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Excerpts from “Beyond Vietnam: A Time To Break Silence”
Delivered at Riverside Church, New York, April 4, 1967

Since I am a preacher by trade, I suppose it is not surprising that I have
seven major reasons for bringing Vietnam into the field of my moral vision. There
is at the outset a very obvious and almost facile connection between the war in
Vietnam and the struggle I, and others, have been waging in America. A few years
ago there was a shining moment in that struggle. It seemed as if there was a real
promise of hope for the poor -- both black and white -- through the poverty
program. There were experiments, hopes, new beginnings. Then came the buildup
in Vietnam and I watched the program broken and eviscerated as if it were some
idle political plaything of a society gone mad on war, and I knew that America
would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor so
long as adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and money like
some demonic destructive suction tube. So I was increasingly compelled to see the
war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such... Perhaps the more tragic
recognition of reality took place when it became clear to me that the war was
doing far more than devastating the hopes of the poor at home. It was sending their
sons and their brothers and their husbands to fight and to die in extraordinarily
high proportions relative to the rest of the population. We were taking the black
young men who had been crippled by our society and sending them eight thousand
miles away to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in
southwest Georgia and East Harlem. So we have been repeatedly faced with the
cruel irony of watching Negro and white boys on TV screens as they kill and die
together for a nation that has been unable to seat them together in the same
schools. So we watch them in brutal solidarity burning the huts of a poor village,
but we realize that they would never live on the same block in Detroit. I could not

be silent in the face of such cruel manipulation of the poor... And as I ponder the
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madness of Vietnam and search within myself for ways to understand and respond
to compassion my mind goes constantly to the people of that peninsula. I speak
now not of the soldiers of each side, not of the junta in Saigon, but simply of the
people who have been living under the curse of war for almost three continuous
decades now. I think of them too because it is clear to me that there will be no
meaningful solution there until some attempt is made to know them and hear their
broken cries... What do the peasants think as we ally ourselves with the landlords
and as we refuse to put any action into our many words concerning land reform?
What do they think as we test our latest weapons on them, just as the Germans
tested out new medicine and new tortures in the concentration camps of Europe?
Where are the roots of the independent Vietnam we claim to be building? Is it
among these voiceless ones? We have destroyed their two most cherished
institutions: the family and the village. We have destroyed their land and their
crops. We have cooperated in the crushing of the nation's only non-Communist
revolutionary political force -- the unified Buddhist church. We have supported the
enemies of the peasants of Saigon. We have corrupted their women and children
and killed their men... Somehow this madness must cease. We must stop now. I
speak as a child of God and brother to the suffering poor of Vietnam. I speak for
those whose land is being laid waste, whose homes are being destroyed, whose
culture is being subverted. I speak for the poor of America who are paying the
double price of smashed hopes at home and death and corruption in Vietnam. I
speak as a citizen of the world, for the world as it stands aghast at the path we
have taken. I speak as an American to the leaders of my own nation. The great

initiative in this war is ours. The initiative to stop it must be ours...
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