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f you asked twenty good men to-day 
what they thought the highest of 
the virtues, nineteen of them would 

reply, Unselfishness. But if you asked 
almost any of the great Christians of old he 
would have replied, Love. You see what 
has happened? A negative term has been 
substituted for a positive, and this is of 
more than philological importance. The 
negative ideal of Unselfishness carries with 
it the suggestion not primarily of securing 
good things for others, but of going 
without them ourselves, as if our 
abstinence and not their happiness was the 
important point. I do not think this is the 
Christian virtue of Love. The New 
Testament has lots to say about self-denial, 
but not about self-denial as an end in itself. 
We are told to deny ourselves and to take 
up our crosses in order that we may follow 
Christ; and nearly every description of 
what we shall ultimately find if we do so 
contains an appeal to desire. If there lurks 
in most modern minds the notion that to 
desire our own good and earnestly to hope 
for the enjoyment of it is a bad thing, I 
submit that this notion has crept in from 
Kant and the Stoics and is no part of the 
Christian faith. Indeed, if we consider the 

unblushing promises of reward and the 
staggering nature of the rewards promised 
in the Gospels, it would seem that Our 
Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but 
too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, 
fooling about with drink and sex and 
ambition when infinite joy is offered us, 
like an ignorant child who wants to go on 
making mud pies in a slum because he 
cannot imagine what is meant by the offer 
of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily 
pleased. 

We must not be troubled by unbelievers 
when they say that this promise of reward 
makes the Christian life a mercenary affair. 
There are different kinds of reward. There 
is the reward which has no natural 
connexion with the things you do to earn 
it, and is quite foreign to the desires that 
ought to accompany those things. Money 
is not the natural reward of love; that is 
why we call a man mercenary if he marries 
a woman for the sake of her money. But 
marriage is the proper reward for a real 
lover, and he is not mercenary for desiring 
it. A general who fights well in order to get 
a peerage is mercenary; a general who 
fights for victory is not, victory being the 
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proper reward of battle as marriage is the 
proper reward of love. The proper rewards 
are not simply tacked on to the activity for 
which they are given, but are the activity 
itself in consummation. There is also a 
third case, which is more complicated. An 
enjoyment of Greek poetry is certainly a 
proper, and not a mercenary, reward for 
learning Greek; but only those who have 
reached the stage of enjoying Greek poetry 
can tell from their own experience that this 
is so. The schoolboy beginning Greek 
grammar cannot look forward to his adult 
enjoyment of Sophocles as a lover looks 
forward to marriage or a general to victory. 
He has to begin by working for marks, or 
to escape punishment, or to please his 
parents, or, at best, in the hope of a future 
good which he cannot at present imagine 
or desire. His position, therefore, bears a 
certain resemblance to that of the 
mercenary; the reward he is going to get 
will, in actual fact, be a natural or proper 
reward, but he will not know that till he 
has got it. Of course, he gets it gradually; 
enjoyment creeps in upon the mere 
drudgery, and nobody could point to a day 
or an hour when the one ceased and the 
other began. But it is just in so far as he 
approaches the reward that be becomes 
able to desire it for its own sake; indeed, 
the power of so desiring it is itself a 
preliminary reward. 

The Christian, in relation to heaven, is in 
much the same position as this schoolboy. 
Those who have attained everlasting life in 
the vision of God doubtless know very well 
that it is no mere bribe, but the very 
consummation of their earthly 
discipleship; but we who have not yet 
attained it cannot know this in the same 

way, and cannot even begin to know it at 
all except by continuing to obey and 
finding the first reward of our obedience in 
our increasing power to desire the ultimate 
reward. Just in proportion as the desire 
grows, our fear lest it should be a 
mercenary desire will die away and finally 
be recognized as an absurdity. But 
probably this will not, for most of us, 
happen in a day; poetry replaces grammar, 
gospel replaces law, longing transforms 
obedience, as gradually as the tide lifts a 
grounded ship. 

But there is one other important similarity 
between the schoolboy and ourselves. If he 
is an imaginative boy he will, quite 
probably, be revelling in the English poets 
and romancers suitable to his age some 
time before he begins to suspect that Greek 
grammar is going to lead him to more and 
more enjoyments of this same sort. He 
may even be neglecting his Greek to read 
Shelley and Swinburne in secret. In other 
words, the desire which Greek is really 
going to gratify already exists in him and is 
attached to objects which seem to him 
quite unconnected with Xenophon and the 
verbs in µι . Now, if we are made for 
heaven, the desire for our proper place will 
be already in us, but not yet attached to 
the true object, and will even appear as the 
rival of that object. And this, I think, is 
just what we find. No doubt there is one 
point in which my analogy of the 
schoolboy breaks down. The English 
poetry which he reads when he ought to be 
doing Greek exercises may be just as good 
as the Greek poetry to which the exercises 
are leading him, so that in fixing on 
Milton instead of journeying on to 
Aeschylus his desire is not embracing a 
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false object. But our case is very different. 
If a transtemporal, transfinite good is our 
real destiny, then any other good on which 
our desire fixes must be in some degree 
fallacious, must bear at best only a 
symbolical relation to what will truly 
satisfy. 
 
In speaking of this desire for our own far-
off country, which we find in ourselves 
even now, I feel a certain shyness. I am 
almost committing an indecency. I am 
trying to rip open the inconsolable secret 
in each one of you—the secret which hurts 
so much that you take your revenge on it 
by calling it names like Nostalgia and 
Romanticism and Adolescence; the secret 
also which pierces with such sweetness that 
when, in very intimate conversation, the 
mention of it becomes imminent, we grow 
awkward and affect to laugh at ourselves; 
the secret we cannot hide and cannot tell, 
though we desire to do both. We cannot 
tell it because it is a desire for something 
that has never actually appeared in our 
experience. We cannot hide it because our 
experience is constantly suggesting it, and 
we betray ourselves like lovers at the 
mention of a name. Our commonest 
expedient is to call it beauty and behave as 
if that had settled the matter. 
Wordsworth’s expedient was to identify it 
with certain moments in his own past. But 
all this is a cheat. If Wordsworth had gone 
back to those moments in the past, he 
would not have found the thing itself, but 
only the reminder of it; what he 
remembered would turn out to be itself a 
remembering. The books or the music in 
which we thought the beauty was located 
will betray us if we trust to them; it was 
not in them, it only came through them, 

and what came through them was longing. 
These things—the beauty, the memory of 
our own past—are good images of what we 
really desire; but if they are mistaken for 
the thing itself they turn into dumb idols, 
breaking the hearts of their worshippers. 
For they are not the thing itself; they are 
only the scent of a flower we have not 
found, the echo of a tune we have not 
heard, news from a country we have never 
yet visited. Do you think I am trying to 
weave a spell? Perhaps I am; but remember 
your fairy tales. Spells are used for breaking 
enchantments as well as for inducing them. 
And you and I have need of the strongest 
spell that can be found to wake us from 
the evil enchantment of worldliness which 
has been laid upon us for nearly a hundred 
years. Almost our whole education has 
been directed to silencing this shy, 
persistent, inner voice; almost all our 
modem philosophies have been devised to 
convince us that the good of man is to be 
found on this earth. And yet it is a 
remarkable thing that such philosophies of 
Progress or Creative Evolution themselves 
bear reluctant witness to the truth that our 
real goal is elsewhere. When they want to 
convince you that earth is your home, 
notice how they set about it. They begin 
by trying to persuade you that earth can be 
made into heaven, thus giving a sop to 
your sense of exile in earth as it is. Next, 
they tell you that this fortunate event is 
still a good way off in the future, thus 
giving a sop to your knowledge that the 
fatherland is not here and now. Finally, 
lest your longing for the transtemporal 
should awake and spoil the whole affair, 
they use any rhetoric that comes to hand 
to keep out of your mind the recollection 
that even if all the happiness they promised 
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could come to man on earth, yet still each 
generation would lose it by death, 
including the last generation of all, and the 
whole story would be nothing, not even a 
story, for ever and ever. Hence all the 
nonsense that Mr. Shaw puts into the final 
speech of Lilith, and Bergson’s remark that 
the élan vital is capable of surmounting all 
obstacles, perhaps even death—as if we 
could believe that any social or biological 
development on this planet will delay the 
senility of the sun or reverse the second law 
of thermodynamics. 
 
Do what they will, then, we remain 
conscious of a desire which no natural 
happiness will satisfy. But is there any 
reason to suppose that reality offers any 
satisfaction to it? “Nor does the being 
hungry prove that we have bread.” But I 
think it may be urged that this misses the 
point. A man’s physical hunger does not 
prove that that man will get any bread; he 
may die of starvation on a raft in the 
Atlantic. But surely a man’s hunger does 
prove that he comes of a race which repairs 
its body by eating and inhabits a world 
where eatable substances exist. In the same 
way, though I do not believe (I wish I did) 
that my desire for Paradise proves that I 
shall enjoy it, I think it a pretty good 
indication that such a thing exists and that 
some men will. A man may love a woman 
and not win her; but it would be very odd 
if the phenomenon called “falling in love” 
occurred in a sexless world. 
 
Here, then, is the desire, still wandering 
and uncertain of its object and still largely 
unable to see that object in the direction 
where it really lies. Our sacred books give 
us some account of the object. It is, of 

course, a symbolical account. Heaven is, by 
definition, outside our experience, but all 
intelligible descriptions must be of things 
within our experience. The scriptural 
picture of heaven is therefore just as 
symbolical as the picture which our desire, 
unaided, invents for itself; heaven is not 
really full of jewelry any more than it is 
really the beauty of Nature, or a fine piece 
of music. The difference is that the 
scriptural imagery has authority. It comes 
to us from writers who were closer to God 
than we, and it has stood the test of 
Christian experience down the centuries. 
The natural appeal of this authoritative 
imagery is to me, at first, very small. At 
first sight it chills, rather than awakes, my 
desire. And that is just what I ought to 
expect. If Christianity could tell me no 
more of the far-off land than my own 
temperament led me to surmise already, 
then Christianity would be no higher than 
myself. If it has more to give me, I must 
expect it to be less immediately attractive 
than “my own stuff.” Sophocles at first 
seems dull and cold to the boy who has 
only reached Shelley. If our religion is 
something objective, then we must never 
avert our eyes from those elements in it 
which seem puzzling or repellent; for it 
will be precisely the puzzling or the 
repellent which conceals what we do not 
yet know and need to know. 
 
The promises of Scripture may very 
roughly be reduced to five heads. It is 
promised, firstly, that we shall be with 
Christ; secondly, that we shall be like Him; 
thirdly, with an enormous wealth of 
imagery, that we shall have “glory”; 
fourthly, that we shall, in some sense, be 
fed or feasted or entertained; and, finally, 
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that we shall have some sort of official 
position in the universe—ruling cities, 
judging angels, being pillars of God’s 
temple. The first question I ask about 
these promises is: “Why any of them 
except the first?” Can anything be added to 
the conception of being with Christ? For it 
must be true, as an old writer says, that he 
who has God and everything else has no 
more than he who has God only. I think 
the answer turns again on the nature of 
symbols. For though it may escape our 
notice at first glance, yet it is true that any 
conception of being with Christ which 
most of us can now form will be not very 
much less symbolical than the other 
promises; for it will smuggle in ideas of 
proximity in space and loving conversation 
as we now understand conversation, and it 
will probably concentrate on the humanity 
of Christ to the exclusion of His deity. 
And, in fact, we find that those Christians 
who attend solely to this first promise 
always do fill it up with very earthly 
imagery indeed—in fact, with hymeneal or 
erotic imagery. I am not for a moment 
condemning such imagery. I heartily wish 
I could enter into it more deeply than I do, 
and pray that I yet shall. But my point is 
that this also is only a symbol, like the 
reality in some respects, but unlike it in 
others, and therefore needs correction from 
the different symbols in the other 
promises. The variation of the promises 
does not mean that anything other than 
God will be our ultimate bliss; but because 
God is more than a Person, and lest we 
should imagine the joy of His presence too 
exclusively in terms of our present poor 
experience of personal love, with all its 
narrowness and strain and monotony, a 

dozen changing images, correcting and 
relieving each other, are supplied. 

I turn next to the idea of glory. There is no 
getting away from the fact that this idea is 
very prominent in the New Testament and 
in early Christian writings. Salvation is 
constantly associated with palms, crowns, 
white robes, thrones, and splendour like 
the sun and stars. All this makes no 
immediate appeal to me at all, and in that 
respect I fancy I am a typical modern. 
Glory suggests two ideas to me, of which 
one seems wicked and the other ridiculous. 
Either glory means to me fame, or it means 
luminosity. As for the first, since to be 
famous means to be better known than 
other people, the desire for fame appears to 
me as a competitive passion and therefore 
of hell rather than heaven. As for the 
second, who wishes to become a kind of 
living electric light bulb? 

When I began to look into this matter I 
was stocked to find such different 
Christians as Milton, Johnson and 
Thomas Aquinas taking heavenly glory 
quite frankly in the sense of fame or good 
report. But not fame conferred by our 
fellow creatures—fame with God, approval 
or (I might say) “appreciation’ by God. 
And then, when I had thought it over, I 
saw that this view was scriptural; nothing 
can eliminate from the parable the divine 
accolade, “Well done, thou good and 
faithful servant.” With that, a good deal of 
what I had been thinking all my life fell 
down like a house of cards. I suddenly 
remembered that no one can enter heaven 
except as a child; and nothing is so obvious 
in a child—not in a conceited child, but in 
a good child—as its great and undisguised 
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pleasure in being praised. Not only in a 
child, either, but even in a dog or a horse. 
Apparently what I had mistaken for 
humility had, all these years. prevented me 
from understanding what is in fact the 
humblest, the most childlike, the most 
creaturely of pleasures—nay, the specific 
pleasure of the inferior: the pleasure a beast 
before men, a child before its father, a 
pupil before his teacher, a creature before 
its Creator. I am not forgetting how 
horribly this most innocent desire is 
parodied in our human ambitions, or how 
very quickly, in my own experience, the 
lawful pleasure of praise from those whom 
it was my duty to please turns into the 
deadly poison of self-admiration. But I 
thought I could detect a moment—a very, 
very short moment—before this happened, 
during which the satisfaction of having 
pleased those whom I rightly loved and 
rightly feared was pure. And that is enough 
to raise our thoughts to what may happen 
when the redeemed soul, beyond all hope 
and nearly beyond belief, learns at last that 
she has pleased Him whom she was created 
to please. There will be no room for vanity 
then. She will be free from the miserable 
illusion that it is her doing. With no taint 
of what we should now call self-approval 
she will most innocently rejoice in the 
thing that God has made her to be, and 
the moment which heals her old inferiority 
complex for ever will also drown her pride 
deeper than Prospero’s book. Perfect 
humility dispenses with modesty. If God is 
satisfied with the work, the work may be 
satisfied with itself; “it is not for her to 
bandy compliments with her Sovereign.” I 
can imagine someone saying that he 
dislikes my idea of heaven as a place where 
we are patted on the back. But proud 

misunderstanding is behind that dislike. In 
the end that Face which is the delight or 
the terror of the universe must be turned 
upon each of us either with one expression 
or with the other, either conferring glory 
inexpressible or inflicting shame that can 
never be cured or disguised. I read in a 
periodical the other day that the 
fundamental thing is how we think of 
God. By God Himself, it is not! How God 
thinks of us is not only more important, 
but infinitely more important. Indeed, 
how we think of Him is of no importance 
except in so far as it is related to how He 
thinks of us. It is written that we shall 
“stand before” Him, shall appear, shall be 
inspected. The promise of glory is the 
promise, almost incredible and only 
possible by the work of Christ, that some 
of us, that any of us who really chooses, 
shall actually survive that examination, 
shall find approval, shall please God. To 
please God...to be a real ingredient in the 
divine happiness...to be loved by God, not 
merely pitied, but delighted in as an artist 
delights in his work or a father in a son—it 
seems impossible, a weight or burden of 
glory which our thoughts can hardly 
sustain. But so it is. 

