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Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break Silence in Conversation with A Theological 

Perspective From The Margins 
 

     The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in an arguably unprecedented display of moral, 

ethical and theological autonomy, spoke out against a sitting United States President; Lyndon 

Baines Johnson in opposition to the war in Vietnam on April 4, 1967, at The Riverside Church in 

New York.  Against the advice of both supporters and critics, Dr. King decidedly interjected 

himself into the foray of foreign affairs, in juxtaposition to his civil rights agenda concerned with 

the domestic policies of Jim Crow segregation and oppression.  

     King posited, that by speaking out against the war in Vietnam, he was supporting civil rights at 

home. Writing in A Testament of Hope The Essential Writings of Marin Luther King, Jr., James M. 

Washington captures the prophetic voice of King. “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…it seemed as if there was a real promise of hope for the 

poor…through the poverty program.”1     

     The poverty program would culminate in the so-called Poor People’s Campaign, in which the 

primary tenets of generational poverty, would be illuminated and elucidated in order to redress 

their causes. Dr. King felt the war in Vietnam negated the progress their efforts had garnered to 

date. “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 ideal political plaything of a 

society gone mad on war…”2  

     The dichotomy of civil rights and foreign policy is a false construct. Dr. King effectively 

demonstrates the inextricable relationship between foreign policy, domestic policy and civil 

rights.   

     War has many deleterious effects upon a nation and its citizenry. At times, war is 

instrumentalized to rally around nationalism, to export the misguided philosophy of American 

Exceptionalism,  or to create inroads for capitalism and exploitation of land and resources abroad. 

“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…”3  

     Dr. King found the war in Vietnam objectionable on many levels. Central to the civil rights 

movement, however, was its exploitation of the poor. Some economist estimates put the total 

                                                           
1 James M Washington, A Testament of Hope The Essential Writings of Martin Luther King, Jr. (San Francisco,  
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2 Ibid., 232. 
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economic cost of the Vietnam war at around one hundred and sixty-eight billion dollars. 

“…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.”4  

     The Vietnam war, like wars in general, tend to encapsulate the worst tendencies found within 

human nature. The propensity to exploit power against weakness. The impulse to hoard 

resources for the rich at the expense of the poor. What Dr. King lifted his voice against in the 

context of the Vietnam war, was simply a reiteration of the human inclination toward egoism. 

King was therefore engaged in opposition to human nature manifest in his generation within the  

context of the Vietnam war.  

     Reinhold Niebuhr writing in Moral Man And Immoral Society captures this tension. “Though 

human society has roots which lie deeper in history than the beginning of human life, men have 

made comparatively but little progress in solving the problem of their aggregate existence.”5 The 

so-called American Original Sin, of white oppression of black people vis-à-vis the institution of 

slavery, is yet another manifestation of this failure to cohabitate. “Each century originates a new 

complexity and each new generation faces a new vexation in it. For all the centuries of 

experience, men have not yet learned how to live together without impounding their vices and 

covering each other with mud and with blood.”6  

                                                           
4 Ibid., 233. 
5 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man And Immoral Society, (New York,  Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1932), p.1. 
6 Ibid., 1.  



     The Vietnam war was yet another opportunity for the wealthy, the powerful, and the political 

elites of the United States, to exploit the most vulnerable within their boarders. Black men, 

predominantly poor and undereducated, were enlisted disproportionately to white men to 

engage the war effort in Vietnam. This discrepancy was particularly offensive and hypocritical to 

King. “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.”7  

     Heretofore, America had little use for black masculinity, often reflected in the staggering 

numbers of black youth unemployed, ensnared in the criminal justice system, or victims of drug 

infested ghettos of New York, Detroit and Chicago. The war in Vietnam and their conscription 

created a need for black bodies. “We were taking the black young men who have 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.”8 

     The phenomenon of making use of the most vulnerable, the least politically engaged, and 

those living in the margins, dates to circa AD 120 and captured in the words of Plutarch to Tiberius 

