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PREFACE



Almost as color defines vision itself, race shapes the cultural eye—what we do and do not notice, the reach of empathy and the alignment of response. This subliminal force recommends care in choosing a point of view for a history grounded in race. Strictly speaking, this book is not a biography of Martin Luther King, Jr., though he is at its heart. To recreate the perceptions within his inherited world would isolate most readers, including myself, far outside familiar boundaries. But to focus upon the historical King, as generally established by his impact on white society, would exclude much of the texture of his life, which I believe makes for unstable history and collapsible myth.

To overcome these pitfalls of race, I have tried to make biography and history reinforce each other by knitting together a number of personal stories along the main seam of an American epoch. Like King himself, this book attempts to rise from an isolated culture into a larger history by speaking more than one language.

The text moves from King to people far removed, at the highest and lowest stations. By seeking at least a degree of intimacy with all of them—old Mother Pollard and also President Eisenhower, Bob Moses of SNCC and also J. Edgar Hoover of the FBI, with the Kennedys and also King’s rivals within the black church—I hope to let the characters define each other.

My purpose is to write a history of the civil rights movement out of the conviction from which it was made, namely that truth requires a maximum effort to see through the eyes of strangers, foreigners, and enemies. I hope to sustain my thesis that King’s life is the best and most important metaphor for American history in the watershed postwar years.

The chosen structure—narrative biographical history—has influenced several elements of style. For example, the word “Negro” is employed here in narrative covering the years when that term prevailed in common usage. Far from intending a political statement, I merely hope to recreate the feeling of the times, the better to capture the sweep of many changes including the extraordinary one in which the entire society shifted from “Negro” to “black” almost overnight. Because of the length of this work, for which I beg the reader’s indulgence, that shift falls within the span of a second volume.

On another matter of housekeeping, I regret having to leave the record on Stanley Levison slightly ajar. Since 1984, I have sought the original FBI documents pertaining to the Bureau’s steadfast contention that King’s closest white friend was a top-level Communist agent. On this charge rested the FBI’s King wiretaps and many collateral harassments against the civil rights movement. In opposing my request, the U.S. Department of Justice has argued in federal court that the release of thirty- to thirty-five-year-old informant reports on Levison would damage the national security even now. Almost certainly there is bureaucratic defensiveness at work here—and also, I suspect, some petty spy rivalry with the CIA—but so far the logic of secrecy has been allowed to reach levels of royalist absurdity.

Other evidence, including David Garrow’s pioneering work on the FBI investigation of King, has convinced me that Levison’s character and historical contributions are established beyond significant doubt. Nevertheless, the material being withheld denies the American public a common ground for historical discussion. This stubborn wisp of mystery allowed President Reagan, even while honoring King with a national holiday, to state publicly that a charge of fundamental disloyalty hangs over him. I deeply regret that a democratic government still labors to keep such allegations alive through state secrecy. It is all the more sad this year, when Soviet authorities canceled history examinations throughout their country on the admission that their national heritage has become lost among the lies and official secrets of the past.

Baltimore, Maryland

August 1988
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Nearly seven hundred Negro communicants, some wearing white robes, marched together in the exodus of 1867. They followed the white preacher out of the First Baptist Church and north through town to Columbus Street, then east up the muddy hill to Ripley Street. There on that empty site, the congregation declared itself the First Baptist Church (Colored), with appropriate prayers and ceremonies, and a former slave named Nathan Ashby became the first minister of an independent Negro Baptist church in Montgomery, Alabama.

Most local whites considered the separation a bargain, given the general state of turmoil and numb destitution after the war. Governor Robert M. Patton and the new legislature, in a wild gamble based on Andrew Johnson’s friendliness toward prominent ex-Confederates, openly repudiated the Fourteenth Amendment’s recognition of Negro citizenship rights, only to have a Union brigadier walk into the Montgomery capitol to declare that he was superseding the state government again until its officials saw fit to reconsider. White spirits fell; Negro spirits soared. The town’s population had swelled to fourteen thousand, with Negroes outnumbering whites three to one. Refugees of both races were fleeing the crop failures and foreclosures in the countryside and streaming into Montgomery, where they often lived in clumps on the streets and entertained themselves by watching the outdoor sheriff’s sales.

Under such conditions, and with the U.S. Congress threatening a new Fifteenth Amendment to establish the right of Negroes to vote and govern, most whites were of no mind to dispute the Negro right to religion. Many were only too happy to clear the throngs from the church basement, even if it meant that their previous items of property would be conducting their own church business at the corner of Columbus and Ripley—offering motions, debating, forming committees, voting, hiring and firing preachers, contributing pennies, bricks, and labor to make pews and windows rise into the first free Negro institution. The Negro church, legal in some respects before the Negro family, became more solvent than the local undertaker.

Ten years later, a dissident faction of the First Baptist Church (Colored) marched away in a second exodus that would forever stamp the characters of the two churches. Both sides would do their best to pass off the schism as nothing more than the product of cramped quarters and growing pains, but trusted descendants would hear of the quarrels inevitable among a status-starved people. Undoubtedly some of the tensions were the legacy of slavery’s division between the lowly field hands and the slightly more privileged house servants, the latter more often mulattoes. These tensions culminated when “higher elements” among the membership mounted a campaign to remodel the church to face the drier Ripley Street instead of the sloping Columbus, where they were obliged to muddy their shoes on Sundays after a rain. Their proposed renovation, while expensive, would afford cleaner and more dignified access.

Most members and some deacons considered this an unseemly and even un-Christian preoccupation with personal finery, but a sizable minority felt strongly enough to split off and form the Second Baptist Church (Colored). Although the secessionists shared the poverty of the times and of their race—and held their organizational meeting in the old Harwell Mason slave pen—the world of their immediate vision was one of relative privilege. At the first baptismal services, conducted by a proper British minister, guests included three equally proper white Yankee schoolmistresses from the missionary legions who were still streaming south to educate and Christianize the freedmen. In January 1879, the new church paid $250 for a lot and a building that stood proudly in the center of town on Dexter Avenue, little more than a stone’s throw from the grand entrance of the Alabama state capitol. The all-Negro congregation renamed itself Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. Its first minister, a former slave named Charles Octavius Boothe, wrote that the members were “people of money and refinement” and boasted that one of the members, a barber named Billingslea, owned property worth $300,000. This claim, though widely doubted, entered the official church history.

From the beginning, Dexter Avenue operated as a “deacons’ church,” meaning that the lay officers took advantage of the full sovereignty claimed by each Baptist congregation. They were free to hire any preacher they wanted—trained or untrained, fit or unfit—without regard to bishops or other church hierarchy. The Baptists had no such hierarchy at all, nor any educational requirements for the pulpit, and this fact had contributed mightily to the spread of the denomination among unlettered whites and Negroes alike. Anyone with lungs and a claim of faith could become a preacher. And as the ministry was the only white-collar trade open to Negroes during slavery—when it was a crime in all the Southern states to teach Negroes to read or allow them to engage in any business requiring the slightest literacy—preachers and would-be preachers competed fiercely for recognition. Religious oratory became the only safe marketable skill, and a reputation for oratory substituted for diplomas and all other credentials. For most of the next century, a man with a burning desire to be a saint might well find himself competing with another preacher intent only on making a fortune, as all roads converged at the Negro church. It served not only as a place of worship but also as a bulletin board to a people who owned no organs of communication, a credit union to those without banks, and even a kind of people’s court. These and a hundred extra functions further enhanced the importance of the minister, creating opportunities and pressures that forged what amounted to a new creature and caused the learned skeptic W. E. B. Du Bois to declare at the turn of the twentieth century that “the preacher is the most unique personality developed by the Negro on American soil.”

Not surprisingly, these powerful characters sorely tested the ability of congregations to exercise the authority guaranteed them in Baptist doctrine. As a rule, the preachers had no use for church democracy. They considered themselves called by God to the role of Moses, a combination of ruler and prophet, and they believed that the congregation behaved best when its members, like the children of Israel, obeyed as children. The board of deacons at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church was one of the few to defend itself effectively against preachers who regularly tried to subdue the membership. Indeed, the board’s very identity seemed rooted in the conviction that the church’s quality lay as much in the membership as in the pastor. And because those same deacons also made it a tradition to choose the best trained, most ambitious ministers, titanic struggles after the fashion of those between European monarchs and nobles became almost a routine of church life at Dexter. Nearly a dozen preachers came and went in the first decade.

By contrast, the First Baptist Church (Colored) remained a “preacher’s church,” with only three pastors during its first fifty-seven years of existence. The exalted preachers tended to reign in a manner that provoked another mass exodus in 1910, not long after the church burned to the ground. The minister at that time, Andrew Stokes, was a great orator and organizer who had baptized an astonishing total of 1,100 new members during his first year in the pulpit. Stokes made First Baptist the largest Negro church in the United States until the great migration of 1917 created larger congregations in Chicago. He was also a money-maker. If white realtors had trouble selling a house, they often advanced Stokes the down payment, letting him keep his “refund” when white buyers mobilized to keep him out of their neighborhood. Stokes would joke with his deacons about the justice of making the whites pay for their prejudice, and he donated a portion of the proceeds to the church. This was fine, but a controversy erupted when Stokes proposed to rebuild the burned church a few hundred feet to the northeast on a corner lot that he owned and to take title to the parsonage in exchange for the property. Many irreparable wounds were inflicted in the debate that followed. Stokes went so far as to promise to make the new church entrance face Ripley Street, as the wealthier members had demanded more than thirty years earlier, but the unmollified elite among the deacons led a fresh secession down to Dexter Avenue Baptist.

It was said that Dexter actually discouraged new members, fearing that additions above the peak of seven hundred would reduce the quality of the whole, and several Dexter deacons predicted in public that Stokes would never be able to rebuild First Baptist without their money and influence. Undaunted, Stokes continued preaching to the impoverished masses who stayed with him, meeting outdoors when he could not borrow a church, and he laid down his law: those who were too poor to meet the demands of the building fund must bring one brick each day to the new site, whether that brick was bought, stolen, or unearthed from Civil War ruins. At the dedication ceremony five years later, Stokes led the great cry of thanks that went up for what became known as the “Brick-a-Day Church.”

Over the next thirty years, the friction between the two churches diminished to the point of religious, if not social, cooperation. Small meetings of important community leaders tended to take place at Dexter, larger meetings in the spacious sanctuary at First Baptist. The congregations and their contrasting traditions were remarkably stable. Officers at both churches tended to be grandchildren of those who had marched out of the white church in the first exodus, and children of those who had separated over issues of mud and class. Moreover, their personalities tended to reflect these differences. William Beasley, church secretary at First Baptist, was genial, strong, and outgoing, from a long line of working people. R. D. Nesbitt, church clerk at Dexter, was wiry and erect, an insurance executive of light tan skin, well dressed and professional, reserved with strangers and even some of his friends. A further difference between them was that Nesbitt and his pulpit committee were about to begin a run of hard luck that would stand out as an ordeal even in the contentious history of Dexter’s relations with its pastors.

In the late summer of 1945, Nesbitt traveled for the first and only time in his life to the annual meeting of the National Baptist Convention, its five million members making up the largest association of Negroes in the world. As always, the five-day meeting was an extravaganza unnoticed by whites except the hotel managers who appreciated the attendance records consistently set by upwards of fifteen thousand Negro preachers, choir members, and church officials. The conventioneers lost themselves in preaching, singing, and electioneering. Processions of singers in brightly colored robes filled great halls. The father of gospel music, Thomas Dorsey, often made a celebrity appearance to lead renditions of his own compositions, such as “Precious Lord, Take My Hand.” Unemployed choir directors hustled jobs and old friends reunited along countless tables heaped with fried foods and delicacies. Amid the din, the inspiration, and the consumption, church pulpits were traded and filled.

That year Nesbitt went home with the name of a prestigious, highly trained candidate for the vacant pulpit at Dexter—a man further recommended to the church’s tastes by his attendance at no less than five colleges, and by the possession of four names, Alfred Charles Livingston Arbouin. Six months later, after Dexter’s usual painstaking selection process, Arbouin assumed his duties.

Among the deacons, worry spread privately but quickly when Reverend Arbouin arrived in Montgomery with a wife, whose existence had somehow escaped the background investigation. Matters worsened when inquiries turned up other Arbouin wives. When Arbouin took leave to attend the 1946 National Baptist Convention, the church slipped into the kind of nightmare that chills a deacon’s bones. In the minister’s absence, Mrs. Arbouin began so flagrant a friendship with a soldier from Maxwell Air Force Base that the deacons called her in for a private meeting even before Arbouin returned. Mrs. Arbouin interrupted their courtly, painfully ornate inquiry to administer a profound shock to the deacons—baring her bruised shoulders and legs, telling them that she was the victim of beatings in her own home, and declaring herself firmly unrepentant.

Confronted with a demand for his resignation, Reverend Arbouin refused and responded that his private affairs were his own business. He dared the deacons to take the sordid matter before the entire congregation, which he knew was the last thing they wanted. Arbouin, however, had not taken the measure of these deacons, who fought back with a lawsuit seeking his removal under a judicial order of secrecy. Not a word of the case reached the newspapers, Negro or white.

Raising a powerful defense, Arbouin claimed that the Constitutional separation of church and state barred the judge from entering an ecclesiastical argument, and that in any case the deacons had failed to obtain his dismissal by vote of the entire congregation, as required by Baptist practice. The deacons, for their part, used their connections to summon no less a personage than Rev. D. V. Jemison, president of the National Baptist Convention, to testify about proper procedures in such sensitive cases. When the closed trial was over, the decision rested with the white judge. No doubt impressed with Jemison, and swayed by the deacons’ lack of support for Arbouin, the judge ordered the Reverend to leave his pulpit by a certain date. Until then, he further ordered, R. D. Nesbitt and the four other deacons who had brought the suit were not to speak, sing, or even pray within the walls of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, on pain of having the entire order rescinded. Thus the deacons managed to save the church from their own misjudgment, and Arbouin managed to escape without public scandal. He went on to spend seventeen years as the pastor of a church in New York. Dexter’s official history noted that his “entire ministerial career [was] God-blessed.”

Nesbitt and the Dexter Avenue deacons waited nearly a year before seeking a new minister. Fortune fell to them when they did, in the form of a recommendation from a new music professor at Alabama State College—the Negro school that had been founded in Dexter’s basement and from whose faculty the church membership was largely drawn. Altona Trent Johns was a pianist and music teacher of some renown, daughter of a college president, member in good standing of the Atlanta Negro aristocracy from its early twentieth-century flourishing on “Sweet Auburn” Avenue, and, most important to Nesbitt, wife of one of the most brilliant scholar-preachers of the modern age, Vernon Johns. Negroes placed him in the foremost triumvirate of their preachers, along with Mordecai Johnson and Howard Thurman.

Through Mrs. Johns, Nesbitt invited the eminent preacher to deliver a trial sermon. The church was packed when the imposing figure of Vernon Johns rose to the pulpit, recited a long passage of Scripture without looking at the Bible, and then held the congregation spellbound for half an hour without a pause or benefit of notes. Dexter’s stolid deacons were accustomed to quality, but in Johns they recognized a mind of a higher order altogether. Upon learning that Johns wanted to join his wife in Montgomery, they suspended precedent for the first time in Nesbitt’s memory and offered Johns their pulpit without an investigation or a second trial sermon. Johns moved into the parsonage on South Jackson Street in October 1948. His behavior pitched the entire church into four years of awe, laughter, inspiration, fear, and annoyance. For Nesbitt, the responsible deacon, Johns became the most exquisite agony he had ever known in the church.

 

Vernon Johns was merely another invisible man to nearly all whites, but to the invisible people themselves he was the stuff of legend. The deepest mysteries of existence and race rubbed vigorously together within him, heating a brain that raced constantly until the day he died. His ancestry was a jumble of submerged edges and storybook extremes. During slavery, his father’s father was hanged for cutting his master in two with a scythe, and even eighty years later it was whispered in the Johns family that the hunting dogs would not approach the haunted spot where the murder had occurred.

Johns’s maternal grandfather was a white man named Price, of Scottish descent, who maintained two entirely separate families—one white, one Negro. This type of bi-patriarchy, though fairly widespread, was never publicly acknowledged in either culture. The Negro children handed down stories about how Price became one of the first inmates at the new Virginia State Penitentiary for killing another white man he caught trying to rape his slave mistress. He protected the mistress “just like she was a white woman.” For this he was admired by some Negroes, but he was by nature a mean, violent, complicated man. When his Negro wife died in the 1870s, he took all his Negro children into the other household to be raised by his childless white wife, “Miss Kitty.” Vernon Johns’s mother, Sallie Price, made this transfer as a little girl, and years later she told her family how the taboos had been respected against all opposing reality, even in the intimacy of the home. She never called her father “father,” for decency required the Negro children to be orphans and the white couple to be missionary dispensers of foster care. When Price died about 1900, Sallie Price Johns went to the funeral with her young son Vernon and her husband Willie, son of the hanged slave, and sat through the burial services in a separate-but-equal family section, just across the gravesite from Miss Kitty and the white relatives.

Willie Johns died not long afterward, and in due course Sallie Johns married her dead husband’s younger brother. So Vernon Johns finished his youth as the stepson of his uncle, and grandson of a slave who killed his master and of a master who killed for his slave. Only in the Bible did he find open discussion of such a tangle of sex, family, slavery, and violence.

Born in 1892, Vernon Johns grew up outside Farmville, in Prince Edward County, an area so remote that its inhabitants preserved a distinctive speech pattern from the early Scots who settled there. Outsiders found the accent faintly Elizabethan and the country correspondingly backward. It lay at the extreme northern boundary of the rich agricultural Black Belt, and Vernon Johns always clung to the belief that farming was the base line of independence and prosperity, even long after the twentieth-century marketplace had reduced his home region to something like a ghost of nearby Williamsburg.

Johns had a square head and jaw, flaring nostrils, a barrel chest, and huge hands that he joked were like Virginia hams. He looked like the farmer he was, except that he always wore scholarly horn-rimmed glasses. Poor eyesight caused him to vow as a youth that he would read the small print of the Bible only once. Usually he listened to others read out loud, and he first displayed extraordinary gifts by reciting from memory long passages he had heard only once or twice. In grammar school, scolded for erasing a blackboard filled with the week’s assignments, Johns reproduced every word from memory. He soon moved on to more substantial feats, memorizing long biblical passages, including the entire Book of Romans. This greatly pleased his father Willie, who left the farm on Sundays to earn extra money as a “saddlebags preacher.”

Like most Negro parents, Sallie Johns and her husbands invested what meager educational funds they had in their eldest daughter, keeping Vernon on the farm. There his gifts seemed to multiply in the process of self-education. He would recite poetry behind the plow and scrounge books to read at night. He used these skills and his gumption to talk his way into several schools, including the Virginia Seminary at Lynchburg. Tossed out for rebelliousness, he ran away from home to Oberlin College in Ohio, pushed his way into the dean’s office, and announced his readiness to begin classes. The dean replied, as politely as the erudite dean of a famous liberal white college could speak to a rude Negro youth during World War I, that Oberlin had already turned Johns down because of his worthless credits.

“I got your letter, Dean Fiske,” Johns replied. “But I want to know whether you want students with credits or students with brains.”

As both Fiske and Johns told it later, the dean rather impatiently handed Johns a book written in German and demanded that he read it—and was surprised when he did. He soon dispatched Johns to see Dr. Edward Increase Bosworth, the eminent dean of Oberlin Seminary. Bosworth tested Johns with a book of Greek scripture, and Johns smiled. In later years, he would discard his Latin and Hebrew on aesthetic grounds, but he would always collect histories and poems in his beloved Greek. By the end of the day, Bosworth was impressed enough to enroll Johns as a provisional student, and by the end of the term he had taken on the young phenomenon as his protégé—making him a full-fledged member of the graduate seminary and helping him find work as a part-time preacher to support himself. Within the year, Johns displaced Robert M. Hutchins as class leader in scholarship. Hutchins, a liberal Midwesterner in the abolitionist tradition, found himself pushed beyond the limits of tolerance, and he remarked that no country Negro could make the grades Johns was making without cheating. When Johns got word of the insult, he promptly sought out Hutchins on the campus, called him a son of a bitch, and punched him in the mouth. (The two later became good friends and remained so throughout Hutchins’ long tenure as president of the University of Chicago.)

Just before his graduation ceremonies in the spring of 1918, Johns was chosen to deliver the annual student oration at the Memorial Arch, dedicated to the Oberlin students killed in China’s Boxer Rebellion. After graduation, he enrolled in the graduate school of theology at the University of Chicago, headquarters of the Social Gospel theologians. Then he stepped back into the restricted universe of jobs open to Negroes, where his fame as a religious scholar and preacher quickly brought him offers of the best pulpits and teaching jobs in the 1920s, though his temperament caused him to lose or leave them just as quickly and make his way back to the family farm in Virginia. From there, he earned small lecture fees at Negro churches and schools up and down the East Coast. He would catch the Richmond train and rumble off, wearing a tattered suit with books stuffed in the pockets. On his return, his brother would often meet him at the station with a fresh horse, and Johns would farm for a few days before his next lecture.

This was the era of the Scopes trial, when theological liberals and fundamentalists battled not only in churches and colleges but also in courtrooms and legislatures and on the front pages over issues ranging from creationism and the Virgin Birth to the social obligations of Christians. Each side had its own pamphlets, journals, conventions, and rooting sections. Johns, an ardent exponent of liberal theology, was more than a little irritated by the failure of the liberals to include any works by Negroes in their annual book of best sermons. He sent the theologians in charge of the publication several sermons by Mordecai Johnson and Howard Thurman. When these were rejected, Johns sat down and wrote out a sermon of his own, “Transfigured Moments,” which in 1926 became the first work by a Negro published in Best Sermons. This analysis of the symbolism of mountains in the lives of Moses, Elijah, and Jesus Christ would be studied by Negro theology students for the next generation. “It is good to be the possessor of some mountain-top experience,” wrote Johns, in a long passage on the need to tie the inspiration of leaders to the experience of the common people. “It is a heart strangely un-Christian that cannot thrill with joy when the least of men begin to pull in the direction of the stars.”

Within the insulated but resonant world of Negro church people, Johns was already as famous as Mordecai Johnson, then president of Howard University in Washington, D.C., and Howard Thurman, already an internationally known mystic theologian on his way to breakthrough posts at both Negro and white universities. (Johns had courted the woman who married Thurman, and succeeded Mordecai Johnson as pastor of the First Baptist Church of Charleston, West Virginia.) They were his friends and peers, but here the similarities ceased. Whereas Johnson and Thurman were polished men who hailed from the Negro aristocracy and did the things respected scholars are supposed to do—publish regularly in the leading journals, retire into positions of responsible administration, and leave behind an orderly correspondence with other luminaries in the field—Johns was a maverick who seldom wrote anything down and who thought nothing of walking into distinguished assemblies wearing mismatched socks, with farm mud on his shoes.

Having married a daughter of a college president in 1927, he mingled thereafter in those circles only as a tourist. During the Depression his eccentricities carried him beyond maverick status into more or less the life of a bohemian. He would jump into the car with a friend and leave the family for months at a time, preaching here and there, hawking old books at ministers’ conventions, selling subscriptions to fledgling magazines. Most of the people he saw on these tours knew nothing of his intellectual attainments. Among those who did, Johns did not bother to answer when they wondered why he eschewed the relative security of a college for life on the road. Johns loved to travel. Because Negroes had trouble finding motels and restaurants to serve them in the segregated South, he would pack blocks of cheese and quarts of milk in ice and take off on drives of non-stop poetry recital. Fellow travelers knew him to finish all of Keats in Alabama and get through Byron and Browning before hitting Farmville. Johns calculated distances in units of poetry, and if he tired of verse he waded into military history.

When the economy recovered in the 1940s, Johns went back on the college lecture circuit—speaking to chaplains, historians, and even economists, plus the usual run of theologians—but his manner never approached conventionality. University officials would answer a summons to his “office” only to find him at a phone booth in the bus station. Student emissaries, on chauffeuring Johns to the president’s guest residence at the university, would ask for his bag and be handed just that—a paper bag from a grocery store, filled with books, underwear, and a semi-fresh shirt. Usually, the very brilliance of his lectures would make people forget such eccentricities, which, if remembered at all, tended to be regarded as amusing. Many members of the Dexter Avenue church in Montgomery were to find, however, that there was a biting side to Johns’s iconoclasm.

 

At first, his differences with the Dexter congregation involved no more than subtleties, for in many respects the pastor and the members were agreed. All abhorred the slightest displays of emotionalism in a church congregation, for example. There was no shouting at Dexter, nor even any responsive “Amens” during the sermon. At their most demonstrative. the members might allow a quiet murmur of approval to run through them. This restraint pleased Johns. He did not believe in marathon prayer meetings or revivals or the hyperactive church auxiliaries that were so prevalent in many churches. Neither did Dexter, which did not even have Sunday evening services.

But Johns loved Negro spirituals—the music developed during slavery—believing them to contain both a historical and a spiritual authenticity that belonged in the church. Unfortunately, Dexter did not allow spirituals, either. Johns objected that the church mistook the form of dignity for its essence and campaigned to change the Dexter hymnal, which at that time contained no musical scoring for the songs—only the words, like a book of poetry. Johns argued that the hymnal was an affectation that made singing painful to the ear. And certainly the hymnal should include the spirituals. He tried to schedule spirituals at numerous planning meetings, only to be told that it was “not done at Dexter.” Finally, Johns went to the extreme of inviting the congregation to sing a spiritual that was not on the printed order of service. He beckoned Edna King, the church organist, to begin. She, a true Dexter member, failed to follow her pastor’s wishes even under such pressure. Muscles twitched in his jaw and in hers, but she refused to play “Go Down, Moses,” “We’ll Soon Be Free,” “I Got Shoes,” or any other spiritual. In response, Johns would lecture the congregation on the important differences between dignity, pride, and vanity. In time, he would do worse.

One of his first acts in Montgomery was to replace the tiny bulletin board atop the steps at the church entrance with a much larger one on the sidewalk facing Dexter Avenue. In 1949, all Montgomery read there that Vernon Johns would preach the following Sunday on the topic “Segregation After Death.” No doubt many whites cherished a private hope that the races would be separated in the afterlife, but the public notice also invited suspicion. Local leaders found it mildly unnerving that a Negro minister planned to address so volatile and worldly a topic as segregation in the first place, and the police chief guarded against the possibility of an incendiary trick by inviting the minister to explain himself down at the station.

Johns told the chief and his men that the sermon would be open to everyone but that he would be happy to give a preview on the spot, in case they were too intimidated to attend a Negro church. Soon Johns was reciting his text from memory, beginning with Luke 16:19, which is Christ’s parable of the beggar Lazarus and the rich man Dives. Having ignored Lazarus all his sumptuous life, Dives was shocked to look up from hell to see him in heaven. He implored father Abraham to send Lazarus down to hell with some cool water to ease his torment, but Abraham replied that a “great gulf” was fixed between them. The great gulf, preached Johns, was segregation. It separated people and blinded them to their common humanity—so much so that Dives, even in the midst of his agony, did not think to speak directly to Lazarus or to recognize his virtues, but instead wanted Abraham to “send” Lazarus with water, still thinking of him as a servant. It was not money that sent Dives to hell, said Johns, since after all Dives was only a millionaire in hell talking to Abraham, a multimillionaire in heaven. Rather Dives was condemned by his insistence on segregation, which he perversely maintained even after death. After he preached on this theme for a few minutes, Johns later boasted, there was “not a dry eye in the station house.” But his sermon that Sunday brought mixed comfort at best to his own congregation, as he made it clear that it was not only whites who sought to segregate themselves. “What preacher wouldn’t love to have a church full of members like Dives?” he asked, going on to describe Dives’s “purple raiment” in graphic terms that made it remarkably like the fine clothes assembled before him. Having said bluntly that the social attitudes of most white churchgoers rendered them no more Christian than “sun worshippers,” he said practically the same thing of the “spinksterinkdum Negroes” who paraded in the “fashion show” at Dexter. “Spinksterinkdum” was a term of his own invention, which he steadfastly refused to define, but most of his listeners discerned that it had to do with a pronounced rigidity among the elite.

Johns directed harsh pronouncements to both whites and Negroes, but the whites were cushioned initially by post-World War II attitudes. Their superior status was relatively secure then; the notion of drastic change for the benefit of Negroes struck the average American as about on a par with creating a world government, which is to say visionary, slightly dangerous, and extremely remote. The race issue was little more than a human interest story in the mass public consciousness. This was Jackie Robinson’s second season with the Brooklyn Dodgers. Satchel Paige made his Major League debut that summer at an age somewhere between thirty-nine and forty-eight, treating 78,000 Cleveland fans to his famous “hesitation pitch,” the legality of which was hotly debated. In the biggest race story of the year, Southern politicians walked out of the Democratic Convention and ran a presidential ticket of their own, but even that was treated as something of a menacing joke, as evidenced by the fact that the Southerners accepted their “Dixiecrat” nickname, and newspaper editors across the South expressed considerable chagrin over the spectacle.

