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	Bonner Program Reflection Resource:

Liberty & Dr. Martin Luther King
Developed by Andrew Brown, Bonner Intern, for the Bonner Program


On July 4, 1776 the Continental Congress ratified the Declaration of Independence declaring freedom to all people in America to pursue “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Since the founding of our country, possibly before, our land has been destined to be a voice of freedom and democracy throughout the world. But exactly who has been liberated, and from what? Historically, America declared its freedom from the tyranny of English rule. But today, 230 years after the Declaration was signed, people continue to struggle and fight and die for liberty. One such person is Martin Luther King Jr., whose death was remembered just last week, Monday January 16th. Dr. King fought for the liberty of African Americans facing segregation and racism across America. On December 11, 1964, he spoke to the world about the problems facing the nation during a lecture following the acceptance of the Nobel Peace Prize:

“This evening I would like to use this lofty and historic platform to discuss what appears to me to be the most pressing problem confronting mankind today. Modern [humanity] has brought this whole world to an awe-inspiring threshold of the future. [We have] reached new and astonishing peaks of scientific success. [We have] produced machines that think and instruments that peer into the unfathomable ranges of interstellar space. [We have] built gigantic bridges to span the seas and gargantuan buildings to kiss the skies. [Our] airplanes and spaceships have dwarfed distance, placed time in chains, and carved highways through the stratosphere. This is a dazzling picture of modern [humanity’s] scientific and technological progress.

Yet, in spite of these spectacular strides in science and technology, and still unlimited ones to come, something basic is missing. There is a sort of poverty of the spirit which stands in glaring contrast to our scientific and technological abundance. The richer we have become materially, the poorer we have become morally and spiritually. We have learned to fly the air like birds and swim the sea like fish, but we have not learned the simple art of living together as brothers [and sisters].”


Martin Luther King was talking about social problems that threatened ideals such as freedom and liberty, ideals that are cherished by American citizens. He spoke specifically about racism and poverty that continued to exist in a land that proclaimed “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” as it’s most central foundation. The Liberty Bell, which once rang from the top of Independence Hall, continues to be a symbol for freedom throughout our country and the world. Inscribed on the bell is a quote from Leviticus 25:


“Proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.”

In a land founded on liberty, in a country that proclaimed liberty to all its inhabitants, why was a Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. necessary? His life begs us to ask the questions, what is liberty? 

1. Discuss, what is liberty? (Look more closely at liberty in the context of these periods of American history. What was going on during this time? What different perspective might be gained on this question by specifically discussing it in these contexts?)

a. What did it mean in the context of 1776 America?

b. What did it mean in the context of 1860 America?

c. What did it mean in the context of 1945 America?

d. What did it mean in Dr. Martin Luther King’s America?

e. What does it mean today, in our America?

2. Why was there ever a need for Martin Luther King to be a part of a Civil Rights movement in America? 

a. Was it because liberty was never established in 1776? 

b. Is it because liberty did not apply to slaves in the 18th century but it did when Abraham Lincoln became president? 

c. Is it because what we mean by liberty has changed?

Throughout our history, the idea of liberty has been debated, attacked, fought for, and changed with every passing generation. Unfortunately, we have made many mistakes. As we settled this land we took the land of Native Americans and we destroyed their way of life and their culture. For over a hundred years we continued to enslave African Americans and for another hundred years denied them a place in our democratic process. Women were denied the same right until 1920 and continue to face an uphill battle in a historically patriarchal society. Japanese Americans were forced into camps to ensure domestic security during WW2.

1. Discuss. What did the ideals of liberty mean for these people and how is it that a country devoted to freedom failed to offer it to such groups?

