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How Reading the Gita and the Bible Transformed Young Gandhi and Young King into Nonviolent

Activists; Paul R. Dekar, 4th Gandhi-King Conference on Nonviolence, 26 October 07

Introduction

This is the 4th conference in which I explore the spread of Mohandas K. Gandhi’s teaching and

practice, leading nonviolent activists from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to contemporary peace and justice

seekers to promote the common good. How did reading the Bhagavad-Gita motivate Gandhi to struggle

for India’s independence through nonviolence? How did reading passages in the Bible such as “God is a

warrior” (Exodus 15:3) motivate King to struggle for racial and economic justice and for an end of the

Vietnam War through nonviolence? Answering these questions is not obvious. The trajectories of Gandhi

and King could have been otherwise. In their youth, neither was a proponent of nonviolence or pacifism.

Reading these same texts many co-religionists including their murderers found justification for violence.

More than any other influence, the Gita for the Hindu Gandhi and the Bible for the Christian King

led them to a common position indicated by cards on my desk. On one Gandhi affirms, “Humankind has

to get out of violence only through nonviolence. Hatred can be overcome only by love;” on the other, Dr.

King states, “When evil people plot, good people must plan. When evil persons burn and bomb, good

persons must build and bind. When evil ones shout ugly words of hatred, good people must commit

themselves to the glories of love. Where evil persons would seek to perpetuate an unjust status quo, good

people must seek to bring into being a real order of love.”

I trust this talk coupled with that of Dr. Rama Singh of McMaster University on “The Biological

Basis of Human Freedom: Violence is not in Our Genes,” will demonstrate that we humans are wired to

be violent by neither religion, nor biology. Rather, religion and biology are sources from which we

connect our personal spiritualities with the public, live nonviolently and seek to effect change for good.

Gandhi in the Gita

Gandhi built his vision of humanity and the common good on the basis of his Hindu religion.

Concluding his autobiography, Gandhi wrote,

To see the universal and all-pervading Spirit of Truth face to face one must be able to love
the meanest of creation as oneself. And a person who aspires after that cannot afford to keep out of
any field of life. That is why my devotion to Truth has drawn me into the field of politics; and I
can say without the slightest hesitation, and yet in all humility, that those who say that religion has
nothing to do with politics do not know what religion means.

Identification with everything that lives is impossible without self-purification; without
self-purification the observance of the law of Ahimsa [nonviolence; noninjury] must remain an
empty dream; God can never be realized by one who is not pure of heart…. To attain to perfect
unity one has to become absolutely passion-free in thought, speech and action; to rise above the
opposing currents of love and hatred, attachment and repulsion…. So long as one does not of
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one’s own free will put self last among one’s fellow creatures, there is no salvation.… Ahimsa is
the farthest limit of humility.1

Raised a Hindu in the Vaishnava tradition, that is a devotee of Vishnu, Gandhi accepted a perspective

which holds that each person must pursue God, or Truth, through the pursuit of duty, or dharma. Such

searching could not be exclusively inward, but also outward. This, along with related concepts, advaita

(monism/non-dualism) and bhakti (love/devotion), led Gandhi in the direction of personal transformation,

political activism and the conviction that good ends can never justify evil means.

Undergirding Gandhi’s understanding of striving for Truth, which he called satyagraha (literally,

clinging to Truth; Truth force, or nonviolence) was an assumption that all things are linked to each other

in an inherent moral ordering of the universe. One must recognize the fundamental inter-relatedness of

everything. This had wide-ranging implications. For example, one could not harm neither a snake coiled

to strike;2 or, “a single Jew bravely standing up and refusing to bow to Hitler’s decrees will cover himself

with glory and lead the way to the deliverance of the fellow Jews;”3 or, “we are born debtors in the world

to which we owe a debt and we are dependent on others right from birth. We become human only by

recognizing our dependence on others.”4

What sources informed Gandhi’s thought? Having completed his primary education in 1888, Gandhi

went to England where he studied law during which time he engaged in an intense study of the world

religions. Among texts he read, parts of the Jewish-Christian Bible “invariably sent me to sleep.” Other

passages delighted him, for example the Sermon on the Mount, notably the verses, “But I say unto you,

that ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if

any man take away thy coat let him have thy cloke too. [Matt. 5:40-41]” He interpreted such a passage in

light of his study of a classic Hindu text, the Gita: “My young mind tried to unify the teaching of the Gita,