And now notice what is happening. If I 
had rejected the authoritative and 
scriptural image of glory and stuck 
obstinately to the vague desire which was, 
at the outset, my only pointer to heaven, I 
could have seen no connexion at all 
between that desire and the Christian 
promise. But now, having followed up 
what seemed puzzling and repellent in the 
sacred books, I find, to my great surprise, 
looking back, that the connexion is 
perfectly clear. Glory, as Christianity 
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teaches me to hope for it, turns out to 
satisfy my original desire and indeed to 
reveal an element in that desire which I 
had not noticed. By ceasing for a moment 
to consider my own wants I have begun to 
learn better what I really wanted. When I 
attempted, a few minutes ago, to describe 
our spiritual longings, I was omitting one 
of their most curious characteristics. We 
usually notice it just as the moment of 
vision dies away, as the music ends or as 
the landscape loses the celestial light. What 
we feel then has been well described by 
Keats as “the journey homeward to 
habitual self.” You know what I mean. For 
a few minutes we have had the illusion of 
belonging to that world. Now we wake to 
find that it is no such thing. We have been 
mere spectators. Beauty has smiled, but 
not to welcome us; her face was turned in 
our direction, but not to see us. We have 
not been accepted, welcomed, or taken 
into the dance. We may go when we 
please, we may stay if we can: “Nobody 
marks us.” A scientist may reply that since 
most of the things we call beautiful are 
inanimate, it is not very surprising that 
they take no notice of us. That, of course, 
is true. It is not the physical objects that I 
am speaking of, but that indescribable 
something of which they become for a 
moment the messengers. And part of the 
bitterness which mixes with the sweetness 
of that message is due to the fact that it so 
seldom seems to be a message intended for 
us but rather something we have 
overheard. By bitterness I mean pain, not 
resentment. We should hardly dare to ask 
that any notice be taken of ourselves. But 
we pine. The sense that in this universe we 
are treated as strangers, the longing to be 
acknowledged, to meet with some 

response, to bridge some chasm that yawns 
between us and reality, is part of our 
inconsolable secret. And surely, from this 
point of view, the promise of glory, in the 
sense described, becomes highly relevant to 
our deep desire. For glory meant good 
report with God, acceptance by God, 
response, acknowledgment, and welcome 
into the heart of things. The door on 
which we have been knocking all our lives 
will open at last. 

Perhaps it seems rather crude to describe 
glory as the fact of being “noticed” by 
God. But this is almost the language of the 
New Testament. St. Paul promises to those 
who love God not, as we should expect, 
that they will know Him, but that they 
will be known by Him (I Cor. viii. 3). It is 
a strange promise. Does not God know all 
things at all times? But it is dreadfully re-
echoed in another passage of the New 
Testament. There we are warned that it 
may happen to any one of us to appear at 
last before the face of God and hear only 
the appalling words:  “I never knew you. 
Depart from Me.” In some sense, as dark 
to the intellect as it is unendurable to the 
feelings, we can be both banished from the 
presence of Him who is present 
everywhere and erased from the knowledge 
of Him who knows all. We can be left 
utterly and absolutely outside—repelled, 
exiled, estranged, finally and unspeakably 
ignored. On the other hand, we can be 
called in, welcomed, received, 
acknowledged. We walk every day on the 
razor edge between these two incredible 
possibilities. Apparently, then, our lifelong 
nostalgia, our longing to be reunited with 
something in the universe from which we 
now feel cut off, to be on the inside of 
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some door which we have always seen 
from the outside, is no mere neurotic 
fancy, but the truest index of our real 
situation. And to be at last summoned 
inside would be both glory and honour 
beyond all our merits and also the healing 
of that old ache. 

And this brings me to the other sense of 
glory—glory as brightness, splendour, 
luminosity. We are to shine as the sun, we 
are to be given the Morning Star. I think I 
begin to see what it means. In one way, of 
course, God has given us the Morning Star 
already: you can go and enjoy the gift on 
many fine mornings if you get up early 
enough. What more, you may ask, do we 
want? Ah, but we want so much more—
something the books on aesthetics take 
little notice of. But the poets and the 
mythologies know all about it. We do not 
want merely to see beauty, though, God 
knows, even that is bounty enough. We 
want something else which can hardly be 
put into words—to be united with the 
beauty we see, to pass into it, to receive it 
into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become 
part of it. That is why we have peopled air 
and earth and water with gods and 
goddesses and nymphs and elves—that, 
though we cannot, yet these projections 
can, enjoy in themselves that beauty grace, 
and power of which Nature is the image. 
That is why the poets tell us such lovely 
falsehoods. They talk as if the west wind 
could really sweep into a human soul; but 
it can’t. They tell us that “beauty born of 
murmuring sound” will pass into a human 
face; but it won’t. Or not yet. For if we 
take the imagery of Scripture seriously, if 
we believe that God will one day give us 
the Morning Star and cause us to put on 

the splendour of the sun, then we may 
surmise that both the ancient myths and 
the modern poetry, so false as history, may 
be very near the truth as prophecy. At 
present we are on the outside of the world, 
the wrong side of the door. We discern the 
freshness and purity of morning, but they 
do not make us fresh and pure. We cannot 
mingle with the splendours we see. But all 
the leaves of the New Testament are 
rustling with the rumour that it will not 
always be so. Some day, God willing, we 
shall get in. When human souls have 
become as perfect in voluntary obedience 
as the inanimate creation is in its lifeless 
obedience, then they will put on its glory, 
or rather that greater glory of which 
Nature is only the first sketch. For you 
must not think that I am putting forward 
any heathen fancy of being absorbed into 
Nature. Nature is mortal; we shall outlive 
her. When all the suns and nebulae have 
passed away, each one of you will still be 
alive. Nature is only the image, the 
symbol; but it is the symbol Scripture 
invites me to use. We are summoned to 
pass in through Nature, beyond her, into 
that splendour which she fitfully reflects. 

And in there, in beyond Nature, we shall 
eat of the tree of life. At present, if we are 
reborn in Christ, the spirit in us lives 
directly on God; but the mind, and still 
more the body, receives life from Him at a 
thousand removes—through our ancestors, 
through our food, through the elements. 
The faint, far-off results of those energies 
which God’s creative rapture implanted in 
matter when He made the worlds are what 
we now call physical pleasures; and even 
thus filtered, they are too much for our 
present management. What would it be to 
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taste at the fountain-head that stream of 
which even these lower reaches prove so 
intoxicating? Yet that, I believe, is what lies 
before us. The whole man is to drink joy 
from the fountain of joy. As St. Augustine 
said, the rapture of the saved soul will 
“flow over” into the glorified body. In the 
light of our present specialized and 
depraved appetites we cannot imagine this 
torrens voluptatis, and I warn everyone 
seriously not to try. But it must be 
mentioned, to drive out thoughts even 
more misleading—thoughts that what is 
saved is a mere ghost, or that the risen 
body lives in numb insensibility. The body 
was made for the Lord, and these dismal 
fancies are wide of the mark.  

Meanwhile the cross comes before the 
crown and tomorrow is a Monday 
morning. A cleft has opened in the pitiless 
walls of the world, and we are invited to 
follow our great Captain inside. The 
following Him is, of course, the essential 
point. That being so, it may be asked what 
practical use there is in the speculations 
which I have been indulging. I can think 
of at least one such use. It may be possible 
for each to think too much of his own 
potential glory hereafter; it is hardly 
possible for him to think too often or too 
deeply about that of his neighbour. The 
load, or weight, or burden of my 
neighbour’s glory should be laid daily on 
my back, a load so heavy that only 
humility can carry it, and the backs of the 
proud will be broken. It is a serious thing 
to live in a society of possible gods and 
goddesses, to remember that the dullest 
and most uninteresting person you talk to 
may one day be a creature which, if you 
saw it now, you would be strongly tempted 

to worship, or else a horror and a 
corruption such as you now meet, if at all, 
only in a nightmare. All day long we are, 
in some degree, helping each other to one 
or other of these destinations. It is in the 
light of these overwhelming possibilities, it 
is with the awe and the circumspection 
proper to them, that we should conduct all 
our dealings with one another, all 
friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. 
There are no ordinary people. You have 
never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, 
cultures, arts, civilization—these are 
mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of 
a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke 
with, work with, marry, snub, and 
exploit—immortal horrors or everlasting 
splendours. This does not mean that we 
are to be perpetually solemn. We must 
play. But our merriment must be of that 
kind (and it is, in fact, the merriest kind) 
which exists between people who have, 
from the outset, taken each other 
seriously—no flippancy, no superiority, no 
presumption. And our charity must be a 
real and costly love, with deep feeling for 
the sins in spite of which we love the 
sinner—no mere tolerance or indulgence 
which parodies love as flippancy parodies 
merriment. Next to the Blessed Sacrament 
itself, your neighbour is the holiest object 
presented to your senses. If he is your 
Christian neighbour he is holy in almost 
the same way, for in him also Christ vere 
latitat—the glorifier and the glorified, 
Glory Himself, is truly hidden.  
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My Heart Christ's Home 
By Robert Boyd Munger 

“Robert Boyd Munger (1911-2001) was a Presbyterian minister who wrote this timeless work in 

1951.   It was a  vividly compelling then, and  I have found no other essay on the ABC's of the 

Christian life, other than Scripture itself, so impacting as Munger's wonderful work still today.” 

(Quote from a Christian leader) 

In Paul's epistle to the Ephesians, we find these words: 

"That (God) would grant you, according to the riches of 

his glory, to be strengthened with might by his Spirit in 

the inner man; That Christ may dwell in your hearts by 

faith" (Ephesians 3:16). Or, as another has translated, 

"That Christ may settle down and be at home in your 

hearts by faith." 

Without question one of the most remarkable Christian 

doctrines is that Jesus Christ Himself through the 

presence of the Holy Spirit will actually enter a heart, 

settle down and be at home there. Christ will make the 

human heart His abode. 

Our Lord said to His disciples, "If a man love me, he 

will keep my words: and my Father will love him, and 

we will come unto him, and make our abode with him" 

(John 14:23). It was difficult for them to understand 

what He was saying. How was it possible for Him to 

make his abode with them in this sense?  

It is interesting that our Lord used the same word here that He gave them in the first of the 

fourteenth chapter of John: "I go to prepare a place for you .. that where I am, ye may be also."  Our 

Lord was promising his disciples that, just as He was going to heaven to prepare a place for them 

and would welcome them one day, now it would be possible for them to prepare a place for Him in 

their hearts and He would come and make His abode with them.  

They could not understand this. How could it be? 

Then came Pentecost. The Spirit of the living Christ was given to the church and they understood. 

God did not dwell in Herod's temple in Jerusalem! God did not dwell in a temple made with hands; 

but now, through the miracle of the outpoured Spirit, God would dwell in human hearts. The body 

of the believer would be the temple of the living God and the human heart would be the home of 

Jesus Christ. It is difficult for me to think of a higher privilege than to make Christ a home in my 

heart, to welcome, to serve, to please, to fellowship with him there. 
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One evening I invited Jesus Christ into my heart. What an entrance He made! It was not a 

spectacular, emotional thing, but very real. It was at the very center of my life. He came into the 

darkness of my heart and turned on the light. He built a fire in the cold hearth and banished the 

chill. He started music where there had been stillness, and He filled the emptiness with His own 

loving, wonderful fellowship. I have never regretted opening the door to Christ and I never will - 

not into eternity! 

This, of course, is the first step in making the heart Christ's home. He has said, "Behold I stand at 

the door and knock: if any man hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup 

with him, and he with me." (Revelation 3:20). If you are interested in making your life an abode of 

the living God, let me encourage you to invite Christ into your heart and He will surely come 

After Christ entered my heart and in the joy of this new relationship I said to Him, "Lord, I want 

this heart of mine to be Yours. I want to have You settle down here and be perfectly at home. 

Everything I have belongs to You. Let me show You around and introduce you to the various 

features of the home that you may be more comfortable and that we may have fuller fellowship 

together." 

He was very glad to come, of course, and happier still to be given a place in the heart 

The Library 

The first room was the study - the library. Let us call it the study of the mind. Now in my home this 

room of the mind is a very small room with very thick walls. But it is an important room. In a sense, 

it is the control room of the house. He entered with me and looked around at the books in the 

bookcase, the magazines upon the table, the pictures on the walls. As I followed His gaze I became 

uncomfortable. Strangely enough, I had not felt badly about this before, but now that He was there 

looking at these things I was embarrassed. There were some books were there that His eyes were 

too pure to behold. There was a lot of trash and literature on the table that a Christian had no 

business reading, and as for the pictures on the walls - the imaginations and thoughts of the mind -  

these were shameful. 

I turned to Him and said, "Master, I know that this room needs a radical alteration. Will You help 

me make it what it ought to be? - to bring every thought into captivity to you?" 

"Surely!" He said. "Gladly will I help you. First of all, take all the things that you are reading and 

looking at which are not helpful, pure, good and true, and throw them out! Now put on the empty 

shelves the books of the Bible. Fill the library with Scriptures and meditate on then day and night. 

As for the pictures on the walls, you will have difficulty controlling these images, but here is an 

aid"  He gave me a full-size portrait of Himself. "Hang this centrally," He said, "on the wall of the 

mind." 

I did, and I have discovered through the years that when my thoughts are centered upon Christ 

Himself, His purity and power cause impure thoughts to back away. So He has helped me to bring 

my thoughts into captivity. 

May I suggest to you if you have difficulty with this little room of the mind, that you bring Christ in 

there. Pack it full with the Word of God, meditate upon it and keep before it the immediate presence 

of the Lord Jesus. 
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The Dining Room 

From the study we went into the dining room, the room of appetites and desires. Now this was a 

very large room. I spent a good deal of time in the dining room and much effort in satisfying my 

wants.  

I said to Him, "This is a favorite room. I am quite sure You will be pleased with what we serve." 

He seated Himself at the table with me and asked, "What is on the menu for dinner?"  

"Well," I said, "my favorite dishes: money, academic degrees and stocks, with newspaper articles of 

fame and fortune as side dishes." These were the things I liked - worldly fare. I suppose there was 

nothing radically wrong in any particular item, but it was not the food that should satisfy the life of 

a real Christian. When the food was placed before Him, He said nothing about it. However, I 

observed that He did not eat it, and I said to Him, somewhat disturbed, "Master, don't You care for 

this food? What is the trouble?" 

He answered, "I have meat to eat that you do not know of. My meat is to do the will of Him that 

sent Me." He looked at me again and said, "If you want food that really satisfies you, seek the will 

of the Father, not your own pleasures, not your own desires, and not your own satisfaction. Seek to 

please Me and that food will satisfy you." And there at the table He gave me a taste of doing God's 

will. What a flavor! There is no food like it in all the world. It alone satisfies. Everything else is 

dissatisfying in the end. 

Now if Christ is in your heart, and I trust He is, what kind of food are you serving Him and what 

kind of food are you eating yourself? Are you living for the lust of the flesh and the pride of life - 

selfishly? Or are you choosing God's will for your meat and drink? 

The Living Room 

We walked next into the living room. This room was rather intimate and comfortable. I liked it. It 

had a fireplace, overstuffed chairs, a sofa, and a quiet atmosphere. 

He also seemed pleased with it. He said, "This is indeed a delightful room. Let us come here often. 

It is secluded and quiet, and we can fellowship together." 

Well, naturally as a young Christian I was thrilled. I couldn't think of anything I would rather do 

than have a few minutes with Christ in intimate companionship. 

He promised, "I will be here early every morning. Meet me here, and we will start the day together." 

So morning after morning, I would come downstairs to the living room and He would take a book 

of the Bible from the bookcase. He would open it and then we would read together. He would tell 

me of its riches and unfold to me its truths. He would make my heart warm as He revealed His love 

and His grace He had toward me. These were wonderful hours together. In fact, we called the living 

room the "withdrawing room." It was a period when we had our quiet time together.  

But, little by little, under the pressure of many responsibilities, this time began to be shortened. 

Why, I'm don't know, but I thought I was just too busy to spend time with Christ. This was not 

intentional, you understand; it just happened that way. Finally, not only was the time shortened, but 

I began to miss a day now and then. It was examination time at the university. Then it was some 

other urgent emergency. I would miss it two days in a row and often more.  
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I remember one morning when I was in a hurry, rushing downstairs, eager to be on my way.  

As I passed the living room,  the door was open. Looking in, I saw a fire in the fireplace and Jesus 

was sitting there. Suddenly in dismay I thought to myself, "He was my guest. I invited Him into my 

heart! He has come as Lord of my home. And yet here I am neglecting Him." 

I turned and went in. With downcast glance, I said, "Blessed Master, forgive me. Have You been 

here all these mornings?" 

"Yes," He said, "I told you I would be here every morning to meet with you." Then I was even more 

ashamed. He had been faithful in spite of my faithfulness. I asked His forgiveness and He readily 

forgave me as He does when we are truly repentant.   

"The trouble with you is this: you have been thinking of the quiet time, of the Bible study and 

prayer time, as a factor in your own spiritual progress, but you have forgotten that this hour means 

something to me also. Remember, I love you. I have redeemed you at great cost. I value your 

fellowship. Now," He said, "do not neglect this hour if only for my sake. Whatever else may be 

your desire, remember I want your fellowship!"   

