to action as I read his gripping account.”


—Philip Yancey, author of What’s So Amazing About Grace


 



“Race remains the moral challenge before the American people. In this extraordinary book, Charles Marsh provides the theological depiction we have desperately needed if Christians in America are to make the contribution their faith demands for redeeming our history. I believe this could easily become the most important book we have if we are to be a just people.”

—Stanley Hauerwas, author of With the Grain of the  
Universe and Performing the Faith
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For my students  
Restorers of hope







What is it, namely, that connects the temporal and eternity, what else but love, which for that very reason is before everything and remains after everything is gone.

SØREN KIERKEGAARD






INTRODUCTION

Souls on Fire

In the final days of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, a month after the U.S. Supreme Court had assured black organizers the victory in their yearlong protest of city segregation laws, the Montgomery Improvement Association held a weeklong Institute on Nonviolence and Social Change at the Holt Street Baptist Church. In his address to that December 1956 gathering, Martin Luther King Jr. cast the achievements of the year in theological perspective. “It seems that God has decided to use Montgomery as the proving ground for the struggle,” he said; the “old order” is passing away, and “our church is becoming militant, stressing a social gospel as well as a gospel of personal salvation.”1 Then he spoke with greater specificity of the lessons learned: “We have before us the glorious opportunity to inject a new dimension of love into the veins of our civilization. There is still a voice crying out in terms that echo across the generations, saying: ‘Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for them that despitefully use you, that you may be the children of your Father which is in Heaven.’” Although a boycott was necessary in Montgomery to bring an end to discriminatory laws, King urged the church people in the movement to keep in mind that a boycott and its achievements do not in themselves represent the goal. “The end is reconciliation, the end is redemption,” he said, “the end is the creation of the beloved community.”2


In Montgomery, Dr. King caught a glimpse of a new social order. The pursuit of civil rights for African Americans would be part of a larger spiritual journey in which people divided by centuries of oppression and hatred might come to live together peaceably in beloved community, envisioned in King’s 1963 address at the March on Washington as a banquet feast in the  red hills of south Georgia, where the children of former slaves share table fellowship with the grand-children of former slave owners.3 When King boarded a city bus three weeks later to mark the return of black Montgomerians to public transportation, he told reporters, “Now is the time to move from protest to reconciliation.”

The Catholic monk and writer Thomas Merton once described the civil rights movement as the greatest example of Christian faith in action in the social history of the United States.4 This book tells the story of how Christian faith gave rise to and sustained the civil rights movement and its vision of beloved community. The logic of King’s dream was theologically specific: beloved community as the realization of divine love in lived social relation. To be sure, King’s concept of love was surely not the platitudinous “all you need is love”; it was rather the passion to make human life and social existence a parable of God’s love for the world. It was agape: the outrageous venture of loving the other without conditions—a risk and a costly sacrifice. “If I respond to hate with a reciprocal hate,” King said, “I do nothing but intensify the cleavage in broken community. I can only close the gap . . . by meeting hate with love.”5 Indeed it was the movement’s genius to illuminate with unforgettable beauty, and with the “fierce urgency of now,” the truth that beloved community is not self-generating; that behind it stands the event, and the power by which it lives and is nourished; that patient, passionate worldliness opens always onto larger vistas.

Despite the rejection of white liberals, black militants, segregationists, and evangelicals, King held on tight to Christ-shaped love. No doubt, the pursuit of beloved community inhibited those visceral energies that would put some heat on the white man and offer the catharsis of a much-deserved payback. But King accepted this inhibition and made it a spiritual discipline, the discipline of bearing peaceful witness to the cross of Jesus Christ in a violent nation.6 The pursuit of beloved community gave the civil rights movement its sustaining spiritual vision.

Although organizations such as the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO) have been described as secularized waves of the civil rights movement, religious language saturated even the early literature of the youth movement. In Albany, Georgia, SNCC advertised its first mass meeting on November 9, 1961, by announcing, “To those who love the Lord and Freedom: COME; LISTEN; LEARN; LOVE!”7 The handbill, drafted by SNCC’s Charles Sherrod, read like the confession of the church militant in the segregated south:


We believe in the Fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man. We believe that God made of one blood all nations for to dwell on all the face of the earth. If we are of one blood, children of one common Father, brothers in the household of God, then we must be of equal worth in His family, entitled to equal opportunity in the society of men. . . .

We are called upon, therefore, to love our fellow men, all of them, with all the risks that that implies and all the privileges that it promises.8




 



The theological language could not have been more unapologetic in its specificity and scope, or more subversive of the racial status quo.

In the staff meeting on April 29, 1962, SNCC staff members resolved their firm commitment to the creation of “a social order permeated by love and to the spirituality of nonviolence as it grows from the Judeo-Christian tradition.” 9 Love was affirmed as the “central motif of nonviolence,” the “force by which God binds man to himself and man to man” which “remains loving and forgiving even in the midst of hostility.”10 “Peace dominates war; faith reconciles doubt,” read the mission statement. No doubt, there were many SNCC activists whose moral energies were driven by secular ideals, as there were those who considered the faith of black people altogether quaint. Nevertheless, student-based organizations like SNCC and COFO, as well as the larger movement itself, were initially anchored in the language, imagery, and energies of the church, in search of a “circle of trust, a band of sisters and brothers gathered around the possibilities of agapeic love, the beloved community.”11


The story is told of a minister who was picketing at the county courthouse. When a white bystander said to him, “You shouldn’t be doing that; you should be preaching the gospel!” a SNCC worker marching with the minister replied, “He is preaching the gospel!”12 With a greater sense of eclecticism and imaginative freedom than King’s own Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), SNCC proffered a theology for radicals. Its Christian commitments may have been “gentle” and “unashamed,” as the writer Os Guinness once observed, but SNCC’s theology for radicals allowed itself to be stretched by the uncertainties and energies of lived experience; to be invigorated with the rough-hewn wisdom and unguarded testimonials of the untrained.13 One of King’s young associates, John Lewis, the freedom rider and chairman of SNCC, described the movement’s moral shape as “nothing less than the Christian concept of the Kingdom of God on earth” and as a “redemptive society” that heals social wounds and divisions. Beloved community gave expression to all that Lewis was longing for as a young seminarian devoted to the venture of making the teachings of Jesus come alive in the segregated South.

Too often historians and scholars have recast the civil rights movement as a secular movement that used religion to its advantage. In this reading, the movement leaders were crafty politicians invoking religion to inspire the troops into action and fortify social hope. Indeed, efforts to secularize the movement were already present in the 1962 Port Huron Statement, drafted by the white radical organization Students for a Democratic Society. The statement demythologizes black piety for the consumption of the New Left by articulating the modernist conceit that what black people do and say in church cannot possibly be taken seriously; the actions and speech of black Christians must be recast in terms amenable to enlightened secular interests. As such, the movement is about “human independence,” “a quality of mind not compulsively driven by a sense of powerlessness,” living life free of repression, “full, spontaneous access to present and past experiences,” and nurturing an “intuitive awareness of possibilities, an active sense of curiosity, an ability and willingness to learn.” The Port Huron Statement offers a thoroughly desacralized affirmation of human dignity, laying claim to the moral convictions of the southern civil rights struggle while deracinating them completely from their home in the black church. Christian conviction is stripped away in an existentialist-therapeutic rendering of humanity’s “potential for self-cultivation, self-direction, self-understanding, and creativity.” The goal of social struggle is neither “reconciliation, redemption, and the creation of beloved community,” nor achieving legal equality through piecemeal social reform, but “finding a meaning in life that is personally authentic.”14


In late 1964, and despite an impressive slate of civil rights legislation enacted that same year and the following, the vision of the beloved community began to fragment in ways that continue to shape and frustrate racial peace in America. The reasons are complex and disputed. Nonetheless, the factors include an emergent black separatism, the mobilization of white student energies toward antiwar activism (and away from racial matters), the burgeoning women’s liberation movement, the search for new religious experiences and an alternative consciousness, and the persisting segregationist views of the white church in the South. At the end of 1968, Martin Luther King Jr. was dead, and SNCC, having fired all remaining white members the previous year, was (as historian Clayborne Carson writes) “scattered like seed to the wind after [its] radicalism could no longer find fertile ground in the southern struggle.”15 The story of the civil rights movement in America concludes with this final period of fragmentation and disillusionment.

