Hello, and thank you for inviting me to speak on behalf of the Idaho Peace Coalition.  It is truly an honor and very exciting to be here to discuss how we can carry forward the important work of the Poor People’s Campaign envisioned by Dr. Martin Luther King more than 35 years ago.  I’ve been asked to speak about poverty and nonviolence, two themes at the core of Dr. King’s mission.  

In preparing my remarks, I have drawn heavily on a speech King gave in April 1967 at the Riverside Church in New York on the Vietnam War.  King had been cautioned not to speak out strongly against the war for fear that it would hurt his civil rights work.  He insisted on speaking out, however, because he saw clearly how the war was hurting the poor.  He talked about how before the war’s buildup he had seen a “shining moment” in the struggle and how it seemed as if there was a real promise of hope for the poor – both black and white through the federal Poverty Program.  King said, “Then came the build-up in Vietnam, and I watched the program broken and eviscerated as if it were some idle political plaything of a society gone mad on war, and I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor so long as Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and money like some demonic, destructive suction tube.”  King then came to see the war itself as the enemy of the poor.  

We are in a similar situation today.  It wasn’t that long ago that we saw the Berlin Wall come down and debated such things as how to use the “peace dividend.”  We spoke of making social security really secure and extending health care to all.  Just as Dr. King saw the Poverty Program dissipate, we now see a federal budget wildly distorted by a government gone mad on war.  King observed that “a nation that continues year after year to spend more money on military defense than on programs of social uplift is approaching spiritual death.”  We are closer than ever to reaching this point.    

We spend more than half of our discretionary budget on the military as roughly one-fifth of our children live in poverty, as tens of millions of Americans lack access to basic health care, as nearly 40% of the renters in our country can’t afford fair market rents, and as a third of our schools in urban, rural, and suburban areas are in need of significant repair.  State and local budgets for vital human services have been examined with a fine tooth comb while we’ve given defense contractors a virtual blank check.  One former military officer observed that whereas we were previously in an arms race with the Soviet Union, now we appear to be in an arms race with ourselves.  

We spend more on the military than on HUD, the Department of Education, the Environmental Protection Agency, food and nutrition and job training programs combined.  We spend more on military spending than the next 21 countries combined – nearly 40% of all military spending on earth!  We have truly gone mad on war.  Sadly much of this money will be wasted because of unreliable accounting practices and unwise concessions to the powerful defense industry.  As Senator Robert Byrd said recently, “The bottom line is that the Pentagon still has no way -- none – no way of knowing how much it spends, how much it owns, or what its real budgetary needs are.  It makes little sense to keep piling more money on a Department that does not know how it spent last year’s funds.”  

For what we are paying for one bunker buster guided bomb, we could pay for associate degree training for 29 registered nurses.  For what we are paying for one year of our nuclear weapons program, we could provide health care for 7 million children.  For one month of our military spending, we could save 1

1 million lives worldwide fighting infectious diseases.  For the cost of one stealth bomber, we could pay annual salary and benefits for 38,000 elementary teachers.  Not to mention how far these monies would go towards relieving suffering in other parts of the world.  

As Dr. King recognized, our primary problem is spiritual.  I’ve long thought that our presence here on earth is a kind of test.  That is, we’ve been given all the tools and resources we need to meet the basic needs of all the people on the planet, and it’s up to us to figure out how to work together to make it happen.  It’s pretty clear we’re failing.  

Making true progress in a nonviolent Poor People’s Campaign, and making true progress against what King called the giant triplets of racism, materialism, and militarism, we must do more than change our external systems.  We must, as Dr. King suggests, undergo a radical change as a nation in our values.  To be truly effective, though, it must start on an individual basis.  We can’t just point to George Bush or Dick Cheney or the defense industry or the oil company executives or Wal-mart.  A friend recently remarked that a liberal seeks to change the world, a radical seeks to change herself.  The time has come for us to be radical in changing ourselves.  

As I’ve gotten older, I’ve increasingly changed my way of thinking from “they’ve got to . . . ” to “we’ve got to .. . . “ to “I’ve got to . . . “  With others here in the Treasure Valley, I’ve been seeking ways to practice nonviolence in my daily life.  I have found that in practicing nonviolence, which is really just caring for others, including your opponents, I  become more aware of the people around me and their needs.  As we continue to practice this together, it will inevitably shape our local, state, national and international economic policies.  When we are able to control the violence within ourselves we are empowered and focused enough and compassionate enough to effectively make changes in the world around us.  This takes practice, and consistent support for each other.      

King said:  “To our most bitter opponents we say:  We shall match your capacity to inflict suffering by our capacity to endure suffering.  We shall meet your physical force with soul force.  Do to us what you will, and we shall continue to love you.  We cannot in all good conscience obey your unjust laws, because noncooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good.  Throw us in jail, and we shall still love you.  Bomb our homes and threaten our children, and we shall still love you.  Send your hooded perpetrators of violence into our community at the midnight hour and beat us and leave us half dead, and we shall still love you.  But be assured that we will wear you down by our capacity to suffer.  One day we shall win freedom, but not only for ourselves.  We shall so appeal to your heart and conscience that we shall win you in the process, and our victory will be a double victory.” 

We too may have to suffer as we strive to change our materialistic, energy-wasting violence-prone lifestyles.  By making these changes in ourselves, we may be able – no, we will be able -- to appeal to the hearts and consciences of those around us and those in power to stop the madness and achieve a more humane budget and become better people in the process.  

Sources and helpful websites:  
www.nationalpriorities.org
www.stanford.edu (Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Papers Project)
www.fcnl.org<BRwww.cdi.org
www.warresisters.org
www.kwru.org
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