[Arnold’s] The Light of Asia and the Sermon on the Mount. That renunciation was the highest form of

religion appealed to me greatly.”5

John Ruskin, Leo Tolstoy, Rajchandra Ravjibhai Mehta and other interpreters of classic sources of the

Jain, Hindu and Christian religious traditions contributed to Gandhi’s developing understandings of

                                                  
1 Mohandas K. Gandhi, An Autobiography, The Story of My Experiments with Truth trans. from Gujarati by Mahadev Desai
(Boston: Beacon, 1957) 504-5. I have modified the quote by using inclusive language.
2 Letter dated October 20, 1894, Collected Works (hereafter, CW) 32: 601-602, as circulated with chronology.
3 “Is Non-Violence Ineffective?” Harijan, 1-7-39 in Gandhi’s Experiments with Truth. Essential Writings by and about
Mahatma Gandhi ed. Richard L. Johnson (Lanham: Lexington, 2006) 126; see my “Gandhi, Satyagraha and the Israel-Palestine
Conflict,” Acorn (2007).
4 Prayer discourse, June 28, 1947, CW 88: 231-32 cited by Judith M. Brown, “Gandhi and Human Rights: In Search of True
Humanity,” in Johnson 241.
5 Autobiography 68-69; Gandhi read Edwin Arnold, The Song Celestial (Boston: Robert Brothers, 1888) and Annie Besant,
The Bhagavadgita (London: Theosophical, 1904); for this paper I cite The Bhagavad Gita trans. with an introduction and
critical essays by Eliot Deutsch (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1968). I have also consulted The Song of God.
Bhagavad-Gita trans. by Swami Prabhavananda and Christopher Isherwood, intro. Aldous Huxley (New York: New American
Library, 1951). For the early evolution of Gandhi’s ideas, see Satyagraha in South Africa (Ahmedabad: Navajivan, 1928).
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religion, society and politics. However, the Gita was crucial for Gandhi. He called it the “quintessence of

all the Shastras [scriptural texts],”6 and the “essence of the Upanishads.”7

First of several long philosophical discourses introduced into the Mahabharata, a long epic poem, the

Gita was composed between the 5th - 2nd century B.C.E. Shankara’s definitive manuscript and

commentary date to the 9th century C.E. In the Gita, God (Krishna) appears as one of the supporters of the

Pandavas, five brothers all members of the warrior [Kshatriya] caste. King Dhritarashtra and Prince

Duryodhana have usurped their right to the throne. On the battlefield, the Prince’s brother Arjuna

confronts his relatives and friends. He despairs because to find and win means to kill his loved ones,

“Alas, what a great sin we resolved to commit in undertaking to kill our own people through our greed for

the pleasures of kingdom. It would be better for me if the sons of Dhritarashtr, with weapons in hand,

should slay me, unresisting and unarmed, in the battle.” (Gita I: 45-46).

Framing the Gita are the questions, what ought I to do? What is my duty? While specific to Arjuna’s

dramatic context, his dilemma may be posed more generally as follows: ought I to perform an act that is

injurious or even fatal to another person? Ought I to fulfill my social duty, even if these actions are

morally repugnant?

