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“Time is cluttered with the 
wreckage of communities, 
which have surrendered to 

hatred and violence. For the 
salvation of our nation and the 
salvation of mankind, we must 
follow another way. This does 

not mean that we abandon our 
righteous efforts…But we shall 
not, in the process, relinquish 

our privilege and obligation 
to love…This is the only way to 
create beloved communities.”
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	 ast summer, a large delegation of leaders from the Archdiocese 
of Baltimore attended the National Black Catholic Congress1 in 
Orlando, Florida. They were part of an impressive gathering of black 

Catholic leadership seeking to strengthen evangelization in and through our nation’s 
African-American communities. The Congress provided dioceses throughout 
the United States, including the Archdiocese of Baltimore, with a blueprint for 
ministering in and among black Catholic communities for years to come.
	 I am happy to say that a number of young people from our Archdiocese 
were part of the Baltimore delegation to the Congress. Sister Gwynette Proctor, 
S.N.D., and Howard Roberts, representing our Office of Black Catholic 
Ministries for the Archdiocese, thoughtfully arranged a bus tour that brought the 
young people to historically pivotal places of the Civil Rights Movement.  Among 
the stops was the Woolworth’s store in Greensboro, North Carolina, where, in 
1960, a lunch counter sit-in took place that raised national sentiment against the 
evil of segregation. Their tour also brought them to Ebenezer Baptist Church in 
Atlanta where the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had been pastor. There these 
young people connected with Dr. King and his legacy: his preaching, his witness 
to truth and justice, and his Principles of Nonviolent Direct Action. It was an 
eye-opening experience for these young people to learn how Dr. King responded 
to injustice – not in anger or with violence – but with a peace and love that resists 
and overcomes injustice.   
	 Now it is time for all of us to reconnect with Dr. King and his teaching.
	 As I write these reflections, our nation is celebrating Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. Day. In many towns and cities, including Baltimore, there are 
prayer services, parades, demonstrations, prayer walks, lectures, days of service and 
discussions. In 2018, these gatherings take on special relevance for two reasons: 
first is the approach of the 50th anniversary of Dr. King’s assassination on April 4; 

1 According to its website, the National Black Catholic Congress, created in 1889 and comprised of member organizations, 
represents African-American Roman Catholics, collaborating with national Roman Catholic organizations. “We commit 
ourselves to establishing an agenda for the evangelization of African-Americans; and physical conditions of African-
Americans, thereby committing ourselves to the freedom and growth of African Americans as full participants in Church 
and society. Aware of the challenges, we are committed to evangelize ourselves, our church and unchurched African 
Americans, thereby enriching the Church. We hold ourselves accountable to our baptismal commitment to witness and 
proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ. Every five years since 1987, the NBCC has convened a congress, culminating in 
a Plan of Action. Months before each congress, dioceses hold Days of Reflection on the chosen theme. These gatherings 
build anticipation for the congress and enable people nationwide to contribute their prayerful ideas to the program and 
five-year action plan.”
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and second is the sense, shared by many, that Dr. King’s wisdom is more necessary 
than ever in our violent and fragmented society. 
	 The wisdom of Dr. King’s teaching is both timely and important for our 
family of faith, the Archdiocese of Baltimore, and indeed for our whole society.  
We are planning to gather on April 12, 2018, with our interfaith and ecumenical 
brothers and sisters to mark the 50th anniversary of Dr. King’s death2. In 
preparation for that celebration and long afterward, however, we urgently need to 
retrieve, understand, embrace and put into practice his teaching and legacy. For, if 
in God’s grace we are to create the just, peaceful and compassionate society that 
Dr. King envisioned, we must undergo a lasting conversion of heart and mind and 
make a firm commitment to teach, learn and practice nonviolent direct action for 
social change.
	 Good reasons for doing so are not hard for us to find. We grieve over 
the many people who lost their lives to gun violence in the City of Baltimore 
in the year just ended. We are concerned about the urgent need to improve the 

2At the time of this writing, an ecumenical and interfaith prayer service commemorating the 50th anniversary of the 
assassination of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is scheduled to take place April 12, 2018 at 7 p.m. at the Cathedral of 
Mary Our Queen, 5200 N. Charles St., Baltimore, Maryland 21210. The Rev. Raphael G. Warnock, Ph.D., Senior Pastor 
of Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, spiritual home of Dr. King, was to preach. https://www.archbalt.org.