In Montgomery, the only racial development that pierced through symbolism was President Truman’s executive order of July 26, 1948, ending segregation in the armed forces. This touched Montgomery in a sore spot. The regional economy was heavily dependent on two Air Force bases, Maxwell and Gunther, which poured nearly $50 million a year into the area. Though most citizens were loath to admit it, this federal money had revived a local economy that had been failing since the glory days before the Civil War. There was even a touch of romance to it. F. Scott Fitzgerald and Zelda had found each other in Montgomery, drawn there by the novel flying machines. During the 1930s, Claire Chennault and Billy McDonald used to fly over the city in two airplanes with the wings tied together by silken cords that never broke—to demonstrate the precision of the aircraft to skeptical military chieftains. After World War II, Air Force spending brought back enough prosperity for old Montgomery families to recall the days when Montgomery County itself stretched through most of central Alabama and when its aristocracy was the envy of the state. Reestablished Montgomery still looked down on a steel town like Birmingham as a crude, belching monster, and on pretentious old cotton towns like Selma (just downstream on the Alabama River) as impostors. (A common graffito in the bathrooms of Montgomery high schools read, “Flush the toilet: Selma needs the water.”)

Truman’s order reminded everyone that the source of Montgomery’s new identity was the Yankee government itself, which was imposing a regimen of full-fledged race-mixing at the two huge air bases. The city was helpless to stop it, but its council could and did make sure that such practices did not spread into the city. It was against the law in Montgomery for a white person and a Negro to play checkers on public property, nor could they ride together in a taxi. The ordinances governing the public bus system were tougher than those in other Southern cities, where Negroes sat in the back and whites in the front of the bus, coming together as the bus filled up. In Montgomery, the bus drivers were empowered to impose a “floating line” between the races as they considered necessary to keep a Negro man’s legs from coming too close to a white woman’s knees. In practice, this meant that the driver would order Negroes to vacate an entire row on the bus to make room for one white person, or order them to stand up even when there were vacant seats on the bus. Negroes could not walk through the white section of the bus to their own seats, but were instead required to pay their fares at the front and then leave the bus to enter through the rear door. Some drivers were spiteful enough to drive away before the riders could reboard.

For Vernon Johns, the practical import of the Montgomery atmosphere was that while he could say things to and about the whites that had never been said so publicly, his deeds were strictly circumscribed. His strident denunciations only brought him Negroes seeking redress that he could not provide. Of the Negro women who came to him with stories of being raped and beaten by white men, Johns was especially moved by the stories of two young girls. Each time, he drove the girl to the Tuskegee hospital in the dead of night for a medical examination, and each time he questioned the victim at length to satisfy himself that she was telling the truth. Each time, he went with the victim to file charges at the police station—in one case against a storekeeper who had broken into a home to rape the babysitter; in the other, against six white policemen. The first case actually went to trial, but the storekeeper was acquitted on the testimony of his wife, who said she was pregnant and had therefore given her husband permission to seek sex outside the home. The second case went nowhere, as the local authorities refused to order policemen to stand in a lineup.

Johns was no more effective in cases when the victim was himself. Once when he paid his fare on a bus and was told to get off for reboarding at the back, he refused and took a seat in the front. The driver refused to move the bus, whereupon Johns demanded and got his money back. The refund itself was unprecedented, but when Johns invited all the Negroes and whites on the bus to follow him off in protest, no one followed. One Dexter member on the bus remarked that he “should know better” than to try something like that. On another occasion, Johns walked into a white restaurant and ordered a sandwich and a drink to take home with him. His request immediately produced a tense silence in the entire restaurant, but there was something about his size and his fearless manner that caused the attendant to make the sandwich. Then he fixed the drink and, perhaps under pressure from the onlookers, poured it slowly onto the counter in front of the minister. Johns ordered another drink, saying, “There is something in me that doesn’t like being pushed around, and it’s starting to work.” With that, a gang of customers ran to their cars for guns and chased him out of the restaurant. “I pronounced the shortest blessing of my life over that sandwich,” he said later. “I said, ‘Goddam it.’”

No pliable façade stretched over Johns’s brooding, irascible nature. Sometimes people wondered whether the inner Johns was vexed more by the human nature of the whites than the cosmic nature of the universe, but they never had to guess about the content of his criticism. He was unsparing in his disdain for politeness, flattery, and other forms of ordinary protection for the fragile personality, believing them to be invitations to unreality. Humor was the only salve he allowed. One day on the streets of Montgomery, he ran into a prominent Dexter member named Rufus Lewis—a strapping man with a clear eye and the voice of authority, a funeral director known among Negroes as a football coach and pioneer in voter registration. Johns called to him and drew a crowd as he quizzed Lewis about the registration campaign. From Johns, this very attention was the supreme compliment. When he finished, he said, “Lewis, this is fine, but you don’t come to church. You better hope you don’t die while I’m here, because if you do you’ll have a hell of a funeral.” On a Sunday, all heads in the Dexter congregation turned as Dr. H. Councill Trenholm—president of Alabama State College, the largest employer of Montgomery Negroes generally and of Dexter members in particular—eased himself into a pew. “I want to pause here in the service,” Johns intoned from the pulpit, “until Dr. Trenholm can get himself seated here on his semi-annual visit to the church.” Trenholm never returned to Dexter while Johns was in Montgomery. Rufus Lewis did, but not very often.

Johns shocked his congregation more profoundly on other occasions. When Dr. R. T. Adair shot his wife to death on the front porch of their home, on suspicion of adultery, no Negro in town was surprised to hear that the eminent physician did not spend a night in jail. But when Adair next took his customary seat at Dexter, Johns sprang quickly to the pulpit. “There is a murderer in the house,” he announced to a stunned congregation. “God said, ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ Dr. Adair, you have committed a sin, and may God have mercy on your soul.” Johns stared down at Adair in solemn judgment, with one eye in a menacing twitch caused by a childhood kick from a mule. Then he sat down. Although his public rebuke carried no further sanction, it was a shockingly bold fulfillment of another special role of the Negro preacher: substitute judge and jury in place of disinterested white authorities.

His most consistent pulpit campaign concerned the image and economic status of Montgomery Negroes. Johns excoriated Dexter members for their attachment to status and prestige above work. The Negro professional class in Montgomery was pitifully small: one dentist and three doctors for 50,000 people, as opposed to 43 dentists and 144 doctors for a roughly equivalent number of whites. More than half the employed Negroes were laborers and domestic workers. Even salesclerk was considered too good a job for Negroes, as whites outnumbered them 30 to 1 behind the counters. The backbone of the Negro middle class was its educators—the faculty at Alabama State and the public school teachers—but they were utterly dependent on the goodwill of the white politicians who paid their salaries. Under these oppressive conditions, Johns thundered from the pulpit, it was almost criminally shortsighted for educated Negroes to cling to titles and symbolic niches instead of building an economic base from which to deal more equally with whites as well as among themselves. He named the Alabama State business professors and challenged the congregation to name an actual business to which any of them had ever applied himself. Business was beneath them, Johns said derisively. And farming was too dirty. “If every Negro in the U.S.A. dropped dead today,” he declared, “it would not affect significantly any important business activity.” In order to make something worthwhile, they would have to take risks and immerse themselves among the common people, and this, he said, was the step they were least willing to take. He scolded his listeners for being eager to sell off their few productive assets in exchange for articles of prestige. “You say you want a definition of perpetual motion?” he asked. “Give the average Negro a Cadillac and tell him to park it on some land he owns.”

Combined with his political views, these doctrines made Johns a kind of hybrid of the schools of thought that had been contending among Negroes since the Civil War. Like Booker T. Washington, he espoused hard, humbling work in basic trades, as opposed to W. E. B. Du Bois’s “talented tenth” strategy, which called first for an assault on the leadership classes by an educated Negro elite. Like Du Bois and Frederick Douglass, Johns advocated a simultaneous campaign for full political rights. He rejected as demeaning and foolhardy Washington’s accommodations strategy of offering to trade political rights for economic ones. Like Du Bois, he believed fiercely in the highest standards of scholarship and never suffered fools at all, much less gladly. But like Washington, he believed that the dignity and security of a people derived from its masses, and that without stability and character in the masses an elite could live above them only in fantasy.

These were words—words to argue and fill books with, words to deliver from pulpits, but words nevertheless—and the most acidic of lectures alone could never have brought Johns and R. D. Nesbitt to grief at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. After all, churchgoers were accustomed to being called sinners of one sort or another. Although Johns prided himself on sermons that created an anger the members had to take out the door, rather than guilt that resolved itself in soggy contrition right there in the service, he knew that even anger dissipated in time. The members could have remembered what they wanted to remember, his poetry and eloquence, had it not been for the minister’s shocking business enterprises. He did something that esteemed preachers like Mordecai Johnson and Howard Thurman would never do, any more than they would preach a sermon like Johns’s classic “Mud Is Basic.” Du Bois would never have dreamed of doing it—not in his Vandyke beard and his spats, with his gold-topped cane. And even Booker T. Washington, with his chauffeurs and secretaries and attendants, never gave the slightest indication that he himself intended to cast his bucket down into industrial work. But Vernon Johns would preach and scold and cajole about the importance of practical work, and then he would go right outside the church and sell farm produce on the street there, under the brow of the state capitol, with Dexter men milling about in their best suits and the women in their best hats, and with the white Methodists spilling out of the church down the street. Johns peddled hams and onions, potatoes and watermelons, cabbages and sausage. Many Dexter members were mortified by the sight of their learned pastor wearing his suit on the back of a pickup. Among the milder reactions was that it “cheapened” the church.

All this spurred Johns to sharper criticism. The congregation liked to eat good food and buy consumer goods, so why should they dislike associating with those who provided them? He accused them of persisting in the white man’s view of slavery—that labor was demeaning—when Negroes should know that it was oppression, not labor, that demeaned them. On the contrary, the desire to avoid labor had enticed whites into the corruption of slavery.

Johns’s three daughters soon noticed that the Montgomery atmosphere and the congregation’s resistance had put a harder edge on his arguments and soliloquies, and he seemed to lose himself less often in the sheer pleasure of his musings. This pushed his temper closer to the surface, even within the family, as was frightfully demonstrated one night at home when he kept calling on his wife to support him in one of his observations. Mrs. Johns, who took delight in her husband’s crusades but was as serene as he was volatile, was playing the piano. She decided to let him know that he was being repetitious by ignoring the third or fourth invitation to discuss the same point. This annoyed Johns, who began to shout, and Mrs. Johns showed her displeasure over the shouting by continuing to ignore him. Johns went berserk, shouting louder and louder, and finally, to the horror of his niece and daughters, ripping the sleeve off his wife’s dress in a rage. The children would never forget how Mrs. Johns kept playing the Bach, never missing a note, saying nothing. Vernon Johns held the torn piece of dress in his hand for a few seconds, then dropped it and walked silently out the door. He returned a few minutes later with some steaks and a bubbly new mood, as though the fit had never occurred.

Johns cultivated a garden in the yard behind the parsonage on South Jackson Street and set many worshippers’ teeth on edge with a running description of the cultivation process. Then one Sunday, “just to show you what can be done on a tiny patch of land,” he pulled a huge cabbage and a plump onion from behind the pulpit and held them up for the congregation to inspect. “I left the roots on them just to prove they weren’t bought in the store,” he announced mischievously. Another Sunday he arrived for the service without shoelaces, probably because he had misplaced them, but when he noticed the stares of the congregation, Johns casually told them, “I’ll wear shoestrings when Negroes start making them.”

But it was the fish that first got him hauled before the board of deacons. One Sunday he had a load of fish iced down on the back of a truck, and the odor, together with the traditionally low estate of the fishmonger, created a rebellion within the church. Johns complied with a formal letter requesting his presence before the deacons. When he learned the nature of their complaint, he intimidated them with a fully annotated lecture on the importance of fish and fishermen to the Christian religion, world history, and nutrition. He paid them a backhanded compliment by remarking on the summons as a sign that he was finally getting the church’s attention. And he defended himself. “Gentlemen, I have a duty to provide you with the Gospel,” he said, “and I have a right to provide you with food. As far as I’m concerned, I will sell anything except whiskey and contraceptives. Besides, I get forty calls about fish for every one about religion.” When the deacons failed to endorse this license, Johns abruptly resigned and walked out the door. Nesbitt was detailed to seek him out and arrange a truce.

He succeeded, but the net result was to worsen positions all around. Nesbitt himself was further compromised. As a deacon known to be personally sympathetic to Johns, and as a member of the minority “non-teacher clique” that was less hostile toward the preacher, Nesbitt found himself under attack for failing to control Johns, who went on selling produce. Some members wanted to get rid of the pastor and had been heartened by his resignation. This stiffened their resistance to his wishes, which in turn made Johns pound on the big Bible in the pulpit. He never opened the pulpit Bibles during his tenure at Dexter, but he wore out at least three of them with his fists. On several occasions, the organist’s continued refusal to play anything but the most conservative hymns made Johns walk out of the church in anger. Nesbitt was obliged to chase him several blocks down Dexter Avenue, begging him to return to the service.

Had it not been for the fact that visitors were still coming to Montgomery from great distances to listen to Johns and to praise him afterward, church opinion might have solidified against him sooner. As it was, the membership was divided over an exasperating problem: Johns was both the highest and lowest, the most learned and most common, the most glorious reflection of their intellectual tastes and most obnoxious challenge to their dignity. He enjoyed reminding them that the same Moses who talked to God on Mount Sinai also rejected his status as the adopted grandson of Pharaoh to lead the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt. Like Moses, Johns received from his people a tumultuous vacillation between the extremes of veneration and rebellion. Unlike Moses, he worked no political miracles to sustain his leadership. Another resignation was tendered and refused in 1950.

Johns often loaded the milk and cheese into his car and disappeared, driving up to the family farm in Virginia to spend a few days behind the plow. The animals or the equipment frequently dealt him some minor injury—he was nearing sixty now, and had not been a real farmer for thirty years.

 

In the spring of 1951, he drove to Virginia again. This time it was a crisis: the Ku Klux Klan had burned a cross in his brother’s yard to intimidate the Johns family over a school strike. The trouble had begun on the morning of April 23, 1951, at Farmville’s R. R. Moton High School (named for Booker T. Washington’s aide and successor), when the school’s principal was informed by telephone that the police were about to arrest two of his students down at the bus station. Failing to recognize the call as a ruse, he had dashed off for town. Shortly thereafter, a note from the principal was delivered to each classroom, summoning the whole school to a general assembly. All 450 students and twenty-five teachers filed into the auditorium, and the buzz of gossip gave way to shocked silence the instant the stage curtain opened to reveal not the principal but a sixteen-year-old junior named Barbara Johns. She announced that this was a special student meeting to discuss the wretched conditions at the school. Then she invited the teachers to leave. By now it had dawned on the teachers that this was a dangerous, unauthorized situation running in the direction of what was known as juvenile delinquency. Some of them moved to take over the stage, whereupon Barbara Johns took her shoe off and rapped it sharply on a school bench. “I want you all out of here!” she shouted at the teachers, beckoning a small cadre of her supporters to remove them from the room.

This was Vernon Johns’s niece, the daughter of his brother Robert. She had lived with her uncle from time to time—taking piano lessons from Aunt Altona, coping with Uncle Vernon’s strict winter regimen in which all the children were required to play chess or read a book and to answer questions he might fire at them at any time on any subject. Barbara had rebelled by hiding a comic book between her knees; of all the Johns clan she was regarded as the one with a fiery temperament most like her uncle’s. Now she reminded her fellow students of the sorry history since 1947, when the county had built three temporary tar-paper shacks to house the overflow at the school—how the students had to sit in the shacks with coats on through the winter; how her history teacher, who doubled as the bus driver, was obliged to gather wood and start fires in the shacks in the mornings after driving a bus that was a hand-me-down from the white school and didn’t have much heat either, when it was running; how the county had been promising the Negro principal a new school for a long time but had discarded those promises like old New Year’s resolutions; and how, because the adult Negroes had been rebuffed in trying to correct these and a host of related injustices, it was time for the students to protest. Even if improvement came too late to benefit them, she said, it would benefit their little brothers and sisters. With that, she called for a “strike,” and the entire student body marched out of the school behind her.

Before the Negro adults had decided what to do, and before most of the local white people had noticed the controversy at all, Barbara Johns and her little band sent out appeals to NAACP lawyers, who, completely misreading the source of the initiative, agreed to come to Farmville for a meeting provided it was not with “the children.” When the lawyers told a mass gathering of one thousand Negroes that any battle would be dangerous and that the strike was illegal, it was the students who shouted that there were too many of them to fit in the jails. When the skeptical lawyers said that the NAACP could not sue for better Negro schools—only for completely integrated ones—the students paused but briefly over this dizzying prospect before shouting their approval. A few more days into the strike, an almost surreal tide swept through the entire Negro community, overwhelming the solid conservative leadership that had always held sway. A young preacher, who called himself a lifelong “disciple” of Vernon Johns, delivered a thunderous oration at a mass meeting. “Anybody who would not back these children after they stepped out on a limb is not a man,” he declared, and the assembly voted to proceed with an attack on segregation itself. The NAACP lawyers filed suit on May 23, 1951, one month after the students had walked out of school. Consolidated with four similar suits, it was destined to reach the U.S. Supreme Court as part of the historic Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka.

Had the student strike begun ten or fifteen years later, Barbara Johns would have become something of a phenomenon in the public media. In that era, however, the case remained muffled in white consciousness, and the schoolchild origins of the lawsuit were lost as well on nearly all Negroes outside Prince Edward County. This was 1951. In Montgomery, Vernon Johns learned of the controversy by letter, as the Johns households in Farmville still had no telephones. Television was an infant, and the very word “teenager” had only recently entered common use. The idea that non-adults of any race might play a leading role in political events had simply failed to register on anyone—except perhaps the Klansmen who burned a cross in the Johns yard one night, and even then people thought their target might not have been Barbara but her notorious firebrand uncle.

There was a tense scene in the kitchen when Vernon Johns arrived from Montgomery. His brother Robert, a farmer twenty years younger than he, who had always been meeker and more practical, made no secret of his fear. Nor did his wife. Both of them were consumed with worry over the safety of their headstrong daughter—now banished to her room during the summit conference—and with all the violence and risk, they did not welcome the fact that Uncle Vernon was so plainly “tickled” by the trouble in his native county. They asked him to take Barbara home with him to Montgomery until tempers calmed. Vernon agreed, and Robert begged him to be careful on the long trip. He had always believed that his older brother was a terrible driver, especially when he was quoting all that poetry.

Barbara Johns changed from student leader to student exile the very next morning, as her parents piled her into Uncle Vernon’s green Buick with the cheese and the milk and a very large watermelon, but without a word of explanation. It embarrassed her that her legendary uncle stopped on the side of the road to eat the watermelon, like the stereotypical Negro, and her resentment grew as he failed to say anything or ask a single question about her astonishing achievement. She speculated furiously about his silence. Perhaps he exhorted Negroes to stand up for themselves but really wanted to take all the risk himself. Perhaps he wanted to protect her as a family member, or as a young girl—though either would violate her image of him. She listened to the poetry and wondered whether she could ever comprehend what a person of such age and presence was really like. Finally, she decided that the most likely explanation for his silence was that he was proud of her but simply refused to compliment her, as he had refused to compliment people all his life, for fear of implying that he had ever expected less. This theory caused her pride to overtake her resentment, and she resolved never to mention her feats in Farmville to anyone in Montgomery.

The first thing Barbara Johns noticed was that pressures on her uncle were building. Rumors of plots and defections within the Dexter Avenue congregation arrived almost daily, and it was considered a bad sign that ever fewer churchwomen favored the pastor’s house with cooked dishes from their kitchens. Johns, still selling produce on the street, escalated his criticism of his members for being insulated in their own individual worlds. “You don’t even know each other’s names!” he would exclaim from the pulpit, and he called on the congregation to repeat the names of new members out loud. If they were so separated from each other even among their own class, he argued, how could they ever hope to pull together as a race? He became obsessed with this insulation because he believed Negroes went so far as to follow the lead of the white newspapers, objectifying Negroes—especially the victims of police violence—as a faceless category apart from them. This was a violent time in Alabama—an era when a judge and jury sentenced a Negro man to death for stealing $1.95 from a white woman (commuted later by Governor Folsom) and when police officers often meted out harsher justice informally, beyond the meager restraints of a court. One Montgomery case stuck in Johns’s mind: officers stopped a man for speeding and beat him half to death with a tire iron, while Negroes watched silently nearby.

Not long after this incident, Johns summoned his oldest daughter, Altona, and said gravely, “Come with me, Baby Dee. I’m going to preach a sermon.” His manner so frightened her that she said nothing as they walked out of the parsonage, across the capitol grounds, and down the hill to Dexter Avenue. Johns opened the glass case of the church bulletin board and handed the box of metal letters to his daughter. She spread the letters on the sidewalk. As was his habit, Johns thought for a moment and then directed her to post a new sermon title for the following Sunday: “It’s Safe to Murder Negroes in Montgomery.” She fumbled with the letters in the bright sunshine, and when it was done she followed her father back up the hill as wordlessly as she had come.

The phone began to ring that night. Hostile white callers threatened to burn the church down unless Johns removed the sign, and anxious Dexter members passed along tips about whites who were angry and church members who were upset. A police officer came to the church with a summons for Johns. He answered it, and was escorted to the circuit courthouse by a handful of policemen, including the chief. Charges of inciting to riot, slander of the police department, and disturbing the peace were mentioned, but nothing so formal came of the hearing, which amounted to an examination of Johns by the judge, the police chief, and a few influential citizens who had gathered there to take the measure of this bizarre Negro. Having asked why such a sign had been placed outside the church, the judge nodded slowly when Johns replied that he had placed it there to attract attention to his forthcoming sermon. When the judge suggested that he might do well to take it down, Johns replied with a brief lecture on the meaning of signs in history—how civil authorities had pressured men to take down their signs in ancient Greece and Egypt, in Rome, and in Europe during the Reformation. Then the judge asked why anyone would want to preach on so inflammatory a subject as murder between the races. “Because everywhere I go in the South the Negro is forced to choose between his hide and his soul,” Johns replied. “Mostly, he chooses his hide. I’m going to tell him that his hide is not worth it.” The judge soon dismissed Johns with a warning that he would bring trouble on himself if he persisted.

The Klan burned a cross on the church lawn that Saturday night, but it did not prevent a large crowd from assembling to hear what Johns would say. He went on at some length contrasting the murder of Negroes with the “lynching of Jesus,” making points at the expense of each set of killers and victims, and he concluded with a prediction that violence against Negroes would continue as long as Negroes “let it happen.” When he finished, the crowd that spilled into the street fairly hummed with mixed dissension and determination.

Unexpectedly, the white judge called Johns at home the next week to express his regret over the cross-burning. He wanted to discuss certain of the references in classical history that Johns had cited in his courtroom. Then he asked if there was anything he could do for Johns personally. Perhaps there was, said Johns: he had heard that the judge owned a copy of the memoirs of Union general William T. Sherman, which, if true, was a rare possession for a white Southerner, inasmuch as Sherman had burned much of Georgia and South Carolina, but in any case Johns would like to borrow the book. The judge laughed and said he would be happy to send it over. Then he asked to speak frankly, and confided that he had insisted the police allow Johns to deliver his sermon, arguing that it would cause less trouble to the community to let the man talk than to stop him. This remark incensed Johns, who invited the judge to attend his sermon the next Sunday. The judge sent Sherman’s memoirs but did not show up. Johns preached on the topic “When the Rapist Is White” and heard no more from the judge, but he returned the book.

These and other sermons further complicated the internal politics of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. Some members who were upset by Johns’s pronouncements on race pretended to like them but worried out loud that his “antics” with the fish would undermine his endeavors. Some reconsidered the fish and would have happily bought some if only Johns would quit preaching such dangerous sermons, while others were proud of his courage in the race sermons and blamed the political timidity of other members for driving the preacher into odd pursuits like the fish. Johns, of course, saw his two campaigns as part of the same larger truth, but few others did. He resigned two more times early in 1952.

Both resignations related not to politics but to minor changes in marketing techniques. One came when Johns began storing his Sunday wares in the church itself, for the convenience of his Dexter customers. From the pulpit, he would append to a tour de force sermon some remarks on his bargain prices and the quality of the produce in the basement. Sales increased, but a number of the members believed that Johns had crossed the threshold of defilement. In particular, some of the leading women of the church were incensed. This put Johns in serious trouble, as women made up the majority of church membership. They also provided nearly all the initiative for regular church functions, from music and meals to flowers, and the matriarchal tendencies in Negro society magnified their actual power far beyond their auxiliary listings in the church roster.

The second, decisive incident occurred when Johns and Rufus Lewis actually drove onto the campus of Alabama State College with a truckload of watermelons. In so doing, they violated the home territory of leading church members, opening them and their church to ridicule from colleagues who were riveted by the sight of the learned Vernon Johns selling watermelons on a campus that was the spearhead of Negro advancement and prestige in the area. The deacons told him so in a stormy meeting. Johns walked out again. Nesbitt later carried out his duty by informing him that the board of deacons had recommended that the church accept this latest resignation, his fifth. In a tense meeting, the Dexter congregation agreed by majority vote.

 

Vernon Johns left Montgomery in advance of his family, working his way north on a lecture tour of churches and Negro colleges. He was back home in Farmville, Virginia, by December 1952, when Thurgood Marshall and Spottswood Robinson, among other NAACP lawyers, rose in the Supreme Court to tell the Justices of school conditions in Johns’s native county. Barbara Johns and her uncle followed reports of the landmark Brown case, but neither they nor anyone else dreamed that as a result of it the white authorities in Farmville would close the entire public school system for five years, rather than compromise the practice of racial segregation. Long before it was over, Barbara Johns would begin carrying a permanent sense of guilt for stirring up the trouble on principle but then leaving others to bear the consequences of the movement. She thought it was a fault she shared with her uncle.

R. D. Nesbitt’s problems were more immediate. He needed to find a new pastor for Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, and to rescue himself from heavy criticism over his two previous choices, Arbouin and Johns. Some members held him responsible for seven consecutive years of pastoral controversy. Nesbitt could not help feeling jealous of William Beasley, his long-standing counterpart over at First Baptist Church, to which their common ancestors had migrated after the Civil War. Beasley had just gone through another smooth transition, installing Rev. Ralph D. Abernathy as the seventh pastor of “Brick-a-Day Church” in its history—since the exodus from the white church in 1867.

It was never so easy at Dexter. The deacons and members had always been fastidious about new preachers—letting weak candidates suffer humiliation, keeping the strong ones guessing—and now they were more determined than ever to be careful. They rejected preachers young and old for more than a year. From the standpoint of church image, they reestablished themselves as a congregation that was hardly desperate for a new preacher, and then, as usual, they delayed still longer, until Nesbitt and others feared the church seemed faction-ridden and indecisive. After all, no church was really a church without a preacher. So Nesbitt stepped up his scouting efforts.

One day in December 1953, about a year and a half after Johns’s departure, Nesbitt had finished auditing the books of the Pilgrim Life Insurance Company’s Atlanta district office and was talking with W. C. Peden, the local manager. Peden knew about the Vernon Johns ordeal, and was a good enough friend that Nesbitt began confiding in him about his troubled search for a new pastor, about how difficult it was to satisfy the Dexter members. What he needed, he said, was a more traditional pastor—an educated and trained one, to be sure, in the Dexter tradition, but someone more conventional than Johns in dress, manner, and behavior, someone less controversial, perhaps a younger and less established man who could not give the deacons such a battle.

Peden bolted upright with an idea. “Nesbitt, I think I have your man,” he said. He was thinking of a young man of impeccable habits, just coming out of the finest schools, the son of a wealthy, established pastor. Peden knew the family well enough to be aware that the young man was in Atlanta on vacation. So he arranged for Nesbitt to meet Martin Luther King, Jr.
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                The King whom Nesbitt sought out had been born
                        into a most unusual family, which had risen from the anonymity of slavery to
                        the top of Atlanta’s Negro elite within the short span of three generations,
                        attached to a church named Ebenezer. Their story was one of determination
                        and romance, inspiring though not always pretty. One odd white thread ran
                        through the whole of it: insofar as the Kings encountered anything better
                        than obstruction in the white world, it could be traced more often than not
                        to the influence of a most unlikely source, John D. Rockefeller.

                Rockefeller’s impact upon Negro Atlanta can be dated from a
                        Sunday service in June 1882 at the Erie Baptist Church in Cleveland, Ohio,
                        which he attended with his wife and in-laws. The church allowed two visiting
                        women to make a plea from the pulpit in behalf of the Atlanta Female Baptist
                        Seminary, a school for Negro girls they had started the year before. It was
                        a pitiful tale. Nearly a hundred unschooled, poorly clothed girls were
                        crammed into the basement of an Atlanta church, on a floor of dirt and mud,
                        the only private classroom being the coal storage area. There were four
                        strong-willed teachers, all of them white, college-educated spinsters from
                        the North. As it turned out, the two who came to Cleveland had taught
                        Rockefeller’s wife back before the Civil War, when women were first pushing
                        their way into schools and the abolitionist societies. Mrs. Rockefeller was
                        fiercely proud of her former teachers. At the close of the service, the
                        Atlanta visitors took up a collection for their school, netting $90.72.
                        Rockefeller quietly came forward to pledge another $250. It was his first
                        gift to Negro education.

