
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Contents

            	Foreword

            	“Our God Is Marching On”
            

            	About Martin Luther King Jr.

            	About Clyde W. Ford

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      



	iii

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	xv

	xvi

	1


	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109


	111

	112

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	“Our God Is Marching On”

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Foreword

         
         

         By all measures, at a little over three minutes, it was a short speech, but it ended a long series of marches at a pivotal
            moment in the Black American struggle for civil rights. Martin Luther King Jr. delivered “Our God Is Marching On” in the afternoon
            of March 25, 1965, to twenty-five thousand people on the grounds of the Alabama state capitol to mark the end of the third
            Selma march.
         

         
         The third Selma march? Yes. It may come as a surprise that there was not just one march, but three Selma-to-Montgomery marches. Popular belief has conflated these three marches into one. Yet to understand the importance and the gravity of this King speech requires a step back in time to just before the first of those marches. 

         
         February 18, 1965, was a day marked by a protest for voting rights, long denied Black citizens of Alabama. Organizing, protests, and civil disobedience in support of voting rights had gone on in Selma and the surrounding area for many months, including a visit by Malcolm X to the Tuskegee Institute, not far from Selma, in support of this campaign. On February 18, Jimmie Lee Jackson, a Black voting rights activist inspired by Martin Luther King, was part of the protest with his sister, mother, and grandfather. When white Alabama state troopers attacked the protest, the family fled into a nearby café. Troopers followed and began beating Jackson’s mother. When Jackson attempted to protect her, he was shot by Corporal James Bonard Fowler. Jackson died several days later. 

         
         In the aftermath of Jimmie Lee Jackson’s death, to defuse the anger and desire for revenge reverberating within the area’s Black community, Reverend Hosea Williams of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC, pronounced “slick”) and John R. Lewis of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, or “snick”) led protesters on a march from Selma to Montgomery on Sunday, March 7, 1965. Martin Luther King Jr. was not among them. The protesters wanted to meet with Alabama governor and avowed segregationist George Wallace about Jackson’s death. In Selma, the seat of Dallas County, Alabama, Sheriff Jim Clark had ordered all white men over the age of twenty-one to be deputized prior to the March 7 march. When protesters crossed over the Edmund Pettus Bridge to the Montgomery side, they were met by a line of Alabama state troopers and deputized white men, who beat them mercilessly in what has become known as Bloody Sunday. John Lewis suffered a skull fracture and scars that he bore for the rest of his life. 

         
         President Lyndon B. Johnson, labor leader Walter Reuther, all frontline civil rights organizations, and many others swiftly and roundly condemned Bloody Sunday. King stepped in to the planning for the second Selma march, which was to be held on March 9 to protest the police violence witnessed in the first march and to continue advocating for voting rights. SCLC sought a restraining order preventing state troopers from using violence against protesters. But instead of issuing that order, US District Court judge Frank Johnson issued a temporary restraining order against the protesters seeking to hold a march. With John Lewis recovering from his injuries, James Forman of SNCC and Hosea Williams, breaking with SCLC, argued that the march must be held in violation of Judge Johnson’s order, even though many in SCLC believed that Judge Johnson was waiting for federal assurances that a restraining order against state troopers would be enforced. 

         
         King attempted to broker a compromise between those advocating for a march and those who wanted to wait for the judge’s final order. On Tuesday, March 9, King led a group of protesters from Selma on a route prearranged with local white authorities; he prayed with the protesters but then turned them around and marched back to Selma without crossing the Edmund Pettus Bridge in what became known as Turnaround Tuesday. That evening, three white Unitarian Universalist ministers were severely beaten with clubs by members of the Selma KKK. James Reeb, one of the three, died two days later from the injuries he sustained. 

         
         Selma had now become a powder keg. SNCC and SCLC were at loggerheads over the tactics of Turnaround Tuesday and whether it
            represented capitulation or strategic retreat. King’s leadership and the nonviolent methods he advocated were directly challenged
            by a younger generation of activists. President Johnson’s attempts to strong-arm Governor Wallace into allowing another march
            were unsuccessful, so the president gave Judge Johnson his guarantee of federal enforcement. On March 17, Judge Johnson lifted
            his restraining order.
         

