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jJune 1949 the word of our God shall stand forever.”I0 It is because he turned to God in 
moments of crisis. MThy is it that on one occasion we hear Habakkuk crying, “0 Lord 
how long shall I cry, and thou wilt not hear,” but on another occasion we hear him 
crying, ”The Lord God is my strength, and he will make my feet like hinds feet, and 
he will make me to walk upon mine high places.”” Why is it that on an occasion we 
hear Job saying, “0 that I knew where I could find him that I might come to his 
dweeling. And I would set my case in order before him,” but on another occasion 
we hear him saying, “I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the 
ladder day upon earth.l2 

AD. CSKC Sermon file, folder 13, “A Way Out.” 

I O .  Isaiah 45:15,40:8. 
1 I .  Habakkuk I:P, 3:ig. 
12.  Job 23:3-4, 19:25. 

“Mastering Our Evil Selves” 
“Mastering Ourselves” 

As he often did throughout his career; King uses psychology and race relations to 
illustrate his sermon.’ Explaring the internal struggle between good and evil, he 
cites the actions ofthe typical white southerner: “He goes to church e v q  Sunday. 
He wmhips the same God we worship. He will send thousands of dollars to AJizca 
and China for the mivsionary effwt. Yet at the same time He will spend thousands 
of dollars in an attempt to keep the Negro sepgated and discriminated.” 

{Why is it that from the same lips that truth falls lies also fall? Why is it that k 
the same mother’s heart that is overflowing with love is also overflowing with hate] 

Afew day ago the NewYork times carried the story of a man who under the influ- 
ence of achohol had lost control of his automobile klkiype and had run on the 
sidewalk of one of the main streetS of NewYork, killing instantly two little boys com- 
ing from school. He was being held in the city jail without & fine until his trial. 
The article futher stated that this man was an outstanding citizen of his community 
and also a Christian gentleman, in fact he was a decon in his local church. This arti- 

I .  King’s announced sermon topic for 5 June 1949 at Ehenezer was “Mastering Our Evil Selves” 
(“Ehenezer to Hear Father, Son Sunday,” AtlanlaDuZly Wwld, 4June 1949). In folder I I O  of King’s ser- 
mon files (which is titled “Mastering Our Evil Selves”), this document carries two titles: “Mastering Our 
Evil Selves” and ”Mastering Ourselves.” 94 
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chief set forth the longest ladder and sent the youngest and bravest fireman. The 
crowd stood tense as this young fireman ascending the ladder. Finally he reached the 
little girl and began slowly to descend the ladder. Just at the time that he had gotten 
halfway down the ladder billows of smoke began to flow from the window below him 
and flames began to leap from each side. Here the young fireman lost his courage. He 
began to hesitate falter and sway. Immediately the fire chief at the bottom of the lad- 
der shouted, “Cheer him up boys, cheer him up,” and cheer after cheer rang out. 

Very soon the sound of the cheers from below reached the young fireman on the 
ladder. The crowds watched as the young firemen regained his strength and 
courage and once again began to descend the ladder until he finally brought the lit- 
tle girl to safty. 

I guess many men have been able [stn’keout illegzble] to go through many crisis 
because of the cheers and kind words of friends ringing in their ears. But is this 
alway the case? Can we always rely on friends in moments of crisis? Suppose Jesus 
had relied on this source. Would he have been able to master this crisis. Did not his 
friend Peter deny him?6 Did not his frind Judus betray him?’ Did not the other dis- 
ciples run to Galilee?*Yes, when Jesus faced the bitter cup, when he stood in Pilates 
judgment hall, when he bore his cross up the slopes of Calvery, there were no 
cheers. So we cannot alway depend on our friend in moment of crisis. You see, your 
susposedly best friend may be your worst enemy. And this type of enemy is more 
dangerous than an obvious enemy, for he knows your inner secrets, your weak- 
nesses and your shortcomings. He knows the definite point of attact. 

Again friend may only stick with you in moment of triumph and victory. These 
types of friend are quite prevelant in our world. They are present in our victory but 
absent in our defeat. So friendship might not be the best source toward which to 
turn in moment of crisis, for friendship might only be an external front with no 
internal basis. 

Where then shall we turn, what road shall we travel, in the endless, basic, and all 
important attempt to remain stable in moments of crisis. 

This brings us directly to original question. How didJesus finally cone to the 
point that his will, which had in the begnning been contrary to God’s will, become 
one with God will. The scripture tells us that he prayed. In other word Jesus turned 
to God in his moment of crisis It is this method that I recomend to you this morn- 
ing. I guess many of you are saying that solution is to naive, too often do preachers 
tell us to pray and turn to God. 