Yet there is a different story of the search for the beloved community that has not been fully appreciated. This story centers on the more modest,  yet more enduring and more focused pursuits in particular contexts of shared confessional or religious beliefs. The story of these initiatives in building beloved community reads as a kind of parallel history (and at times an overlapping one) to the story of the American civil rights movement and racial policy of the post-civil rights years. This story includes, but is not identical to, the widely misunderstood faith-based movement, recently seized upon by “compassionate conservatives” to exemplify the socially transformative power of religious institutions and to justify cuts in federal social spending. In fact, the faith-based movement has radical roots in the civil rights movement—and in many of the civil rights years’ most creative experiments in community organizing. The founder of the community development movement—as the faith-based movement is more likely to be called by participants—is a black Mississippian named John Perkins, “a Bible-believing fundamentalist for black power,” as he was once described, who came of age in the Jim Crow years and has lived among the poor for more than five decades. At its best, the community development movement seeks to reclaim, and to make more explicit, the theological commitments that animated the civil rights movement—“redemption, reconciliation and the creation of beloved community”—and to put these commitments to the test in building community among the poor and the excluded. The new legions of Christian radicals working in rural and urban areas remind us of the sobering fact that beyond the difficult work of achieving legal equality awaits more difficult work, indeed the daily disciplines and sacrifices required to sustain beloved community.16 The revolution begins in the pews, as the movement of the sixties learned, and in a whole lot of waiting around for car rides, in tedious organizational meetings and arguments about strategy, around the mimeograph machine. The hardest part is not envisioning the end but living in the sluggish between.

This book may sometimes appear to be a defense of religion’s utility, but it is not that.17 It is rather a portrait of the Christian faith as a set of social disciplines shaped by gratitude, forgiveness and reconciliation. Biblical religion offers peacemakers and activists much more than pep talks and consolations, indeed a potent arsenal for imagining freedom, energizing social reform and forging solidarity with the poor. It is all well and good for Anthony Appiah to advise us, “live with fractured identities; engage in identity’s play; find solidarity, yes, but recognize contingency, and above all practice irony.” But what might it mean to settle down after all the fracturing and decentering and assaults on identity have run their course, to build community among the hopeless and excluded in places where irony is a condescending shrug? It is unlikely that anyone has ever read Friedrich  Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra or Jacques Derrida’s Disseminations and opened a soup kitchen.18 But the Christian peacemakers who yesterday and today build beloved community with the poor and excluded “drink the earthly cup to the dregs” and bear glorious witness to the spirit of life in concrete and practical ways.19 In fact, the women and men encountered in the story of the beloved community provide such compelling demonstration of the mercy and kindness of God as to offer, perhaps unwittingly, an apologetic of their peculiar theological claims. Contrary to the caricatures of secularists and civil religionists, the ascent to God expands the horizons of worldliness. Thus, this book seeks to reinvest the civil rights movement of its deep soul by interpreting the civil rights movement as theological drama; herein lies a plotline that far exceeds the movement’s significant political or economic achievements.

Please do not misunderstand my intentions. I am not seeking to claim the civil rights movement as an exclusively “Christian movement”—though this is precisely what King called the Montgomery bus boycott. I do not wish to divide what came to be spontaneously, if briefly, united: Jew and Christian, atheist and believer, southerner and northerner, nor do I wish to impose the name of Christ on every action intended for the sake of the poor and the excluded. Still, no one is well served by easy syncreticisms, especially when these become affirmations made into slogans that forget their origins. King’s vision of beloved community was grounded in a specific theological tradition, and no amount of postmodern complexity can remove that intention and claim. “I am many things to many people,” King said of himself in 1965, “but in the quiet recesses of my heart, I am fundamentally a clergyman, a Baptist preacher. This is my being and my heritage, for I am also the son of a Baptist preacher, the grandson of a Baptist preacher and the great-grandson of a Baptist preacher.”20 While the movement is often celebrated in the public sphere as a great civics lesson of a nation’s common hopes, it teaches us equally important and urgent lessons about the integrity of our differences. The black churches of the civil rights movement did not relinquish their specific theological commitments when the student volunteers arrived, many of whom were not Christian; but they found ways of including new friends in their worship without erasing the real differences between them.

Thus, we would do well to accept the words, actions, and sacrifices of these lived theologies as a bold retrieval of the spiritual disciplines of forgiveness, reconciliation, and the preferential option for nonviolence, which have always shaped the social vision of true Christianity. The Christian peacemaker engages the world out of a passionate sense of gratitude for  life—and for all who share in the work of redeeming creation. The story of the beloved community may also serve to remind us that authentic faith always finds a way to break free from incarceration in ideological and political gulags.21 American Christians can blame secularists for many things but surely not for the trivialization of faith in the modern world: Christians in North America have surpassed all competitors in that booming business. Our patriotism has become a cult of self-worship consecrated by court prophets robed in pinstriped suits. Forgetting the difference between discipleship and patriotism, the God most Americans trust is a simulacrum of the holy and transcendent God, a reification of the American way of life. “The Church has an obligation not to join in the incantation of political slogans and in the concoction of pseudo-events,” Thomas Merton wrote in his 1968 book, Violence and Faith, “but to cut clear through the deviousness and ambiguity of both slogans and events by her simplicity and her love.”22


When we look at the story of the civil rights movement in the South, of those women and men who risked everything for beloved community, we see illuminated a rich and compelling way of life; but we also see an invitation.23  The good news of the story—though it is hard to believe in our violent time—is that the same spiritual vision that animated the civil rights movement remains a vital source of moral energy and social discipline for the present age. The invitation says: Accept that vision as a gift and as a guide.






PART ONE





CHAPTER 1

From Church Budgets to Beloved Community: King in Montgomery

Martin Luther King Jr. arrived in Montgomery in late summer of 1954 with his eyes set on denominational fame and fortune, eager to deliver on his promise to raise the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church “to such heights as will stagger the imagination of generations yet unborn, and which God himself will smile upon.”1 Civil rights activism was not high on the agenda.

Earlier that year, King had preached his trial sermon at Dexter, a cool affirmation of moral religion entitled “The Three Dimensions of a Complete Life.” The sermon, which recalled Harry Emerson Fosdick’s mannered presentation of the Gospel, proceeded as an exegesis of St. John’s vision of the heavenly city, but all fears of a coming apocalypse had been removed.2 King said: 





[There] are three dimensions of any complete life to which we can fitly give the words of this text: length, breadth, and height. Now the length of life as we shall use it here is the inward concern for one’s own welfare. In other words, it is that inward concern that causes one to push forward, to achieve his own goals and ambitions. The breadth of life as we shall use it here is the outward concern for the welfare of others. And the height of life is the upward reach of God. Now you’ve got to have all three of these to have a complete life.3



 



There was no mention of race, no challenges to the status quo, no proposals for change, no irascible Hebrew prophets, no rebel Jesus.4 The  young preacher surmised that good religion makes a life balanced, wholesome, and complete.

The sermon was a hit. “The people would have voted him in that Sunday, if a vote had been taken,” said Robert D. Nesbitt, church clerk and preeminent deacon. The Dexter Avenue congregation considered itself temperamentally more restrained than most of the other twenty-seven black Baptist churches in Montgomery, and appreciated King’s steadiness. Racial crusading was not a priority for Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. Church members shared a hope of a future without Jim Crow, but they were not going to be the ones to ignite the fires of dissent.

