Excerpt from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Loving Your Enemies,” Alabama, 17 November 1957)

Another way that you love your enemy is this: When the opportunity presents itself for you to
defeat your enemy,that is the time which you must not do it. There will come a time, in many
instances, when the person who hates you most, the person who has misused you most, the
person who has gossiped about you most, the person who has spread false rumors about you
most, there will come a time when you will have an opportunity to defeat that person. It might be
in terms of a recommendation for a job; it might be in terms of helping that person to make some
move in life. That’s the time you must not do it. That is the meaning of love. In the final analysis,
love is not this sentimental something that we talk about. It’s not merely an emotional
something. Love is creative, understanding goodwill for all men. It is the refusal to defeat any
individual. When you rise to the level of love, of its great beauty and power, you seek only to
defeat evil systems. Individuals who happen to be caught up in that system, you love, but you
seek to defeat the system.
The Greek language, as I’ve said so often before, is very powerful at this point. It comes to our
aid beautifully in giving us the real meaning and depth of the whole philosophy of love. And I
think it is quite apropos at this point, for you see the Greek language has three words for love,
interestingly enough. It talks about love as eros. That’s one word for love. Eros is a sort of,
aesthetic love. Plato talks about it a great deal in his dialogues, a sort of yearning of the soul for
the realm of the gods. And it’s come to us to be a sort of romantic love, though it’s a beautiful
love. Everybody has experienced eros in all of its beauty when you find some individual that is
attractive to you and that you pour out all of your like and your love on that individual. That
is eros, you see, and it’s a powerful, beautiful love that is given to us through all of the beauty of
literature; we read about it.
Then the Greek language talks about philia, and that’s another type of love that’s also beautiful.
It is a sort of intimate affection between personal friends. And this is the type of love that you
have for those persons that you’re friendly with, your intimate friends, or people that you call on
the telephone and you go by to have dinner with, and your roommate in college and that type of
thing. It’s a sort of reciprocal love. On this level, you like a person because that person likes you.
You love on this level, because you are loved. You love on this level, because there’s something
about the person you love that is likeable to you. This too is a beautiful love. You can
communicate with a person; you have certain things in common; you like to do things together.
This is philia.
The Greek language comes out with another word for love. It is the word agape. And agape is
more than eros; agape is more than philia; agape is something of the understanding, creative,
redemptive goodwill for all men. It is a love that seeks nothing in return. It is an overflowing
love; it’s what theologians would call the love of God working in the lives of men. And when
you rise to love on this level, you begin to love men, not because they are likeable, but because
God loves them. You look at every man, and you love him because you know God loves him.
And he might be the worst person you’ve ever seen.

And this is what Jesus means, I think, in this very passage when he says, "Love your enemy."
And it’s significant that he does not say, "Like your enemy." Like is a sentimental something, an
affectionate something. There are a lot of people that I find it difficult to like. I don’t like what
they do to me. I don’t like what they say about me and other people. I don’t like their attitudes. I
don’t like some of the things they’re doing. I don’t like them. But Jesus says love them. And love
is greater than like. Love is understanding, redemptive goodwill for all men, so that you love
everybody, because God loves them. You refuse to do anything that will defeat an individual,
because you have agape in your soul. And here you come to the point that you love the
individual who does the evil deed, while hating the deed that the person does. This is what Jesus
means when he says, "Love your enemy." This is the way to do it. When the opportunity presents
itself when you can defeat your enemy, you must not do it.

