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“The Unfinished Symphony” -  March 8, 2015 – UUAC 

 

Some of you know, because I’ve mentioned it in past sermons, of my 

childhood obsession with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.   

Perhaps you recall the time I reminisced about my favorite t-shirt, 

emblazoned with Dr. King’s face and the words “I Have a Dream.” I kept that shirt 

long after I grew out of it.  

Or maybe you remember me talking about the recording I had of Dr. King’s 

most famous speeches and how I listened to them on repeat the same way some 

kids today do with the soundtrack to Frozen.  

I’m sure I’ve mentioned how socially savvy and widely popular I was in 

school, right?  Good times. 

An interesting footnote to this obsession of my youth, and why I’m bringing 

it up know, is that the first time I can recall ever coming across the word 

“Unitarian” is when I was reading about the events that took place in Selma, 

Alabama in 1965.  
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Whether reading about the murder of Unitarian minister James Reeb, or the 

murder of Unitarian lay person Viola Liuzzo, or the hundreds of Unitarian 

Universalists who attended the marches, that strange designation peppers the story 

of this civil rights struggle.  

 My young brain took that word “Unitarian” and filed it away, giving it a 

definition based on contextual clues.  

Before I had any inkling of professional ministry, more than a decade before I 

knew anything about the theology, history, or aspirations of this liberal religious 

denomination, years before I would ever step foot in a UU church, my 9-year-old 

self, as best I can recall, created the following definition of a Unitarian.  

“A Unitarian is a religion where you care about people and want them to be treated 

right.      They show up when people ask for help.  

They are not afraid.  

They are nice like Quakers.  

They are friends of Dr. King’s.” 

 It’s not a bad definition for a word that occasionally pops up here and there 

in the story of the Selma marches.  
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Adulthood and a vocation in ministry have since expanded and complicated 

the definition a bit. The first bit is pretty spot on. We do care about people and we 

do want them to be treated right.  

And, yeah, we often show up when people ask for help.  

But sometimes we are afraid and act out of that fear instead of out of love.  

And we are not always nice like Quakers. I’ve since learned that not even Quakers 

are always nice like Quakers.  

 But that last bit. That’s true. Turns out Dr. King did think of Unitarian 

Universalists as friends. 

 More than a year after those fateful events during the spring of 1965, Martin 

Luther King, Jr. was invited to give the Ware Lecture at the 1966 General 

Assembly of the Unitarian Universalist Association.  

After thanking UUA President Dana Greely for the opportunity to speak to 

this annual gathering, King said, “There are those wonderful moments in life when 

you speak before a group that is so near and dear to you that you don’t feel like 

you have to engage in the art of persuasion. You don’t feel like you are in the 

midst of strangers. You know that you are with friends. I can assure you that I feel 

that way tonight.” 
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Considering that at this time the FBI had branded King “the most dangerous 

man in America,” I hope the opportunity to speak before a gathering of friends 

really did bring him some measure of comfort and hope. 

For those who may not be familiar with the events of that year, or who 

haven’t gotten to see the recently released movie based on them, or maybe just 

need a refresher, here is a brief timeline.  

In November 1964, King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

begin considering a campaign in Selma, Alabama where rampant voter 

intimidation and Jim Crow legislation mean that less than 2 percent of eligible 

African American voters are registered to vote.  

On January 2, 1965, King launches the Selma campaign with a rally at 

Brown Chapel. 

On February 10th, Selma Sheriff Jim Clark sends 165 black teenagers on a 

forced run out of town, pursued by patrol cars. 

February 18th:  26-year-old Jimmie Lee Jackson is shot by a state trooper 

inside a café while trying to protect his mother and grandfather. 

February 26th :  The Southern Christian Leadership Conference announces a 

protest march from Selma to Montgomery during Jackson’s funeral service. 
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March 7th: Also known as Bloody Sunday. The march from Selma to 

Montgomery begins but state troopers and a Sheriff’s posse stops the marchers 

with clubs and tear gas on the far side of the Edmund Pettus Bridge. TV news 

footage of the Bloody Sunday attacks is broadcast nationwide.  