In response, Krishna reminds Arjuna of the imperishable and immortal nature of the self and of the

need not to be troubled by moral ambiguity. As a seeker of truth, he must rise above the vicissitudes of

life and not be swayed by emotional weakness, desire or passion. All die any-way – both Arjuna and

those whom Arjuna might kill. Hence, surrender to duty; fulfill your dharma as a member of the warrior

caste. If you act contrary to your duty as a warrior, you incur sin and bring dishonor to yourself,

jeopardizing your status in the cycle of future rebirths:

… having regard for thine own dharma, thou shouldst not tremble. There exists no greater
good for a Kshatriya than a battle required by duty. Happy are the Kshatriyas, O Arjuna, for whom
such a battle comes by mere chance, opening the door to heaven. But if thou wilt not wage this
righteous battle, then having thrown away thy duty and glory, thou wilt incur sin. Besides, men
will forever speak of thy dishonor and for one who has been honored, dishonor is worse than
death. (II:31-34)

 In effect, Krishna says, snap out of your passivity. Accept that some wars are just, and you must do

your duty. Strive for perfection. Nevertheless, a question arises: with what means are we to strive?

Wrestling with this practical concern, Gandhi undertook a brief, undistinguished law practice in India

(1891-3) and left for South Africa where he spent twenty years (1893-1914) and experienced law as an

                                                  
6 M. K. Gandhi, In Search of the Supreme, ed. V. B. Kher (Ahmedabad: Navajivan, 1962) 3:210, cited by David W. Atkinson,
“The Gita and Gandhi’s Moral Vision,” The Contemporary Essays on the Bhagavad Gita ed. Braj M. Sinha (New Delhi:
Siddharth, 1995) 1.
7 CW 63: 312, cited by Atkinson, p. 1.
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experiment with truth for the first time. Offered a job from a Muslim firm, Gandhi worked on a case in

which both sides agreed to arbitration and found middle ground.

Both [sides won]. My joy was boundless. I had learnt the true practice of law. I had learnt to find
out the better side of human nature and to enter the hearts of people. I realized the true function of
a lawyer was to unite parties riven asunder. The lesson was indelibly burnt into me that a large
part of my time during the next twenty years of my practice as a lawyer was occupied in bringing
about private compromises of hundreds of cases. I lost nothing thereby—not even money,
certainly not my soul.8

 During this period, Gandhi came to other new understandings

¥ about family: from nuclear, to communal (Phoenix Farm);

¥ about his religious identity: from a particularist, to universalist;

¥ about India’s “four ruins”: from British rule to swaraj; from western culture, through khadi,

charkha; from communal tensions to saravodya, “welfare of all;” and from caste system and

inferiority, to liberation;

¥ about calling, from self-interest to concern for the common good;

¥ and most especially, from resort to violence to reliance “wholly on soul-force. You must not

consider that violence is necessary at any stage for reaching our goal [home rule].9

During this period, not everyone shared Gandhi’s emerging commitment to nonviolence. South

Asians were intensifying resistance to British rule. On December 28, 1885, representatives of every

province of British India met at Bombay and formed the Indian National Congress. Most of these

founders were high-caste Hindus, Jains and Parsis (followers of the Zoroastrian faith who had fled Persia

in the 7th century rather than convert to Islam). A few Muslims and a handful of Englishmen also played

key organizing and advising roles. Among early nationalist leaders, Balwantrao Gangadhar Tilak (1856-

1920) was India’s leading cultural revolutionary before Gandhi. Hailed as Lokamanya (revered by the

people), Tilak helped revive an old Maharashtrian festival to commemorate the birth of Shiva’s elephant-

headed son, Ganesh, a popular Hindu deity. At the second festival Tilak called for swaraj (freedom).

Subsequently, he launched a sva-deshi (of our own country) movement; this referred to wearing India-

made goods. Thus tapping into grass roots cultural nationalism, this annual festival became the setting of

increasingly violent conflicts between Hindus and Muslims. The Shivaji festival of 1897 also witnessed

the assassination of a British official.

