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THIS I BELIEVE 

May 3, 1953 

This, I believe. Few' people, my dear .friends, ever actually itemized for them­

selves the things they believe in. It is never quite as easy as one would imagine, to 

itemize one•s belief. It is never quite as satisfactory. Reduced to writing, a credo, 

a belief', either says too little or says too much, and wrutt is said is often very 

vague and ambiguous and undefined. The powerful convictions and urges which move and 

control our lives often defy definition. Words are too narrow and too shallow a ves­

sel to hold the deep matters of our minds and of our hearts. 

Not a single religious teacher or the Bible or of the T&lmud gives us a complete 

statement of his religious belief. Naturally, all these teachers are overwhelmed by 

the reality of God although they are fully aware that God is beyond human comprehen­

sion and beyond human definition. They are all impelled and challenged by tlle moral 

law which God established for man, and of man•s duty to obey it, but not a single re­

ligious teacher or the Bible or of the Talmud ha arranged or organi~ed into one com­

prehensive system, a precise and complete system, of what this moral law •oneisted. 

:rt was really not until the 13th century of the common era that an attempt was made 

by the great Jewish philosopher M&imonides to crystallize, to condense into a formal 

creed the theology and the doctrines of Judaism. Nevertheless, it is true that men 

act in response to ba.sic belief's, however indeterminate and vague they may- be. The 

motive power the driving power behind signil"icant conduct in a man•s lite is his 1'aith 

and his convictions, even when he is not fully aware of them, even when he is not .fully 

conscious of them. one• s life simply spells out his dominant convictions. 

•A man lives by believing," as Thomas carlyle said. "A man lives b:, believing, 

by believing something, not by debating and arguing about many things.a 

Now, when I speak of belief, I am speaking, of course, of real belief, the kind 

which leads directly to action, the kind which takes hold mightizy- ot a human being, 

directs him to definite goals. Otherwise, his belie1's are vain things and selt• 



deceiving things. Thus a belief in God which does not directly lead a man to prayer 

and to good deeds is less than nothing. It is hollow, it is deceptive, it is frivol­

ous. A belief that is real is a bulwark for man, a strong shield and defense. It is 

also a reservoir of strength whose waters never tail. 

Now, not all men have the same beliefs, but there is one thing which they share 

in common if they are real. They are all genuineJ they are all sincere; they are all 

conscientious; they are unaffected; they are not meant to impress other people; they 

are not conventional beliefs. They are a man 1s inner sanctuary - the real, driving, 

controlling motives of his life's conduct. And strangely enough, however much such 

beliefs may differ among men, they closely resemble one another. However distant and 

tar apart they may appear, upon a closer scrutiny and observation, they come very 

close to one another• They are but different planes, as it were, different facets, 

of the same sparkling brilliance of onets spiritual diamond of the human soul. They 

are different ways of looking at the same thing. They are different emphases, it yo 

will - different approaches to the same, one basic reality in life. 

Now, such genuine beliefs have one other quality in conunon. They are "benefi­

cent" beliefs; that is, they carry d th them sane goodness, they make for some good­

ness either in one•s own life or in the lives of others. A belief which does not 

have this quality of goodness about it, of beneficence, a belief, for example, lf hich 

feeds the greed and the selfishness and the cruelty in the human being, or which 

prompts a man to be hurt.tul and harmful to his neighbor, is simply a rationalization 

of evil. It is an evil obsession, however sincerely held. 

Sincerity is not the only test of a true belief. I have heard people say, •oh, 

tut man is vecy sincere," as if to imply- that the fact of sincerity is autficient 

excuae tor anything that that man may do. It isn •t 1 Sincerity is not the only test 

ot a true belief. It must be genuinel.7 human and humane and friendly. There must be 
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a quality of lovinglci_ndnesa about onets belief, or it is an evil obsession and a dan­

ger to the man who holds it arrl to those about him. And a man must constantly ex­

amine and re-examine his beliefs to see whether they are basically good and terxl to­

ward goodness. 

