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I 

I am, and always will be, a child of the South. With the exception of the two-and-a-half years when, between 
the ages of five and seven, I lived with my family in the frigid forests of northern Wisconsin and the windy 
suburbs of Chicago, I’ve lived my entire life south of the Mason-Dixon line. 

I was born in Tallapoosa County, Alabama in a small town that was essentially owned by the local textile mill. 
I was raised on the stories of Uncle Remus and Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox.  

I went to elementary school in Selma from 1959 to 1963, where, on Confederate Memorial Day, my 
classmates and I would walk to the old city cemetery to put flowers on the graves of the long-dead, but not 
forgotten, Confederate soldiers.  

I graduated from high school in Greenville, Alabama in 1969, in a class that did not include a single African 
American student—a town where, when I went back home for a high school reunion just three years ago, I 
was greeted by a billboard on the interstate that read: “God, Guns, and Guts: What Made America Free.”  

I went to college in Alabama, married a woman who grew up in Alabama, and for thirty of our forty years 
together, we’ve called North Carolina home and raised our children here.  

For better or worse, I am, and always will be, a child of the South even if I don’t speak with much of a drawl. 
I am rooted in its red clay, even if I might wish I wasn’t.  

I’m a child of the South but, perhaps even more so, a child of the Sixties—one of the millions of Baby 
Boomers who came of age in that exciting and turbulent decade: The decade of the Beatles and Rolling 
Stones, of Camelot and the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy, and, less than five years later, his 
brother Bobby Kennedy.  

I am, and always will be, a child of the Sixties. It was the time that shaped my life and made me who I am 
today. It was the decade of the War in Vietnam, the anti-war movement, peace signs, and Flower Power, the 
beginnings of the women’s liberation movement, of the Stonewall Riot that first brought gays out of the 
closet and into the streets of our national consciousness. It was the decade of Yippies and Hippies, free love, 
sex, drugs, and rock and roll. 

And it was the decade in which the struggle of African Americans for civil rights reached its peak in the South 
and all across the United States, a decade of lynchings and murders, of freedom marches and lunch counter 
sit-ins, of bombings and fire hoses and burning crosses, of snarling dogs and billy clubs, of Lester Maddox 
brandishing a pick axe and George Wallace standing in the school house door. It was a decade of martyrs—
Medger Evers, James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner, Jimmy Lee Jackson, James Reeb 
and Viola Liuzzo, Jonathan Daniels, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, Jr. and hundreds more whose names 
are less well known but whose lives and deaths cannot be erased from the pages of history.  

 

 



II 

I was there in the midst of it all. I remember, when I was eight years old, riding the city bus downtown with 
the black woman who helped my mother with housework and noticing that my brother and I were the only 
white faces on the back of the bus. I remember going downtown with my father to pay our water bill and 
seeing crowds of people with signs that said “Freedom Now” gathered on the steps of Browns Chapel AME 
Church. I remember the separate water fountains at the courthouse for “whites” and “colored” and the three 
bathrooms at rural gas stations for “ladies,” “gentlemen,” and “colored.”  

I was there. I remember the billy club and helmet that hung on the coat rack by our front door—the helmet 
with a painted badge on the front and the words: “Greenville: Auxiliary Police.” I remember how often I 
heard words like “nigger,” “nigger lover,” and “Martin Luther Coon” come out of the mouths of classmates, 
my parents’ friends, and people on the street, in the barber shop, in the coffee shop, and in my church. I 
remember the ubiquitous Confederate flags and the billboards that read: “Impeach Earl Warren.”  

I was there. I remember Judge Thaggard, who lived down the street and presided in the trial of the men who 
shot Viola Liuzzo. I remember my high school English teacher, Bobbie Gamble, whose husband prosecuted 
the men who shot Viola Liuzzo but were acquitted of her murder, one by an all-white jury after deliberating 
less than two hours. 

I was there in the midst of it all—at ground zero of the Civil Rights Movement in Alabama—and, yet, not in 
the midst of it all, but rather on the margin, on the fringe, far, far from the epicenter of those momentous 
events. I was there, but, as a young, white boy, I was oblivious to much of what was going on around me and 
why—even though I saw and heard what was going on all around me. I was there, but I saw the world from 
behind blue eyes—through the blue eyes of race, racism, prejudice, and privilege.  

I was, for far too long, like a fish in water who doesn’t realize that it’s swimming in water because the water in 
which it swims is so ubiquitous, natural, and normal that the it’s invisible and completely beyond the fish’s 
awareness. As a young, white boy growing up in Alabama in the 1960s, I swam in the ocean of segregation, 
discrimination, prejudice, injustice, and racism believing that it was completely normal, unaware that things 
were not as they should be because I saw the world only through blue eyes, not the brown eyes of those who 
had to sit on the back of the bus, those who lived in shacks on the other side of the tracks, those who, in 
every area of their lives, were treated as inferior, as less than human, as second-class citizens.  

III 

I’m not sure when or why or how I began to realize that I was swimming in that ocean—that I was seeing the 
world through blue eyes and that there were other ways of seeing the world: that what I’d been taught, 
explicitly or implicitly, was normal, natural, and right wasn’t normal, natural, or right. It wasn’t a sudden 
epiphany or revelation or insight. There wasn’t any single incident that caused me to start questioning and 
rethinking what I had been taught my parents and teachers and friends about race, civil rights, freedom, 
justice, and love.  

