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Letter From a Birmingham Jail
April 16, 1963
MY DEAR FELLOW CLERGYMEN:

While confined here in the Birmingham City Jail, I came across your recent
statement calling our present activities "unwise and untimely." Seldom, if ever,
do I pause to answer criticism of my work and ideas. ... But since I feel that
you are men of genuine goodwill and your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I
would like to answer your statement in what I hope will be patient and
reasonable terms.

You spoke of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first I was rather
disappointed that fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as those of
the extremist. I started thinking about the fact that I stand in the middle of two
opposing forces in the Negro community. One is a force of complacency made
up of Negroes who, as a result of long years of oppression, have been so
completely drained of self-respect and a sense of "somebodiness" that they have
adjusted to segregation, and, of a few Negroes in the middle class who, because
of a degree of academic and economic security, and because at points they
profit by segregation, have unconsciously become insensitive to the problems
of the masses. The other force is one of bitterness, and hatred comes perilously
close to advocating violence. It is expressed in the various black nationalist
groups that are springing up over the nation, the largest and best-known being
Elijah Muhammad's Muslim movement. This movement is nourished by the
contemporary frustration over the continued existence of racial discrimination.
It is made up of people who have lost faith in America, who have absolutely
repudiated Christianity, and who have concluded that the white man is an
incurable "devil." I have tried to stand between these two forces saying that we
need not follow the "do-nothingism" of the complacent or the hatred and
despair of the black nationalist. There is the more excellent way of love and
nonviolent protest. I'm grateful to God that, through the Negro church, the
dimension of nonviolence entered our struggle. ...

But as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a bit of
satisfaction from being considered an extremist. Was not Jesus an extremist for
love -- "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for them that
despitefully use you." Was not Amos an extremist for justice -- "Let justice roll
down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream." Was not Paul an
extremist for the gospel of Jesus Christ -- "I bear in my body the marks of the
Lord Jesus." Was not Martin Luther an extremist -- "Here I stand; I can do none
other so help me God." Was not John Bunyan an extremist -- "I will stay in jail
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to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience." Was not
Abraham Lincoln an extremist -- "This nation cannot survive half slave and half
free." Was not Thomas Jefferson an extremist -- "We hold these truths to be
self-evident, that all men are created equal." So the question is not whether we
will be extremist but what kind of extremist will we be. Will we be extremists
for hate or will we be extremists for love? Will we be extremists for the
preservation of injustice--or will we be extremists for the cause of justice? In
that dramatic scene on Calvary's hill, three men were crucified. We must not
forget that all three were crucified for the same crime--the crime of extremism.
Two were extremists for immorality, and thusly fell below their environment.
The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and goodness, and
thereby rose above his environment. So, after all, maybe the South, the nation
and the world are in dire need of creative extremists.

I had hoped that the white moderate would see this. Maybe I was too
optimistic. ... I guess I should have realized that few members of a race that has
oppressed another race can understand or appreciate the deep groans and
passionate yearnings of those that have been oppressed and still fewer have the
vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong, persistent and
determined action. I am thankful, however, that some of our white brothers
have grasped the meaning of this social revolution and committed themselves to
it. They are still all too small in quantity, but they are big in quality. ...

Let me rush on to mention my other disappointment. I have been so greatly
disappointed with the white church and its leadership. Of course, there are some
notable exceptions. I am not unmindful of the fact that each of you has taken
some significant stands on this issue. ...

But despite these notable exceptions I must honestly reiterate that I have
been disappointed with the church. I do not say that as one of those negative
critics who can always find something wrong with the church. I say it as a
minister of the gospel, who loves the church; who was nurtured in its bosom;
who has been sustained by its spiritual blessings and who will remain true to it
as long as the cord of life shall lengthen.

I had the strange feeling when I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership
of the bus protest in Montgomery several years ago, that we would have the
support of the white church. ...Instead, some have been outright opponents,
refusing to understand the freedom movement and misrepresenting its leaders;
all too many others have been more cautious than courageous and have
remained silent behind the anesthetizing security of the stained-glass windows.

Martin Luther King, Jr