“Cardinal Shehan was booed twice last night 
by segregationalists who came to hear him 
testify before the City Council in favor of 
open occupancy legislation.  Councilmen who 
sat through the crowded three-hour session 
in the War Memorial Building were visibly 
impressed with the Cardinal ’s bearing – and 

shocked at the rudeness of a large section of the crowd…the Cardinal called 
on the City Council to give leadership to the counties by passing fair-housing 
legislation first. ‘ The legislative remedy,’ he remarked, ‘must be applied in the 
areas where the social sickness is most apparent.’  He pledged his own support 
and that of the Catholic Archdiocese, to help achieve passage of similar laws 
elsewhere and to support the Council ‘in what I ask you to do.’”
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relationship between law enforcement and the residents whom the police and city 
leaders are duty-bound to protect. Weighing heavily on our minds and hearts is 
the sin of racism that continues, sometimes overtly but often subtly, to insinuate 
itself in our relationships, institutions and communities of faith, including our 
own. Indeed, the sin of racism has tarnished the soul of our society for so long 
that racist attitudes can be deeply embedded in our subconscious, such that 
we may hardly know they are there. We must bring to light such attitudes and 
overcome them.  
	 Not to be ignored are conditions which create despair and spawn violence 
in our neighborhoods: lack of education, unemployment, a dearth of decent and 
affordable housing; a proliferation of illegal weapons; drug abuse and gangs; the 
disintegration of the family; homelessness; and so much more. These deep and 
systemic problems do violence to the dignity of real human beings created in the 
image and likeness of God. Even worse is the tendency on the part of many who 
see continued decline as inevitable and who react to these harsh realities with 
indifference or jaded cynicism. In this stark environment, Dr. King’s principles of 
nonviolence are more necessary than ever:  they are prophetic words of hope that 
can light the path forward. 
	 All of us need to walk this path of nonviolent hope. Indeed, we should not 
imagine that Dr. King’s principles apply only to troubled urban neighborhoods or 
solely to our African-American brothers and sisters. Violence, racism and a host 
of social problems exist in different forms and degrees throughout our suburban 
and rural areas as well. No family, no neighborhood, no community is immune 
from violent crime, domestic violence, drug abuse, racism and many other social 
problems that give rise to an angry and violent way of life. How often, for example, 
do immigrants face discrimination, hatred, denied opportunities and even unjust 
deportation? Think of how vitriolic and coarse public rhetoric has become in 
politics and the media, a coarseness that often spills over into private conversation. 
Instead of trying peacefully to reach the common ground of understanding, people 
far too often and far too quickly quickly resort to abusive language. They may not 
kill their neighbors with bullets but they do “kill” them with words and gestures 
of disrespect. The commandment, “Thou shalt not kill,” pertains to all forms of 
violence against others, including the violence of economic inequality.
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	n these past weeks, many in Baltimore, including me, have spoken 
about “changing the negative narrative” about our city. Without 
denying or minimizing the tragic problems that beset our community, 

we need to abstain from a narrative of hopelessness that fails to see the good 
that is going on all around us. We need to acknowledge and actively support the 
efforts of many in the government, faith communities, education and non-profit 
communities to improve conditions, not to mention the heroic efforts and witness 
of many good people who live in our most underserved neighborhoods. When 
we fail to heed these voices and acknowledge their good work, we weave a story 
of despair, a self-fulfilling prophecy that only makes things worse. Hopelessness, 

Archbishop William D. 
Borders, who served as 
spiritual shepherd of the 
Archdiocese of Baltimore from 
1974 to 1989, was known 
as a gentle man who had 
stood up for racial justice as 
a first-time pastor in the 

deep south where he desegregated his parish by burning the ropes 
used to separate black parishioners from whites. He arrived to 
Baltimore just as public schools were being desegregated.  He went 
on television to appeal for peaceful cooperation. “It worked,” he 
recalled at the time of his retirement, noting others made similar 
appeals for calm…” but I was the only one who went public.”  
Under his leadership the Archdiocese adopted its first affirmative 
action hiring plan and Baltimore was the first diocese in the 
nation to protest apartheid by divesting holdings in companies 
doing business in South Africa.  The Archbishop also nominated 
Father John Ricard, S.S.J., to become Baltimore’s first black bishop.