When in 1905, Viceroy George Nathaniel Curzon partitioned Bengal, a move that appeared to be a

“divide and rule” strategy, mass rallies filled every field in Calcutta. One of the architects of the protest,

Tilak urged people to go beyond economic boycotts. Outlining a plan for armed revolution, Tilak was

                                                  
8 Autobiography 134.
9 Hind Swaraj or Indian Home Rule (1908; revised edition, Ahmedabad: Navajivan, 1938) 97.
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arrested and imprisoned from 1907 to 1914. He used his jail time to write a commentary on the Gita, a

text that he believed supported his call to take up arms if that is one dharma: “we have a right even to kill

our own guru and our kinsmen. No blame attaches to any person if he is doing deeds without being

actuated by a desire to reap the fruit of his deeds … Do not circumscribe your vision like a frog in a well

… but enter into the lofty atmosphere of the … Bhagavad Gita and consider the actions of great men.”10

Gandhi developed his main work on the Gita in 1926 as talks during morning prayers in the

Satyagraham Ashram at Ahmedabad. Mahadev Desai took notes which he later edited and published.

During Gandhi’s stay in Yeravda jail in 1929, Gandhi translated the Gita into Gujarati, with an

introduction and commentary, later translated into English.11 While in the same jail in 1930 and 1932,

Gandhi sent weekly letters about the Gita to be read at Ashram prayer meetings. It was at this time that

Gandhi broke with other interpreters of the text. He disputed crucially whether it concerned a literal battle.

In reading the Gita we should feel that Shri Krishna—God—dwells in our hearts as the holy spirit
within us, and that when, yearning for knowledge, like Arjuna, we take our spiritual difficulties to
Him and seek His guidance, seek refuge in Him, He is ever ready to instruct us … We read the
Gita as daily spiritual practice so that our faith may increase from day to day and we may become
vigilant. I give here, for the guidance of the inmates of the Ashram, the meaning of the Gita which
my daily meditation over its teaching has revealed or reveals to me12

Ironically, Tilak also wrote his commentary on the Gita while in prison, but Gandhi rejected

Tilak’s view that the Gita sanctioned fighting. Rather, he saw the text as describing an inner dualism,

unrighteousness versus righteousness, the struggle of the selfish ego over against what a perfected

individual might look like. For Gandhi Arjuna is himself, a sort of archetype with which every person can

identify. Krishna is the embodiment of a perfected person. But Krishna is not a real person.

Gandhi’s most important conclusion from the Gita was its teaching of ahimsa, meaning, literally,

non-injury or non-killing, and more generally nonviolence. Gandhi explained that, “When the Gita was

written, although people believed in ahimsa, wars were not only not taboo, but nobody observed the

contradiction between them an ahimsa.”13 The essence of the message Gandhi got from the Gita was that

of selfless action, as indicated in the following two passages:

Its second chapter, instead of teaching the rules of physical warfare, tells us how a perfected
person is known. In the characteristics of the perfected person in the Gita, I do not see any to

                                                  
10 Stanley Wolpert, A New History of India (2nd ed., New York: Oxford University, 1982) 261. In addition, see Wolpert’s Tilak
and Gokhale (Berkeley: University of California, 1962) and Robert W. Stevenson, “Tilak and the Bhagavadgita’s Doctrine of
Karmayoga,” in Robert N. Minor, ed., Modern Indian Interpreters of the Bhagavadgita (Albany: SUNY, 1986).
11 Anasaktiyoga, The Message of the Gita (1929). Anasaktiyoga literally means, “the yoga of non-attachment.” The text, with
Gandhi’s translation of the Gita from Gujarati to English, appeared as The Gospel of Selfless Action or the Gita according to
Gandhi ed. Mahadev Desai (Ahmedabad: Navajivan, 1970; reprinted, Roseville: Dry Bones Press).
12 Letters on the Gita (1932), CW 49: 112. For other reflection on the Gita see Gandhi’s Commentary (1926); Gita—My
Mother, a compilation of scattered writings collected in 1965. All are found in the CW and compiled by Bharatan Kumarappa
under the title Hindu Dharma (Ahmedabad: Navajivan, 1950).
13 Anasaktiyoga ed. Desai, p. 133.
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Correspond to physical warfare. Its whole design is inconsistent with the rules of conduct
governing the relations between warring parties. Krishna of the Gita is perfection and right
knowledge personified … one that is the most religiously behaved has most of the divine spark.…
It is in accordance with this train of thought, that Krishna enjoys, in Hinduism, the status of the
most perfect incarnation…. We are not at peace till we have become like unto God. The
endeavourer to reach this state is the supreme, the only ambition worth having. And this is self-
realization. This self-realization is the subject of the Gita [which shows] the most excellent way to
attain self-realization.… That matchless remedy is renunciation of fruits of action.14