Gracchus. “…Powerful classes enlist their slaves in the defense of their dominions…The poor folk 

go to war, to fight and to die for the delights, riches and superfluities of others. In the long run 

these pretensions are revealed and the sentiment of patriotism is throttled in the breasts of the 

disinherited.”9 Dr. King suggested that it was only a matter of time before the poor black soldiers 

fighting in Vietnam, understood the magnitude of the deception of its government, the 

propagandizing of the war under the guise of patriotism, much like the slaves referenced by 
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Plutarch. “We are adding cynicism to the process of death, for they must know after a short 

period there that none of the things we claim to be fighting for are really involved…The more 

sophisticated surely realize that we are on the side of the wealthy and the secure while we create 

a hell for the poor.”10  

     A familiar strategy of the powerful is to wrap the conversation in the flag of patriotism. Those 

who challenge the reasoning of the call to war-connection with patriotism endure social criticism, 

imprisonment, ostracism or worse. Muhammad Ali, understood prior to most during the pinnacle 

of the Vietnam war, the fallacious annexing of serving in Vietnam with patriotism.  

     The powerful of our society often use their power to achieve their ends. Niebuhr refers to this 

misuse of power as types and combinations of power. Writing in The Nature And Destiny Of Man 

II Niebuhr makes the following observation. “The spiritual and physical faculties of man are able, 

in their unity and interrelation, to create an endless variety of types and combinations of power, 

from that of pure reason to that of pure physical force.”11  

     The power in this instance is to create a sentiment of nationalism cloaked in patriotism in 

support of the Vietnam war. “Though reason is commonly supposed to be transcendent, rather 

than partial, it is hardly necessary at this point to prove that reason may be the instrument of the 

ego in advancing its claims against another. When it is so used it is a power which supports the 

claims of one life against another.”12 

     Dr. King claimed that his commitment to Jesus Christ was a calling to a higher allegiance than 

to nationalism.  This declaration runs counter to the conflation of religion with nationalism, 

                                                           
10 Ibid., 238. 
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Christianity with Western assumptions and values, and capitalism with Protestantism. “…And I 

cannot forget that the Nobel Prize for Peace was also a commission—a commission to work 

harder than I had ever worked before the brotherhood of man [sic]. This is a calling that takes 

me beyond national allegiances...”13  

     Dr. King clearly understood the concept of Organic Intellectuals as espoused by Miguel A. De 

La Torre, and embraced by many theologians originating in communities of color and oppression. 

“…Ministers and scholars attempt to learn from the disenfranchised while serving them as 

organic intellectuals (to borrow a term from Antonio Gramsci), that is, intellectuals grounded in 

the social reality of the marginalized, and acting in the consciousness-raising process of the faith 

community.”14  

     One of the significant critiques King makes of America is its feeling of superiority, arrogance 

and paternalism on the world stage. One contributing factor for this phenomenon, is due to 

political leaders making decisions untethered from the experiences of people in the margins; 

unlike Organic Intellectuals who ground their practices in the context of the lived experiences of 

the people.  “The Western arrogance of feeling that it has everything to teach others and nothing 

to learn from them is not just…”15 This feeling of arrogance played out in American foreign policy 

toward Vietnam then, as it plays out now on the world stage. “The Vietnamese people 

proclaimed their own independence in 1945…our government felt then that the Vietnamese 

                                                           
13 Washington, A Testament of Hope, 234. 
14 Miguel A. De La Torre, Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, (New York,  Orbis Books, 2013), p.xii. 
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people were not ready for independence, and we again fell victim to the deadly Western 

arrogance that has poisoned the international atmosphere for so long.”16 

     In the historic speech Beyond Vietnam, a watershed moment in Dr. King’s commentary upon 

American foreign affairs, King offered that the wisdom of those who are the most vulnerable in 

society, may have the most insight pertinent to coexistence within the Social Contract, as well as 

their Revelation of God to borrow from Karl Barth. “…To see the enemy’s point of view…from his 

view we may indeed see the basic weaknesses of our own condition…we may learn and grow and 

profit from the wisdom of the brothers who are called the opposition.”17   

     Dietrich Bonhoeffer confined to a German Nazi prison cell, came to understand the 

perspective of those marginalized, that there is a clarity of God Consciousness, to borrow from 

Schleiermacher, that is absent from those wielding power. Writing in The View from Below 

Bonhoeffer states this with marked clarity. “It remains an experience of incomparable value that 

we have for once learned to see the great events of world history from below, from the 

perspective of the outcasts…in short from the perspective of the suffering…that we come to 

see…clearer, freer, more incorruptible…” 18  King and Bonhoeffer would agree that the 

Vietnamese people have something to offer the world, humanity, and those who manipulate the 

levers of power.  

     The Vietnam war served many purposes for the American government. King, as does this 

researcher, suggests that one purpose Vietnam served is as a laboratory for experimentation. 