                Son of an itinerant salesman of quack medicines, Rockefeller
                        had already come a long way from the fruit and vegetable merchant who had
                        married Laura Spelman. He was rich, but he was not yet the colossus of the
                        robber barons. Only he and a few partners knew that he had invented that
                        very year the secret network of interlocking stock pledges—called a
                        trust—through which he would levy a monopoly fee on the industrial
                        development of the entire country. Rockefeller himself would scarcely
                        change. He would always be reticent and quiet, yet ferocious—an Old
                        Testament man so secure in his purpose that he could, like Jehovah, crush
                        his rivals and their women and children without the slightest qualm. He
                        would always teach Sunday school in the Baptist faith he had sought out on
                        his own when a penniless boy. The Baptists were descended from the
                        Anabaptists of sixteenth-century Germany, who had rebelled against Martin
                        Luther for not going far enough in his break with the Catholic Church. They
                        were the extreme democrats, hostile to complex theological doctrines and to
                        any church practice that fostered the authority of the clergy. For this,
                        Catholic and Protestant clergymen alike had considered them dangerous enough
                        to burn. Rockefeller himself always loathed the weakness of the poor and the
                        messy obstructions of democracy, but he would cling to the church of the
                        common people.

                He would cling also to the Spelmans. When he married Laura, he
                        took her sister Lucy into his home, where she would live as a spinster for
                        almost sixty years. When the sisters’ father died in 1881, he took in their
                        mother as well. From what little is known of their private life, it appears
                        that the Spelmans as a group exercised considerable influence on Rockefeller
                        outside the office. They were better educated than he, enthusiastic about
                        far-flung causes, and independent of spirit. Laura Spelman’s senior essay in
                        high school was titled “I Can Paddle My Own Canoe.” John D. Rockefeller’s
                        classroom recitation at the same school was called “I’m Pleased Although I’m
                        Sad.”

                Two years after Rockefeller’s gift to the Female Seminary, the
                        mighty clan took the train all the way to Atlanta and walked in on the
                        ceremonies celebrating the third anniversary of the humble school for Negro
                        women. All the surprise guests, including young John junior, were called
                        upon to speak, but only Mrs. Spelman offered an address of any length,
                        recalling the days when her Cleveland home was a stop for Sojourner Truth
                        and her runaway slaves on the Underground Railroad. The only meals she ever
                        remembered cooking herself had been those served to young Negro runaways,
                        she said proudly. Before the end of the ceremony, the trustees announced
                        that henceforth the college would be called Spelman, after the Rockefeller
                        in-laws. The news made the students burst into cheers, and the proper
                        headmistress—always distressed by emotional displays of any kind, especially
                        those common to Negro religious gatherings—rose to hush them. She called on
                        the students to pledge solemnly that they would remain loyal to the school
                        and never bring reproach upon its new name.

                On his own and through Dr. Henry Morehouse of the Baptist Home
                        Mission Society in New York, Rockefeller began buying up large tracts of
                        land on Atlanta’s West Side. He housed the Spelman students in an old Union
                        Army barracks pending the completion in 1886 of Rockefeller Hall, the first
                        brick building on the new Spelman campus. He gave adjacent lands to two
                        Baptist colleges for Negro men, including a college named after Dr.
                        Morehouse, who became president of the Spelman board. Soon there were a
                        Packard Hall and a Giles Hall at Spelman, named for the two women who had
                        come to Cleveland in search of funds, followed in 1900 by a Morehouse Hall.
                        That same year, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., announced that his family would
                        donate enough money to build four more structures along the tree-lined quad
                        at Spelman. Still, it was only a beginning. The three schools remained
                        land-rich, owning scores of undeveloped acres for future growth. At the
                        time, no one realized that this strategic acquisition would make the
                        twentieth-century demographics of Atlanta unique among American cities. As
                        the town grew, these holdings caused white developers to avoid most of the
                        southwest quadrant of the city, and the Negro educational complex provided a
                        pool of professional people to expand outward into that territory along
                        stratified class lines. As a result, Atlanta would not develop along the
                        usual pattern of a Negro inner city surrounded by whites. The two races
                        would move outward into their own suburbs.

                Through all the early years, the three Spelman women visited
                        the college frequently and kept up a steady correspondence with its
                        officials. Their interest made Spelman the prettiest and richest of the
                        Negro colleges in Atlanta, which nettled some officials at the schools for
                        men. New presidents—always single women from New England—were known
                        progressively less for their educational skills and more for their ties to
                        the Rockefellers. All the headmistresses were strict disciplinarians who
                        pushed their charges toward the twin extremities of Victorian refinement and
                        Booker T. Washington—style practicality. Until the 1920s, Spelman required
                        its students to rise at four thirty in the morning to wash and iron their
                        clothes. The school always demanded proficiency in both homemaking and the
                        classics. As late as the 1940s, students could not leave the campus without
                        special permission, and they had to wear gloves and a hat even in the
                        summer.

                Male students crowded into ramshackle buildings at the two
                        Baptist colleges next to the elegant Spelman campus. Although Atlanta
                        University counted among its faculty one of the nation’s finest
                        sociologists, in W. E. B. Du Bois, it was Morehouse College that acquired a
                        special aura of prestige. The “Morehouse man” became a social and civic
                        model, and was conceded the advantage in courtship battles for the highly
                        prized Spelman women. By the mid-1890s, each school had elevated its
                        curriculum above the grade-school equivalencies of Reconstruction and was
                        awarding full-fledged college degrees. Morehouse awarded its first three in
                        1897. Among its graduates the next year was a Rev. A. D. Williams, who
                        married Jennie C. Parks of Spelman on October 29, 1899. Alberta, their only
                        child who survived infancy, became Martin Luther King’s mother.

                 

                Williams was a slave preacher’s son who ran away from
                        a country home to Atlanta as a small boy, became a preacher himself, and in
                        1894 had no better prospects than the pastorate of the eight-year-old
                        Ebenezer Baptist Church, which had only thirteen members and a tiny,
                        incomplete, heavily mortgaged building, against which the bank was
                        threatening foreclosure.* Accepting the
                        challenge, Reverend Williams mounted a series of revivals and other
                        fund-raisers that paid off the mortgage. His recruits quickly pushed the
                        membership above one hundred, so that the church began looking for a larger
                        property. He attended college in his spare time, married Jennie Parks, and
                        otherwise acquitted himself as a worthy Morehouse man. By 1900, Ebenezer was
                        prosperous enough to swallow up a larger church by buying its building,
                        which was threatened with foreclosure. A few years later, Reverend Williams
                        himself was able to give his only child, Alberta, then a toddler of three, a
                        Ricca & Son “upright grand piano” for her lessons.

                His successes over the next dozen years went against the
                        larger tides of the early progressive era, when Social Darwinism was rising
                        to full strength in American politics. For race relations, this meant a rush
                        backward, as whites in the South and North generally agreed that there were
                        more important things to do in the world than to contend with each other
                        over the status of the Negro, which was then fixed by science as lowly. By
                        concerted agitation and widespread violence, Southern whites had revolted
                        against the political structure of Reconstruction, first establishing that
                        Negroes would not be allowed to dominate any legislative body by numerical
                        majority. From there, a march by degrees eliminated Negroes from governing
                        coalitions, then from the leverage of swing votes on issues that divided the
                        whites (such as populism and the recurring proposals to ban the sale of
                        alcohol), and finally from any significant exercise of the vote.

                Northerners acquiesced in the renewed hegemony of Southern
                        whites. The reigning idea was that racial quarrels, while accomplishing
                        nothing since the Civil War, had interfered with business, diverted reform
                        campaigns from more productive fields, and hindered America’s new efforts to
                        win a commanding position in the battle for global influence. Indeed, some
                        liberals spoke of racism as the linchpin of the progressive movement,
                        meaning that progress could be made only when white supremacy mooted the
                        race question in politics. Old pro-abolitionist journals like the Atlantic Monthly published articles
                        on “the universal supremacy of the Anglo-Saxon.” Best-selling books of the
                        time included Charles Carroll’s The Negro, A
                                Beast, published in 1900 by the American Book and
                        Bible House in St. Louis, and Robert W. Shufeldt’s The Negro, A Menace to American Civilization,
                        published in 1906. Thomas Dixon’s The Clansman: A
                                Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan was published
                        in 1905, and ten years later became The Birth of
                                a Nation, the feature film whose stunning success
                        established Hollywood and motion pictures as fixtures of American
                        culture.

                In Washington, the last Negro congressman was sent home to
                        North Carolina in the spring of 1901. When President Theodore Roosevelt
                        invited Booker T. Washington to dinner at the White House later that year,
                        Democrats denounced the President on the front pages for nearly a week.
                        Political professionals, reported The New York
                                Times, faulted the President because he “did not
                        reflect” before making the move. Even Roosevelt’s defenders tended to see
                        the controversy in the light of the new era. “The sun shines on the American
                        citizen, down to the heathen Chinese,” a New Yorker wrote to the Times, “and God’s glories cannot be
                        hid from a poor outcast negro, whom God sent into the world for the wise and
                        just to civilize.” That same year, manager John McGraw tried to circumvent
                        the ban on Negro players in professional baseball by passing off his second
                        baseman Charlie Grant as an Indian, but it didn’t work.

                The ugliest side of this mood visited the Williams
                        neighborhood in 1906, in the form of the Atlanta race riot. With that year’s
                        gubernatorial primary coming up, and with the candidates pledging to
                        complete the disfranchisement of Negro voters, newspapers accompanied the
                        political stories with accounts of rapes and insults against white women.
                        The relatively liberal Atlanta Constitution often had several of these on a
                        single front page, culminating in one story headed “Negro Menaced Miss Orrie
                        Bryan.” There was a formal portrait of Miss Bryan beneath a four-column
                        photograph of her father calling on a large crowd to help him lynch one
                        Luther Frazier, who allegedly had accosted, but not touched, Miss Bryan.
                        White mobs killed nearly fifty Negroes over the next three days. The Constitution’s banner headlines
                        included “Governor Calls All Troops Out,” “Chased Negroes All the Night,”
                        “Too Much Talk Was His Doom,” “Riot’s End All Depends on Negroes,” “He Used
                        a Dead Body to Ward Off Bullets,” and a sidebar from Delaware called “Whip
                        with Nine Thongs Avenges White Women Assaulted by Negro.”

                The 1906 riot, along with a similar one two years later in
                        Abraham Lincoln’s hometown of Springfield, Illinois, provoked Atlanta
                        University’s Du Bois to join with white Northern philanthropists to create
                        the NAACP in 1909. Young Reverend Williams, whose accomplishments at the
                        Ebenezer church were making him a community leader, became the first
                        president of the Atlanta chapter. For him, the riot’s aftermath brought an
                        unexpected blessing in the flight of prominent white families from Victorian
                        homes near the downtown riot area. He bought one of them at a bargain price.
                        Its location on Auburn Avenue, only a few blocks from Atlanta’s first
                        cluster of Negro businesses, was a great advantage to him in church
                        recruitment. Even better, there were sites available along that same street,
                        between the house and the businesses, that would make an ideal permanent
                        home for a new church. These considerations of price and location outweighed
                        the fact that the two-story Queen Anne-style house—with its five bedrooms,
                        wraparound porch, twelve-foot ceilings, and modern coal furnace in the
                        basement—was far too big for the Williams family of three. By taking in
                        boarders, they earned money toward the payments.

                In 1909, they moved into the new house at 501 Auburn Avenue
                        with their young daughter, Alberta. From childhood, she was homely in
                        appearance, with blunt features and a rather squat frame, yet always known
                        for her sweet shyness and humility. Neighbors considered her the kind of
                        person who would not be noticed in a small crowded room, and relatives would
                        even say she was “kind of fearful.” She lacked the assertiveness of her
                        parents, perhaps intimidated by her father’s achievements and by her
                        mother’s stature as the “First Lady of Ebenezer.” But she became an astute
                        observer of church politics, as taught to her by both parents, and she
                        developed an enormous strength—passive, absorptive, sure of herself—on her
                        own ground, which was always church and family. Her refinements and talents
                        were directed there. In both places, she would be a creature of
                        refuge—organizer, comforter, facilitator. All her life she would be the
                        official organist at Ebenezer and also at one of the auxiliaries of the
                        National Baptist Convention.

                Ebenezer members considered Reverend Williams an able
                        preacher, but his reputation and influence outside the church derived
                        primarily from his skills in real estate and civic action. He was the type
                        who convened meetings, identified community goals, and got elected to chair
                        committees he himself proposed. He became president of the Atlanta Baptist
                        Ministers’ Union, then floor leader of the Georgia delegation to the
                        National Baptist Convention. Later, as the NBC’s national treasurer and a
                        member of both its foreign and home mission boards, Williams held some of
                        the most influential positions of trust and patronage in the church of his
                        time. For his community service, Morehouse conferred an honorary doctorate
                        upon him in 1914, before he had even begun to build the new Ebenezer church.
                        At the end of World War I, he sent Alberta to her mother’s alma mater,
                        Spelman.

                By then, John D. Rockefeller was employing phalanxes of
                        lawyers, bodyguards, and bureaucrats to protect him from those trying to beg
                        or claim his money. In the spring of 1914, the “Ludlow massacre” secured his
                        reputation as a principal villain in the history of labor unions, when
                        Colorado militiamen attacked and burned a tent city of workers on strike
                        against Rockefeller mining interests, killing six men by gunfire and
                        thirteen women and children in the flames. A year later, Laura Spelman
                        Rockefeller died, and the old man was obliged to keep her body in storage
                        for three months until his lawyers worked out a truce with Ohio officials
                        who threatened to arrest him under a $311 million tax judgment if he set
                        foot in Ohio to bury her. Meanwhile, under pressure of old age, the new
                        income tax law, inheritance taxes, and the U.S. government’s antitrust case
                        against Standard Oil, Rockefeller accelerated his charitable contributions,
                        giving $100 million to the new Rockefeller Foundation and another $50
                        million to his General Education Board, which supported Baptist colleges. Of
                        the latter amount, $10 million went to build a new chapel and expand the
                        divinity school at the University of Chicago. Other Rockefeller donations
                        created stately new buildings along the landscaped quad at Spelman. The
                        Bessie [Rockefeller] Strong Building and the Laura Spelman Rockefeller
                        Memorial Building were completed by 1918, in time for the education of
                        Alberta Williams. Mike King, later known as Martin Luther King, Sr., and
                        still later as Daddy King, met her while she was studying there.

                 

                Mike King gazed at Alberta Williams from a
                        considerable distance before he talked with her. To him, the gap between
                        himself and the eminent minister’s daughter was greater than the social
                        distance between her and John D. Rockefeller. The latter two dressed in fine
                        clothes and spoke proper English, whereas Mike King described himself as a
                        semiliterate country bumpkin. Although he schemed to meet Alberta Williams
                        for weeks, and planned to put on what airs he could, the first words he said
                        in response to her greeting were, “Well, I’se preaching in two places.” He
                        was wise enough to know that this would never do.

                Born in December 1899, the second of ten children on a
                        sharecropper’s farm outside Stockbridge, Georgia, King had grown up currying
                        mules, plowing fields, skipping most of what little school there was, and
                        always living in fear of his father James. Late one night, a highly
                        intoxicated James King began beating his wife Delia after starting an
                        argument over whether she should cook a fish. Young Mike King was only
                        fourteen, but he was barrel-chested and strong for his age. Somehow he
                        managed to pull his enraged father off his mother and survive the desperate
                        fight that ensued. When it was over, his father repeatedly vowed to kill
                        him. Mother King eventually sold enough of the family livestock to buy a
                        used Model T Ford for her son’s escape to Atlanta. To Mike King, working as
                        a laborer in an Atlanta tire plant, the car was a prize almost beyond
                        imagination. Aside from status and mobility, the Model T gave him the means
                        to pursue the most coveted profession open to unschooled Negroes, the
                        ministry. The car allowed him to keep his regular job while seeking Sunday
                        work at tiny churches that might hire any untrained circuit preacher who
                        sounded all right and could get himself to their remote meetinghouses in the
                        country. King found two such churches before he was twenty. He became a
                        professional preacher in the time-honored manner of the ambitious former
                        slaves, before he had been inside a church that could afford an
                        organ.

                He and thousands of preachers like him made up the rank and
                        file of the National Baptist Convention. Immediately, young King began
                        attending its local meetings, once driving out to Jonesboro, Georgia, to
                        hear a scheduled address by the national treasurer, Rev. A. D. Williams.
                        Williams failed to appear, but other speakers gave him the treatment
                        customarily afforded NBC dignitaries anyway, praising him to the skies, not
                        failing to mention the Christian attributes of all his family members,
                        including the daughter at Spelman who had already organized a new choir at
                        Ebenezer church. The description so struck young King that, by his own
                        account, he told friends that very night that he would marry Alberta
                        Williams, whom he had never met. The friends laughed at him.

                By virtue of a coincidence that would later be called
                        providential, King knew where Alberta Williams lived. His older sister, who
                        had come from Stockbridge ahead of him, was one of the boarders at the
                        Williams house. Still, her presence in a room of the target household was
                        not much of an advantage. This was 1920, and the daughter was living in a
                        dormitory at Spelman. Even polished Morehouse students from prominent
                        families were allowed to call on Spelman women only on Saturdays at a
                        specified hour, for a cumulative time not exceeding twenty minutes a month
                        as punctiliously recorded by Spelman faculty supervisors. And such a glimpse
                        of courtship was possible only if the Spelman student responded favorably to
                        the man’s calling card. On other days, Spelman rules allowed no visitors,
                        nor any messages.

                Fortunately for King, Alberta Williams broke her ankle and was
                        obliged to spend several weeks convalescing at home. During that time, he
                        visited his sister as often as possible, but even then he did not attempt to
                        enter the sanctum of the house. The Williams family was strict, his sister
                        advised, and to be the slightest bit forward was to risk not only his
                        banishment from the premises, but hers. As a result, Mike King spent a lot
                        of time polishing his Model T on Auburn Avenue, hoping Miss Williams would
                        chance to sit on the front porch. Whenever she did, he watched her as much
                        as he dared, while trying to think of a socially acceptable excuse to speak
                        to her. His first venture ended quickly in disastrous retreat after his
                        comment about preaching in two places. He thought the sound of his own voice
                        condemned him as a farmhand. He also thought, however, that she had not
                        emitted as much disapproval in those few seconds as she might have. In the
                        postmortem, his sister warned him for the hundredth time that he could never
                        enter the world of Alberta Williams without some education. King believed he
                        had been preaching fairly well on common sense, fervor, and Sunday school
                        memories, but now he began to see the social practicality of her
                        advice.

                After taking some tests at a local school for Negroes, he was
                        stunned to learn that he could be admitted no higher than the fifth grade.
                        He was twenty years old. Suddenly, years of humiliating pain loomed ahead of
                        him, as he realized that he would have to shed his preacher’s dignity to
                        make a fool of himself in classrooms of children, working at night and
                        studying in his sleep, just to finish high school. College—Alberta’s
                        level—lay somewhere beyond that, and marriage was nowhere in
                    sight.

                Mike King’s determination was such that he resolved to push
                        his way through the humiliation rather than avoid it. In an oversized desk
                        among the younger students, he took up his studies, learning how to form
                        words correctly in his mouth. Some months later, still a beginner, he came
                        into luck on one of his regular spare-time patrols along Auburn Avenue.
                        Alberta Williams was walking up the street, coming home from Spelman for an
                        overnight visit. King tried to approach her boldly, now that his education
                        was under way, but he faltered, muttering something about how she probably
                        didn’t remember who he was. “Oh, I couldn’t forget meeting a preacher,” she
                        replied, smiling. “My father wouldn’t allow it.”

                These were the first words from her that he would remember.
                        They opened a whole world of church politics. To Reverend Williams,
                        unlettered preachers like Mike King were his constituents in the outside
                        realm of national Baptist affairs, just as the people who lived near
                        Ebenezer were his constituents at home. They should be recognized,
                        respected, and cultivated, not only by Williams himself but by his entire
                        household. This was social justice and a family enterprise together, God’s
                        business and their business. His daughter knew her part well.

                King asked her on the spot to consider opening a courtship
                        with him. There was something about her reaction—shocked nearly to the edge
                        of her poise, but not displeased—that made him sense the truth: no one had
                        ever asked her to court. The Morehouse men had sent in no calling cards to
                        her. When King pressed the matter, standing there on Auburn Avenue, she
                        agreed to seek her father’s permission. Soon they commenced a courtship in
                        the old style—six years of teas, church socials, and chaperoned
                        Sunday-afternoon rides in the Model T.

                On those rides, they watched with admiration as workers built
                        Reverend Williams’ imposing new Ebenezer Baptist Church, which was completed
                        in 1922. King told Alberta that he would have a church like that one day. He
                        was full of plans. When they passed Atlanta Life Insurance Company and the
                        other new businesses that were making Auburn Avenue a showplace of Negro
                        enterprise, he would announce his intention to be part of that, too. He
                        preferred to be part of a bank, such as the new Citizens Trust Company.
                        Practically everybody in town followed the accumulation of its assets;
                        barbers could tell you the current figure as a matter of common knowledge.
                        Most of all, King would say, he wanted a big brick house like the ones on
                        “Bishops’ Row,” where the Methodist bishops who ran Morris Brown College
                        lived. He would lay claim to these future possessions with the utmost
                        authority and confidence, like Jehovah: let there be a brick house. This was
                        his character, no doubt fortified by what he learned as an apprentice
                        student of the Williams family. Success was a mixture of common sense, rigid
                        adherence to a few well-chosen proverbs, and the projection of a successful
                        image. The subtleties of Reverend Williams’ approach to church politics all
                        made sense to King, as did his moral rule that no preacher can prosper long
                        by fleecing his people, as many tried to do. Finally, King understood why a
                        preacher must embellish and polish himself to some degree, to pull the
                        people behind him. Williams was known as Dr. Williams, possessed of two
                        Morehouse degrees, but King found out that he had attended Morehouse only
                        one year. Even the mighty were not that far removed from a lowly past like
                        his own.

                Reverend Williams, not unmindful that some Ebenezer members
                        thought young King was aiming to marry the coveted Ebenezer pulpit along
                        with his only daughter, withheld permission for the marriage. He sent
                        Alberta away to Virginia for further schooling, but King waited loyally for
                        her return a year later. For his part, King was so busy catching up on his
                        education that for a number of years he didn’t mind being tested. When he
                        completed his high school equivalency in 1926 and permission still was not
                        forthcoming, King knew what was lacking. He marched into the office of the
                        Morehouse registrar and took a battery of entrance tests, which he failed
                        miserably. The registrar told him to his face that he was “just not college
                        material.” There was some schooling in him now, but he was still rough and
                        plain. King’s forte was power and bluster, as he demonstrated by walking out
                        of the registrar’s office, past an alarmed secretary, and into the office of
                        Dr. John Hope, the Morehouse president. Hope, the best friend and benefactor
                        of W. E. B. Du Bois, was so admired as an educator that Negro parents had
                        been naming their children after him for years.* He said
                        almost nothing as King blurted out a speech about how he had always done
                        things that people said were beyond him, that only five years earlier he
                        couldn’t even read but now he could, that he wanted to go to Morehouse no
                        matter what the tests said, and if given the chance he would prove again
                        that people underestimated him. Finally stopping himself, King waited vainly
                        for a reply and then retreated from the office in despair. It was all over.
                        A secretary caught up with him as he was leaving the campus. Back in the
                        office, Hope wordlessly handed him an envelope and told him to take it to
                        the registrar, who made no attempt to hide his disgust a few minutes later
                        when he read the order to admit the bearer to classes at
                    Morehouse.

                Mike King and Alberta Williams were married at Ebenezer
                        Baptist Church not long thereafter, on Thanksgiving Day of 1926. Reverend
                        Williams arranged for three of the most prominent ministers in Atlanta to
                        conduct the ceremony, and he gave away the bride. On returning from their
                        honeymoon, the newlyweds moved into the middle upstairs bedroom in the
                        Williams home on Auburn Avenue. The elder Williams couple were disposed to
                        celebrate their only daughter’s marriage but not yet her departure from the
                        home—certainly not to the kind of place Mike King could afford as a
                        part-time student and preacher. In later years, it would become evident that
                        factors other than money kept Alberta Williams King in her childhood home,
                        as she would live there for many years after her husband became the
                        highest-paid Negro minister in Atlanta. He was a powerful man who
                        nevertheless bent to the personal domination of another family, particularly
                        its women. Like John D. Rockefeller, King lived with his in-laws until they
                        died.

                 

                John D. Rockefeller, Jr., now managing the family
                        interests in place of his eighty-eight-year-old father, headed the
                        Rockefeller entourage at the dedication of Sisters Chapel at Spelman College
                        on May 19, 1927. This was front-page news even in the white newspapers. In
                        one of his rare speeches, Rockefeller eulogized the Spelman sisters—his
                        mother and his aunt Lucy—whose estates had paid for the chapel and for whom
                        it was named. The tone of the ceremony was proud and festive, though mindful
                        of racial politics. Every effort was made to foster the notion that Negro
                        education was benign, posing no threat to the social or political order.
                        Observers did not fail to note that the many white dignitaries on the
                        program included the son of the chief chaplain to General Robert E. Lee
                        himself. One of only two Negro speakers was a minister who had co-officiated
                        at the marriage of Mike and Alberta King six months earlier.

                Rockefeller returned to a Baptist project far larger than the
                        chapel—the construction of Riverside Church in New York. The second
                        generation Rockefeller was shifting his interest to theological disputes
                        that would touch the next generation of Kings. With growing alarm, he
                        watched the pitched battles of the Harry Emerson Fosdick controversy, which
                        paralleled the Scopes trial and shaped the world of theology for several
                        decades to come. Fosdick was a preacher of such stature that the prestigious
                        First Presbyterian Church of New York called him to its pulpit even though
                        he was a Baptist. All had gone well until 1922, when Fosdick preached a
                        sermon titled “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” In it he defended the efforts
                        by liberal theologians such as Albert Schweitzer to reconcile religious
                        faith with both science and modern historical scholarship. The Christian
                        faith did not require strict adherence to such doctrines as the virgin birth
                        of Jesus, he declared, pointing out that virgin birth was not unique to
                        Christianity or even to religion but was common to many great figures of
                        antiquity—claimed for Pythagoras, Plato, and Augustus Caesar, as well as for
                        Buddha, Lao-tze, Mahavira, and Zoroaster. He also spoke against other
                        elements of doctrine, such as the belief that Jesus’ death was “a sacrifice
                        to satisfy divine justice,” theologically necessary as “substitutionary
                        atonement” for the sins of believers.

                Fosdick’s sermon provoked a nationwide movement to have him
                        tried for heresy by a Presbyterian synod or at least expelled from the First
                        Presbyterian Church. (Young John Foster Dulles represented Fosdick with a
                        legalistic defense, arguing that the Presbyterian Council could not try a
                        Baptist for heresy.) One New York pastor called Fosdick “the Jesse James of
                        the theological world.” By October 1924, The New
                                York Times was following developments almost daily,
                        with headlines such as “Jam Fifth Avenue to Hear Dr. Fosdick—Crowds Tie Up
                        Traffic.” When the campaign finally forced Fosdick to leave the church in
                        March 1925, Rockefeller asked the exiled minister whether he would be
                        interested in coming to Park Avenue Baptist, where he taught the men’s Bible
                        class. Fosdick, who drew from a well of spiritual and intellectual pride at
                        least as deep as Rockefeller’s bank account, was not awed in the slightest.
                        He declined, saying he could not acquiesce in the strict Baptist requirement
                        that all church members be baptized by full immersion. What if that were
                        dropped, Rockefeller persisted. Still no, said Fosdick, because he did not
                        want to be known as the minister of another elite church in the swankiest
                        part of New York. Well, said Rockefeller, what if the church were moved? Now
                        slightly unnerved, Fosdick dodged the question, saying that would be almost
                        incredible, as the Park Avenue church had been completed only three years
                        before at no small cost to Rockefeller. Anyway, said Fosdick, he did not
                        wish to be known as the pastor of the richest man in the United States. “I
                        like your frankness,” Rockefeller said after a brief pause, “but do you
                        think that more people will criticize you on account of my wealth than will
                        criticize me on account of your theology?” Rockefeller’s persistence soon
                        acquired a new pastor for the Park Avenue congregation, which met Fosdick’s
                        conditions that they abandon their new building on Park Avenue, build a new
                        one nearer the poor neighborhoods of New York, and discard the Baptist label
                        from the church name. Rockefeller bought up a large tract of land on upper
                        Riverside Drive in an intermediate zone, near Harlem but buffered by the
                        campus of Columbia University. He razed the apartment buildings and
                        contributed approximately $4 million toward the construction of the huge
                        Riverside Church, in thirteenth-century Gothic style. On October 5, 1930,
                        more than six thousand people tried to cram their way in to hear Fosdick’s
                        first sermon in the new church, where two generations later Dr. Martin
                        Luther King, Jr., would deliver some of the most important sermons of his
                        life.

                 

                Young King, who was still in diapers when Riverside
                        Church was built, had been born in his parents’ bedroom at the Williams home
                        on January 15, 1929. His father named him Michael Luther King, Jr., but
                        everyone called him “M.L.” or “Little Mike.” He was the middle child of
                        three, sixteen months younger than his sister Christine, and seventeen
                        months older than his brother A.D., who was named for the patriarch,
                        grandfather Williams. The great stock market crash split the interval
                        between the births of M.L. and A.D., bringing on conditions so hard that
                        church members often paid their pastor with food instead of
                    money.