…. All living beings have to do some work, whether they will or no. All activity, whether
mental or physical is to be included in the term of action. Then how is one to be free from the
bondage of action …? The manner in which the Gita has solved the problem is to my knowledge
unique. The Gita says, “Do your allotted work but renounce its fruit—be detached and
work—have no desire for reward and work…. The renunciation of the Gita is the acid test of
faith.15

One reason Gandhi chose the Gita for his personal guide was (and is) its pan-Hindu universality.

All Hindus accept it as authoritative. However, the main explanation rests in his understanding that “in a

short compass it gives a complete reasoned moral code” and provides “in a nutshell the secret art of

living.” In other Hindu texts, the ethical core is dispersed and hidden, requiring effort to sift the pure gold

from the dross, but the Gita “is a pure religious discourse without any embellishment. It simply describes

the progress of the pilgrim soul towards the Supreme Goal” and “enunciates the principles on which all

conduct must be based.”16

Like many of Gandhi’s Hindu forbears, co-religionists of their day, reading the same text, turned

to violence. A biographer of Gandhi, Robert Payne, states that Gandhi’s assassin, Nathuram Godse, held a

very different understanding of the Gita than that of Gandhi

So the debate on the interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita—whether it was concerned with the
actual war on the plain of Kurukshetra or an imaginary battle taking place in the human
soul—continued to the end. Godse believed that Krishna commanded Arjuna to engage in mortal
combat with his enemies, while [Mahatma Gandhi] … believed that the struggle was to be fought
in the human heart.17

Gandhi’s approach to the Gita conformed with traditional interpretations rooted in self-purification,

self-realization and religious activism. To Gandhi, it was better not to preach or write about God but to

work for inward perfection, truth and selfless action. That he so lived won him the right to be called a

“Mahatma” (great soul), one who does not have ill feelings toward anyone, is friendly and compassionate,

                                                  
14 Anasaktiyoga, The Message of the Gita (1929), CW 41, 93-94.
15 Anasaktiyoga ed. Desai, p. 131.
16 J. T. F. Jordens, “Gandhi and the Bhagavadgita,” in Minor, pp. 93-94.
17 Robert Payne, The Life and Death of Mahatma Gandhi (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1969) 644.
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is devoid of possessiveness and egoism, would not give cause for anxiety, nor allow oneself to be a victim

of anxiety, who is free from moods or the inflicting of pain and is of firm resolve.18

King on the Bible

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. did not publish an autobiography, but autobiographical essays that have

been edited, thus providing a valuable account in King’s own words of his journey to nonviolence. At

Morehouse College, Dr. King read Henry David Thoreau’s essay “On Civil Disobedience.” At Crozer

Theological Seminary he was exposed to pacifists such as A. J. Muste. Armed with Reinhold Neibuhr’s

critique of pacifism as irresponsible as the basis of resisting totalitarian tyranny and unrealistic except as a

private ethic, King concluded at the time that too many pacifists had an unwarranted optimism concerning

human nature and an unconscious self-righteousness. Hebrew prophets such as Jeremiah, who he saw as a

“shining example of the truth that religion should never sanction the status quo,” and the Social Gospel

writings of Walter Rauschenbusch, who rejected any religion that professes concern for the souls of

people and is not equally concerned about the slums that damn them did influence King’s understanding

that there is a personal God concerned for the dignity and worth of every person.19

In 1954, at age twenty-five, King completed his doctoral thesis and accepted a call to serve as pastor

of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. A few months after moving to Montgomery, a

382-day bus boycott from 1 December 1955 to 21 December 1956 took place, during which King’s leader-

ship catapulted him to a position of authority in the broad movement for moral, economic and political

transformation of the United States.

