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of nonviolence, both students and visitors to the campus. 
Boston University School of Theology, under the influ-
ence of Dean Walter Muelder and Professor Allen Knight 
Chalmers, had a deep sympathy for pacifism. Both Dean 
Muelder and Dr. Chalmers had a passion for social justice 
that stemmed, not from a superficial optimism, but from a 
deep faith in the possibilities of human beings when they 
allowed themselves to become co-workers with God. It 
was at Boston University that I came to see that Niebuhr 
had overemphasized the corruption of human nature. His 
pessimism concerning human nature was not balanced  
by an optimism concerning divine nature. He was so in-
volved in diagnosing man’s sickness of sin that he over-
looked the cure of grace.

I studied philosophy and theology at Boston University 
under Edgar S. Brightman and L. Harold DeWolf. Both 
men greatly stimulated my thinking. It was mainly under 
these teachers that I studied personalistic philosophy—the 
theory that the clue to the meaning of ultimate reality is 
found in personality. This personal idealism remains today 
my basic philosophical position. Personalism’s insistence 
that only personality—finite and infinite—is ultimately 
real strengthened me in two convictions: it gave me meta-
physical and philosophical grounding for the idea of a 
personal God, and it gave me a metaphysical basis for the 
dignity and worth of all human personality.

Just before Dr. Brightman’s death, I began studying the 
philosophy of Hegel with him. Although the course was 
mainly a study of Hegel’s monumental work, Phenomenol-
ogy of Mind, I spent my spare time reading his Philosophy 
of History and Philosophy of Right. There were points in 
Hegel’s philosophy that I strongly disagreed with. For in-
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stance, his absolute idealism was rationally unsound to me 
because it tended to swallow up the many in the one. But 
there were other aspects of his thinking that I found stimu-
lating. His contention that “truth is the whole” led me to a 
philosophical method of rational coherence. His analysis of 
the dialectical process, in spite of its shortcomings, helped 
me to see that growth comes through struggle.

In 1954 I ended my formal training with all of these 
relatively divergent intellectual forces converging into a 
positive social philosophy. One of the main tenets of this 
philosophy was the conviction that nonviolent resistance 
was one of the most potent weapons available to oppressed 
people in their quest for social justice. At this time, how-
ever, I had merely an intellectual understanding and ap-
preciation of the position, with no firm determination to 
organize it in a socially effective situation.

When I went to Montgomery as a pastor, I had not the 
slightest idea that I would later become involved in a crisis 
in which nonviolent resistance would be applicable. I nei-
ther started the protest nor suggested it. I simply responded 
to the call of the people for a spokesman. When the pro-
test began, my mind, consciously or unconsciously, was 
driven back to the Sermon on the Mount, with its sublime 
teachings on love, and the Gandhian method of nonviolent 
resistance. As the days unfolded, I came to see the power 
of nonviolence more and more. Living through the actual 
experience of the protest, nonviolence became more than 
a method to which I gave intellectual assent; it became a 
commitment to a way of life. Many of the things that I had 
not cleared up intellectually concerning nonviolence were 
now solved in the sphere of practical action.

Since the philosophy of nonviolence played such a posi-


