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First Reading. Unitarian Universalist Minister Richard Leonard remembers going to Selma. 

 

Monday, March 8. 1965. I headed into our ministers' meeting at the Community Church of New 

York without the faintest idea that by nightfall I would be in the state of Alabama and that for the 

next seventeen days I would be involved in an epic struggle that would fashion the future of our 

country, and to an extent, the world. 

 

Martin Luther King's telegram sent that morning, said "I call on clergy of all faiths to join me in 

Selma." 

 

We talked. One of us was going to answer Dr. King's call. Fate had laid its warm hand squarely 

on my shoulder, and I said I would represent the Community Church. 

 

I would go that afternoon. I would be back at my job in two or three days. Or so I thought. 

The plane reservation was made for late afternoon.  

 

A delicate problem involved my relationship to my wife Barbara and my two daughters. Barbara, 

a psychotherapist, would, I thought, be lukewarm at best to the idea of hundreds of clergy 

converging on Selma, probably to get their heads knocked in the cause of civil rights. She would 

be unalterably opposed, I knew, to the father of our young children voluntarily risking life and 

limb in such a hostile atmosphere. 

 

How would I tell her? Or should I even tell her before I reached Alabama? 

 

It was already 2:00 p.m. The plane would leave Newark at 5:00 p.m. I had just enough time to 

pick up a few items at home and head for the airport. 

 

At 2:30 p.m. when I reached home, Barbara was just heading out to meet her first patient of the 

day. To open a discussion of my plans at that moment would precipitate a first-class argument. 

  

She would be unable to meet her patients, and I would miss the only flight that could get me to 

the march the following day. 

 

I chose not to plunge into that bottomless pit. Rather, I would telephone her mother from the 

airport and have her break the news to Barbara, and daughters Suzy and Elizabeth. I wondered 

what my children would think of their father. 

 

Into a briefcase I quickly packed items that occurred to me: my black clerical robe so that I 

would look like a clergyman, a raincoat, several shirts, as much cash as I happened to have on 

hand, two pairs of socks (just right for a three-day expedition, I reasoned), aspirin, Band-Aids. 

Once airborne 1 began to take stock of the things I might have brought with me but didn't. I 



didn't have an umbrella or rain-shoes.  

 

I had no watch. The stem on my watch had inconveniently broken that very morning. Still, for a 

two- or three-day visit I thought it would scarcely be missed. 

 

I had forgotten a toothbrush, anything resembling pajamas or extra underpants. One could 

manage for two or three days. Alas, the radio! I was used to carrying a small one on trips, just to 

feel linked to the outside world, but in my haste had forgotten to put it in my travel bag. (All of 

the aforementioned items were sorely missed in the 18 days that followed!) 

 

As we tried to relax on the airplane and pretend that it wasn't going to be too dangerous a trip, 

things did not look too bad. Our arrival in Montgomery was uneventful; I had one envelope to 

mail, addressed to my secretary in New York. It contained instructions regarding my memorial 

service in New York should I not happen to survive the next few days. While we all expected to 

be home by week's end, the closer we got to Selma, the more we realized that the entire venture 

could end in mayhem. 

 

With that letter mailed, cars soon arrived to take us to Selma, and soon we were on our way. 

 

Second Reading. Unitarian Universalist Minister Robert Fulghum remembers going to Selma. 

He writes about himself in the third person.  

 

A man I know well was there. . . . 

 

He has not ever said or written much about that experience. Because he has always felt 

embarrassed – even somewhat ashamed – of how little he actually contributed to the 

advancement of the Civil Rights Movement or to the confrontation in Selma. He was just there . . 

. for a few days because Martin Luther King asked white clergymen to come and be there, for 

support, as witnesses.  

 

Recently, the man I know came across notes that he wrote when he went to Selma in March of 

1965 – fragments of thoughts that take on new meaning for him 50 years later. 

 

Here are some of the notes: 

 

"How should I dress? What to wear? Look like a respectable white man in suit and tie or like the 

majority of the community?" 

 

"Can I get to Selma safely? Fly to Birmingham, rent a car, drive the back roads? What if that 

only calls attention to me?" 

 

"Never been as scared in my life before – soldiers, police, guns, dogs, mounted sheriff deputies, 

and white people with clubs and taunts –  Confederate flags flying defiantly – American flags 

flown upside down. KKK signs are everywhere. One sign said, ‘Outside Agitators Go Home . . . 

or ELSE!'    

 



That would apply to me." 

 

"Now I'm here – what am I supposed to do?" 

 

"First time I was ever a racial minority – not many whites standing at the protest line. Awkward. 

Don't know the songs or how to act." 

 

"Aware I'm being filmed and photographed by serious-looking men on the other side of the line." 

 

"A bus-load of Roman Catholic Nuns just arrived from Chicago – in black and grey medieval 

outfits – some with what looks like white swans on their heads. Even a Negro nun. Never met or 

talked with nuns before. Strong women – at least by what little I can see of them – beautiful 

faces. They say they will walk in the front line of the next attempt at marching – let the police 

beat them first. Gutsy ladies." 

 

"Tired. Scared. Hungry. But nothing compared to the people who've been here all their lives. I 

can go home. They will stay and bear it." 

 

Sermon 

 

We humans have a strong need to idealize other people. A psychoanalyst named Heinz Kohut 

wrote that to be emotionally healthy, throughout our lives we need to imagine that there are 

people we can trust and admire, people who are stable, reliable and calm. This idealizing part of 

our emotional being is the source of the values that guide our lives. Dr. Kohut said this 

development of emotional maturity is a continuous process. Throughout our lives, we experience 

a recurring need to identify people we can idealize and use as models, or mentors.  

