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Letter from Jail

KEITH D. MILLER

Luke’s Church in

, N THE SPRING of 1963 Cleo Kennedy, a soloist at St

Birmingham, began her a cappella rendition of “Swing Low, Sweet Char-
iot.”! The slow, lullaby-like tempo of the most famous of all spirituals fit per-
fectly with the quiet joy of its lyrics. The resplendent expression of a calm ex-
pectation to reach heaven, “Swing Low”™ is a perfect song of religious
contemplation. No one would ever tinker with it. But someone did. Without
warning, organist Carlton Reese and his choir dove into Kennedy’s solo and be-
gan belting “Rock Me, Lord,” a pounding, extremely upbeat variation of
“Swing Low.” The pews began to quiver as Reese’s whitchot solo proved beyond
doubrt that every jazz pianist should have played the organ instead. Sopranos
leapt boldly into the few spaces the skittering organist left open. And the low,
steady bass notes riveted the ["Llilding to its foundation, which it threatened to
desert.

The crowd shouted, clapped, and stomped, celebrating not only the heav-
enly music, but also their own carthly crusade to C“l]!lll.]llt.' segregation from
their city, a bastion of American apartheid, T
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day segregation was just as horrific as Connor’s police. By sacrificing themselves
to the hoses and dogs, King’s activists essentially claimed that Connor’s violence
reprcscntcd the hidden, daily violence of racism.

Just as police brutality served as an apt symbol for the less dramatic, quo-
tidian evil of segregation, sO did jail. As they presented themselves for jail, Afri-
can Americans in effect argued that jail symbolized racism.* They could stand jail
because segregation already locked them in jail. If segregation was already a
prison, then why not go behind bars?

Providing this equation explicitly in “Shattered Dreams,” King equates

Paul’s suffering in prison with the experience of enslaved and segregated blacks.
He argues that African Americans in “the prison of segregation” recapitulate
Paul’s experiences in prison.* King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” implicitly
offers the same comparison: life in jail matches life under segregation.

King could provide this equation because his conception of religious lead-
ership came from the Old Testament prophets, the Apostle Paul, and the black
church. Early in this letter he compares himself to the eighth-century Old Tes-
tament prophets and to Paul.s His readers realized that Paul was often incarcer-
ated and wrote letters from jail. Like the prophets, Paul was simultancously a
preacher, a theologian, and a disturber of the peace. And Paul made no distinc-
tion between his sermons, his theology, and his letter-writing. Refusing to cul-
tivate an elite, he preferred to evangelize anyone who would listen.

Long before King was born, black churches often insisted on vesting in a
single person the duties of theologian, preacher, and activist. In many black
communities, mastering all these roles has been almost a requirement for be-
coming an authoritative religious leader. Until the advent of black theology
about the time of King’s death, blacks rarely recognized theology as something
distinct from sermons. Believing that the brightest and best-educated people
should instruct whole congregations, African-American leaders have historically
gained authority by combining the roles of expert and public speaker. The finest
black thcologians—Richard Allen, Henry Highland Garnet, Vernon Johns,
C. L. Franklin, and others—delivered theology through their sermons, not by
way of erudite theological prosc. They also engaged in protest; indeed, their
church “was born as a protest movement.”® And, while its impulse to protest has
sometimes remained dormant, the impulse has never died.

By contrast, in the first half of this century liberal white Protestants treated
sermons, theology, and social protest as discrete CONCErnSs. No one regarded
Fosdick, Buttrick, and Hamilton as theologians. Nor were they activists of any
note. Though Tillich often preached, his reputation rests on his theological vol-
umes, which he clearly valued more than his sermons. Though Niebuhr ven-
tured across the tidy demarcations of religious roles, he, like Tillich, regarded his

31 thank John Doebler for this observation.
1See King, It Strength 83.

5For the Pauline qualities of “Letter,” see Snow.
sKelly Miller Smith 72.
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Nowhere is this black conception of theology more evident than in “Letter
from Birmingham Jail.” Along with the Sermon on the Porch, the essay is more
completely inseparable from the civil rights movement than any other example
of King’s discourse. Indeed a better match between words and deeds is difficult
to imagine. King perfectly tailored his letter to the particulars of Birmingham in
1963, including its recent mayoral election and an unsolved rash of bombings.
I'he principles outlined in “Letter” mandated his trip to jail, and a stay in jail
mandated the explanation supplied by “Letter.” Getting arrested set the stage
for “Letter,” “Letter” set the stage for future arrests.