You know, the truth that Christ desires my companionship, that He loves me, wants me to be with 

Him,  wants to be with me and waits for me, has done more to transform my quiet time with God 

than any other single fact. Don't let Christ wait alone in the living room of your heart, but every day 

find some time when, with your Bible and in prayer, you may be together with Him. 

The Workroom 

Before long, He asked, "Do you have a workroom in your home?" Down in the basement of the 

home of my heart I had a workbench and some equipment, but I was not doing much with it. Once 

in a while I would play around with a few little gadgets, but I wasn't producing anything substantial 

or worthwhile.   

I led Him down there.  

He looked over the workbench and what little talents and skills I had. He said, "This is quite well 

furnished. What are you producing with your life for the Kingdom of God?" He looked at one or 

two little toys that I had thrown together on the bench and held one up to me. "Are these little toys 

all that you are doing for others in your Christian life?" 

"Well," I said, "Lord, that is the best I can do. I know it isn't much, and I really want to do more, but 

after all, I have no skill or strength to do more." 

"Would you like to do better?" He asked. 

"Certainly," I replied. 

"All right. Let me have your hands. Now relax in me and let my Spirit work through you. I know 

that you are unskilled, clumsy and awkward, but the Holy Spirit is the Master-Worker, and if He 

controls your hands and your heart, He will work through you." And so, stepping around behind me 

and putting His great, strong hands over mine, controlling the tools with His skilled fingers He 

began to work through me.  
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There's much more that I must still learn and I am very far from satisfied with the product that is 

being turned out, but I do know that whatever has been produced for God has been through His 

strong hand and through the power of His Spirit in me. 

Do not become discouraged because you cannot do much for God. Your ability is not the 

fundamental condition. It is He who is controlling your fingers and upon whom you are relying. 

Give your talents and gifts to God and He will do things with them that will surprise you.. 

The Rec Room 

I remember the time He asked me about the playroom. I was hoping He would not ask about that. 

There were certain associations and friendships, activities and amusements that I wanted to keep for 

myself. I did not think Christ would enjoy them or approve of them, so I evaded the question. 

But there came an evening when I was on my way out with some of my friends, and as I was about 

to cross the threshold, He stopped me with a glance and asked, "Are you going out?" 

I replied, "Yes." 

"Good," He said, "I would like to go with you."  

"Oh," I answered rather awkwardly. "I don't think, Lord Jesus, that You would really want to go 

with us. Let's go out tomorrow night. Tomorrow night we will go to prayer meeting, but tonight I 

have another appointment." 

He said. "That's alright. Only I thought that when I came into your home, we were going to do 

everything together, to be close companions. I just want you to know that I am willing to go with 

you." 

"Well," I said, "we will go someplace together tomorrow night." 

That evening I spent some miserable hours. I felt wretched. What kind of a friend was I to Jesus 

when I was deliberately leaving Him out of my associations, doing things and going places that I 

knew very well He would not enjoy? When I returned that evening, there was a light in His room, 

and I went up to talk it over with Him. I said, "Lord, I have learned my lesson. I can't have a good 

time without You. From now on we will do everything together." 

Then we went down into the playroom of the house and He transformed it. He brought into life real 

joy, real happiness, real satisfaction, new friends, new excitement, new joys. Laughter and music 

have been ringing through the house ever since. 

The Hall Closet 

There is just one more matter that I might share with you. One day I found Him waiting for me at 

the door. An arresting look was in His eye. As I entered, He said to me, "There is a peculiar odor in 

the house. There is something dead around here. It's upstairs. I think it is in the hall closet." As soon 

as He said this, I knew what He was talking about. Yes, there was a small closet up there on the 

landing, just a few feet square, and in that closet, behind lock and key, I had one or two little 

personal things that I did not want anyone to know about and certainly I did not want Christ to see 

them. I knew they were dead and rotting things left over from the old life. And yet I loved them, and 

I wanted them so for myself that I was afraid to admit they were there. 
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Reluctantly, I went up with Him, and as we mounted the stairs the odor became stronger and 

stronger. He pointed at the door. "It's in there! Some dead thing!" 

I was angry. That's the only way I can put it. I had given Him access to the library, the dining room, 

the living room, the workroom, the playroom, and now He was asking me about a little two-by-four 

closet. I said to myself, "This is too much. I am not going to give Him the key." 

"Well," He said, reading my thoughts, "if you think I'm going to stay up here on the second floor 

with this odor, you are mistaken. I will take my bed out on the back porch. I'm certainly not going to 

put up with that." Then I saw Him start down the stairs. 

When you have come to know and love Christ, the worst thing that can happen is to sense His 

fellowship retreating from you. I had to surrender. "I'll give You the key," I said sadly, "but You'll 

have to open the closet and clean it out. I haven't the strength to do it." 

"I know," He said. "I know you haven't. Just give me the key. Just authorize me to take care of that 

closet and I will." So with trembling fingers I passed the key to Him. He took it from my hand, 

walked over to the door, opened it, entered it, took out all the putrefying stuff that was rotting there, 

and threw it away. The He cleaned the closet and painted it, fixed it up, doing it all in a moment's 

time. Oh, what victory and release to have that dead thing out of my life! 

Transferring the Title 

Then a thought came to me. I said to myself, "I have been trying to keep this heart of mine clear for 

Christ. I start on one room and no sooner have I cleaned that then another room is dirty. I begin on 

the second room and the first room becomes dusty again. I am so tired and weary trying to maintain 

a clean heart and an obedient life. I am just not up to it!" 

So I ventured a question: "Lord, is there any chance that You would take over the responsibility of 

the whole house and operate it for me and with me just as You did that closet? Would You take the 

responsibility to keep my heart what it ought to be and my life where it ought to be?" 

I could see His face light up as He replied, "Certainly, that is what I came to do. You cannot be a 

victorious Christian in your own strength. That is impossible. Let me do it through you and for you. 

That is the way. But," He added slowly, "I am not owner of this house. I am just a guest. I have no 

authority to proceed, since the property is not mine." 

I saw it in a minute and dropping to my knees, I said, "Lord, You have been a guest and I have been 

the host. From now on I am going to be the servant. You are going to be the owner and Master and 

Lord." 

Running as fast as I could to the strongbox, I took out the title deed to the house describing its assets 

and liabilities, location and situation and condition. I eagerly signed it over to belong to Him alone 

for time and eternity. "Here," I said. "Here it is, all that I am and have forever. Now You run the 

house. I'll just remain with You as a servant and friend." 

He took my life that day and I can give you my word, there is no better way to live the Christian 

life. He knows how to keep it in shape and deep peace settles down on the soul. May Christ settle 

down and be at home in your heart as Lord of all!  
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Everything That Rises Must Converge 
by 

