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Martin Luther King Jr. (1929-1968)

"I've Been to the Mountaintop"

Memphis, Tennessee - April 3, 1968

Martin Luther King Jr. felt poorly the night he
delivered this speech, the last one of his lifee
venue was a mass meeting held in the Bishop
Charles Mason Temple Church of God. Andreges
Young, who was with him at the time, said King®

initially decided not to speak at all that night.
King and his small entourage - including Ralp
Abernathy, Jesse Jackson, and Benjamin Hog
had led a march that day protesting low pay ':f‘ﬂ'—;——w
black garbage collectors in Memphis. A E

rainstorm was gathering. King decided he wag 5
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too sick to preach. He asked his best friend,
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Abernathy, to speak instead.
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Once in the church, Abernathy felt King wouldj=== ,"A
have to speak to the crowd, so he phoned Ki i
and asked him to come down. Abernathy
promised that he would still do the preaching;
King would just have to say a few words. v
Abernathy spoke for more than half an hour, " - .
words energizing the crowd. That called up th X .
spirit in Reverend King, and he spoke that night ~ Martin Luther King Jr. speaks at the c
without a single note in harfd. rights march on Washington, D.C. on Aug
28, 1963 (National Archives)

In a speech Benjamin Hooks delivered a decade

after King's death (also featured in this antho)oge recalled King's final sermon: "I remember
that night when he finished, he stopped by qudtiegvords of that song that he loved so well,
'Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming olLrd.' He never finished. He wheeled around
and took his seat and to my surprise, when | dittl@closer, | saw tears streaming down his
face. Grown men were sitting there weeping opeplyabse of the power of this man who spoke
on that night."

King had warned in previous sermons that he mighbdfore the struggle ended. It was not the
first time he told listeners he'd "seen the pronhisad." King had been living with death threats
for years. No one in King's circle thought this vids final address. Later, Young wrote: "Did
[King] know? He always knew some speech would bddst. Was he afraid? Not on your life!"
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Young said the next day was one of King's happi&strrounded by his brother, his staff and
close friends of the movement,” Young wrote, "hegleed and joked all day until it was time to
go to dinner at 6 PM?’"King stepped onto the balcony of his room at tbedine Motel,
checking the weather to decide whether to bringad.As he leaned over the railing, talking
with Jesse Jackson and others below, King Waslyf&thbt.4

Martin Luther King Jr. was born on January 15, 198@%tlanta, Georgia. His father, "Daddy
King," was a pastor at Ebenezer Baptist Churclelfansade businessman, and an early civil
rights activist. He founded the Atlanta branchled NAACP and fought for equal pay for
Atlanta's black teachers. King's mother had a gelidegree. King grew up in a comfortable,
middle-class home. He delivered his first sermothatage of eighteen; his father had ordained
him as a minister just days earlier. King gradudtedch M orehouse College when he was
nineteen years old and went on to study at Croheplbgical Seminary just outside
Philadelphia. In 1951, he began his doctoral woiBa@ston University's theology school, and in
1954 King and his new wife, Coretta Scott, moveMumtgomery, Alabama, where he was
appointed pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist ChuramD@cember 2, 1955, a day after Rosa
Parks was arrested for refusing to give up heraeat bus to a white man, King led a mass
meeting in his church. Almost overnight, he becaheespiritual leader of the modern civil
rights movement.

Listen to the speech

Thank you very kindly, my friends. As | listenedRalph Abernathy in his eloquent and
generous introduction and then thought about mykelbndered who he was talking about.
[laughter] It's always good to have your closest friend agbaiate say something good about
you. And Ralph is the best friend that | have ia world. I'm delighted to see each of you here
tonight in spite of a storm warning. You revealtthau are determined to go on anyhow.

Something is happening in Memphis; something isplesing in our world. And you know, if |
were standing at the beginning of time, with theglality of taking a kind of general and
panoramic view of the whole human history up to namd the Almighty said to me, "Martin
Luther King, which age would you like to live in?T would take my mental flight by Egypt and

| would watch God's children in their magnificergk from the dark dungeons of Egypt through,
or rather across the Red Sea, through the wildermesoward the promised land. And in spite of
its magnificence, | wouldn't stop there. | wouldve®n by Greece, and take my mind to Mount
Olympus. And | would see Plato, Aristotle, Socratasripides and Aristophanes assembled
around the Parthenon. And | would watch them ardatedParthenon as they discussed the great
and eternal issues of reality. But | wouldn't dffopre.

| would go on, even to the great heyday of the RoEmpire. And | would see developments
around there, through various emperors and leaBatd. wouldn't stop there. | would even
come up to the day of the Renaissance, and getlagjeture of all that the Renaissance did for
the cultural and aesthetic life of man. But | waulidstop there. | would even go by the way that
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the man for whom I'm named had his habitat. Anduld watch Martin Luther as he tacked his
ninety-five theses on the door at the church oft&diberg.

