An Experiment in Love

King relied heavily on the systematic analysis of the Christian concept of “love”
in the work of Anders Nygren, a noted Swedish theologian. In his imporiant
study titled Agape and Eros (1953), Nygren argued that the New Testament
concept of love, transliterated from the Greek as “‘agape,” is the most powerful
creative force in the universe, It is God’s love for humanity. According to Nygren,
“Agape does not recognize value, but creates it. Agape loves and imparts value
by loving. The man who is loved by God has not value in himself; what gives him
value is precisely the fact that God loves him.” Paul Tillich, on the other hand,
argued quite correctly that the New Testament defines love in lerms of eros as
well as agape. King, a Tillichian scholar, overlooks eritical discussions of Ny-
gren's inferprelation, and actually misinterprets Nygren’s view at a numnber of
points. But, as Harold Bloom is fond of saying, every translation and interpreta-
tion involves some degree of “misprison.”” That is, it involves some creative form
of often unintentional misinterpretation. Fortunalely, King's interpretation both
of the New Testament concept of love and Nygren's analysis of it introduced a
Sresh application of the concept from the standpoint of Christian social ethics
when he argues in this article that *“ Agape is a willingness to go to any length to
restore communily.”’

From the beginning a basic philosophy guided the movement. This
guiding principle has since been referred to variously as nonviolent re-
sistance, noncooperation, and passive resistance. But in the first days of
the protest none of these expressions was mentioned: the phrase most
often heard was “Christian love.” It was the Sermon on the Mount,
rather than a doctrine of passive resistance, that initially inspired the
Negroes of Montgomery to dignified social action. It was Jesus of Naza-
reth that stirred the Negroes to protest with the creative weapon of
love.

As the days unfolded, however, the inspiration of Mahatma Gandhi
began to exert its influence. I had come to see early that the Christian
doctrine of love operating through the Gandhian method of nonvio-
lence was one of the most potent weapons available to the Negro in his
struggle for freedom. About a week after the protest started, a white
woman who understood and sympathized with the Negroes' efforts
wrote 2 letter to the editor of the Monigomery Advertiser comparing the
bus protest with the Gandhian movement in India. Miss Juliette Mor-
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gan, sensitive and frail, did not long survive the rejection and condem-
nation of the white community, but long after she died in the summer of
1957 the name of Mahatma Gandhi was well known in Montgomery.
People who had never heard of the little brown saint of India were now
saying his name with an air of familiarity. Nonviolent resistance had
emerged as the technique of the movement, while love stood as the reg-
ulating ideal. In other words, Christ furnished the spirit and motivation,
while Gandhi furnished the method.

One of the glories of the Montgomery movement was that Baptists,
Methodists, Lutherans, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and others all
came together with a willingness to transcend denominational lines. Al-
though no Catholic priests were actively involved in the protest, many of
their parishioners took part. All joined hands in the bond of Christian
iove. Thus the mass meetings accomplished on Monday and Thursday
nights what the Christian Church had failed to accomplish on Sunday
mornings.

In my weekly remarks as president of the resistance committee, I
stressed that the use of violence in our struggle would be both impracti-
cal and immoral. To meet hate with retaliatory hate would do nothing
but intensify the existence of evil in the universe. Hate begets hate; vio-
lence begets violence; toughness begets a greater toughness. We must
meet the forces of hate with the power of love; we must meet physical
force with soul free. Our aim must never be to defeat or humiliate the
white man, but to win his friendship and understanding.

In a real sense, Montgomery’s Negroes showed themselves willing to
grapple with a new approach to the crisis in race relations. It is probably
true that most of them did not believe in nonviolence as a philosophy of
life, but because of their confidence in their leaders and because non-
violence was presented to them as a simple expression of Christianity in
action, they were willing to use it as a technique. Admittedly, nonvio-
lence in the truest sense is not a strategy that one uses simply because it
is expedient at the moment; nonviolence is ultimately a way of life that
men live by because of the sheer morality of its claim. But even granting
this, the willingness to use nonviolence as a technique is a step forward.
For he who goes this far is more likely to adopt nonviolence later as a
way of life.

It must be emphasized that nonviolent resistance is not a method for
cowards; it does resist. If one uses this method because he is afraid or
merely because he lacks the instruments of violence, he is not truly non-
violent. This is why Gandhi often said that if cowardice is the only alter-
native to violence, it is better to fight. He made this statement conscious
of the fact that there is always another alternative: no individual or
group need submit to any wrong, nor need they use violence to right
that wrong; there is the way of nonviolent resistance. This is ultimately
the way of the strong man. It is not a method of stagnant passivity. The



phrase “‘passive resistance” often gives the false impression that this is a
sort of “do-nothing method” in which the resister quietly and passively
accepts evil. But nothing is further from the truth. For while the non-
violent resister is passive in the sense that he is not physically aggressive
toward his opponent, his mind and emotions are always active, constant-
ly seeking to persuade his opponent that he is wrong. The method is
Rassive physically but strongly active spiritually. It is not passive non-re-
sistance to evil, 1t is active nonviolent resistance to evil.