Why is it that on one occasion we hear Jeremiah saying, “cursed be the day 
wherein I was born” and on another occasion we hear him saying; “the word of God 
was in mine heart as a burning fire shut up in my bonesg It was because he turned 
to God in moments of crisis. Why is it that on one occasion we hear Deutero Isaiah 
saying, “Verily thou art a God that hidest thyself, 0 God of Israel, the Saviour,” but 
on another occasion we hear him saying, “the grass withereth, the flower fadeth: but 

22 May 1949 

6. For an example of Peter’s denials ofJesus, see Matthew 26:69-75. 
7. For an example ofJudas’ beuayal ofJesus, see Luke 22.  

8. Matthew 2636. 
9. Jeremiah 80: I 4, 2o:g. 93 
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cle immediately brought a pullingly element in my mind. M‘hy wi&t+kt would a 
man, who had had such a [strikeout iUegzble] good reputation in his community, 
we+& let the element of evil overtake him. M’hy is it that good people are some- 
times worse than the worst people and bad people sometimes better than the best 
people? Modem psychology attempts to get at this problem by saying that man is a 
duel personality. It sees man as a bundle of contradictions, contraries, and conflicts. 
To some psychologists the conflict is behveen the conscious and the unconscious 
mind; other pschologists sees it as a tension between ego and environment; to oth- 
ers it is the results of a duel between instinct and ideals. 

There is a modem school of theology h which argues that the conflict resulted 
from the fall of man. They argue that in the beginning man was mad in the image 
of God, but soon he rebelled against God which brought about the And in the 
great fall the image of God was somewhat efaced, leaving man with a make-up that 
was predominantly evil. They argue that this conflict is a result of this evil nature 
that is in man forever fighting against the element of good that is left in him. 
Actually I dont know what causes the conflict. But I do know that there is a conflict. 
There is something paradoxical and contradictory about human nature. {k 

Let me hasten to say that this isn’t an original discovery with modem psychology 
and modern theology for i t  must be remembered that the human race has always 
been aware of conflict. Plato, . speaking figratively, discribed 
the personality as a charioteer driving two head-strong steeds, each wanting to go in 
different  direction^.^ Listen to Ovid the Latin poet, ‘‘I see and approve the better 
things of life but the evil things I follow.”5 Goethe once said there was enough mate- 
rial in him to make both a rogue and a gentlemam6 Our text for the morning 
brings out this conflict quite clearly, “The 
good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not that I do.”’ This is Apostle 
writing in his epistle to the Romans. Whether Paul was speaking here of a conflict 
that had [come?] in his personal experience we do not know. But we do know that 
this is a paradigm of life. When we would want to do good there seems to be some- 
thing telling us to do evil. When we would want to do evil there seems to be some- 
thing telling us to do good. 

This element of conflict i4 presents itself in all areas of life. We find it on the inter- 
national scene. I think most of the peoples of the world want peace. That is the 
unrelenting the cry the world over. Yet at the same time we do everything contrary 
to peace. 

On the national scene this conflict is evident in the area of racial prejudice. The 

j June 1949 

-13 . .  . 

2. King refers to newrthodoxy or crisis theology. Genesis 1 :26--27 and Genesis 3. 
3. J. W. Johnson was a deacon at Ebenezer. 
4. Plato Phaednu 246a-247c. 
5. Chid Metammphoses7.20. 
6. Fulton J. Sheen, Peace of Soul (New York: Whittlesey House, 1949), p. 36: “Goethe regretted that 

God had made only one man of him when there was enough material in him for both a rogue and a gen- 
tleman.” Johann Wolfgang von Goethe ( 1  749- 1832) was a German poet, novelist, and playwright. 

95 7. Romans 7: 1 9. 
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j June 1949 average white southerner is not bad. He goes to church every Sunday. He worships 
the same God we worship. He will send thousands of dollars to Mrica and China for 
the missionary effort. Yet at the same time He will spend thousands of dollars in an 
attempt to keep the Negro segregated and discriminated Yes, we must admit that 
there is something contradictory and paradoxical about human nature. (Cassady’s 
Quarterly) 

But the question immediately arises, can this situation be mastered? Are we capa- 
ble of doing something to [ minimize?] this conflict or is it something that will forever 
remain in the life of individuals? In other words, can we master ourselves? 
3 u r s e l v e s  

For the next few moment I would like to point out certain ways that we can rid 
ourselves of this duel personality and come to the point that we actually master 
ourselves. 