Dexter had long prided itself on its political power and access to white elites. Regarding the soon-to-be-famous bus system, most parishioners remained blissfully ignorant. An educated clergy and parish were still chief congregational virtues.5 Dexter Avenue traced its history to a nineteenth-century Sunday school and regular school named Langridge Academy, and its current membership included not only schoolteachers and college faculty, but business leaders, lawyers, physicians, and railroad porters. Dexter’s first pastor was the former slave Charles Octavius Boothe, who taught in the Freedman’s Bureau—having learned to read and write in the home of a plantation master—and authored four books, including The Cyclopedia of the Colored Baptists of Alabama , a chronicle of “Negro progress from 1865-1895 for black people, white people—friend and foes.”6 Boothe liked to describe his church members as “people of money and refinement,” “owners and managers of large affairs, involving thousands of dollars.”7 Less than a century later, Sunday mornings saw late-model automobiles bringing well-dressed Negroes to the redbrick church prominently located across the street from the federal judiciary building and a stone’s throw from the state capital. As historian Houston Roberson says, “Rather than challenge a system that seemed so trenchantly inexorable, [Dexter parishioners] chose to try to create good lives for themselves within the circumscribed sphere of racial segregation.”8


When Martin Luther King Jr. arrived back in the Deep South, he was twenty-five years old and still working on his doctorate in philosophical theology, though he had recently completed his residency requirements and attained the relative freedom of the dissertation stage. Two weeks before the trial sermon, King had passed his comprehensive exams at Boston University, receiving “very good to excellent” marks (an overall A-), for his pithy summaries of modern religious philosophers Kant through Hegel and classical thinkers Miletus, Pythagoras, the Eleatics, and the Atomists. King’s professors in the Department of Religious Studies, Harold Dewolf and Paul Schilling, were impressed with his well-furnished mind and his  flair for rhetorical refinement, and they had nominated him for teaching positions in several black colleges.

The prospect of an academic post was no doubt flattering to the doctoral candidate. He had entertained hopes of one day becoming a college president, perhaps at his alma mater, Morehouse.9 A teaching position would have put King on track toward a college presidency. Yet as he considered his options, seeking to balance his desires and his talents, he gravitated toward the greater prestige of the pastorate in a black church.

 



The spring of 1954 is a study of surprising contrasts. As white liberals, black intellectuals, and southern segregationists eagerly awaited the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown vs. Board of Education, King was weighing the pros and cons of the Dexter situation. Six weeks after his first visit, Nesbett and the chairman of the deacons, T. H. Randall, telegrammed King in Boston and extended a formal offer from the pulpit committee. Wanting another look, King visited Montgomery again on April 4. Although he would not preach during this trip, he served communion and afterwards met with the committee to talk over details. King left Montgomery that afternoon without making any commitments. The church’s modest size gave him pause—365 members as compared to Montgomery’s Holt Street Baptist (1,200), the First Baptist in Chattanooga (1,500), or his father’s congregation at Ebenezer Baptist in Atlanta (4,000).10 King was still holding out for an offer from the First Baptist Church of Chattanooga, but nothing ever materialized.

There were other issues to work through as well. King had lived outside the region for six years and accustomed himself to the less confining social spaces of the northeast. He had recently married Coretta Scott, a talented musician who understandably worried that opportunities to develop her considerable skills in voice would decline dramatically in Montgomery, where the town’s most popular musical event was the all-night sing with Hovie Lister and the Sensational Statesmen at the City Auditorium. When Coretta left her hometown of Marion, Alabama, to study music at Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, she took with her the determination, widely shared by many of the talented blacks who left the South for study and career, to unlearn the humiliating tutelage of Jim Crow.11 “I wanted to go back South someday . . . but not yet,” she said.

In March of 1954, King received an encouraging letter from an old Morehouse friend named J. C. Parker, who had recently moved to Montgomery to pastor the Hall Street Baptist Church. Parker hoped King would accept the offer. Parker liked the idea of Morehouse men in control of the  influential pulpits. His encouragement no doubt masked certain territorial worries, but was impressive nonetheless. The two ministers had shared many enjoyable times together and knew each other well enough to let down their pastoral guard. Parker confessed his annoyance that the Dexter church leaders had taken the liberty of approving a full year’s slate of programs without King’s approval, padding the church calendar with a men’s day, a women’s day, a homecoming day, and a youth day. If King took the position, he would need to make some clarifications about pastoral authority, namely, that these were his decisions to make. Still, Parker told King he would be hard pressed to find a better salary than Dexter’s—somewhere in the four thousand dollar range, “the highest salary of any minister in the city.”12 Parker had no doubt that King could “master the situation.”13


Closer to home, however, King’s father had nothing good to say about the tony congregation in Montgomery. Mike “Daddy” King, the pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, tried to alert his son to the dangers of a “silk stocking church” run by “big shots” where the chairman of deacons had earned himself the nickname of “preacher killer.”14 Daddy King had also hoped that his son would return to Atlanta to work as his pastoral assistant; his son’s interest in the Alabama church was not the kind of flattery the father appreciated. Further unsolicited discouragement came to King from a former Crozer classmate and editor of the National Baptist Voice, J. Pious Barbour, who tried a different tack, hoping to disabuse his former classmate of the notion that a theologian might be welcome in the pulpit. “I feel sorry for you with all that learning,” writes Barbour in a letter. “I wrote a two hundred page thesis on RELIGION AND PHYSIOLOGICAL PSYCHOLOGY and with the exception of lectures to colleges have been unable to use ONE SINGLE IDEA in the Baptist Church.”15 “Don’t get stuck there,” he insisted, “move on to a big metropolitan center in the North, or some town as Atlanta. You will dry rot there.”16 But neither man proved persuasive. With his recent conquest over doctoral comps and an arm full of accolades, King was not worrying about preacher killers, small-minded Baptists, or his father’s insecurities. He was confident he could handle whatever congregational difficulties came along.

Despite these words of caution, there was finally no question that King’s future, whatever it would bring, would be lived in the company of the church. He had accepted his schooling as a necessary stage in the attainment of ministerial freedom, which the Baptist church accorded its pastors to an extent unparalleled in other Protestant traditions. For all its benefits and pleasures, academe still put a man under the authority of state education boards, in the case of public institutions, or of trustees with sizeable white representations.  No one but the pastor and the Negro congregants themselves could influence church decisions. Being a black Baptist preacher meant doing the Lord’s work, and, as a result, promised autonomy and self-determination.

King accepted the Dexter offer with three conditions: that he be allowed to finish his dissertation at Boston University and preach only once or twice a month until September; that his starting salary of $4,200 be raised “as the Church progresses;” and that the parsonage at 309 South Jackson Street be refurbished.17 King’s decision to move to Montgomery turned on these rather ordinary pastoral negotiations. The church leadership was happy to accept his conditions, adding as further incentive that a new organ would be installed the following week. With the offer finalized, King announced to his skeptical father and his unconvinced wife, “I’m going to be pastor, and I’m going to run that church.”18


 



God set a dramatic stage in Montgomery. Dexter Avenue Baptist Church occupied a handsome redbrick building on a corner lot downtown, across a piazza from the state capital. The massive federal judicial building stood directly across the street from the church, sometimes shimmering in sunlight when the front doors of the church were swung open after the morning service. Above the pulpit an illuminated cross hung on a bronze chain just above the head of the preacher. The sanctuary had been designed in the early 1880s by the white architect Pelham J. Anderson, whose granddaughter half a century later—in a genealogical twist typical of the dense computations of life in the South—would marry a man named William A. Gayle, the mayor of Montgomery during the boycott year.19


In his first week at Dexter in September 1954, King presented his new congregation with a six-page pastoral letter called, “Recommendations to the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church for the Fiscal Year 1954-1955.” Despite the prosaic title, the letter reads as a kind of manifesto of the young preacher’s ambitions. King began by affirming his pastoral authority, reminding—if not informing—the laity, that “the pastor’s authority is not merely humanly conferred, but divinely sanctioned.” The letter detailed plans for fundraising, organizational innovations, and church renovation and expansion, and concluded by stating his need for a full-time secretary.