During the Montgomery campaign, King developed the practice of nonviolence as the best way to

achieve the goals of “positive peace” (absence of conditions within which violence and war fester, such as

racism or poverty). This led to formation of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), an

organization committed to “saving the soul of the United States;” the freedom rides (1960-61); mass direct

action in Albany, Georgia and Birmingham, Alabama (1961-63) which, along with the 1963 March on

Washington hastened passage of the Civil Rights Act (1963, 1964) and Voting Rights Act (1965). King’s

active opposition to U.S. involvement in Vietnam, receipt of the Nobel Peace Prize (1964) and his leadership

on the “war on slums” in Chicago and Memphis (1965-68), where he had come to support striking sanitation

workers, and the Poor People’s Campaign transformed King from a national to an international figure

seeking to create a “Beloved Community” or “world house.” For King, as for Gandhi, nonviolence was not

                                                  
18 Jordens, p. 109; Arvind Sharma, “Accounting for Gandhi’s Allegorical Interpretation of the Bhagavadgita,” Studies in
Religion 32 (2003) 499-509 and “Some Early Anticipations of the Gandhian Interpretation of the Bhagavadgita,” in Victor C.
Hayes, ed., Australian Essays in World Religions (Adelaide: Australian Association for the Study of Religions, 1977);
Manamohan Chandhuri, Exploring Gandhi (New Delhi: Gandhi Peace Foundation, 1989) 8-9.
19 Clayborne Carson, ed, The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Time Warner, 1998) 32. These ideas
appeared as “Pilgrimage to Nonviolence,” Stride toward Freedom. The Montgomery Story (New York: Harper & Row, 1958).
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simply a strategy, but a lifestyle marked by respectful communications, listening, forgiveness, creativity and

courage. Commitment to nonviolence in all forms, physical, sexual, psychological, economical, social, in

particular towards the most deprived and vulnerable such as children and adolescents. What sources

influenced King’s thought and practice? Primarily the Bible. King’s ancestors were powerful preachers

dedicated to challenging the status quo. From the time of his birth until his death, the church and the pulpit

were his second home, a place where religion was interwoven with all aspects of living. In February 1948,

while in his senior year at Morehouse College in Atlanta, King accepted his call and was ordained to

Christian ministry at Ebenezer Baptist Church by ministers who had known him all his life.

In an anthology of King’s sermons, we see how he derived nonviolence from key Biblical principles:

1. all reality hinges on moral foundations; “There is something in this universe that justifies the biblical

writer in saying ‘You shall reap what you sow.’ This is a law-abiding universe. This is a moral

universe.”20

2. a moral politics must be grounded on belief in individuals who do not pay lip service to God, but live

out of Godly principles, placing respect for the life and dignity of every person without discrimination

or prejudice before material prosperity or other cultural values;21

3. personal empowerment, liberation of each person from economic, psychological and other constraints

in order that they may contribute to the development of the community. In other words, power up, not

power down. Christians must show compassion to others and work against segregation or other non-

Christian values;22

4. love even one’s enemy;23

5. “we need not hate; we need not use violence.” 24 The highest expression of love is self-suffering. If

someone hits you physically, you respond spiritually.

