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Series Editor’s

Preface

Im Zepp’s 1971 doctoral dissertation on the intellectual sources of the
ethical and social thought of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., remains, cighteen
years later, the most valuable and useful study of written influences upon
King yet completed. Many of Zepp’s analytical insights were reflected in
Search for the Beloved Community: The Thinking of Martin Luther King, Jr.
(Judson Press, 1974; University Press of America, 1986), which he co-
atthored with one of King’s own divinity school professors, Kenneth L.
Smith, but Zepp’s much more extensive dissertation is a crucial piece of
analysis that cach and every serious student of Martin Luther King, Jr.,
ought to be familiar with.

Much writing on King’s intellectual sources has been either flat-footed
(uotation and summary, or single-theme perspectives which have erroncously
sought to claim King for one particular school of thought-such as Boston
University personalism-or another. In comparison with most of this work,
Zepp's disscrtation, like the modest Smith and Zepp 1974 volume, stands
head and shoulders above the crowd in appreciating and reflecting the
intellectual complexity and richness that helped produce the ethical and social
thinking of Martin Luther King, Jr.

Only in the late 1980s have scholars started to appreciate more fully the
extent to which Dr. King was heavily influenced both by the oral sermonic
traditions of the southern black Baptist church in which he grew up, and by
the liberal, white Protestant preaching tradition, exemplified by New York’s
Riverside Church pastors Harry Emerson Fosdick and Robert McCracken,
to which King was exposed by means of published collections of sermons
which he studied carefully throughout his formative years. The ongoing
work of scholars such as Keith Miller will increasingly shed more and more
light on these heretofore under- or unappreciated sermonic influences on the
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