Buried in the middle of the letter was mention of the Social and Political Action Committee, created for the purpose of keeping the congregation “intelligently informed” about “the social, political and economic situation.” 20 King would later cite the committee as an indication of his active interest in “current social problems,” and some scholars would read into it evidence that King was already earning himself a reputation as a social  activist.21 But the committee long predated King’s arrival, and whatever discernible tremors of dissent radiated from the Dexter congregation were a result of a handful of socially active parishioners, mostly women, who had been working quietly behind the scenes for more than a decade. Throughout the early 1950s, the Women’s Political Council had issued numerous formal complaints to officials of the Montgomery City Lines regarding disrespectful bus drivers and unfair seating arrangements. Nothing in King’s recommendation, or in the otherwise decidedly moderate Dexter Avenue ethos, encouraged opposition to legal segregation or even challenged the church’s time-honored conservatism.

This is not to say that King was indifferent to civil rights concerns. In making his decision to return south, he had not sloughed aside the harsh realities of segregation, nor had he failed to appreciate the quiet stirrings of dissent in black Montgomery, the “slow fire of discontent,” which he described in his memoir of the boycott year, Stride Toward Freedom.22 King realized that “something remarkable was unfolding in the South,” not as a result only of the WPC but of other organizations as well: the Voter’s League of Montgomery, which had worked for black voting rights for two decades, and the NAACP in Montgomery and its steady preparations to test city buses.23 Still, King did not come to Montgomery with an interest in social protest. In her memoir, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It, Women’s Political Council founder Jo Ann Robinson described the evolution of the activist infrastructure in Montgomery in terms that largely excluded King and his fellow clergymen.24


 



In his first sermon at Dexter, “Loving Your Enemies,” King told the congregation, “There is a power in love that our world has not discovered yet.” The unintended irony peculiar to any young preacher is that of bespeaking a truth that must be learned in experience. Love’s power in the world is a truth that most often evades the lecture halls and graduate seminars.

During his studies at Boston University, King had organized a monthly gathering of black seminarians that met in his apartment on Massachusetts Avenue under the banner of the Dialectical Society. The society took its name from classical Greek metaphysical inquiry, but the participants were also familiar with the radical theological movement called dialectical theology, inspired by Karl Barth and Emil Brunner and currently fashionable, if not simply controversial, in the American academy. Dialectical theology represented a protest against nineteenth-century Protestant liberalism, its naïve confidence in human potential and its equivocations on original sin. Yet while Barth had ministered to the miners and industrial workers in his  working-class parish in Switzerland, the discussions among King and his fellow theology students rarely strayed beyond current trends in philosophical and systematic theology. When social and political matters were addressed, they were shrouded in the garments of academic debate, loathe to their activist applications. (Indeed several black members lost interest in the Society when they discovered how little race and politics were taken seriously. 25) King’s grad-student ruminations on justice drifted toward fashionable criticisms of American capitalism, denunciations of the “the unequal distribution of wealth,” and the unfairness of a system in which “a small percentage of the population could control all of the wealth.”26


Yet King distinguished himself at Boston University not by a passion for social justice but by his silken manners and aspirations for academic respectability. “He was always very quiet, cooperative, gentlemanly, always very thoughtful of the other fellow,” one of his advisors remarked.27 Nice words, though they harbinger not a hint of the coming storm. Social engagement for King still meant driving a new green Chevrolet on a Saturday night and dating attractive women from local colleges. He had not yet heard the call that would change his life.

 



When the Kings moved to Montgomery, the population of the capital city was 120,000. Montgomery was racially segregated in the typical southern fashion, with blacks and whites inhabiting separate neighborhoods, schools, and churches, and the daily monuments of Jim Crow everywhere visible—separate drinking fountains, restaurants, ambulances, taxis, cemeteries, parks, and seating sections on city buses. Not a single black person sat on any municipal board or commission. Forty percent of the population was African American.

Dexter Avenue’s middle class parishioners were clearly an exception to black Montgomery’s more familiar social patterns. Most African Americans, especially those who had migrated to the city from the rural black belt, worked service jobs as unskilled or day laborers, or took menial positions on one of the military bases. Unlike the industrial hubs of Birmingham and Gadsden or the port of Mobile, the Alabama capital city was short on good opportunities and long on dead-end jobs and humiliating wages. The annual income for a black family in Montgomery was $908, dramatically lower than Birmingham’s $1,609 or Gadsden’s $1,480. The coastal city of Mobile and its annual black family income of $1,173 mirrored the gap between unionized industrial cites and nonunionized maritime labor. In Montgomery, the disproportionately high number of service-oriented jobs helped create a social environment in which insulting personal exchanges  between white employers and black employees were part of the daily grind, making conditions ripe for protest.28


Still, Montgomery showed some signs of racial progress unfamiliar in most of the Deep South. Two weeks after the Brown vs. Board decision of May 17, 1954, Montgomery’s professional baseball team drafted three Negro players, and the city made plans to hire its first black police officers.29 A man widely regarded as a racial liberal was elected as one of the three city commissioners and launched a campaign against the “ringmasters” at city hall, accusing white officials of giving tax breaks to the rich and ignoring the plight of the city’s poor.30 Across the piazza from Dexter Avenue Baptist, “Big Jim” Folsom had taken office as the new governor of Alabama. Folsom would soon be known as one of the South’s most colorful progressives, the six-foot-eight “friend of the little man.” When the state legislature tried to implement a voucher system that would have crippled public schools and further eroded educational funding for Negroes, Folsom defiantly blocked the bill. “I never did get all excited about our colored brothers,” he explained. “We have had them here for three-hundred years and we will have them for another three-hundred years. I have found them to be good citizens and if they had been making a living for me like they have for the Black Belt, I’d be proud of them instead of kicking them and cursing them all the time.”31


Like most good Baptist preachers, King understood that ministerial success depended on polish in the pulpit and people in the pews. In addition to keeping track of the ambitious slate of new programs, as well as completing his doctoral dissertation and going about the business of the church, King preached forty-six sermons his first year at Dexter, seven guest sermons at other churches, and thirteen sermons and lectures at various colleges around the country. He quickly earned a reputation for homiletical refinement and panache. His father, observing his son’s spreading fame—and having been provoked by a colleague who told Daddy that young Martin “could preach rings around you any day you ascend the pulpit”—warned his son that too much popularity at an early age was a dangerous combination. “Persons like yourself are the ones the devil turns all of his forces aloose to destroy.”32 But King’s typical response to his father’s frequent and bombastic intrusions was to placate him with an obsequious nod and then to proceed with his own plans.33


King spent his first year in Montgomery proving to the membership that he deserved their trust. He had been given an earful about the embarrassment and vexations that his predecessor, Vernon Johns, had heaped upon the congregation. Johns confronted the tweedy Dexter parishioners with their distrust of emotion and enthusiasm; and, in a manner sometimes feckless and  manic, he challenged and often mocked their complacency on race relations and their aspirations to middle-class respectability. His high-pitched yelps and hollers were meant as a not-so-gentle reminder that most black Baptists in the South intoned a different spiritual scale than the stodgy Dexter crowd. “If you ever see a good fight, get into it” was his motto, learned from his mother.34


A summa cum laude graduate of Oberlin College and a classics scholar, the Virginia-born Johns was a man fully at home with his intellectual powers, and as a result, constitutionally impatient with pretense. Near the end of his stormy tenure, he told the congregation one Sunday of having recently taken a seat in the white section of a city bus and ignoring the driver’s orders to move. When the driver finally shouted, “Nigger, didn’t you hear me tell you to get the hell out of that seat?” Johns shocked the white man—and the Negro congregation—by replying, “And didn’t you hear me tell you that I’m going to sit right goddamned here?” Johns’s story was a veritable minefield of cultural transgressions: he disregarded segregation laws, talked disrespect-fully to a white man, and took the Lord’s name in vain. After the Klan killed a black man in a rural assault, Johns advertised the title of his upcoming sermon on a banner draped across the front of the church: “It’s Safe to Murder Negroes in Alabama.”35 Johns quit his position five times in frustration, swearing never to return, and he came back four times at the request of the deacons. But when he quit in anger the fifth time, the congregation let him go. Most parishioners had had enough of the Latin-quoting preacher whose pajamas sometimes stuck out of his Sunday suit, who dug up the well-manicured lawn of the Dexter parsonage for a vegetable garden and then sold the vegetables on the front steps of the sanctuary like a field hand, and who had mocked middle-class black pretenses throughout his cantankerous year-and-a-half tenure. The Dexter Avenue leadership sought a minister who would stick to building budgets, saving souls, and preaching the Gospel in a manner appropriate to the congregation’s tastes.