First we must go through a process of self analyzation. In this process we must 
ascertain what our weaknesses are. No one can ever make improvements unless he 
knows the points at which he is weakest. Before the wise psysician gives a patient 
medicine he finds out where the sickness lies. This process of self analyzation is of 
primary importance, for it the open door which leads to the room of improvement. 

Second, after the individual has found his weakness through this process of self 
analyzation he must admit that it i s  a weakness. To often do we rationalize for our 
sins by convicing ourselves that they are both healthy and normal. (It is at this very 
point that the eminent Catholic scholar Monsinor Sheen critizise many modern 
psychitrists, in his recent book, Peace Of SOUZ).~ One of the tragedies of human 
nature is that man has the power to adjust his mind to believe anything that he 
wants to He has the power to convince himself that the wrong is right, (William 
James) that the false is true, that the low is high, and that the bad is good.g So, if we 
do not admit that our weaknesses are weaknesses the whole whole process of self 
analyzation has no meaning. 

Now that we have found our weaknesses we come to the point of getting rid of 
them. What proceedures should we use? What steps should we take? 

Before answering this question completely we must place it in a negative frame- 
work. We never get rid of our weaknesses by repressing them. This is the ringing cry 
of the psychitrists. Repressed desires only lead to greater frustration and in the final 
analysis the problem isn’t solved. 

First, we must use the method of substitution. That is, we must find one good 
thing that we like to do as well as we like the evil thing, and everytime we are per- 
suaded to do the evil thing the good will ovenvelm it. This mean that we must not 
concentrate on the eradication of evil, but on the developing of Virtue. To cast an 
evil habit out without replacing it by a good one is a purposeless procedure. 

Secondly, we must find some profitable way to use our leisure time. We must 
learn to appreciate good books and learn to love great music. I’m not speaking of 
the type of popular books that we to often read nor the type of trashy music that we 

8. See Sheen, Peace of Soul, p. 73. 
9. King refers to William James ( 1  842- igio) ,  whose essay “The Will To Believe“ (1897) explores the 

96 role of the will in human thought, existence, and religion. 
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to often learn to love. But I am hear speaking of the type of books that have stood 
throughout the ages and the music that grew out of hearts and souls of men. When 
we have reached this stage our lives will become well-rounded. And then we will no 
longer desire the evil things of life for our mind will be lost in those thing which are 
high and noble. 

Finally, we may master our evil selves by developing a continuous pmyer and deve 
tional life. Through this process the soul of man will become united with the life of 
God. Yes this is possible. [Man?] can know God. This has been the ringing cry of the 
mystic throughout the ages. God is not “wholly other.” God is not a process projected 
somewhere the lofty blue. God is not a divine hermit hiding himself in a cosmic cave. 
But God is forever present with us. The God of religion is the God of of life. He some- 
how trancends the world, yet at the same time he is immanent in the world. And so by 
identifing ourselves with this knowable God our wills will somehow become his will. We 
will no longer think of our selfish desires. We will somehow rise above evil thoughts. We 
will no longer possess two personalities but only one. We will be true, because God is 
truth; we will be just, because God is justice; we will love, because God is love; we will 
be good, because God is goodness; we will be wise, because God is wisdom. 

My friends, there is an evil way opened to you and there is a good way open to 
you in the final analysis you must desid which way your soul will go. God grant that 
you will choose your good self thereby mastering your evil self. Rember the words of 
John Oxenham. 

24 July 1949 

Poem’O 

AD. CSKC Sermon file, folder 1 io, “Mastering Our Evil Selves.” 

1 o. King probably refers to Oxenham’s poem “The Ways” ( I g I 6), as he does in the sermon “Creating 
the Abundant Life,” Sermon at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church (26 September 1954, p. 191 in this volume). 

“Splinters and Planks” 

In this handwitten sermon King suggests acknowledging one’s mun shortcomings 
b&re judging others. He applies this principle to the areas of international affairs 
and race relations, noting, ‘While we see the splinters in Russia’s eye we fail to see 
thegreat plank ofracial segregation and [discrimination] which is blocking the 
pogress of America. ” Aditionally, King notes, “Negroes see the splinters in the white 
man ’s eye and fail to see the planks in their own eye. ”According to a newspaper 
announcement, King was scheduled to deliuer a umion ofthis sernum at Ebenm‘  

I .  King’s announced sermon topic for 24 July 1949 at Ebenezer was “Splinters and Planks” (“‘Splin- 
ters and Planks’ to be King’s Topic,” Atlanta Duih Wurld, 2 3  July I 949). 97 
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