
MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. DAY

STORY TELLING CEREMONY

Leader:  Congress made Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday a national holiday  because of what he 
did for our country. 

Reader:  Many Americans today have no experience of the world Dr. King grew up in and the way that 
he and the movement he led changed our country forever.

Reader: In a little more than a decade, he and the other brave men, women and children who served 
with him undid centuries of injustice. It was hard, dangerous and frightening work.

Reader: Many others had been fighting and speaking out against these injustices for generations 
before Dr. King:

ALL: Frederick Douglass,  William Lloyd Garrison, Abraham Lincoln, Harriet Tubman, Homer 
Plessy, Marian Anderson, Vernon Jordan, and Jackie Robinson.

HP: In 1948, I became the first African American to play baseball in the major leagues. Branch 
Rickey hired me to play for the Brooklyn Dodgers. People spat on me, threw things at me, 
called me terrible names, wanted me to give up by humiliating me on and off the field. They 
said and did things that are hard to believe today. But I loved the game and I loved my people. 
I was a fighter so I stuck it out. 

I was rookie of the year for the National Leagues and led the league with 29 steals. In 1949, I 
won MVP and the batting title. I don’t think I could have gotten through those early years 
without the support of my wife, Rachel Issum, Mr. Rickey and the lessons I learned from my 
mother who raised us as the only black family living on our block.  

Rachel and I had three children together. After I retired from baseball, I devoted my time to 
the civil rights movement.  “There is not an American in this country free until every one of us is 
free.” I am Jackie Robinson.

Reader:  Slavery was outlawed in 1863, but many new laws made life hard for African Americans—
especially in the south where Dr. King grew up.

Reader:  Segregation kept blacks and whites apart. It meant that a black person couldn’t use the 
same water fountain, library, lunch counter, bus seat, hotel room or public pool as a white 
person.  Black children couldn’t go to the same schools as white children. Black men and 
women couldn’t register to vote or dream of having the same jobs as white men and women.

TS: What was it like to grow up with segregation? (3-minute limit: Pick a moment that highlights 
a childhood/young adult experience of segregation).  

USER GUIDE

This ceremony highlights 
the role of children in the 
Civil Rights Movement. It 
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Reader:  Dr. King  and others knew this wasn’t right or just. As the son, grandson and great-grandson 
of preachers, he knew that our religions didn’t teach this behavior.

Reader: He used his beautiful voice and spirit to share bold ideas. He gave ordinary people the 
courage to join non-violent protests, marches and boycotts.  They used civil disobedience:  
without hurting anybody or anything they would not obey a law to show it was unjust knowing 
that they might be arrested. They appealed to the moral foundation of our constitutional 
system. Dr. King was arrested 30 times.

TS: What was it like to participate in a march or protest and be arrested? (3-minute limit: Where 
did the protest take place? What impact did the experience have on the storyteller?)

Reader:  People who wanted to keep things the way they fought against changes. They broke laws and 
ignored the constitutional rights of the protestors and passed laws that delayed federal 
rulings.  They didn’t think about television, one of the biggest changes since 1863.  The rest 
of the country was watching.  

Show 3-4 minutes of original Civil Rights footage with songs from the movement. See resources on 
page 6 for some suggestions.

Reader:  The people who marched and boycotted for their civil rights were trained not to respond with 
violence or hatred no matter what happened. 

ALL: “Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only 
love can do that.” DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

Reader:  In August of 1963, over 250,000 people marched on the National Mall in Washington, DC. At 
that time, it was the largest protest ever held there. 100 years after the Emancipation 
Proclamation, Dr. King stood at the feet of the Lincoln Memorial and delivered his most 
famous speech.

ALL: “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be 
judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character…”

Leader:  But Dr. King and many adults did not fully understand how much children wanted to change 
the world for themselves. 

HP:  I was 16 in  1951. I lived in Prince Edwards County in Virginia. I got so tired of going to school 
in tar paper shacks with old, used school books that were left over from white schools. White 
kids got new books and new schools. It just wasn’t right anymore. So I organized a school 
wide walkout. Then I called and called and finally got the attention of two  NAACP lawyers. 
They filed a desegregation suit against the county in the Virginia courts. We lost that case but 
we joined nearly 200 other children and their families for the 1954 Brown vs. Board of 
Education Supreme Court decision that ordered the integration of our nation’s public 
schools. 

My daddy couldn’t farm anymore because no one would give him credit. They burned down 
our house.  Prince Edward County didn’t integrate  the public schools for another ten years. 
Instead they passed laws to shut them all down. White kids went to private schools. Some 
people who were Quakers helped some black children get a private education, and some, like 

JACKIE ROBINSON
1919-1972

Segregation: policy that
kept whites and blacks
apart from each other
and provided separate
facilities and services
for each. “Separate
but equal” was really
separate and less than
equal.