Suffice it to say, King’s entrance into the civil rights movement lacked the existential intensity that would become almost formulaic a decade later. His congregational letter of October 27, 1955, less than six weeks away from the start of the bus boycott, is a testament of discretion. “We solicit your cooperation and prayers that our work for Kingdom building will reach new heights in the 1955-56 church year,” King wrote. He might have been any southern Baptist preacher working the crowd with affecting platitudes—not a word about the kind of Kingdom building that involved social protest. Asking the members for “prayerful consideration” of the pledge card while reminding them of the Dexter heritage, his letter struck a familiar chord for Baptist ministers of his generation. He said, “As we have worked so nobly in  the past for this great church which is so near and dear to our hearts, and whose efforts God has so richly crowned with success, so let us work in the future; let each of us go out at this moment with grim and bold determination to extend the horizons of Dexter to new boundaries, and lift the spire of her influence to new heights, so that we will be able to inject new spiritual blood into the veins of this community, transforming its jangling discords into meaningful symphonies of spiritual harmony.” Translated, the message reads: Don’t rock the boat. King’s entrance into civil rights life happened so quickly that he didn’t have time to think it through. He later recalled, “It is probable that if I had, I would have declined the nominations.”36


 



On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks was arrested for violating Alabama segregation laws when she refused to move to the rear of the bus and yield her seat in the front to a white man. Parks had been preparing most of her life for this day. Along with a handful of local dissidents—which included Jo Ann Robinson, as well as E. D. Nixon, a former president and cofounder of the Alabama NAACP and cofounder of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and Maids, and the white liberal lawyer, Clifford Durr and his wife Virginia—Parks had monitored the bus situation for years, waiting for the right moment to seize as a test case. Three months earlier, she had attended interracial workshops on democracy at the Highlander Folk School, the training center for social reformers nestled in the mountains of eastern Tennessee, and visited with legendary organizers Septima Clark and Myles Horton.37  Parks’s arrest in December 1955 was not even her first. According to historian Aldon Morris, the same driver who kicked Parks off the bus in 1955 also forced her to leave in 1944, when she had also been arrested.38


Not to be forgotten is that, six months before the bus boycott, a fifteen-year-old high school student named Claudette Colvin refused to surrender her seat to a white passenger as required by law. Police officers charged Colvin with failure to obey local segregation laws and with assault and battery—she had swung her arms and kicked her legs as she was forcibly removed from the bus. Following Colvin’s arrest, Parks and her colleagues moved quickly toward plans for a boycott, thinking the test case had finally arrived. But when organizers learned that the teenage girl was pregnant, they postponed the protest until a better opportunity for all parties arose, sparing Colvin, and themselves, the inevitable embarrassment. The Montgomery dissidents would not have to wait long.

On the cold, overcast afternoon of December 1, Rosa Parks had worked an exhausting day tailoring garments at the Montgomery Fair department store. Christmas rush was in full swing, and Parks’s workload was unusually heavy.  She was in no mood to stand in the crowded back aisle when there were empty seats in the white section. “I had been pushed as far as I could stand to be pushed,” she said, “and decided that I would have to know once and for all what rights I had as a human being and a citizen.”39 In the days following Parks’s arrest, the core group of Montgomery activists became convinced that their time had arrived. “This is the case,” E. D. Nixon exclaimed.40


 



On Sunday, December 4, 1955, an above-the-fold article on the front page of the Montgomery Advertiser read, “Negro Groups Ready Boycott of City Lines.” The one-day boycott would be held the next day, on Monday, December 5, the article indicated.

In fact there was only one group, but the team built around the likes of Parks, Nixon, and Robinson packed a solid punch. Expecting that negotiations with city officials would follow the Monday boycott, the group of organizers put together a list of all the ministers who should be enlisted in the organization—ministers having the greater gifts of persuasion and negotiation, it was assumed. Phone calls were made to influential churches with some success. Ralph Abernathy, the exuberant pastor of the colored First Baptist Church, was especially interested in the plan. Martin Luther King however let it be known that he had more pressing matters before him. Aside from the dissertation, he felt pressed in by preparations for the church’s annual planning conference, coming up in a couple of weeks. He was expected to present his congregation with a detailed program for the year ahead, complete with a schedule of events and a new budget.41 King told Abernathy that organizers could use the meeting space on the bottom floor of the Dexter sanctuary. “The people will be gone from the capital by nightfall,” King said, “and the whole square will be lit up. You can all gather in the basement.”42  But King turned down the nomination to serve as president of the Montgomery Improvement Association (as the boycott organization would be called) when it unexpectedly came his way during the session.

The result was that Abernathy took upon himself the task of recruiting the young preacher for the job, and he worked his friend hard. On the Monday of the boycott, in an afternoon meeting of eighteen pastors at the Mount Zion AME Church, King accepted the nomination. “If you think I can render some service, I will,” he said. Still, King fully expected the boycott to be resolved quickly and without much difficulty.43 “Negotiations between people of good will” will be resolved within a matter of days, he reasoned.44


 



That night, December 5, 1955, the newly elected president of the Montgomery Improvement Association gave his first public address at Holt  Street Baptist Church. Sitting in his office in hurried preparation of his remarks, King cobbled together notes from a variety of sources, which he hoped would offer some perspective on the moment at hand. The words of the Holt Street address are those of a minister who has had less than an hour alone in his study to put together the evening sermon. His address and the thunderous response from the congregation reveal a man awakening to a call. But it is not King’s spiritual genius or existential resolve that pulls him into the movement that changed America, but the spirit of the people. 







King: The Almighty God himself is . . . not the God just standing out saying through Hosea, “I love you, Israel.” He’s also the God that stands up before the nations and said: “Be still and know that I’m God.”


Congregation: Yeah.


King: “That if you don’t obey me I will break the backbone of your power.”  Congregation: Yeah.


King: “And slap you out of the orbits of your international and national relationships.”


Congregation: That’s right. . . .


King: If we are wrong, God almighty is wrong.


Congregation: That’s right. [Applause]


King: If we are wrong, Jesus of Nazareth was merely a utopian dreamer that never came down to earth.


Congregation: Yes. [Applause]


King: If we are wrong, justice is a lie.


Congregation: Yes.


King: Love has no meaning. [Applause]


King: And we are determined here in Montgomery to work and fight until justice runs down like water.


Congregation: Yes. [Applause]


King: And righteousness like a mighty stream.