10
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as much as violence, destroys people and their communities. On the other hand, 
when we acknowledge one another’s efforts and try to maximize and coordinate 
them, then we are building enthusiasm, momentum and goodwill – all necessary 
ingredients for achieving a better day. Dr. King’s principles of nonviolence help 
guide us toward changing the narrative from fear to courage; from enmity to 
friendship; from injustice to human dignity; from hate to love. 
	 Let us be clear: Dr. King’s principles are meant to change us and in 
changing us to change our society. They are addressed first and foremost to 
the heart, calling us to conversion, a conversion that leads to a different way of 
thinking, speaking and acting. They urge us to leave behind “business as usual” and 
instead to find ways not only to come together but to stay together for the long haul, 
in peaceful dialogue and cooperation for the sake of each person’s dignity and for the 
common good. Thus, if we truly allow Dr. King’s principles of nonviolence to guide 
us to conversion, we will not be content to camouflage our problems but rather be 
spurred to action; we will be moved to address and resist injustice in our community. 
Ultimately, however, it is only a change of mind and heart on the part of many that 
will lead to a new beginning for us and our beloved community.

“As I delved deeper into the philosophy of Gandhi my 
skepticism concerning the power of love gradually 

diminished, and I came to see for the first time its potency 
in the area of social reform.”



1212



13

	n seeking to make Dr. King’s principles our own, we need to remember 
that they were the product not merely of his own study3 and reflection 
but also of his lived experience and that of his people. They came to 

birth in a society saturated with racism and injustice. They were born in the hearts 
of people of dignity and greatness, yearning to be free; yearning to lead peaceful, 
productive and generous lives; yearning to be the persons God created them to be. 
These principles took shape as Dr. King held up the experience of his people to 
the light of the Gospel and the Christian Tradition. Thus, they constitute not an 
abstract philosophy, but an applied theology of liberation. 
	 All across this Archdiocese, those same yearnings well up in many hearts, 
especially in the wake of the unrest that rocked the City of Baltimore in 2015 
following the death of Freddie Gray Jr. In setting forth Dr. King’s principles of 
nonviolence, it is to your heart that I appeal – to your desire for justice, love and 
peace. And so I invite you to reflect with me on these principles and then to make 
them a springboard for further prayer, study, reflection and discussion in your 
families, parish communities, prayer groups, and in other gatherings throughout 
the City of Baltimore and nine counties that comprise the Archdiocese. I would 

3Of Gandhi’s influence on Dr. King, The King Center notes: “Mohandas K. Gandhi, the leader of India's nonviolent 
liberation struggle and a pivotal influence on Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s embrace of the philosophy and strategy of 
nonviolence. The King Center's Freedom Hall building includes a “Gandhi Room” and the Martin Luther King Jr. 
National Historic Site includes a statue of Gandhi.” An additional influence on the Civil Rights Movement and Dr. King 
was the Austrian-born philosopher Martin Buber (1878-1965). In his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” Dr. King wrote, 
“Segregation, to use the terminology of the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, substitutes an ‘I-it’ relationship for an 
‘I-thou’ relationship, and ends up relegating persons to the status of things.”

“We gather this evening mindful of an evil, a 
spiritual malady that has gnawed at the moral 
fiber of our nation, our community and our church 
from the early days of colonial America. The early 
history tells us of the slave trade. Like other sad 
pages whose message causes pain, these have been 
torn from the history books most people study, 
but the scars, the consequences remain. The illness 
festers. Today we call it by the name of racism.”
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also welcome your observations on various ways these principles might be lived 
and applied as we seek to create a civilization of peace, justice and love. A page 
has been created on the archdiocesan website (www.archbalt.org) where such 
conversation and further study can occur. I pray it will be useful in advancing the 
healthy exchange of ideas that is essential to creating an atmosphere where the 
conversion of hearts and minds can be achieved and injustice can be addressed 
more vigorously. 
	