March 8th : King calls on religious leaders to join him in Selma. Dr. Homer 

Jack receives King’s telegram at the UUA offices in Boston and begins calling UU 

ministers. Orloff Miller, James Reeb, and Clark Olsen are among 40 who leave for 

Selma that night. 

March 9th:  450 religious leaders join 2,000 African Americans for a second 

march over the Edmund Pettus Bridge. After praying at the site of Sunday’s attack, 

they return to Brown Chapel. That night, Reeb, Olsen, and Miller are attacked 

outside a whites-only restaurant; Reeb is fatally injured. 

March 11th:  Reeb dies. Thousands protest outside the White House and in 

other major cities.  

March 15th: Several hundred UU leaders join hundreds of others in Selma. 

King speaks at Reeb’s memorial service in Brown Chapel. President Johnson 

addresses a joint session of Congress to introduce the Voting Rights Bill. 

March 21st: With the National Guard protecting them, 3,200 marchers leave 

Selma for Montgomery. 
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March 25th: 25,000 demonstrators join the marchers when they reach 

Montgomery for a final rally at the state capitol. That night, Viola Liuzzo is shot 

and killed by Ku Klux Klansmen as she drives toward Montgomery to pick up a 

carload of marchers. 

On August 6, 1965, President Johnson signs the Voting Rights Act into law. 

 

The Rev. Dr. Mark Morrison-Reed, Unitarian Universalist minister and 

scholar, wrote about these events that took place in Selma and the impact they had 

on our movement in the 50 years hence in the Winter 2014 issue of UU World 

magazine.  

Morrison-Reed reports that 750 Unitarian Universalists traveled to Selma to 

march and dozens remained in the South for months afterward to continue assist 

the community response.  

Morrison-Reed estimates that half of the 710 ministers in fellowship in our 

denomination at that time were actively engaged in this struggle.  
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The influence of the civil rights movement on our denomination cannot be 

understated. And today, right at this very moment, we are joined with Unitarian 

Universalists all over the country who are also commemorating the events that 

took place in Selma 50 years ago.  

We are joined in spirit with the hundreds of Unitarian Universalists and 

thousands of others who are, right at this moment, in Selma, participating in a 

week-long pilgrimage of remembrance, solidarity, and witness. Among them are 

the Rev. Bernice King, Martin’s daughter, the widow and children of James Reeb, 

the children of Viola Luizzo, and the Reverends Orloff Miller and Clark Olsen 

who were walking with Reeb the night they were attacked.  

Oh, and President Obama is there, too. 

It is important for us to remember these events of 50 years ago together. This 

was a momentous time in the history of our faith. This extraordinary period 

drastically changed the momentum of our religion. 

 

And here is part sermon where I am going to say some contradictory things 

that are true nonetheless. 
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The story of Selma is not about us.  

Despite our martyrs, despite the hundreds of Unitarian Universalists who 

showed up, as much as we want to place ourselves squarely in the center of this 

drama, we are not the main characters.  

And we shouldn’t be. Because what we did 50 years ago is show up as allies. 

We were then, just as we are now, mostly white, and we went to Selma as allies. 

Not as white saviors riding in to save the day. We must resist retellings of the 

narrative that place white people at the center of this story. Goodness knows our 

culture does more than enough of that already. 

The murder of James Reeb caused such national outcry that President 

Johnson felt compelled to put the Voting Rights Act in front of Congress 

immediately. The deaths black leaders and students did not sway the national 

conscious this way. The murder of Jimmie Lee Jackson did not spur nationwide 

protests. It took the murder of a white minister for the nation to demand that 

something must be done. This is an uncomfortable truth that still lives with us 

today.  

 Ready for the flip side? 
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The story of Selma is absolutely about us.  