Congregation: Keep talking. [Applause]45




 



In the Holt Street address, a basic theological conviction comes to light, which in turn illuminates King’s perception of these awakening days of the struggle: “We are guiding and channeling our emotions to the extent that we feel that God shall give us the victory.”46 The beautiful chaos that America would see daily on the streets of Montgomery—the tens of thousands of African Americans walking beneath a winter sky, the empty buses rolling through the capital city, the mass meetings overflowing the black churches—bear evidence of God’s presence and promise. In passages that evoke a host  of powerful biblical images—the disinherited of the land, the long night of captivity, the glimmering promise of deliverance, each image as alive with meaning for the sufferings and hopes of African Americans as it had been for Israel in the long years of exile—King describes the moment as the beginning of a larger and complicated theological drama.47


King made many inspiring remarks in his talk. “Standing up to the truth of God is the greatest thing in the world,” the veritable “end of life.” Jesus was not merely a utopian dreamer but the incarnate truth of God enabling the church and its people “to work and fight” and to “keep talking.” “We, the disinherited of this land,” King continued, “we who have been oppressed so long, are tired of going through the long night of captivity.” But it is the congregation that gave these words their power; the congregation that sang, “Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war, with the cross of Jesus, going on before”; and “What a fellowship, what a joy divine; what a blessedness, what a peace is mine, leaning on the everlasting arms”; and the sweet song of beloved fellowship, “Blest be the tie that binds, our hearts in Christian love, our fears, our hopes, our aims are one, our comforts and our cares.” It is the congregation that amens the words of the thirty-fourth Psalm, read melodiously by Pastor Uriah Fields of the Bell Street Baptist Church: “The righteous cry, and the Lord heareth, and delivereth them out of all their troubles.” The singing, worshipping, and amening church seems more eager to move into action than the young preacher with his unfinished dissertation and his ambitious plans for the church budget.48


King concluded his remarks with a gentle admonition, “Now let us go out to stick together and stay with this thing until the end,” and he then stepped down from the pulpit and walked slowly through the sanctuary and out the front doors, many people reaching out their hands to touch him as he passed.49 “It was like a revival meeting. The church was so full, there were so many people,” recalled one participant, “and King prayed so that night, I’m telling you the goddam truth, you had to hold people to keep them from gettin’ to him.”50 No doubt, the Montgomery protest grew out of a particular tradition of activism and organizing. The seeds of dissent had been planted by faithful laborers throughout the years of preparation. Yet the people gathering strong at Holt Street got a glimpse of a new world ahead, and it felt like a divine gift.51 The Holt Street address of December 5, 1955, marks but the beginning of a theological education at once chastened and empowered by the living church.

 



To call King’s initial demands forceful is an overstatement. Even to call them demands is a stretch. In his public letter of December 8, 1955, to the  national office of the National City Buslines in Chicago, King called for fair access to public accommodations and proposed three changes:1. Courteous treatment by bus drivers.

2. Seating of Negro passengers from rear to front of bus, and white passengers from front to rear on first-come-first-serve basis with no seats reserved for any race.

3. Employment of Negro bus operators in predominantly Negro residential sections.52 



 



King shocked both blacks and whites when he noted that these requests were not intended to challenge state segregation laws but were consistent with these segregation laws. No one apparently had asked King about his intentions. In his mind, the boycott was about minor adjustments in seating policies for Negroes using city buses—policies that made little difference to Dexter Avenue members anyway since they mostly traversed city streets in their own automobiles. Contesting segregation was a separate matter “for the legislature and the courts,” King said.53 “All we are seeking is justice and fair treatment in riding the buses.”54


Not surprisingly, the core group of activists considered King’s modest proposal a slap in the face of their own steady assault on Jim Crow. For its part, the national NAACP voiced concern that the Montgomery organizers—as represented by King—were settling for something far short of integration. What was the purpose of Parks’s act of civil disobedience if not to defy segregation laws?

But, King refused to go any farther. To the Baptist preacher with the downtown parish, segregation seemed too entrenched a tradition to call into question.55 The gradualism King would lament in his 1963 “Letter from the Birmingham City Jail” was the gradualism he embraced in the first days of the Montgomery protest.

King’s position was appreciated by many white residents, even though the appreciation hardly turned sentiment into shifts in public policy. The editors of the Montgomery Advertiser expressed sympathy for King’s proposal, especially since black ridership had dropped 75 percent in the few days following the December 5 boycott. “If the grievance is confined to that, then attention should be given to it promptly.”56 Letters to the editors were overwhelmingly sympathetic to the black cause as rendered by King’s requests. A white man writing from the hamlet of Geraldine praised King’s “plausible and sensible plan”; after all, he added, the Negro would “continue to accept and occupy the seats in the rear of the bus,” aside from the stated exceptions.57 A  white woman wrote, “I have yet to find one person who feels that it is right that a Negro be made to stand that a white person may sit.”58 One reader said that she was a regular on city buses and it made her sick to see the discourteous treatment often shown to Negro riders. “In a city where so many Christian churches flourish and where one constantly hears that the right way of life for the South is to be found in the ‘separate but equal’ doctrine, I find it difficult to understand how so many people can knowingly condone the injustices of the present system, which I know from experience is not equal even in courtesy.”59 A few whites went even further than King by calling the whole framework of southern segregation into question.60


Then there was the heartbreaking case of Juliette Morgan, a white librarian and member of a prominent family in Montgomery society, whose dissent led to tragic consequences. In a letter to the editor on December 12, Morgan wrote, “It is hard to imagine a soul so dead, a heart so hard, a vision so blinded and provincial as not to be moved with admiration at the quiet dignity, discipline and dedication with which the Negroes have conducted their boycott.” She expressed profound sadness for the white Montgomerians who met King’s requests with a pharisaical zeal and with an attitude of “Ye rebels! Disperse!” The Negroes of Montgomery, Morgan said, “have filled me with great sympathy, pride, humility and envy.” Their “willingness to suffer for great Christian and democratic principles should inspire deep admiration among decent whites.” She continued, “Instead of acting like sullen adolescents whose attitude is ‘Make me,’ we ought to be working out plans to span the gap between segregation and integration to extend public services—schools, libraries, parks—and transportation to Negro citizens.”61  The next year, after frequent harassment, Juliette Morgan lost her job, fell into despair, and committed suicide.62


King’s strategy of moderation was not greeted with the same enthusiasm by white city officials. Police Commissioner Clyde Sellers promptly announced that bus service would be cancelled in most Negro districts at 6:00 P.M. on December 9. Sellers promised to enforce the city’s boycott ordinances—once he had a chance to dust them off—and to arrest black cab drivers if they failed to require the minimum rate of forty-five cents. Many black cabbies had agreed to offer free or cheap rides to the protesters.

 



As the boycott slowly unfolded, King began to glimpse a longer road ahead and to reckon, publicly and privately, with the greater demands of the enlarging protest. King would not be able to get back to his church plans by the end of the week as hoped, and his dissertation would consist largely in unoriginal, cribbed, and plagiarized material. “No end to the racial boycott  of Montgomery City Lines was in sight yesterday as it entered its seventh day,” the Montgomery Advertiser announced on December 13.63 Each step forward, however unforeseen or hesitant, brought him closer to a sober acceptance of an uncertain and tumultuous future. King announced that day that the boycott could last a year.

In the Holt Street address, the congregation had heard King speak of his confidence in the teachings of Jesus applied to the social order, but also of his appeal to the “weapon of protest,” the “tools of persuasion,” the “tools of coercion.” They heard in the sermon a certain kind of restraint and feeling around for a theological anchor. King had come to Montgomery convinced that the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr offered the most compelling account of an ethics of dissent. Niebuhr’s analysis of the social situation is “profound indeed,” King had said, “and with it I would find very little to disagree.”64 Niebuhr, the most influential Protestant theologian in mid-century America, had argued that coercion was a practical necessity in view of the collective selfishness of groups. “Equality is a higher social goal than peace,” he had written in his landmark 1932 book, Moral Man in Immoral Society. Niebuhr would not recommend violent measures to the social reformers and activists who looked to him for counsel primarily; for violence was strategically nonsensical in the case of a minority population lacking political power. Still, he was to quick to emphasize that “a war for the emancipation of a nation, a race or a class” belongs in a “different moral category” than the use of force for the perpetuation of class domination or imperial rule.65 Once in a blue moon, love might inspire a bigot to change his life, but most of the time love lacked the potency to transform oppressive systems of power. Had African slaves softened the hearts of their oppressors by their loyalty and “pure obedience”? No, one cannot live in history without sinning, and sometimes, one has to sin boldly. As King put it, “Since man is sinful, there must be some coercion to keep one man from injuring his fellows.”66 Niebuhr was right to insist that Christians face social existence with maximum realism and acknowledge the harsh and undeniable realities of human sin, the transactions of aggression and power, self-interest, and pride.