Maybe, though, it had something to do with my family’s encounter with that young Japanese Buddhist man 
who stayed with us overnight as he was riding his bicycle across the United States. Maybe it had something to 
do with being called a “nigger lover” just because, as one of the students who raised the American flag at 
Greenville High School each morning, I flew it at half staff as ordered by the President following Martin 
Luther King’s assassination. Maybe it had to do with my inability to reconcile in my head or in my heart the 



lessons I learned in Sunday School at my family’s lily-white, conservative Methodist church about God’s love 
and doing unto others as we would have them do unto us with the racial prejudice, hatred, violence, and 
segregation that surrounded me. 

All I know for sure is that I began to wonder whether there would be separate water fountains and toilets for 
blacks and whites in heaven—whether heaven would be segregated. All I know for sure is that I began to 
wonder whether the color of a person’s skin or the color of a person’s eyes could make any real difference in 
who that person is or how that person should be treated.  

All I know for sure is that somehow my life was transformed during those waning years of the Civil Rights 
movement of the 1960s. All I know for sure is that I found within myself a deep passion for justice and 
equality that has been a core part of who I am ever since. 

I don’t know how or why, but I’m no longer the young, white boy who grew up in Alabama during the 1960s.  

And, yet, I still see the world through blue eyes. I’m still trapped behind blue eyes. I’m still bound by my 
white skin, by my whiteness, by the white privilege that I wear whether I want to or not, by the white 
privilege from which I have benefited and still benefits me in so many ways. I am and always will be a 
prisoner of my gender, ethnicity, education, and social class. And as much as I might want to do so, I will 
never be able to rid myself completely of my prejudices and stereotypes and fears. I will always see the world 
through blue eyes—through the eyes of my own experience as an educated, middle-class, Southern white man 
who is the product of the times and places in which I’ve lived.  

I will always see the world through blue eyes. But, over time, my vision has improved. It’s grown broader, I 
hope, and deeper as I’ve realized that each person sees the world through the eyes of his or her own 
experience, personality, race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation. I still see the world through blue eyes 
but I try, not always successfully, to see the world through the eyes of others—through the eyes of those who 
are different from me, through the eyes of those who have experienced, and still experience, prejudice, 
discrimination, and oppression, the eyes of those who are mentally ill, homeless, unemployed, or hungry, the 
eyes of those who are unloved and alone, the eyes of those who are afraid and angry, the eyes of those who 
have been abused and wounded. 

IV 

The Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life was cut short by the bullet of an assassin on April 4, 1968, as he stood 
on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee after speaking in support of the city’s striking 
black public works employees.  

Had he lived, he would be eighty-four years old this Tuesday. And on this Sunday before his birthday—on 
this Sunday eight days before the national holiday that honors his life and will be shared by the second 
inauguration of the first African-American President of the United States—my thoughts turn not only to my 
own experience growing up in Alabama during the 1960s but also to the Civil Rights movement in which 
King played such a pivotal leadership role, from the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955, to the founding of 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the 1963 March on Washington, and the Selma to 
Montgomery Freedom March in 1965 after the horror of Bloody Sunday, and the beginnings of the Poor 
People’s Campaign in 1968. And on this Sunday before King’s birthday, I wonder where his life might have 
taken him and this nation over the past forty years.  



I have no doubt that he would have spoken out against the 2003 invasion of Iraq and our continued military 
involvement in Afghanistan just as he spoke out against America’s war in Vietnam. I have no doubt that he 
would have stood with the Occupy Wall Street movement just as he stood with the sanitation workers in 
Memphis. I have no doubt that he would be speaking out today against the epidemic of gun violence in 
America and calling us to respond to the crime, unemployment, and failing schools that still plague America’s 
inner cities. I have no doubt that he would call our nation toward more humane, compassionate, and rational 
immigration policies.  

He would, I believe, remind us that today’s voter ID laws are but one step removed from the literacy tests 
and poll taxes of the Jim Crow era. He would, I believe, join others in indicting America’s criminal justice and 
prison systems as a new form of Jim Crow. 

I believe that he would concede that America has come a long way but that we still have a long way to go and 
that racism, in a more subtle and pernicious form, is still alive and well. I believe that he would be stand with 
us on the side of love by speaking out against homophobia and in favor of marriage equality.  

I have no doubt that he would remind us that the American dream is still just a dream for too many who live 
in the shadows and on the margins of the most affluent country in the world. I have no doubt that he would 
remind us that injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere and that no one is free until everyone is 
free.  

He would, I’m certain, remind us that violence can never be overcome by violence and that hate should never 
be the response to hate. He would, I’m sure, echo the words of another great leader in the struggle for 
freedom, Nelson Mandela, who said that, in the struggle for freedom from oppression, “the oppressor must 
be liberated just as surely as the oppressed” for a “man who takes away another man’s freedom is a prisoner 
of hatred, … locked behind the bars of prejudice and narrow-mindedness” and is robbed of his humanity just 
as much as those who are oppressed.  

And, I’m sure that he would remind us that although the tide of history is on the side of right and the moral 
arc of the universe bends toward justice, it’s up to us to do the work that will bend the arc of the universe 
toward justice and create the beloved community based on peace, nonviolence, justice, and equality.  

V 

And so, in the words of a song by James Taylor, let us turn our thoughts today to Martin Luther King—his 
life and his legacy and his unfinished work: the work of justice, peace, and love that is now ours to do, 
remembering that there are ties between us—all men and women living on the earth—ties of hope and love; 
remembering, today and always, that we are bound together by our desire to see our children grow free and 
strong, by the task that lies before us, and by the road that lies ahead: the road from hatred to love, from 
separation to connection, from war to peace, from injustice to justice, from bondage of body and spirit to 
freedom.  

May it be so. 


