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REV.	MARTIN	LUTHER	KING:	BEYOND	VIETNAM:	BREAKING	THE	

SILENCE	

Riverside	Church	Speech,	April	4,	1967	

Steps	of	NYC	Public	Library	(5th	Ave	and	42nd	Street):		

April	4,	2017		1:00pm	

“A	time	comes	when	silence	is	betrayal.”	

	
“We	must	rapidly	begin	the	shift	from	a	thing	oriented	society	to	a	person	oriented	society.	

When	machines	and	computers,	profit	motives	and	property	rights	are	considered	more	

important	than	the	people,	the	giant	triplets	of	racism,	materialism,	and	militarism	are	

incapable	of	being	conquered.”		

7:00pm	Riverside	Church,	School	of	Theology	and	Veterans	of	Hope:	490	

Riverside	Drive	and	120th	Street	Commemoration	of	Dr.	King’s	speech:	

Breaking	the	Silence		

P.O.	Box	8150,	JAF	Station	New	York,	NY	10116-8150	https://www.facebook.com/veteransforpeacenyc034?fref=ts	



The war in Vietnam is but a symptom of a far deeper malady within the American spirit, and if we 

ignore this sobering reality, and if we ignore this sobering reality, we will find ourselves 

organizing “clergy and laymen concerned” committees for the next generation. They will be 

concerned about Guatemala and Peru. They will be concerned about Thailand and Cambodia. 

They 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. So such thoughts take us beyond Vietnam, but not beyond our 

calling as sons of the living God. 

It is with such activity that the words of the late John F. Kennedy come back to haunt us. Five 

years ago he said, “Those who make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution 

inevitable.” Increasingly, by choice or by accident, this is the role our nation has taken, the role of 

those who make peaceful revolution impossible by refusing to give up the privileges and the 

pleasures that come from the immense profits of overseas investments. I am convinced that if we 

are to get on to the right side of the world revolution, we as a nation must undergo a radical 

revolution of values. We must rapidly begin; we must rapidly begin the shift from a thing-oriented 

society to a person-oriented society. When machines and computers, profit motives and property 

rights, are considered more important than people, the giant triplets of racism, extreme 

materialism, and militarism are incapable of being conquered. 

A true revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty and wealth. 

With righteous indignation, it will look across the seas and see individual capitalists of the West 

investing huge sums of money in Asia, Africa, and South America, only to take the profits out 

with no concern for the social betterment of the countries, and say, “This is not just.” It will look 

at our alliance with the landed gentry of South America and say, “This is not just.” The Western 

arrogance of feeling that it has everything to teach others and nothing to learn from them is not 

just. 

A true revolution of values will lay hand on the world order and say of war, “This way of settling 

differences is not just.” This business of burning human beings with napalm, of filling our nation’s 

homes with orphans and widows, of injecting poisonous drugs of hate into the veins of peoples 

normally humane, of sending men home from dark and bloody battlefields physically handicapped 

and psychologically deranged, cannot be reconciled with wisdom, justice, and love. A nation that 

continues year after year to spend more money on military defense than on programs of social 

uplift is approaching spiritual death.  

America, the richest and most powerful nation in the world, can well lead the way in this 

revolution of values. There is nothing except a tragic death wish to prevent us from reordering our 

priorities so that the pursuit of peace will take precedence over the pursuit of war. There is nothing 

to keep us from molding a recalcitrant status quo with bruised hands until we have fashioned it 

into a brotherhood. 

A genuine revolution of values means in the final analysis that our loyalties must become 

ecumenical rather than sectional. Every nation must now develop an overriding loyalty to mankind 

as a whole in order to preserve the best in their individual societies. 

Now let us begin. Now let us rededicate ourselves to the long and bitter, but beautiful, struggle for 

a new world. This is the calling of the sons of God, and our brothers wait eagerly for our response. 

Shall we say the odds are too great? Shall we tell them the struggle is too hard? Will our message 

be that the forces of American life militate against their arrival as full men, and we send our 

deepest regrets? Or will there be another message—of longing, of hope, of solidarity with their 

yearnings, of commitment to their cause, whatever the cost? The choice is ours, and though we 

might prefer it otherwise, we must choose in this crucial moment of human history. 


