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I 

Jimmie Lee Jackson wasn’t a Unitarian Universalist. And yet his image appears on a 
bronze plaque in the headquarters of our Unitarian Universalist Association along with two 
Unitarian Universalist “martyrs and saints:” The Rev. James Reeb and Viola Liuzzo, whose lives 
and deaths were intertwined with his in the days before and after Bloody Sunday, March 7, 
1965. 

On the evening of February 18, 1965, Jackson marched with 500 men and women to the 
Perry County Courthouse to demand the release of a civil rights worker and protest the refusal 
of county officials to allow African Americans to register to vote. When they got there, white 
police officers and Alabama State Troopers attacked them with night sticks. Two State Troopers 
chased Jackson and his 82 year old grandfather into a nearby café. There they beat Jackson’s 
grandfather and, without any apparent reason, shot Jackson, who was unarmed, twice, at close 
range, in the abdomen. Jackson died from his wounds eight days later at the age of 26. Forty-
two years later, the State Trooper who shot Jackson pled guilty to a federal manslaughter 
charge and was sentenced to six months in jail. 

Jackson’s death was the catalyst for the Southern Christian Leadership’s Conference’s 
call for a march from Selma to Montgomery to demand an end to Alabama’s Jim Crow laws that 
effectively denied African Americans the right to vote.  

And so it was that on Sunday, March 7, 1965, 600 brave souls gathered at Brown Chapel 
AME Church in Selma and, led by John Lewis and Hosea Williams, started marching towards 
Montgomery across the Edmund Pettus Bridge. A line of white policemen was waiting for them 
on the other side of the bridge and viciously attacked them with billy clubs and tear gas, forcing 
them to retreat.  

Dr. Martin Luther King and the SCLC immediately issued a call asking white civil rights 
supporters and minsters from all across the United States to come to Selma.  Dozens of 
Unitarian Universalist ministers immediately responded to the call. One of them was Rev. James 
Reeb.  

Shortly after arriving in Selma, Reeb and two other UU ministers, Clark Olson and Orloff 
Miller, were attacked and beaten by four white men as they were walking down the street to 
hear Dr. King speak at Brown Chapel. Jim Reeb died two days later, March 11th. He was 38 
years old and left behind a wife and four young children. The men who were accused of killing 
him were tried, but acquitted. 

Within days of Reeb’s death, President Johnson called on Congress to enact the 1965 
Voting Rights Act and invited Dr. King to come to Washington to speak in support of the bill. Dr. 
King declined, choosing instead to deliver the eulogy at Jim Reeb’s funeral service where he told 
the mourners that Reeb’s life and death called each of us, black and white alike, to substitute 



 

 

courage for caution, working passionately and unrelentingly to make the American dream a 
reality for all so that he did not die in vain. 

On Sunday, March 21, 8,000 people, led by Dr. Martin Luther King, finally crossed the 
Edmund Pettus Bridge under the protection of a federal court order and began the 50 mile 
journey to Montgomery. One of the people who joined the march was Viola Liuzzo, a member 
of the Unitarian Universalist Church of Detroit. When the marchers arrived in Montgomery on 
March 25th, a crowd of 25,000 gathered to hear Dr. King speak on the steps of the State Capitol 
building—on the same spot that Jefferson Davis was sworn in as President of the Confederacy 
104 years earlier. And later that night, as Viola Liuzzo was driving one of the marchers back to 
Selma, a car carrying four KKK members pulled up alongside them, shot her as she drove, and 
left her to die.  

Within a few months, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 became law—a legacy to the 
heroism and courage of Jackson, Reeb, and Liuzzo.  

And on June 25, 2013, during the midst of the Moral Monday protests here in Raleigh 
and the enactment by our state legislators of one of the most restrictive voter ID laws in the 
country, the U.S. Supreme Court, in a 5 to 4 decision, effectively gutted the law for which 
Jimmie Lee Jackson, James Reeb, and Viola Liuzzo gave their lives. 

II 

The road from Selma leads across the Edmund Pettus Bridge and across the generations 
to Jones Street, right here in Raleigh. 