	 There follows a description of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s principles 
of nonviolence:

1.	 Nonviolence is a way of life for courageous people. 
	 Many years ago, St. John Paul II said, “The contemporary world … needs 
the witness of unarmed prophets who are often the objects of ridicule.” Dr. King 
was himself one of these “unarmed prophets” who taught us to resist evil actively 
without resorting to violence of any sort. Embracing his teaching requires of us 
courage, that is, a deep spiritual strength. Courage summons our spiritual, mental 
and emotional resources so that we can speak and do the truth in love (cf. Eph 
4:15). Renouncing physical, verbal and emotional violence, as Jesus did when 

“The phrase ‘passive resistance’ often gives the false 
impression that this is a sort of ‘do-nothing method’ in which 

the resister quietly and passively accepts evil. But nothing 
is further from the truth. For while the nonviolent resister is 

passive in the sense he is not physically aggressive towards his 
opponent, his mind and emotions are always active, constantly 

seeking to persuade his opponent that he is wrong”



the temple guard struck him ( Jn 18:22), the nonviolent person instead bears 
witness to the truth by living it and seeks not to coerce others into conformity 
but rather to persuade them in love. Living and acting in this way can be risky. 
We derive the courage to overcome the skepticism and cynicism of the world 
around us through friendship with Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit. Thus 
for us to live this principle as followers of Christ, we must rely on the strength of 
the Holy Spirit, whose gift of courage we received in the Sacraments of Baptism 
and Confirmation. Such courage prompts us to resist injustice by persuasion, 
negotiation, personal witness, use of the media and, when necessary, peaceful 
protest.

Suggested Questions for Discussion and Reflection:
How does violence mask cowardice?

What forms of violence persist in my heart and in my behavior?

How do these contribute to the violence so prevalent in our community?

“We cannot allow large parts of our 
city to die. We cannot allow thousands 
of our neighbors to live lives of 
hopelessness and despair…I pledge to 
you today that this Archdiocese will 
make every effort to insure that the 
dream that animated Dr. King and 
so many others of us does not die – for 

realizing that dream is central to the preaching of the 
Gospel which is the core of the Church’s existence.”
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	 2.	 Nonviolence seeks to win friendship and understanding.
	 A key principle of Catholic social teaching is “solidarity,” which, as St. 
John Paul II said, must include “a firm and persevering determination to commit 
oneself to the common good.”4 Solidarity requires us to recognize that, as brothers 
and sisters, we are equal because we share a common humanity. More profoundly, 
it means recognizing God in every person and every person in God. To cite the 
motto of Catholic Charities of Baltimore, it means “Cherishing the Divine” 
within each person. Our common humanity, sharing the spark of divinity, is the 
basis for a friendship that crosses lines of race, ethnicity, politics and culture. By 
renouncing all forms of violent and belligerent behavior, we seek to open doors 
of friendship, to build relationships across the lines that divide us, to touch the 
hearts even of those who believe that violence is the only response to injury. As 
Dr. King has written, “Nonviolence does not seek to defeat or humiliate the 
opponent, but to win his friendship and understanding.” And it is friendship that 
often paves the way for a meeting of minds and hearts in dialogue and mutual 
understanding and leads to authentic human development. We need to cultivate 
civic and political relationships aimed at human dignity and the common good. 
We need to foster friendship in our families and local communities. And, as Pope 
Francis exemplifies, we need to be friends with those living on the peripheries of 
our society – people who are homeless, unemployed, variously handicapped, newly 
arrived – to name a few. They are not statistics, but people. 

Suggested Questions for Discussion and Reflection:
How do my grudges and resentments contribute to the anger of our culture?

Do I seek to build bridges of understanding among those with whom I disagree?

Are my friendships limited to those whose backgrounds are similar to mine?

“To deprive man of freedom is to relegate him to the status of a 
thing, rather than elevate him to the status of a person.”

4St. John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 1987, no. 38.



Safe Streets is an evidence-based violence 
prevention and interruption program that works 
to reduce shootings and homicides in high-
violence areas. Operated by Catholic Charities of 
Baltimore in collaboration with the Baltimore City 
Department of Health, the program is based on 
the premise that violence is a disease that can be 
prevented using disease-control methods.

Brittan Grahman, 26, who has been helped by Safe Streets, shares her story.

	 Being a resident of the Sandtown community for the majority of my life, I ’ve 
witnessed everything from poverty, major drug abuse, drug dealing and crime at 
unimaginably high levels. I also have encountered positive people and programs that 
have given the community help and hope despite the circumstances.