6. indivisibility of justice, for earth as well as for people (while King was not an environmental activist,

he was aware of the limits of technology to resolve such problems as resource scarcity). “I cannot sit

idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a

threat to justice everywhere.”25

7. intolerance for the triple axis of evil: racism, poverty and war.26

                                                  
20 “Rediscovering Lost Values,” February 28, 1954, in Clayborne Carson and Peter Halloran, eds. A Knock at Midnight:
Inspiration from the Great Sermons of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Warner, 1998)14.
21 Ibid, p. 17.
22 “Paul’s Letter to American Christians,” November 4, 1956.
23 “Loving Your Enemies,” November 17, 1957.
24 “The American Dream,” July 4, 1965; King often invoked Gandhi. See also “My Trip to the Land of Gandhi,” (1959), in A
Testament of Hope. The Essential Writings of Martin Luther King, Jr. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986).
25 “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” Why We Can’t Wait (New York: Harper & Row, 1964) 79.
26 “The Drum Major Instinct,” February 4, 1968.
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For King, nonviolent direct action became a way of life growing out of his understandings of the

Bible, his calling and prophetic witness. Unlike those who conspired to murder him, King believed that

“the past is prophetic in that it asserts loudly that wars are poor chisels for carving out peaceful

tomorrows. One must come to see that peace is not merely a distant goal that we seek, but a means by

which we arrive at that goal. We must pursue peaceful ends through peaceful means.” At the end of his

life, he spoke candidly of a world in which the leaders of the nations talk peace while preparing for and

fighting wars. “I tremble for our world. I do so not only from dire recall of the nightmares wreaked in the

wars of yesterday,” King said, but also “from dreadful realization of today’s possible nuclear

destructiveness, and tomorrow’s even more damnable prospects.” King urged that humanity carve out

peaceful tomorrow by using peaceful means to achieve the distant goal of a more peaceful world.27

Whether King’s murderer, James Earl Ray, acted alone, or as a pawn in a larger conspiracy may

never be known. Shortly before his death, King recalled that Gandhi died with unfulfilled dreams, and

that he might too. But like Gandhi, he also believed his dream would one day be fulfilled when God’s

beloved will bring about a new day of justice, equality and peace. As their heirs in working to that end,

may we neither submit, nor surrender.

Conclusions

Periods of profound social dislocation are infrequent. Opportunities for protest by colonized people,

or among the lower classes are rare and hard to sustain movements. In India through the first half of the last

century, and in the southern United States during the 1950s and 1960s, nonviolence provided the means by

which oppressed peoples made major strides. In both instances, the religious foundations of the campaigns of

Gandhi and King enabled participants to accept the need to sacrifice in a single-minded pursuit of their goals.

Despite accusations by their religious enemies, Gandhi and King were not godless. Nor were (are) the

Hindu gods or cultural heroes and Hebrew prophets, Jesus and Christian heroes that inspired them violent;

rather, their gods sanctioned nonviolent resistance that contributed to eradicating great social evils.

Almost a half century later, the United States still does not grant full equality or inclusion to all, as

evidenced by exclusion of about 35% from adequate health care. The election of Bush II to the Presidency by

one vote in the Supreme Court, and the failure of Memphians to care about a disputed election (38% of

registered voters bothered to vote earlier this month). We live in apocalyptic times marked by a struggle for

life, of new birth, and of a new world. In words of the World Social Forum, a different world is possible. But

for this to become reality, we must, individually and together, ride “the many-crowned and many-headed

                                                  
27 Martin Luther King, Jr., “The Casualties of the War in Vietnam,” February 25, 1967, The Nation Institute, Los Angeles,
http://www.aavw.org  viewed on December 8, 2003.



10

monsters rising on all sides out of the deep, from the ocean of our own hidden and collective self,”28 as well

as forces at work in our society that we do not understand. Perhaps we cannot, but we would do well to look

to the legacies of Gandhi and King, disturbing men whose writings still shake us out of our complacency and

motivate us to wee religious communities as a locus for meaningful engagement in life.
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28 Thomas Merton, “Christian Action in World Crisis,” in Passion for Peace. The Social Essays ed. William H. Shannon (New
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