It was just four weeks ago that between one and two thousand Unitarian Universalists 
from all across the United States answered the call to come here to Raleigh to march, pray, 
sing, speak out, and stand with us, against the actions of our state legislature to deny or limit 
voting rights and access to health care, policies that favored the rich and privileged over the 
poor and jeopardize the right to a free public education, and a political agenda that put narrow 
private interests above the common good of all.  

For me, and I know for many of you, it was an experience I will never forget. It was 
moment to remember—a moment that, for us here at UUFR, will be forever commemorated by 
the Courageous Love Award that was presented to our congregation by the Unitarian 
Universalist Fellowship of Beaufort, South Carolina.  

It was our moment—a moment in time when the attention of the nation and the 
attention of our denomination were focused squarely on us. It was our moment to shine—and, 
let me tell you something, we shone like the sun that came out from behind the clouds as Rev. 
Barber began to speak to the tens of thousands of us who gathered on Fayetteville Street in the 
largest march for voting rights since 1965 in Selma!!!  

It was a moment in which there was no doubt that Unitarian Universalists, wearing our 
yellow shirts, are a justice-seeking people who stand on the side of love. For just as hundreds of 
Unitarian Universalists answered Dr. King’s call in 1965 to come to Selma, thousands of 
Unitarian Universalists answered the call to come to Raleigh in 2014 to continue the never-
ending struggle for voting rights, civil rights, justice, and equality.  



 

 

III 

Four weeks ago, Unitarian Universalists came here to Raleigh from all across the United 
States—from Maine and New York, from Richmond and Florida, from California and 
Washington, from Minnesota and Louisiana, from Charlotte, Asheville, Durham, Chapel Hill, and 
Morehead City. 

But the group that I’ll remember the most are the two hundred members of All Souls 
Unitarian Church in Washington, DC who arrived in two busses and dozens of cars filled with so 
much passion, energy, and spirit that, if they’d marched around the State Capitol building, I’m 
sure that, just like the walls of Jericho, its walls would have come tumbling down. 

And when I asked Rob Hardies, the senior minister at All Souls, why so many of his folks 
would take the time and effort to come to Raleigh to speak out for voting rights and equality 
here in North Carolina, he said: “For us, it’s personal.” “For us, it’s personal.” 

The struggle for voting rights and equality in North Carolina is personal to the folks at All 
Souls because Jim Reeb was the associate minister at All Souls just before he travelled to Selma 
to march for voting rights with Dr. King. Jim Reeb was one of their own, someone who taught 
them that we are all brothers and sisters regardless of whether we are black or white and live in 
Selma or Kansas. He was, and still is for them, an exemplar, prophet, martyr, and saint in the 
struggle for justice. His cause is their cause. And so they walk in his footsteps and honor his life 
and death by giving life the shape of justice.  

For them, it’s personal. The struggle for justice is personal, visceral, and embodied, not 
abstract or theoretical. 

For us, it’s personal. And it’s personal for me, as well. 

IV 

It’s personal for me because Selma is my hometown and I carry with me the memory of 
the days before and after Bloody Sunday.  

My family lived there from 1959 to 1963. I went to elementary school there, surrounded 
by boys and girls who were white like me. I marched with my classmates to place flowers on the 
graves of Confederate soldiers each spring. I rode in our family car across the Edmund Pettus 
Bridge and along the highway from Selma to Montgomery countless times as we travelled to 
visit my grandparents. 

I carry with me the memory of my father’s riot helmet and billy club that hung on the 
rack by the front door, waiting to be used if he was called out as an auxiliary policeman. I 
remember how people said that Viola Liuzzo was just a tramp, poor white trash who left her 
husband and family so she could be with black men. I remember how Jim Reeb, Michael 
Schwerner, Andrew Goodman, and the Freedom Riders were labeled as “outside agitators” who 
got what they deserved.  

It’s personal for me because it was my high school English teacher’s husband who 
prosecuted the men who murdered Viola Liuzzo and a judge, who drank coffee with my father, 
who presided at the trial. 



 

 

It’s personal for me because I carry with me the memory of the water fountains for 
white and colored—the bathrooms labeled ladies, gentlemen, and colored. It’s personal for me 
because I remember wondering and asking whether heaven would be segregated. 