	 However, after I made a wellness check on a neighbor who misunderstood my 
concern for malice, my family and I began to receive threats. Though I was afraid for 
my husband and children, I first sprang into protection mode. I embraced the violence 
I faced with rage. My husband immediately saw the bigger picture and asked me to 
calm down.

	 “Well, Bae,” my husband said, “I’m sure Safe Streets will help. They’ve helped 
with food, clothes – you name it. But their primary function is to squash beefs to 
prevent gun violence. Call Ms. Nicole. I ’m certain that Safe Streets can bring this 
problem to a head. They’ve been around almost two years and they have prevented 
many violent incidents from happening.”

	 Now the problem has been resolved thanks to Ms. Nicole and Mr. Lamont. 
My family and I once again feel safe in our home and when we walk out our door.

	 Thank you Safe Streets for helping us feel safe 
again. I also want to thank Safe Streets for helping me 
find resources to furnish my apartment, for the food they 
gave us on Thanksgiving, and for coats, gloves and hats. 
Safe Streets has been a positive impact on my family. 
Thank you Safe Streets for everything!

17
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3.	 Nonviolence seeks to defeat 
injustice, not people.
Let us be clear: Nonviolence is anything 
but indifference to injustice. It does not 
deal in euphemisms that make vice seem 
like virtue. To be authentic, the nonviolent 
word must also be a prophetic word – a 
godly and courageous word that calls out 
injustice and warns against its consequences 
for persons and society. A prophetic word 
recognizes that injustice undermines the 
humanity of both perpetrator and victim 
and tears at the very fabric of society. It is 
spoken not to create partisan or ideological 
winners and losers but rather to create “a 
civilization of truth and love” where human 
beings can unlock their human potential, 
grow in virtue, and lead good, productive 
lives. The prophetic word is addressed with 
special intensity and conviction to those who 
would harm the innocent and defenseless. It 
strenuously seeks to deter such behavior. It 
also seeks to persuade, indeed to galvanize 
others, in taking the steps necessary to 
eliminate all forms of racism and unjust 
discrimination, as also those conditions in 
society that lead to violence. As Dr. King 
stated, “This [nonviolent resistance] method 
is that the attack is directed against the 
forces of evil rather than against persons who 
happen to be doing the evil.”

“How I wish that 
all men and women 
of good will would 
look to the Cross if 
only for a moment! 
There, we can see 
God’s reply: violence 
is not answered with 
violence, death is not 
answered with the 
language of death. 
In the silence of the 
Cross, the uproar 
of weapons ceases 
and the language 
of reconciliation, 
forgiveness, dialogue, 
and peace is spoken.”
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Suggested Questions for Discussion and Reflection:
Do I share in the extreme partisanship characteristic of the times?

Do I participate or take pleasure in the culture of ridicule and entrapment? 

Am I engaged in the political process, and what values do I bring to it?

4.	 Nonviolence holds that suffering can educate and transform.
	 Nonviolence is not a mask for indifference. Still less is it a mask for 
shirking responsibility for one’s convictions. In 1966, my predecessor, Lawrence 
Cardinal Shehan – a gentle, peaceful man if ever there were one – courageously 
championed nondiscriminatory housing policies at an open Baltimore City 
Council meeting. He was met with ridicule and disrespect; he even received 
death threats. Yet his calm demeanor and forgiving spirit were persuasive to many, 
and in the end, helped to open many minds and hearts that had been blinded by 
prejudice. Nonviolence does not allow one to proclaim peace but then retaliate in 
hatred when one’s efforts meet with resistance or ridicule – something Pope Francis 
describes as “polite persecution.” It means accepting suffering – even violence – 
without retaliation as a means of interior purification. From a pure and peaceful 
heart flows a witness to truth and love that can often cut through the toxic haze 
of racism and injustice where reasoned discourse might otherwise fail. How often 
the early Christian martyrs opened to the faith the minds and hearts even of their 
persecutors because of their courage and love in the face of suffering. In a culture 
that often rejects suffering as meaningless, Dr. King, both by word and example, 
teaches us to recover its power to educate and transform minds and hearts.

“...this [nonviolent resistance] method is that the attack is 
directed against the forces of evil rather than against persons 

who happen to be doing the evil.”



20

Suggested Questions for Discussion and Reflection:
In what ways am I called to bear witness to the truth?