                Reverend Williams died suddenly of a heart attack in March
                        1931. Even in the mourning period that followed the funeral, the members of
                        the family were grounded enough in the practicalities of the church to know
                        that they had come to an important crossroads. The rock of Ebenezer was
                        gone, at a time when the ravages of the Depression had shrunk church
                        membership to about two hundred and reduced contributions more than
                        proportionately to the loss. Seriously delinquent in its mortgage payments,
                        the church faced the certain loss of its home, and possible extinction,
                        unless a new pastor—someone stronger and more respected than the late
                        Reverend Williams, if that were possible—could reverse its
                    fortunes.

                These adverse circumstances caused more confusion than usually
                        attends the filling of a pulpit. Both the church and the deceased pastor’s
                        family were divided. Most of the deacons wanted to find someone older and
                        more experienced than Mike King, who had pastored only minor-league country
                        churches, but such pastors tended to be ones who already had churches and
                        were clinging to them during this time of extreme adversity. Within the
                        family, Alberta Williams King expressed the strongest opinion. “King,” she
                        said—she would always call her husband by his last name—“I don’t want you to
                        go to Ebenezer. I’ll never be the First Lady there, but at Traveler’s Rest I
                        am the First Lady.” By this she meant that at Ebenezer she could never take
                        the place of her mother. Mrs. Williams wanted her son-in-law to take
                        Ebenezer, for reasons that ran in the opposite direction. Without her
                        husband, she faced the loss of her church role unless the pulpit stayed in
                        the family. Mike King, for his part, tried to straddle the positions of the
                        two Williams women.

                After seven months of indecision at Ebenezer, Mrs. Williams
                        finally abandoned the woman’s normal church role of offstage persuasion and
                        took the floor. Still the First Lady, she declared that Mike King was
                        destined to succeed her husband as pastor. Her speech swayed the membership,
                        which caused the deacons to reverse themselves and recommend King as the new
                        preacher, and King accepted the call after assuaging the hurt feelings of
                        his wife.

                By the time the new pastor assumed his duties at Ebenezer in
                        January 1932, a local bank had prepared a rude introduction for him by
                        putting a court-sanctioned padlock on the church’s front door. His first job
                        was to negotiate enough credit to get the padlock removed, so that he could
                        hold services in the hope of raising enough money to make the church
                        solvent. His career was at stake, as was his well-being in the delicate mix
                        of cross-currents within his own family. Seldom if ever was a preacher’s
                        nature better suited to the critical challenge of his life. As a preacher,
                        Mike King was everything Vernon Johns was not—practical, organized,
                        plainspoken, and intensely loyal to the things and people at hand. His
                        talents, like the task before him, had little to do with rebellions or with
                        the theological battles over fundamentalism. Instead, they were harmonious
                        with the theme of the most popular religious book of the 1920s, The Man Nobody Knows, by advertising
                        executive Bruce Barton, who added the subtitle Wist ye not that I must be about my father’s BUSINESS?

                King was an earthbound preacher, bursting with energy. At a
                        time when Negro evangelists like Father Divine and Daddy Grace were
                        attracting great crowds on the strength of their ability to feed hungry
                        people, he advanced the notion that Ebenezer must help its people prosper
                        financially as well as spiritually. They must pull together, help each
                        other, and establish the church as a place not only of refuge in a hostile
                        world but as a group of people who were going places. His sermons mixed
                        straightforward Christian fundamentalism with boosterism. If a barber joined
                        Ebenezer, he would urge from the pulpit that the members patronize that
                        barber. If the barber prospered, he would soon be reminded to make it known
                        through his reciprocal contributions to the church.

                Well aware that some people belittled him as a man who
                        preached in his father-in-law’s church while living in his mother-in-law’s
                        house, King risked everything on a message that promised at once to
                        establish his authority and rescue the church’s finances: the members would
                        reap great rewards if they pulled together behind him, their leader, on call
                        to his word. Accordingly, he moved swiftly to centralize the control of the
                        church. His first and most radical move was to abolish the independent
                        budgets of the various smaller units at Ebenezer—the Sunday school, the
                        Baptist Training Union, the clubs and auxiliaries. Henceforth, the new
                        pastor decreed, all these scattered fiefdoms would contribute their money to
                        the central treasury of the church. A corollary of King’s drastic
                        reorganization was his break with the tradition of anonymous giving. There
                        would be no more collection plates passed at church suppers or club
                        functions, because he believed that the practice of anonymous giving made
                        possible the practice of anonymous nongiving. To insure the greatest measure
                        of control over the contributions of individual members, King established an
                        open record system. Each member’s contributions were recorded in the
                        official church ledger, and the ledger was available for inspection at all
                        times. Anonymous donations, though welcome, received no credit in the
                        ledger.

                This new system shocked the sensibilities of many church
                        members. There would be no more memberships “on the cheap,” no more “talking
                        big and giving small.” No longer would the church clubs raise and spend
                        money on their own favorite functions while letting the church fend for
                        itself. Now Reverend King had exposed everything. Doubtless his gamble would
                        have been impossible in better times, but King took over Ebenezer just as
                        the Depression was changing from temporary hardship to permanent nightmare.
                        After the shock of exposure, church members realized that the hard times
                        were affecting everyone, not just themselves. The church ledger proved to be
                        a powerful instrument in breaking down the social distances between people,
                        as the members now knew one another as never before. From the pulpit, King
                        praised every mite and every dollar in plain but thunderous sermons,
                        promising that once they had torn down the walls that separated them, they
                        would rebuild the figurative walls of Ebenezer Baptist Church into a mighty
                        structure.

                Having seized control of church finances by centralizing the
                        budget, King created a whole new system of clubs—twelve of them, after the
                        months of the year. All church members born in January were members of the
                        January Club, and so on. He looked upon them as something like the twelve
                        tribes of Israel. The clubs elected their own officers, sponsored their own
                        events, and nominated their own entrants for such contests as Prettiest Baby
                        and Best School Achievement. When a member contributed to the church, the
                        amount would be credited not only to his or her individual account but also
                        to the club’s total. The clubs made special donations and undertook special
                        projects for the church. King encouraged any competition among them that
                        would benefit Ebenezer.

                One of King’s shrewdest innovations was based on his
                        observations of the Negro insurance companies on Auburn Avenue, which were
                        being hailed as a national showpiece of Negro capitalism. Most Negroes, not
                        being large property owners, had no need of fire or automobile insurance.
                        Negro insurance companies created their own market by inventing policies
                        tailored to their clientele—small ones, designed to pay for funerals and
                        doctor’s bills, occasionally for education. The companies hired armies of
                        sales agents to collect premium payments from poor people in the most
                        practical way: in small amounts, very frequently, often no more than a
                        nickel a week. King recognized that this kind of payment schedule was
                        precisely what a church should strive for in the hard times of the
                        Depression. More creatively, he saw that if an insurance company could go
                        door to door for its money rather than wait for customers to bring it to the
                        office, so could a church. Therefore, King made every effort to recruit
                        insurance salesmen and executives for membership at Ebenezer.

                As always, his sales pitch envisioned many kinds of
                        cross-pollenation: the salesmen would find new customers among the Ebenezer
                        membership, while the members could handle their insurance needs within the
                        church. Moreover, the shut-ins and sick people could make their church
                        contributions directly to the insurance salesman on his rounds. A salesman
                        born in March might well visit his fellow March Club members every week,
                        returning with one nickel for Atlanta Life and another for Ebenezer. In yet
                        another dimension, King saw how such an extension program could minister to
                        members in their homes as well as collect from them. The salesmen on their
                        rounds could read Sunday school lessons to the shut-ins and sick people, or,
                        more practically, their wives or other Ebenezer members could come along
                        behind them to read the lessons. Out of this notion grew one of the early
                        church outreach programs.

                From the beginning, Mike King projected his own dreams of
                        prosperity and happiness onto the church as a whole, always speaking of
                        himself as the essential, central leader. He boasted openly of the number of
                        loans he had secured, the number of votes he controlled, the amount of money
                        he had brought into the church building fund, of the advertisers he had
                        found for the local Negro newspaper, the Daily
                                World, and of the students he had gotten into
                        Morehouse or Spelman. Few people seemed to resent his manner, partly because
                        it was common to ministers and mostly because he produced. His bluster was
                        the heart of the leadership for which he was loved and respected. If anyone
                        suspected that part of it was compensatory, growing out of his humbler
                        position within his own household, no one made an issue of it. He was simply
                        Mike King—always shaking hands, encouraging and demanding, making himself
                        the center of attention in any room, full of claims for the past and
                        promises for the future. The key to his multiple roles and identities was
                        always Ebenezer church, and King preached to the members as though they were
                        one person: “I want to tell you this morning, Ebenezer. You can do
                        it.”

                He could safely say that he rescued Ebenezer Baptist Church
                        from bankruptcy within his first few months as pastor. Membership increased
                        geometrically from two hundred toward a Depression peak of four thousand.
                        His gamble paid off so handsomely that the church made him the highest-paid
                        Negro minister in Atlanta at the end of his first year. His second year at
                        Ebenezer was FDR’s first in the White House, and while he might not have
                        made quite as much noise in his world as Roosevelt made in Washington during
                        the Hundred Days, he made considerably more headway in reversing economic
                        calamity. In the spring of 1934—a little more than two years after taking
                        the pulpit at Ebenezer—Mike King asked his membership to send him on a
                        summer-long tour of Europe, Africa, and the Holy Land. It was a trip that
                        the richest of people might have envied in those hard times, and for a Negro
                        sharecropper’s son to step right up to such a fantasy so soon after landing
                        his first full-time job, so soon after attaining basic literacy, stretched
                        even the bounds of the American Dream.

                Young Mike King was only five years old when his father said
                        goodbye to his church, his three children, his wife, and his mother-in-law
                        and set off to board an ocean liner bound for France. From Paris, Reverend
                        King took a train to Rome, and later crossed the Mediterranean to Tunisia,
                        making his way from there across North Africa to Cairo. After touring Egypt,
                        he crossed the Nile and soon entered the Holy Land. There he visited
                        biblical sites in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and elsewhere, before catching a
                        ship back to Europe for the week-long Baptist World Alliance meeting in
                        Berlin. This was a fitting end to a glorious trip for King, who took his
                        seat among the delegates from nations scattered around the globe. The Berlin
                        conference bristled with the excitement of past and present history. King
                        and his fellow ministers heard rumors about the fiery new German leader,
                        Adolf Hitler, and they toured historic sites in the land of their religious
                        heritage, where Martin Luther had defied the Catholic Church and where the
                        Anabaptists later had defied Luther.

                Reverend King’s triumphant homecoming in late August 1934 was
                        announced to Negro Atlanta in a banner headline in the Daily World: “Rev. King Is Royally Welcomed on
                        Return from Europe.” The story listed all the speakers who had paid tribute
                        to him at the Ebenezer reception, as well as all the dishes served. This was
                        King’s moment, the watershed of his life, and he honored the occasion by
                        changing his name from Michael to Martin, becoming Martin Luther King. For
                        consistency, he also changed the name of his older son to Martin Luther
                        King, Jr.

                 

                The change of name was one of the most important
                        events in the younger King’s early life. For him it would be the mark of
                        great expectations, a statement of identity that honored traditions in both
                        religion and race. Name changes have always been part of religious history,
                        used to announce the existence of a “new person.” Jacob became Israel, Saul
                        of Tarsus became Paul, Simon became Peter, and the first act of every new
                        pope is to choose a special name for his reign. During the civil rights
                        movement the most obtuse white person would be obliged to learn the
                        difference between a nigger and a Negro, later between a Negro and a black
                        person. Subtle arguments took place about the difference between a
                        Negro-American and an American Negro. The ado over name distinctions during
                        the years of acute political crisis may have obscured a pattern that had run
                        deep in the culture through many generations. The collective and individual
                        identity of slavery’s descendants never was a settled matter, but fluctuated
                        with circumstances, resulting in frequent shifts of name.

                Under slavery, a name was the property of the master and not
                        of the slave, so that a slave’s name frequently changed at the auction block
                        and sometimes on the whim of the master. Among the joyous feelings most
                        frequently mentioned by freed or escaped slaves was the freedom to choose a
                        name. A name was no longer incidental. “For it is through our names that we
                        first place ourselves in the world,” Ralph Ellison wrote. After the war, the
                        new publications of the former slaves quickly took up the issue of what to
                        call themselves as a race. The terms “black” and “negro” (the latter
                        traceable to the earliest slave traders, who were Spanish and Portuguese)
                        were widely disparaged because the slavemasters had preferred them, and also
                        because their literal meaning excluded hundreds of thousands of mulattoes,
                        whose color was not black. “Colored” was thought to be more inclusively
                        accurate, but among other drawbacks it failed to distinguish the former
                        slaves from Orientals and Indians. Moreover, the term “colored” implied that
                        whites were not colored, or that coloring was a property added somehow to
                        basic human qualities. Alternatively, some argued for the word “African,”
                        but this only raised a continuing dispute as to whether the term referred to
                        race or the place of origin. By the late nineteenth century, the term
                        “Negro” came to be widely accepted, after newspapers in New Orleans mounted
                        a campaign to capitalize the first letter. (White newspapers were slow to
                        adopt this dignifying practice. The New York
                                Times did not begin to capitalize “Negro” until
                        1950.)

                The name question was never settled to everyone’s
                        satisfaction. The NAACP adopted the respectable-sounding “colored people” at
                        its founding in 1909, but the next year the first Negro-owned daily
                        newspaper to circulate throughout the nation tossed out all the contending
                        names in favor of its own invention, the word “Race,” which was the semantic
                        equivalent of a placebo. In the Chicago Defender, “colored men” became “Race men,” and
                        “Negro achievement” became “Race achievement.” This novel practice was
                        mainly the product of extreme color sensitivity on the part of the Defender’s founding tycoon, Robert
                        Abbott. Born into slavery and then adopted into a white family after his
                        mother married a German, Abbott hated the word “Negro” and anything
                        associated with the color black—to the point where he refused to wear black,
                        married women white enough to “pass,” and, when greeted by white people at
                        the Chicago Opera, often gave a pathetic mumbo-jumbo reply in the hope that
                        he would be taken for an African diplomat instead of an American. Yet Abbott
                        became a great champion of “the Race.”

                The name debate touched the deepest dilemmas of esthetics,
                        values, and identity, sometimes in the most prosaic forms. One method
                        Negroes used to keep whites from calling them by their first names was
                        simply to have none. Moses “Cap” Meredith named his son simply J. H.
                        Meredith. This required some courage, because many whites who asked the
                        boy’s name did not like being told that it was “just J.H.,” which deprived
                        them of the diminutive uses of a first name. Not until he enlisted in the
                        Air Force in 1950 did the son bow to regulations and choose names to go with
                        the initials, becoming James Howard Meredith. Only when he became nationally
                        known as the Negro Meredith who applied to the University of Mississippi did
                        lawyers and reporters ferret out the formal names and make them, by the
                        sheer power of fame, the ones Meredith would use.

                King acquired his given name Martin in the context of this
                        history. There remains much reticence and confusion as to exactly how and
                        why Reverend King changed the names, as inconsistencies plague the only two
                        accounts released. The first version appeared in L. D. Reddick’s excellent
                        1959 biography of King Jr., which was written with extensive cooperation
                        from the King family.* According to Reddick,
                        Reverend King’s parents disagreed on his name from the time he was born,
                        with the stronger Delia King’s choice, Michael, prevailing until she died in
                        1924. Then King began calling himself Martin, the name his father had always
                        preferred.

                Reddick himself recognized the problem with this story, which
                        was to explain why Reverend King named his son Michael Luther King, Jr., in
                        1929, five years after King himself had switched to Martin. The family
                        answer he recorded was that “Michael” appeared on the birth certificate
                        because of a communications mix-up between the father and the doctor who
                        delivered the baby. Furthermore, Reddick reported, King discovered the error
                        a few days after the birth and made a special trip to the hospital to make
                        sure the first name on the certificate was changed to “Martin.” This was not
                        done, because of still another mix-up at the hospital, Reddick reported,
                        which was not rectified until 1934.

                In his own 1980 autobiography, Reverend King recalled that he
                        had continued to use his mother’s preferred “Michael” until sometime after
                        his father’s death in 1933, when he changed his name and his son’s from
                        Michael to Martin in keeping with his father’s deathbed wish. This version
                        has the advantage of eliminating the ten-year delay and the hospital
                        mix-ups, but the conflict between the two stories tends to cast doubt on
                        both of them. The import of Reverend King’s version is that he changed the
                        name by which he and his son had been known for thirty-five years and five
                        years, respectively, solely on the request of his alcoholic father, with
                        whom his relations had varied between murderous estrangement and chilly
                        civility, and that he did this in spite of his beloved mother’s lifelong
                        campaign to call him Michael.

                These accounts seem implausible, or incomplete, partly because
                        the particular name chosen evokes the founder of the Protestant faith. One
                        fact that Reddick and King seem to agree on is that the change was
                        formalized in 1934, the year King went to Europe. (Of this there is
                        independent confirmation. King Jr.’s birth certificate remains a family
                        secret, but State Department records indicate that it was filed on April 12,
                        1934, in the name “Martin Luther King, Jr.” This indicates that King Jr.’s
                        name was recorded officially when he was five years and three months old.)
                        This trip was the culmination of King’s stupendous feat of will, by which he
                        had raised himself out of illiteracy into Morehouse, into a prominent
                        marriage, and finally into stunning success at Ebenezer against the tides of
                        the Depression. For Mike King, who had come to Atlanta smelling like a mule,
                        the switch to Martin Luther King caught the feeling of his leap to the
                        stars.

                Changing his name meant a lot of trouble for King. On the
                        legal formalities, he had to deal with Atlanta’s white bureaucracy. Then he
                        had to tell his friends, his church members, and countless people with whom
                        he did business. There are many indications of ambivalence on his part,
                        resistance on the part of those around him, or both. In 1934, he changed his
                        listing in the Atlanta phone book from the previous “King, Michl L., Rev.”
                        to “King, M. L., Rev.” In 1936, he switched back to “King, Michl L., Rev.”
                        Not until 1937 was he listed as “King, Martin L., Rev.” His listing on the
                        bulletin board of Ebenezer, as well as his signature on letters and legal
                        documents, remained the same, “Rev. M. L. King.” To friends, he and his son
                        remained “Big Mike” and “Little Mike,” or “Reverend King” and “Mike,” or
                        later “Daddy King” and “M.L.” The son never would list himself in the phone
                        book by his formal name.

                If Reverend King did intend to make a proud statement with the
                        new name, it is historically fitting that his peers and his son refused to
                        bring it prematurely into common usage. To claim kinship to Martin Luther
                        was characteristically overbearing of the senior King. His son shrank from
                        it, commenting publicly only once, after the Montgomery bus boycott, that
                        “perhaps” he had “earned” his name. Reverend King supplied the wish and the
                        preparation, but it remained for strangers in the world at large to impose
                        Martin Luther King’s new name upon him.

                 

                In Depression Atlanta, roughly two-thirds of all adult
                        Negro males were unemployed, and M.L.’s earliest recorded memories were of
                        the long bread lines that stretched around many a corner in his
                        neighborhood. Less than twenty years later, as a graduate student, he would
                        begin an autobiographical sketch with his impressions of the bread lines,
                        stating that the sight of them contributed to “my present anti-capitalistic
                        feelings.”

                He also remembered his intense desire to imitate his older
                        sister, Christine. In 1934, when a guest minister at Ebenezer made a strong
                        pitch for the salvation of young souls, M.L. watched his sister rise to make
                        the first profession of faith. Impulsively, as he later confessed, “I
                        decided that I would not let her get ahead of me, so I was the next.” He
                        wryly observed that he had no idea what was going on during his subsequent
                        baptism. He knew the feeling of being special, and the intense pressure of
                        churchly expectation, long before he had the slightest grasp of religion.
                        His eagerness to keep up with Christine was so strong that he pestered his
                        way into first grade with her that September, a year ahead of schedule. He
                        remained there until the day he gave the teacher a vivid description of his
                        last birthday party, showing five fingers for the five candles that had been
                        on the cake. Thus undone by his own enthusiasm, he was sent home as too
                        young. The next year he managed to skip a grade to catch up with Christine,
                        but she skipped one too, and young M.L. would chase her all the way through
                        high school.

                Christine, taking after her mother, was a quiet girl who
                        possessed considerable strength of character and mind. A far better student
                        than either of her brothers, she had gifts that greatly enhanced her stature
                        in the eyes of young M.L., who aspired to her learning but would always trip
                        over his bad grammar and spelling. Even as an adult, he would laugh about
                        his jumbled spelling and seek guidance from Christine or a secretary. The
                        youngest child, A.D., shied away from the precocity of his siblings,
                        preferring to distinguish himself by daredevil feats of adventure and
                        rebellion. He was a rock thrower and a bike crasher. M.L. much preferred to
                        play than to fight, but he did once knock his brother cold by hitting him
                        over the head with a telephone after A.D. harassed Christine beyond the
                        point of endurance.

                A.D. once slid down a bannister at high speed into grandmother
                        Williams, knocking her into a heap on the floor. As her relatives raced to
                        her from all points in the house, and were shouting and moaning and
                        wondering how to tell whether she was alive, a far deeper panic seized M.L.
                        He ran upstairs to his room at the back of the house and threw himself out
                        the window. A new round of cries from the children brought horror to the
                        elder Kings, when, just as Mrs. Williams was beginning to revive, they had
                        to run outside to their older son, who did not move until he heard that his
                        grandmother was alive. Only gradually did it sink in that the shock of harm
                        to the grandmother had driven M.L. blindly toward suicide.

                All the grandchildren felt something special for Mrs.
                        Williams. As small children and later as adults, they called their own
                        mother “Mother dear,” which was affectionate but formal and slightly
                        humorous. They reserved the primal “Mama” for grandmother Williams. She and
                        M.L. took this closeness a step further, and she let it be known that he was
                        her favorite grandchild.

                 

                In 1934, the year of M.L.’s baptism and Reverend
                        King’s trip to Europe, the NAACP split asunder in an ugly public controversy
                        that revealed once again the trick mirrors around the issues of race and
                        racial identity, where perspective was so central as to affect vision
                        itself. At the center, as usual, was W. E. B. Du Bois, a founder of the
                        NAACP and editor for twenty-four years of its magazine, The Crisis. The brilliance of his attacks on
                        Booker T. Washington’s policy of racial accommodation and his call for
                        full-scale protest of all injustices against Negroes had positioned him to
                        succeed Washington in national leadership after the latter’s death in 1915.
                        As a scholar and essayist without peer, Du Bois was known for prose that
                        gracefully mixed cold, unsparing analysis with lyrical passages on the noble
                        heritage of the Negro people and the justice of their cause. As a political
                        leader, however, he suffered all the liabilities of an elitist intellectual.
                        Even his supporters described his personality as difficult at best, and his
                        haughtiness was so extreme as to inspire collections of Du Bois stories.
                        Once complimented on the honor of being Harvard’s first Negro Ph.D., Du Bois
                        is said to have icily replied, “The honor, I assure you, was
                        Harvard’s.”

                A variety of frustrations had swelled within Du Bois during
                        the 1920s, and during the Depression he had come to focus most of his ire
                        upon his nominal boss, Walter White. Since witnessing the 1906 Atlanta race
                        riot as a frightened teenager, White had gone on to become a famous
                        investigative reporter of lynchings—using his light complexion to infiltrate
                        lynching areas in the guise of a white journalist. A gifted publicist and
                        lobbyist who called several Supreme Court Justices and more than a score of
                        U.S. senators by their first names, White was as vain as Du Bois and made no
                        secret of his belief that the grand old man was too eccentric to play a
                        constructive role in the NAACP’s new drive for legislation against lynching
                        and Jim Crow. Du Bois, though ever more dependent upon White and the NAACP
                        as the circulation of The Crisis
                        fell steadily, refused to promote the NAACP’s programs in the magazine. He
                        considered the programs mundane, and he made matters worse by commenting
                        that White had no brains. In 1932, White brought the showdown nearer by
                        hiring a young man named Roy Wilkins to control Du Bois within the New York
                        NAACP office.

                The grandson of Mississippi slaves, Wilkins had been abandoned
                        by his father as a small boy, shortly after his mother died. Taken in by a
                        Minnesota uncle who had achieved solid status in the turn-of-the-century
                        Negro upper class as the butler to the president of the Northern Pacific
                        Railroad, Wilkins grew up happily in Duluth until his vagabond father turned
                        up a number of years later to claim him, obliging his aunt and uncle to
                        defeat the father in a custody battle. Thereafter, at the University of
                        Minnesota and as a successful editor at the Kansas City Call, Wilkins applied himself diligently to the
                        task of becoming a self-made aristocrat. At the newspaper office during the
                        day, he was a supreme practical realist who was not above crime stories or
                        the corny headlines of the circulation drive, but at night he put on his
                        tuxedo and broke into the tiny glittering world of Kansas City’s Negro upper
                        class. He met his future wife at a fashion show sponsored by one of the
                        exclusive women’s clubs, and “married up” splendidly after overcoming the
                        strenuous objections of her parents, who, as light-skinned Catholics who
                        counted both Booker T. Washington and Du Bois among their houseguests (at
                        separate times), wanted little to do with an ink-stained lowbrow like
                        Wilkins. But he succeeded then and later on the strength of his savvy
                        versatility, always plainspoken and laconic in the style of actor Jimmy
                        Stewart. He measured political choices by the standards of the common man,
                        conceiving of the NAACP’s goal as the achievement of ordinary fair play
                        between the races. Unflappable, he could speak of “the cards we have to
                        play” in the middle of a riot. He would devote his life to the NAACP, but
                        when the call came from New York he also was powerfully attracted by the
                        idea of getting into an apartment at 409 Edgecombe Avenue, which he knew all
                        the way from Kansas City as “the finest address in Harlem.”

                In New York, Wilkins swiftly recommended a number of
                        changes—all of which were anathema to Du Bois—that he thought would turn
                            The Crisis into a mass magazine
                        capable of supporting itself financially. The first contribution out of
                        Wilkins’ own typewriter was a sports story about Negro track stars, which,
                        Wilkins dryly recalled, the beleaguered Du Bois allowed to run “tucked among
                        the most august literary and sociological thinkers of the race.” After that,
                        Du Bois tried to isolate Wilkins at the magazine, looking upon him with
                        utmost condescension as a newspaperman and obvious bureaucratic ally of
                        Walter White. Wilkins was obliged to create his own role as a publicist. In
                        his first major campaign, after Will Rogers used the word “nigger” four
                        times in his premiere broadcast over the new NBC radio network, Wilkins
                        orchestrated a bombardment of protest telegrams directed at Rogers, NBC, and
                        Gulf Oil, the program’s sponsor. Network officials stated that they were
                        helpless to interfere, citing Rogers’ First Amendment rights, but two weeks
                        later NBC Radio censored all mention of race, segregation, or lynching from
                        a show about the twenty-fifth anniversary of the NAACP. Wilkins cranked up
                        the telegrams again, but NBC found a way out of the crossfire: Will Rogers
                        switched to the more acceptable term “darky,” and shows dealing with the
                        NAACP ceased to be heard on NBC.

                By 1934, Du Bois had come to a rather bitter turn. His fame
                        did not change the fact that he was sixty-six years old, with no savings,
                        and being overtaken by younger, more practical men. In addition to these
                        problems, he faced his own growing pessimism—telling himself that the South
                        was just as segregated, and the North more so, than they had been before he
                        and the NAACP began their labors. Such thoughts boiled up into his
                        shattering editorial for the January 1934 Crisis, in which he turned the entire NAACP
                        philosophy on its head. Negroes should face the fact that they would die
                        segregated, he declared, in spite of all justice and their best efforts.
                        Therefore, to hate segregation was inevitably to hate themselves, and it
                        would be far better to embrace voluntary segregation in schools, colleges,
                        businesses—both for reasons of psychic well-being and to build concentrated
                        strength for later fights.

                This editorial touched off a storm not only within the NAACP
                        but throughout the Negro press. Du Bois received very little support, as
                        even his long-standing admirers believed his comments would bolster the old
                        white racist argument that Negroes fared better under segregation. His
                        bureaucratic enemies within the NAACP denounced him for the heresy of
                        proposing to “embrace Jim Crow.” Roy Wilkins—even forty-five years later,
                        after Du Bois’s reputation was revived by the black power movement—would
                        always attribute the shocking editorial to childish frustration, claiming
                        that Du Bois “picked up a brick and tossed it through the biggest
                        plate-glass window he could see.” A scholar who knew and admired Du Bois
                        would find evidence that his real motive was to say something nice about
                        Negro colleges so that his friend John Hope would be able to hire him back
                        at Atlanta University. (His attacks on Booker T. Washington had rebounded
                        sharply against Du Bois among the white philanthropists who supported Negro
                        education.) Then and later, people found it easier to dismiss Du Bois
                        personally than to dismiss his arguments. Walter White and other NAACP
                        officials knew that they could not denounce all segregated institutions
                        without appearing to criticize the Negro church and the Negro college, and
                        they did not want to support some kinds of segregation while opposing
                        others, for fear of sounding inconsistent. In bringing these contradictions
                        to the surface, Du Bois tied the NAACP in knots. NAACP board chairman Joel
                        Spingarn decreed that the anti-segregation policy ruled out all meetings in
                        Negro churches and schools and all fund-raising events at nonintegrated
                        institutions. This policy would have shut down the organization entirely had
                        it not been quietly reversed.