Yet, as King masterfully performed the simultaneous roles of preacher, the-
ologian, and activist, he wrote an essay that, unlike his other discourse, actually
reflects his study of Euro-American philosophy and theology. “Letter” also
m_-mfit‘:\l.\ the powerful and more familiar influences of the black folk pulpit,
( hristian Century, Fosdick, Woftord, and two other religious writers. All these
influences converge in this extraordinary essay. s

_ Although King’s epistolary essay was inspired by Paul, his more immediate
stimulant was Christian Century.® In 1959, six months after joining the edito-
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ral staff of the journal, he informed its editor that he wanted to write “occasional
articles and letters” that could reach “the Protestant leadership of our country.”
The editor agreed that his readership would appreciate “an occasional pcrsc;lml
letter which you could write.”10 Six months later the editor gave more explicit
nstructions, telling King and his other editors-at-large to write Christmas letters
win such a form that they can actually be sent to the people to whom they are
addressed as well as appearing in the columns of the magazine.”!! The recipients
responded with a set of public letters printed in the Christmas issue of the jour-
nal, Like “Letter,” these letters ostensibly focused on their real-life addressees
but actually on readers of Christian Century. Like «T etter,” some of them com-
bined a cordial and respectful tone with forceful criticism of their addressees. Al-
though King did not write a public letter on this occasion, he did so a few years
later in Birmingham.

Ostensibly serving as King’s response to eight moderate clergy, “Letter”
first surfaced in Christian Century, Liberation, and Christianity and Crisis—
three left-of-center journals—and in pamphlets disseminated by the Fellowship
of Recongiliation (FOR) and another leftist, pacifist organization, the American
Friends Service Committee.!? Soon afterwards other readers encountered King’s
epistle in The Progressive, Ebony, and other liberal periodicals. Publication in the
New York Post and the San Francisco Chronicle further expanded King’s reader-
ship. (He claimed that “nearly a million copies . . . have been widely circulated
in churches of most of the major denominations.”!?) He also installed the in-
stantly popular essay as the centerpiece for Why We Can’t Wait, his longer ac-
count of the Birmingham movement.

Given that King wrote «1 etter” for Christian Century and other left-of-cen-
ter outlets, one can say that its original and primary audience was not the os-
tensible audience of eight moderate clergy. Nor was it other moderate readers.
Instead, King carefully crafted a letter that could actually be mailed to its ad-
dressees while engaging the readers of Christian Century and other liberal
Protestants. The progressive ministers and laity who raved about King’s sermons
at Cathedral of St. John, Riverside Church, the Chicago Sunday Evening Club,
and elsewhere were the same people who subscribed to Christian Century. Be-
cause this journal had promulgatcd racial equality not merely for years, but for
several decades prior to «] etter,” the vast majority of its subscribers whole-
heartedly agreed with King’s artack on segregation long before he wrote his es-
say. Had the editors of the journal failed to sympathize with King, they would
not have published «Pilgrimage” several years prior tO «[ etter.” Nor would they
have welcomed him as an editor-at-large every year from 1958 until a year after
the publication of «] etter.” Equally sympathetic were those who read “1 grter”™

King, Jr. Letter to Harold Fey, 30 March 1959, KC BU.

10§¢e Harold Fey, letter to King, Jr., 11 May 1959, KC BU.

11 Harold Fey, letter to King, Jrz23 November 1959, KG BLUL
12American Friends Service Committee is an arm of the Quakers.
13King, Jr., “Playboy” 351.




1R 5 | WRITING ARGUMENTS

258 CHAPTE

the essay eventually reached large numbers of
s to cm‘wcrt the converted and reinforce their
d to the choir, targeting an audience of lib-
erals by asking them to invoke the role of modcratcs. The essay was so well writ-
ten that it reached a large, spillover audience of m()d.cmtcs as.vf'cll_ :
All readers perused an essay composed undgjr trying C()l]dll’]()[?s. By every ac-
count, King entered Birmingham jail with nothing to read -.1.11d with no notes or
examples of his own writing. However, he rcnu.:mbcrf:d carhcr spccc‘hcx and ser-
mons and insinuated several familiar passages Into his essay, 1n_c|udmg material
he had originally obtained from sources. Because he relied on his memory—not
directly on texts—the borrowed passages in “Ietter” do not resemble his mod-
A several of his sources can be clearly identified.
recalled his own sermon

in other liberal forums. Although
moderates, King’s main purposc wa
carlier support. He carefully preache

els as closely as usual. Still,

For his arguments about nonconformity, he
«Transformed Nonconformist,” including passages that came from Fosdick’s
Hope of the World and from a sermon by H. H. Crane:

FOSDICK: We Christians were intended to be that [creative] minority. We
were to be the salt of the earth, said Jesus. We were to be the light of the world.
We were to be the leaven in the lump of the race. . . . That is joining the real
church . . . ecclesin . . . a minority selected from the majority. . . . There wasa
time . . . when Christianity was very powerful. Little groups of men and women
were scattered through the Roman Empire. . . . They were far less than two
per cent and the heel of persecution was often on them, but they flamed witha
conviction. . . . ;

Do you remember what Paul called them. . . . “We are a colony of heaven,”
he said. . . . [Christianity] stopped ancient curses like infanticide. It put an end
to the . . . gladitorial shows.!*

CRANE: Consider first the thermometer. Essentially, it . . . records or regis-
ters itt. cnvironment. . . . Instead of being conformed to this world, [man] can
transform it. . . . For when he is what his Maker obviously intended him to be,
Iw_w. not a thermometer; he is a thermostat . . . there is a thermostatic type of
religion . . . and its highest expression is called vita Christianity. :

KING: There was a time when the church was very powcr:ful. ... In those
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King here eschewed the King James version of the Bible, which he normally
used, and followed Fosdick in quoting from the 1922 Moffatt translation of
Philippians 3:20 (“We are a colony of heaven”).!7 Significantly, the King James
rranslation of this verse—“For our conversation is in heaven”—fails to pro-
vide any Biblical support for nonconformity. Here King owes a debt not only
to Fosdick’s lines, but also to Fosdick’s choice of a specific scripture and a spc,:
cific translation of that scripture. This translation contrasts substantively not
only with the King James edition, but with almost all other available Eﬁglish
translations.

Turning to another familiar source, King marshalled his arguments for non-
violence and civil disobedience by refashioning ideas and language from two of
Woftord’s speeches. He reworded a passage from Wofford that he had used ear-
lier in Stride:

worrORD: [ Civil disobedience] involves the highest possible respect for the
law. If we secretly violated the law, or tried to evade it, or violently tried to over-
throw it, that would be undermining the idea of law, Gandhi argued. But by
openly and peacefully disobeying an unjust law and asking for the penalty, we
are saying that we so respect the law that when we think it is so unjust that in
conscience we cannot obey, then we belong in jail until that law is changed.'®

KING: In no sense do I advocate evading or defying the law. . . . One who
breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a willingness to ac-
cept the penalty. 1 submit that an individual who breaks a law that conscience
tells him is unjust, and who willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in or-
der to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality ex-
pressing the highest respect for the law.*?
King also paraphrased Wofford’s citation of Socrates, Augustine, and Aquinas as
proponents of civil disobedience and Wofford’s call for nonviolent gadflies.?”

For part of his analysis of segregation, King turned to George Kelsey, his
professor at Morehouse, whose remarks on segregation proved useful on several
occasions. In Stride, “A Challenge to Churches and Synag,ogucs,” and “Letter,”
King sometimes reiterated and sometimes adapted passages from Kelsey:

KELSEY; segregation is itself utterly un-Christian. It is established on pride,
fear, and falsehood. . . . It is unbrotherly, impersonal, 2 complete denial of the

178ce Moffatr. Preceding Fosdick, who published Hope in 1933, ILuccock quoted the
“colony of heaven” translation in the late 1920s. See Chapter 4. Conceivably, Luccock, Fos-
dick, and King were drawing on some translation other than Moffatt’s but that seems unlikely,
inasmuch as Moffatt’s translation appcarcd shortly before Luccock’s lwq(:k anfi m.\sm.ugh as the
“colony of heaven” metaphor represents 4 decidedly unusual trans!ntmn pt the (_)I‘lg,.lll:ll pas-
sage. | thank Ernest Miller for the importance of the Luccock / Fosdick /King translation from
Philippians.

