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Members of the Blinded Veterans Association

Their wives

Their Children

(To the First, Second, Third generation)

Their beloved families and friends

And their Honored guests:

Two years ago I spoke to you about the rapidly moving world - - a world moving so rapidly as to spin off the elder generation - - a world whose centrifugal force is responsible for an ever widening generation gap. In the time since that talk the world has spun more rapidly still - - and the generation gap is ever more apparent and alarming.

Last year at Hartford, I spoke to you about America in flames. I said then that was almost our last chance to act. I said there was a revolution upon us - - a revolution not of color alone - - but of caste - - a war of the poverty stricken in an affluent society. I talked to you about proposals like the guaranteed annual income. I mentioned the reverse income tax, or negative income tax as some would call it. I did not come out in favor of these because at the time they appeared too controversial - - too partisan, if you will. I did, however, say that if you chose to fight them, you should never fight them on the basis that: “If you give them money they won’t work” - - for I said to you this was the very thing said about you by those who opposed your disability compensation. I pointed out that your whole experience proved the statement wrong - - that your basic income took away enough financial anxiety so that you were able to motivate yourself to work - - and that your whole experience has been outstanding in this regard - - singular - - that you in a word have given the lie to the claim that “If you give them money they won’t work.”

Now in the year gone by, the world has been whirling faster and faster. Negotiations have begun. Our government has taken a turn in its foreign policy - - negotiations and other steps taken by our government to get us out or Vietnam. In all the so—called advanced countries but perhaps particularly in the 
United States, the generation gap has become more frightening. Student rebellions - - student revolts - - the black flag of anarchy - - and students who say “if this establishment is what you have given us, if this world is what you have made for us, then we want no part or it, and we want no part of you.” Students who are ready to say, ‘We don‘t know where we‘re going - - but whatever the result, it can only be better than what you have given to us.” And among us, in the meantime, the racial gap has be come a terrible peril.

In this year with the world spinning still more rapidly,  we have seen the violence of riots. We have seen violence of assassination. We have seen the violence - - or the potential violence of polarization -- polarization on the subject of war - - and polarization on the subject of race. In a sense I would say to you that in this year we have seen violence against non violence. Perhaps this year has seen in the field of race the death of the non violent movement. If so, non-violence was killed, not by the bullet that struck down Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Non-violence was killed instead by the apathy of our people as reflected by our government - -  while many thousands starve - - thousands more are on need of medical attention - - still more thousands are in poverty -— and millions lack human dignity.

I speak to you today as an angry man. it is the anger Of frustration. It is the anger of fear -- for I am a frightened man But I hope it is a righteous anger.

I have hope for the human race - - hope perhaps at a distant Point Omega. But my hope for these United States is dimmed by tear—filled eyes.

How many of you in recent months, in the past year have had reason to sing The Star Spangled Banner in a group? Have you noticed the difference in the crowd? Have you noticed something new? Have you noticed something guilty?

I have sung it. I have sung it in Catholic groups. I have sung it in Ecumenical groups. I have sung it in a Temple Group. And I sang it among the thousands at Solidarity Day between the monuments to George Washington and Abraham Lincoln.

On each occasion something new was apparent - - something that I never saw in past years - - something new that developed as the words of the anthem went on:

Through the rockets red glare

Booms bursting in air. . .Oh say

Does that Star Spangled Banner still wave

O’er the land of the free
And the home of the brave.

I am not sure that you would recognize it without seeing the faces - - without seeing the eyes - - but I suspect that many of you could pick up the very feeling of it. In case after case one could see something that might be called “guilt”. The “rockets”! The rockets that come to mind are not the rockets of Francis Scott Key. Instead they are rockets delivering death to human beings in multiples unknown. For “the war to end wars” is still possible - - but in a ghastly sense which the Wilsonians could never dream. It is possible that the “bombs bursting’ could become the bombs which might wipe out civilization - - destroy mankind.

The stolen glances come again with the words: “the land of the free”. The land or the free - - and whose is free? Certainly not those born of, not the descendents of the slaves we purchased, and sold, and “owed” (if one man can ever own another). In a guilt—stained, sin—ridden chapter of our history - - the history of North and South alike.

Who if free? Certainly not in our affluent society those who cannot feed their children - - those who cannot give them the medical attention they sorely need.

Who is free? Certainly not the aged, decrepit, infirm who have not the funds, the monies for decent decision - - for dignified self—determination.

Who is free? Surely not the mass of Civilian blind persons on aid who with so man thousands of others depend on a degrading and outdated welfare system.

Woo is free? Perhaps only toe cop-outs or the “drop outs” from the Establishment. It is an awful thought that these alone might be the free. But for many of them this has been the only way they could see. If they have not found happiness, at least they are free in its pursuit.

The song goes on - - the anthem. We hear the words:

“the land of the free”. Ears listen for the high notes - - while throats are silent for the reaching - - but the eyes still search (mutely, guiltily, glancing away) and “the home or toe brave”.