                Du Bois fought passionately on the pages of The Crisis during the first six
                        months of 1934. Spurning all talk of appearances and strategies, he
                        marshaled the raw prose for which he was famous: “We have got to renounce a
                        program that always involves humiliating self-stultifying scrambling to
                        crawl somewhere where we are not wanted, where we crouch panting like a
                        whipped dog…No, by God, stand erect in a mud-puddle and tell the white world
                        to go to hell, rather than lick boots in a parlor.” From there, he went on
                        to insult his boss in print with the charge that White was really a white
                        man anyway, who fought segregation because he wanted to be with white
                        people. He published personal attacks on other NAACP officials and announced
                        that his campaign sprang from internal politics as well as the merits of
                        segregation. Privately, he demanded that a number of people be fired—Roy
                        Wilkins first, then Walter White. But Du Bois, whose idea of bureaucratic
                        craftiness was to speak to his confederates in French, was no match for his
                        opponents. They counterattacked with stories about Du Bois’s own yearnings
                        to enter the white world, and the affectations he borrowed from it. They
                        tried to embarrass him by quoting his own attacks on Marcus Garvey’s
                        nationalist arguments, and they even spread rumors about his sex life,
                        stressing his preference for very light-skinned women.

                Out of phase with his times, Du Bois wound up the year out of
                        the NAACP and back on the faculty of Atlanta University, where he commenced
                        a long-running battle with Florence Matilda Read, the Spelman president and
                        Atlanta University treasurer installed in 1927 by John D. Rockefeller, Jr.
                        In New York, Roy Wilkins took over The
                                Crisis and tried to make the best of the Du Bois
                        scandal by publishing an article in which H. L. Mencken complimented Negroes
                        above all other ethnic groups for their willingness to criticize each other
                        in public. The net result on NAACP doctrine was that the organization
                        repledged itself to fight segregation and reburied the fundamental
                        contradictions in the face of white hegemony. At another level, the
                        controversy showed, like others before and after, that racial isolation and
                        racial outreach can each be taken as foolish and cowardly or as wise and
                        brave, depending on historical mood and circumstance. Practically, Du Bois’s
                        outbursts meant that local NAACP groups were freer for a time to choose
                        targets without fear of censure, for no one at the New York office wanted to
                        reopen the poignant debate with which Du Bois had said good-bye to the
                        better part of his career.

                 

                Down in Atlanta, Reverend King ventured into politics
                        on both sides of the Du Bois issue. In 1935, he led several hundred people
                        to the courthouse, where they registered to vote. The success of this
                        traditional NAACP activity was marred, however, by the small numbers and by
                        factionalism among the leadership. Many Negroes said openly that they would
                        not register for fear of economic reprisals. Others opposed the march
                        because it would “make trouble,” and still others because they believed it
                        was part of a deal with white politicians. The march was not repeated. In
                        1936, King became the spokesman for a group of Negro schoolteachers who
                        wanted to force the city to raise their salaries to the level of teachers in
                        the white schools. This campaign was more in keeping with the thrust of Du
                        Bois’s new challenge, and some people opposed it for that very reason,
                        arguing that improvements in segregated institutions only strengthened
                        segregation. Some of the poorer Negroes in Atlanta objected to the idea of
                        making the relatively privileged schoolteachers a primary concern, when so
                        many people had no work at all, and some of the teachers themselves shied
                        away for fear of their jobs. All this, plus negative actions of various
                        kinds by white liberals and conservatives alike, added up to more conflict
                        than the teachers cared for, and King abandoned the project after a few
                        meetings.

                Although there was no dramatic civic progress in those years,
                        Reverend King was at the forefront of what movements there were, propelled
                        by his continued success at Ebenezer. With great fanfare, the minister
                        capped a fund-raising drive with an installation ceremony for a new
                        Wurlitzer organ that featured two manuals and two thousand pipes. It became
                        the pride of Alberta King, the church organist. Remarkably, the expansion at
                        Ebenezer accelerated until the church caught and passed its older and more
                        established rival on Auburn Avenue, Wheat Street Baptist, where the building
                        program for a new church stalled and then collapsed in mid-construction. The
                        renowned Rev. J. Raymond Henderson of Wheat Street finally resigned in
                        despair, leaving his members to quarrel with one another over alleged
                        embezzlement of church funds by insiders.

                Reverend King was master of Auburn Avenue less than six years
                        after taking over a bankrupt Ebenezer, but his preeminence lasted only a
                        matter of months. Wheat Street hired as its new pastor Rev. William Holmes
                        Borders, who was in many respects a twin of Reverend King—a preacher’s son
                        from rural Georgia who had begged President John Hope personally for
                        permission to attend Morehouse, who believed so strongly in money as a
                        measure of church and pastor that he listed the value of church real estate
                        in worship programs. The principal difference between the two ministers was
                        that Borders had obtained seminary and master’s degrees at Northern white
                        colleges. Wheat Street hired him off the Morehouse faculty. His wife taught
                        at Spelman. In degree-conscious Atlanta, the Borders family was several
                        steps ahead of the Kings on the refinement index, and Borders highlighted
                        the distinction by becoming the first Negro minister in Atlanta to have a
                        regular radio program, “Seven Minutes at the Mike.” The show helped spread
                        his reputation for polished sermons filled with commanding language and
                        perfect diction. To the consternation of Reverend King, Borders became one
                        of the preachers young Mike listened to in his eagerness to learn big
                        words.

                What became a forty-year rivalry between Borders and King
                        started briskly, as Borders promptly borrowed money to tear down the old
                        scaffolding at Wheat Street and renew construction. Breathless newspaper
                        stories followed progress on the building, until, only nineteen months
                        later, huge crowds jammed Auburn Avenue trying to gain entry to the
                        dedication service at the newly completed church. (King would not finish
                        rebuilding Ebenezer for another two years.) Borders did not hesitate to
                        compare himself favorably to his fellow pastor up the street. Nor did he
                        shrink from public criticisms of King’s politics and morals, as evidenced
                        later that year in a clash over Gone With the
                                Wind.

                In 1939 Hollywood marked the attainment of full maturity the
                        same way it had marked its birth a quarter-century earlier—with a milestone
                        film touching the subject of race and the Civil War. Like The Birth of a Nation, Gone With the
                            Wind contributed heavily to a national consensus that for
                        sixty years had been building on a foundation of nationalism, Social
                        Darwinism, and psychological avoidance. The result was that no remotely
                        accurate history of post-Reconstruction race relations survived in the
                        majority culture, even in advanced scholarship. Gone were the odysseys of
                        Spelman and dozens of schools like it, along with the stories of hundreds of
                        lesser schools, thousands of missionary educators, and scores of Negro
                        statesmen whose forbearance was recorded in unknown speeches of florid
                        Victorian eloquence. Gone also was unbecoming realism about the
                        reestablishment of legal white supremacy. The national consensus became so
                        strong that the very subject of race was reduced to distorted subliminal
                        images—as captured in the two films—and sophisticated white Americans took
                        it for granted that the Civil War sprang from causes that had little if
                        anything to do with race. After uncomfortable reality was bleached from
                        recognized history, what remained, ironically, was the very thing the new
                        film claimed was gone with the wind—the romance.

                The opening of Gone With the
                                Wind swept aside ordinary life. Even the theater
                        critic of the Daily Worker wanted
                        so badly to praise the film that the U.S. Communist Party had to fire him
                        for capitalist heresy, as The New York
                                Times rather gleefully reported. In Atlanta, Clark
                        Gable led the grand parade up Peachtree Street as Army technicians installed
                        the antiaircraft spotlights that would bathe the arriving stars at the next
                        evening’s premiere. The parade made its way to the City Auditorium, where
                        the Junior League was holding a Gone With the Wind Ball for the film stars,
                        gathered celebrities, and selected Atlantans. The City Auditorium was the
                        center of the universe that evening, and Reverend King found a way to be
                        part of it as the only Negro preacher there. The Ebenezer choir, under the
                        direction of Mrs. King, performed four stirring spirituals for the
                        guests.

                The following Tuesday, at the regular meeting of the Atlanta
                        Baptist Ministers’ Union, Borders and several other ministers launched a
                        ferocious attack on King for allowing his choir to appear at a function that
                        was not only segregated but also plainly sinful, inasmuch as its advertised
                        purpose was to dance and drink whiskey in violation of Baptist doctrine. The
                        more militant ministers decried the indignity of Negro choir members dressed
                        in aprons and Aunt Jemima bandanas to serenade an all-white audience that
                        not even Hattie McDaniel, who played “Mammy” in the film, was allowed to
                        join. More conservative ones stressed the evils of dancing. Hemmed in on
                        left and right, King argued that the extraordinary circumstances justified
                        this one association with sin, but he could not stave off a resolution of
                        censure.

                This embarrassment, though it did nothing to improve relations
                        between King and Borders, had little impact outside the argumentative world
                        of preachers. King’s string of tangible successes grew longer. His community
                        service and economic influence were such that Morehouse College elected him
                        to its board of trustees, as did the Citizens Trust Bank. More important,
                        the year of Gone With the Wind was
                        also the year that the Baptist World Alliance brought its worldwide
                        convention to Atlanta. This was the same event King had attended five years
                        earlier in Germany. As one of relatively few Atlanta ministers of either
                        race with experience in the World Council, King served prominently as an
                        organizer. For race relations, the week’s crowning achievement occurred when
                        a Negro preacher, Rev. J. H. Jackson, addressed a crowd of some 35,000
                        cheering Baptists jammed into previously segregated Ponce de Leon Park.
                        Jackson was pastor of the Olivet Baptist Church in Chicago, which had
                        succeeded Ralph Abernathy’s First Baptist in Montgomery as the largest Negro
                        Baptist church in the United States. Jackson also was considered a prince of
                        the national Negro church. During the convention, he lived with the King
                        family on Auburn Avenue, and would return there frequently as a houseguest
                        in later years, when he reigned at the National Baptist Convention and King
                        served as one of his lieutenants. Young M.L. knew and revered Jackson from
                        the time he was ten years old, unaware that the famous orator was destined
                        to crush him within the church as a blood enemy.

                As a Morehouse trustee, Reverend King knew Dr. Benjamin Mays,
                        a former Morehouse teacher who had earned such a reputation as a theologian
                        that Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich included him in the private brain
                        trust they had created to address the great issues of God and mankind. Mays,
                        who had distinguished himself during the 1930s as head of the School of
                        Religion at Howard University in Washington, D.C., was the leading candidate
                        to become president of Morehouse when a vacancy occurred in 1940. A
                        conspiracy intervened briefly when a Rockefeller associate, who was a vice
                        president of the University of Chicago and board chairman of Spelman
                        College, offered Mays instead a chance to become the first Negro president
                        of Spelman. The Rockefeller associate wanted to oust the dictatorial
                        Florence Read, saying that she was anything but a professional educator and
                        had been only a Rockefeller secretary. He appealed to Mays to take Spelman,
                        which was a much bigger job than Morehouse. This introduction to the
                        intrigue within the Rockefeller camp caused Mays to stall for time. In the
                        end, he declined the Spelman offer, not wishing to stake his whole career on
                        winning what was certain to be a bitter battle on ground that was unfamiliar
                        to him, and chose Morehouse.

                 

                Young M. L. King and Benjamin Mays arrived at the
                        campus together—King as a seventh-grader at the Atlanta University
                        Laboratory School, Mays as president of Morehouse. M.L. saw President Mays
                        fairly often that year, as it was his father’s custom to attend concerts and
                        lectures at Morehouse or Spelman with all three children in tow. After the
                        events, Reverend King always made his way to the stage or dressing room to
                        congratulate the performers, adults and students alike, never failing to
                        introduce himself and each of his children. The tenor soloist of the
                        Morehouse Quartet was struck by the directness and energy of this powerful
                        preacher who made pointed comments of encouragement to everyone, and who
                        took such obvious pride in his children.

                To reach the Lab School each morning, young King rode a
                        segregated city bus from Auburn Avenue through downtown Atlanta to the
                        sprawling campus that Rockefeller and the Northern Baptists had bought in
                        the previous century. Some mornings he took his violin to school for
                        lessons, and the violin case, together with his proper dress, must have made
                        him a prim sight for the passengers. The violin was his mother’s idea, to
                        which M.L. responded with a sullen obedience that never advanced his violin
                        music much beyond a scratchy whine. A.D. did better, according to family
                        legend. M.L. showed relatively more promise on the piano, but his impatience
                        with fundamentals and his desire to make impressive sounds quickly pushed
                        him out of step with his lessons. As an adult, he would occasionally sit
                        down among trusted friends and play snatches of the “Moonlight Sonata” and
                        nothing more, professing it to be the only piece he knew.

                One Sunday afternoon in May, at the end of M.L.’s first year
                        at the Lab School, grandmother Williams served as the Women’s Day speaker at
                        Mount Olive Baptist. Back home, her grandchildren went upstairs to study,
                        but sometime later M.L. slipped off to walk down Auburn Avenue for a
                        downtown parade. This was a time of Lend-Lease and war news from Europe, and
                        children could sense the rising excitement—the many military uniforms, the
                        martial music, the parades. M.L. was watching the marchers when a young
                        friend tapped him on the shoulder with the news that he’d better get home
                        fast: his grandmother was dead.

                A heart attack had struck the family matriarch as she sat on
                        the platform at Mount Olive. In the blur of tears and helpless grief that he
                        found at home, young King discovered unforgettable feelings of anguish that
                        went to the very bottom of him. His first blind reaction was to blame
                        himself: if he had not sneaked off without permission to indulge his
                        curiosity at the parade, Mama would still be alive. His special feelings for
                        her collided with the first cold rush of human finality, so overwhelming him
                        that once again he threw himself out the upstairs window. The family
                        gathered him up again, but this time there was no good news to relieve him.
                        For days he fell into long crying spells, and he could not sleep. His grief
                        had been so pronounced that neighbors and relatives were surprised to
                        witness his dignified composure at the funeral. People said he became a
                        young man overnight.

                In his autobiographical sketch of a decade later, King
                        identified the death of his grandmother as a childhood event having
                        “tremendous effect on my religious development.” He recalled the personal
                        impact at great length, with unreserved emotion that swept over gaping
                        contradictions. In one passage, he wrote that his grandmother’s death
                        provoked his first serious discussions “on the doctrine of immortality,”
                        during which his parents assured him that “somehow my grandmother still
                        lived.” “I guess this is why today I am such a strong believer in personal
                        immortality,” he concluded. In the same sketch, however, he described a
                        prolonged slide into religious skepticism that began about the time his
                        grandmother died and reached the point of extreme public heresy at Ebenezer
                        the next year, when at the age of thirteen, “I shocked my Sunday School
                        class by denying the bodily resurrection of Jesus.” Such a statement from
                        the preacher’s favored son in a fundamentalist church doubtless created a
                        stir. King recorded nothing further of what he had said out loud, but he
                        wrote that from then on, “doubts began to spring forth unrelentingly,”
                        until, by his second year of college, he “regretted going to church.” The
                        stress of his grandmother’s death, combined with his own questioning nature,
                        put too much pressure on the fundamentalist edifice, which collapsed under
                        him. His grandmother’s death brought young King for the first time to both
                        belief and unbelief, and therefore to the sharp edge of religious inquiry.
                        Her death also deprived him of the one person in the household who seemed to
                        combine pure love with natural, unforced authority.

                For Daddy King, the loss of his mother-in-law was partially
                        offset by the freedom it gave him to realize his lifelong goal of owning his
                        own home. Shortly after the funeral, he bought a yellow brick house, “the
                        kind I had been dreaming about,” only a few blocks away from the Williams
                        home on Auburn Avenue, where his wife had spent nearly all her life and
                        where their children had been born. Mrs. King, displaying some of her late
                        mother’s independence, declined to sell or mortgage the house and apply the
                        proceeds toward the purchase of the new home on Boulevard. As executor and
                        sole heir to her mother’s estate, she took possession of the house in her
                        own name and rented it out for the income. The family lived in the new King
                        house, but she kept the old house in the Williams family.

                The new brick house was located on “Bishops’ Row,” where the
                        Negro bishops had lived before the Methodist college moved across town to
                        the Atlanta University campus in a further consolidation of that educational
                        complex. It was no longer fashionable to live downtown near the Auburn
                        Avenue business district, as moneyed pioneers were building modern houses on
                        large wooded lots out beyond the combined Negro college campus, in an area
                        known as Hunter Hills. Later it would be called simply the West Side. At the
                        Lab School, M.L. came to know many of the sons and daughters of the Negroes
                        living there, and the experience helped further sensitize him to social
                        conditions. The prevailing rule was that the West Side was better than the
                        East Side, with jokes running about how special an East Side boy had to be
                        to get a date with a West Side girl. There were cross-cutting strata of
                        income, family history, skin color, and religious denomination—running from
                        the ultra-elite First Congregational Church, where extremely light-skinned
                        Negroes sometimes held services with neither music nor preaching but only
                        their own thoughts, which were assumed to be profound, down to the primitive
                        Baptists and other churches for the illiterate. Negro society of that era
                        was preoccupied with numerous gradations among the minority of the race that
                        was healthy, working, and otherwise able to address such matters. Young King
                        wrote defensively of his neighborhood as “a wholesome community,
                        notwithstanding the fact that none of us were ever considered member[s] of
                        the ‘upper upper class.’” A Negro writer characterized the area as “mostly
                        lower middle class, and upper lower class.” One of King’s best friends in
                        high school broke it down even further as “upper lower class and lower
                        middle and middle middle class.”

                That same friend concocted the first nickname that stuck to
                        M.L., “Tweedie,” in tribute to his penchant for tweed suits. Young King was
                        something of a dandy—meticulously groomed and fastidious about his clothing.
                        From grade school on, he had a reputation for elaborate, Victorian-style
                        courtship—full of letters, gentlemanly maneuvers, and shameless panegyrics
                        of love poetry. He pursued his finery and big words with such natural
                        panache that he brought no scorn upon himself. Always unassuming, he slipped
                        easily from tweeds to dungarees. His enormous social range meant that
                        “Tweedie” was simply incorporated into the nickname pool of his neighborhood
                        clique, along with “Shag,” “Rooster,” “Sack,” and “Mole.”

                World War II quickened the pace of his education. The Atlanta
                        University Laboratory School, which had been created as an experiment to
                        prove that high-quality teachers could turn out Negro graduates every bit as
                        skilled as white ones, folded when the war drained off much of the student
                        body at Atlanta University. As a result, young King had to attend the city’s
                        only public high school for Negroes, which was also located on the West
                        Side. His bus rides continued. After tests showed that the Lab School had
                        pushed him ahead of his class at the public school, he entered Booker T.
                        Washington High School in the fall of 1942 as a thirteen-year-old
                        tenth-grader. He was there when the Allies landed in North Africa. By the
                        following spring, Reverend King and his fellow Morehouse trustees faced
                        something much worse than the usual financial crisis. The war was taking a
                        high percentage of the students who might have gone to Morehouse, and not
                        even the superhuman fund-raising efforts of President Mays—already known as
                        “Buck Benny” for his practice of mercilessly hounding Morehouse men for fees
                        and donations—could halt the losses that were pushing the college near
                        bankruptcy. The board chairman suggested that Morehouse close for the
                        duration of the war, but Mays devised an alternative that might allow it to
                        scrape by: the college lowered its standards and its entrance age in order
                        to admit younger freshmen. Later, King stated forthrightly that he was
                        reading on no better than an eighth-grade level when he enrolled that fall,
                        at the age of fifteen.

                At about this time, Spelman’s President Read finally triumphed
                        in her ten-year guerrilla war against the chairman of the Atlanta University
                        sociology department, Dr. Du Bois. Although she was neither a scholar nor an
                        educator, her informal position as the Rockefeller representative gave her
                        an overriding strength at all the schools, since she was also a Morehouse
                        board member and the treasurer of Atlanta University, signing all its
                        checks. Grumbling Negro faculty members nicknamed her Rockefeller’s white
                        “overseer.” Her coup de grâce on Du
                        Bois was simple and quiet: his name failed to appear on the faculty payroll
                        list for the fall of 1944. The seventy-six-year-old Du Bois, who had written
                        three books and dozens of scholarly articles since his noisy departure from
                        the NAACP in 1934, came rudely to the end of yet another career. Nearly
                        twenty years of writing and political turmoil still lay ahead of him when
                        Atlanta University set him adrift without notice or ceremony.

                 

                Earthshaking events—as spectacular as Hiroshima and as
                        subtle as the early research on the birth control pill—generally failed to
                        disturb the self-absorption of King and his peers at Morehouse, where it had
                        become traditional to say that there were only two kinds of students: those
                        at Morehouse and those who wished they were. President Mays, in his weekly
                        address to the student body, harnessed all his authority and eloquence to
                        the task of arousing student interest in the issues of the outside world. By
                        his own admission, he failed. Using one of many sayings that became part of
                        his legend, Mays chided the students regularly for not getting excited about
                        “anything larger than a hamburger.”

                Most of the close friends King made at Morehouse were in
                        private rebellion against the ministry. Bob Williams, the tenor soloist who
                        had met King years earlier and was now back at Morehouse after a stint in
                        the Army, came from a family of preachers but was intent on becoming an
                        opera star like his idol, Roland Hayes. Young Samuel Cook—only fifteen, like
                        King—had determined not to follow his father in the pulpit, and Walter
                        McCall was an Army veteran who had preached for money and decided that he
                        hated it. McCall’s career plan was to support himself as a part-time
                        minister but channel his considerable idealism toward his goal of becoming a
                        lawyer like Thurgood Marshall, who could help his people. He considered it
                        far easier to make ends meet as a preacher than as a lawyer, and easier to
                        serve humanity as a lawyer than as a preacher. McCall’s perception—that
                        idealists must look to the law, breadwinners to the church—would have
                        baffled white students. This stark cultural reversal was part of the natural
                        landscape for Negroes. So was the fact that some two-thirds of Negro college
                        students always had been female, which meant that every male college
                        graduate could expect at least two marriageable women among his peers.*

                King entered Morehouse planning to become a doctor, but he
                        soon dropped the idea after deciding that the biological sciences were too
                        cold and mathematical to suit him. Then he, like his friend Walter McCall,
                        set his sights on the law. Dirt poor, McCall toiled in the basement of
                        Groves Hall as the unofficial campus barber, cutting students’ hair for a
                        dime. He subjected all his customers to complaints about a host of physical
                        ailments, especially arthritis, and about his financial plight. When King
                        once told him after a haircut that he could not pay his dime right away,
                        McCall became enraged that this privileged, suave, and polished kid
                        professed to have money troubles. The two of them “went to the grass”
                        outside, drawing a crowd, and King prevailed in the wrestling match even
                        though he gave away many pounds and five years to the Army veteran. Having
                        won McCall’s respect, King convinced him that his parents really did not
                        give him very much spending money. He soon paid his dime, and the two
                        antagonists became almost inseparable friends, known to everyone as “Mac and
                        Mike.” They were a humorous pair of opposites. The gruff, confrontational
                        McCall seemed possessed of a harder rebellion in what he later called a
                        “revolutionary stage.” He abhorred religious tastes—especially the happy
                        chatter about heaven and the cross—and looked upon religious ideas as a
                        point of departure. When he and King and other members of their small group
                        went to church, they always sat in the balcony and looked down on the
                        proceedings like anthropologists.

                King would remember being startled by Morehouse and its
                        reverberations on his own racial identity, when “for the first time in my
                        life, I realized that nobody there was afraid.” This realization is
                        paradoxical in two respects: it contradicts his own memory that Reverend
                        King had always shielded him at home and at Ebenezer from racial cowardice
                        and most racial humiliation; and it is literally untrue. Morehouse students
                        had hardly escaped racial fear, which was a component even of their
                        subordinate relationship to the white Miss Read. Few if any students felt
                        comfortable with whites or challenged Atlanta’s segregation laws, and
                        everyday episodes of fear often intruded upon King’s dormitory bull
                        sessions. What was new to King at Morehouse was not an absence of fear but a
                        willingness to question the fear that was there.

                He had never known such an attitude at home. Reverend King was
                        not disposed to discuss the race issue. On the few occasions when
                        segregation openly challenged his dignity, he had defended himself bravely
                        in episodes destined to become part of the King legend—as when he
                        indignantly walked out of a shoe store after a clerk insisted on serving him
                        and young M.L. in a segregated section. While boasting of his own
                        fearlessness, the elder King had devised a philosophy and a daily routine
                        that avoided precisely that sort of episode, whose emotional charge was
                        always rooted in fear. He made the race issue simple: he was right,
                        segregation was wrong, and the hatefulness of white people was a mystery
                        best left to God. His son had grown up with this attitude, but was startled
                        to find that Morehouse people freely undertook to solve the mystery
                        themselves. King had his first frank discussions about race on the Morehouse
                        campus. Many of the countless theories about it emanated from the sociology
                        department, whose professors thought of race behavior as a subcategory of
                        all social behavior. They tried to reduce racial fear from a taboo to a
                        branch of knowledge, penetrable by logic. King decided to prepare himself
                        for a legal career by majoring in sociology. Walter Chivers, his adviser and
                        primary teacher in the department, conceived of racism in vaguely Marxist
                        terms as a necessary byproduct of an economic system that benefited
                        whites.

                As to religion, much of the pressure King felt was a deepening
                        of the denial that had begun to overcome him when grandmother Williams died
                        three years earlier. He recalled a few years later that his first two years
                        of college pushed him steadily into a “state of scepticism,” during which he
                        regretted his church background. He made it clear that this was extremely
                        painful, but it was also liberating. At Morehouse, he wrote, “the shackles
                        of fundamentalism were removed from my body.” The Morehouse atmosphere
                        initiated King to the mixed thrills of freethinking. In his case, the
                        growing pains were compounded by factors personal to him—the unusual bond to
                        his late grandmother, and the convergence of both racial and religious fears
                        in the person of his father, whose attempts to banish them on the strength
                        of his own naked authority seemed alternately fraudulent and all too human.
                        In the cycles of perception, Reverend King appeared now and then as one
                        whose strengths transcended his fundamentalism. He was still the father, who
                        had shown how to run a church and make his way in the world, daring to
                        dispense answers that thousands found serviceable.

                These pressures, which introverted King in the classroom and
                        at home, never threatened to paralyze him in the company of his new friends.
                        He and McCall spent a lot of time experimenting with some of the tamer sins
                        against Baptist doctrine, such as dancing and card-playing. They would sneak
                        out of church early to play cards. At Morehouse, King worked hard to develop
                        the accoutrements of urbanity. One of his campus models was Professor
                        Gladstone Chandler, who smoked a pipe, wore a smart tweed jacket, and
                        invented ingenious games to help his English composition students learn new
                        polysyllabic words. This was one course in which King was no underachiever,
                        because the flamboyant pedantry of the word games brought him no end of fun.
                        If Professor Chandler called on King with a simple “How are you?” he would
                        reply, “I surmise that my physical equilibrium is organically quiescent.” To
                        friends around the Mac and Mike clique, King was an affable personality
                        resting on a foundation of decency, moving politely but steadily away from
                        the religious straitjacket of his youth toward the Morehouse ideal of the
                        successful, fun-loving gentleman. When Bob Williams, who finished Morehouse
                        at the end of King’s second year, heard some time later that his young
                        friend had decided after all to become a preacher, his first reaction was to
                        laugh out loud in disbelief.

                 

                During the summer of 1946, King quit his job as a
                        laborer at the Atlanta Railway Express Company because the foreman insisted
                        on calling him “nigger.” Whites were using the epithet with greater
                        frequency then, as increased racial hostility was merely one of many new
                        rumblings when the whole world began to adjust to the meaning of the great
                        war. Amid runaway inflation and fears of a return to the Depression,
                        economic warfare broke out into a chaos of general labor strikes, company
                        goon squads, and emergency government programs. The Soviet Union and the
                        United States began to split the globe into two warring camps, each claiming
                        to represent idealism against an empire of evil ambitions. Colonized peoples
                        in Asia and Africa denounced the hypocrisy of the democratic nations that
                        doggedly reasserted sovereignty over them, and in a similar spirit America’s
                        Negro soldiers demanded that they be given at home the rights they had
                        fought for overseas. Whites resisted these demands, especially in the South,
                        with a ferocity that put lynchings back into the headlines. Mobs
                        assassinated no fewer than six Negro war veterans in a single three-week
                        period that summer. In Georgia’s first multiple lynching since 1918, one of
                        those six veterans died when a group of hooded men pulled him, his wife, and
                        another Negro couple out of a car near Monroe, lined the four of them up in
                        front of a ditch, and fired a barrage that left a reported 180 bullet holes
                        in one of the four corpses. In the aftermath, state investigators in Monroe
                        complained that “the best people in town won’t talk about this,” but they
                        and the FBI would compile enough evidence to take before a grand jury, which
                        declined to return an indictment. Local Negroes called in Rev. William
                        Holmes Borders from Atlanta to conduct the funeral.