2. What does liberty mean for them today?

Dr. Martin Luther King believed that the movement of freedom was spreading throughout the world. Prophetically, he saw the era of colonialism at an end. “Oppressed people cannot be oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually manifests itself,” King said in his Nobel Lecture. He used the biblical image of the Exodus
 to frame the Civil Rights Movement’s call to liberty. “Let my people go!” The cry of Moses to the Pharaoh when Israel faced oppression. The Liberty Bell draws upon another model within Judaism, the year of Jubilee.
 This holiday occurred every 50 years. And at the sound of a trumpet all the slaves in Israel were freed. Judaism, Christianity, American Democracy, and the Civil Rights Movement all draw upon the same basic idea, that liberty and freedom are the right of all people. And just as liberty was an issue in 2000 B.C.E., 30 C.E., 1776, and 1960, it continues to be important today. Many still struggle for freedom. Listen to King again:

“Let me not leave you with a false impression. The problem is far from solved. We still have a long, long way to go before the dream of freedom is a reality… in the United States.”


(If you have time, discuss some of these current issues with regard to liberty and how we as citizens dedicated to freedom should seek to make liberty a reality. Discuss together or break into groups.)

1. What does freedom, liberty, or equality mean for:

a. Homosexual citizens living in America today?

b. Jews and Muslims living in Palestine and Israel?

c. African victims of genocide in Darfur?

d. Americans who continue to live in poverty today?

e. Families devastated by Hurricane Katrina?

f. Citizens of Iraq?

g. Hispanic immigrants seeking a better life in America?

h. Others?

2. How can we faithfully work towards liberty in these specific situations? Where does liberty, if ever, end? Must we at some point, for the sake of peace, safety, justice, etc. draw the line?

3. Discuss how your local service applies to the principle of ‘Liberty.’ 

a. How does your individual service promote liberty to those you help?

b. How can you further work to establish liberty as you go out to serve week to week in your own community?

c. What can be done on campus to promote equality and liberty?

Dr. King concludes his Nobel Lecture:

“Let me close by saying that I have the personal faith that [humankind] will somehow rise up to the occasion and give new directions to an age drifting rapidly to its doom. In spite of the tensions and uncertainties of this period something profoundly meaningful is taking place. Old systems of exploitation and oppression are passing away, and out of the womb of a frail world new systems of justice and equality are being born. Doors of opportunity are gradually being opened to those at the bottom of society. The shirtless and barefoot people of the land are developing a new sense of "some-bodiness" and carving a tunnel of hope through the dark mountain of despair. "The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light."21 Here and there an individual or group dares to love, and rises to the majestic heights of moral maturity. So in a real sense this is a great time to be alive. Therefore, I am not yet discouraged about the future. Granted that the easygoing optimism of yesterday is impossible. Granted that those who pioneer in the struggle for peace and freedom will still face uncomfortable jail terms, painful threats of death; they will still be battered by the storms of persecution, leading them to the nagging feeling that they can no longer bear such a heavy burden, and the temptation of wanting to retreat to a more quiet and serene life. Granted that we face a world crisis which leaves us standing so often amid the surging murmur of life's restless sea. But every crisis has both its dangers and its opportunities. It can spell either salvation or doom. In a dark confused world the kingdom of God may yet reign in the hearts of [all people].”

1. Do you share Dr. Martin Luther King’s optimism about the future?

2. What suggests that we are headed in the right direction? The wrong direction?

� Nobel Lectures, Peace 1951-1970, Editor Frederick W. Haberman, Elsevier Publishing Company, Amsterdam, 1972. 


The brackets are my addition in an effort to be conscious of gender inclusive language.


For an online copy see:  http://nobelprize.org/peace/laureates/1964/king-lecture.html


� You may want a student to expound on this if you choose to use it as an example. I use 2 biblical examples because Dr. King did and because the Liberty Bell does. Also, I am a seminary student and so my knowledge of the Bible surpasses that of other traditions. If you would like to come up with your own models or metaphors that would be great (then email me because I would like to hear what you use).


	


� I had the privilege of preaching on the Year of Jubilee on Jan. 1st this year, an amazing biblical passage in Lev. 25.


� Nobel Lectures





