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Looking Back and Looking Forward:  Milestones 

This past week I attended the two March on Washington 50
th

 anniversary events – Saturday, 

Realize the Dream, and Wednesday, Let Freedom Ring. There is something still surreal about 

attending events on the National Mall, and then watching the event covered on national and 

international television.  

For the last 25 years I have lived just four miles from the Lincoln Monument. I’m an ‘attender’ 

and go to many marches and parades.  

I remember the inauguration of Barack Obama, and the palpable sense of hope and excitement – 

a shared the ‘awe’ in the historic moment – a collective “wow.” This past week I had hopes for 

that magic feel – of a massive crowd sustaining song and chants – like I’d heard about in 1963. It 

just wasn’t quite like that this week. Don’t get me wrong – I’m glad I went, and learned, and 

showed support. The white turnout, especially Saturday, was a small percentage. And it was a 

chance to sense a national mood…moments of high hopes, and more of uncertainty.         

First Saturday. The morning was in the 70s; the skies a brilliant blue. Around the Mall family 

after family arrived. Many, many families – strollers, 9 and 10 year olds running ahead, with 

parents and grandparents trying to keep a close eye. And the shirts made large groups evident – 

large church groups, labor groups and school groups.  

There was a shared confusion - how to get to near the Lincoln Monument? And shared sighs as 

folks realized how far they’d need to walk. Once near the Reflecting Pool pathways, and 

pathways were packed – really packed . Off the paths, in marked off areas by the Reflecting Pool 

not quite as crowded. 

I was not attending the Saturday march alone. To my delight, my daughter Jennifer, 22, just out 

of college and studying for the nursing boards asked to come with me. That’s right, she asked!  

Together we navigated the crowd, with me in my bright yellow ‘Standing on the Side of Love’ 

shirt. Seeing my shirt, other UUs introduced themselves -- from Ohio and Texas. Eventually we 

got to “UU-Central” – yellow shirt central --  where the minister at ‘All Souls’ in DC had 

suggested we all meet. We were close to the jumbo-trons and large  speakers.  

We were pulled together by the promise of this national milestone moment.  It was fifty years 

after something, but this 50
th

 anniversary was not yet a ‘something’ itself.     

Stories flowed easily – even with those who weren’t yet alive, or who were very young in 1963.  
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Where were you in 1963? Was anyone a part of the 1963 March on Washington?  Where were 

your parents and grandparents? Did your family talk about civil rights?   

One congregant from Rockville said she was only a year old in 1963, but was reminded of 1969. 

She was about seven and her family was in Charlottesville, Virginia. The various court cases 

made 1969 the year that school integration began in her area. 1969. In Virginia. Another woman 

shared she was just out of college in 1963, and lived out of the country. She was child of activists 

and recalled hearing the stories of civil rights, continually.   

And my daughter, just out of college, was hearing these stories of the not too distant past. She 

was seeing me as a minister in a crowd as I listened and shared. So, no sense of collective ‘awe’ 

in the crowd, yet important stories shared – history passing on. Many pictures were taken against 

the backdrop of big name speakers --  John Lewis, Eric Holder, Cory Booker, Nancy Pelosi and 

others.   

Mid-afternoon, my daughter and I walked away from the crowds. As we waited on a side street 

for our ride, a man, I’d guess about 75, was walking toward us.  He favored a hip and was wiping 

his brow, yet had a clear spring to his step. I said something like, “It’s really warming up today.” 

He glanced our way, “Just like it was that day.”    

“You were there?” I confirmed as he walked by.  

“I was. It was hot. It was a beautiful day.” He glowed.    

I just said, “Thank you.”  

He was in his own world, and might not have heard me. But my daughter did.  

In 1963 he would have been somewhere close to her age. He has a story of what brought him to 

the march that day in 1963. His deep satisfaction 50 years later was evident. I wonder, how will 

Jennifer tell her story of being with me at the 50
th

 anniversary march and her perspective of this 

man?   

At milestone moments we are creating our living history. We meld eyewitness experiences (seen 

through the eyes of our younger selves), with passed on versions, new research, and a media 

overlay. There is no one story, but many stories, adjusted through lenses of experience and 

assumptions.   

How we tell the stories of 2013, and of 1963, will shape the future story – will focus our 

attention.  

For me, telling stories is a spiritual practice. I try and learn about what I am less familiar with 

well enough to pass it forward to younger generations – to all generations.   
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I entered this month of anniversary, reading and re-reading the stories of 1963. Some stories 

were at best vague to me. I was six in 1963 – the big family event for us was my baby brother 

was born in September 1963. In school I don’t recall ever getting past about the Great 

Depression in history c lasses – we’d just always run out of time – and the 1960s were barely 

history. I don’t recall the specifics of the stories of civil rights being told in my home or 

community. To be fair I didn’t look that hard.    

To have a sense of the social and political climate at the time of the march, I focused on 1963. 

I was drawn to the story of the Children’s Crusade in early May 1963. This was a controversial, 

likely movement-changing event where youth and children left school with a plan to talk to city 

officials about school segregation. Children were arrested and came back the next day. Initially 

fire hoses and dogs were turned on them, and then safety police didn’t; they couldn’t. There was 

power of children confronting power, and of these images being shown on TV.  