How do I respond when my witness to truth is rejected or ridiculed?

How do I overcome the urge to retaliate?

5.	 Nonviolence chooses love instead of hate.
	 In this principle, Dr. King takes us to the heart of Jesus’ teaching: “You 
have heard it said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Mt 5:43). As Dr. King 
himself said, “At the center of nonviolence stands the principle of love.” It is a 
radical form of love that refuses to engage in any form of violence – physical, 
verbal or emotional. Indeed, it is a form of love possible only because God has 
loved us first and cares for us with a love that is at once infinite, tender and 
merciful. It corresponds to Jesus’ command elsewhere in the Gospels: “Love 
one another as I have loved you” ( Jn 13:34). It is a form of love that perseveres, 
even when met by hostility. Again, to quote Dr. King, “The best way to assure 
oneself that love is disinterested is to have love for the enemy-neighbor from 
whom you can expect no good in return, but only hostility and persecution.” 
In this way, Dr. King calls us to an active and persistent love that does not give 
into discouragement in the face of intractable problems and seeming despair. 
Self-giving love seeks no benefit for itself but rather seeks the good of the other, 
while at the same time seeking to build, not only personal relationships, but 
also communities, together with a sense of teamwork and collaboration for the 
common good. The love that springs from our relationship with Jesus Christ 
does not coexist with evil but seeks to overcome evil with goodness, violence and 
hatred with love. As Scripture attests: “Whoever does not love a brother whom 
he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 Jn 4:20). In the same way, 
St. Paul urges us to “get rid of all bitterness, all passion and anger, harsh words, 
slander and malice of every kind.” In place of these, he teaches, “be kind to one 
another, compassionate and mutually forgiving, just as God has forgiven you in 
Christ (Eph 4:30-32). At the root of this form of love is the recognition that God 
loves each person tenderly, that God is rich in mercy, and that all human life is 
sacred. As a result, for all our differences, we are truly interrelated and called to 
extend to others the same tender love and mercy God has first shown us. Let me 
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add that this form of love is best learned 
in the family, which is meant to be a kind 
of “school” of self-giving love. We cannot 
create a loving society unless it is made up 
of families where love and reconciliation are 
lived and exemplified. 

Suggested Questions for Reflection and 
Discussion:
How do I forgive my enemies?

Can I think of instances where good has 

overcome evil?

What can be done to strengthen family life in 

our parishes and neighborhoods?

6.	 Nonviolence believes that justice 
will ultimately triumph.
	 Pope Benedict XVI famously said 
“One who has hope lives differently.” This 
is more than a summons to an upright 
personal morality; it is summons to a life of 
self-giving love that seeks the good of others, 
especially those most vulnerable. Similarly, 
hope is more than mere optimism about the 
future. Hope is born of love, of God’s love 
for us, a love that convinces us that injustice, 
violence and death are not the last word 
about our lives, a love that empowers us to 
advance goodness and justice even in the 
direst of situations. It does not wane even 
when all seems lost. It does not give up on 
God and does not give up on other people 
and their communities. Accordingly, hope is 
not merely a sentiment; it unfolds in action. 

“Families should not 
see themselves as a 
refuge from society, 
but instead go forth 
from their homes in 
a spirit of solidarity 
with others. In this 
way, they become a 
hub for integrating 
persons into society 
and a point of contact 
between the public 
and private spheres…
The spirituality of 
family love is made 
up of thousands 
of small but real 
gestures. In that 
variety of gifts and 
encounters which 
deepen communion, 
God has his dwelling 
place”



22

It prompts us repeatedly to work for a more humane world, to struggle against 
needless suffering and injustice, even if we cannot eliminate them. Hope prompts 
us to embrace those who suffer injustice, deprivation and illness, pointing always 
toward the God who is just and loving. Indeed, we live in hope for the day when, 
in the resurrection of the dead and the last judgment, God will indeed undo past 
suffering and injustice and set all aright. Far from making us complacent, this 
hope should instill in us a sense of responsibility to undo violence and injustice, 
here and now, in the present, in our lifetimes. As the Second Vatican Council 
declared, “The future of humanity lies in the hands of those who are strong 
enough to provide coming generations with reasons for living and hoping” 
(Gaudium et Spes, 31). 