                The story of the Monroe lynching was one of many that the
                        NAACP’s Walter White told to President Truman in the Oval Office that
                        September. “My God!” exclaimed Truman. “I had no idea it was as terrible as
                        that.” He promised to do something, and soon thereafter appointed a special
                        commission to recommend legislation dealing with all deprivations of Negro
                        citizenship rights. At a time when Negro leaders had trouble getting
                        themselves into the White House at all, much less getting a delivered
                        promise out of it, Truman’s action made him an overnight hero. King’s friend
                        Samuel Cook helped organize the first campus chapter of the NAACP, which was
                        soon sponsoring debates on such questions as whether Negroes should protest
                        segregation by refusing to serve in the armed forces. The campus mood
                        changed drastically that fall with the major influx of returning war
                        veterans, who, having seen combat in foreign lands, now mingled with the
                        “babies” Morehouse had recruited in their absence. Cook, though only
                        seventeen, faced the challenge of serving the amalgamated student body as
                        its president, having been elected the previous spring on the strength of
                        his popularity as a football star.

                King showed little interest in the campus agitation about
                        public affairs. Now a junior, he was spending more and more time in the
                        company of Larry Williams and Walter McCall, studying preachers. It was a
                        tight little trio. As time and practicality seasoned their religious
                        rebellions somewhat, they sought to answer the question of whether the
                        ministry could be cut to the shape of their ambitions. They could be found
                        in the Wheat Street balcony as often as three Sundays a month that year,
                        studying Borders’ mannerisms, his organizational style, and above all the
                        high-toned sermons in which he aroused his congregation without merely
                        repeating the homilies of eternal life. Not surprisingly, Borders welcomed
                        their attendance a great deal more than Reverend King appreciated their
                        absence. When Larry Williams, an Ebenezer member, grew so close to Borders
                        over the year that he asked to be apprenticed to him as a Wheat Street
                        assistant, Reverend King took it as proof of intrigue. He asked his son to
                        cut off his friendship with Williams.

                M.L. refused, which made his position in the jumble of private
                        belief and family harmony more delicate than ever. Actually, his gropings
                        toward a conscionable brand of preaching made him look beyond Borders toward
                        something much less orthodox, but he could not say so to his father.
                        Reverend King’s dissatisfaction was real and close to him personally. In
                        addition, he could not ignore the possibility that any religion vague and
                        secular enough to satisfy him would be too mushy to sustain a church.
                        Reverend King always talked about sustaining the church. M.L. was trying to
                        steer through treacherous psychological waters in many respects. By the end
                        of his junior year, he had given up talk of becoming a lawyer and was
                        noncommittal when asked about his future.

                Pressures at home were so severe that King rejoined the
                        Morehouse tobacco program for the summer of 1947. As a fund-raising venture
                        during the war, the college had contracted to supply Connecticut growers
                        with student laborers for the harvest. King had made the trip three years
                        earlier, mostly to get out of Atlanta, but this time it was less of an
                        adventure, more of a work gang. Having been voted one of the two laziest
                        workers before, King now channeled his natural exuberance into playful but
                        determined resistance. There was beer around the barracks at times, and for
                        King the antics culminated abruptly when a policeman accosted him during a
                        nighttime foray. As scrapes go, it was rather civilized; he did not see the
                        inside of a cell. Still, for any young person, let alone Reverend King’s
                        son, the mere thought of explaining such an incident at home caused great
                        consternation. Reports were sure to reach his father.

                Back in Atlanta, he told some of his closest friends that he
                        had decided to soften the blow by first telling Reverend King what he most
                        wanted to hear: he would follow him into the ministry. The news overjoyed
                        the patriarch, who made a show of weighing the sincerity of his son’s
                        intentions but then scheduled M.L. for an immediate trial sermon. He told
                        the news to the Ebenezer congregation in the only acceptable way—that his
                        son had been “called by God to the pulpit.” The younger King’s friends knew
                        he was too sensitive to be teased about these circumstances at the time, but
                        later they joked about how it was really the “hot sun of the tobacco field”
                        that had called him.

                On the appointed Sunday afternoon, a sizable crowd filed into
                        the church basement, where trial sermons were traditionally held. Then
                        others came, and still more, until Reverend King, in his glory, finally
                        shouted, “It won’t hold ’em! It won’t hold ’em!” and waved everyone upstairs
                        into the main sanctuary. Young M. L. King did not have the commanding
                        presence of his much larger father in the pulpit, as some noticed, but he
                        already spoke with an authority that made people forget his small stature.
                        Although he talked less of Jesus and used more big words than many of his
                        listeners would have liked, the trial was a great success. The boy was only
                        eighteen, they said, and youngsters always talk more about living a good
                        life than about heaven. Clearly, he was gifted, for he seemed to project his
                        entire being in the expression of his sentiments, the sonorous baritone
                        making music of his convictions. The Ebenezer congregation rose up in
                        celebration. On a word from Reverend King, young M.L. was quickly ordained
                        as a full-fledged minister and made assistant pastor of the church. No one
                        but young King and a few of his Morehouse friends knew that his first pulpit
                        oration had been borrowed from “Life Is What You Make It,” a published
                        sermon by Harry Emerson Fosdick of the Riverside Church in New
                    York.

                 

                The last year at Morehouse was a heady one for King.
                        He and Larry Williams, now assistant pastor to Borders, walked around the
                        campus like young lords. Whenever Borders asked Williams to conduct one of
                        his funerals, Williams would ask King to stand in with him. If the two of
                        them were not preaching sermons, they were marrying and burying people,
                        while still going to classes and doing homework, and basking in fresh
                        admiration from local females. Walter McCall teased his friends for getting
                        carried away at times, but he was on the same path. All three of them felt
                        the honor of being an out-of-town guest preacher at the churches of King’s
                        uncle Joel in Shade Grove, South Carolina. King once flew home from his
                        uncle’s church, becoming the first member of the family to travel by
                        airplane. He and Williams made the trip so often that they gave each other
                        new nicknames. King became “Shady” and Williams “Grove.” Morehouse students
                        called the two of them “The Wreckers,” in tribute to their reputations as
                        ladies’ men. King’s friends still saw fit to call him Tweedie, noting the
                        affectation in his habit of closing his sermon folder just as he stepped
                        into the pulpit—so that everyone would know he was preaching without notes.
                        This practice greatly annoyed Reverend King, who wanted his son to preach
                        from a manuscript.

                The big news during King’s last year at Morehouse came out of
                        Washington. Truman became the first American President to address an NAACP
                        convention, and when the commission he had appointed the previous year
                        released its report, “To Secure These Rights,” most observers expressed
                        shock that Truman allowed publication of an agenda so far in advance of
                        public opinion. The report brought the phrase “civil rights” into common
                        political parlance, replacing “the Negro question.” There was even greater
                        shock the following February, just three days after the assassination of
                        Mohandas Gandhi in Delhi, when Truman sent a special civil rights message to
                        Congress asking for a federal anti-lynching law, among other things. Atlanta
                            Constitution editor Ralph
                        McGill, the South’s most responsible liberal on the race question, attacked
                        the legislation as too radical for the white South, which stimulated the
                        NAACP’s Walter White to call McGill a “weasel.” These two men then felt
                        obliged to go through a minuet of apology and redefinition on liberalism’s
                        shrinking territory of comfort. At Morehouse, a majority of realists saw the
                        new bill as a desperate effort to revive Truman’s reelection hopes in the
                        North. They predicted correctly that the bill would go nowhere, but still
                        there were distant rumblings indicating that the postwar world might become
                        an altogether new age. The new mood was an old battered faith, now
                        buttressed by the goodwill that follows a war and by the harsh realities of
                        a shrinking globe.

                King took his first public stands that winter on issues far
                        removed from the dominant ones, beginning with an article for the campus
                        newspaper titled “The Purpose of Education.” Most Morehouse students, he
                        wrote, were in danger of pursuing education as an “instrument of
                        exploitation so that they can forever trample over the masses.” Properly
                        conceived, he argued, education provides “noble ends rather than a means to
                        an end” and rescues learning from the moral vacuum of “efficiency.” “The
                        most dangerous criminal may be the man gifted with reason, but with no
                        morals.” As an example of such a creature, he cited no less a figure than
                        former Georgia governor Eugene Talmadge, who, King wrote, had a Phi Beta
                        Kappa key and “one of the better minds of Georgia, or even America…yet he
                        contends that I am an inferior being.”

                The article was vintage early King—taking a broad swipe at a
                        topic of his own choosing, making provocative connections (in this case
                        linking the selfishness of Morehouse students with the racism of Talmadge),
                        working toward a synthesis of religion and intellect, and struggling against
                        himself to express original ideas while indulging a fondness for platitudes.
                        Education was very much on his mind that year. Now that he had made a career
                        choice, there was indeed a purpose to his own education. He knew that he
                        needed big ideas to go with his big words if he wanted to elevate his
                        ministry above fundamentalism without sinking into permanent skepticism. In
                        this crucial respect, his training had only begun. He wanted to go to
                        seminary, as had Borders, Fosdick, and Johns, among the finest of the
                        preachers he had studied. He wanted to go specifically to a white seminary,
                        so that while answering the burning questions he could also prove to himself
                        what he had always been taught—that he was as good as anyone. Finally, he
                        wanted to get out of Atlanta for a while, and away from Reverend King. By
                        entering the ministry, he had taken a step or two back under his father’s
                        control. That year, Reverend King did with his new assistant pastor what he
                        could not have done a year earlier with the politely rebellious student: he
                        made M.L. apologize publicly to the Ebenezer congregation for the sin of
                        going to a YWCA dance with Larry Williams. King also tried but failed to
                        prevent his son from joining a new interracial council of students from
                        Atlanta’s white and Negro colleges, arguing that M.L. should stay among his
                        own and not risk “betrayals” from the white students. King thought this was
                        absurd.

                Before the school year ended, Morehouse observed a traditional
                        celebration of student oratory that made it unique among Negro colleges.
                        Each academic department, and most clubs and associations, selected an
                        outstanding student to give an annual address to the student body on its
                        behalf. The procession of speeches continued for weeks—one a day at the
                        compulsory chapel services in the basement of Sale Hall—culminating in the
                        Senior Sermon. President Mays and the faculty chose King to speak for his
                        class at that event. Some of his classmates would retain vivid memories of
                        being startled by King’s passion and clarity—especially when he declared
                        that “there are moral laws of the universe that man can no more violate with
                        impunity than he can violate its physical laws.”

                That spring he applied to Crozer Theological Seminary in
                        Pennsylvania and told first his mother, then his sister, then his brother,
                        and finally his father that he wanted to go there. Reverend King snorted in
                        protest for a few days. Seeing no need of further education, he did not want
                        to lose his son, or his assistant pastor, and he was extremely suspicious of
                        Crozer as a white seminary noted for its liberal leanings in theology. In
                        the end, as always, he not only relented but agreed to foot the bill.
                        Neither he nor his son had any idea of the enormous impact Crozer would have
                        on young King’s life, but one of them, at least, was eager to find
                        out.

                Christine King and her brother graduated in separate
                        ceremonies at Sisters Chapel in June 1948. She was twenty; he was nineteen.
                        As he preached through the summer and made ready to leave home, King was
                        especially happy that his best friend, Walter McCall, was going to Crozer
                        with him. Together they moved the Mac and Mike show into the great Northland
                        to match wits with the smartest white folks they could find.

            

        

    


THREE

NIEBUHR AND THE POOL TABLES




Late in the summer, King arrived at Chester, Pennsylvania, a small industrial town outside Philadelphia that was the home of Crozer Theological Seminary. It was 1948, a year of surprises—the Berlin blockade, the first sensational charges against Alger Hiss, Truman’s upset victory over Thomas Dewey—but to King and his fellow students nothing would match the first few days on the Crozer campus. Most of them expected an atmosphere of modestly progressive religion, of biblical belief tempered by modern knowledge. Their idea of liberalism was more or less along the line of one white student who arrived with a satchel full of research he hoped would prove his thesis that it was biologically possible for Jonah to have lived three days and nights inside the belly of a whale, as the Bible says he did.

What the students encountered was an atmosphere of unorthodox freethinking that went far beyond the rebellions of youth in that taut era. There were signs of it in the naked children who played outside their home with the full approval of their father, M. Scott Enslin, a New Testament scholar of world renown. Student rumors quickly established that Enslin observed neither Christmas nor Easter, believing them to be historically inaccurate perversions of the religious spirit. Some students labored to control their surprise over such things as the enormous gold cross on the table at the front of the Crozer chapel, a display that would be prohibited in most Baptist churches as idolatrous. And although they might not admit it, nearly all the students were shocked by what was directly beneath the chapel: a recreation room with three pool tables and a shuffleboard court. King, like most of them, thought he was modern to approve of dancing, but he had always shunned pool halls as the lowlife setting for knife fights and shootouts. Now he confronted the reality of a poolroom beneath his seminary chapel. Students in practice preaching class would occasionally hear the heathen clatter of a new rack being broken below.

The Negro students in the entering class had selected Crozer precisely because it was a white school of high reputation. Each one had steeled himself in anticipation of an alien environment, expecting to be one of a handful of Negroes at most, and perhaps the only one. What they found instead was almost as big a surprise as the pool tables. There were ten of them in a class of thirty-two. When Walter McCall arrived later in the year—he had been working to save tuition money—they would make up a full third of the class. Their classmates included three Chinese students, several Indians, a Japanese student who was refined and quite popular, a Negro from Panama, and assorted other foreigners. They were all stirred in among the white students in classes, dormitories, and the cafeteria, where a white student from Mississippi stunned everyone by blessing the food with a prayer that began, “Oh Thou whom we’ve been led to call Buddha, Yahweh, Christ, Zoroaster…” and on through the pagan deities. No major seminary of any denomination had achieved such a racial mix, and none would do so again, even after the black revolution of the next generation.

The Crozer administration was making valiant efforts to instill egalitarianism among the students. They had removed all the locks from the dormitory doors, for instance, which to the Negro students meant that the Crozer philosophy excluded not only racial separation but also racial security. Students could wander freely in and out of each other’s rooms at any hour of the day or night. This arrangement modified notions of physical safety and even private property, so that nearly everything came to depend on community trust. To clean up the students’ rooms, Crozer provided a staff of polite and efficient maids who, like the faculty, were all white.

Crozer president Edwin Aubrey, who years earlier had taught Benjamin Mays at the University of Chicago, called the new students together in the chapel early in the year and told them bluntly that they were the largest and least intelligent class he had known at the seminary. He had grudgingly yielded to financial pressure to increase enrollment, he said, but he refused to relax standards of performance. Aubrey correctly predicted that many of the students gathered there soon would be gone—less than half the entering class, including six of the eleven Negroes, would graduate in 1951—but he did not say that he himself was preparing to resign the presidency.

Like Crozer itself, Aubrey was something of a theological anachronism, a bulwark of classical liberalism on increasingly conservative terrain. Religious liberals, having won control of most of the nation’s institutions of higher learning twenty-five years earlier, after the Scopes and Fosdick trials, could no longer sustain both academic excellence and mass appeal. Religious thought was becoming vaguer and more secular, no longer commanding the intense public interest that had once put Fosdick on the front page of the Times. Religious conservatives, mean-while, had established their own seminaries and were perfecting simpler messages of great popular appeal in a troubled, complex age. King’s graduate school career would witness the rise to national prominence of Billy Graham and Norman Vincent Peale. Against these trends, Crozer failed to compete successfully for students.

Aubrey, a native of England, first held out to make Crozer a small school of elite scholars, and then, facing extinction, tried to hold on to the seminary’s liberal image by recruiting an expanded class in 1948 that included an unprecedented number of Negroes and Southern whites together. This experiment put Aubrey under considerable strain, as a number of Crozer trustees already believed that the liberal image was part of the recruitment problem. Aubrey would resign that year and be succeeded by a caretaker president whom the students called “Creeping Jesus” for his habits of walking slow and saying little. The Crozer president during King’s third and final year would be a hard-preaching moderate from Wake Forest, Sankey Blanton, who, by raising money and toning down the school’s image, would help squeeze out another two decades of life for Crozer. In retrospect, King’s class at Crozer was a desperate racial gamble in an isolated pocket of theological history, but to the students it was a culmination of American idealism, at a time when there was much confident talk of conquering poverty and disease, of ending colonialism and establishing an international brotherhood within the empire of liberty.

Two required courses occupied most of King’s time during the first year: M. Scott Enslin on the New Testament and James B. Pritchard on the Old. Both teachers were accomplished linguists who used the original Greek and Hebrew manuscripts to sort out the historical mysteries within the Bible. Enslin addressed the many contradictory accounts of quotations ascribed to Jesus—such as “he that is not against us is for us” in the Gospel of Mark, as opposed to “he that is not with me is against me” in Matthew—always drawing upon larger lessons about the differing purposes and historical circumstances of the biblical authors. A radical biblical critic in the tradition of Albert Schweitzer, Enslin did not hesitate to dispute what he regarded as historically fanciful biblical statements—declaring, for instance, that Jesus and John the Baptist never met each other. Pritchard taught a similarly unsparing course about the prophets of ancient Judaism. He was just finishing the preparation of Ancient Near Eastern Texts, a huge volume that would become a standard reference work. An archeologist and historian of the ancient Near Eastern cultures, Pritchard taught his students that neither Moses nor the great Israelite exodus from Egypt was mentioned anywhere in the contemporary literature of the region—not by the Persians, the Hittites, the Sumerians, or the Egyptians themselves. Pritchard’s conclusion, which he shared with four or five of the other leading Western scholars in the field, was that Moses was an uncorroborated historical figure, quite possibly a legendary one, and that the Exodus itself was probably a much smaller and more symbolic event than the one described in the Bible.

The standing joke among the Crozer students who survived these courses was that Pritchard destroyed the biblical image of Moses in the first term and Enslin finished off Jesus in the second. King not only survived but flourished academically as never before. He earned a B—in Pritchard’s course, which put him near the top because Pritchard gave out only two grades of A—above him. (The other four Negroes who would graduate with King all received D’s.) Pritchard was surprised to find that a Southern Baptist like King adjusted so quickly to Crozer. King was not only undaunted by the subject matter of his course but also socially precocious around professors of musty old subjects. He soon became a regular babysitter for the Pritchard daughters, presenting himself for duty in a suit and tie, carrying a stack of books under his arm.

 

When Walter McCall arrived for the winter term, he found his friend utterly transformed. The indifferent student of the Morehouse years was replaced by one who was utterly absorbed in course work and already earning grades that would make him valedictorian of his class. As the most abrupt and perhaps most pronounced character change in King’s life, this transition at Crozer was partly the result of his intense desire to distinguish himself in a white culture. Competing for the first time against white students, many of whom had superior college training, King wanted fervently to prove that he could not only succeed but excel. This desire, and his heavy sense of racial duty, entangled him in a paradox of identity that Du Bois had made famous among Negro intellectuals more than forty years earlier: “One ever feels his twoness, an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings…” For King, this meant that to represent his race nobly he had to behave more like his idea of white people and less like white people’s idea of Negroes. In particular, he was driven to escape the white stereotype of the Negro who was, in his words, “loud and always laughing…dirty and messy.” At Crozer, he was “morbidly conscious” of being late. He dressed more immaculately than ever, and he was “grimly serious” in the classroom. In short, he gave the Tweedie side of himself the appearance of a dedicated scholar.

These concerns hardly made King unique among the Negro students, however, and his sudden excellence was supported by an enthusiasm of much deeper substance. Unlike many of his fellow students, he welcomed the skeptical rigor of Pritchard and Enslin. Crozer’s approach to seminary training was to tear down the students’ religious belief system and start over, building a body of religious knowledge as rationally as possible, reducing the “leap of faith” to the tiniest arc of reverence. Crozer tried to do for its students what boot camp did for marine recruits, but with a drastically less fixed idea of what the finished product would be. In this difficult process, King enjoyed a large head start over most of his fellow students. Having muscled his way into a state of religious skepticism some years earlier against the combined weight of his heritage and his father’s authority, he found Crozer’s idea of religion no less liberating than the racially mixed classes, the unlocked dorms, and the white maids. He was on his own, six hundred miles from home, immersed in a world of religious, moral, and historical ideas he knew he loved in a way he could not yet define, with no prior obligation to buy any of it. He became suddenly and permanently fascinated. The floor of his room was soon piled high with books, and he would sometimes read all night.

Among the theologians and philosophers King studied during his first year at Crozer was Walter Rauschenbusch, a German Lutheran-turned-Baptist whose experiences as a minister in the Hell’s Kitchen area of New York at the close of the nineteenth century led him to write Christianity and the Social Crisis, the publication of which is generally regarded as the beginning of the Social Gospel movement in American churches. (The book was among the few King would ever cite specifically as an influence on his own religious beliefs.) Rauschenbusch rejected the usual religious emphasis on matters of piety, metaphysics, and the supernatural, interpreting Christianity instead as a spirit of brotherhood made manifest in social ethics. He saw the Christian ministry as an extension of the Old Testament prophets, who denounced pride, selfishness, and oppression as transgressions against the divine historical plan, which was to culminate in the Christian ideal of “love perfection” among all people. Rauschenbusch was not the first theologian to see the similarity between the Second Coming and Marx’s vision of a classless, stateless society, but he was the first to tie them together boldly as both the essence of biblical religion and the goal of Enlightenment progress. The minister’s job, he declared optimistically, is “to apply the teaching functions of the pulpit to the pressing questions of public morality.” Critics denounced him as a utopian or a Communist. But to generations of followers, Rauschenbusch rescued religion from sterile otherworldliness by defining social justice as the closest possible human approximation of God’s love.

George W. Davis, the professor who introduced King to Rauschenbusch, was the son of a union activist in the Pittsburgh steel mills. He was also the only strict pacifist on the Crozer faculty, and the strongest admirer of Gandhi. It was Davis’ personal copy of That Strange Little Brown Man of India, Gandhi that King read in the seminary library, responding positively to its message and to its overtly racial characterization of Gandhi. King never accepted pacifism at Crozer, and in fact wrote a paper attacking A. J. Muste’s notion that the atomic bomb had transformed the essential moral questions of war and peace, but he did otherwise adopt Davis as a mentor and faculty adviser, taking nearly one-third of his Crozer courses from him. The pairing made sense, as Davis was the embodiment of Rauschenbusch’s Social Gospel, and King, in his own words, “found it easy to fall in line with the liberal tradition” at Crozer. He also warmed to Davis as a kind and accessible man.

Not all Crozer professors carried their modern biblical criticism into liberal politics. Enslin, most prominently, made no secret of his disdain for Rauschenbusch and the entire Social Gospel movement. To Enslin, as to Albert Schweitzer, the Sermon on the Mount teachings that Rauschenbusch considered the essence of religion were intended only as an “interim ethic” pending the imminent establishment of a heavenly order that Jesus expected but that never came. Thus he dismissed the exaltation of the humble in the Sermon on the Mount, along with the troublesome blanket condemnations of worldly attachments. Those teachings were irrelevant to ordinary human affairs, he said, and the concerns of the Social Gospel were essentially political squabbles far beneath religion’s proper focus on the nature of ultimate reality. Enslin’s criticisms were brilliant and acidic, his behavior eccentric, and his private beliefs well concealed. He alone appeared to understand them, and students puzzled as to why such a man always attended at least three Baptist church services a week, where he was obliged to listen to banalities that he would not tolerate for an instant on the campus. The faculty considered him its leading Tory in politics, and most students thought of him as something of a bigot. In his letter recommending valedictorian King to graduate schools, Enslin would express surprise that a colored man from the South had done so well at Crozer.

Crozer students were more divided than the faculty in their social beliefs. The great racial experiment of 1948 dismayed some of the new white students as much as it gratified the Negro ones. An undercurrent of tension shortened some meals in the cafeteria, and the open-door dormitories led to inevitable difficulties that occasionally flared up into hostility. Forgiveness was the school’s specific reaction and racial harmony its recommended prescription. Fully in keeping with the approved Crozer attitude, King expressed the belief that love and reason could bring out in all people a basic goodness that was deeper than racial hatreds or personal animosities. All but one of his graduating Negro classmates generally agreed with him. The exception, Joseph Kirkland, was the only Northerner among them and also the only preacher’s son other than King. Streetwise and tough, Kirkland had rebelled against his authoritarian, intellectual father—holder of three Ph.D.’s, pastor of Philadelphia’s largest Negro Baptist church—at an early age, becoming a numbers runner and bootleg whiskey dealer in the ghetto underworld. His idea of the Social Gospel was to drag Crozer professors into boozy strip joints, exposing them directly to the common folk they normally analyzed from a distance. Kirkland believed that the Social Gospelers were naïve about the social chasms within each race. He teased the Southerners for being so impressed by the racial integration in the North generally—reminding them that such policies did not extend a single foot off the campus into downtown Chester. He teased King in particular for being sheltered. At Crozer, King was the only Negro and one of the very few students of any race who did not have to work at an outside job to support his studies. King “works with his checkbook,” laughed Kirkland, who was rather proud of himself for having spurned his own father’s support. When King first visited Kirkland’s room and objected to the beer kept there in coolers, saying that they all had “the burdens of the Negro race” on their shoulders, Kirkland replied, “So what?”

 

King’s oratory was among his chief distinctions at Crozer. His peers so admired his preaching technique that they packed the chapel whenever he delivered the regular Thursday student sermon, and kibitzers drifted into practice preaching classes when King was at the podium. A generation later, some of the white students who remembered very little else about King would remember the text, theme, and impact of specific King practice sermons. There was a chapel sermon on the text “They have a zeal, but not according to knowledge,” for example, and a talk to the women’s group of a white Baptist church on the theme of Christianity and communism. King perfected minute details of showmanship, such as tucking away his notes at the podium in a manner just unsubtle enough to be noticed, and his general style was extremely formal. He called his orations “religious lectures” instead of sermons, in fact, but the conflict inside him over such issues as knowledge versus zeal—with all their underpinnings of race, class, and theology—generated enough heat to make his sermons interesting. At Crozer, practice preaching courses brought King some of his best grades and highest approval. During the three seminary years, he took no fewer than nine courses related to the art of pulpit oratory.

His homiletics professor, Robert Keighton, brought to the classroom a preoccupation with style and the classical form of argument, which suited King perfectly. A “high” Baptist—accused by some of the “low” or “snake stomping” Baptists on campus of being an Episcopalian at heart—Keighton favored understatement, dry humor, tightly structured presentations, and a liberal sprinkling of illustrative quotations from poets and playwrights. He had organized, and still coached, the Crozer drama club. In class, Keighton remarked that he wished he knew his Bible as well as he knew Shakespeare, and it was rumored among the students that he had been offered a curatorship at the Shakespeare Museum in England. Keighton’s taste in more modern poets ran to W. H. Auden and T. S. Eliot, but as a concession to the romantic yearnings of preachers, he introduced King to some of the English-language poets he would quote throughout his public career, among them James Russell Lowell and William Cullen Bryant. Perhaps less fortunately, he also introduced the rhetoric of Saint Augustine, who was given to dramatic pairings of night-and-day clichés (“muddied the clear spring of friendship with the dirt of physical desire and clouded over its brightness with the dark hell of lust”), especially when speaking of sin or evil. Keighton, like Augustine, emphasized that a large part of religion was public persuasion, as can occur when speakers of the highest gifts address the most difficult questions. King came to accept the shorthand description of oratory as “the three P’s”: proving, painting, and persuasion, aimed to win over successively the mind, imagination, and heart.

In lectures dealing with the preacher’s tradecraft, Keighton taught that a preacher should first prepare an outline based on one of the proven sermon structures. There was the Ladder Sermon, the Jewel Sermon, the Skyrocket Sermon, the Twin Sermon, the Surprise Package Sermon, and many others. The Ladder Sermon climbed through arguments of increasing power toward the conclusion the preacher hoped to make convincing. The Jewel Sermon held up a single idea from many different angles, as a jeweler might examine a precious stone. The Skyrocket Sermon usually began with a gripping human interest story leading to a cosmic spiritual lesson, followed by a shower of derivative lessons falling back to earth among the congregation. Keighton’s method was to lecture on such methods and then direct his students to try them. More than a few students left Crozer because of stage fright in Keighton’s homiletics. King thrived on both the setting and the pressure. Keighton’s homiletics imposed order and style on his childhood desire to use big words, in an art form he had studied all his life.

Preaching class was the laboratory of the seminary. It was also a vital part of campus social life, because public speaking exposed each student’s personality and facilitated friendships to a degree far beyond the likely results of coffee hours or other social conventions. The Negro students shared much merriment in contrasting Keighton’s archly formal structures with their own homemade preaching formulas. Keighton might have his Ladder Sermon, they joked, but they had Rabbit in the Bushes, by which they meant that if they felt the crowd stir, they should repeat the theme, just as a hunter shoots into the shaking bush on the assumption that a rabbit might be there. Keighton might have his Classification Sermon, but they had Three Points in the Palm of a Hand. King and Walter McCall liked nothing better than sneaking in to hear their Negro classmates preach in real churches off campus. Both of them were accomplished mimics. To the mortification of the classmate, McCall would shout out a countrified parody of what they had heard, full of emotional fireworks about Jesus as the Holy Spirit incarnate, and then King would deliver the “correct” versions in equally exaggerated spiels of Enslin’s rational historicism, speaking of Jesus as a gifted Jewish prophet with a lot of personal problems.