Much like the lessons learned in weaponry and warfare by dropping the atomic bomb on 
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Hiroshima and Nagasaki, America has used its military, economic and political might in 

experiments upon the vulnerable and people of color around the world. “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?”19  

     Reinhold Niebuhr postulates that with the disproportionately of power comes a negation of 

justice. The advances in human ingenuity have the potential to create human flourishing; 

however, the advances made in technology are often used to serve nefarious human endeavor. 

Niebuhr observes this dialectic. “The same technology, which drew the fangs of nature’s enmity 

of man, also created a society in which the intensity and extent of social cohesion has been 

greatly increased, and in which power is so unevenly distributed…”20  

     Perhaps it can be argued, the downfall of many communities of color vis-à-vis Vietnam and 

other brown countries, is that they either lack technology rivaling the West, or they have chosen 

underdevelopment as a minimalist way of life. This leaves them vulnerable to predatory nations 

which only value military might and expansion. The inequities of power are the necessary 

antecedents to injustice around the world and domestically. “…That justice has become a more 

difficult achievement. Perhaps it is man’s sorry fate, suffering from ills which have their source in 

the inadequacies of both nature and human society, that the tools by which he eliminates the 

former should become the means of increasing the latter.”21 

     Injustice is not simply an abstraction. Injustice loses its potency in statistics alone. The power 

of a Dr. King, is the ability to repurpose abstractions into imagery, in the imagination of the 
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listener in the United States. It is the disturbing images emanating from Beyond Vietnam A Time 

to Break Silence that drew the ire of the American government. The sanitized depiction of the 

war across television screens was disrupted by King’s portrayal of the war. “So far we may have 

killed a million of them-mostly children. They wander…homeless, without clothes, running in 

packs on the streets like animals…degraded by our soldiers as they beg for food…selling their 

sisters to our soldiers, soliciting for their mothers.”22 

      Confronted with the realities of the Vietnam war, Grenada Invasion, Operation Desert Shield,  

Second Persian Gulf War, Abu Ghraib Prisoner Torture;  America disassociates its role in the 

global hostilities displayed against it.  And yet, in a type of spiritual and religious dissonance, 

Americans did and do now, weep at the playing of the National Anthem during entertainment 

sporting events, conflate Christianity with nationalism, and tout our brand of theocratic 

Americana around the world. As we call ourselves a Christian nation, yet we display violence 

before the world. “I knew that I could never again raise my voice against the violence of the 

oppressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of violence 

in the world today-my own government.”23 

      Howard Thurman in Jesus And The Disinherited mused pensively concerning the seemingly 

inability of Christianity to serve as a corrective to this glaring contradiction. “…Christianity seems 

impotent to deal radically, and therefore effectively, with the issues of discrimination and 

injustice on the basis of race, religion and national origin? Is this impotency due to a betrayal of 

the genius of the religion, or is it due to a basic weakness in the religion itself.”24  

                                                           
22 Washington, A Testament of Hope, 236. 
23 Ibid., 233. 
24 Howard Thurman, Jesus And The Disinherited, (New York,  Abington-Cokesbury Press, 1949), p.7. 



     Martin Luther King, Jr., lived out the prophetic decree of the biblical text mandating justice for 

all of God’s creation. He took seriously the call to justice for the least of these in his challenge to 

the Vietnam war. Justice for King meant real action and not symbolic gestures of goodwill. “The 

Old Testament declarations about justice is the passionate insistence that all the members of the 

community are entitled to a full and secure place in the life of the community. Hence the clanging 

repetitive reference to orphans, widows and sojourner.”25  

     Dr. King audaciously integrated civil rights with foreign policy. As such, he would no longer be 

the leader of a domestic civil rights movement in America, leading primarily African Americans in 

the struggle against injustice and oppression. As a leading voice on American foreign policy vis-

à-vis the Vietnam war, King would now purportedly be the leader of white America as well. This 

placed King, in the dubious position of emerging from the designated caste of the Negro in 

America. If America could tolerate a prominent world renowned African American leading the 

Civil Rights movement, it could not accept an African American encroaching upon the holy grail 

of American government. One year from the date of King’s Beyond Vietnam speech he was 

assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee.  

                                                           
25 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Educating for Shalom Essays on Christian Higher Education, (Grand Rapids,  William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004), p.143. 