         
         King then led the third Selma march, planned for March 21 to 24, 1965. On Sunday, the first day of the march, almost eight thousand people from around the world departed the Brown Chapel AME Church in Selma to begin the fifty-four-mile march to Montgomery, escorted by members of the Alabama National Guard, since federalized by President Johnson. From this march came the iconic photograph of Martin Luther King Jr. walking hand in hand with his wife, Coretta, and arm in arm with Ralph Abernathy, along with Juanita Abernathy, Fred Shuttlesworth, Ralph Bunche, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, and many others. But it is little-reported that on March 23, hundreds of Black marchers donned yarmulkes, Jewish skullcaps, in support and admiration for Rabbi Heschel and Rabbi Maurice Davis at the head of the march. The yarmulkes became known as “freedom caps.” 

         
         Harry Belafonte, Sammy Davis Jr., Nina Simone, Joan Baez, Tony Bennett, Peter, Paul and Mary, and a star-studded list of entertainers performed for the marchers on the evening of March 24 as they camped on the outskirts of Montgomery. The next day, twenty-five thousand people marched from the encampment to the steps of the Alabama state capitol building, where King delivered the speech contained in this book. 

         
         Like the bridge that the marchers crossed getting to the state capitol, “Our God Is Marching On” is itself a bridge. It is a bridge inviting white Americans, particularly poor white Americans, to understand how racism has historically manipulated them. “If it may be said of the slavery era that the white man took the world and gave the Negro Jesus,” King orates, “then it may be said of the Reconstruction era that the Southern aristocracy took the world and gave the poor white man Jim Crow. He gave him Jim Crow. And when his wrinkled stomach cried out for the food that his empty pockets could not provide, he ate Jim Crow, a psychological bird that told him that no matter how bad off he was, at least he was a white man, better than the Black man.” 

         
         King’s speech is a bridge offering Black Americans, fearful of nonviolence in the face of the recalcitrant violence of whites,
            a means of leaving those fears behind. “And so I plead with you this afternoon as we go ahead: remain committed to nonviolence.
            Our aim must never be to defeat or humiliate the white man but to win his friendship and understanding,” King says.
         

         
         King’s speech is a bridge for all to understand that police violence and denial of voting rights will not stand in a democracy, and to understand how these two issues are deeply entwined. “Let us march on ballot boxes, march on ballot boxes until race-baiters disappear from the political arena. Let us march on ballot boxes until the salient misdeeds of bloodthirsty mobs will be transformed into the calculated good deeds of orderly citizens. Let us march on ballot boxes until the Wallaces of our nation tremble away in silence.” 

         
         But King’s words are also a bridge to an unseen future he never lived long enough to witness. Paraphrasing the nineteenth-century
            abolitionist Theodore Parker, King says in this speech, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”
            Who cannot hear future Black president Barack Obama’s elocution of that same phrase in his own orations?
         

         
         How long until we as a society, a nation, a world cross that bridge to reach the end of that arc, King asks the crowd. “Not long!” he replies, and the audience echoes him many times. Here in this marvelously framed short speech, sometimes called the “How Long? Not Long!” speech, is a bridge for us all. Please, read this speech not just as a historical reference to a time gone by but also as
            a call to action now. Reducing police violence. Expanding voting rights. Meeting racism and hatred with love and nonviolence.
            The very issues protesters marched for in Selma in March 1965—the very issues at the heart of King’s speech—are still with
            us today.
         

         
         This speech, and its historical backstory, put forth the question, “What Edmund Pettus Bridge is each of us called on to cross in order to bring about fundamental changes within ourselves and within society?” Is it the bridge from nonvoting to voting? Is it the bridge from castigating the strangers among us to welcoming them as brothers and sisters? Is it the bridge from violent retribution in the face of differences to nonviolent resolution of those differences? How we answer these questions, and how we act on our answers, will measure how well we have read and taken to heart the words Martin Luther King Jr. spoke in this short speech, “Our God Is Marching On.” 

         
         —Clyde W. Ford

         
            Director, The Martin Luther King Jr. Library Project at HarperCollins Publishers
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         My dear abiding friends, Ralph Abernathy, and to all the distinguished Americans seated here on the rostrum.

         
         My friends and co-workers of the state of Alabama,

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
        
         and to all of the freedom-loving people who have assembled here this afternoon, from all over our nation and from all over
            the world.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         Last Sunday, more than eight thousand of us started on a mighty walk from Selma, Alabama. We have walked through desolate
            valleys and across trying hills, we have walked on meandering highways and rested our bodies on rocky byways.
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