 

In my own life, one person I have idealized is Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. I have read the major 

biographies of his life and I have listened to his voice and watched his face in old recordings of 

his speeches. I have long admired his political skill, his courage, and his commitment to 

nonviolence.  

 

Yet, Dr. King was not a perfect man. In the movie "Selma" there is a fictional moment when 

Coretta Scott King and Martin are alone with a tape recording sent to Coretta anonymously. On 

the tape are the sounds of her husband having sex. In this fictional scene, the actor playing 

Coretta tearfully asks Martin, "Did you love the others?"  

 

What are the facts behind this fictional moment in the movie "Selma?" Historians report that the 

evening after the great Civil Rights March on Washington in 1963, Coretta flew back to Atlanta. 

Dr. King had a suite at the Willard Hotel. The Washington Police Department had installed a 

hidden microphone in the hotel room. The tape recording found its way into the hands of J. 

Edgar Hoover. October 10, 1963, Hoover got Robert Kennedy to authorize the FBI to wiretap 

King's phones. A few months later Hoover also planted unauthorized, illegal microphones in 

King's hotel rooms. 

 

As the Selma voting rights campaign was beginning in January of 1965, Coretta Scott King 



received a thin box containing a reel of audiotape and a letter. According to historians, the 

recording was of her husband telling dirty jokes and making bawdy remarks, plus the sounds of 

him engaging in sex. It had all been prepared by the FBI, including an anonymous hate letter 

suggesting that King commit suicide.   

 

However, the conversation in the movie never occurred. Years after her husband's assassination, 

Coretta Scott said, "When I listened to the tape, it had nothing to do with my husband having 

sex. It was a loud social function with people telling dirty jokes, nothing like what I have seen 

reported in the press." 

 

Coretta Scott King, who died in 2006, said, "During our whole marriage we never had one single 

serious discussion about either of us being involved with another person. . . . If I ever had any 

suspicions . . . I never would have even mentioned them to Martin. I just wouldn't have burdened 

him with anything so trivial . . . all that other business just didn't have a place in the very high-

level relationship we enjoyed."  

 

Others, who knew Dr. King, have confirmed his infidelity and it was not King's only weakness. 

In 1989, historians started reporting that Dr. King had appropriated from other sources without 

attribution substantial parts of both his doctoral dissertation and other academic papers from his 

student years. The pattern is also noticeable in speeches and sermons throughout his career. 

 

Extramarital sex and plagiarism. What do I do when I find that the person I idealize, the person 

whose moral teachings I try to model my life after, turns out to be less than perfect?  

 

This is a fundamental challenge that faces me all my life. Throughout my life, I have idealized 

people and then discovered that they are not perfect. At first, I deny that they are not perfect, and 

then I get annoyed with them. The critical question is, do I refuse to accept any of the good they 

do because of their faults? Is it possible to accept that the same person, who is in many ways 

strong and courageous, wise and committed, is also at times subject to weakness and temptation? 

Must the people I idealize be pure and unblemished? 

 

Dr. King's sister, Christine Farris, has said that she wants to demythologize his life. She wrote, 

"My brother was no saint, but an average and ordinary man." A friend of King wrote, "By 

exalting the accomplishments of Martin Luther King, Jr. into a legendary tale that is annually 

told, we fail to recognize his humanity -- his personal and public struggles -- are similar to yours 

and mine." 

 

In this spirit, I honor Dr. King despite his limitations. I celebrate his ministry, while recognizing 

his humanity. I give thanks for the work of an imperfect man who gave his life for the principles 

of freedom, equality and nonviolence. Today fifty years after Selma I celebrate and I give thanks 

to all the imperfect people who fought for voting rights in Selma. 

 

Rev. Richard Leonard, married and the father of two daughters, describes meeting his wife at 

2:30 and not telling her that he was leaving on a flight in two hours to go to Selma. Instead of 

talking directly to his wife, during a stopover in Atlanta, Richard called his mother-in-law and 

asked her to tell her daughter that he was in Selma. This is not a model of a healthy relationship. 



Richard Leonard, an imperfect hero. 

 

Rev. Robert Fulghum also discourages us from putting him on a pedestal. He says he has always 

felt embarrassed – even somewhat ashamed – of how little he actually contributed to the 

advancement of the Civil Rights movement or to the confrontation in Selma. Rev. Robert 

Fulghum, an imperfect hero.  

 

Three people died during that struggle, Jimmie Lee Jackson, a Deacon in his Baptist Church, 

Viola Liuzzo, who attended the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Detroit and James Reeb, a 

Unitarian Universalist Minister. 

 

Friday a seven-minute documentary was posted on the New York Times Web site, interviewing 

The Unitarian Universalist minister Clark Olson.  Let’s watch. 

 

 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/06/opinion/a-call-from-selma.html   

 

I end this morning with the words of Irene Murdock. She was the assistant to the President of the 

Unitarian Universalist Association and in this role, she traveled from Boston to Selma in 1965. 

Later Irene Murdock retired to Sarasota, Florida, and she became a member of this church. She 

wrote: 

 

For me, Selma was a high point, an unforgettable experience, but for all of us it is 

an historical time, never to be forgotten. We have come a long way, but there is 

still much to be done, and it sometimes seems we take one step forward and then 

two steps backward. The struggle goes on. May we hold fast to our dreams and be 

eternally vigilant in order that the battle may one day be truly and rightfully won.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/06/opinion/a-call-from-selma.html