All this I am prompted to say in reaction to an interesting book which I had the 

pleasure of reading recently called "This I Believe•. •This I Believe" are selection• 

from Edward R. Murrow's radio program and column of over 100 men and women from all 

walks of life who wrote down what you might call their personal philosophies of life, 

their genuine beliefs. They have now been collected in a book called "This I Belie'99". 

A reading of these personal philosophies of these men and wanen is very rewarding. 

some of them are very profound and moving, and others inspire by their -Yery simplicity­

and unaffectedness and directness. Now, these credos, these confessions of faith, 

are all briefly stated, limited by the requirements of radio time., but their -Yery­

brevity has a charm of its own. They s~gest more than they state. They evade more 

than they enunciate. They set you thinkinillma sentence which sets you up is far 

better than a whole chapter which lets you down. 

Now, most of these men and women whose confessions of faith are contained in this 

volume did not stumble accidently upon their life•s philosophies. They did not pick 

them up at random at some attractive counter, as it were, or in some shop windOW'. 

You don't go shopping for your basic belief's. These men and women aeem to have plumbed 

the depths to get at their basic beliefs. They came by them by searching experience• 

of their own lives, some of them f'rom sorrow and suffering. They were fashioned out 

of their struggles and their .trustrations and their handicaps. Some of them learned 

their philosophies through long inatzuctive years from parents or wise counselors or 

teachers or great books whose wisdom the7 painfully assimilated. 
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Beliefs, my friends, which a re easily come by are easily lost. Beliefs must 

have their deep roots in life, in one•s own life and in the lives of others. Other­

wise, as I read from the sayings of the Fathers, they are like trees whose roots are 

few and when a storm sweeps over them, they are toppled and they fall. 

Take, for example, the belief recorded in this volume of a man by the name of 

Robert a. Allman. •Robert G. Allman has succeeded in the triple fields of athletics, 

law, and sportscasting despite the fact that he is blind. As a child he attended 

overbrook School for the Blind in Philadelphia, where he first started wrestling. 

After he entered the University of Pennsylvania, pe won over fi:f't,- matches. 

"Kt"• Allman was graduated from the University of Pennsylvania, Phi Beta Kappa. 

Following this, and aided by his brother, George (since fR law books are printed in 

Braille), he studied law and was graudated from the University•s Law School. A con­

tinuing interest in sports led him to become for a time a sportscaster for station 

"Now a busy practising Philadelphia attorney and insurance broker, he enjoys 

fishing, swimming, and golfing. As president of the u.s. Blind Golfers Associations 

he believes it a mistake for the sightless to seek consolation among themselves, and 

that •they should go out and rub elbows with the world'•" 

And this is how Mr. Robert G. Allman sums up his life•s philosop~a 

I lost my sight when I was tour years old by tailing off a box car 
in a freight yard in Atlantic City and landing on my head. Now I 
amt hirtr-two. I can vaguely remember the brightness of sunshine 
and what color red is. It would be wonderful to see again, but a cal­
amity can do strange things to people• It eocurred to me the other day 
that I attht not have cane to love life as I do if I hadn • t been 
blind. I believe in life now. I am not so sure that I would have 
believed in it so deeply otherwise. I don•t mean that I 110ul.d pre-
fer to go without sr, eye•• I simply mean that the loss ot them made 
me appreciate the more what I had le.rt. 

Ii.fe, I believe, ask.a a continuous series of adjustments to reality. 
The more readily a person is able to make these adjustments, the 
more meaning.tul his own private world becomes. The adjustment is 
never easy. I was bewildered and afraid. But I was lucky• 111" par­
ents and rq teachers saw som thing 1n me - a potential to 11 ve, you 
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might call it, which I didn1t see, and they made m! want to fight 
it out with blindness. 

The hardest lesson I had to learn was to believe in myself. That 
was basic. If I hadn•t been able to do that, I would have col­
lapsed and become a chair rocker on the front porch for the rest 
of my life. When I say belief' in myself', I am not talking about 
simply the kind of self-confidence that helps me down an unfamil­
iar staircase alone. That is pa.rt o:f it. But I mean something 
bigger than that, an assurance that I am, despite imperfections, 
a real, positive person; that somewhere in the sweeping, intri­
cate pattern of people, there is a special place where I can make 
myself fit •••• 

• • • Perhaps a man without sight is blinded less by the import­
ance of material things than other men are. All I lmowr is that a 
belief in the existence of a higher nobility for men to strive for 
has been an inspiration that has helped me more than anything else 
to hold my life together. 

