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OPENING WORDS: from Dr. King’s “Acceptance Speech” for the Nobel Peace Prize


Nonviolence is the answer to the crucial political and moral questions of our time; the need for man to overcome oppression and violence without resorting to oppression and violence. Man must evolve for all human conflict a method that rejects revenge, aggression, and retaliation. The foundation of such a method is love.”

SERMON: “Peace Now and Forever”


Let us consider the legacy Dr. King left us concerning his hope for a world BEYOND VIOLENCE; a world where our diversity can bring us together in peace, rather than tear us apart in war.


His message – his “dream” – has never been fully realized, but it still is a wonderful ideal, despite the realities; the realities that violence is, indeed, prevalent in our world society.


A world which seemed to have stopped turning on its axis when jets used as missiles slammed into the towers of the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and the rural fields of Pennsylvania. 


A world of violence now on such a devastating level in our own country that we are more aware of what it means to live in fear. As Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. reminds us: 


Violence is fine against simple folk ten thousand miles away and shocking against injustice in our own land. 

Yes, we are a world that violates itself at times - since we humans are part of that collectivity called Planet Earth. It is a kind of global self-mutilation. 



Indeed, how violently we treat each other and ourself. Just consider this modern day list:


Children and violence.


Conjugal violence.


Dating violence.


Family violence.


Political violence.


Mob violence.


School violence.


Police violence.


Violence against police.

Violence in sports.


Violence against judges.


Violence against teachers.


Violence in the workplace.


Violence in the Bible


Violence on television.


Violence in the Koran.

Violence throughout the world,

Violence every day,

Violence every minute somewhere, even as I speak.

As Alexander Solzhenitsyn said in his acceptance speech for the Nobel Prize:


Violence is less and less embarrassed by the limits imposed by centuries of lawfulness; is brazenly and victoriously striding across the whole world.

Violence, no matter what our color, but certainly violence in perpetuity stemming from our differences in color and culture.

Violence of all kinds: physical and spoken, acted upon and only thought about. Violence perpetrated collectively by institutions, communities and governments, and individually, one person against other. Truly, it is a mindset of violence throughout the world.

Dr. King where are you when we need a spokesperson for nonviolence? Who shall take up your mantle if we who speak for love, justice, freedom and equality do not?
Violence of racial attitudes in our country is so very prevalent in American society today. As Nicolaus Mills in his The Triumph of Meanness concludes about numerous polls assessing the change in white attitudes toward blacks:


White liberals and conservatives (are) growing closer and closer in their negative assessment of blacks…

Quoting a survey by the National Science Foundation, Mills concludes:

”The most striking result is the sheer frequency with which negative characterizations of blacks are quite openly expressed throughout the white general population.” (p.87)


Violence – not just physical, but attitudinal. Violence stemming from fear and ignorance. 

Violence, even as I speak of it.


Now, it would be foolhardy to ignore the fact, that we human beings despite our differences all have some potential to be peaceful or violent. William James urges us to be ever aware that life is not all sweetness and light:


There is no doubt that healthy-mindedness is inadequate as a philosophical doctrine, because the evil facts which it positively refuses to account for are a genuine portion of reality; and they may after all be the best key to life’s significance, and possibly the only openers of our eyes to the deepest levels of truth. 

Truly, we must be aware of the potential for violence so that we might work to prevent it – in the realms of our connection with society and with our own thoughts and actions.


Which brings us to how we might go BEYOND VIOLENCE.

Mahatma Gandhi insisted that we must be concerned about the welfare of others, which meant that we should not want to hurt them. The Sanskrit term he used was “ahimsa,” literally meaning “non-harm.” This is the foundation for his concept of nonviolence.


Still, for Gandhi, being a coward was worse than being violent. He tells the story of when his eldest son asked him what he should have done had he been present when Gandhi was assaulted in 1908:

…whether he should have run away and seen me killed or whether he should have used his physical force which he could and wanted to use, and defended me, I told him it was his duty to defend me even by using violence.


Still, for Gandhi, the ideal way of treating another human being – enemy or not – was in a nonviolent way. That did not just mean in a physically nonviolent way. Says the great leader:


Ahimsa really means that you may not offend anybody, you may not harbor an uncharitable thought even in connection with those who may consider themselves to be your enemy. 

Now when we consider Dr. King’s message of BEYOND VIOLENCE, we must be aware of what he had to say in regard to his two greatest teachers:

Christ furnished the spirit and motivation, and Gandhi furnished the method. 


And further:



…I came to see for the first time that the Christian doctrine of love, operating through the Gandhian method of nonviolence, is one of the most potent weapons available to an oppressed people in their struggle for freedom.


Teachings from Taoism, too, can help us understand specific ways and attitudes to achieve a position of nonviolence: 


Conflict is an inevitable part of relationships – even an enemy is someone in a relationship with you. Therefore, all relationships are open to positioning and timing…The first rule of those who follow the Tao of strategy is to expose as little as possible. The second rule is to preserve life. The third rule is not to let go – for simply to break things off before the right time is clumsy and loses the benefit of the relationship.


If the force of the other is too great, then deflect it, but do not surrender your intention and do not let go. Come back, just as the bamboo comes back after it has been pressed by the wind. ((Everyday Tao, “Conflict,” Deng Ming-Dao, p. 55)


Each of us, in one way or another, at some time or another, has experienced a form of violence. Perhaps we have been the violated one; perhaps we have violated another. I admit to both.


I now have concluded that going BEYOND VIOLENCE does not mean that one gives up fighting against violence; that self protection is crucial; that when the bully attacks, one should try to survive but try not to kill in return – at least TRY! But know, too, that bullies often remain bullies. That so-called lynch mobs will be here in this country and elsewhere, with or without the white hoods and ropes; swastikas and clubs.


Let me applaud a statement made by the U.S. Catholic Bishops who proclaimed:


Perhaps the greatest challenge is the call for all of us to examine our own lives, to identify how we can choose generosity over selfishness, and choose a real commitment to family and community over individual acquisition and ambition…Violence is overcome day by day, choice by choice, person by person. All of us must make a contribution. (“Confronting a Culture of Violence”)


Life – how terribly complex. What to do? How to face evil? How to live well despite the horror?


Perhaps the best we can do is to attempt to face the so-called “enemy.” Try, at least, to understand him or her as an individual. Try at least. Try to go BEYOND VIOLENCE.


As the poet Wendell Barry said of this need to explore our inner self in relationship to someone we fear will be violent toward us:


…Then what is afraid of me comes


and lives a while in my sight.


What it fears in me leaves me,


and the fear of me leaves it.


It sings, and I hear its song.


Then what I am afraid of comes.


I live for a while in its sight.


What I fear in it leaves it,


and the fear of it leaves me.


It sings, and I hear its song

My friends, life is not perfect. It is both good and bad; loving and terrorizing, with indifference thrown into the mix. But the ideal of peace is still a wonderful dream. So, may we work diligently, one day after another, with one person after another, to help bring the dream to reality.

CLOSING WORDS: “Ocean of Wisdom”


Hope is the basis of hope. I mean, there is no guarantee, but it’s better to hope and try. Actually, our basic human way of life is on the basis of hope. The long-term hope is that truth will overcome. Historically, we’ve had all those bad fights, but fighting never remains forever; sooner or later, that will cease, that will diminish.

The Dalai Lama

