
We come together today, "Selma Sunday," to remember the events of March 7th 1965 in 
Selma, Alabama. Voting rights issues had been problematic for citizens of color for many years. 
Support and assistance from the Southern Christian Leadership Conference was being provided 
for residents in the area experiencing discriminatory practices in voter registration. They had 
long been known in the region.

I grew up in Birmingham and lived and worked in Selma in 1958 but I knew nothing of 
voting practices or racial and discriminatory issues. I lived in a white community and didn't know 
there was a community of color. The two communities were totally apart.

I would like to focus some attention on how this March to Montgomery came into being 
in the first place. I ask about this as I see the strong impact that it has had through the years. A 
newspaper headline long ago stated, Marching Feet Stamped the Name of Selma into History."  
"I do agree," Congressman John Louis states, "that the March was the turning point in voting 
rights history."

On February 17, 1965, a group of about 500 people with support of the SCLS gathered 
at the Zion United Methodist Church of Marion, Alabama. (Marion is a small community near 
Selma.) The group's plan was to walk to the local jail and sing some hymns for a member of 
their group who had been arrested and jailed. The group was met at the jail house by Alabama 
State Troopers, Sheriffs' Deputies and local police. The group was physically dispersed and 
members were assaulted. A 26 year old Afro-American man who was an ordained deacon at the 
church was with his mother and grandfather at the event. He tried to protect his mother from 
abuses and as a result he was shoved into a wall and shot twice in the abdomen. He was 
hospitalized at Good Samaritan Hospital in Selma for treatment of his injuries. Jimmie Lee 
Jackson died on February 26, 1965 - 9 days after he was shot in Marion.

Jimmie Lee Jackson had spent 4 years of his young adult life trying to register to vote in 
Selma and he died as an unregistered voter. There was a memorial service in remembrance of 
Jimmie Lee and at that service a representative of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference announced that there would be a voting rights march from Selma to Montgomery 
taking place on March 7, 1965 and it would be in memory of Jimmie Lee Jackson. This 
demonstration did take place and ended in violent confrontation with the police on the bridge in 
Selma. It is this event that was referred to as "Bloody Sunday."

On this day we commemorate the 50th Anniversary of Bloody Sunday which is now 
referred to as "Selma Sunday." There have been 11 deaths in the state of Alabama that were 
related to civil rights issues, including four little girls who died in a church bombing in 
Birmingham.

On March 8th (the day after Bloody Sunday), Martin Luther King Jr. issued a request 
nationally for ministers and religious leaders of all denominations to join him in Selma to support 
another attempt to complete a voting rights demonstration marching from Selma to Montgomery. 
Hundreds of ministers and religious leaders went to Selma at Martin Luther King's calling 
including UU Ministers Rev. James Reeb of Boston, Rev. Clark Olson of Berkley, California and 
Rev. Orloff Miller, UUA Office of College Centers. Less than 12 hours after their arrival they were 
assaulted outside a restaurant in Selma where they had gone to eat dinner. They were all 
injured but Rev. Reeb was rushed to University Hospital in Birmingham where he died on March 
11, 1965.



The second attempt to accomplish the Selma to Montgomery March was held on March 
9, 1965 and was led by a group of 450 nuns, ministers and religious leaders followed by 2000 
protesters. This group was confronted at the bridge by police which led to a decision to end the 
effort in prayer to avoid another violent encounter at the bridge.

Jimmie Lee Jackson was the first of the three who lost their lives through the activity of 
the Selma to Montgomery voter registration demonstration. The death of Rev. James Reeb 
brought many more Unitarians to Selma including Huntington's Rev. Ralph Stutsman who 
attended the memorial service for James Reeb on March 15, 1965 at Brown's Chapel. Martin 
Luther King Jr. offered the eulogy. My husband and I arrived in Selma on March 18th with a 
group of 9 social workers for civil rights action. The social workers were from Hillside Hospital, 
Adelphi and Rutgers University.

The third loss of life was of Viola Liuzzo, who was shot in her car following completion of 
the final March. She was returning march participants from Montgomery to Selma. Viola was a 
Unitarian from Detroit.

On the evening of March 20th, marchers packed Brown's Chapel inside, outside and 
down the street. Everyone awaited the arrival of Martin Luther King Jr. Who would give the final 
direction as to whether the March could proceed the next day. As he walked into the chapel the 
crowd was ecstatic and his news was what they wanted to hear. The March would proceed on 
March 21st.

The third March took place on March 21, 1965 when 3,200 marchers gathered at 
Brown's chapel ready to follow the directions of leadership and to be protected by the National 
Guard, as called for by Lyndon B. Johnson, President of the United States. A limit of 300 of the 
3,200 marchers would walk the 54 miles to Montgomery. This was in the interest of public 
safety. Unitarian Minister, the Rev. Richard Leonard completed the five day journey on foot and 
has written a book, called To Selma, about his venture. The marchers arrived in Montgomery on 
March 25th and 25,000 advocates joined them on their March to the capital. They had a 
message to deliver to Governor Wallace and the world, "Voting rights for all!"

Congress cleared and in August 1965 President Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965, providing equal voting rights to all citizens 21 years and older. In Alabama 
voters of color jumped from 92,700 in 1965 to 250,000 in 1967, 2 years later.

In 1996 the U. S. National Park Service commemorated the march by designating the 54 
miles between Selma and Montgomery to be the 12th National Historic Trail. That trail can be 
traced on the 54 mile stretch and stories are available at interpretation centers along the 
roadway.

Indeed, marching feet did stamp the name of Selma into history. Nevertheless, 
discriminatory issues continue and need for change challenges all of us. The Federal 
investigation into issues in Ferguson effectively remind us of the problems.

In the 60's the civil rights activity in Washington and Selma had the guidance and 
leadership of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. as peace, justice and equality were sought. His 
commitment to social change through peaceful means was firm and unchanging, although 
steadily challenged. There was much to be learned then and now about how to seek problem 



resolution through peaceful means. Peace in our homes, communities, countries and the world. 
The Unitarian Universalist Organization and its membership invested significantly in the spirit 
and purpose of this civil rights work and it is expected that this will continue into the future.


