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     DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING JUNIOR WAS AN INDIVIDUAL — ONE HUMAN BEING — WHO BY HIS TEACHING AND BY HIS EXAMPLE CHANGED OUR GREAT NATION FOR THE BETTER.  BY THE SHEER FORCE OF HIS WILL, HE LED US OUT OF THE DARKNESS OF IGNORANCE INTO THE LIGHT OF UNDERSTANDING.  GROWING UP AND COMING OF AGE IN THE LATE 50’S AND EARLY 60’S, DR. KING WAS THEN, AND REMAINS TODAY, ONE OF MY PERSONAL HEROES.  HIS LIFE, WORDS, AND PHILOSOPHY HELPED FORGE MY VALUES BASE.  HE WAS THE EPITOME OF COURAGE.  HE COMPELLED US TO LOOK INTO THE MIRROR AND SEE OURSELVES AS WE COULD BE —BETTER PEOPLE AND THUS BETTER AMERICANS.  YET AS WE COMMEMORATE HIS LIFE TODAY, WE MUST ENSURE THAT THE MESSAGE HE BROUGHT US CONTINUES TO RESONATE WITH AMERICANS.

     ALTHOUGH WE ARE ONLY — AT MOST — TWO GENERATIONS REMOVED FROM THE HEIGHT OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT AND DR. KING’S WORK, HOW EASY IT IS TO TAKE THAT STRUGGLE FOR GRANTED TODAY.  MY GENERATION, OF COURSE, REMEMBERS ALL TOO VIVIDLY WHAT SEGREGATION WAS BECAUSE WE LIVED IT FIRST HAND.  BUT MY 16 YEAR OLD SON CANNOT FATHOM WHAT IT MEANT TO SEND BLACKS AND WHITES TO DIFFERENT SCHOOLS.  HE SIMPLY HAS NO POINT OF REFERENCE IN HIS CONCEPT OF AN AMERICA THAT ACCEPTED SUCH A HORRIBLE NOTION.  THIS SPEAKS TO PROGRESS. BUT IT ALSO SPEAKS TO THE NEED TO REMEMBER AND EDUCATE BECAUSE THERE REMAINS MUCH WORK TO BE DONE.  


IN REMEMBERING DR. KING TODAY WE CELEBRATE A LIFE OF VISION, BUT IT IS A VISION AS YET UNFULFILLED.  DR. KING’S DREAM AND VISION WAS THAT WE SHOULD UNDERSTAND EACH OTHER, ACCEPT AND TOLERATE EACH OTHER OUT OF RESPECT, AND LOVE EACH OTHER AS BROTHERS AND SISTERS IN HUMANITY.  THAT DREAM AND VISION MUST LIVE ON UNTIL RACISM AND BIGOTRY — OVERT OR SUBTLE — NO LONGER PERMEATE AMERICAN SOCIETY.

     THROUGHOUT MY 36 YEARS IN UNIFORM, I’VE HAD ONE COMPELLING LEADERSHIP PRINCIPLE THAT I’VE STUCK TO:  DO WHAT IS RIGHT.  I DERIVE THIS NOT ONLY FROM MY UPBRINGING AND BASIC VALUES, BUT ALSO FROM DR. KING:  

     HE SAID, “COWARDICE ASKS THE QUESTION, ‘IS IT SAFE?’  EXPEDIENCY ASKS THE QUESTION, ‘IS IT POLITIC?’  VANITY ASKS THE QUESTION, ‘IS IT POPULAR?’  BUT CONSCIENCE ASKS THE QUESTION, ‘IS IT RIGHT?’  AND THERE COMES A TIME WHEN ONE MUST TAKE A POSITION THAT IS NEITHER SAFE, NOR POLITIC, NOR POPULAR, BUT HE MUST TAKE IT BECAUSE CONSCIENCE TELLS HIM THAT IT IS RIGHT.”  I TRY TO LIVE BY THESE WORDS, JUST AS MARTIN LUTHER KING LIVED HIS LIFE BY THAT CREDO.  

     I THINK THAT CALL TO CONSCIENCE IS THE REAL LEGACY OF MARTIN LUTHER KING, MUCH MORE THAN “I HAVE A DREAM”, MORE THAN ALL HIS ORGANIZATIONAL AND INSPIRATIONAL LEADERSHIP, MORE THAN HIS CAPACITY TO GALVANIZE CLEAR THINKING AMERICANS TO ACTION AGAINST THE INHUMANITY AND THE INDIGNITY OF SEGREGATION. “AND THERE COMES A TIME WHEN ONE MUST TAKE A POSITION THAT IS NEITHER SAFE, NOR POLITIC, NOR POPULAR, BUT HE MUST TAKE IT BECAUSE CONSCIENCE TELLS HIM THAT IT IS RIGHT.”  

     DR. KING LIVED HIS CONSCIENCE ATTEMPTING TO DO RIGHT AS HE SAW IT, AGAINST SEGREGATION, AGAINST BIGOTRY, AGAINST HUNGER AND POVERTY, AND YES, AGAINST THE VIETNAM WAR.  RECENTLY, WHEN I USED THIS QUOTE IN ANOTHER CROWD, I WAS ASKED, “HOW CAN YOU, A VIETNAM VETERAN AND CAREER MILITARY MAN, ADMIRE A PACIFIST?”  MY RESPONSE WAS SIMPLE.  DR. KING HAD CONSCIENCE.  HE ACTED ON HIS CONSCIENCE AND THE KING DREAM AND VISION STILL LIVES EVERY TIME YOU ACT ON YOURS. THAT IS HIS RICH LEGACY TO EACH AND EVERY ONE OF US.  

     THE BATTLE AGAINST RACISM AND INJUSTICE, BEGUN SO MANY YEARS AGO, MUST STILL BE WAGED, MAYBE NOT SO MUCH ON THE MEAN STREETS OF BIRMINGHAM OR SELMA ANYMORE, BUT IN EVERYDAY LIFE, IN CHANCE ENCOUNTERS WITH FRIENDS AND STRANGERS, AND WITHIN OUR OWN HEARTS.  MARTIN LUTHER KING JUNIOR SHOWED US THE WAY.  DR. KING WAS BUT ONE MAN — ONE HUMAN BEING —  BUT OH! THE MOUNTAINS HE MOVED.
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