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An Interpretation of Strength to Love:
The Civil Rights Movement and the Christian Thought of

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

President Obama would not have been a reality if it had not been for the Civil Rights
Movement which resulted in the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the start of the Affirmative Action
program since in the late 1960s, both of which have contributed to the great change of the social
and political situation in the United States to the extent that now race no longer matters in the
choice of a President.

Dr. King’s philosophy and the tactics of the Non-Violent Direct Action which underlay the
Civil Rights Movement are generally ascribed to Mahatma Gandhi. But it is the author’s assertion
that not enough attention has been given to the Christian thought of Dr. King, which was the
basis upon which Dr. King accepted the Gandhi’s idea about the non-violent resistance.

Dr. King’s Christian thought, theoretically formed during his Crozer Seminary period was
strongly influenced at first by Evangelical Liberalism of Prof. George W. Davis and then by Walter
Reuchenbusch’s idea of Christianity for social change. But Dr. King later rejected their too
optimistic views of history and human nature as a result of his encounter with the works of
Reinhold Niebuhr and came to think of human mind as a place where good and evil fight with
each other.

Strength to Love (1963), a collection of his sermons in black churches is a book where we can
find his Christian thought delivered in a systematic way. The main focus of this paper is to show
how Dr. King succeeded in creatively applying Christian thought and ethics to the way black
people should think and act in their fights against racism and for the desegregation in the South
in the Civil Rights Movement.

The main assertion of this paper is that Dr. King emphasizes the importance of the synthesis
of “Tough mind” and “Tender heart”, which is equivalent to his idea of higher love and which
permeates and underlies every aspect of his thought on “love” developed in a systematic and

relevant way throughout the sermons.

(KATO, Tsunehiko, Professor, College of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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