But | wouldn't stop there. | would come on up et@ri863, and watch a vacillating president by
the name of Abraham Lincoln finally come to thedasion that he had to sign the
Emancipation Proclamation. But | wouldn't stop &her

[applause]

| would even come up tothe early thirties, andese@n grappling with the problems of the
bankruptcy of his nation. And come with an eloquagtthat we have nothing to fear but fear
itself.

But | wouldn't stop there. Strangely enough, | vdawirn to the Almighty, and say, "If you allow
me to live just a few years in the second halfhaf 20th century, | will be happy[applause]

Now that's a strange statement to make, becausedtieis all messed up. The nation is sick.
Trouble is in the land; confusion all around. Téat'strange statement. But | know, somehow,
that only when it is dark enough can you see tAesssAnd | see God working in this period of
the twentieth century in a way that men, in somargje way, are responding - something is
happening in our world. The masses of people asiegup. And wherever they are assembled
today, whether they are in Johannesburg, SoutltafNairobi, Kenya; Accra, Ghana; New
York City; Atlanta, Georgia; Jackson, Mississipgi;M emphis, Tennessee - the cry is always
the same - "We want to be free."

And another reason that I'm happy to live in thesipd is that we have been forced to a point
where we're going to have to grapple with the paisl that men have been tryingto grapple
with through history, but the demand didn't foreerh to do it. Survival demands that we
grapple with them. Men, for years now, have betntgabout war and peace. But now, no
longer can they just talk about it. It is no longethoice between violence and nonviolence in
this world; it's nonviolence or nonexisteng¢applause] That is where we are today.

And also in the human rights revolution, if somethisn't done, and done in a hurry, to bring the
colored peoples of the world out of their long yseaf poverty, their long years of hurt and
neglect, the whole world is doomed. Now, I'm juap py that God has allowed me to live in this
period, to see what is unfolding. And I'm happyttiea's allowed me to be in Memphis.

| can remember, | can remember when Negroes wsrgging around as Ralph has said, so
often, scratching where they didn't itch, and langhwhen they were not tickled. But that day is
all over. We mean business now, and we are detednan gain our rightful place in God's
world.

And that's all this whole thing is about. We aren'paged in any negative protest and in any
negative arguments with anybody. We are sayingwfesére determined to be men. We are
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determined to be people. We are saying that w&adks children. And that we don't have to
live like we are forced to live.

Now, what does all of this mean in this great peobhistory? It means that we've got to stay
together. We've got to stay together and maintaity uYou know, whenever Pharaoh wanted to
prolong the period of slavery in Egypt, he hadwefae, favorite formula for doing it. What was
that? He kept the slaves fighting among themseBeswhenever the slaves get together,
something happens in Pharaoh's court, and he caoitthe slaves in slavery. When the slaves
get together, that's the beginning of getting dudlavery. Now let us maintain unity.

Secondly, let us keep the issues where they aeisEhe is injustice. The issue is the refusal of
Memphis to be fair and honest in its dealings whpublic servants who happen to be sanitation
workers. Now, we've got to keep attention on thagt's always the problem with a little
violence. You know what happened the other day thagress dealt only with the window-
breaking. | read the articles. They very seldomagotind to mentioning the fact that one
thousand, three hundred sanitation workers westrike, and that Memphis is not being fair to
them, and that Mayor Loeb is in dire need of adiocfhey didn't get around to that.

[applause]

Now we're going to march again, and we've got tocimagain, in order to put the issue where it
is supposed to be - and force everybody to sedlibeg are thirteen hundred of God's children
here suffering, sometimes going hungry, going tbghadiark and dreary nights wondering how
this thing is going to come out. That's the is®ued we've got to say to the nation: we know
how it's coming out. For when people get caughtvitp that which is right and they are willing
to sacrifice for it, there is no stopping point ghaf victory!