Another critical event in 1963 was the murder of Medgar Evers, the NAACP leader who pressed 

to overturn segregation and Jim Crow laws. His death fueled protests in the summer of 1963. His 

killer was not convicted until 1994, thirty years later. Medgar Evers died at age 37. At 37. 

The 50 year anniversary has included remembering the bombing of the 16
th

 Street Baptist 

Church in Birmingham in September 1963. Killed were:  Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, 

Carole Robertson, all 14 and Denise McNair, 11.  The church that had been a center of civil 

rights advocacy became a killing ground of children. Robert Chambliss of the KKK was not 

found guilty until 1977. Only in 2000 did the FBI formally determine this was the work of the 

KKK, prosecuted others.  

Addie Mae, Cynthia, Carole and Denise would be in their 60s now.  

These are not stories of African American history – these are the stories of us all. These are 

stories that need to be remembered and told as a part of our national history – a story of the 

horrendous de-humanization of slavery, codified in the US constitution, and then changed – 

fixed in part. And then of discrimination – through laws, and practices and unspoken guidelines 

that sustained an ‘other’ that was “less than.”  We need to know this past. It mattered to us all.  

In Bob Dylan’s "Blowin' in the Wind,", written in 1962, and sung at the march we hear of 

freedom from the perspective of oppressed and oppressor..."Yes, how many years can some 

people exist before they're allowed to be free? Yes, how many times can a man turn his head, 

pretending that he just doesn't see?”  

In 1963 March on Washington with its high turnout, and solidarity shown through black and 

white participation mattered. It was a critical milestone in a long story.  The stories of 1963 are 

stories of risk, doubt, commitment, and yes, stories of death. There were sacrifices to achieve fair 
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hiring and labor practices, and voting, housing and education systems. A magic day that folks 

had feared might be violent was not. Much was at stake.  

Back to DC this week. At the Wednesday event, I attended alone. Walking toward the Mall from 

the Metro, I met a few women in their 40s. They were also from the area. Both were African 

American and had taken off work, sharing they had family members who had marched, and had 

heard their stories time and again. They weren’t going to miss it.   

As a waited with large crowds to clear security I had long conversation with two (unrelated) 

women – one 75 and one 58. They shared stories as we stood shoulder. An intimate waiting time. 

We talked of the day, and our families. After about 20 minutes I asked them, “What would you 

want me to share with my predominantly white congregation when I preach this coming 

Sunday?” 

The older woman immediately chimed in, “That in 50 years, it is so, so much better – so, so 

much.”  “How so?” I asked. “Yes, we can all just be together. There are still issues, but I was 

close to my white supervisor. Like that – she crossed her fingers.” I didn’t ask more about ‘there 

are still issues’, and she didn’t volunteer more, but her joy being at the anniversary was clear.    

The other woman had waited. “Talk to them about community. That we are all part of 

community, and that it matters that we are all a part.” I sensed there was more. The movement 

toward security was going nowhere fast. She shared. “The changes in hiring back then did 

matter. You know, for my father a federal government job was his chance. In the DC area, a 

federal government job was the way you could have a different life. It’s not perfect, but better.”  

Another gentleman I talked to was James. He shared, “Kids don’t get that it was a struggle back 

then, and we need to struggle still.” Was he referring to his kids or grandkids? My kids?  We 

commiserated a bit, about the younger generation. He shared, “I didn’t have it too bad, as it was. 

We were ok enough.”  We shared conversation about the blessing of having basic needs met, 

aware we had walked through life in our respective black and white middle class communities. 

“We were ok enough he repeated.”   

Stories of the past, and a sizing up of the now – of 2013.  

But what of our future? I sensed a struggle to imagine a path toward the future.    

At these moments the many speakers had a role to point to a vision. The messages were many –

lists on the need to preserve the right to vote, to limit guns and gun violence, to provide access to 

health care, to fix criminal justice and education systems, to achieve LGBT equality, to address 

unemployment…lists upon lists.  
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The ‘forward part’ is difficult. Wednesday, there was a deep listening to the speakers, but again 

no sustained song and chants. As Carter, Clinton, and Obama spoke, cheers were there, but quiet. 

Earlier Jamie Foxx and Oprah sure grabbed attention, but even there limited.        

In the many speeches, there were many inspirational quotes from the past. The single quote that 

most opened my heart to new exploration (I forced myself to pick one) is from Coretta Scott 

King:  

“Struggle is a never ending process. Freedom is never really won you earn it and win it in every 

generation.”   

In her book My Life with Martin Luther King, Jr. she expands a bit, ‘That is what we have not 

taught young people, or older ones for that matter. You do not finally win a state of freedom that 

is protected forever. It doesn't work that way.’  

Coretta has been with me this week.  

This anniversary week has been a reminder, we need to tend civil and human rights grounded 

in freedom – and be aware of systems still sustaining oppression. Systems limiting 

opportunity.   

This anniversary week is a reminder of the possible – of the turn-around story in 1963. Of 

dreams and breakthroughs.  

This anniversary week – this Labor Day – is a reminder to tend not only to systems, but to 

tend to the work of heart, continually broadening our view of community, and care of 

everyone in community.   

May the stories of this week guide us as we move forward together.   

 

May It Be So   

http://thinkexist.com/quotation/struggle_is_a_never_ending_process-freedom_is/346856.html
http://thinkexist.com/quotation/struggle_is_a_never_ending_process-freedom_is/346856.html