With Horace “Whit” Whitaker, a Southern Negro who was generally considered the second-best preacher in the class, King and McCall spent many evenings at the home of Rev. J. Pious Barbour, a local pastor who had been the first Morehouse graduate to attend Crozer. Barbour was a raconteur and amateur philosopher of some renown, and the influx of Negro students at Crozer in 1948 gave him a steady audience for his favorite pastime, Socratic dialogues, which he hosted after sumptuous home-cooked meals prepared by Mrs. Barbour. Boasting of himself as “the deepest theologian in the Baptist Church,” Barbour sometimes slipped into outright nonsense, as in his quotation-laden warnings against letting a Catholic priest into one’s house, but he was never dull. He enjoyed making the students uncomfortable with the latest ideas about almost anything. “Tillich is all wet,” he later wrote King. “There is no ‘being itself’…Kant proved that.” Barbour welcomed the mental jousting as a relief from his less stimulating duties in the church. The students turned his ample hospitality into a social mainstay, taking dates there for extended evenings that allowed them to enjoy the good food and show off their learning before young ladies who were impressed enough or patient enough to listen.

One of King’s dates that first year was Juanita Sellers, an Atlantan whom he had known since high school. Attractive, poised, and intelligent, she was doing graduate work at Columbia University along with Christine King and a few other friends from Spelman. Sellers had grown up in the new elite West Side of Negro Atlanta, daughter of the city’s most prominent Negro mortician. Her social standing was such that when people carped about “social climbing” when she and her group of friends all pledged the Delta sorority at Columbia, they replied airily that such a motive was impossible for them because they had nowhere to climb. This attitude, in addition to her other qualities, made her precisely the sort of woman Daddy King was anxious for his son to marry. There was some rejoicing in Atlanta, therefore, when King visited Sellers in New York several times that year and invited her to spend weekends at Crozer. Sellers and Christine King traveled down to the seminary together, spending more than one evening with King and his friends at the feet of Pious Barbour.

During his first summer vacation from Crozer, while serving again as more or less the full-time pastor at Ebenezer, King saw Sellers enough to spark a rumor that their longstanding friendship was turning into a romance. While entertaining her one afternoon in the King home on Boulevard, he announced suddenly that there was someone he wanted her to meet. He urged her to brush her hair and freshen her makeup that very moment, to look her best. Without further explanation he escorted her to the Liberty Baptist Church, not far from Ebenezer. There King rang the doorbell at the church office and was invited in for tea with the pastor. It was all very pleasant, though churchy and formal. Afterward, King thanked Sellers for obliging him and said no more about the visit. It took a somewhat perplexed Sellers several days to find out from Christine King that the visit had been an exercise in ministerial diplomacy. King’s previous steady girlfriend had been an “East Sider” and a member of the Liberty church. By calling on her pastor in the company of Sellers, King was announcing his change of heart and implicitly offering him an opportunity to object. Moreover, the visit was a courtesy to the Liberty pastor, so that he would be well informed if the previous girlfriend asked him as her pastoral counsellor what had become of King, as was entirely possible. These and a thousand other calculations made up the preacher’s code, in which King was an advanced student.

 

Daddy King looked proudly on his son’s mastery of the political and social graces, but the moral standards he absorbed at Crozer were another matter entirely. By the second year, King was so imbued with the Social Gospel that he dared to drink beer, smoke cigarettes, and play pool openly in the presence of his father, whenever Reverend King visited Crozer. He went so far as to usher his father into the poolroom beneath the chapel, inviting him to play, trying to act as though it were perfectly normal, taking pride in his hard-earned skill as a player. He knew Reverend King would object violently, which he did, but he trusted excessively in the persuasive powers of the liberal Christian teachings that defilement comes only from within (as in Matthew 15:11). When he pointed out to his father that it was not the smoke-filled poolroom itself that was sinful but rather the plan sometimes hatched there to rob the liquor store, Reverend King brushed it aside as a book-learning excuse for sin. In what was to become a permanent pattern of conversation between them, King gently teased his father about being old-fashioned, and Reverend King defended his methods by pointing to his own time-tested success in the world.

The underlying battle of wills was a stalemate, the insurrectionary potential of which was not lost on relatives such as Rev. Joel King. With the senior King, he visited his nephew at Crozer several times, never failing to ask why King permitted M.L. to smoke and play pool while forbidding such vices to everyone else, including Joel, who was a grown man almost old enough to be M.L.’s father. Reverend King seethed under this line of questioning. Joel, for his part, decided he was not getting a satisfactory answer. Finally, after one long drive back to Atlanta from Crozer, he decided to try some of his nephew’s boldness himself. As he and Reverend King walked toward the house on Boulevard, Joel lit a cigar. King walked wordlessly ahead of him up the steps to the front door. Then, just as Joel was beginning to think that the crisis had passed, King whirled and crushed the lighted cigar with the back of his hand, sending sparks into his brother’s hair and down his suit. Joel King never figured out how M.L. managed to defy Reverend King with impunity.

Between father and son, ideological differences erupted again during the Christmas holidays of 1949, when young King decided to divide his time between preaching at Ebenezer and studying the works of Karl Marx at home. Communism was a subject of feverish public interest at the time, with the second Alger Hiss trial under way in New York and a Communist government celebrating its recent victory in China. Harry Emerson Fosdick had preached a widely publicized sermon at New York’s Riverside Church earlier that year in which he argued that the Communist movement had stolen two dormant aspects of traditional Christian appeal: the psychology of conversion, and the Social Gospel’s commitment to the oppressed. King read The Communist Manifesto and some interpretations of Marx and Lenin before framing an objection to communism that would serve him the rest of his life. In a suitably erudite but pat phrase, he came to reject communism because of its “historical materialism and ethical relativism,” meaning Marx’s doctrine that economic forces alone determine the path of history and Lenin’s teaching that what was good in politics was to be defined continuously by the vanguard party according to the needs of the revolution. King objected that these cold, scientific doctrines left no room for moral forces to act in history, or for moral standards to rise above the Machiavellian, tyrannical tendencies of politics.

To Reverend King, M.L.’s fancy phrases were no better than quibblings over alien notions. No good preacher needed to read a lot of books to decide that communism was un-Christian, he declared, fulminating against having all that Communist propaganda in his house. This would remain a sore point. For the younger King, it was all the more difficult because some of his most faithful intellectual mentors constantly urged him in the opposite direction. Melvin Watson, chairman of the Morehouse School of Religion, was one of a generation of Negro intellectuals—many of them stalwart Baptist preachers—who quietly amassed expertise on Communist doctrine because of explicit Soviet promises on race and the downtrodden. “The Communist theorists were definitely not materialistic after the fashion of the Greek atomists,” wrote Watson, after listening to King preach against communism at Ebenezer. “Marx’s…variety of materialism is very difficult to refute and is a very disturbing phenomenon.” Watson sent King a number of sophisticated but avuncular critiques, always with the cheery salutation “Dear Little In-Coming Doctor!” He urged King not to be discouraged by the Ebenezer congregation’s response to his lecture on dialectics. “Some people did sleep,” Watson noted, “but some would have slept regardless of the theme.”

The elder King took a new approach when he delivered his son for his final year at Crozer. No longer the stern figure who recoiled from the pool tables and departed as quickly as possible, Daddy King arrived in his finest three-piece suit, a gold watch chain dangling from his vest pocket, and made his presence known—shaking hands gregariously, complimenting the professors on their learning and the students on their prospects, telling everyone how proud he was that M.L. was finishing up his Bachelor of Divinity degree and would be joining him permanently at Ebenezer the next year. The seminarian himself stoically endured this performance, later telling his friends that his father was prone to exaggeration. He did not intend to join Ebenezer at the end of the year, nor any other church. Early that fall he wrote an open letter to the Ebenezer congregation, thanking the members for their support the previous summer “in the absence of our pastor,” stressing the fact that his father was still master of the church. He also sat down with his adviser and favorite Social Gospel professor, George Davis, to discuss the first-rank graduate schools at which he might obtain a doctorate in the philosophy of religion. His first choice was Yale, Davis’ own school. By November, he had applied to Yale, to Boston University, and to the Divinity School at Edinburgh University in Scotland. Yale turned him down in spite of his exemplary record at Crozer, but the other two schools accepted him before the Christmas holidays. This left King with a decision to make, and also with the familiar task of discussing with his mother how best to tell his father.

King already was aiming for further graduate study when he first read Reinhold Niebuhr during his last year at Crozer. The experience did not change his plans, but it appears to have changed nearly everything else, including his fundamental outlook on religion. Before Niebuhr, King wanted to pursue his doctorate for reasons of pleasure, inertia, and prestige. He had enjoyed Crozer beyond all expectation. He wanted to keep studying, especially since his future and its inevitable clash with Reverend King’s agenda was not yet resolved in his mind. He wanted a doctorate because it would place him in rarefied company. (Drawn to distinguished titles, he and his friends wrote letters to each other playfully appending long strings of advanced degrees to each other’s names, in the manner of British scholastics.) After Niebuhr, King experienced for the first time a loss of confidence in his own chosen ideas rather than inherited ones. The Social Gospel lost a good deal of its glow for him almost overnight, and he never again fell so completely under the spell of any school of thought, including Niebuhr’s. Although the Niebuhr influence went to the heart of the public and private King and affected him more deeply than did any modern figure, including Gandhi, the connection between King and Niebuhr would be obscured by complicated twists of time, race, and popular imagery.

 

The publication of Niebuhr’s Moral Man and Immoral Society in 1932, when King was three, marked the beginning of the end of classical liberalism in American theology. Niebuhr had come to teach at Union Theological Seminary in New York in 1928, by way of Yale Divinity School and a thirteen-year ministry in Detroit, having achieved considerable fame as a champion of the auto workers and Negro migrants struggling to survive in Henry Ford’s town after World War I. He was also an internationally prominent pacifist who had served several terms as president of the Fellowship of Reconciliation.* For that reason, Moral Man and Immoral Society caused a howl of betrayal among practically all nonfundamentalists interested in religion, because Niebuhr attacked the Social Gospel’s premise that the steady advance of reason and goodwill in the modern age was capable of eradicating social evils. His chief target was the eminent John Dewey, the last American philosopher to have a large popular following. Niebuhr ridiculed Dewey’s notion that ignorance was the principal cause of injustice, stating instead that it was “our predatory self-interest.” There was no evidence, said Niebuhr, that human beings became less selfish or less predatory as they became better educated. War, cruelty, and injustice survived because people were by nature sinful.

Niebuhr accused the liberal world of being “in perfect flight from the Christian doctrine of sin.” Intellectuals winced at the sound of the word itself, and modern theologians expressed shock that one of their idols was debunking the central idea of progressive history. To admit evil as a permanent aspect of the human character, as Niebuhr did, was to confound the theologian again with the question of what kind of God would permit such suffering, and why, and to cast doubt on the prevailing intellectual notions about the meaning of history. Such an idea threw Christians back to hard realists like St. Augustine, who believed that each person had to choose “love of God in contempt of one’s self,” or to Martin Luther, who held that man was a craven sinner in desperate need of divine grace.

Niebuhr did not go quite that far, although he did later admit to an unfashionable respect for Augustine as a man who “saw very clearly that it was not the mind which governed the self, but the self which governed the mind.” What Niebuhr did was to invent his own distinction between the character of people acting in large social groups as opposed to their character as individual people. Human nature was such that individuals could respond to reason, to the call of justice, and even to the love perfection of the religious spirit, but nations, corporations, labor unions, and other large social groups would always be selfish. Society, Niebuhr argued, responded substantively only to power, which meant that all the forces of piety, education, charity, reform, and evangelism could never hope to eliminate injustice without dirtying themselves in power conflicts. He ridiculed, for example, the notion that moral suasion would ever bring fundamental economic and political rights to the American Negro in Detroit or anywhere else. “However large the number of individual white men who…will identify themselves completely with the Negro cause, the white race in America will not admit the Negro to equal rights if it is not forced to do so. Upon that point one may speak with a dogmatism which all history justifies.”

Having committed heresy against the Social Gospel, and against the doctrine of progress itself, Niebuhr turned upon the Marxists, whose ideas had influenced him profoundly since his ministry in Detroit. Acknowledging that the Marxists understood the need for power to establish justice, he attacked them for pretending to have discovered a science of history even though Marx offered only an “apocalyptic vision” of triumph over selfishness and oppression, “in the style of great drama and classical religion.” Believing unreservedly in their false science, Niebuhr wrote, Marxists fell easily into blind tolerance of the injustice inherent in their creed, which, “charged with both egotism and vindictiveness,” proclaimed it the destiny of Marxists to speak for the poor and to exact vengeance upon the non-poor. According to Niebuhr, the inevitable result was a naïve credulity as well as “a policy of force and fear.”* He denounced Stalin’s “policy of ‘liquidating’ foes”—in a book published in 1932, years before most observers in the United States realized that such a policy really existed.

Moral Man and Immoral Society created a sensation in intellectual circles, transforming Niebuhr into a stark iconoclast. Mainstream liberals, such as the editor of the Christian Century, were disturbed by the Marxist themes that remained in his work, while Marxists hated him for criticizing Stalin. One Communist reviewer, after denouncing Niebuhr for spreading “the sauce of Christianity” on his political analysis, decided that he was “worse than a thug.” Horrified Social Gospel reviewers implied that Niebuhr’s emphasis on sin made him a traitor to progress, or even a fundamentalist. That same emphasis might have endeared him to religious conservatives, but they could not bring themselves to compliment a man who routinely questioned the literal truth of the Bible and who criticized Franklin Roosevelt as too conservative.

By the time King read Moral Man and Immoral Society in the fall of 1950, Niebuhr was transformed yet again and had risen in stature to become a weighty public figure. During the intervening eighteen years, Hitler had changed Niebuhr’s theory of immoral society and implacable evil from a theologian’s semantic invention to the most hotly debated topic on the globe. Niebuhr worked personally to help intellectuals escape from Germany, bringing Paul Tillich to teach with him at Union, and he founded Christianity and Crisis during World War II, primarily to counteract the influence of the American pacifists he once had led. After the war, he joined Eleanor Roosevelt, Hubert Humphrey, and other prominent liberal politicians in creating Americans for Democratic Action, whose purpose was to promote anti-communism among liberals—a theme that would help put John Kennedy in the White House. In the Cold War, as in the war against the Nazis, Niebuhr’s thought to some degree followed his fame.

In the book, King came fresh upon the earlier Niebuhr—a great theologian with an inner drive very much like his own, who had shocked the religious world in 1932 and now King in 1950 by declaring that the evil in the world was bigger than either the Social Gospel or Marxism. Both creeds hoped to see the meek inherit the earth, said Niebuhr, but the spiritual forces were too shy or too pure to fight the harsh world of evil, and the materialistic forces were too mechanical or too conspiratorial to allow the humanity which justice needs to breathe. The Social Gospel avoided the grit of politics; Marxism abhorred the church and all forms of idealism. To Niebuhr, they represented together the overriding tragedy of the age—“modern man’s loss of confidence in moral forces.” By “moral,” he meant the mediating unscientific realm of justice, which combines love and politics, spiritualism and realism. Morality was a compromise of religion and politics, necessitated by the special character of the immoral society.

This talk of morality pushed a number of buttons inside King. Morality was the preacher’s traditional fallback position. In moments of religious doubt, which King had experienced and always would, a preacher who could not talk about salvation could always talk about the Ten Commandments or the Sermon on the Mount. If racial justice was not God’s cause, it was at least a moral one. It did not bother King a great deal to hear religious conservatives say that the Social Gospel was too secular to be religious, but it was quite another matter to hear Niebuhr say that the Social Gospel did not touch the evil in the world and was therefore not moral. Hitherto, King and his Negro friends at Crozer had been able to drift along toward their degrees, thinking that if they performed as well as whites in school, preached the Social Gospel, helped as many Negroes as possible to rise to full skills behind them, and all the while encouraged the racial enlightenment of progressive white people, then they could make a contribution toward social justice whether or not their religious qualms subsided. If Niebuhr was correct, however, any Social Gospel preacher was necessarily a charlatan, and the Negroes among them were spiritual profiteers, enjoying the immense rewards of the Negro pulpit while dispensing a false doctrine of hope. Such a prospect deeply disturbed King, who already felt guilty about his privileges compared with the other Negro students at Crozer. Daddy King’s unabashed pursuit of success embarrassed him, and he would always be extremely sensitive about money. The shocking implication of Niebuhr’s book was that Daddy King was correct in his emphasis on sin and honest in his belief that the minister should try as hard as anyone else to get ahead. By this light, the Social Gospel offered King little more than the chance to become a hypocrite.

Niebuhr was turning against a strain of political and religious idealism that had been building since the epiphany of Count Leo Tolstoy, whose eyes had locked on three familiar words from the Sermon on the Mount: “Resist not evil.” “Why had I always sought for some ulterior motive?” asked Tolstoy. “‘Resist not evil’ means never resist, never oppose violence; or, in other words, never do anything contrary to the law of love.” In his old age, the great Russian novelist was transformed into the intellectual father of modern pacifism. His book The Kingdom of God Is Within You had a profound influence on young Mohandas Gandhi when he was a student in England. Toward the end of Tolstoy’s life, Gandhi corresponded with him and named his first commune, in South Africa, Tolstoy Farm.

In his book, Niebuhr attacked pacifists and idealists for their assumption that Gandhi had invented an approach that allowed religious people to be politically effective while avoiding the corruptions of the world. For Niebuhr, Gandhi had abandoned Tolstoy the moment he began to resist the color laws in South Africa. Gandhi’s strikes, marches, boycotts, and demonstrations were all forms of coercion, which, though nonviolent, were contrary to the explicit meaning of “Resist not evil.” Niebuhr applauded what Gandhi was doing but not the sentimental interpretations that placed Gandhians above the ethical conflicts of ordinary mortals. For Niebuhr, such a belief was dangerously self-righteous as well as unfounded.

While Gandhi’s methods were political and promised only a slight chance of improvement in the world, Niebuhr said bluntly, they belonged to “a type of coercion which offers the largest opportunities for a harmonious relationship with the moral and rational factors in social life…. This means that non-violence is a particularly strategic instrument for an oppressed group which is hopelessly in the minority and has no possibility of developing sufficient power to set against its oppressors.” Niebuhr amplified this gleam of hope as it might apply to the cause of the American Negro. If Gandhi’s methods were somehow adapted to American conditions and then employed in a difficult, protracted campaign, they could make headway toward justice even against the selfish forces of the immoral society. After making several suggestions as to how a Negro nonviolent movement might proceed, Niebuhr concluded that “there is no problem of political life to which religious imagination can make a larger contribution.”

Like Niebuhr, King allowed his religious and political thoughts to run along the same moral edge. Questions about the existence and nature of God seemed to merge with a simpler, more existential question: Is the universe friendly? Although Niebuhr distinguished sharply between the realms of love, perfection, and God on the one hand and justice, reality, and man on the other, he tried with his theory of moral man and immoral society to place them along a single continuum. As King would paraphrase him in a student paper, “Justice is never discontinuously related to love. Justice is a negative application of love…. Justice is a check (by force, if necessary) upon ambitions of individuals seeking to overcome their own insecurity at the expense of others. Justice is love’s message for the collective mind.”

For King, another immediate attraction in Niebuhr’s book was its tension. Niebuhr combined an evangelical liberal’s passion for the Sermon on the Mount with a skeptic’s insistence on the cussedness of human nature. While giving free rein to his own internal battle on these issues, Niebuhr saw far more promise in Gandhi than most religious liberals, and he honed the Gandhian method to its most defensible combination of religion and politics. Both the linkage and the tension appealed to King, whose own small world had been a blend of opposites—serenity and ambition, knowledge and zeal, church and state, Negro and white. His most heartfelt speeches would always pit the sunny skies of justice against the midnight storms of oppression, in warring Augustinian phrases. Implicitly, a step toward or away from justice could affect his present judgment about whether the universe was friendly and therefore about the nature of God. Even as a student, King believed that religion was alive only at its edges, and that doubt was as important as belief. In a paper obviously influenced by Hegel and Niebuhr, King wrote that “if a position implies a negation, and a negation a position, then faith carries disbelief with it, theism, atheism, and if one member of the pair comes to be doubted the result may be disastrous to religion itself.”

In later years, King never tried to stem the rivers of ink that described him as a Gandhian. Part of his acquiescence was a product of public relations, as he knew that within the American mass market there was a certain exotic comfort in the idea of a Gandhian Negro. King mentioned buying a half-dozen books about Gandhi in a single evening, but he never bothered to name or describe any of them. He almost never spoke of Gandhi personally, and his comments about Gandhism were never different than his thoughts about nonviolence in general. By contrast, he invoked Niebuhr in every one of his own major books, always with a sketch of Moral Man and Immoral Society. He confessed that he became “enamored” of Niebuhr, who “left me in a state of confusion.”

“Niebuhr’s great contribution to contemporary theology,” King wrote, “is that he has refuted the false optimism characteristic of a great segment of Protestant liberalism, without falling into the anti-rationalism of the continental theologian Karl Barth, or the semi-fundamentalism of other dialectical theologians.” This meant a great deal to King, but doubtless very little to most of his readers. He said little more in public. In private, however, he came to describe Niebuhr as a prime influence upon his life, and Gandhian nonviolence as “merely a Niebuhrian stratagem of power.” King devoted much of his remaining graduate school career to the study of Niebuhr, who touched him on all his tender points, from pacifism and race to sin.

 

On November 25, 1950, three days after King took his final exam in American Church History 153 (in which he was asked to discuss the evangelical campaigns between 1500 and 1760 to spread Christianity among American Indians), the Communist Chinese Army entered the Korean War in mass wave attacks. This intervention raised fears that the conflict would spread into a new world war, only six years after Hitler’s defeat, and in the United States the new Chinese enemy fueled a hatred of communism as a global, inhuman conspiracy. The Justice Department, apparently spurred by Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s outrage over a peace petition drawn up in Sweden, obtained a criminal indictment against W. E. B. Du Bois for circulating the petition in the United States without having registered as an agent of the Soviet Union. The New York Times vaguely identified Du Bois as “an author widely known in connection with Negro movements,” but the eighty-two-year-old founder of the NAACP and The Crisis was arraigned in handcuffs and faced trial more or less anonymously. Harry Belafonte—then an unknown New York actor of twenty-four, some two years older than King—was among those walking a scraggly picket line outside the courthouse. Belafonte had become enamored of Du Bois, and awakened to politics, by reading some of the Du Bois books that Negro sailors passed around during World War II. The Du Bois indictment pitched the NAACP into convulsions, even after a federal judge dismissed the case. Roy Wilkins straddled the issue by engineering one NAACP resolution condemning the indictment as an affront to Negroes, and others that warned Negroes of “so-called peace organizations” and empowered NAACP chapters to conduct internal purges against Communist infiltration.

Wars, conspiracies, and witch-hunts little affected the pace of student life at Crozer. Scott Enslin’s teachings about the historical Jesus still shocked the incoming freshmen, who still pretended to be pool sharks as they brutalized the three tables under the chapel. One of the student leaders who helped them adjust to the Crozer atmosphere as it affected faith and recreation was M. L. King, who served that year as president of the student body. Mike and Mac still played pool until three o’clock on many mornings, often joined now by a new white friend named Snuffy. Professor Kenneth Lee “Snuffy” Smith, a Virginia Baptist, had just returned from graduate study at Duke to join the Crozer faculty. He was about McCall’s age, just five years older than King, and so short that even King at five feet seven inches towered over him by half a foot. It was Smith who taught Niebuhr in one of his courses, and noticed the impact upon King. King wanted to read more Niebuhr, but the pace of his studies left him little time.

In the middle of the year, King grew fond of Professor Smith’s steady girlfriend, Betty, the daughter of a German immigrant woman who served as the cook for the Crozer cafeteria. At first, the incipient competition between the two male friends—student and teacher, Negro and white—was absorbed in banter and professions of goodwill. After all, Smith had just returned from Duke on fire with the spirit of the Social Gospel, and the living of that creed ruled out jealousy. Nevertheless, an ugly tension deadened the camaraderie around the pool table soon after King openly began pursuing Betty. When he won her over, tempers flared.

King’s friends nervously enjoyed the story of the seminary love triangle until he ruined it for them by turning serious. He said he had fallen in love, and that Betty was in love with him. Friends tried to make jokes about whose theological and racial liberalism was being most sorely tested—his, Smith’s, or Betty’s—but nothing worked. King was not laughing, and in time no one else was either. Making no secret of his distress over what to do, King asked for advice. Kirkland said bluntly that he should know better than to consort with the daughter of a mere cook, Negro or white. Marcus Wood cautioned him more diplomatically about the difficulties of finding a church that wanted a racially mixed family in the parsonage. Whitaker, older and perhaps wiser than the others, let King talk himself out. He listened as King resolved several times over the next few months to marry Betty, railing out in anger at the cruel and silly forces in life that were keeping two people from doing what they most wanted to do. Late one night, his clothes rumpled from an evening of romance on the campus grounds, King knocked on Whitaker’s window, wanting to talk again. Whitaker led him through questions that were familiar by now, and King finally broke down. He could take whatever Daddy King might say, he told Whitaker, but he could not face the pain it would cause his mother.

King forced himself to retreat, and struggled against bitterness. Even as he did, a crude, literal trial of flesh and spirit threatened his best friend, Walter McCall, whose girlfriend charged him with bastardy. When all attempts to mollify her failed and it appeared that court could not be averted, a mortified McCall had to make a pained, confidential approach to a Crozer professor, asking him to testify that he was a seminary student in good standing, of such character and promise to the clergy as to make it extremely unlikely that he was the father of the child, or that he would abandon the child if he was. The professor so testified, and the court ruled in favor of McCall. The ethical ramifications of the case for McCall and for Crozer dictated that everything be handled as quietly and as delicately as possible. Snuffy Smith, among the few liberal professors who knew of it, seized on the not-guilty verdict, believing that it cleared everyone. Inasmuch as McCall all but acknowledged paternity in a later letter to King, however, the verdict may have meant, on the contrary, that Crozer’s reputation for religious authority helped convince the court of a lie, thereby allowing McCall to escape his responsibilities to the woman and to his child.

This sort of morally radioactive situation has always given religious institutions a powerful incentive to seek quiet, private solutions in matters of sex and the clergy. When race is added as a third factor—as it was in this case by the fear that a McCall scandal would give ammunition to those who opposed Crozer’s recruitment of Negro students—the combination becomes so unbearably sensitive that discretion and hypocrisy govern almost instinctively. Historically, such avoidance would help explain how some four million mulattoes came into being in the United States with practically no recorded cases of legal or ecclesiastical disgrace ever attached to members of the dominant white culture.

At Crozer, King came hard to the judgment that the price of a mixed marriage was higher than he was willing to pay for the love of one woman or the dream of the beloved community. He knew that the responsible course was to follow the unwritten family guidelines of the profession: that a minister must marry, that he must marry sooner rather than later, that his choice of a wife was important not only personally but also as it would affect his career, and that he must look for certain objective qualities in prospective mates. Among Negro ministers—who enjoyed enormous advantages over their white counterparts because of the preacher’s greater prestige within the culture, and also because of a relative plenitude of female peers—the selection process seemed elevated at times to a minor affair of state. An underlying sense of urgency strained against a host of practical calculations that were almost political in nature. King told Whitaker he would be married by the end of his first year out of Crozer, even though at the time he had not settled on the bride.

 

In the summer of 1951, Reverend King was less happy with his son’s decision to seek a doctorate than he had been three years earlier with his desire to go to Crozer. Seminarians might be overeducated to Daddy King’s way of thinking, but at least they tended to preach in a church, whereas Ph.D.’s tended to teach in a university. This indeed was young King’s plan. “For a number of years I have been desirous of teaching in a college or a school of religion,” he wrote in his application to Boston University. “The teaching of theology should be as scientific, as thorough, and as realistic as any other discipline. In a word, scholarship is my goal.” Reverend King pressed all his objections to the fullest but, as always, relented when young King insisted that he needed further learning. Then the father circled from surrender to generosity, agreeing to pay all his son’s expenses in graduate school. He also gave him a new green Chevrolet for finishing at the top of his Crozer class. The Chevy had “Power Glide,” just like Horace Whitaker’s car that King admired so much.

It helped somewhat that King decided to pursue his doctorate at Boston University instead of Edinburgh. The decisive factor was the presence at Boston of Edgar S. Brightman, who for years had been the leading exponent of a school of theology known as Personalism. King’s adviser at Crozer, George W. Davis, was a follower of Brightman, as were many other Crozer professors. Even Enslin respected him highly as a religious philosopher. Brightman’s school harked back to the intensely personal God of the Jewish scriptures and to early Christian theologians such as Augustine, who sometimes described God using only a long list of human emotions, modified to remove any objectionable qualities and raised to infinite strength. Led by Brightman, the Personalists had been defending themselves against the drift of theology. Religion, like everything else in the modern age, was succumbing to its envy of science. Most of the advanced schools of theology, feeling less adequate in a time of science’s empirical miracles and permanent, mathematical truths, protected themselves with scaled-down promises and vague imitations of the scientific method. Karl Barth called God the “wholly Other.” Tillich was defining God with his own intricately technical language of symbolism. Henry Nelson Wieman, whom King would compare with Tillich in his Ph.D. dissertation, called God “that something upon which human life is most dependent…that something of supreme value which constitutes the most important condition.” Even Niebuhr told an audience at Yale that Jesus was “a revelation of the mystery of self and of the ultimate mystery of existence.” Theology, which had once ruled all science as well as all being, was resorting to more and more elaborate shrugs. King himself shared this propensity to vagueness on the crucial questions, but, in much the same way that a doubting preacher fell back from the afterlife to morality, he embraced Personalism’s teaching that there was rich, empirical meaning in religious experience.