[applause]

We aren't goingto let any mace stop us. We aréarsas our nonviolent movement in
disarming police forces; they don't know what to llee seen them so often. | remember in
Birmingham, Alabama, when we were in that majestiiaggle there, we would move out of the
16th Street Baptist Church day after day; by thedneds we would move out. And Bull Connor
would tell them to send the dogs forth, and thelyodime; but we just went before the dogs
singing, "Ain't gonna let nobody turn me aroundullBConnor next would say, "Turn the fire
hoses on.”" And as | said to you the other nightl ®annor didn't know history. He knew a kind
of physics that somehow didn't relate to the trapsggs that we knew about. And that was the
fact that there was a certain kind of fire thatweger could put out. And we went before the fire
hoses; we had known water. If we were Baptist onesother denomination, we had been
immersed. If we were Methodist, and some othershadebeen sprinkled, but we knew water.
That couldn't stop us.
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And we just went on before the dogs and we wouwddt lat them; and we'd go on before the
water hoses and we would look at it, and we'dgostn singing, "Over my head | see freedom
in the air." And then we would be thrown in the gadvagons, and sometimes we were stacked
in there like sardines in a can. And they wouldhus in, and old Bull would say, "Take them
off,” and they did; and we would just go on in gedy wagon singing, "We Shall Overcome."
And every now and then we'd get in the jail, anddveee the jailers looking through the
windows being moved by our prayers, and being mdyedur words and our songs. And there
was a power there which Bull Connor couldn't adjestand so we ended up transforming Bull
into a steer, and we won our struggle in Birmingham

[applause]

Now we've got to go on in Memphis just like thatall upon you to be with us when we go out
Monday. Now about injunctions: We have an injunctamd we're going into court tomorrow
morning to fight this illegal, unconstitutional imction. All we say to America is, "Be true to
what you said on papeifapplause] If | lived in China or even Russia, or any totiian

country, maybe | could understand some of thesgallinjunctions. Maybe | could understand
the denial of certain basic First Amendment prgele, because they hadn't committed
themselves to that over there. But somewhere | oé#ae freedom of assembly. Somewhere |
read of the freedom of speech. Somewhere | retldedreedom of the press. Somewhere | read
that the greatness of America is the right to pstof@r right. And so just as | say we aren't going
to let any dogs or water hoses turn us around,rerétagoing to let any injunction turn us
around. We are going on.

We need all of you. And you know what's beautituhte, is to see all of these ministers of the
Gospel. It's a marvelous picture. Who is it thaugposed to articulate the longings and
aspirations of the people more than the preachmrizBow the preacher must have a kind of fire
shut up in his bones and whenever injustice isratpbie must tell it. Somehow the preacher
must be an Amos, and say, "When God speaks, whbutgrophesy?" Again, with Amos, "Let
justice roll down like waters and righteousness dkmighty stream."” Somehow, the preacher
must say with Jesus, '"The spirit of the Lord isupme, because he hath anointed me to deal
with the problems of the poor."

And | want to commend the preachers, under theslsduip of these noble men: James Lawson,
one who has been in this struggle for many yea's;lteen to jail for struggling; he's been
kicked out of Vanderbilt University for this strdggbut he's still going on, fighting for the

rights of his peopldapplause] Rev. Ralph Jackson, Billy Kiles; | could just gght on down

the list, but time will not permit. But | want tbank all of them. And | want you to thank them,
because so often, preachers aren't concerned aivptiting but themselves. And I'm always
happy to see a relevant ministry.

It's all right to talk about "long white robes owawnder," in all of its symbolism. But ultimately
people want some suits and dresses and shoestaewea here! It's all right to talk about
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"streets flowing with milk and honey," but God ramsnmanded us to be concerned about the
slums down here, and his children who can't esetbguare meals a day. It's all right to talk
about the new Jerusalem, but one day, God's pmsaghsst talk about the new New York, the
new Atlanta, the new Philadelphia, the new Los Aesggehe new Memphis, Tennessee.
[applause] This is what we have to do.

Now the other thing we'll have to do is this: Alveagnchor our external direct action with the
power of economic withdrawal. Now, we are poor geomdividually, we are poor when you
compare us with white society in America. We arempdlever stop and forget that collectively -
that means all of us together - collectively weraseer than all the nations in the world, with the
exception of nine. Did you ever think about thaffeAyou leave the United States, Soviet
Russia, Great Britain, West Germany, France, awdild name the others, the American Negro
collectively is richer than most nations of the ldokVe have an annual income of more than
thirty billion dollars a year, which is more thahaf the exports of the United States, and more
than the national budget of Canada. Did you knaat2fi hat's power right there, if we know
how to pool it.

[applause]

We don't have to argue with anybody. We don't havairse and go around acting bad with our
words. We don't need any bricks and bottles. Wet sh@ed any Molotov cocktails. We just need
to go around to these stores, and to these maasdivgtries in our country, and say, "God sent us
by here, to say to you that you're not treatingchigdren right. And we've come by here to ask
you to make the first item on your agenda fairtireant, where God's children are concerned.
Now, if you are not prepared to do that, we do lmavagenda that we must follow. And our
agenda calls for withdrawing economic support fyoon.”