Suggested Questions for Reflection and Discussion:
What is the difference between hope and optimism?

Do we believe that God’s justice and love will ultimately triumph?

How can we be prophets and ministers of God’s love and justice in the actual situation of 

our lives? 

“I can only close the gap in a broken community by meeting 
hate with love.”
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	 r. Martin Luther King Jr’s principles of nonviolence call for a 
change of heart. However, they also call for action. Nonviolence 
is active in its resistance to injustice, not passive; vocal, not 

silent. Citing the prophet Amos (5:24), Dr. King cried out, “Let justice surge like 
water and goodness like an unfailing stream.” Thus, Dr. King also spelled out 
the steps we need to take in order to live nonviolently. As part of discussion and 
reflection, let us review these steps that we ought to embrace and live and put into 
practice Dr. King’s prophetic teaching. Once again, your comments on practical 
ways to implement these steps are most welcome.  
You may share them at www.archbalt.org/kingpastoral.
	
	 1.	 Information Gathering
	 Often, we think we may know about our own and surrounding 
communities. A second look may show, however, that we (myself included) have 
a lot to learn. For that reason, Dr. King urged his followers – and now he urges 
us – to learn all we can about both the challenges as well as the opportunities in 
our diverse communities. In doing so, we will better understand the nature of the 
problems to be faced and also the goodness and humanity of people who don’t live 
so far away from us after all.
	
	 2.	  Education
	 As we come to understand both the problems and opportunities in our 
various communities, we need to share that information with others. Often this 
is done informally with family members, relatives, friends and co-workers. We 
can build a better society neighbor-to-neighbor. Relatives, friends and neighbors 
can join in advocacy and service for the good of others. We should also share our 
experiences with those who represent us in government in hopes of promoting the 
common good together.
	
	 3.	 Personal Commitment
	 Enthusiasm is a good thing, but it is not enough. So often people get 
a yen to change the world, but that yen lasts about as long as their New Year’s 
resolutions to go to the gym or to go on a diet. Addressing long-standing and 
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systemic problems requires a commitment born of prayer and mutual support. 
It requires we hold one another accountable as we work together peacefully for 
authentic justice and peace.
	
	 4.	 Negotiations
	 Disputes and disagreements are part of life. Unfortunately, people skilled in 
the art of negotiating can be in short supply. We will not all be equally good at this, 
but we should try to be among those who help to find common ground peacefully, 
with integrity and in full fidelity to the teaching of the Gospel. In troubled 
communities, it is important to talk to both those who are wounded by societal ills 
and those who contribute to the breakdown of society. This is not always easy to do. 
It requires prior preparation, reflection, humility and a sense of humor. 
	
	 5.	 Direct Action
	 It would be nice to live in a world where all negotiations conclude 
successfully. Experience teaches us that this does not always happen. What is 
next? Sometimes there is need to draw wider attention to a problem. We are 
blessed to live in a free society where we can peacefully and publicly express 
our views, whether in traditional or social media, in letter-writing campaigns, 
in meetings with elected officials or in public demonstrations. The key word, 
however, is “peacefully.” Peace is more than the absence of violence. It requires of 
us more than sloganeering. Rather, our public statements in whatever form they 
take must be reasoned, constructive and civil.
	
	 6.	 Reconciliation
	 As we enter into negotiations and speak publicly about issues of 
importance, our goal must be to build bridges and, where possible, to bring about 
reconciliation between opposing parties. It is important that we seek not only 
to reconcile but also to begin to network the good efforts going on in all our 
communities to create a more humane society. Reconciliation entails, not merely 
the cessation of a dispute, but renewed willingness to work together for the good 
of our society. It means that we should not be competing with one another in 
serving our communities but rather cooperating, networking and pooling our 
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wisdom and resources for the good of others. No one person or group should 
claim to be “the only one” concerned about the problems all about us. Such an 
attitude divides rather than unites.
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	 ince coming to the Archdiocese of Baltimore nearly six years ago, I 
have had the privilege of working with teachers, including religious 
women and men, who dedicate themselves to their work in Catholic 