Selma’s story is America’s story and it is not over.     Not even close.  

And we know this, right? We know it because whether we remember the 

events of 50 years ago first hand or not we can all recognize that images of 

peaceful protestors being gassed and beaten looks awfully familar even though the 

news footage is in color now.  

We know the disenfranchisement of voters of color is still wrong no matter 

what year it is taking place in and it is happening now. 

We know the current legal system and prison industrial complex make 

extraordinary profits from the unjust incarceration of black men, effectively 

making prison the new Jim Crow. 

These things are unjust.  

They are wrong.  

We don’t use this word often in our congregations but I will use it now.  

These things are evil. 
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Dr. King addressed the question of evil in his eulogy for James Reeb. He 

acknowledged that Reeb’s murder was certainly the fault of the four misguided 

men who beat him to death, but he points to a deeper culpability.  

He points to a society that turns a blind eye to such evil, thus allowing it to 

flourish through indifference.  

 King said, “James Reeb was murdered by the indifference of every minister 

of the gospel who has remained silent behind the safe security of stained glass 

windows.  

He was murdered by the irrelevancy of a church that will stand amid social 

evil and serve as a taillight rather than a headlight, an echo rather than a voice.  

He was murdered by the irresponsibility of every politician who has moved 

down the path of demagoguery, who has fed his constituents the stale bread of 

hatred and the spoiled meat of racism.  

He was murdered by the brutality of every law enforcement agent who 

practices lawlessness in the name of the law.  

He was murdered by the timidity of a federal government that can spend 

millions of dollars a day to keep troops in South Vietnam, yet cannot protect the 

lives of its own citizens seeking constitutional rights.” 
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 You can replace James Reeb’s name with Trayvon Martin’s, or Michael 

Brown’s, or Eric Garner’s, or Tamir Rice’s. You can replace South Vietnam with 

Afghanistan or Iraq.    King’s words still hold. 

King goes on to say, “In his death, James Reeb says something to each of us, 

black and white alike, says that we must substitute courage for caution, says to us 

that we must be concerned not merely about who murdered him, but about the 

system, the way of life, the philosophy which produced the murder.  

His death says to us that we must work passionately, unrelentingly, to make 

the American dream a reality, so he did not die in vain.” 

This call still matters today. As we reflect on the events of 50 years ago, 

each of us has a choice to make. How do we want the future to look?  

If, in 50 years’ time, this congregation commemorates the events of 2015, 

that fateful year when a groundswell of grassroots organizers, activists, and allies, 

rose up and continued the hard, necessary work of dismantling systemic racism in 

a fashion that honored the urgency of the problem, what will your part have been? 
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Because we all have a role to play. This is not the problem of some other 

state, or some other neighborhood, or some other family.  

Racism is our problem. 

Our choices matter. Our decision to engage or not, to dismiss or not, to wake 

up or not, will change the future of this country and of this world.  

 And because my 9-year-old self still lives inside me, I think we are going to 

make the right choices.  

Because Unitarian Universalists care about people and want them to be 

treated right. We show up. We are not afraid. We are friends of Dr. King’s. 

Yesterday, President Obama gave a speech on the Edmund Pettus Bridge 

commemorating Bloody Sunday.  

He said, “We just need to open our eyes, and ears, and hearts, to know that 

this nation’s racial history still casts its long shadow upon us. We know the march 

is not yet over, the race is not yet won, and that reaching that blessed destination 

where we are judged by the content of our character – requires admitting as much.” 
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The President went on to say, “The single most powerful word in our 

democracy is the word “We.”  

We The People.  

We Shall Overcome.  

Yes We Can.  

It is owned by no one. It belongs to everyone.  

Oh, what a glorious task we are given, to continually try to improve this great 

nation of ours.  

Fifty years from Bloody Sunday, our march is not yet finished. 

But we are getting closer.” 

 

 

Please join me in saying Amen. 

 

 