Here is a man who fought it out with blindness and who learned to believe in 

himself and to believe that there is a special place for him in the scheme of things. 

He came to believe in the existence of a higher nobility in man, and so, from his 

own tragedy, from his own self, he learned to me greatness and goodne se and found 

strength. 

And take this confession of another man who was forced to drink the bitter 

waters from the dark cup of life• "Richard H. Mc Feely was stricken with infantile 

paralysis while he was a football-playing student at swarthmore College in 1927. R~ 

cuperating at Warm Springs, Georgia, he formed a friendship with another man who 

also had to build a new life, Franklin n. Roosevelt. By 1929 he had sufficiently re­

covered to allow him to become assistant dean or men at swarthmore." And h ,·re i• 

what Mr. Richa~ H. McFeely writes down as his philosophy of life, as the thing which 

he believes int 

I have alJrays loved sports. In high school and college I played 
almost everything - football, basketball, baseball, lacross, and 
all the rest. I had planned graduate stuqy in p)lysical education 
and then working in it with young people. Suddenly, during the 
football season in m:, senior year in college, I was stricken with 
infantile paralysis. I was told I had lost the use :sim ot my legs 
forever except with crutches or braces. 
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T,ro of the most valuable lessons of my life grew out of this crippling 
attack. At first I was very low in mind arrl spirit. I had no real 
hope for the future. One day my mother revealed to me the two lessone 
which have helped me immeasurab]ar ever since. She realized, as only a 
mother can, the depths of my mental depression. She wanted to help me 
by giving me something that would sustain me, ~trengthen a waning cour­
age, revitalize a spirit of self-forgetfulness. 

"Dick," she said, ttwhat life does to you in the long run will depend 
on what life finds in you. You know we can change any situation by 
changing our attitude towards it.11 She went on to point out that we 
could not always explain our hard luck, which so often seemedunjust 
and undeaerved. 

"Remember," she added, "it is not so much what life brings to us in 
her hands as what we bring to life in our spirits - this makes the 
real difference between peitsons." 

The other point Mother developed for me was this, "No one ever finds 
life worth 11 ving. one always has to make it worth living• Look 
at all the men and women who have lived successful, creative lives -
in whatever period of history. They have not always been the pros­
perous, the fortunate, sitting on the cushioned seats •••• 

This is the philosophy that Richard H. Mc Feely worked out for himseU'. 

Remembering this advice in the intervening years, I have asked myself, "Is 
life worth living?" and I have found the answer in the attitudes we 
hold and the quality of our spirit, not outward circumstnaces • Birth 
and death, happiness and sorrow, illness and good health, love and loss -
these I find are no respecters of persons. They come alike to all. 
But not all respond alike. Some go tA:> pieces, dissolve in self-pity, become 
a burden to others, perhaps even take their own 11 ves in their despair 
and hopelessness. Others have somethi~ in them that in spite of ill 
fortune enables them to live constructively and c reativelJ,. Ofttimes 
it is more difficult to live a happy, useful life when all the breaks 
seem to be good ones. 

For the most part, It hink that what all things do to us will depend 
on what they find in us. "Life does not consiet in holding a good 
hand, but in playing a bad hand well.• 

It is not v1hat life does to you. It is what you do to life. No one ever finds 

life worth living. One always has to make it worth living. 

Almost in the same way, but this time not .f'rom an af'fiicted person but .trom a 

scientist, a professor of social anthropology, the faith of Ina Corinne Brown, who 

holds a Doctor ot Philosophy degree from the university ot Chicago, is professor of 

social anthropology at Scarritt College in Nashville. 
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The cornerstone of my mm value system was laid in childhood by par­
ents who believed that personal integrity came .first. They never 
asked, "What will people think?" The question was, "What will you 
think of yourself if you do this or fail to do that ?11 Thus living 
up to one's own. conception of oneself became a basic value and the 
question, "What will people think?" took a subordinate place. 