A second basic fact that characterizes nonviolence is that it does not
seek to defeat or humiliate the opponent, but to win his friendship and
understanding. The nonviclent resister must often express his protest
through noncooperation or boycotts, but he realizes that these are not
ends themselves; they are merely means to awaken a sense of moral
shame in the opponent. The end is redemption and reconciliation. The
aftermath of nonviolence is the creation of the beloved community,
while the aftermath of violence is tragic bitterness.

A third characteristic of this method is that the attack is directed
against forces of evil rather than against persons who happen to be do-
ing the evil. It is evil that the nonviolent resister seeks to defeat, not the
persons victimized by evil. If he is opposing racial injustice, the nonvio-
lent resister has the vision to see that the basic tension is not between
races. As I like tosay to the people in Montgomery: *“The tension in this
city is not between white people and Negro people. The tension is, at
bottom, between justice and injustice, between the forces of light and
the forces of darkness. And if there is a victory, it will be a victory not
merely for fifty thousand Negroes, but a victory for justice and the
forces of light. We are out to defeat injustice and not white persons who
may be unjust.”

A fourth point that characterizes nonviolent resistance is a willingness
to accept suffering without retaliation, to accept blows from the oppo-
nent without striking back. “Rivers of blood may have to flow before we
gain our freedom, but it must be our blood,” Gandhi said to his country-
men. The nonviolent resister is willing to accept violence if necessary, but
never to inflict it. He does not seek to dodge jail. If going to jail is neces-
sary, he enters it “‘as a bridegroom enters the bride’s chamber.”

One may well ask: “What is the nonviolent resister’s justification for
this ordeal to which he invites men, for this mass political application of
the ancient doctrine of turning the other cheek?”’ The answer is found
in the realization that unearned suffering is redemptive. Suffering, the
nonviolent resister realizes, has tremendous educational and transform-
ing possibilities. ““Things of fundamental importance to people are not
secured by reason alone, but have to be purchased with their suffering,”
said Gandhi. He continues: *“Suffering is infinitely more powerful than
the law of the jungle for converting the opponent and opening his ears
which are otherwise shut to the voice of reason.” '

A fifth point concerning nonviolent resistance is that it avoids

only external physical violence but also internal violence of spirit. w.w - ——.

nonviolent resister not only refuses to shoot his opponent but he also
refuses to hate him. At the center of nonviolence stands the principle of
love. The nonviolent resister would contend that in the struggle for hu-
man dignity, the oppressed people of the world must not succumb to the
temptation of becoming bitter or indulging in hate campaigns. To re-
caliate in kind would do nothing but intensify the existence of hate in
the universe. Along the way of life, someone must have sense enough
and morality enough to cut off the chain of hate. This can only be done
by projecting the ethic of love to the center of our lives.

In speaking of love at this point, we are not referring to some senti-
mental or affectionate emotion. It would be nonsense to urge mei to
love their oppressors in an affectionate sense. Love in this connection
means understanding, redemptive good will. When we speak of loving
those who oppose us, we refer to neither eros nor philia; we speak of a
love which is expressed in the Greek word agape. Agape means under-
standing, redeeming good will for all men. It is an overflowing love
which is purely spontaneous, unmotivated, groundless, and creative. It
is not set in motion by any quality or function of its object. It is the love
of God operating in the human heart.

Agape is disinterested love. It is a love in which the individual seeks
not his own good, but the good of his neighbor (1 Cor. 10:24). Agape
does not begin by discriminating between worthy and unworthy people,
or any qualities people possess. It begins by loving others for their sakes.
It is an entirely “neighbor-regarding concern for others,” which discov-
ers the neighbor in every man it meets. Therefore, agape makes no dis-
rinction between friends and enemy; it is directed toward both. If one
loves an individual merely on account of his friendliness, he loves him
for the sake of the benefits to be gained from the friendship, rather
than for the friend’s own sake. Consequently, the best way to assure one-
self that love is disinterested is to have love for the enemy-neighbor
from whom you can expect no good in return, but only hostility and
persecution.

Another basic point about agape is that it springs from the need of the
other person—his need for belonging to the best in the human family.
The Samaritan who helped the Jew on the Jericho Road was “good”
because he responded to the human need that he was presented with.
God’s love is eternal and fails not because man needs his love. Saint Paul
assures us that the loving act of redemption was done “while we were yet
sinners’'—that is, at the point of our greatest need for love. Since the
white man’s personality is greatly distorted by segregation, and his soul
is greatly scarred, he needs the love of the Negro. The Negro must love
the white man, because the white man needs his love to remove his ten-

sions, insecurities, and fears.