In the early days of the bus boycott, King continued to keep a loaded gun in his home. Glenn Smiley, a white minister from Texas with the Quaker Fellowship of Reconciliation, may have been exaggerating when he claimed to have discovered “an arsenal” in the parsonage during his visit; but King was no pacifist when he arrived in Montgomery.67 “When I was in graduate school,” he later explained, “I thought the only way we could solve our problem . . . was an armed revolt.”68 But as the boycott stretched into the  year 1956, King’s basic convictions about his life and work were beginning to change. He was also on the eve of a momentous personal experience, an experience reminiscent of his namesake, Martin Luther, whose mystical encounter with St. Anne on the stormy road to Erfurt crystallized the Protestant reformer’s vision and strengthened his resolve, and King would soon drop the language of coercion. By the time a Chicago professor by the name of John Gibbs St. Clair Drake praised King’s “prophetic . . . fight for justice with weapons of the Spirit” in a letter of March 21, 1956, his theological journey to nonviolence was well underway.69


 



By the end of January 1956, the boycott appeared to be floundering. White city leaders had been working hard to crack the movement’s fragile unity. One scheme to undermine the black protest centered on the city official’s fraudulent announcement that three black ministers representing the MIA had reached a settlement. The Montgomery Advertiser lent its support to the hoax, reporting in a front-page story in the Sunday edition that “prominent Negro ministers” had called an end to the boycott and that Negroes would resume city service the next morning. City officials hoped to create mass confusion in the black churches just as the worship day was commencing.70


The hoax would have very likely proved successful had not the tenacious journalist Carl Rowan read the article coming across the wire. The first of Rowan’s articles on the boycott, “Dixie Divided,” was scheduled to appear in the Minneapolis Tribune the next morning, and his editor had called to give him a heads up and to ask whether the piece should be killed to allow for revisions.71 Rowan had just returned to Minneapolis from an assignment in the South and the Associated Press story didn’t square with his research. The article claimed that no commitments to hire black drivers, no change in the whites-in-the-front, blacks-in-the-back policy were included in the settlement. “That sounds phony to me,” Rowan said. The MIA’s request may have been modest, but it was not frivolous.

Rowan called King in Montgomery. Alerted to the report, King immediately placed disclaimers into MIA’s network of community leaders and church people. Since it was still Saturday night, and not all of the black population was home preparing their hearts and minds for the Lord’s day, King got in his car and personally canvassed the town’s taverns, juke joints, poolrooms, and nightclubs to dispel the rumor.72 As the MIA’s disclaimer spread through the neighborhoods, King pondered the identity of the “prominent Negro ministers.” The only information Carl Rowan could get from the mayor was the minister’s denominational affiliations—Baptist, Presbyterian, and Holiness. At least this gave King the certainty that the  men were not MIA members: There were no “prominent” Holiness preachers in Montgomery.73


When King finally located the men in question—Benjamin F. Mosely, William K. Kind, and D. C. Rice—and listened to their accounts, he knew for certain that they had been hoodwinked by city officials. Kind told King that he had been invited to the mayor’s office to talk about a group insurance policy for the city and was only then presented with the settlement document—and that too without explanation.74 Mosely and Rice offered similar accounts of the report. The most compelling evidence of the three ministers’ credibility (as King and other MIA leaders discussed the matter among themselves) was their willingness to dispute the official report and “challenge the veracity of the city fathers.”75 On Sunday afternoon, King issued a statement accepting the ministers’ public explanations and affirming the MIA’s determination to continue the boycotts “until our proposals [are] given sympathetic treatment.”76 King and his colleagues had managed to defuse the rumors of a boycott settlement and, as a result, the boycott continued Monday morning in full force as empty buses rolled once again through the streets.77


Nevertheless, Mayor Gayle and his colleagues were hardly feeling chastened. William “Tacky” Gayle, who had always kept his office open to Negroes in the years before the boycott, now announced that all negotiations with black organizers would be terminated for as long as the protest remained active. “We have pussyfooted around on this boycott long enough,” he told reporters.78 Calling the MIA “a group of Negro radicals,” Gayle dismissed the boycott as a strategic and moral failure that had done nothing to unloose white Montgomerians’ hold on segregation. “It is not important to whites that the Negroes ride the buses,” he said bluntly.79


Gayle now intended to pursue a more forceful means to defeat the boycotters. He told white housewives that they should stop driving their maids home after work and supplying them with spare change for fares, no more “blackmail transportation money.” More than half of all employed African American women worked as domestics in white homes.80 But Gayle was not worried in the least about the prospects of unwashed dishes, unwaxed floors, and unburnished furniture. As he saw it, the maids and cooks of Montgomery were “fighting to destroy our social fabric just as much as the Negro radicals who are leading them,” and the white ladies were selfishly putting their own needs over the southern way of life.81


To enforce his new resolve, Gayle announced that he was joining the Citizens’ Council, the white supremacy organization formed in Mississippi two months after Brown vs. Board to protect southern segregation. “What [the Negroes] are after is the destruction of our social fabric,” he explained. 82 Gayle took comfort in the familiar complaint among white Montgomerians that Negro organizers were beating the Citizens’ Councilors at their own game, using “economic warfare as a matter of enlightened self-interest.” It was time for all concerned white people to take stock of the situation and organize in massive resistance to black demands. “I wouldn’t trade my southern birthright for a hundred Negro votes,” he said.83 Even so, membership in the Citizens’ Council seemed but a reasonable gesture toward balancing the scales of powers, evidence that white acquiescence in the face of racial aggressions could not be tolerated. Whites had best put aside their pre-1954 gestures of biracial munificence and patrician equanimity and face the facts of the new day.

Police commissioner Sellers—already a Councilor himself—was dispatched into action in accordance with the mayor’s plan, ordering officers to disperse Negroes who waited on street corners for cabs. Police officers were especially encouraged to crack down on cab drivers and boycott organizers. Enforcement also took the form of tailgating and dispensing traffic tickets for trivial or trumped-up offenses.84 Police officers questioned cabbies about their automobiles, their financial records, their insurance policies, their unpaid bills, and their personal lives. Citations and arrests were issued for loud talking, walking on lawns, and congregating in white neighborhoods (as in the case of maids waiting for cabs on street corners).

The major’s resolve proved successful. Fault lines began appearing in the voluntary transportation system, which had worked so well since the beginning of the protest, providing 15,000-20,000 rides each day.85 Black drivers grew agitated, and many decided they were tired of losing money. “The voluntary pick-up system began to weaken,” said one MIA member, and “for a moment the protest movement seemed to be wavering.”86 In response to housewives who ignored Mayor Gayle’s warning, an unsigned memorandum appeared in the mail box of white Montgomerians, grave evidence of the vanishing line between law and terror: “Dear friend, listed below are a few of the white people who are still hauling their Negro maids. This must be stopped. These people would appreciate a call from you, day or night. Let’s let them know how we feel about them hauling Negroes.”87


The Montgomery Advertiser, which had been a voice of moderation in the years before the boycott, cast its support soundly behind Gayle’s zero-tolerance policy. The Negro protest was destined for failure, the editors promised. The white man’s “economic artillery is far superior, better emplaced, and commanded by more experienced gunners,” and whites hold all government offices and will continue to do so. “There will be white rule as far as the eye can see,” the editorial read. “Are those not the facts of life?”88 The  Advertiser seemed now convinced that any change in the existing seating arrangements on city buses would open up a Pandora’s box of racial chaos. The Montgomery Advertiser did not need to remind whites about their superiority in real firepower. For those people who continued hauling their Negro maids to work, a little old-fashioned artillery would suffice as fair warning, and indeed word spread that the Ku Klux Klan was studying the situation and preparing to march on the city. The time had come for a greater show of force.