Flannery O'Connor 
HER DOCTOR had told Julian's mother that she must lose twenty pounds on account 
of her blood pressure, so on Wednesday nights Julian had to take her downtown on the 
bus for a reducing class at the Y. The reducing class was designed for working girls over 
fifty, who weighed from 165 to 200 pounds. His mother was one of the slimmer ones, but 
she said ladies did not tell their age or weight. She would not ride the buses by herself at 
night since they had been integrated, and because the reducing class was one of her few 
pleasures, necessary for her health, and free, she said Julian could at least put himself out 
to take her, considering all she did for him. Julian did not like to consider all she did for 
him, but every Wednesday night he braced himself and took her.  
    She was almost ready to go, standing before the hall mirror, putting on her hat, while 
he, his hands behind him, appeared pinned to the door frame, waiting like Saint Sebastian 
for the arrows to begin piercing him. The hat was new and had cost her seven dollars and 
a half. She kept saying, “Maybe I shouldn't have paid that for it. No, I shouldn't have. I'll 
take it off and return it tomorrow. I shouldn't have bought it.”  
    Julian raised his eyes to heaven. “Yes, you should have bought it,” he said. “Put it on 
and let's go.” It was a hideous hat. A purple velvet flap came down on one side of it and 
stood up on the other; the rest of it was green and looked like a cushion with the stuffing 
out. He decided it was less comical than jaunty and pathetic. Everything that gave her 
pleasure was small and depressed him.  
    She lifted the hat one more time and set it down slowly on top of her head. Two wings 
of gray hair protruded on either side of her florid face, but her eyes, sky-blue, were as 
innocent and untouched by experience as they must have been when she was ten. Were it 
not that she was a widow who had struggled fiercely to feed and clothe and put him 
through school and who was supporting him still, “until he got on his feet,” she might 
have been a little girl that he had to take to town.                                                          “It's 
all right, it's all right,” he said. “Let's go.” He opened the door himself and started down 
the walk to get her going. The sky was a dying violet and the houses stood out darkly 
against it, bulbous liver-colored monstrosities of a uniform ugliness though no two were 
alike. Since this had been a fashionable neighborhood forty years ago, his mother 
persisted in thinking they did well to have an apartment in it. Each house had a narrow 
collar of dirt around it in which sat, usually, a grubby child. Julian walked with his hands 
in his pockets, his head down and thrust forward and his eyes glazed with the 
determination to make himself completely numb during the time he would be sacrificed 
to her pleasure.  
    The door closed and he turned to find the dumpy figure, surmounted by the atrocious 
hat, coming toward him.  “Well,” she said, “you only live once and paying a little more 
for it, I at least won't meet myself coming and going.”  
    “Some day I'll start making money,” Julian said gloomily- he knew he never would - 
“and you can have one of those jokes whenever you take the fit.” But first they would 
move.  He visualized a place where the nearest neighbors would be three miles away on 
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either side.  
    “I think you're doing fine,” she said, drawing on her gloves. “You've only been out of 
school a year. Rome wasn't built in a day.”  
    She was one of the few members of the Y reducing class who arrived in hat and gloves 
and who had a son who had been to college. “It takes time,” she said, “and the world is in 
such a mess. This hat looked better on me than any of the others, though when she 
brought it out I said, ‘Take that thing back. I wouldn't have it on my head,’ and she said, 
‘Now wait till you see it on,’ and when she put it on me, I said, ‘We-ull,’ and she said, ‘If 
you ask me, that hat does something for you and you do something for the hat, and 
besides,’ she said, ‘with that hat, you won't meet yourself coming and going.’”  
    Julian thought he could have stood his lot better if she had been selfish, if she had been 
an old hag who drank and screamed at him. He walked along, saturated in depression, as 
if in the midst of his martyrdom he had lost his faith.  Catching sight of his long, 
hopeless, irritated face, she stopped suddenly with a grief-stricken look, and pulled back 
on his arm. “Wait on me,” she said. “I'm going back to the house and take this thing off 
and tomorrow I'm going to return it. I was out of my head. I can pay the gas bill with that 
seven-fifty.”  
    He caught her arm in a vicious grip. “You are not going to take it back,” he said. “I like 
it.”  
    “Well,” she said, “I don't think I ought. . .”  
    “Shut up and enjoy it,” he muttered, more depressed than ever.  
    “With the world in the mess it's in,” she said, “it's a wonder we can enjoy anything. I 
tell you, the bottom rail is on the top.”  
    Julian sighed.  
    “Of course,” she said, “if you know who you are, you can go anywhere.” She said this 
every time he took her to the reducing class. “Most of them in it are not our kind of 
people,” she said, “but I can be gracious to anybody. I know who I am.”  
    “They don't give a damn for your graciousness,” Julian said savagely. “Knowing who 
you are is good for one generation only. You haven't the foggiest idea where you stand 
now or who you are.”  
    She stopped and allowed her eyes to flash at him. “I most certainly do know who I 
am,” she said, “and if you don't know who you are, I'm ashamed of you.”  
    “Oh hell,” Julian said.  
    “Your great-grandfather was a former governor of this state,” she said. “Your 
grandfather was a prosperous landowner. Your grandmother was a Godhigh.”  
    “Will you look around you,” he said tensely, “and see where you are now?” and he 
swept his arm jerkily out to indicate the neighborhood, which the growing darkness at 
least made less dingy.  
    “You remain what you are,” she said. “Your great-grand-father had a plantation and 
two hundred slaves.”  
    “There are no more slaves,” he said irritably.  
    “They were better off when they were,” she said. He groaned to see that she was off on 
that topic. She rolled onto it every few days like a train on an open track. He knew every 
stop, every junction, every swamp along the way, and knew the exact point at which her 
conclusion would roil majestically into the station: “It's ridiculous. It's simply not 
realistic. They should rise, yes, but on their own side of the fence.”  
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    “Let's skip it,” Julian said.  
    “The ones I feel sorry for,” she said, “are the ones that are half white. They're tragic.”  
    “Will you skip it?”  
    “Suppose we were half white. We would certainly have mixed feelings.”  
    “I have mixed feelings now,” he groaned.  
    “Well let's talk about something pleasant,” she said. “I remember going to Grandpa's 
when I was a little girl. Then the house had double stairways that went up to what was 
really the second floor - all the cooking was done on the first. I used to like to stay down 
in the kitchen on account of the way the walls smelled. I would sit with my nose pressed 
against the plaster and take deep breaths. Actually the place belonged to the Godhighs but 
your grandfather Chestny paid the mortgage and saved it for them. They were in reduced 
circumstances,” she said, “but reduced or not, they never forgot who they were.”  
    “Doubtless that decayed mansion reminded them,” Julian muttered. He never spoke of 
it without contempt or thought of it without longing. He had seen it once when he was a 
child before it had been sold. The double stairways had rotted and been torn down. 
Negroes were living in it. But it remained in his mind as his mother had known it. It 
appeared in his dreams regularly. He would stand on the wide porch, listening to the 
rustle of oak leaves, then wander through the high-ceilinged hall into the parlor that 
opened onto it and gaze at the worn rugs and faded draperies. It occurred to him that it 
was he, not she, who could have appreciated it. He preferred its threadbare elegance to 
anything he could name and it was because of it that all the neighborhoods they had lived 
in had been a torment to him - whereas she had hardly known the difference. She called 
her insensitivity “being adjustable.”  
    “And I remember the old darky who was my nurse, Caroline. There was no better 
person in the world. I've always had a great respect for my colored friends,” she said. “I’d 
do anything in the world for them and they'd. . .”  
    “Will you for God's sake get off that subject?” Julian said. When he got on a bus by 
himself, he made it a point to sit down beside a Negro, in reparation as it were for his 
mother's sins.  
    “You're mighty touchy tonight,” she said. “Do you feel all right?”  
    “Yes I feel all right” he said. “Now lay off.”  
    She pursed her lips. “Well, you certainly are in a vile humor,” she observed “I just 
won't speak to you at all.”  
    They had reached the bus stop. There was no bus in sight and Julian, his hands still 
jammed in his pockets and his head thrust forward, scowled down the empty street. The 
frustration of having to wait on the bus as well as ride on it began to creep up his neck 
like a hot hand. The presence of his mother was borne in upon him as she gave a pained 
sigh. He looked at her bleakly. She was holding herself very erect under the preposterous 
hat, wearing it like a banner of her imaginary dignity. There was in him an evil urge to 
break her spirit. He suddenly unloosened his tie and pulled it off and put it in his pocket  
    She stiffened. “Why must you look like that when you take me to town?” she said. 
“Why must you deliberately embarrass me?”  
    “If you'll never learn where you are,” he said, “you can at least learn where I am.”  
    “You look like a--- thug,” she said.  
    “Then I must be one” he murmured.  
    “I'll just go home” she said. “I will not bother you. If you can’t do a little thing like that 
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for me . . .”  
    Rolling his eyes upward, he put his tie back on. “Restored to my class,” he muttered. 
He thrust his face toward her and hissed, “True culture is in the mind, the mind,” he said, 
and tapped his head, “the mind.”  
    “It's in the heart,” she said, “and in how you do things and how you do things is 
because of who you are.”  
    “Nobody in the damn bus cares who you are.”  
    “I care who I am” she said icily.  
    The lighted bus appeared on top of the next hill and as it approached, they moved out 
into the street to meet it. He put his hand under her elbow and hoisted her up on the 
creaking step. She entered with a little smile, as if she were going into a drawing room 
where everyone had been waiting for her. While he put in the tokens, she sat down on 
one of the broad front seats for three which faced the aisle. A thin woman with protruding 
teeth and long yellow hair was sitting on the end of it. His mother moved up beside her 
and left room for Julian beside herself. He sat down and looked at the floor across the 
aisle where a pair of thin feet in red and white canvas sandals were planted.  
    His mother immediately began a general conversation meant to attract anyone who felt 
like talking. “Can it get any hotter?” she said and removed from her purse a folding fan, 
black with a Japanese scene on it, which she began to flutter before her.  
    “I reckon it might could,” the woman with the protruding teeth said, “but I know for a 
fact my apartment couldn’t get no hotter.”  
    “It must get the afternoon sun, " his mother said. She sat forward and looked up and 
down the bus. It was half filled. Everybody was white. “I see we have the bus to 
ourselves,” she said. Julian cringed.  
    “For a change,” said the woman across the aisle, the owner of the red and white canvas 
sandals. “I come on one the other day and they were thick as fleas - up front and all 
through.”  
    “The world is in a mess everywhere,” his mother said. “I don't know how we’ve let it 
get in this fix.”  
    “What gets my goat is all those boys from good families stealing automobile tires,” the 
woman with the protruding teeth said. “I told my boy, I said you may not be rich but you 
been raised right and if I ever catch you in any such mess, they can send you on to the 
reformatory. Be exactly where you belong.”  
    “Training tells,” his mother said. “Is your boy in high school?”  
    “Ninth grade,” the woman said.  
    “My son just finished college last year. He wants to write but he’s selling typewriters 
until he gets started,” his mother said.  
    The woman leaned forward and peered at Julian. He threw her such a malevolent look 
that she subsided against the seat.  On the floor across the aisle there was an abandoned 
newspaper. He got up and got it and opened it out in front of him. His mother discreetly 
continued the conversation in a lower tone but the woman across the aisle said in a loud 
voice, “Well that’s nice. Selling typewriters is close to writing. He can go right from one 
to the other.”  
    “I tell him,” his mother said, “that Rome wasn't built in a day.”  
    Behind the newspaper Julian was withdrawing into the inner compartment of his mind 
where he spent most of his time. This was a kind of mental bubble in which he 
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established himself when he could not bear to be a part of what was going on around him. 
From it he could see out and judge but in it he was safe from any kind of penetration 
from without. It was the only place where he felt free of the general idiocy of his fellows. 
His mother had never entered it but from it he could see her with absolute clarity.  
    The old lady was clever enough and he thought that if she had started from any of the 
right premises, more might have been expected of her. She lived according to the laws of 
her own fantasy world outside of which he had never seen her set foot. The law of it was 
to sacrifice herself for him after she had first created the necessity to do so by making a 
mess of things. If he had permitted her sacrifices, it was only because her lack of 
foresight had made them necessary. All of her life had been a struggle to act like a 
Chestny and to give him everything she thought a Chestny ought to have without the 
goods a Chestny ought to have;  but since, said she, it was fun to struggle, why complain? 
And when you had won, as she had won, what fun to look back on the hard times! He 
could not forgive her that she had enjoyed the struggle and that she thought she had won.  
    What she meant when she said she had won was that she had brought him up 
successfully and had sent him to college and that he had turned out so well-good looking 
(her teeth had gone unfilled so that his could be straightened), intelligent (he realized he 
was too intelligent to be a success), and with a future ahead of him (there was of course 
no future ahead of him). She excused his gloominess on the grounds that he was still 
growing up and his radical ideas on his lack of practical experience. She said he didn’t 
yet know a thing about “life,” that he hadn’t even entered the real world - when already 
he was as disenchanted with it as a man of fifty.  
    The further irony of all this was that in spite of her, he had turned out so well. In spite 
of going to only a third-rate college, he had, on his own initiative, come out with a first-
rate education; in spite of growing up dominated by a small mind, he had ended up with a 
large one; in spite of all her foolish views, he was free of prejudice and unafraid to face 
facts. Most miraculous of all, instead of being blinded by love for her as she was for him, 
he had cut himself emotionally free of her and could see her with complete objectivity. 
He was not dominated by his mother.  
    The bus stopped with a sudden jerk and shook him from his meditation. A woman 
from the back lurched forward with little steps and barely escaped falling in his 
newspaper as she righted herself. She got off and a large Negro got on. Julian kept his 
paper lowered to watch. It gave him a certain satisfaction to see injustice in daily 
operation. It confirmed his view that with a few exceptions there was no one worth 
knowing within a radius of three hundred miles. The Negro was well dressed and carried 
a briefcase. He looked around and then sat down on the other end of the seat where the 
woman with the red and white canvas sandals was sitting. He immediately unfolded a 
newspaper and obscured himself behind it. Julian’s mother's elbow at once prodded 
insistently into his ribs. “Now you see why I won't ride on these buses by myself,” she 
whispered.  
    The woman with the red and white canvas sandals had risen at the same time the Negro 
sat down and had gone farther back in the bus and taken the seat of the woman who had 
got off. His mother leaned forward and cast her an approving look.  
    Julian rose, crossed the aisle, and sat down in the place of the woman with the canvas 
sandals. From this position, he looked serenely across at his mother. Her face had turned 
an angry red. He stared at her, making his eyes the eyes of a stranger. He felt his tension 
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suddenly lift as if he had openly declared war on her.  
    He would have liked to get in conversation with the Negro and to talk with him about 
art or politics or any subject that would be above the comprehension of those around 
them, but the man remained entrenched behind his paper. He was either ignoring the 
change of seating or had never noticed it.  There was no way for Julian to convey his 
sympathy.  
    His mother kept her eyes fixed reproachfully on his face. The woman with the 
protruding teeth was looking at him avidly as if he were a type of monster new to her.  
    “Do you have a light?” he asked the Negro.  
    Without looking away from his paper, the man reached in his pocket and handed him a 
packet of matches.  
    “Thanks,” Julian said. For a moment he held the matches foolishly. A NO SMOKING 
sign looked down upon him from over the door. This alone would not have deterred him; 
he had no cigarettes. He had quit smoking some months before because he could not 
afford it. “Sorry,” he muttered and handed back the matches. The Negro lowered the 
paper and gave him an annoyed look. He took the matches and raised the paper again.  
    His mother continued to gaze at him but she did not take advantage of his momentary 
discomfort. Her eyes retained their battered look. Her face seemed to be unnaturally red, 
as if her blood pressure had risen. Julian allowed no glimmer of sympathy to show on his 
face. Having got the advantage, he wanted desperately to keep it and carry it through. He 
would have liked to teach her a lesson that would last her a while, but there seemed no 
way to continue the point. The Negro refused to come out from behind his paper.  
    Julian folded his arms and looked stolidly before him, facing her but as if he did not 
see her, as if he had ceased to recognize her existence. He visualized a scene in which, 
the bus having reached their stop, he would remain in his seat and when she said, “Aren’t 
you going to get off?” he would look at her as at a stranger who had rashly addressed 
him. The corner they got off on was usually deserted, but it was well lighted and it would 
not hurt her to walk by herself the four blocks to the Y. He decided to wait until the time 
came and then decide whether or not he would let her get off by herself. He would have 
to be at the Y at ten to bring her back, but he could leave her wondering if he was going 
to show up. There was no reason for her to think she could always depend on him.  
    He retired again into the high-ceilinged room sparsely settled with large pieces of 
antique furniture. His soul expanded momentarily but then he became aware of his 
mother across from him and the vision shriveled. He studied her coldly. Her feet in little 
pumps dangled like a child’s and did not quite reach the floor. She was training on him an 
exaggerated look of reproach. He felt completely detached from her. At that moment he 
could with pleasure have slapped her as he would have slapped a particularly obnoxious 
child in his charge.  
    He began to imagine various unlikely ways by which he could teach her a lesson. He 
might make friends with some distinguished Negro professor or lawyer and bring him 
home to spend the evening. He would be entirely justified but her blood pressure would 
rise to 300. He could not push her to the extent of making her have a stroke, and 
moreover, he had never been successful at making any Negro friends. He had tried to 
strike up an acquaintance on the bus with some of the better types, with ones that looked 
like professors or ministers or lawyers. One morning he had sat down next to a 
distinguished-looking dark brown man who had answered his questions with a sonorous 
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solemnity but who had turned out to be an undertaker. Another day he had sat down 
beside a cigar-smoking Negro with a diamond ring on his finger, but after a few stilted 
pleasantries, the Negro had rung the buzzer and risen, slipping two lottery tickets into 
Julian's hand as he climbed over him to leave.  
    He imagined his mother lying desperately ill and his being able to secure only a Negro 
doctor for her. He toyed with that idea for a few minutes and then dropped it for a 
momentary vision of himself participating as a sympathizer in a sit-in demonstration. 
This was possible but he did not linger with it. Instead, he approached the ultimate horror. 
He brought home a beautiful suspiciously Negroid woman. Prepare yourself, he said. 
There is nothing you can do about it. This is the woman I've chosen. She’s intelligent, 
dignified, even good, and she’s suffered and she hasn’t thought it fun. Now persecute us, 
go ahead and persecute us. Drive her out of here, but remember, you’re driving me too. 
His eyes were narrowed and through the indignation he had generated, he saw his mother 
across the aisle, purple-faced, shrunken to the dwarf-like proportions of her moral nature, 
sitting like a mummy beneath the ridiculous banner of her hat.  
    He was tilted out of his fantasy again as the bus stopped. The door opened with a 
sucking hiss and out of the dark a large, gaily dressed, sullen-looking colored woman got 
on with a little boy. The child, who might have been four, had on a short plaid suit and a 
Tyrolean hat with a blue feather in it. Julian hoped that he would sit down beside him and 
that the woman would push in beside his mother. He could think of no better 
arrangement.  
    As she waited for her tokens, the woman was surveying the seating possibilities - he 
hoped with the idea of sitting where she was least wanted. There was something familiar-
looking about her but Julian could not place what it was. She was a giant of a woman. 
Her face was set not only to meet opposition but to seek it out. The downward tilt of her 
large lower lip was like a warning sign: DON’T TAMPER WITH ME. Her bulging 
figure was encased in a green crepe dress and her feet overflowed in red shoes. She had 
on a hideous hat. A purple velvet flap came down on one side of it and stood up on the 
other; the rest of it was green and looked like a cushion with the stuffing out. She carried 
a mammoth red pocketbook that bulged throughout as if it were stuffed with rocks.  
    To Julian's disappointment, the little boy climbed up on the empty seat beside his 
mother. His mother lumped all children, black and white, into the common category, 
“cute,” and she thought little Negroes were on the whole cuter than little white children. 
She smiled at the little boy as he climbed on the seat.  
    Meanwhile the woman was bearing down upon the empty seat beside Julian. To his 
annoyance, she squeezed herself into it. He saw his mother's face change as the woman 
settled herself next to him and he realized with satisfaction that this was more 
objectionable to her than it was to him. Her face seemed almost gray and there was a look 
of dull recognition in her eyes, as if suddenly she had sickened at some awful 
confrontation. Julian saw that it was because she and the woman had, in a sense, swapped 
sons. Though his mother would not realize the symbolic significance of this, she would 
feel it. His amusement showed plainly on his face.  
    The woman next to him muttered something unintelligible to herself. 
     He was conscious of a kind of bristling next to him, a 1muted growling like that of an 
angry cat. He could not see anything but the red pocketbook upright on the bulging green 
thighs. He visualized the woman as she had stood waiting for her tokens-the ponderous 
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figure, rising from the red shoes upward over the solid hips, the mammoth bosom, the 
haughty face, to the green and purple hat.  
    His eyes widened.  
    The vision of the two hats, identical, broke upon him with the radiance of a brilliant 
sunrise. His face was suddenly lit with joy. He could not believe that Fate had thrust upon 
his mother such a lesson. He gave a loud chuckle so that she would look at him and see 
that he saw. She turned her eyes on him slowly. The blue in them seemed to have turned 
a bruised purple. For a moment he had an uncomfortable sense of her innocence, but it 
lasted only a second before principle rescued him. Justice entitled him to laugh. His grin 
hardened until it said to her as plainly as if he were saying aloud: Your punishment 
exactly fits your pettiness. This should teach you a permanent lesson.  
    Her eyes shifted to the woman. She seemed unable to bear looking at him and to find 
the woman preferable. He became conscious again of the bristling presence at his side. 
The woman was rumbling like a volcano about to become active. His mother's mouth 
began to twitch slightly at one corner. With a sinking heart, he saw incipient signs of 
recovery on her face and realized that this was going to strike her suddenly as funny and 
was going to be no lesson at all. She kept her eyes on the woman and an amused smile 
came over her face as if the woman were a monkey that had stolen her hat. The little 
Negro was looking up at her with large fascinated eyes. He had been trying to attract her 
attention for some time.  
    “Carver!” the woman said suddenly. “Come heah!”  
    When he saw that the spotlight was on him at last, Carver drew his feet up and turned 
himself toward Julian’s mother and giggled.  
    “Carver!” the woman said. “You heah me? Come heah!”  
    Carver slid down from the seat but remained squatting with his back against the base 
of it, his head turned slyly around toward Julian's mother, who was smiling at him. The 
woman reached a hand across the aisle and snatched him to her. He righted himself and 
hung backwards on her knees, grinning at Julian's mother. “Isn’t he cute?” Julian's 
mother said to the woman with the protruding teeth.  
    “I reckon he is,” the woman said without conviction.  
    The Negress yanked him upright but he eased out of her grip and shot across the aisle 
and scrambled, giggling wildly, onto the seat beside his love.  
    “I think he likes me,” Julian's mother said, and smiled at the woman. It was the smile 
she used when she was being particularly gracious to an inferior. Julian saw everything 
lost. The lesson had rolled off her like rain on a roof.  
    The woman stood up and yanked the little boy off the seat as if she were snatching him 
from contagion. Julian could feel the rage in her at having no weapon like his mother's 
smile. She gave the child a sharp slap across his leg. He howled once and then thrust his 
head into her stomach and kicked his fret against her shins. “Be-have,” she said 
vehemently.  
    The bus stopped and the Negro who had been reading the newspaper got off. The 
woman moved over and set the little boy down with a thump between herself and Julian. 
She held him firmly by the knee. In a moment he put his hands in front of his face and 
peeped at Julian's mother through his fingers.  
    “I see yoooooooo !” she said and put her hand in front of her face and peeped at him.  
    The woman slapped his hand down. “Quit yo’ foolishness,” she said, “before I knock 
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the living Jesus out of you!”  
    Julian was thankful that the next stop was theirs. He reached up and pulled the cord. 
The woman reached up and pulled it at the same time. Oh my God, he thought. He had 
the terrible intuition that when they got off the bus together, his mother would open her 
purse and give the little boy a nickel. The gesture would be as natural to her as breathing. 
The bus stopped and the woman got up and lunged to the front, dragging the child, who 
wished to stay on, after her. Julian and his mother got up and followed. As they neared e 
door, Julian tried to relieve her of her pocketbook.  
    “No,” she murmured, “I want to give the little boy a nickel.”  
    “No!” Julian hissed. “No!”  
    She smiled down at the child and opened her bag. The bus door opened and the woman 
picked him up by the arm and descended with him, hanging at her hip. Once in the street 
she set him down and shook him.  
    Julian's mother had to close her purse while she got down the bus step but as soon as 
her feet were on the ground, she opened it again and began to rummage inside. “I can’t 
find but a penny,” she whispered, “but it looks like a new one.”  
    “Don’t do it!” Julian said fiercely between his teeth. There was a streetlight on the 
corner and she hurried to get under it so that she could better see into her pocketbook. 
The woman was heading off rapidly down the street with the child still hanging backward 
on her hand.  
    “Oh little boy!” Julian's mother called and took a few quick steps and caught up with 
them just beyond the lamppost. “Here’s a bright new penny for you,” and she held out the 
coin, which shone bronze in the dim light.  
    The huge woman turned and for a moment stood, her shoulders lifted and her face 
frozen with frustrated rage, and stared at Julian’s mother. Then all at once she seemed to 
explode like a piece of machinery that had been given one ounce of pressure too much. 
Julian saw the black fist swing out with the red pocketbook. He shut his eyes and cringed 
as he heard the woman shout, “He don't take nobody’s pennies!” When he opened his 
eyes, the woman was disappearing down the street with the little boy staring wide-eyed 
over her shoulder. Julian’s mother was sitting on the sidewalk.  
    “I told you not to do that,” Julian said angrily. “I told you not to do that!”  
    He stood over her for a minute, gritting his teeth. Her legs were stretched out in front 
of her and her hat was on her lap. He squatted down and looked her in the face. It was 
totally expressionless. “You got exactly what you deserved,” he said. “Now get up.”  
    He picked up her pocketbook and put what had fallen out back in it. He picked the hat 
up off her lap. The penny caught his eye on the sidewalk and he picked that up and let it 
drop before her eyes into the purse. Then he stood up and leaned over and held his hands 
out to pull her up. She remained immobile. He sighed. Rising above them on either side 
were black apartment buildings, marked with irregular rectangles of light. At the end of 
the block a man came out of a door and walked off in the opposite direction. “All right,” 
he said, “suppose somebody happens by and wants to know why you’re sitting on the 
sidewalk?”  
    She took the hand and, breathing hard, pulled heavily up on it and then stood for a 
moment, swaying slightly as if the spots of light in the darkness were circling around her. 
Her eyes, shadowed and confused, finally settled on his face. He did not try to conceal his 
irritation. “I hope this teaches you a lesson,” he said. She leaned forward and her eyes 
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raked his face. She seemed trying to determine his identity. Then, as if she found nothing 
familiar about him, she started off with a headlong movement in the wrong direction.  
    “Aren’t you going on to the Y?” he asked.  
    “Home,” she muttered.  
    “Well, are we walking?”  
    For answer she kept going. Julian followed along, his hands behind him. He saw no 
reason to let the lesson she had had go without backing it up with an explanation of its 
meaning. She might as well be made to understand what had happened to her. “Don’t 
think that was just an uppity Negro woman,” he said. “That was the whole colored race 
which will no longer take your condescending pennies. That was your black double. She 
can wear the same hat as you, and to be sure,” he added gratuitously (because he thought 
it was funny), “it looked better on her than it did on you. What all this means,” he said, 
“is that the old world is gone. The old manners are obsolete and your graciousness is not 
worth a damn.” He thought bitterly of the house that had been lost for him. “You aren’t 
who you think you are,” he said.  
    She continued to plow ahead, paying no attention to him. Her hair had come undone on 
one side. She dropped her pocketbook and took no notice. He stooped and picked it up 
and handed it to her but she did not take it.  
    ”You needn’t act as if the world had come to an end,” he aid, “because it hasn’t. From 
now on you’ve got to live in a new world and face a few realities for a change. Buck up,” 
he said, “it won't kill you.”  
    She was breathing fast.  
    “Let's wait on the bus,” he said.  
    “Home,” she said thickly.  
    “I hate to see you behave like this,” he said. “Just like a child. I should be able to 
expect more of you.” He decided to stop where he was and make her stop and wait for a 
bus. “I'm not going any farther,” he said, stopping. “We’re going on the bus.”  
    She continued to go on as if she had not heard him. He took a few steps and caught her 
arm and stopped her. He looked into her face and caught his breath. He was looking into 
a face he had never seen before. “Tell Grandpa to come get me,” she said.  
    He stared, stricken.  
    “Tell Caroline to come get me,” she said.  
    Stunned, he let her go and she lurched forward again, walking as if one leg were 
shorter than the other. A tide of darkness seemed to be sweeping her from him. 
“Mother!” he cried. “Darling, sweetheart, wait!” Crumpling, she fell to the pavement. He 
dashed forward and fell at her side, crying, “Mamma, Mamma!” He turned her over. Her 
face was fiercely distorted. One eye, large and staring, moved slightly to the left as if it 
had become unmoored. The other remained fixed on him, raked his face again, found 
nothing and closed.  
    “Wait here, wait here!” he cried and jumped up and began to run for help toward a 
cluster of lights he saw in the distance ahead of him. “Help, help!” he shouted, but his 
voice was thin, scarcely a thread of sound. The lights drifted farther away the faster he 
ran and his feet moved numbly as if they carried him nowhere. The tide of darkness 
seemed to sweep him back to her, postponing from moment to moment his entry into the 
world of guilt and sorrow.  
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Letter from Birmingham Jail 
 
by Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
From the Birmingham jail, where he was imprisoned as a participant in nonviolent demonstrations against segregation, Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote in longhand the letter which follows. It was his response to a public statement of concern and 
caution issued by eight white religious leaders of the South. Dr. King, who was born in 1929, did his undergraduate work at 
Morehouse College; attended the integrated Crozer Theological Seminary in Chester, Pennsylvania, one of six black pupils 
among a hundred students, and the president of his class; and won a fellowship to Boston University for his Ph.D. 
 

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. If I sought to answer all of the criticisms 
that cross my desk, my secretaries would be engaged in little else in the course of the day, and I would have no time for 
constructive work. But since I feel that you are men of genuine good will and your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I would like 
to answer your statement in what I hope will be patient and reasonable terms. 
 
I think I should give the reason for my being in Birmingham, since you have been influenced by the argument of "outsiders 
coming in." I have the honor of serving as president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization operating 
in every Southern state, with headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliate organizations all across the 
South, one being the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. Whenever necessary and possible, we share staff, 
educational and financial resources with our affiliates. Several months ago our local affiliate here in Birmingham invited us to be 
on call to engage in a nonviolent direct-action program if such were deemed necessary. We readily consented, and when the hour 
came we lived up to our promises. So I am here, along with several members of my staff, because we were invited here. I am 
here because I have basic organizational ties here. 
 
Beyond this, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the eighth-century prophets left their little villages and carried 
their "thus saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their hometowns; and just as the Apostle Paul left his little village of 
Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to practically every hamlet and city of the Greco-Roman world, I too am compelled 
to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my particular hometown. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for 
aid. 
 
Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be 
concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an 
inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly. Never 
again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States can 
never be considered an outsider. 
 
You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham. But I am sorry that your statement did not express 
a similar concern for the conditions that brought the demonstrations into being. I am sure that each of you would want to go 
beyond the superficial social analyst who looks merely at effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. I would not 
hesitate to say that it is unfortunate that so-called demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham at this time, but I would say in 
more emphatic terms that it is even more unfortunate that the white power structure of this city left the Negro community with no 
other alternative. 
 

IN ANY nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of the facts to determine whether injustices are alive, 
negotiation, self-purification, and direct action. We have gone through all of these steps in Birmingham. There can be no 
gainsaying of the fact that racial injustice engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly segregated city 
in the United States. Its ugly record of police brutality is known in every section of this country. Its unjust treatment of Negroes 
in the courts is a notorious reality. There have been more unsolved bombings of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than 
in any other city in this nation. These are the hard, brutal, and unbelievable facts. On the basis of them, Negro leaders sought to 
negotiate with the city fathers. But the political leaders consistently refused to engage in good-faith negotiation. 
 
Then came the opportunity last September to talk with some of the leaders of the economic community. In these negotiating 
sessions certain promises were made by the merchants, such as the promise to remove the humiliating racial signs from the 
stores. On the basis of these promises, Reverend Shuttlesworth and the leaders of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human 
Rights agreed to call a moratorium on any type of demonstration. As the weeks and months unfolded, we realized that we were 
the victims of a broken promise. The signs remained. As in so many experiences of the past, we were confronted with blasted 
hopes, and the dark shadow of a deep disappointment settled upon us. So we had no alternative except that of preparing for direct 
action, whereby we would present our very bodies as a means of laying our case before the conscience of the local and national 
community. We were not unmindful of the difficulties involved. So we decided to go through a process of self-purification. We 
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started having workshops on nonviolence and repeatedly asked ourselves the questions, "Are you able to accept blows without 
retaliating?" and "Are you able to endure the ordeals of jail?" We decided to set our direct-action program around the Easter 
season, realizing that, with exception of Christmas, this was the largest shopping period of the year. Knowing that a strong 
economic withdrawal program would be the by-product of direct action, we felt that this was the best time to bring pressure on 
the merchants for the needed changes. Then it occurred to us that the March election was ahead, and so we speedily decided to 
postpone action until after election day. When we discovered that Mr. Conner was in the runoff, we decided again to postpone 
action so that the demonstration could not be used to cloud the issues. At this time we agreed to begin our nonviolent witness the 
day after the runoff. 
 
This reveals that we did not move irresponsibly into direct action. We, too, wanted to see Mr. Conner defeated, so we went 
through postponement after postponement to aid in this community need. After this we felt that direct action could be delayed no 
longer. 
 
You may well ask, "Why direct action, why sit-ins, marches, and so forth? Isn't negotiation a better path?" You are exactly right 
in your call for negotiation. Indeed, this is the purpose of direct action. Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and 
establish such creative tension that a community that has consistently refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks 
so to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored. I just referred to the creation of tension as a part of the work of the 
nonviolent resister. This may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word "tension." I have 
earnestly worked and preached against violent tension, but there is a type of constructive nonviolent tension that is necessary for 
growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage 
of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, we must see the need of having 
nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men to rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism 
to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood. So, the purpose of direct action is to create a situation so crisis-packed 
that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation. We therefore concur with you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our 
beloved Southland been bogged down in the tragic attempt to live in monologue rather than dialogue. 
 
One of the basic points in your statement is that our acts are untimely. Some have asked, "Why didn't you give the new 
administration time to act?" The only answer that I can give to this inquiry is that the new administration must be prodded about 
as much as the outgoing one before it acts. We will be sadly mistaken if we feel that the election of Mr. Boutwell will bring the 
millennium to Birmingham. While Mr. Boutwell is much more articulate and gentle than Mr. Conner, they are both 
segregationists, dedicated to the task of maintaining the status quo. The hope I see in Mr. Boutwell is that he will be reasonable 
enough to see the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But he will not see this without pressure from the devotees of 
civil rights. My friends, I must say to you that we have not made a single gain in civil rights without determined legal and 
nonviolent pressure. History is the long and tragic story of the fact that privileged groups seldom give up their privileges 
voluntarily. Individuals may see the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust posture; but, as Reinhold Niebuhr has 
reminded us, groups are more immoral than individuals. 
 
We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the 
oppressed. Frankly, I have never yet engaged in a direct-action movement that was "well timed" according to the timetable of 
those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation. For years now I have heard the word "wait." It rings in the 
ear of every Negro with a piercing familiarity. This "wait" has almost always meant "never." It has been a tranquilizing 
thalidomide, relieving the emotional stress for a moment, only to give birth to an ill-formed infant of frustration. We must come 
to see with the distinguished jurist of yesterday that "justice too long delayed is justice denied." We have waited for more than 
three hundred and forty years for our God-given and constitutional rights. The nations of Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike 
speed toward the goal of political independence, and we still creep at horse-and-buggy pace toward the gaining of a cup of coffee 
at a lunch counter. I guess it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of segregation to say "wait." But when you 
have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen 
hate-filled policemen curse, kick, brutalize, and even kill your black brothers and sisters with impunity; when you see the vast 
majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society; when 
you suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she 
cannot go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her little eyes 
when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see the depressing clouds of inferiority begin to form in her little 
mental sky, and see her begin to distort her little personality by unconsciously developing a bitterness toward white people; when 
you have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old son asking in agonizing pathos, "Daddy, why do white people treat colored 
people so mean?"; when you take a cross-country drive and find it necessary to sleep night after night in the uncomfortable 
corners of your automobile because no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs 
reading "white" and "colored"; when your first name becomes "nigger" and your middle name becomes "boy" (however old you 
are) and your last name becomes "John," and when your wife and mother are never given the respected title "Mrs."; when you are 
harried by day and haunted by night by the fact that you are a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe stance, never knowing what to 
expect next, and plagued with inner fears and outer resentments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating sense of 
"nobodyness" -- then you will understand why we find it difficult to wait. There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs 
over and men are no longer willing to be plunged into an abyss of injustice where they experience the bleakness of corroding 
despair. I hope, sirs, you can understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience. 
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YOU express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws. This is certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so 
diligently urge people to obey the Supreme Court's decision of 1954 outlawing segregation in the public schools, it is rather 
strange and paradoxical to find us consciously breaking laws. One may well ask, "How can you advocate breaking some laws and 
obeying others?" The answer is found in the fact that there are two types of laws: there are just laws, and there are unjust laws. I 
would agree with St. Augustine that "An unjust law is no law at all." 
 
Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determine when a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made 
code that squares with the moral law, or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law. To 
put it in the terms of St. Thomas Aquinas, an unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal and natural law. Any law that 
uplifts human personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust. All segregation statutes are unjust because 
segregation distorts the soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a false sense of superiority and the segregated a 
false sense of inferiority. To use the words of Martin Buber, the great Jewish philosopher, segregation substitutes an "I - it" 
relationship for the "I - thou" relationship and ends up relegating persons to the status of things. So segregation is not only 
politically, economically, and sociologically unsound, but it is morally wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin is 
separation. Isn't segregation an existential expression of man's tragic separation, an expression of his awful estrangement, his 
terrible sinfulness? So I can urge men to obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme Court because it is morally right, and I can urge 
them to disobey segregation ordinances because they are morally wrong. 
 
Let us turn to a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An unjust law is a code that a majority inflicts on a minority that 
is not binding on itself. This is difference made legal. On the other hand, a just law is a code that a majority compels a minority to 
follow, and that it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness made legal. 
 
Let me give another explanation. An unjust law is a code inflicted upon a minority which that minority had no part in enacting or 
creating because it did not have the unhampered right to vote. Who can say that the legislature of Alabama which set up the 
segregation laws was democratically elected? Throughout the state of Alabama all types of conniving methods are used to 
prevent Negroes from becoming registered voters, and there are some counties without a single Negro registered to vote, despite 
the fact that the Negroes constitute a majority of the population. Can any law set up in such a state be considered democratically 
structured? 
 
These are just a few examples of unjust and just laws. There are some instances when a law is just on its face and unjust in its 
application. For instance, I was arrested Friday on a charge of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong with an 
ordinance which requires a permit for a parade, but when the ordinance is used to preserve segregation and to deny citizens the 
First Amendment privilege of peaceful assembly and peaceful protest, then it becomes unjust. 
 
Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It was seen sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach, Meshach, 
and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezzar because a higher moral law was involved. It was practiced superbly by the 
early Christians, who were willing to face hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks before submitting to certain 
unjust laws of the Roman Empire. To a degree, academic freedom is a reality today because Socrates practiced civil 
disobedience. 
 
We can never forget that everything Hitler did in Germany was "legal" and everything the Hungarian freedom fighters did in 
Hungary was "illegal." It was "illegal" to aid and comfort a Jew in Hitler's Germany. But I am sure that if I had lived in Germany 
during that time, I would have aided and comforted my Jewish brothers even though it was illegal. If I lived in a Communist 
country today where certain principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed, I believe I would openly advocate disobeying 
these anti-religious laws. 
 

I MUST make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I must confess that over the last few years 
I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great 
stumbling block in the stride toward freedom is not the White Citizens Councillor or the Ku Klux Klanner but the white moderate 
who is more devoted to order than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace 
which is the presence of justice; who constantly says, "I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I can't agree with your methods 
of direct action"; who paternalistically feels that he can set the timetable for another man's freedom; who lives by the myth of 
time; and who constantly advises the Negro to wait until a "more convenient season." Shallow understanding from people of 
good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more 
bewildering than outright rejection. 
 
In your statement you asserted that our actions, even though peaceful, must be condemned because they precipitate violence. But 
can this assertion be logically made? Isn't this like condemning the robbed man because his possession of money precipitated the 
evil act of robbery? Isn't this like condemning Socrates because his unswerving commitment to truth and his philosophical 
delvings precipitated the misguided popular mind to make him drink the hemlock? Isn't this like condemning Jesus because His 
unique God-consciousness and never-ceasing devotion to His will precipitated the evil act of crucifixion? We must come to see, 
as federal courts have consistently affirmed, that it is immoral to urge an individual to withdraw his efforts to gain his basic 
constitutional rights because the quest precipitates violence. Society must protect the robbed and punish the robber. 
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I had also hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth of time. I received a letter this morning from a white brother in 
Texas which said, "All Christians know that the colored people will receive equal rights eventually, but is it possible that you are 
in too great of a religious hurry? It has taken Christianity almost 2000 years to accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ 
take time to come to earth." All that is said here grows out of a tragic misconception of time. It is the strangely irrational notion 
that there is something in the very flow of time that will inevitably cure all ills. Actually, time is neutral. It can be used either 
destructively or constructively. I am coming to feel that the people of ill will have used time much more effectively than the 
people of good will. We will have to repent in this generation not merely for the vitriolic words and actions of the bad people but 
for the appalling silence of the good people. We must come to see that human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability. It 
comes through the tireless efforts and persistent work of men willing to be coworkers with God, and without this hard work time 
itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation. 
 

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 an 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 "somebodyness" that they have adjusted to segregation, and, on the other 
hand, 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 and 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 a 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. If this philosophy had not emerged, I am 
convinced that by now many streets of the South would be flowing with floods of blood. And I am further convinced that if our 
white brothers dismiss as "rabble-rousers" and "outside agitators" those of us who are working through the channels of 
nonviolent direct action and refuse to support our nonviolent efforts, millions of Negroes, out of frustration and despair, will seek 
solace and security in black nationalist ideologies, a development that will lead inevitably to a frightening racial nightmare. 
 
Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The urge for freedom will eventually come. This is what has happened to the 
American Negro. Something within has reminded him of his birthright of freedom; something without has reminded him that he 
can gain it. Consciously and unconsciously, he has been swept in by what the Germans call the Zeitgeist, and with his black 
brothers of Africa and his brown and yellow brothers of Asia, South America, and the Caribbean, he is moving with a sense of 
cosmic urgency toward the promised land of racial justice. Recognizing this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro community, 
one should readily understand public demonstrations. The Negro has many pent-up resentments and latent frustrations. He has to 
get them out. So let him march sometime; let him have his prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; understand why he must have sit-
ins and freedom rides. If his repressed emotions do not come out in these nonviolent ways, they will come out in ominous 
expressions of violence. This is not a threat; it is a fact of history. So I have not said to my people, "Get rid of your discontent." 
But I have tried to say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled through the creative outlet of nonviolent direct 
action. Now this approach is being dismissed as extremist. I must admit that I was initially disappointed in being so categorized. 
 
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 in 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 no other so help me God." Was not John Bunyan an extremist? -- "I will stay in jail to the end of my 
days before I make a mockery 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 extremists we will 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? 
 
I had hoped that the white moderate would see this. Maybe I was too optimistic. Maybe I expected too much. 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. Some, 
like Ralph McGill, Lillian Smith, Harry Golden, and James Dabbs, have written about our struggle in eloquent, prophetic, and 
understanding terms. Others have marched with us down nameless streets of the South. They sat in with us at lunch counters and 
rode in with us on the freedom rides. They have languished in filthy roach-infested jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of 
angry policemen who see them as "dirty nigger lovers." They, unlike many of their moderate brothers, have recognized the 
urgency of the moment and sensed the need for powerful "action" antidotes to combat the disease of segregation. 
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LET me rush on to mention my other disappointment. I have been 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. I commend you, Reverend Stallings, for your Christian stand this past Sunday in welcoming Negroes to your Baptist 
Church worship service on a nonsegregated basis. I commend the Catholic leaders of this state for integrating Springhill College 
several years ago. 
 
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. I felt that the white ministers, priests, and rabbis of the South would be some 
of our strongest allies. Instead, some few 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 stained-glass windows. 
 
In spite of my shattered dreams of the past, I came to Birmingham with the hope that the white religious leadership of this 
community would see the justice of our cause and with deep moral concern serve as the channel through which our just 
grievances could get to the power structure. I had hoped that each of you would understand. But again I have been disappointed. 
 
I have heard numerous religious leaders of the South call upon their worshipers to comply with a desegregation decision because 
it is the law, but I have longed to hear white ministers say, follow this decree because integration is morally right and the Negro is 
your brother. In the midst of blatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched white churches stand on the sidelines and 
merely mouth pious irrelevancies and sanctimonious trivialities. In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial and 
economic injustice, I have heard so many ministers say, "Those are social issues which the gospel has nothing to do with," and I 
have watched so many churches commit themselves to a completely otherworldly religion which made a strange distinction 
between bodies and souls, the sacred and the secular. 
 
There was a time when the church was very powerful. It was during that period that the early Christians rejoiced when they were 
deemed worthy to suffer for what they believed. In those days the church was not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas 
and principles of popular opinion; it was the thermostat that transformed the mores of society. Wherever the early Christians 
entered a town the power structure got disturbed and immediately sought to convict them for being "disturbers of the peace" and 
"outside agitators." But they went on with the conviction that they were "a colony of heaven" and had to obey God rather than 
man. They were small in number but big in commitment. They were too God-intoxicated to be "astronomically intimidated." 
They brought an end to such ancient evils as infanticide and gladiatorial contest. 
 
Things are different now. The contemporary church is so often a weak, ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound. It is so often 
the arch supporter of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by the presence of the church, the power structure of the average 
community is consoled by the church's often vocal sanction of things as they are. 
 
But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. If the church of today does not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the 
early church, it will lose its authentic ring, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no 
meaning for the twentieth century. I meet young people every day whose disappointment with the church has risen to outright 
disgust. 
 
I hope the church as a whole will meet the challenge of this decisive hour. But even if the church does not come to the aid of 
justice, I have no despair about the future. I have no fear about the outcome of our struggle in Birmingham, even if our motives 
are presently misunderstood. We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all over the nation, because the goal of 
America is freedom. Abused and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with the destiny of America. Before the 
Pilgrims landed at Plymouth, we were here. Before the pen of Jefferson scratched across the pages of history the majestic word of 
the Declaration of Independence, we were here. For more than two centuries our foreparents labored here without wages; they 
made cotton king; and they built the homes of their masters in the midst of brutal injustice and shameful humiliation -- and yet 
out of a bottomless vitality our people continue to thrive and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not stop us, 
the opposition we now face will surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred heritage of our nation and the eternal 
will of God are embodied in our echoing demands. 
 
I must close now. But before closing I am impelled to mention one other point in your statement that troubled me profoundly. 
You warmly commended the Birmingham police force for keeping "order" and "preventing violence." I don't believe you would 
have so warmly commended the police force if you had seen its angry violent dogs literally biting six unarmed, nonviolent 
Negroes. I don't believe you would so quickly commend the policemen if you would observe their ugly and inhuman treatment of 
Negroes here in the city jail; if you would watch them push and curse old Negro women and young Negro girls; if you would see 
them slap and kick old Negro men and young boys, if you would observe them, as they did on two occasions, refusing to give us 
food because we wanted to sing our grace together. I'm sorry that I can't join you in your praise for the police department. 
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It is true that they have been rather disciplined in their public handling of the demonstrators. In this sense they have been publicly 
"nonviolent." But for what purpose? To preserve the evil system of segregation. Over the last few years I have consistently 
preached that nonviolence demands that the means we use must be as pure as the ends we seek. So I have tried to make it clear 
that it is wrong to use immoral means to attain moral ends. But now I must affirm that it is just as wrong, or even more, to use 
moral means to preserve immoral ends. 
 
I wish you had commended the Negro demonstrators of Birmingham for their sublime courage, their willingness to suffer, and 
their amazing discipline in the midst of the most inhuman provocation. One day the South will recognize its real heroes. They 
will be the James Merediths, courageously and with a majestic sense of purpose facing jeering and hostile mobs and the 
agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the pioneer. They will be old, oppressed, battered Negro women, symbolized in 
a seventy-two-year-old woman of Montgomery, Alabama, who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her people decided not to 
ride the segregated buses, and responded to one who inquired about her tiredness with ungrammatical profundity, "My feets is 
tired, but my soul is rested." They will be young high school and college students, young ministers of the gospel and a host of 
their elders courageously and nonviolently sitting in at lunch counters and willingly going to jail for conscience's sake. One day 
the South will know that when these disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters they were in reality standing up for 
the best in the American dream and the most sacred values in our Judeo-Christian heritage. 
 
Never before have I written a letter this long -- or should I say a book? I'm afraid that it is much too long to take your precious 
time. I can assure you that it would have been much shorter if I had been writing from a comfortable desk, but what else is there 
to do when you are alone for days in the dull monotony of a narrow jail cell other than write long letters, think strange thoughts, 
and pray long prayers? 
 
If I have said anything in this letter that is an understatement of the truth and is indicative of an unreasonable impatience, I beg 
you to forgive me. If I have said anything in this letter that is an overstatement of the truth and is indicative of my having a 
patience that makes me patient with anything less than brotherhood, I beg God to forgive me. 
 
Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood, 
 
MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Copyright © 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. All rights reserved. 

The Atlantic Monthly; August 1963; The Negro Is Your Brother; Volume 212, No. 2; pages 78 - 88. 
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their liberation. And those who wish to join us in this 
divine work must be willing to lose their white identity 
—indeed destroy it.

Black Theology s emphasis also rejects any identifi
cation with the recent “death of God” theology. The 
death-of-God question is a white issue which arises out 
of the white experience. Questions like “How do we 
find meaning and purpose in a world in which God is 
absent?” are questions of an affluent society. Whites 
may wonder how to find purpose in their lives, but our 
purpose is forced upon us. We do not want to know 
how we can get along without God, but how we can 
survive in a world permeated with white racism.

/ God Is Black

Because black people have come to know themselves 
as black, and because that blackness is the cause of 
their own love of themselves and hatred of whiteness, 
God himself must be known only as he reveals himself 
in his blackness. The blackness of God, and everything 
implied by it in a racist society, is the heart of Black 
Theology's doctrine of God. There is no place in Black 
Theology for a colorless God in a society when people 
suffer precisely because of their color. The black theo
logian must reject any conception of God which stifles 
black self-determination by picturing God as a God of 
all peoples. Either God is identified with the oppressed
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I fo the point that their experience becomes his or he is 
l a God of racism. Authentic identification, as Gamus 
I pointed out, is not “a question of psychological 
I identification—a mere subterfuge by which the individ- 
lual imagines that it is he himself who is being of- 
I fended.” It is “identification of one’s destiny with that 
I of others and a choice of sides.” ® Because God has 
I mdide the goal of black people his own goal. Black The- 
rology believes that it is not only appropriate but neces- 
I sary to begin the doctrine of God with an insistence on 
f his blackness.
^ The blackness of God means that God has made the 
I oppressed Condition his own condition. This is the es- 
I sence of the biblical revelation. By electing Israelite 
I slaves as his people and by becoming the Oppressed 
I One in Jesus Ghrist, God discloses to men that he is 
I known where men experience humiliation and suffer- 
I ing. It is not that he feels sorry and takes pity on them 
I (the condescending attitude of those racists who need 

their guilt assuaged for getting fat on the starvation of 
I others); quite the contrary, his election of Israel and 

incarnation in Ghrist reveal that the liberation of the 
[ oppressed is a part of the innermost nature of God 
I himself. This means that liberation is not an after- 
I thought, but the essence of divine activity.
! The blackness of God then means that the essence of 
f the nature of God is to be fouild in the concept of lib

eration. Taking seriously the Trinitarian view of the
j * Camus, op. cit, pp. 16,17.
/
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Godhead, Black Theology says that as Father, God 
identified with oppressed Israel participating in the 
bringing into being of this people; as Son, he became 
the Oppressed One in order that all may be free from 
oppression; as Holy Spirit, he continues his work of lib
eration. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Father and 
the Son at work in the forces of human liberation in 
our society today. In America, the Holy Spirit is black 
people making decisions about their togetherness, 
which means making preparation for an encounter 
with white people.

It is Black Theology's emphasis on the blackness of 
God that distinguishes it sharply from contemporary 
white views of God. White religionists are not capable 
of perceiving the blackness of God because their Sa

tanic whiteness is a denial of the very essence of divin
ity. That is why whites are finding and will continue to 
find the black experience a disturbing reality. White 
theologians would prefer to do theology without refer
ence to color, but this only reveals how deeply racism 
is embedded in the thought forms of this culture. To be 
sure, they would probably concede that the concept of 
liberation is essential to the biblical view of God. But it 
is still impossible for them to translate the biblical em
phasis on liberation to the black-white struggle today. 
Invariably they quibble on this issue, moving from side 
to side, always pointing out the dangers of extremism 
on both sides. (In the black community, we call this 
shuffling.) They really cannot make a decision, because

T
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it has been made already for them. The way in which 
scholars would analyze God and black people was de
cided when black slaves were brought to this land, 
while churchmen sang “Jesus, Lover of My Soul.” 
Their attitude today is no different from that of the 
Bishop of London who assured the slaveholders that

Christianity, and the embracing of the Gospel, does not 
make the least Alteration in Civil property, or in any 
Duties which belong to Civil Relations; but in all these 
Respects, it continues Persons just in the same State as it 
found them. The Freedom which Christianity gives, is a 
Freedom from the Bondage of Sin and Satan, and from 
the dominion of Man’s Lust and Passions and inordinate 
Desires; but as to their outward Condition, whatever 
that was before, whether bond or free, their being bap
tized and becoming Christians, makes no matter of 
change in it.^

Of course white theologians today have a “better” w^y 
of putting it, but what difference does that make? It 
means the same thing to black people. “Sure,” as the 
so-called radicals would say, “God is concerned about 
black people.” And then they go on to talk about God 
and secularization or some other white problem unre
lated to emancipation of black people. This style is a 
contemporary white way of saying that “Ghristianity 
. . . does not make the least alteration in civil prop
erty.”

^ Quoted in H. Richard Niebuhr, The Social Sources of Denomina- 
tionalism (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1929), p. 249.
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In contrast to this racist view of God, Black Theol
ogy proclaims his blackness. People who want to know 
who God is and what he is doing must know who black 
people are and what they are doing. This does not 
mean lending a helping hand to the poor and unfortu
nate blacks of the society. It does not mean joining the 
war on povertyl Such acts are sin offerings that repre
sent a white way of assuring themselves that they are 
basically a “good” people. Knowing God means being 
on the side of the oppressed, becoming one with them 
and participating in the goal of liberation. We must be
come black with God!

It is, to be expected that white people will have some 
difficulty with the idea of “becoming black with God.” 
The experience is not only alien to their existence as 
they know it to be, it appears to be an impossibility. 
“How can white people become black?” they ask. This 
question always amuses me because they do not really 
want to lose their precious white identity, as if it is 
worth saving. They know, as everyone in this country 
knows, a black man is anyone who says he is black, de
spite his skin color. In the literal sense a black man is 
anyone who has “even one drop of black blood in his 
veins.”

But “becoming black with God” means more than 
just saying “I am black,” if it involves that at all The 
question “How can white people become black?"’ is 
analogous to the Philippian jailer s question to Paul 
and Silas, “What must I do to be saved?” The implica-
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tion is that if we work hard enough at it, we can reach 
the goal. But the misunderstanding here is the failure 
to see that blackness or salvation (the two are synony- 
pious) is the work of God and not man. It is not some
thing we accomplish; it is a gift. That is why they said, 
“Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved.” To 
believe is to receive the gift and utterly to reorient 
one’s existence on the basis of the gift. The gift is so 
unlike what humans expect that when it is offered and 
accepted, we become completely new creatures. This is 
what the Wholly Otherness of God means. God comes 

Ito us in his blackness which is wholly unlike whiteness, 
[imcl to receive his revelation is to become black with 
|him by joining him in his work of liberation.

Even some black people will find this view of God 
Ihard to handle. Having been enslaved by the God of 
|white racism so long, they will have difficulty believing 
Iffiat God is identified with their struggle for freedom. 
pBecoming one of his disciples means rejecting white- 

less and accepting themselves as they are in all tHeir 
>hysical blaclmess. This is what the Christian view of 
Jod means for black people.

The Love and Righteousness of God

Tlie theological statement “God is love” is the most 
i^idely accepted assertion regarding the nature of God. 
11 theologians would agree that it is impossible to
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what men have made white. Righteousness is that as
pect of God’s love which prevents his love from being 
equated with sentimentality. Love is not accepting 
whiteness or overlooking white racism. To love is to 
make a decision against white people. Since love 
means that God meets our needs, God’s love for white 
people could only mean wrath, that is, a destruction of 
their whiteness and a creation of blackness.

For Black Theology love cannot be discussed in the 
abstract. It must be concrete because black suffering is 
utterly concrete. Black suffering is white people mak
ing decisions about our place in the world, telling us 
what we can or cannot do in the society. Love must be 
brought down to this level, the reality of white inhu
manity against the black community. As Fanon says, 
“no phraseology can be a substitute for reality.” That 
is why Black Theology says that God’s love is God’s 
liberation of black people as expressed in Black Power.

Traditional Theological Language 
and the Black God

One of the major tasks of Black Theology is that of 
making sense out of the traditional theological talk 
about God. It asks, in regard to every theological asser
tion, “What are its implications for the oppressed?” Or, 
more specifically, “Does it have any meaning in the

Fanon, op. cit., p. 36.
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struggle for black liberation in America?” Believing 
that the biblical God makes himself known through the 
liberation of the oppressed. Black Theology’s analysis 
of God begins with an emphasis on his blackness.

But now we must ask. How is the concept of the 
blackness of God related to such traditional divine 
symbols as creator, transcendence, immanence and 
providence?

1. God as Creator. The biblical view of God as crea
tor is expressed in the priestly assertion, “In the begin
ning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 
1:1). To speak of God as creator means that the world 
and everything that is i^ because of the creative will of 
God. In traditional theological language, God as crea
tor expresses his aseity, that is, the total independence 
of God from his creation. God is self-existent, meaning 
that the source of his existence is found in himself.