SWofford, “Non-violence and the Law” 65-066.

9King, Jr., “Letter,” Why 83-84.

20Compare Wofford, “The Law” 2 and King, Jr» “Lerter,
and the Law” 65, 68 and King, Jt., «1 etter,” Why 79, 82.

> Why 84 Wofford’s “Nonviolence
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For his affirmation of interdependence, King borrowed another passage from
Fosdick. Fosdick’s “We are intermeshed in an inescapable mutuality” became
King’s “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality.”?*

The black church originally supplied King with ideas about nonconformity,
nonviolence, segregation, interdependence, and other themes trumpeted in
«Letter.” Invoking sacred time, he compared himself to the prophets and Paul
and talked about Jesus, Martin Luther, John Bunyan, Lincoln, and Jefferson as
though they shared his cell block in Birmingham. Wielding his customary argu-
ment from authority, he also cited Socrates, Augustine, Aquinas, Tillich,
Niebuhr, T. S. Eliot, and three Old Testament heroes.?® He skillfully wove each
of these references into the fabric of an astute analysis of segregation and civil
disobedience in Birmingham.

While King drew on familiar sources for the content of “Letter,” the intri-
cate structure of his argument reflects his exposure to famous Euro-American
philosophers, whose works offer many precedents of fine-spun philosophical
persuasion. Christian Century and black and white sermons provide far fewer ex-
amples of the carefully layered appeals that structure “Letter.”

. l\mg:h essay can be seen as an exemplary, modern version of an oration from
ancient Greece or Rome.2¢ Basically “Letter” follows the steps of a typical clas-
sical sp.ccch: 1f1tmduction, proposition, division, confirmation, refutation, and
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he packed the bulk of his argument into his refutation, effectively refuting both
major and minor premises of the cight clergymen’s implicit syllogisms.”” He
practiced “multipremise refutation” by expressing disappointment at being la-
belled an extremist, then folding that argument into a vigorous defense of cer-
tain forms of extremism.2® His “tone of sadness and compulsion” and expert un-
derstatement (€.8., «] cannot join you in your praise of the Birmingham police
dcpartmcnt“) also enjoy precedents in classical rhetoric.2® By registering his hu-
mility, his understatements paradoxically buttress his claims instead of under-
mining them.

Layered philosophical argument is just as crucial to «Letter” as the black
conception of religious roles that made it possible in the first place. Christian
Century, white sermons, and black folk religion also inform King’s essay in pow-
erful ways. «Ietter” masterfully interlaces themes of Fosdick, Wofford, Crane,
and Kelsey; invokes multiple authorities; reinvigorates the sacred time of the folk
pulpit; and supplies rich Pauline allusions and other Biblical echoes. King care-
fully subsumed cach of these appeals within a larger inductive argument consist-
ing of box-within-a-box, multipremise refutation—an argument as lucid as it is
intricate. His keen awareness of the readership of Christian Centuryenabled him
to choose truisms from appropriate authorities (including Tillich, Niebuhr, and
Martin Buber) that would fit suitably into his larger scheme.

King’s study of philosophy and theology during his years at Crozer and Bos-
ton accounts for the classical argument that structures his essay. Classical rheto-
ric directly or indirectly influenced every masterpiece of Western philosophy and
theology that King’s professors assigned him to read. Though he often €x-
pressed the major themes of “Letter”—sometimes with remarkably similar
wording—at no other time did he ever summon its rigorously ordered, pre-
dominantly inductive logic and controlled understatement.

The uniqueness of the essay results primarily from his decision to go to jail,
which reflects Biblical and African-American precedents for combining the roles
of preacher, theologian, and agitator. His isolation in Birmingham jail—an iso-
lation he never again cxpcricnccd——cnablcd him to translate into popular terms
the kind of argument he learned in the academy.

CHALLENGING THE COMMUNITY

Despite the personal risk involved in challenging a commu nity to which you
are 2 member, writers do this all the time. Some writers identify their role as be-
ing a “gadfly” or “muckraker,” someone who is willing to say what no one clse
wants to sa}". They believe that trying to find common ground would compro-

27See Fulkerson 129.

%Fulkerson 129. b it “ » W

¥For “tone of sadness,” sce Fulkerson 126. For “I cannot . . ., 5¢€ King, Jr., “Letter, Why
936.
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