 



The pressures of the recent arrests, city crackdowns, and mounting fears had started taking their toll. In an organizational meeting on January 23, a despondent King offered his resignation as MIA president. None of the other MIA board members seriously considered accepting the resignation, but King’s self-doubts had been registered loud and clear. He even planned to publish an advertisement in the Montgomery Advertiser reminding townspeople that the boycott was not seeking to challenge segregation laws. The protest was approaching its third month with no end in sight.

The season of police harassments reached a dramatic climax on Thursday, January 26, when King was stopped by two police officers on motorcycles after having chauffeured several Negro workers to their drop-off spot. In a confusing roadside arrest, King was charged with driving thirty miles an hour in a twenty-five-mile-per-hour zone and placed into a police cruiser, which had presently arrived on the scene. As King sat alone in the back seat, he quickly realized that the police car was moving in the opposite direction of downtown. The car then turned into an unfamiliar street, and through a wooded area and over an unfamiliar bridge, and King’s hands began to shake. “These men were carrying me to some faraway spot to dump me off,” he thought. “Silently, I asked God to give me the strength to endure whatever came.”89


The neon sign that appeared on a building in full view of the car indicating their arrival at the Montgomery City jail must have seemed an unlikely answer to prayer, though appreciated in its own way. Inside, King was fingerprinted and locked into a crowded holding cell. “Strange gusts of emotion swept through me like cold winds on an open prairie,” he recalled. 90 As he slowly adjusted to the shock of the new surroundings, he found himself the center of attention. A crowd of black inmates gathered excitedly around him, and King was surprised to find two acquaintances, who offered their hearty greetings, locked up with the rest of them. King spent the evening listening to stories of thieves and drunks and drifters, and in exchange he gave the men a vivid account of his afternoon. Several asked if King could help get them out of jail. “Fellows, before I can assist  in getting any of you out,” he said, “I’ve got to get my own self out,” and the cell was filled with laughter.91


King had crossed the first threshold of fear and there discovered that presence of mind could still be summoned. In the spirited company of these unlikely allies—movement people, “vagrants,” and “serious criminals”—he realized that even jail could be endured for the sake of doing the right thing. “From that night on, my commitment to the struggle for freedom was stronger than ever before,” he said. “Yes, the night of injustice was dark; the ‘get-tough’ policy was taking its toll. But in the darkness I could see a radiant star of unity.”92


King’s release later the same night no doubt made the radiant star even easier to behold. Dozens of church members and friends in the protest had steadily gathered in the parking lot throughout the evening and waited for their pastor.

But whatever momentary relief King felt was gone the next evening when he returned to his parsonage, exhausted after another long day of organizational meetings. Coretta and their two-month old daughter, Yolanda, were already asleep, and King was eager to join them. He would not be so lucky. The phone rang out in the midnight silence, and when King lifted the receiver, a drawl released a torrent of obscene words and then the death threat: “Listen, nigger, we’ve taken all we want from you; before next week you’ll be sorry you ever came to Montgomery.”93 King hung up without comment, as had become his custom. Threatening phone calls had become a daily routine in the weeks of the protests, and King had tried to brush them off at first. In recent days, however, the threatening phone calls had started to take a toll, increasing in number to thirty or forty a day and growing in their menacing intent.94


Unwelcome thoughts prey on the mind in the late hours, and King was overcome with fear. “I got out of bed and began to walk the floor. I had heard these things before, but for some reason that night it got to me.95  Stirred into wakefulness, King made a pot of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. “I felt myself faltering,” he said.96 It was as though the violent undercurrents of the protest rushed in upon him with heightened force, and he surveyed the turbulent waters for a way of escape, searching for an exit point between courage and convenience—“a way to move out of the picture without appearing a coward”—and he found none.97 “I was ready to give up,” he said.98


King thought of baby Yoki sleeping in her crib, of her “little gentle smile,” and of Coretta, who had sacrificed her music career, according to the milieu of the Baptist pastor’s wife, to follow her husband south. For the  first time, he grasped the seriousness of his situation and with it the inescapable fact that his family could be taken away from him any minute, or more likely he from them.99 He felt himself reeling within, as the Psalmist had said, his soul “melted because of trouble, at wit’s end.”100 “I felt myself . . . growing in fear,” said King.101


Sitting at his kitchen table sipping the coffee, King’s thoughts were interrupted by a sudden notion that at once intensified his desperation and clarified his options. “Something said to me, ‘You can’t call on Daddy now, you can’t call on Mama. You’ve got to call on that something in that person that your daddy used to tell you about, that power that can make a way out of no way.’”102 With his head now buried in his hands, King bowed over the kitchen table and prayed aloud. He said: 





Lord, I’m down here trying to do what’s right. I still think I’m right. I am here taking a stand for what I believe is right. But Lord, I must confess that I’m weak now, I’m faltering. I’m losing my courage. Now, I am afraid. And I can’t let the people see me like this because if they see me weak and losing my courage, they will begin to get weak. The people are looking to me for leadership, and if I stand before them without strength and courage, they too will falter. I am at the end of my powers. I have nothing left. I’ve come to the point where I can’t face it alone.103



 



As he prayed alone in the silent kitchen, King heard a voice saying, “Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for justice. Stand up for truth. And lo, I will be with you. Even until the end of the world.”104 Then King heard the voice of Jesus. “I heard the voice of Jesus saying still to fight on. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone. No never alone. No never alone. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone.” And as the voice washed over the stains of the wretched caller, King reached a spiritual shore beyond fear and apprehension. “I experienced the presence of the Divine as I had never experienced Him before,” he said. “Almost at once my fears began to go,” King said of the midnight flash of illumination and resolve. “My uncertainty disappeared. I was ready to face anything.”105


Five years earlier, in the fall of 1950, in his Crozer seminary class “The Religious Development of Personality,” King had written an autobiographical essay on his own religious formation. The paper is distinguished not only by its intellectual posturing, the sort you might expect of a brilliant young graduate student, but by its complete lack of moral and spiritual intensity. King described his “early environment” as “very congenial,” in which he was always able to think of God as a benevolent being presiding over a friendly universe.106 “Conversion for me was never an abrupt something,” King wrote. “I have never experienced the so-called ‘crisis moment.’ Religion has just been something that I grew up in.” Conversion he regarded as the “gradual intaking” of the noble ideals promoted by his family and his environment, an intaking which had been for him “largely unconscious.” He described his call to the ministry as an “inner urge to serve humanity.” King did recall one disturbing incident in his childhood when a white playmate, whose father owned a store in the neighborhood, told King they could not play together any longer. But King reassured his professor that any “anti White feeling” the incident provoked had long been resolved as a result of his own college involvement in interracial organizations and of his positive frame of mind.107


King aimed to please his white professors at Crozer, boasting even of his early hermeneutical suspicion toward the Sunday school lessons of the Baptist church. “I guess I accepted the Biblical studies uncritically until I was about twelve years old,” he wrote. “But this uncritical attitude could not last long, for it was contrary to the very nature of my being. . . . [I] came to see that behind the legends and myths of the Book were many profound truths, which one could not escape.”108 George Washington Davis, the philosophical theologian who had assigned the paper, scribbled in the margins, “Correct!” “Right!” “Good!” and remarked of King’s boyhood doubts, “This is early.” All in all, King’s paper exudes the sort of self-sufficient finitude that the theologian Paul Tillich once derided in the overly confident piety of nineteenth-century bourgeois Protestantism. “On coming to the seminary,” King writes, “I found it quite easy to fall in line with the liberal tradition I found there, mainly because I had been prepared for it before coming. At present I still feel the affects of the noble moral and ethical ideals that I grew up under.”109
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