A second basic value, in some ways an extension of the first, I owe 
to an old college professor who had suffered more than his share or 
grief and trouble. Over and over he said to us: "The one 1hing that 
really matters is to be bigger than the things that can happen to 
you. Nothing that can happen to you is half so important as the way 
in which you meet it.n, 

Gradually I realized that here was the basis of the only real se­
curity and peace of mind that a human being can have. Nobody can 
be sure when disaster, disappointment, injustice or h\Dniliation may 
come to him through no fault of his own. Nor can one be guaranteed 
against oner s own mistakes and .failures. But the way we me et lii"e is 
ours to choose and when integrity, .fortitude, dignity and compassion 
are our choice, the things that can happen to us lose their power 
over us. 

The acceptance of these two basic values led to a third. If what one 
is and how one meets life are of first importance one is not im­
pressed by another1s money, status or power., nor does one judge people 
by their race, color or social position. This opens us a whole new 
world of relationships, .for when friendships are based on qualitie• 
of' mind and character, one can have friends among old and young, rich 
and poor, famous and unknown, educated and lllllettered, and among 
peoples of all races and all nations • 

• • • Perhaps all this adds up to a belief in what has been called 
the human use of human beings. We are set off from the rest of the 
animal world by our capacity consciously to transcend our physical 
needs and desires. Men must concmm themselves with food and with other 
physical needs, and they must protect themselves and their own from 
bodily harm, but these activities are not exclusively human. Many­
animals coocern themselves with these things. When we worship, pray, 
or f'eel compassion, when we enjoy a painting, a sunset or a sonata, when we 
think and reason, pursue :ideas, seek truth, or read a booj, when we pr~ 
tect the nak and helpless, when we honor the noble and cherish the good, 
when we cooperate with our fellow men to build a better world, our be­
havior is worthy of our status as human beings. 

Here is "This I Believe" who derives his faith from his .fathers, Justice William 

orville Douglas, Associate Justice of the united states Supreme Court, who •is a warm, 

friend)¥ man who believes in what he calls 'bedrock idealism'• JUst under six 1'eet 

tall, with sandy, tousled hair, he does not present the usual conception o.f the learned 

judge which he indubitably is.• tilll>tc•t~ He is perhaps the outstanding professor ot 

law in our nation, now on our supreme Co~t bench. And what is the creed of Justice 
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11'1.lllam o. Douglas and where did he get his creed? 

During moments of sadness or frustration, I of'ten think of a family 
scene years ago in the town of Yakima, Washington. I was about 
seven or eight years old at the time. Father had died a few years 
earlier. Mother was sitting ; n the liVi ng room talking to me, tell­
ing me what a wonderful man Father was. She told me of his last ill­
ness and death. She told me of his departure from Cleveland, •sh­
ington, to Portland, Oregon ••• for what proved to be a fatal oper­
ation. His last words to her were theses "If I die 1 t will be glory, 
if I live it will be grace." I remember how these words puzzled me. 
I could not understand wey it would be glory to die. rt would be 
glory to live, that I could understand. But why it would be glory 
to die was something I did not understand until later. 

Then one day ina moment of great crisis I came to understand the words 
of my .father. "If I die it will be glory, if I live it will be grace." 
That was his evening star. The faith in a power greater than man. That 
was the faith of our fathers. A belief in a God who controlled man in 
the universe, that manifested itself' in ditterent ways to different 
people. It was written by scholars and learned men in dozens of dif­
ferent creeds. But riding high above all secular controversies was a 
faith in One who was the Creator, the Giver of Life, the Omnipotent • 

• • • These days I see gra:rt and corruption reach high into govern-
ment. These days I see people a traid to speak their minds because some-
one will think they are unorthodox and therefore disloyal. These days 
I see America identified more and more with material things, less and 
less with spiritual standards. • • These days the words of my father 
come back to me more and more. We need his faith, the faith of our 
fathers. we med a faith that dedicates us to something bigger and more 
important than ourselves or our possessions. Only if we have that 
faith will we be able to guide the destiny of nations, in this the most 
critical period of world history. 

