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A letter from Birmingham

We have gathered this week in Birmingham as representatives of the churches and organizations that
make up Christian Churches Together (CCT). We came to examine poverty through the lens of racism.

After experiences at the Civil Rights Institute and the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, we have felt
compelled to make a response to the "Letter from Birmingham Jail." Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s famous
letter was an answer to a message from a group of clergy in Birmingham. So far as we know, no one has
ever issued a clergy response to Dr. King's letter.

Remembering. We begin by expressing profound gratitude to the leaders of the civil rights movement
whose sacrifices have moved us closer to God's justice. Those leaders and thousands who followed their
lead accomplished more than many could imagine, and demonstrated the power of Christian, nonviolent
action. We celebrate the remarkable strides made through their courageous witness.

Repenting. We recognize, however, that some of us have not progressed far enough beyond the initial
message from the Birmingham clergy. Though virtually all our institutions have formal statements against
racism, too often our follow-through has been far less than our spoken commitments. Too often we have
elected to be comfortable rather than prophetic. Too often we have chosen not to see the evidence of a
racism that is less overt but still permeates our national life in corrosive ways.

Renewing. Though chastened by the unfinished nature of the work before us, we are inspired by the
witness we saw reflected in both the history and the present-day ministry of the organizations we have
visited in Birmingham. Dr. King's letter speaks powerfully to us today, even as it did in 1963.

We remember two windows in the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. In one window, the face of Jesus had
been blown away by the bomb that murdered four girls in 1963. The other window, a gift to the
congregation after the tragedy, depicts a Christ figure who with one hand rejects the injustice of the
world--and with the other extends forgiveness.

In the spirit of this loving Jesus, and in the spirit of those who committed their very lives to that love, we
renew our struggle to end racism in all forms. We begin by taking time on Monday, January 17, to reread
the "Letter from Birmingham Jail" — along with the message from the Birmingham clergy that prompted

Dr. King's letter — and to reflect on its meaning for us today. We urge all within our churches to join us.

King’s letter:
http://www.stanford.edu/group/King/liberation _curriculum/pdfs/letterfrombirmingham wwcw.pdf

Clergy letter:
http://mlk-kppO1.stanford.edu/kingweb/popular_requests/frequentdocs/clergy.pdf.
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