In order to emphasize the absolute sovereignty of 
God over his creation, traditional theology introduced 
the idea of creation out of nothing {ex nihilo). The pur
pose is to deny that God used an eterhal substance (as 

^ in Plato) in the creation of the universe. The existence 
of an eternal substance would compromise the com
plete. Lordship of God over his creation. God is fully 

i ifree. Being without limitations, 
i Black Theology is not interested in debating the phil- 

osophical and theological merits of God’s aseity except 
'f as it can be related to the earthly emancipation of the 
I oppressed. What has the idea of God’s self-existence to

I
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do with the existence of the oppressed? First it is nec
essary to point out that the biblical view of God as cre
ator is not a paleontological statement about the nature 
and origin of the universe, but a theological assertion 
about God and his relationship to the oppressed of the 
land. It is important to remember that the priestly nar
rative was put together during the Babylonian exile as 
an attempt to make theological sense of Israels history 
as an oppressed people. Therefore, it is impossible to 
remain faithful to the biblical viewpoint without seeing 
the doctrine of creation as a statement about God and 
the oppressed of the land. God as creator means that 
man is a creature; man^s source for meaning and pur
pose in the world is not found in his oppressors but in 
God himself. This view of God undoubtedly accounts 
for Israels exclusivism in a situation of political oppres
sion.

Though white theologians have emphasized that 
God as creator is a statement about the God-man rela
tionship, they have not pointed out the political impli
cations of this dieblogical truth for black people. God 
as creator has not been related to the oppressed in the 
society. If creation “involves a bringing into existence 
of something that did not exist before,” then to say 
God is creator means that my being finds its source in 
God. I am black because God is blacki God as creator 
means that he is the ground of my blackness (being).

**Kaufmann, op. cit, p. 140.
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the, point of reference for meaning and purpose in the 
iuniyerse.

If God, and not white people, is the ground of my 
fibeihg, then he is the only source for reference regard- 
liing how I should behave in the world. Complete obe- 
;sdierice belongs only to him, and every alien loyalty 

; nfiust be rejected. Therefore, as a black man living in a 
^hite world that defines human existence according to 
^%hite inhumanity, I cannot relax atad pretend that all 
['is >vcll with black people. Rather it is incumbent upon 
me by the freedom granted iil the creator himself to 
■deny whiteness and affirm blackness as the essence of 
fGod^ That is why it is necessary to speak of the Black 
jHevolution rather than reformation. The idea of refor
mation suggests that there is still something “good” in 
^6 system itself, which needs only to be cleaned up a 
pit. This is a false perception of reality. The system is 
^$ed on whiteness, and what is necessary is a replace
ment, of whiteness with blackness. God as creator mems 
mat oppressed man is free to revolutionize the society, 
^ured that his acts of liberation are the work of God 
pimself.
^ 2. .Immanence and Transcendence of God. The im- 
panence of God means that God always encounters us 
p a situation of historical liberation. That is why 
Christianity is called a historical religion. God is not a 
pfmbol referring to man’s inward religious experiences,

1 neither is he a God of the Deist philosophers, who 
tured God as performing the initial act of creation
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but refraining from any further involvement in the 
world. According to biblical religion, God is involved 
in the concrete ^airs of human history, hberating men 
from oppression. Therefore to ask, “Who is God?” is to 
focus on what he is doing; and to look at what he is 
doing is to center on human events as they pertain to 
the liberation of suffering humanity.

God then is not that pious feeling in our hearts and 
neither is he a being “out there” or “up there.” It is not 
possible to speak of the reality of the divine in scien
tific categories. Like the symbol transcendence, im
manence is not a causal term. It refers to the depths of 
hberation in human society, affirming that God is 
never less than our experience of liberation. The im
manence of God is the infinite expressing himself in the 
finite. It is God becoming concrete in finite human ex
istence. Man is able to speak of the divine because the 
divine is revealed in the concreteness of his world. The 
immanence of God then forces man to look for God in 
the world and to make decisions about the Ultimate in 
terms of present historical reality. Man cannot post
pone his decision about God or condition it in terms of 
a future reality. The finality of God is his involvement 
in man s now-experiences. For black people this means 
that God has taken on blackness, involving himself in 
the dimensions of the black liberation struggle.

Though Black Theology stresses the immanence of 
God, it does not deny the reality of his transcendence. 
The transcendence of God prevents us from deifying
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our own experiences, which results in pantheism. God 
is not nature and neither is he our highest aspirations. 
God is always more than our experience of him. This 
means that truth is not limited to man*s own capabili
ties. It is this reality that frees the rebel to give all for 
the liberation struggle without having to worry about 
the Western concept of winning. When black people 
say then that “all is in God's hand,” this should not be 
equated with the trite expression “We should do noth
ing.” It should be taken to mean that black people are 
now free to be for the black community, to make deci
sions about their existence in the world without an 
undue preoccupation with white ideas about “odds” 
fwe have all the guns) or victory (you cannot win). Ul
timately (and this is what God's transcendence means) 
black humanity is not dependent on our power to win. 
Despite the empirical odds, our involvement in our 
liberation is not pointless; it is not absurd. It refers to 
the depth and meaning of our being-in-the-world.

It is interesting that, though white “Christians” say 
they adhere to the meaning of Christ's existence in the 
work!, they are especially concerned about “winning.” 
The military budget of this country is evidence of this 
fact. When confronted with the uncompromising de- 

i mfands of the black community, they quickly remind us 
that they have all of the guns, as if that fact itself is 

f supposed to make black people stay in their place. Being 
J “Christian,'' they should know that Jesus was crucified 
^bepause he did not stay in his place. In fact, that is
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what authentic Christian existence is all about, the re
fusal to stay in one*s place. Of course, this may mean 
physical death, but death is beside the point when one 
knows that there is a depth to existence that tran
scends death. The death and resurrection of Christ ex
pressed God’s transcendence; that is, man does not 
have to live on the basis of mere physical existence. He 
is free to transcend it, free to encounter the presence of 
the infinite which transcends physical reality. This is 
why black people do not have to cling to physical life 
as if it is the ultimate.

Like immanence, transcendence is not a spatial con
cept. God is not “above” or “beyond” the world. Rather 
transcendence refers to man’s purpose as defined by 
the infinite in the struggle for liberation. For black 
people, this means that their humanity is not defined 
by sociological reports and scientific studies. There is a 
transcendent value in blackness that makes us all 
human and to which black people must appeal as ulti
mate. Human dignity transcends human calculation. 
White people try to tell black people what is “best” for 
them in scientific terms as if blackness is subject to 
>vhite measurements. But to white people’s surprise, 
blacks reject their definitions, because black people 
know that they are not things to be computerized and 
limited according to white tools. We axe free, free to 
defy the oppressor’s laws of human behavior because 
we have encountered the concreteness of the divine in 
our liberation which revealed to us the transcendence 
of our cause beyond all human definitions.
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The tension between the transcendence and imma- 
kence of God is what Paul Tillich calls the risk of faith. 
sTo speak of God is to speak, on the one hand, of the 
Wesence of the infinite in the finite concrete world. On 
&e other hand, the infinite can never be reduced to 
|ihe finite. Though the infinite is not equated with finite 
'^istence, yet because man can only encounter the infi- 
Ijoiite ill his own finiteness, he must speak of the finite as

it is the ultimate. Tillich calls this “the infinite ten- 
'l^on'between the absoluteness of its claim and the rela- 
iivity of its life.” Relating this to black people. Black 
Rheology interprets this to mean our struggle for liber- 
li^tioil is the infinite participating in the concrete reality 
kf huhian existence. But because God is more than our 
^perience of him, his reality is never limited to a par- 
Itfcular human experience. However, just because 
^d is more than black people’s encounter of him in 
It particular moment of liberation, this should not be 
pterpreted to mean that we must qualify our asser
tions about him. Just the opposite. Because God is 
iiot less than our experience of him, we must speak 
ptrith an absoluteness that does not compromise with 
^il, despite the relativity of our claims.
I 3. Providence. It is difiicult to talk about divine prov
idence while men are dying and children are tortured. 
Bichard Rubenstein pointed out the dangers of this 
poncept in his excellent biok entitled After Ausch- 

Whether or not we agree with his conclusion
I ' 19 Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, p. 57.
|; *0 New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1966.

/
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about the death of God, we can appreciate his analysis, 
since it is based on his identification with an oppressed 
people. Like Black Theology, Rubenstein refuses to af
firm any view of God which contributes to the oppres
sion of the Jewish people. If God is the Lord of history 
directing the course of events toward a final goal, and 
if the Jews are his elected people, then there is no way 
to avoid divine responsibility for the death of six mil
lion Jews in Germany, according to Rubenstein. There
fore, rather than accept a view of God that uses Jewish 
blood in his divine plan, he concludes that God is 
deadi The argument is cogent and certainly advances 
the death-of-God theology beyond white Ghristian 
views as represented in the thinking of William Hamil
ton and Thomas Altizer.

Rubenstein was not the first to recognize the diffi
culty of reconciling human suffering and divine partici
pation in history. Without focusing on the God of 
history, the writer of Job recognized this problem; and 
in recent writing Albert Gamus and the existentialists 
have dealt with it also. In Gamus’s thinking, if God is 
omnipotent and permits human suffering, then he is a 
murderer. That is why he quotes Bakunin with ap
proval; “If God did exist, we would have to abolish 
Him.”

Traditional Ghristian theology somehow fails to take 
this problem seriously. While intellectually giving cre
dence to human suffering as a reality which appears to 
conflict with God’s love, theologians still insist on quot-
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ing Paul with approval: We know that in everything 
God works for good with those who love him, who are 
called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). Emil 
Brunners view of divine providence is perhaps repre
sentative. He begins by distinguishing between God as 
creator and his providential care of the world. Avoid
ing both pantheism and deism, he writes:

There is an existence which is not that of God, but is a 
creaturely existence, one therefore which is distinguished 
from the existence of God. Without a certain indepen
dent existence the creature cannot stand over against 
God, and if it does not do so, then it is not a creature as 
contrasted with the Creator. Even if we do not speak of 
a creatio continue we imply that even now God does not 
cease to create an existence distinct from His own, a 
manner of existence which is different from His. If this be 
so, then there is also an activity of God in and on this 
existence which is distinct from himself, in and on the 
world He has created, which is not the activity of the 
Creator, but of the Preserver, the Ruler. . . .2^

After describing providence as a distinguishable ac
tivity of God from his activity as creator, Brunner pro
ceeds to define the meaning of divine providence. 
Providence, he says, means that “all that is, and all that 
happens, takes place within the knowledge and the 
will of God.” Th6re is nothing that happens that does 
not fit into God’s ultimate plan for man. “All that hap-

* Banner, The Christian Doctrine of Creation and Redemption, 
trans. by Olive Wyon (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1952), 
p. 149.
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pens connepted with the divine Purpose; all is or
dered in accordance with, and in subordination to, the 
divine plan and the final divine purpose.”

If providence means what Brunner says, it is diffi
cult, if not impossible, to avoid the Conclusion that all 
human suffering is in accordance with divine plan. 
This would mean that the death of six million Jews, the 
genocide of the American Indian, the enslavement and 
lynching of black people, and every other inhumanity 
happened “within the knowledge and will of God.” 
Only oppressors are able to make this claim. Of course, 
my opponents could reply that this view of providence 
does not mean that God wills human suffering. It sim
ply means that he permits it in order to protect human 
freedom. It means further that, though man oppresses 
his brother, God will not let man have the last word 
about human existence, but translates man’s evil into 
the divine purpose. Quoting Paul with approval, Brun
ner says, “I reckon that the sufferings of this present 
time are not worthy to be compared with the glory 
which shall be revealed to us-ward” (Romans 8:18). 
The believer looks beyond his suffering to the final 
goal which it must serve; compared with that promised 
glory, his suffering does not count. Suffering becomes 
the way to eternal life. No human suffering is over
looked by God, and thus providence means that it is 
redeemable. Thus “die real solution to the problem of 
theodicy is redemption.” ^3

22 Ibid., p. 155.
28 Ibid., p. 183.
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Despite the emphasis on future redemption in pres- 
it suffering. Black Theology cannot accept any view 
God that even indirectly places divine approval on 

ium'an suffering. The death and resurrection of Christ 
loes not mean that God promises us a future reality in 
jirder that we might bear the present evil. The suffer- 
ig that Christ accepted and which is promised to his 

lisciples is not to be equated with the easy acceptance 
human injustice inflicted by white oppressors. God 

lannbt be the God of black people and also will their 
ftiffering. To be elected by God does not mean freely 
jcepting the evils of the oppressors; but the suffering 
^hich is inseparable from the gospel is that style of ex- 
itence that arises from a decision to he in spite of 
ionbeing. It is that type of suffering that is inseparable 

)mi freedom, that freedom that affirms black libera- 
Soii despite the white powers of evil. It is suffering in 
le Struggle for liberation.
.Providence then is not a statement about the future, 

[t’does not mean that all things will work out for the 
Ibbst for those who love God. Providence is a statement 
ibout present reality—the reality of the liberation of 
le oppressed. For black people, it is a statement about 
le reality of blackness and what it means in the liber- 

ition struggle against white people. As Tillich Says, 
Faith in providence is faith ‘in spite of—in spite of the 
. . ineaninglessness of existence.” Again speaking of 
jcial providence, he writes, it “gives the individual 

le certainty that under any circumstances, under any 
2< Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. I, p. 264.
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set of conditions, the divine ‘factor* is active and that 
therefore the road to his ultimate fulfillment is 
open.” 25 Black Theology interprets this to mean that 
in spite of whiteness a way is open to blackness, and 
we do not have to accept white definitions.

It is within this context that divine omnipotence 
should be interpreted. Omnipotence does not refer to 
God’s absolute power to accomplish what he wants. 
But as John Macquarrie says, omnipotence is “the 
power to let something stand out from nothing and to 
be.” 26 Translating this idea into the black experience, 
God’s omnipotence is the power to let black people 
stand out from whiteness and to be. It is what happens 
when black people make ready for the black-white en
counter with the full determination that they shall 
have their freedom or else. In this situation, divine prov
idence is seeing divine reality in the present reality of 
black liberation, no more and no less.

*5 Ibid., p. 267.
Macquarrie, God and Secularity (Philadelphia; The Westminster 

Press, 1967), p. 123.

V
Man in Black 
Theology

Although Ghristian theology is essentially God- 
talk, we must not forget who it is that speaks of God. 
The finiteness of man means that we cannot transcend 
human existence even when we speak of the transcend
ent God. We'know who God is not because we can 
move beyond our finiteness but because the transcend
ent God has become immanent in our history, trans
forming human events intoi divine events of liberation. 
It is the divine involvement in historical events of lib
eration that makes theology God-centered; but because 
God participates in man’s historical liberation, we can 
only speak of God as he is related to man. In this sense, 
theology is anthropology. In order to clarify the black 

(perspective on theological anthropology, it will be use-
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Death Be Not Proud 
by John Donne 

(1572-1631) 

 

DEATH be not proud, though some have called thee 
Mighty and dreadfull, for, thou art not so, 
For, those, whom thou think'st, thou dost overthrow, 
Die not, poore death, nor yet canst thou kill me. 
From rest and sleepe, which but thy pictures bee, 
Much pleasure, then from thee, much more must flow, 
And soonest our best men with thee doe goe, 
Rest of their bones, and soules deliverie. 
Thou art slave to Fate, Chance, kings, and desperate men, 
And dost with poyson, warre, and sicknesse dwell, 
And poppie, or charmes can make us sleepe as well, 
And better then thy stroake; why swell'st thou then; 
One short sleepe past, wee wake eternally, 
And death shall be no more; death, thou shalt die.  
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II. Text 
 

The Flea 
 
Marke but this flea, and marke in this, 
How little that which thou deny’st me is; 
It suck’d me first, and now sucks thee, 
And in this flea, our two bloods mingled bee; 
Thou know’st that this cannot be said 5 
A sinne, nor shame, nor losse of maidenhead, 
 Yet this enjoyes before it wooe, 
 And pamper’d swells with one blood made of two, 
 And this, alas, is more then wee would doe. 
 
Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare, 10 
Where wee almost, yea more then maryed are. 
This flea is you and I, and this 
Our mariage bed, and mariage temple is; 
Though parents grudge, and you, w’are met, 
And cloysterd in these living walls of Jet. 15 
 Though use make you apt to kill mee, 
 Let not to that, selfe murder added bee, 
 And sacrilege, three sinnes in killing three. 
 
Cruell and sodaine, hast  thou since 
Purpled thy naile, in blood of innocence? 20 
Wherein could this flea guilty bee, 
Except in that drop which it suckt from thee? 
Yet thou triumph’st and saist that thou 
Find’st not thy selfe, nor mee the weaker now; 
 ’Tis true, then learne how false, feares bee; 25 
 Just so much honor, when thou yeeld’st to mee, 
 Will wast, as this flea’s death tooke life from thee. 27 
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Learning in War-Time  

by C. S. Lewis  
A sermon preached in the Church of St. Mary the Virgin, Oxford,Autumn, 1939  
 
A University is a society for the pursuit of learning. As students, you will be expected to make 
yourselves, or to start making yourselves, in to what the Middle Ages called clerks: into 
philosophers, scientists, scholars, critics, or historians. And at first sight this seems to be an odd 
thing to do during a great war. What is the use of beginning a task which we have so little 
chance of finishing? Or, even if we ourselves should happen not to be interrupted by death or 
military service, why should we -- indeed how can we -- continue to take an interest in these 
placid occupations when the lives of our friends and the liberties of Europe are in the balance? Is 
it not like fiddling while Rome burns?  
 