And so, from his father Justice Douglas learned his faith. "OUr God, and God 

of our fathers, the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.• Blessed are those parents 

who can give to their children that kind of a faith which they, later on in life, in 

moments or great crisis will be able to fall back on and be uplifted and strengthened 

and supported by it. 

I wish I had the time to read some more of these outpouringe of the innermost 

secrets of a man•s spiritual life. Perhaps I shall close by reading one, the testa­

ment of faith in human progress written by a Negro, by Jackie Robint!Dne He writes1 

At the beginning of the World Series or 1947, I experienced a completely-
new emotion, when the National Anthem was played. This time, I thought, 
it was being played for me, as much as tor anyone el.see This is organ-
ized, major league baseball1 and I am standing here with all the others J 
and everything that takes pl.ace includes•• 
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About a year later, I went to Atlanta, George, to play in an exhibi­
tion game. On the field., for the first time in Atlanta, there were 
Negroes and whites. other Negroes, besides me. And I thoughts 
What I have always believed has come to be. 

And what is it that I have always believed? First, that imperfec­
tions are human. But that wherever human begins were giTen room to 
breathe and time tc think, those imperfections would disappear, no 
matter how slowly. I do not believe that we have found or even ap­
proached perfection. That is not necessarizy- in the scheme of human 
events. Handicaps, stumbling blocks, prejudices - all of these are 
imperfect. Yet, they have to be reckoned with because they are in 
the scheme of human events. 

Whatever obstacles I found made me fight all the harder. But it 
would have been impossible for me to fight at all, except that I 
was sustained by the personal and deep-rooted belief that my fight 
had a cha.nee. It had a chance because it took place in a free so­
ciety. Not once was I forced to face and fight an immovable object. 
Not once was the situation so cast,..iron rigid that I had no chance 
at all. Free minds and human hearts were at work all a round me; and 
so there was the probability of impi,ovement. I look at my children 
now and kn01r that I must still prepare them to meet obstacles ard 
prejudices. 

But I can tell them, too, that they will never face some of these 
prejudices because other people have gone before them. And to my­
self I can say that, because progress is unalterable, many of to­
day• s dogmas will have vanished by the time they grarr into adults. 
I can say to my children, There is a chance for you. No guarantee, 
but a chance. And this chance has come to be, because therP is no­
thing static with free people. There is no Middlge Ages logic so 
strong that it can stop the human tide trom flowing forward. I do 
not believe that every person, in every walk of life, can succee• 
in spite of any handicap. That would be perfection. But I do believe 
- and with every fiber in me - that what I was able to attain came 
to be because we put behind us (no matter how slowly) the dogmas of 
the past1 to discover the truth of today; and perhaps fird the great­
ness of tomorrow. 

I believe in the human race. 

I believe in the warm heart. 

I believe in man•s integrity. 

I believe in thegoodnees of a tree society. 

And I believe that the society can remain good only as long as we are 
willing to fight for it - and to fight agaiBt whatever imperfections 
may exist. 
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My fight was against the barriers that kept Negroes out of baseball. 
This was the area where I found 1mperf ection, and where I was best 
able to fight. And I .fought because I lmew it was not doomedl to be 
a losing .fight. 

It couldn't be a losing fight - not when it took place in a :free so­
ciety. 

And, in the largest sense, I believe that what I did was done for me -
that it was my faith in God that sustained me in my fight. And that 
what was done .for me must and will be done for others. 

His fight had a chance 1 No guarantee, but a chance, and so he fought. 

Here are chapters of faiths, of beliefs of men and women, real, deep-rooted, 

genuine, good, which enable them to overcome of the gravest, most tragic obstacles 

in life, which gave them courage to endure, courage to persist and courage to .tight, 

for a better world. That's the kind of a belief that a human being ought to have. 

Without it, he is empty, hollow. With it, he has an inner sanctuary. He has the 

strength of God working through him. Amen. 
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