And so, as aresult of this, we are asking yougtdnio go out and tell your neighbors not to buy
Coca-Cola in Memphis. Go by and tell them not tp Baaltest milk. Tell them not to buy - what
is the other bread? - Wonder Bread. And what isother bread company, Jesse? Tell them not
to buy Hart's bread. As Jesse Jackson has said,npw, only the garbage men have been
feeling pain; now we must kind of redistribute fren.[applause] We are choosing these
companies because they haven't been fair in thigiglpolicies; and we are choosing them
because they can begin the process of saying tleegoa g to support the needs and the rights of
these men who are on strike. And then they can rmowv@mwntown and tell Mayor Loeb to do
what is right.

But not only that, we've got to strengthen blackitutions. | call upon you to take your money
out of the banks downtown and deposit your monéyrittate Bank-we want a "bank-in"
movement in Memphis. So go by the savings and &saociation. I'm not asking you something
we don't do ourselves at SCLC. Judge Hooks andothié tell you that we have an account
here in the savings and loan association from thetgrn Christian Leadership Conference.
We're telling you to follow what we're doing. Putyr money there. You have six or seven black
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insurance companies in the city of Memphis. Takeyour insurance there. We want to have an
"insurance-in."

Now these are some practical things we can do. &gamkihe process of building a greater
economic base. And at the same time, we are pudtiegsure where it really hurts. | ask you to
follow through here.

Now, let me say as | move to my conclusion thawevgbt to give ourselves to this struggle until
the end. Nothing would be more tragic than to staphis point, in Memphis. We've got to see it
through.[applause] And when we have our march, you need to be thfdtaneans leaving

work, if it means leaving school, be thefapplause] Be concerned about your brother. You
may not be on strike. But either we go up togetbewye go down together.

[applause]

Let us develop a kind of dangerous unselfishnesg.day a man came to Jesus; and he wanted
to raise some questions about some vital mattdife.iit points, he wanted to trick Jesus, and
show him that he knew a little more than Jesus k@ throw him off base. Now that question
could have easily ended up in a philosophical &edlbgical debate. But Jesus immediately
pulled that question from mid-air, and placed itaotiangerous curve between Jerusalem and
Jericho. And he talked about a certain man, whafabng thieves. You remember that a Levite
and a priest passed by on the other side. Theyt dtdp to help him. And finally a man of
another race came by. He got down from his beasiddd not to be compassionate by proxy.
But he got down with him, administering first aghd helped the man in need. Jesus ended up
saying, this was the good man, this was the great because he had the capacity to project the
"I" into the "thou," and to be concerned aboutbristher. Now you know, we use our
imagination a great deal to try to determine whg fhiest and the Levite didn't stop. At times we
say they were busy going to a church meeting cafegiastical gathering - and they had to get
on down to Jerusalem so they wouldn't be lateHeir tmeeting. At other times we would
speculate that there was a religious law that "®ine was engaged in religious ceremonials was
not to touch a human body twenty-four hours betbeeceremony.” And every now and then we
begin to wonder whether maybe they were not goavgdto Jerusalem, or down to Jericho,
rather to organize a "Jericho Road Improvement giason." That's a possibility. Maybe they
felt that it was better to deal with the problenfrthe causal root, rather than to get bogged
down with an individual effort.

But I'm going to tell you what my imagination teffge. It's possible that those men were afraid.
You see, the Jericho road is a dangerous roachémer when Mrs. King and | were first in
Jerusalem. We rented a car and drove from Jerusid@m to Jericho. And as soon as we got on
that road, | said to my wife, "l can see why Jasmesl this as the setting for his parable.” It's a
winding, meandering road. It's really conducivedonbushing. You start out in Jerusalem,
which is about 1,200 miles, or rather 1,200 feleova sea level.
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And by the time you get down to Jericho, fifteertwenty minutes later, you're about 2,200 feet
below sea level. That's a dangerous road. In the dhJesus it came to be known as the "Bloody
Pass." Andyou know, it's possible that the praest the Levite looked over that man on the
ground and wondered if the robbers were still ado@r it's possible that they felt that the man
on the ground was merely faking. And he was adtikeghe had been robbed and hurt, in order

to seize them over there, lure them there for garak easy seizure. And so the first question that
the Levite asked was, "If | stop to help this mahat will happen to me?" But then the Good
Samaritan came by. And he reversed the questibhddl not stop to help this man, what will
happen to him?"