Agape is not a weak, passive love. It is love in action. Agape is love seek-
ing to preserve and create community. It is insistence on community
even when one seeks to break it. Agape is a willingness to go to any
length to restore community. It doesn’t stop at the first mile, but it goes
the second mile to restore community. It is a willingness to forgive, not
seven times, but seventy times seven to restore community. The cross is
the eternal expression of the length to which God will go in order to
restore broken community. The resurrection is a symbol of God’s tri-
umph over all the forces that seek to block community. The Holy Spirit
is the continuing community creating reality that moves through histo-
ry. He who works against community is working against the whole of
creation. Therefore, if I respond to hate with a reciprocal hate I do
nothing but intensify the cleavage in broken community. I can only
close the gap in broken community by meeting hate with love. If I meet
hate with hate, I become depersonalized, because creation is so de-
signed that my personality can only be fulfilled in the context of com-
munity. Booker T. Washington was right: “Let no man pull you so low as
to make you hate him.” When he pulls you that low he brings you to the
point of defying creation, and thereby becoming depersonalized.

In the final analysis, agape means a recognition of the fact that all life
is interrelated. All humanity is involved in a single process, and ail men
are brothers. To the degree that I harm my brother, no matter what he
is doing to me, to that extent I am harming myself. For example, white
men often refuse federal aid to education in order to avoid giving the
Negro his rights; but because all men are brothers they cannot deny Ne-
gro children without harming their own. They end, all efforts to the
contrary, by hurting themselves. Why is this? Because men are brothers.
If you harm me, you harm yourself.

A sixth basic fact about nonviolent resistance is that it is based on the
conviction that the universe is on the side of justice. Consequently, the
believer in nonviolence has deep faith in the future. This faith is an-
other reason why the nonviolent resister can accept suffering without
retaliation. For he knows that in his struggle for justice he has cosmic
companionship. It is true that there are devout believers in nonviolence
who find it difficult to believe in a personal God. But even these persons
believe in the existence of some creative force that works for universal
wholeness. Whether we call it an unconscious process, an impersonal

Brahman, or a Personal Being of matchless power and infinite love,

there is a creative force in this universe that works to bring the discon-
nected aspects of reality into a harmonious whole.

This article is actually an excerpt from pages 66-71 of Martin Luther King, Jr., Stride
Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Cirele (New York: Harper & Row, 1958) which appeared
in fubifee (September 1958): 13-16. [Although this article is cited in most King bibliogra-
phies as beginning on page 11, it actually begins on page 13. Pages 11-13 conzain rather
extensive comments from the editor of Jubifee. In fact, this article and his Stride Toward
Freedom: The Montgomery Story were both published in September 1958.]
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Speech Before the Youth
March for Integrated Schools

On 18 April 1959, King, along with several other civil rights leaders, including
Daisy Bates, Harry Belafonte, A. Philip Randolph, Jackie Robinson, and Roy
Wilkins, spoke before 26,000 black high school and college students who had
come to the nation’s capital to demonstrale their suppori for the 1954 Suj_)reme
Court decision against racial segregation in the nation’s public schools. This was
the second consecutive year that such a march was held. Tfhe first march, with
10,000 students present, was held on 25 October 1938. Lzberc_zl Senator Paul
Douglass of Illinois had the texts of the march’s speeches placed in the Congres-

sional Record.

As I stand here and look out upon the thousands of Negro faces, and the
thousands of white faces, intermingled like the waters of a river, I see
only one face-—the face of the future. .

Yes; as 1 gaze upon this great historic assembly_r, this unprecedented
gathering of young people, I cannot help thfnkmg—that a,}mndred
years from now the historians will be calling this not the “beat’” genera-
tion, but the generation of integration. ‘

The fact that thousands of you came here to Washmgto_n ancll that
thousands more signed your petition proves that this generation will not
take “No” for an answer—will not take double talk for an answer—will
not take gradualism for an answer. It proves that the only answer you
will settle for is—total desegregation and total equality—now. '

I know of no words eloquent enough to express the de'ep. meaning,
the great power, and the unconquerable spirit back of th‘ls 1nlsp1r.1ngly
original, uniquely American march of young people. Nothing like it has
ever happened in the history of our nation. Nothing, that is, except th.e
last youth march. What this march demonstrates tg me, above all else, is
that you young people, through your own experience, have .somehow
discovered the central fact of American life—that the extension of de-
mocracy for all Americans depends upon complete integration of Ne-
gro Americans. _ .

By coming here you have shown yourselves to be highly alert, l.nglP.;]y
responsible young citizens. And very soon the area of your responsibility
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