It’s personal for me because one of my first acts of protest was to drink water from the 
cup with an X scratched on the bottom—the cup from which black employees were required to 
drink—when I worked for the city street department the summer after my freshman year in 
college.  

It’s personal for me because when the election officials in Auburn told me that students 
had to register to vote where their parents lived (which is exactly what North Carolina’s General 
Assembly is telling college students today), I was almost arrested for trespass because I told 
them I wasn’t going to leave until they let me register to vote. (I didn’t get arrested because I 
left when they called the police. But as soon as I left, I got in touch with the ACLU and, within 
three months, Alabama’s Attorney General issued a ruling that college students could vote 
where they lived.) 

The struggle for voting rights, civil rights, justice, and equality is personal to me. So 
personal that I didn’t feel I had any choice but to put my body where my heart was by 
answering the call to stand up during the Moral Monday protests against laws that are simply a 
more subtle attempt to disenfranchise African Americans, women, and the poor. 

V 

It’s personal for me. And it’s personal for us. 

It’s personal because we are Unitarian Universalists. It’s personal because Jim Reeb, 
Viola Liuzzo, and Clark Olsen are our people (and so is Jimmie Lee Jackson even though he was 
a Baptist).  

It’s personal because we believe, not only with our minds but deep in our hearts, in the 
democratic process—not only within our congregations but within society at large. It’s personal 
because we have covenanted with ourselves and each other to affirm and promote justice and 
equality for all.  

It’s personal because, as Unitarian Universalists, we reject superficial distinctions 
between us and them or inside and outside, affirming, instead, that all of us are we—that we 
are, in Dr. King’s words, bound together in an inextricable and unescapable network of 
mutuality, part of the interdependent web of all Being, joined together as brothers and sisters 
by a common heritage and a common destiny so that injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere.  

It’s personal for us, because, in the words of UU minister Mark Morrison Reed, there is a 
connectedness, a relationship discovered amid the particulars of our own lives and the lives of 
others that, once felt, inspires us to act for justice.  

VI 

There is a connectedness, a relationship discovered amid the particulars of our own lives 
and the lives of others that, once felt, inspires us to act for justice. 



 

 

Jimmie Lee Jackson felt that connection. Jim Reeb and Viola Liuzzo felt that connection. 
And feeling it, they answered the call to give life the shape of justice. They answered the call, 
knowing full well the risks and dangers they faced. They answered the call, knowing they might 
be killed for standing up and speaking out.  

I’m sure that Jimmie Lee Jackson didn’t expect to die on the night he marched with 
dozens of others to the courthouse in Marion, Alabama. I’m sure that Jim Reeb didn’t expect to 
die when he left Walker’s diner, walking the few blocks to Brown Chapel AME to hear Dr. King. 
I’m sure that Viola Liuzzo didn’t expect to die as she drove her car back from Montgomery to 
Selma on a dark and lonely road.  

I’m sure that none of them wanted to die, so young and so violently. And yet they gave 
their lives in the cause of justice. They died for what they believed. 

VII 

This is 2014, not 1965. And this is Raleigh, not Selma. Times have changed, though not 
as much as we might wish they had. But we tread today the same path that Jimmie Lee Jackson, 
Jim Reeb, and Viola Liuzzo trod in Selma—the same path that many trod before them, a path 
trod by many who gave their lives for the cause of freedom, justice, and equality, a path that 
stretches out into the future because the struggle for freedom, justice, and equality is never 
ending. 

Like those who answered Dr. King’s call to Selma, we, here at UUFR, have answered the 
call to justice. We’ve marched and sung and prayed. We’ve stood in the blazing sun and the 
pouring rain, in heat and cold. Some of us have been handcuffed and spent a few hours in jail or 
sat in court or done community service to pay for the “crime” of protesting injustice. 

None of us who have participated in the Moral Monday movement has been called 
upon to give our lives by dying for what we hold most dear. And I, for one, hope that that day 
never comes for any of us (especially me).  

But each of us, I believe, is called to live our lives, each and every day, for the values that 
we hold most dear—to give our lives by living our lives for justice, equality, community, and 
peace. 

May we do so. May it be so.  