urban schools; priests and religious who live and minister in some of the region’s 
most desolate neighborhoods; and lay women and men in Catholic Charities 
and other social service organizations who serve the poor and vulnerable with a 
skill and dedication born of faith. Along the way, I have met many volunteers in 
parishes and in organizations such as the Knights of St. Peter Claver, the Knights 
of St. John, the Knights of Columbus, the Knights of the Holy Sepulcher and 
the Order of Malta who regularly leave their comfort zone to serve those in need. 
I have also had the privilege of dialoging and interacting with diverse religious 
leaders and went with a group of them to Rome to meet Pope Francis. Out of 
these meetings, friendships and avenues of cooperation have developed; they have 
helped sharpen our common focus on addressing racism and racial inequality. 
In addition, I often find myself meeting frequently with local and state elected 
officials. Most often those discussions pertain not to the internal needs of the 
Archdiocese, but rather to the needs of our most vulnerable citizens and the 
common good of the wider community of which we are a part. 
	 All of these interactions are humbling and instructive. They have instilled 
in me a desire to do whatever I can to help bring together the goodness that 
is all around us, to help knit ties of friendship and service that bring renewed 
dignity, life, safety and joy to our most troubled and underserved neighborhoods. 
However, I cannot do this alone. This is something we must do together. And, as 
an Archdiocesan family of faith, we can do so in four ways: 
	
	 1) Continue efforts to network our services, especially in the City of 
Baltimore. By linking the excellent work of Catholic Charities, St. Vincent de Paul, 
our healthcare institutions, schools, universities, parishes and other ministries, we 
can strengthen our witness to human dignity while serving those in need more 
effectively. Such efforts also help to change the negative narrative about Baltimore 
into a hopeful narrative. 
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	 2) Continue forming cooperative relationships among parishes. When urban, 
suburban and rural parishes form cooperative and friendly relationships, many 
barriers are broken down. These relationships involve more than economic support. 
They are ways for diverse parish communities to come together, to know and love one 
another, and to work and worship together. 
	
	 3) Personal involvement is necessary. When we leave our comfort zone to go 
to the so-called peripheries, we make a discovery. People who live on the peripheries 
are not peripheral; they are real human beings, each with a story, and our encounters 
with them often bring rich and unimagined gifts to our lives. By involvement 
in ministries such as Our Daily Bread, our community schools, our prayer walks 
through areas we may seldom visit and much more, all of us can come to know, 
love and respect those whose lives might be very different from our own. What is 
important is not only the bread that is served or the education that is imparted; it is 
the mutual love and respect that are communicated in the process. 
	
	 4) Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships allow us to achieve far more 
together than if we work separately toward change. Building stronger and deeper 
relationships with women and men of different churches and faith communities who 
also teach and practice Dr. King’s principles of nonviolent direct action will give us 
a greater chance of succeeding in advancing our goal of achieving a more just and 
tolerant society. 
	

“When I am commanded to love, I am commanded to restore 
community, to resist injustice, and to meet the needs of my 

brothers.” 
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	 Finally, let us not see any of this as a distraction from our efforts to re-
evangelize our parish communities and the entire Archdiocese as such.5 On the 
contrary, faith, worship and service are inextricably linked in the divine logic of 
the Gospel. A church unengaged in serving the poor and striving to create a more 
just and humane society does not bear authentic witness to Christ and to the 
Gospel of the Beatitudes. For so many reasons, we do well to heed the prophetic 
teaching of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and to put it into practice. 
Guided by his principles, we will take a further step in being “a light brightly 
visible,” a Church that brilliantly reflects the light of Christ. 
	
	 May God bless us and keep us always in his love!

5 I issued my first pastoral letter, “A Light Brightly Visible: Lighting the Path to Missionary Discipleship,” in 2015, 
at Pentecost. In the document, I reminded Catholic individuals and parish communities of the baptismal mandate to 
evangelize, to “Go and make disciples of all nations” and challenged them to undergo the missionary conversion necessary 
to make the Church in Baltimore an evangelizing Church. “Pope Francis is telling us to find those points of engagement 
and proceed with joy.  It is my hope and prayer that you, as priests, deacons, religious … and parishioners, are feeling the 
challenge too,” I wrote. “We have to be willing to ask how we are responding to the vocation to discipleship we received on 
the day of our Baptism.” 

Most Reverend William E. Lori
Archbishop of Baltimore



• A Pastoral Reflection • 

Most Reverend William E. Lori, Archbishop of Baltimore
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