Now it seems to me that we shall not be able to answer these questions until we have put them 
by the side of certain other questions which every Christian ought to have asked himself in 
peace-time. I spoke just now of fiddling while Rome burns. But to a Christian the true tragedy of 
Nero must be not that he fiddles while the city was on fire but that he fiddles on the brink of hell. 
You must forgive me for the crude monosyllable. I know that many wiser and better Christians 
than I in these days do not like to mention heaven and hell even in a pulpit. I know, too, that 
nearly all the references to this subject in the New Testament come from a single source. But 
then that source is Our Lord Himself. People will tell you it is St. Paul, but that is untrue. These 
overwhelming doctrines are dominical. They are not really removable from the teaching of Christ 
or of His Church. If we do not believe them, our presence in this church is great tomfoolery. If 
we do, we must sometime overcome our spiritual prudery and mention them. The moment we do 
so we can see that every Christian who comes to a university must at all times face a question 
compared with which the questions raised by the war are relatively unimportant. He must ask 
himself how it is right, or even psychologically possible, for creatures who are every moment 
advancing either to heaven or to hell, to spend any fraction of the little time allowed them in this 
world on such comparative trivialities as literature or art, mathematics or biology. If human 
culture can stand up to that, it can stand up to anything. To admit that we can retain our interest 
in learning under the shadow of these eternal issues, but not under the shadow of a European 
war, would be to admit that our ears are closed to the voice of reason and very wide open to the 
voice of our nerves and our mass emotions.  
 
This indeed is the case with most of us: certainly with me. For that reason, I think it important to 
try to see the present calamity in a true perspective, The war creates no absolutely new 
situation: it simply aggravates the permanent human situation so that we can no longer ignore it. 
Human life has always been lived on the edge of a precipice. Human culture has always had to 
exist under the shadow of something infinitely more important than itself. If men had postponed 
the search for knowledge and beauty until they were secure the search would never have begun. 
We are mistaken when we compare war with "normal life". Life has never been normal. Even 
those periods which we think most tranquil, like the nineteenth century, turn out, on closer 
inspection, to be full of cries, alarms, difficulties, emergencies. Plausible reasons have never been 
lacking for putting off all merely cultural activities until some imminent danger has been averted 
or some crying injustice put right. But humanity long ago chose to neglect those plausible 
reasons. They wanted knowledge and beauty now, and would not wait for the suitable moment 
that never come. Periclean Athens leaves us not only the Parthenon but, significantly, the Funeral 
Oration. The insects have chosen a different line: they have sought first the material welfare and 
security of the hive, and presumable they have their reward. Men are different.They propound 
mathematical theorems in beleaguered cities, conduct metaphysical arguments in condemned 
cells, make jokes on scaffold, discuss, the last new poem while advancing to the walls of Quebec, 
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and comb their hair at Thermopylae. This is not panache; it is our nature.  
 
But since we are fallen creatures the fact that this is now our nature would not, by itself, prove 
that it is rational or right. We have to inquire whether there is really any legitimate place for the 
activities of the scholar in a world such as this. That is, we have always to answer the question: 
"How can you be so frivolous and selfish as to think about anything but the salvation of human 
souls?" and we have, at the moment, to answer the additional question, "How can you be so 
frivolous and selfish as to think of anything but the war?" Now part of our answer will be the 
same for both questions. The one implies that our life can, and ought, to become exclusively and 
explicitly religious: the other, that it can and ought to become exclusively national. I believe that 
our whole life can, and indeed must, become religious in a sense to be explained later. But if it is 
meant that all our activities are to be of the kind that can be recognized as "sacred" and ties are 
to be of the kind that can be recognized as "sacred" and opposed to "secular" then I would give 
a single reply to both my imaginary assailants. I would say, "Whether it ought to happen or not, 
the thing you are recommending is not going to happen." Before I became a Christian I do not 
think I fully realized that one's life, after conversion, would inevitable consist in doing most of the 
same things one had been doing before: one hopes, in a new spirit, but still the same things. 
Before I went to the last war I certainly expected that my life in the trenches would, in some 
mysterious sense, be all war. In fact, I found that the nearer you got to the front line the less 
everyone spoke and thought of the allied cause and the progress of the campaign; and I am 
pleased to find that Tolstoy, in the greatest war book ever written, records the same thing -- and 
so, in its own way, does the Iliad. Neither conversion nor enlistment in the army is really going to 
obliterate our human life. Christians and solders are still men: the infidel's idea of a religious life, 
and the civilian's idea of active service, are fantastic. If you attempted, in either case, to suspend 
your whole intellectual and aesthetic activity, you would only succeed in substituting a worse 
cultural life for a better. You are not, in fact, going to read nothing, either in the Church or in the 
line: if you don't read good books you will read bad ones. If you don't go on thinking rationally, 
you will think irrationally. If you reject aesthetic satisfactions, you will fall into sensual 
satisfactions. There is therefore this analogy between the claims of our religion and the claims of 
the war: neither of them for most of us, will simply cancel or remove from the slate the merely 
human life which we were leading before we entered them. But they will operate in this way for 
different reasons. The war will fail to absorb our whole attention because it is a finite object, and 
therefore intrinsically unfitted to support the whole attention of a human soul. In order to avoid 
misunderstanding I must here make a few distinctions. I believe our cause to be, as human 
causes go, very righteous, and I therefore believe it to be a duty to participate in this war. And 
every duty is a religious duty, and our obligation to perform every duty is therefore absolute. 
Thus we may have a duty to rescue a drowning man, and perhaps, if we live on a dangerous 
coast, to learn life-saving so as to be ready for any drowning man when he turns up. It may be 
our duty to lose our own lives in saving him. But if anyone devoted himself to life-saving in the 
sense of giving it his total attention --so that he thought and spoke of nothing else and 
demanded the cessation of all other human activities until everyone had learned to swim -- he 
would be a monomaniac. The rescue of drowning men is, then aduty worth dying for, but not 
worth living for. It seems to me that all political duties (among which I include military duties) 
are of this kind. A man may have to die for our country: but no man must, in any exclusive 
sense, live for his country. He who surrenders himself without reservation to the temporal claims 
of a nation, or a party, or a class is rendering to Caesar that which, of all things, most 
emphatically belongs to God: himself. It is for a very different reason that religion cannot occupy 
the whole of life in the sense of excluding all our natural activities. For, of course, in some sense, 
it must occupy the whole of life. There is no question of a compromise between the claims of 
God and the claims of culture, or politics, or anything else. God's claim is infinite and inexorable. 
You can refuse it: or you can begin to try to grant it. There is no middle way. Yet in spite of this 
it is clear that Christianity does not exclude any of the ordinary human activities. St. Paul tells 
people to get on with their jobs. He even assumes that Christians may go to dinner parties, and, 
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what is more, dinner parties given by pagans. Our Lord attends a wedding and provides 
miraculous wine. Under the aegis of His Church, and in the most Christian ages, learning and the 
arts flourish. The solution of this paradox is, of course, well know to you. "Whether ye eat or 
drink or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God." All our merely natural activities will be 
accepted, if they are offered to God, even the humblest: and all of them, even the noblest, will 
be sinful if they are not. Christianity does not simply replace our natural life and substitute a new 
one: it is rather a new organization which exploits, to its own supernatural ends, these natural 
materials. No doubt, in a given situation, it demands the surrender of some, or al all, our merely 
human pursuits: it is better to be saved with one eye, than, having two, to be cast into Gehanna. 
But it does this, in a sense, per accidens -- because, in those special circumstances, it has ceased 
to be possible to practice this or that activity to the glory of God. There is no essential quarrel 
between the spiritual life and the human activities as such. Thus the omnipresence of obedience 
to God in a Christian's life is, in a way, analogous to the omnipresence of God in space. God does 
not fill space as a body fills it, in the sense that parts of Him are in different parts of space, 
excluding other object from them. Yet He is everywhere -- totally present at every point of space 
--according to good theologians.  
 
We are now in a position to answer the view that human culture is an inexcusable frivolity on the 
part of creatures loaded with such awful responsibilities as we. I reject at once an idea which 
lingers in the mind of some modern people that cultural activities are in their own right spiritual  
and meritorious -- as though scholars and poets were intrinsically more pleasing to God than 
scavengers and bootblacks. I think it was Matthew Arnold who first used the English word 
spiritual in the sense of the German geistlich, and so inaugurated this most dangerous and most 
anti-Christian error. Let us clear it forever from our minds.The work of a Beethoven, and the 
work of a charwoman, become spiritual on precisely the same condition, that of being offered to 
God, of being done humbly "as to the Lord". This does not, of course, mean that it is for anyone 
a mere toss-up whether he should sweep rooms or compose symphonies. A mole must dig to the 
glory of God and a cock must crow. We are members of one body, but differentiated members, 
each with his own vocation. A man's upbringing, his talents, his circumstances, are usually a 
tolerable index of his vocation. If our parents have sent us to Oxford, if our country allows us to 
remain there, this is prima facie evidence that the life which we, at any rate, can best lead to the 
glory of God at present is the learned life.  
 
By leading that life to the glory of God I do not, of course, mean any at tempt to make our 
intellectual inquiries work out to edifying conclusions. That would be, as Bacon says, to offer to 
the author of truth the unclean sacrifice of a lie. I mean the pursuit of knowledge and beauty, in 
a sense, for their own sake, but in a sense which does not exclude their being for God's sake. An 
appetite for these things exists in the human mind, and God makes no appetite in vain. We can 
therefore pursue knowledge as such, and beauty, as such, in the sure confidence that by so 
doing we are either advancing to the vision of God ourselves or indirectly helping others to do so. 
Humility, no less than the appetite, encourages us to concentrate simply on the knowledge or the 
beauty, not too much concerning ourselves with their ultimate relevance to the vision of God. 
That relevance may not be intended for us but for our betters -- for men who come after and 
find the spiritual significance of what we dug out in blind and humble obedience to our vocation. 
This is the teleological argument that the existence of the impulse and the faculty prove that they 
must have a proper function in God's scheme -- the argument by which Thomas Aquinas probes 
that sexuality would have existed even without the Fall. The soundness of the argument, as 
regards culture, is proved by experience. The intellectual life is not the only road to God, nor the 
safest, but we find it to be a road, and it may be the appointed road for us. Of course it will be 
so only so long as we keep the impulse pure and disinterested. That is the great difficulty. As the 
author of the Theologia Germanicai says, we may come to love knowledge -- our knowing -- 
more than the thing known: to delight not in the exercise of our talents but in the fact that they 
are ours, or even in the reputation they bring us. Every success in the scholar's life increases this 
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danger. If it becomes irresistible, he must give up his scholarly work. The time for plucking our 
right eye has arrived.  

That is the essential nature of the learned life as I see it. But it has indirect values which are 
especially important to-day. If all the world were Christian, it might not matter if all the world 
were uneducated. But, as it is, a cultural life will exist outside the Church whether it exists inside 
or not. To be ignorant and simple now -- not to be able to meet the enemies on their own 
ground -- would be to throw down our weapons, and the betray our uneducated brethren who 
have, under God, no defense but us against the intellectual attacks of the heathen. Good 
philosophy must exist, if for no other reason, because bad philosophy needs to be answered. The 
cool intellect must work not only against cool intellect on the other side, but against the muddy 
heathen mysticisms which deny intellect altogether.  

Most of all, perhaps we need intimate knowledge of the past. Not that the past has any magic 
about it, but because we cannot study the future, and yet need something to set against the 
present, to remind us that periods and that much which seems certain to the uneducated is 
merely temporary fashion. A man who has lived in many place is not likely to be deceived by the 
local errors of his native village: the scholar has lived in many times and is therefore in some 
degree immune form the great cataract of nonsense that pours from the press and the 
microphone of his own age.  

The learned life then is, for some, a duty, At the moment it looks as if it were your duty. I am 
well aware that there may seem to be an almost comic discrepancy between the high issues we 
have been considering and the immediate task you may be set down to, such as Anglo-Saxon 
sound laws or chemical formulae. But there is a similar shock awaiting us in every vocation -- a 
young priest finds himself involved in choir treats and a young subaltern in accounting for pots of 
jam. It is well that it should be so. It weeds out the vain, windy people and keeps in those who 
are both humble and tough. On that kind of difficulty, we need waste no sympathy.  

But the peculiar difficulty imposed on you by the war is another matter: and of it I would again 
repeat, what I have been saying in one form or another ever since I started -- do not let your 
nerves and emotions lead you into thinking your present predicament more abnormal than it 
really is. Perhaps it may be useful to mention the three mental exercises which may serve as 
defenses against the three enemies which war raises up against the scholar. The first enemy is 
excitement -- the tendency to think and feel about the war when we had intended to think about 
our work. The best defense is a recognition that in this, as in everything else, the war has not 
really raised up a new enemy but only aggravated an old one. There are always plenty of rivals 
to our work. We are always falling in love or quarreling, looking for jobs or fearing to lose them, 
getting ill and recovering, following public affairs. If we let ourselves, we shall always be waiting 
for some distraction or other to end before we can really get down to our work. The only people 
who achieve much are those who want knowledge so badly that they seek it while the conditions 
are still unfavorable. Favourable conditions never come. There are, of course, moments when the 
pressure of the excitement is so great that any superhuman self-control could not resist it. They 
come both in war and peace. We must do the best we can.  

The second enemy is frustration -- the feeling that we shall not have time to finish. If I say to 
you that no one has time to finish, that the longest human life leaves a man, in any branch of 
learning, a beginner, I shall seem to you to be saying something quite academic and theoretical. 
You would be surprised if you knew how soon one begins to feel the shortness of the tether: of 
how many things, even in middle life, we lave to say "No time for that", "Too late now", and "Not 
for me". But Nature herself forbids you to share that experience. A more Christian attitude, which 
can be attained at any age in that of leaving futurity in God's hands. We may as well, for God will 
certainly retain it whether we leave it to Him or not. Never, in peace or war, commit your virtue 
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or your happiness to the future. Happy work is best done by the man who take his long-term 
plans somewhat lightly and woks from moment to moment "as to the Lord". It is only our daily 
bread that we are encourage to ask for. The present is the only time in which any duty can be 
done or any grace received.  

The third enemy is fear. War threatens us with death and pain. No man -- and specially no 
Christian who remember Gethsemane -- need try to attain a stoic indifference about these things: 
but we can guard against the illusions of the imagination. We think of the streets of Warsaw and 
contrast the deaths there suffered with an abstraction called Life. But there is no question of 
death or life for any of us; only a question of this death or of that -- of a machine gun bullet now 
or a cancer forty years later. What does war do to death? It certainly does not make it more 
frequent; 100 per cent of us die, and the percentage cannot be increased. It puts several deaths 
earlier; but I hardly suppose that that is what we fear. Certainly when the moment comes, it will 
make little difference how many years we have behind us. Does it increase our chance of a 
painful death? I doubt it. As far as I can find out, what we call natural death is usually preceded 
by suffering; and a battlefield is one of the very few places where one has a reasonable prospect 
of dying with no pain at all. Does it decrease our chances of dying at peace with God? I cannot 
believe it. If active service does not persuade a man to prepare for death, what conceivable 
concatenation of circumstance would? Yet war does do something to death. It forces us to 
remember it. The only reason why the cancer at sixty or the paralysis at seventy-five do not 
bother us is that we forget them. War makes death real to us: and that would have been 
regarded as one of its blessings by most of the great Christians of the past. They thought it good 
for us to be always aware of our mortality. I am inclined to think they were right.  

All the animal life in us, all schemes of happiness that centered in this world, were always 
doomed to a final frustration. In ordinary times only a wise man can realize it. Now the stupidest 
of us know. We see unmistakable the sort of universe in which we have all along been living, and 
must come to terms with it. If we had foolish un-Christian hopes about human culture, they are 
now shattered. If we thought we were building up a heaven on earth, if we looked for something 
that would turn the present world from a place of pilgrimage into a permanent city satisfying the 
soul of man, we are disillusioned, and not a moment too soon. But if we thought that for some 
souls, and at some times, the life of learning, humbly offered to God, was, in its own small way, 
one of the appointed approaches to the Divine reality and the Divine beauty which we hope to 
enjoy hereafter, we can think so still 
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