That's the question before you tonight. Not, 4fdp to help the sanitation workers, what will
happen to my job?" Not, "If | stop to help the $anon workers what will happen to all of the
hours that | usually spend in my office every dag avery week as a pastor?” The question is
not, "If | stop to help this man in need, what Wélppen to me?" The question is, "If | do not
stop to help the sanitation workers, what will happo them?" That's the question.

[applause]

Let us rise up tonight with a greater readiness uksestand with a greater determination. And let
us move on in these powerful days, these daysalieage to make America what it ought to be.
We have an opportunity to make America a bettaonafAnd | want to thank God, once more,
for allowing me to be here with you.

You know, several years ago, | was in New York Gitiograp hing the first book that | had
written. And while sitting there autograp hing bop&siemented black woman came up. The
only question | heard from her was, "Are you M altuther King?" And | was looking down
writing, and | said yes. And the next minute | feltmething beating on my chest. Before | knew
it | had been stabbed by this demented woman. Irustsed to Harlem Hospital. It was a dark
Saturday afternoon. And that blade had gone throamgti the X-rays revealed that the tip of the
blade was on the edge of my aorta, the main arfeng.once that's punctured, you drown in
your own blood - that's the end of you.

It came out in the New York Times the next mornitihgt if | had merely sneezed, | would have
died. Well, about four days later, they allowed afegr the operation, after my chest had been
opened, and the blade had been taken out, to mowuediin the wheelchair in the hospital. They
allowed me to read some of the mail that camend,feom all over the states, and the world,
kind letters came in. | read a few, but one of thewil never forget. | had received one from the
President and the Vice President. I've forgotteatwhose telegrams said. I'd received a visit and
a letter from the Governor of New York, but I'vedotten what the letter said. But there was
another letter that came from a little girl, a ygugirl who was a student at the White Plains
High School. And | looked at that letter, andri#lver forget it. It said simply, "Dear Dr. King: |
am a ninth-grade student at the White Plains Hato8l." She said, "While it should not matter,
| would like to mention that | am a white girl.@ad in the paper of your misfortune, and of your
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suffering. And | read that if you had sneezed, wawld have died. And I'm simply writing you
to say that I'm so happy that you didn't sneeze."

[applause]

And | want to say tonight, | want to say that | o happy that | didn't sneeze. Because if | had
sneezed, | wouldn't have been around here in 2968n students all over the South started
sitting-in at lunch counters. And | knew that asythvere sitting in, they were really standing up
for the best in the American dream. And takingwimle nation back to those great wells of
democracy which were dug deep by the Founding Faiheéhe Declaration of Independence
and the Constitution. If | had sneezed, | woultia¥e been around here in 1961 when we
decided to take a ride for freedom and ended saigoagn interstate travel. If | had sneezed, |
wouldn't have been around here in 1962, when NegroAlbany, Georgia, decided to
straighten their backs up. And whenever men andemostraighten their backs up, they are
going somewhere, because a man can't ride youruvdeks it is bentlapplause] If | had

sneezed, | wouldn't have been here in 1963, whebltdtk people of Birmingham, Alabama,
aroused the conscience of this nation, and branghteing the Civil Rights BiIll. If | had
sneezed, | wouldn't have had a chance later tlaat yneAugust, to try to tell America about a
dream that | had had. If | had sneezed, | wouldsvie been down in Selma, Alabama, to see the
great movement there. If | had sneezed, | woulthve been in Memphis to see the community
rally around those brothers and sisters who afersg. I'm so happy that | didn't sneeze.

[applause]

And they were telling me, now it doesn't matter ntiweally doesn't matter what happens now.
| left Atlanta this morning, and as we got starbedhe plane, there were six of us, the pilot said
over the public address system, "We are sorryhidelay, but we have Dr. Martin Luther King
on the plane. And to be surethat all of the baggewh ecked, and to be sure that nothing would
be wrong on the plane, we had to check out evangttarefully. And we've had the plane
protected and guarded all night."

And then | got to Memphis. And some began to s&thheats, or talk about the threats that were
out. What would happen to me from some of our gibike brothers?

Well, I don't know what will happen now. We've gatme difficult days ahead. But it really
doesn't matter with me now. Because I've beendortbuntaintopfapplause] And | dont mind.
Like anybody, | would like to live a long life. L@evity has its place. But I'm not concerned
about that now. | just want to do God's will. Ane@'siallowed me to go up to the mountain. And
I've looked over. And I've seen the promised lamday not get there with you. But | want you
to know tonight, that we, as apeople, will gethe promised land! So I'm happy, tonight. I'm
not worried about anything. I'm not fearing any nidine eyes have seen the glory of the
coming of the Lord!
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