What is bravery? What is Bravery? Is it the disloyalty of Czechoslovakia where men begin to speak against the policies of the Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics? Why not condemn this disloyalty to the Union whose arms and strength have protected them? The Russians do!
What is bravery? Is it the radical Czech pleas for freedom of speech and public assembly? No! Such radical pleas must be decried as abuse of freedom and put down by law - - and force, if necessary - - say the old line communists.

What is bravery? Is it the action of the older, middle-aged or young intellectuals in Czechoslovakia with their appeal to face the errors of the recent past and reverse the wrong trends of the present? No! Such is treason - - and conspiracy - - and a cowardly misleading of the young. Those responsible should be jailed if not hung the Soviet dogmatists will tell you:

But who are the brave in this land of the brave? Certainly the guys with guts who fight in a war trey believe in. Certainly, too, the equally courageous who put their lives on the line in a war they only half believe in. And certainly those who give them selves for buddies in a war they believe in not at all.

But in this “home of the brave”, can we be considered brave if we keep silent in the face of a war we believe in less and less? - - in a war that drains America and keeps it from solving problems, desperate problems at home? Can we be thought brave if we silently stand by while America is destroyed?

What is bravery if not honest dissent when it cuts a man from his fellows? What is bravery but the willingness to give one’s life and sacred honor for his belief -- when all about him are believing otherwise. Is this not the bravery of the Maccabees and of countless Jews before and after them? Is this not the bravery of the Christian martyrs? Is it not the very meaning of the Protest of Protestantism? And again of the bravery of dissent on both sides in the scandal when Christiandom was rent? Or the bravery of The Latter Day Saints in their persecuted trek?

The Star Spangled Banner still does wave. And may it wave long over an America truly free and truly brave.

But now as I told you I am angry. I am angry -- I am frightened because I see our time running out.

I have a nightmarish belief that the most militant of the black militants are correct in their frightened belief that the concentration camps are ready (“detention centers” is the polite expression) ready for the future disturbances.

Many will think me an alarmist but at least some of you know my ability to smell prejudice and hate.

On the night of the funeral of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Eric Severaid said something to the effect that the United States is faced with its greatest crisis since the Civil War. I disagreed with him in my grief that night -- and I disagree with him now. For I say instead - - we are now faced with the greatest test of the American experiment. I say to you that we must face that test at home and not on foreign shores. I say to you that we must spend billions now to right the wrongs of the past - - that these billions must come from the armed military establishment - - and let them come from there - - and let us solve our problems which are at home.

For if in the immediate now (excluding all gradualism) the rich and poor, the black and the white, the powered and the powerless of this country cannot learn to live together in peace and equal justice - - the time: is already too late! 

I give you one suggestion -- it has to do with the Civilian Blind. Last year I did not advocate the guaranteed annual income in any of its forms because it seemed partisan. Now it is backed by the leading conservative economist, by manufacturers and bankers, by a group of governors, by the Mayors’ Conference, by liberal forces. There is every reason to believe it will be written into both party tickets. Now I can say it - - I strongly urge your backing for it.

With your interest in the Civilian Blind: Call on Congress now to make the needy Civilian Blind a pilot group for this program. Do away with present restrictions on their aid, and call for some sort of basic guarantee for all. One year’s experience would be enough to do away with the welfare bureaucracy in this field and replace it with true service and a basic income for civilians who are blind.

For two hundred and fifty million dollars a test could be made - - manpower freed for service - - and basic dignity and security given to those Civilian Blind persons of this country who are receiving aid.

From this sample program could be learned the lesson of how to replace our whole ingrown, outmoded, degrading welfare system.

This I ask of you. But it is a miniscule step toward what is demanded - - a total change in policy toward the day when the same is done for all our people.

It is a miniscule step. And major steps are demanded - - steps that you and I must take immediately - - steps that we must take in the name of Yaweh - - if we are to learn to live and love -- to give and love -- in peace.

All around me I see tensions. I see the rising hate. I feel the racist fire. And I fear the time is too late. But in the name of Yaweh we must try.

Try to understand. Try to make others understand. Read and learn the history of racism in this country. (If nothing else, read John Hersey’s book.) Read and learn the history of the black man here. (Perhaps the newly reviewed book “Black Rage” might be an answer.) Then fight - - non-violently - - but fight. Fight against every racial slur. Fight by word - fight by letter -- fight by leadership -- fight by vote. Fight in your family and your community - - but fight for one goal only: justice and love for all men.

Oh, if it is too late - - and God forbid that it is - - but if it is too late - - then take from your lapel and take from your flag the BVA emblem. Throw far the Star of David - - so long a symbol of the fight against persecution. If it is too late - - cast deep the cross of Christ no longer an anchor of hope for this country. Break the white and black hand-clasp for it becomes a fraud. Hurl out the broken bayonet -- no beating into ploughshares, for your hope of peace is gone. Take now your service star and let the clouds encompass it. For if Racial Justice is lost then America is lost - - and all that you fought and gave your sight for is in vain.

The time is on us but there still is hope if you work, I work, we work and if God does bless America - - no matter how little worthy we may be.

There is still hope

for

Deep in my heart

I do believe

We Shall Overcome

Someday

Black and White together

We’ll march hand in hand

And we shall Overcome

this Day.

O God, So Let It Be.

-END-
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