MARTIN LUTHER KING, Jr., AT SEVENTY-FIVE

He was born on January 15th, 1929.  He was assassinated on April 4th, 1968.  He was not yet 40 years old.  On January 15, 2004 he would have been 75.  For many he was the primary prophetic voice of the 20th Century.  He began as leader of the civil rights movement, went on to face the issue of poverty and the war in Viet Nam, and began to consider the issue of empire.  Following are some of his most memorable words.

CIVIL RIGHTS: The March on Washington, August 28th, 1963, the Centennial Year of the Emancipation Proclamation, at the Lincoln Memorial.

I say to you, my friends, that even though we must face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream.  It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed--we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men [and women] are created equal.

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia sons [and daughters] of former slaves and sons [and daughters] of former slave-owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood/sisterhood.

I have a dream that one day, even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.

I have a dream my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.  I have a dream today!

What has become of that dream over these last 35 years since the death of Martin Luther King, Jr.?  What is our dream and how is it working today?  The Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances shows that families of color saw their net worth fall 7% to $17,100 between 1995 and 2001, while white families' net worth grew 37% to $120,900.  It is reported that in Washington, D.C., 50% of African American men 18 to 34 years old are in the criminal justice system, and 50% of African American children under 6 live in poverty.

POVERTY: Stride Toward Freedom, 1957:

I learned that the inseparable twin of racial injustice was economic injustice....I saw economic injustice first-hand, and realized that the poor White was exploited just as much as the Negro.

How is this country dealing with national and global poverty?  What is our commitment to overcome this weapon of mass destruction, which is said to cause the death of 40,000 children every day?  The United Nations Program on Development reports that in 1960 the wealthiest 20% of the world's population was receiving 30 times as much income as the poorest 20%.  30 to l.  By 1990 that figure had grown to 60 to 1.  By now the wealthiest 20%, which includes all of us, is receiving at least 100 times as much income as the poorest 20%.  But the United States, the richest country in the world, is ranked 24th in life expectancy and 32nd in infant mortality.

MILITARISM: Call to a Moral and Spiritual Revolution, Riverside Church, April 4, 1967:

The war in Vietnam is but a symptom of a far deeper malady within the American spirit, and if we ignore this sobering reality, we will find ourselves organizing...for the next generation.  [We] will be concerned about Thailand and Cambodia.  [We] will be concerned about Guatemala and Peru.  [We] will be concerned about Mozambique and South Africa.  We will be marching for these and a dozen other names and attending rallies without end unless there is a significant and profound change in American life and policy.  Such thoughts take us beyond Vietnam, but not beyond our calling as children of the living God.

What is the present spiritual and moral state of our country in terms of war and militarism?  What is our responsibility as moral and spiritual leaders in our communities?    The United Nations has been calling on member states, especially the wealthy ones, to contribute $2 billion per month, $24 billion a year, to reduce global poverty 50%, which would arguably be the most effective response to terrorism.  The U.S. has chosen to spend $500 billion a year for military purposes.  The "War on Terrorism" is providing a permanent ideology for a renewed arms race, a militarized foreign policy, and preemptive wars.

EMPIRE: SCLC African Freedom Dinner, April 20, 1959:

I am absolutely convinced that there is no basic difference between colonialism and segregation.  They are both based on a contempt for life and a tragic doctrine of White supremacy.  So our struggles are not only similar; they are in a real sense one.

What are the fundamental issues facing the American people today?  What is our calling as individuals, churches, citizens committed to peace and justice?

Our government and corporations are trying to set the agenda and direction for the global economy through the WTO, IMF, World Bank, regional "free" trade agreements, which our southern neighbors have identified as a new colonization.  This process is now being promoted by the inner circle at the White House as the Project for the New American Century, whose declared aim is "to preserve and extend this advantageous position as far into the future as possible."  They even refer to this project as Pax Americana.

What would Martin Luther King, Jr. say about these issues if he were here today?
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