In September 1951, King packed the green Chevrolet for the long drive from Atlanta to Boston. The Korean War was in prolonged, bloody stalemate. President Truman had just appeared in the first coast-to-coast television broadcast, addressing the Japanese Peace Treaty Conference in San Francisco. Willie Mays was finishing his first season with the New York Giants, and the telephone company was preparing to introduce direct long-distance dialing in New Jersey. On his way north, King stopped in Brooklyn to preach a guest sermon at Gardner Taylor’s Concord Baptist Church, which was competing with Adam Clayton Powell’s Abyssinian Baptist of Harlem for the distinction of being the largest Protestant congregation in the United States. Guest appearances in Taylor’s pulpit were hotly coveted by Negro preachers of any denomination. The honor came to King when he was only twenty-two, on the strength of his preaching reputation and his father’s connections to Taylor as a fellow power in the National Baptist Convention.

Two days after his Brooklyn sermon, listening to his first Boston University lecture by the master, Edgar S. Brightman, King scribbled across the top page of his notebook: “Hartfort Luccock says that the only proof of immortality is ‘a life worth preserving.’” To the formal Brightman, this amounted to nothing more than a crackerbarrel quip, but King liked it. He also liked Brightman, and would take ten of his fifteen Ph.D. courses from him or his main Personalist protégé on the faculty, L. Harold DeWolf. King almost immediately established a personal bond with Professor DeWolf, a kindly Nebraskan who remained active in the Methodist Church. Before Christmas, DeWolf returned the first of many papers King would write for him, this one entitled “The Personalism of J. M. E. McTaggart Under Criticism.” It earned an A and the comment “excellent, incisive criticism, a superior paper.” King quickly became one of his favorite students.

At Boston, the collegial atmosphere of a small seminary like Crozer was gone, replaced by the mass bustle of a large urban university. Graduate students often moved in a tireless circuit between class, library, apartment, and off-campus job. Weyman McLaughlin, the Negro student of systematic theology considered closest to King in scholarship ability, worked evenings as a skycap at Logan Airport. He studied late at night by the light inside his closet, so as not to wake his apartment mates.

King continued to wear tailored suits whenever he stepped out of his apartment, and he worked consciously to develop habits befitting an intellectual. Doodling on the back of a notebook, he practiced increasingly ornate signatures, until the “g” in King looped all the way back to the “M” in Martin. Like many of the other students, he tamped, smoked, and fiddled with a pipe almost constantly, spoke with an air of detached reserve, and developed the far-off look of a philosopher. Technically, King was a philosopher, as he was registered in the philosophy department and planned to seek his degree in the philosophy of religion.

He took no preaching courses at all, as Crozer had taken him beyond the classroom, but he kept up a lively correspondence on advanced pulpit tradecraft, sometimes complete with stage directions. “In the sermon I used the silent conclusion,” a friend wrote King in 1952, “and it seemed to be quite effective. I used an illustration and when I concluded appeared as if I was to continue[,] then abruptly, ‘Let us pray.’” On his own, King began to create a repertoire of written sermons. Several of his earliest models were inspired by classroom ideas, which he expanded by adding his own illustrations and spiritual twists within one of the classical sermon structures taught by Keighton. From Spinoza’s epistemological theory that there are three levels to knowledge, which can be related to three levels of moral life, King wrote a sermon entitled “The Three Dimensions of a Complete Life,” which he would use throughout his career. Another of his standard sermons, “What Is Man?”, was inspired by his study of the complete works of Niebuhr during his first year at Boston. Niebuhr also inspired “The Answer to a Perplexing Question,” a sermon on the persistence of evil.

King himself fostered much of what passed for social life among roughly a score of Negro graduate students at Boston University, by organizing what was called the Dialectical Society or Philosophical Club. Graduate students interested in philosophy or religion gathered one evening a week to share a potluck supper and a rarefied discussion about God or knowledge. One student read a formal paper, and the others then jumped in to criticize or support it. The club lasted throughout King’s student life in Boston, becoming so popular that white students dropped in occasionally and Professor DeWolf once delivered the paper for discussion. A rather stiff decorum prevailed early in the evening, as pipe smoke and abstract jargon mingled in the air, but the hard core of participants usually settled into a bull session late at night.

“Well, I had a big funeral last weekend,” King announced during one of the meetings. “We buried Jim.”

“Jim who?” someone asked.

“Jim Crow,” King replied.

Laughter broke out as the others realized King was joking about the slang name for segregation. “Yeah, we did Jim up real good,” King drawled. “We put him to rest.”

George Thomas was one of a tiny minority of Negro students who lost interest in the Dialectical Society precisely because Jim Crow and other political matters were relegated to the joke period. With Douglas Moore, his only steadfast ally among the Negro graduate students, Thomas organized what they called “spiritual cell movements” to further the cause of world peace. They fasted together against the Korean War, denounced the atomic bomb at campus rallies, and drove to New York to march against Franco’s Spain. In later years, Moore became a mentor of the Southern student sit-in movement. At Boston, he and Thomas occasionally landed a fellow divinity student for an attempt to integrate a clerks’ union at Sears or for a protest against McCarthyism, but they never landed King himself. He remained aloof, absorbed in course work. At the Dialectical Society, discussions of politics were largely confined to the issue of whether it was wise for them to choose “race-related” topics for papers, theses, and doctoral dissertations. King concurred with the general consensus that to do so might cheapen their work in the eyes of influential Negroes as well as whites. That was realism. The mainstream Negro students considered activists like Thomas and Moore somewhat “up in the clouds,” as one of them wrote King, adding that “the world is not going to be converted overnight.” King left virtually no references to race or politics among his student papers at Boston University. He took some courses from professors who were known as crusaders for racial justice, such as Alan Knight Chalmers and Walter Muelder, but he did most of his work with sympathetic non-activists like DeWolf.

Students who visited King at his apartment on Massachusetts Avenue, across from the Savoy Ballroom, usually found him surrounded by a stack of books four feet high. Roommate Philip Lenud, a friend from Morehouse, did the cooking; King washed the dishes. Visitors came to learn that King thought nothing of phoning home and talking for two or three hours at a time—always with the long-distance charges reversed, always with his mother. King told her about everything—his friends and professors, bank overdrafts, lost silverware, preaching assignments, clothes, Dialectical Society meetings, food problems, and girlfriends. Almost always, the conversation worked its way to the subject of courtship, as this was a prime concern not only of mother and son but also of Reverend King, who made no secret of his desire to see his son married soon. He had been uneasy since the previous summer of 1951, when the romance with Juanita Sellers inexplicably had failed to mature.

 

King was doing his best to marry. He and Philip Lenud double-dated frequently, and King met other possibilities in the churches where he preached. He had long since invented a coded rating system for eligible women, calling an attractive woman a “doctor” and a stunning one a “constitution,” saying that she was “well-established and amply endowed.” Along with the other Negro students, he was keenly interested in the drama of one student who was “passing” for white at BU. They admired, castigated, and laughed at her endlessly—but always keeping a safe distance, as no one really wanted responsibility for exposing her gambit. Otherwise, King’s bachelor style fit the postwar fashion. He elbowed his male friends in the ribs if a “constitution” went by, collected phone numbers, and began each contact with a promising new lady by trying out his lines. Early in 1952, he called a woman blindly on the recommendation of a friend. After passing along a few of the friend’s compliments as reasons why he had obtained the phone number, King threw out his opening line. “You know every Napoleon has his Waterloo,” he said. “I’m like Napoleon. I’m at my Waterloo, and I’m on my knees.”

“That’s absurd,” Coretta Scott replied. “You don’t even know me.”

Unabashed, King continued with the melodrama and poetry, throwing in some comments about his course work that identified him quickly as a man of substance. His come-on crisscrossed between directness and caricature, authority and humor. When Scott did not hang up on him after his opening flourishes, it was only a matter of minutes until he persuaded her to have lunch with him the next day. He picked her up in his Chevrolet and took her to a cafeteria. There he learned that she had grown up on a farm in rural Alabama, daughter of a man who feared whites but who did not shrink from building a fine house with his own hands. By strength and perseverance, Obadiah Scott had accumulated several hundred acres, placing him among the elite yeomen of the poor Negro farmers. His daughters had picked cotton in the fields and scrubbed clothes in a washtub, but they had acquired enough of the family grit to seek their education at a private school in a nearby town, which had been established by Congregationalist missionaries after the Civil War and run ever since as a church school. From there, Coretta Scott had followed her older sister north to Antioch College, and after graduation she had come to Boston’s New England Conservatory of Music on a small scholarship.

She aspired to become a classical singer, but her prospects were uncertain at best. Even if she possessed the rare talent to make the great leap between the level of a good church soloist and that of a full-time professional, she lacked the financial backing to give her career much of a start. She survived by working alongside the Irish maids at a fashionable Beacon Hill boardinghouse in exchange for room and board. Thus far, her college degree, her social connections among cultured Negroes, and her ladylike comportment—which she could stretch at will into the regal posture of a diva—had brought her little more than the chance to starve at one of the most fashionable addresses in Boston. Suffering from the compounded insecurities of race, poverty, and the competitive world of music, Scott struggled to keep her dignity and her optimism above her acute sense of realism. “The next man I give my photograph to is going to be my husband,” she told herself. Nearly two years older than King, she would turn twenty-five that spring and was already past the prime marrying age of that era. In the absence of a career break or a prosperous suitor, she would soon be obliged to scale back her ambitions.

King knew all this. It would become one of his stinging jokes to tease her with the remark that she would have wound up picking cotton back in Alabama had he not come along. At their first lunch, however, he praised her looks, especially her long bangs, and launched into discussion of topics from soul food to Rauschenbusch. To Coretta Scott, who had been put off at first sight by King’s lack of height, he seemed to grow as he talked. As he drove her back to the Conservatory, he shocked her again by declaring that she would make him a good wife. “The four things that I look for in a wife are character, intelligence, personality, and beauty,” he told her. “And you have them all. I want to see you again.” She replied unsteadily that she would have to check her schedule.

Their courtship became an odd mixture of romance and pragmatism. King spoke in poetic cadences and treated her to elegant evenings of concerts and theater, but he made no secret of the fact that he was consciously selecting a wife and that she and the other women under consideration had to meet certain conditions. With the help of her older sister, Coretta cooked a meal in the King-Lenud apartment that King said “passed” his cooking test. She replied in the affirmative when he asked whether she could bring herself, as a preacher’s wife, to treat the uneducated “Aunt Janes” of a Negro Baptist congregation without condescension. Unexpectedly, she met another test when King asked her to detour through Atlanta that summer to visit him at his home. When she replied offhandedly that she probably would not come, King exploded. “Forget it,” he told her. “Forget the whole thing.” Unlike Juanita Sellers, who had defied King in a similar dispute, Scott reconsidered under the pressure.

She arrived in Atlanta that August, a few weeks after the Republican Party nominated Dwight D. Eisenhower for President at its Chicago convention—the first ever to be televised. Her first exposure to King’s world—the big church, big house, big city, the elite Negro social clubs and powerful connections—intimidated her. She thought Mrs. King treated her coolly, and Reverend King practically ignored her. To the master of Ebenezer, she was merely another of his son’s many girlfriends, and a country girl to boot. Anyone could claim to be a concert singer, but very few had much to show for it. Reverend King’s aloofness did not surprise her, because she already knew from M.L. and from her Atlanta confidants that the patriarch was determined that his son marry into one of the socially prominent West Side families. She had even heard that M.L. would not be allowed to make such a strategically important choice on his own, that the “final decision” lay with Daddy King. All this was unnerving enough as a rumor, but the reality of meeting the King family was worse—so imposing and yet so friendly, so polite and yet so cold. Not surprisingly, she found that the most human and endearing member of the King world was her boyfriend himself.

Back in Boston, King showed signs of having his mind on things other than his studies. One of his first philosophy papers that fall came back with a grade of D + and covered with acidic comments from the professor, such as “let’s not get wordy,” “obviously,” and “why?”, with circles drawn around numerous grammatical errors. Recovering, King earned three consecutive A’s from the same professor on papers about Descartes, William James, and Mahayana Buddhism. Then, almost as if there were a plan to keep him off balance, old friends descended upon him with worries about his prolonged bachelorhood. His old Crozer friend Horace “Whit” Whitaker chided him in a letter for failing to meet the marriage deadline he had set for himself two years earlier. Whitaker guessed that “one-time wreckers” were still distracting King. A few weeks later, King received a letter from W. T. Handy, Jr., a future Methodist bishop who had left Boston University after King’s first year. “I know you are still galivanting [sic] around Boston, the most eligible and popular bachelor in town,” Handy wrote. “I wonder how you are progressing with my steadying influence gone. Remember M.L., ‘we are expecting great things from you.’ The only element to restrain our expectations from bearing fruit will be M.L. himself. However I know that he will not allow himself or influences to bring failure about him or embarrasment [sic] to his beloved Father and Mother.”

King’s parents visited Boston that fall. Now that their son was calling home less frequently, and after the summer visit from Coretta Scott, they were distressed enough to seek some answers in person. Both elder Kings immediately noticed the tidiness of the apartment on Massachusetts Avenue, and, knowing neatness to be uncharacteristic of either their son or Philip Lenud, they attributed it to a feminine presence. Their suspicions focused all the more on Coretta Scott, who seemed to be with their son constantly. Reverend King, with his customary bluntness, began asking M.L. about the status of his other girlfriends in her presence, calling them by name. M.L. shrugged them off one by one, but he did not respond to the challenge with a profession of interest in Coretta. Satisfied to have her there among them during teas and meals, he had no wish to press the challenge further. Reverend King did. When he could elicit no statement of intention from his son, he bored in directly on Coretta. He suggested that the career she planned in secular music was hardly fitting for the prospective wife of a Baptist minister. When she said nothing, he switched to a jovial mood and said he figured her romance with M.L. was just a college infatuation anyway, and probably would not last out the year. Again, she did not respond.

Reverend King abruptly shifted to his Jehovah voice: “Let me ask you very directly. Do you take my son seriously, Coretta?”

Utterly nonplussed, she tried to make a joke of it. “Why, no, Reverend King,” she said. “Not really.”

At last he had forced his opening. Good, he said, and he went on to make himself plain in a thunderstorm of words. He was glad Coretta had no serious designs on his son, because the elder Kings knew for a fact that he had already proposed marriage to a number of women in Atlanta and elsewhere. He named some of them. Coretta was merely another one. The elder Kings had not yet given their permission for him to marry, and when they did, the bride would be someone better suited to him than was Coretta Scott. “M.L. has gone out with the daughters of some fine, solid Atlanta families,” said Daddy King. “Folks we’ve known for many years, people we respect, and whose feelings we’d never trample on. I’m talking, Coretta, about people who have much to share and much to offer.”

This outburst was more than Scott could bear. “I have something to offer, too,” she interjected defiantly.

Daddy King, giving no sign that her flash of anger had impressed him, continued with a glowing description of Juanita Sellers. “We love that girl,” he said. “I don’t know what M.L. is going to decide. But I’m glad to hear you say you don’t take him seriously, because unless you know my son better than I do, I would advise you not to.”

All this time M.L. said nothing, much to Scott’s dismay. He drew his mother into another room and told her that he planned to marry the woman his father had just blistered unmercifully. He knew the message would get through. He told Coretta so as he drove her home. The news consoled her, but King wounded her in the next breath by criticizing her for having failed to make a good impression on his father.

Mrs. King’s message worked on her husband’s nerves. Later during their visit, he was trying to endure polite conversation among the four of them when suddenly it became too much for him. Without warning, he slammed his fist on the table, terrifying the others. “You-all are courting too hard!” he shouted. “What’s this doing to your studies?”

This shook the words out of his son. “I’m going to get my doctorate,” he said quietly. “And then I’m going to marry Coretta.”

A moment later, Daddy King slammed the table again. “Now you two had better get married!” he commanded, as though he had just conceived of the idea himself.

 

A few weeks after King achieved the painful marriage truce with his father, Professor DeWolf lectured for six hours on the theology of Augustine, the North African bishop who, after nearly thirty years of ribald womanizing, became the first great genius of comprehensive Christian theology. Augustine had made Christianity at least as respectable philosophically as Manicheanism, Neo-Platonism, and astrology, its chief rivals among Mediterranean intellectuals in the early fifth century A.D. His doctrines of church authority helped the Vatican survive the Middle Ages, the eight hundred years that followed the destruction of the Roman Empire. In a January examination, DeWolf asked his class to explain Augustine’s complex theory of evil, in which the great saint sought to reconcile God’s authority over evil with His infinite benevolence. “The problem of evil baffles the theist, not the atheist,” King began. His essay received an A.

King composed an outline for a sermon entitled “How a Christian Overcomes Evil.” It was a Ladder Sermon of three ascending steps, each divided into parts. “The first step in overcoming evil is to discover what is worst in us,” he wrote, going on to specify the evil in unorthodox fashion as “that sin to which we are most frequently tempted.” This he followed with a call for honesty with oneself, using language overlaid with so many psychological turns as to render it opaque: “The hidden fault must be called by its right name, otherwise we miss seeing our pride under fear of an inferiority complex.” After a second step on using God’s grace to begin combat with the evil, King came to his crucial third step: “Concentrate not on the eradication of evil, but on the cultivation of virtue.” By way of illustration, he contrasted the technique of Ulysses, who fought the temptation of the sirens by putting wax in the ears of his sailors and by strapping himself to the mast of his ship, with that of Orpheus, who resisted those same sirens by playing his harp so beautifully as to make the siren song seem unappealing. King recommended the approach of Orpheus. “Evil is not driven out, but crowded out,” he concluded. “Sensuality is not mastered by saying: ‘I will not sin,’ but through the expulsive power of something good.” Only in this final sentence did King introduce sensuality as the specific sin to which he was directing his method.

His focus on sensuality added to the mystery of the difficult sentence he wrote about the need for honesty to overcome evil. In that context, “fear of an inferiority complex” could mean fear of being unmasculine, of being unloved, and King could have been warning that such an obsession would lead people to overlook their own pride of conquest. For Augustine, as well as for Niebuhr and Martin Luther and most other theologians of note, human pride was the principal door to sin, including sexual ones. Alternatively, King could have been referring to an inferiority complex in the more common usage of the time, meaning racial inferiority—warning that such a handicap in a Negro could make him blind to his own racial pride, or to the pride that lies beneath all considerations of race. Or, finally, he could have meant some combination of sensuality and race, as they merge into powerful interior forces. In any case, numerous logical pitfalls worked against King’s formula for combatting such sins. If the harp of Orpheus played the same kind of music as did the alluring sirens, only better, then, King implied, virtue and sensuality were of the same nature. By setting good and evil in a kind of competition, rather than in opposition, King changed the nature of the contest from a tug-of-war into a race. The two forces might move side by side, covering much the same ground, and thus would be in danger of becoming indistinguishable. Perhaps because of the obvious flaws in his formula, King never expanded his outline for “How a Christian Over-comes Evil” into a complete sermon. It remained among his papers as an unfinished outline.

Professor Brightman died that April after a long illness, leaving King without a faculty adviser. Soon afterward, he shifted his registration from the graduate school’s philosophy department to the School of Theology, and with DeWolf as his new adviser sought to finish his Ph.D. course work within one more school year. He had to petition the faculty to allow him to take a heavy course load pending success on a second round of the required German-language competency test. While King struggled with his German, the outside world rushed through what the movie newsreels would call a “Year of Change.” Stalin died in March. England celebrated the coronation of Queen Elizabeth in June. Eisenhower, the new President, felt so optimistic about the prospects for a truce in Korea that he restored the traditional Easter egg roll for children on the White House lawn. Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, convicted of giving atomic secrets to the Soviet Union, were executed at Sing Sing on June 19, the day after King’s wedding.

King had kept up the meetings of the Dialectical Society through the spring of his engagement. In the bull sessions, he endured more than his share of ribbing for having agreed to submit to the harness of matrimony. It made him stiffer, they said, and several of them grumbled among themselves that Coretta Scott was too “bourgie,” their word for “bourgeois.” Coming from a self-constituted assembly of dialecticians, this criticism was audacious in the extreme, but some of them sensed that she was different. When King’s friends relaxed after their exertions, they preferred women who would jitterbug with them, as had most of his other girlfriends. Scott refused to do so. Her idea of music was strictly classical. When performing, her tastes ran to hoop-skirted formal gowns, and she clasped her hands in front of her at shoulder level, gazing as far off into the clouds as any philosopher. Such affectations provoked some of King’s colleagues at Boston University to think of her as one who “tried too hard,” and to some degree her manner would injure King’s future relations with earthy friends like Walter McCall. There was, however, some countervailing opinion within the male caucus. King’s friends considered her an intelligent, strong-willed woman, skilled in the social graces, “not down with it, but no dummy.” She had a gift for remembering names, always put newcomers at ease, and never failed to be polite —all of which would serve her well as the wife of a minister. Moreover, she was ambitious and fiercely loyal.

Most of these traits came into play on her wedding day, June 18, 1953. She had planned to have a small private ceremony in the front yard of her parents’ home, not far from Selma, but wound up with what she called the largest wedding in the history of those parts. She fretted intensely that the urbane King clan would look down on her solid country folk as mere farmhands, but at the same time she did not want to appear to be trying to impress them. This was more than enough to knot the stomach of any bride, and Reverend King did not help her nerves by sweeping her and the bridegroom off for a private talk just before the ceremony. It was not too late to back out, he said, strongly advising them not to go through with the ceremony unless they simply could not help it. “I preach because I can’t help myself,” Reverend King declared, “and when you get married you should think of it like that, as something you are impelled to do. Think about this for a few moments and decide if this is the way you feel.” Scott persevered through this bizarre speech and through the bollixed details common to most weddings. Years ahead of her time, she wanted the promise to obey her husband removed from the wedding vows as inequitable, and she was strong enough to get Reverend King to agree. When the reception was finally over and the newlyweds were allowed to escape, King fell exhausted into sleep and she did the driving. Because resorts, motels, and hotels in Alabama were prohibited by law from serving Negroes, they were obliged to spend their wedding night at the closest thing to a public accommodation within reach of Negroes—a funeral parlor, owned by a friend of the Scott family.

Fully within the King tradition, Coretta Scott King found herself swept immediately into the world of her in-laws. Reverend King baptized her at Ebenezer on the Sunday following the wedding. She and her husband lived in the King home on Boulevard for the remainder of the summer, and Daddy King arranged a teller’s job for her at the Citizens Trust Bank, of which he was a director. At summer’s end, the entire family went to Miami for a historic meeting of the National Baptist Convention. President D. V. Jemison, who had ruled the convention for years without serious opposition, even though he had gone blind and had to be led around by the hand, was retiring on the inducement of a large cash settlement and a special pension. There was much excitement among the preachers over the prospect of a new election. Daddy King’s old Atlanta rival, William Holmes Borders, was running on a ticket headed by Jemison’s vice president and likely successor, but a strong challenge was mounted by Rev. J. H. Jackson, the renowned orator and friend of Daddy King, who in 1939 had broken Atlanta’s color barrier before a mass audience of the World Baptist Alliance. In a spirited campaign, Jackson mobilized the younger preachers by engineering an anti-dictatorial amendment to the NBC constitution, prohibiting self-succession by the president. Daddy King was a floor manager of Jackson, and young King served as a lieutenant. Joel King came down from his new church in Michigan. Most of King’s Negro classmates from Crozer attended, as did some ten thousand other preachers from churches great and small. They would all remember the wild insurgency that elected J. H. Jackson and how they “stayed up all night” to do it, standing on chairs, waving brooms to sweep out the older order.

After the convention, Coretta Scott King accompanied her husband as he preached his way north to Boston, stopping in Washington and Baltimore for guest sermons. Once settled in their new apartment, King resumed discussions with Professor DeWolf about the Ph.D. dissertation he would write after a final year of course work. In the end, King selected a topic—comparing Paul Tillich’s idea of God with that of Henry Nelson Wieman—that promised credit without substantial risk. Tillich and Wieman led two rival schools at the pinnacle of liberal Protestant theology—Union Seminary and the University of Chicago, respectively—but in the sense most fundamental to DeWolf and King, their ideas of God were virtually identical. Both Tillich and Wieman were Transcendentalists, as opposed to Personalists. To King, therefore, the conclusion of his dissertation was never in doubt: he would criticize both Tillich and Wieman for having ideas of God that were too arid, speculative, and cerebral to answer human yearnings in the province of religion. His dissertation would be an academic exercise for the most part, born of a tactical choice to use Personalism as a tool of criticism rather than a subject. Although DeWolf pressed him at times to spell out his Personalism against all the standard tests of theology, King was wise enough to know that Personalism was better as a creed than as a system.

King wrote to Tillich, asking whether he knew of other dissertations on the subject King proposed. Tillich replied from sabbatical in Switzerland on September 22, saying that he knew of none. “PS,” he added, “I am very much interested.” Later that year, for some reason, King put the same question to Niebuhr, whose secretary answered for him in the negative. Inasmuch as King already had his protocol clearance from Tillich himself, and as his topic had nothing to do with Niebuhr’s work, it appears that King wrote this second letter solely out of respect for Niebuhr.

 

While in correspondence with the masters of theology over his dissertation, King put out feelers to his contacts on the faculties of Negro colleges, where Morehouse men were heavily represented. On the church side, he already knew which major Baptist pulpits were vacant across the country. That winter, he allotted one month for a job-hunting trip to the South. He planned to talk with Dr. Mays about a possible teaching post at Morehouse, visit other colleges, and preach wherever he could get into a vacant pulpit that interested him. Through his friend Melvin Watson, he obtained an invitation to preach a trial sermon at the First Baptist Church of Chattanooga, Tennessee, and he scheduled a sermon at the chapel of Alabama State College in Montgomery, whose dean was a Morehouse man. All the while, he would work on his father, slowly and deliberately, to make him see that it was best for the son to go out on his own rather than to Ebenezer. With these plans made, and the new Mrs. King left behind in Boston, he set out on December 18 with a fellow member of the Dialectical Society. On the drive south, King talked apprehensively about First Baptist of Chattanooga. It had a reputation as a fastidious congregation, and had recently sent a friend of theirs packing without explanation after what the friend thought was a brilliant trial sermon.

Just before the new year, Tuskegee Institute announced that it was ceasing publication of its annual Lynching Letter, which the college had issued every year since 1912. There had been no reported lynchings in the United States for the past two years, said the announcement, and only six since 1949. Henceforth, Tuskegee would report each year on Negro jobs and income figures instead of lynchings. When the news came out, King was in Atlanta, preparing to preach his trial sermon in Chattanooga on January 3. One of his father’s insurance friends called to make sure he would be at the house for a while, to meet someone about a church matter. King agreed, and was sitting over an afternoon plate of pork chops when Reverend King escorted R. D. Nesbitt into the kitchen. Nesbitt knew none of the Kings, nor they him. He was wearing an expensive business suit with wide dress suspenders and carrying a briefcase. Making his introductions, he advised King that he had been recommended as a possible new pastor for the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, of whose pulpit selection committee Nesbitt was chairman.

Although King knew that Dexter was vacant because of the troubled departure of Vernon Johns, he had made no scouting effort toward the church—probably because he considered it too small. He thanked Nesbitt but put him off, saying that he had already promised to give his answer to First Baptist of Chattanooga when he visited there the next Sunday, which was long before he could possibly have a trial at Dexter.

“Well, Brother King, I’m an old Baptist man,” said Nesbitt. “I’ve been in this before. If they want you, they will wait for you. You do not have to give them an answer Sunday when you go there, and I would love for you not to until you have preached to Dexter.”

Reverend King’s unhappiness over the recruitment attempt moved him to interrupt. “You don’t want to go to Dexter, M.L.,” he said. “That’s a big nigger’s church.” He called off the names of several influential Dexter members who had reputations for making a preacher’s life miserable.

Nesbitt, eyeing the senior King warily, replied that several of the members he mentioned were already dead, and that the church had a reputation for attracting some of the finest preachers in the country.

King looked up from his pork chops, making his calculations. He was already committed to preach in Montgomery on the afternoon of January 17. To preach at Dexter that morning could do no harm. If he decided to take the job in Chattanooga before then, he could simply say so. He told Nesbitt that he could preach a trial sermon at Dexter on the morning of the seventeenth, if that was convenient.

By Saturday, January sixteenth, all that had changed was King’s assessment of his prospects in Chattanooga. He had received fulsome praise but no concrete offer. He was waiting to hear further from the church, but his instincts told him his chances had already expired. His mind was on other possibilities, and on Tillich and Wieman.

A phone call came to him at the house. “Young King,” rasped a scratchy voice, “this is Vernon Johns. I hear you’re going to preach at my former church in Montgomery tomorrow. I’m supposed to preach myself at First Baptist, but I’m sort of stranded here in Atlanta. You think I could hitch a ride over to Montgomery with you?”

“It would be an honor, Dr. Johns,” King replied. “Where are you?”

“I’m downtown at the bus station.”

“Well, you wait right there, Dr. Johns. I’m leaving in a few minutes, and I’ll pick you up on the way out of town.”
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