Civil rights: the rights and
protections given to
all citizens that are
guaranteed by law.

Injustice anywhere
is a threat to justice
everywhere.

DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.
1929–1968

AUGUST 28, 1963: 250,000 
Americans gather on the 
National Mall in 
Washington, D.C. and hear 
Dr. King’s “I Have A 
Dream” speech.
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me, moved away. Others never did get their education. That was wrong. They called 
themselves “the forgotten people.” I married, had five children, moved to Philadelphia, got a 
college degree, and became a librarian. I always loved learning. It’s not right to keep people 
from learning. 
I’m Barbara Johns. 

HP: I was 6 years old in 1960 when I became one of the 1st African American children to integrate 
the New Orleans school system. My mother thought that she was doing the right thing for my 
future. I don’t  think any of us knew how hard it would actually be. I had a wonderful teacher 
who taught me for the whole year. Her name was Barbara Henry. We spent the year studying 
together. Toward the very end, 3 or 4 white children came into our classroom for a little while 
each day.  I didn’t know it at the time, but the principal was very angry about having to 
integrate her school and made it very difficult for Ms. Henry. The police turned the 
playground into a parking lot so she would have a safe place to park her car.  Four federal 
marshals had to walk me to the  school door each day past the crowds that gathered to 
yell and demonstrate. The marshals made sure that no one hurt me. There was a famous 
Norman Rockwell picture of me and the marshals in  Look Magazine in January 1964.  
Attendance at the school dropped from 576 children to just 18. The  crowds threw eggs and 
rocks at the few brave white families who believed in integration and brought their children 
to school. It is hard to imagine that much hatred and fear. 

Eventually things changed and by the next year, when I returned to school, I went to a regular 
classroom, with white children and a few  other black children. I discovered as an adult that 
sharing my story may be part of my life’s purpose.  I am Ruby Bridges.

Reader:  Nine brave black high school students became the 1957 “Little Rock  Nine”  in Arkansas. 
They attended Central High school for a whole year even when state police and vicious 
crowds tried to keep them away.

TS:  Someone who attended an integrated school in the early years or integrated a school (3-
minute limit: Choose a moment of this experience in the late 1950s or early 1960s).  Option 1 of 2.

Reader:  Thousands more children and young adults began to get the attention of the nation in ways 
that no one had expected. 

Reader:  Young college students and youth staged lunch counter sit-ins throughout the south 
beginning in February, 1960.  They refused to wait any longer for the basic right to sit at a 
restaurant counter and eat.  

TS:  Someone who participated in lunch counter or other kind of sit-in (3-minute: Choose a moment of 
the experience of participating in a sit-in).  Option 2 of 2.

Reader:  In 1961, the Freedom Riders, a group of young black and white protesters determined to 
integrate public transportation throughout the South, began their difficult work. 

ALL: “If not us, then who? If not now, then when? Will there be a better day for it tomorrow or next 
year? Will it be less dangerous then? Will someone else’s children have to risk their lives instead of 
us risking ours?”  CONGRESSMAN JOHN LEWIS, ORIGINAL FREEDOM RIDER

BARBARA JOHNS
1935-1991

...after eight years of 
court proceedings it has 
been decided that the 
schools must 
desegregate, according to 
the orders of the Federal 
court.

THE NEW ORLEANS SCHOOL 
BOARD, REGARDING A FEDERAL 
ORDER REQUIRING 
INTEGRATION IN SCHOOLS, 
1960.

Federal Marshals escorted 
Rudy Bridges, one of the 
first African-Americans to 
integrate the New Orleans 
School System, to and 
from school.

“THE LITTLE ROCK NINE”

Federal troops escort the 
first nine African-American 
students to integrate 
Central High School in Little 
Rock, Arkansas.
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HP:  I was 27 when I worked as the Director of Direct Action and Nonviolent Education of the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference and went to Birmingham, Alabama. I was young 
and outspoken. I wore a knit cap on my head and sometimes claimed that I was an old 
testament prophet.  Eugene “Bull” Connor WAS the law there. I mean he made the law AND 
enforced the law.  Like other places in the South, the majority of white people were 
determined to hold the line against integration but I saw a new opportunity. 

There was a solid middle class of black people in Birmingham, well –educated and long 
established. Their kids KNEW they had a future and I thought we had a chance with them. I 
argued with Dr. King. “Let us train the children. Let them march and protest.” He and 
everyone in the senior leadership disagreed. They said we couldn’t put children in danger 
that way. Children couldn’t be trusted to hold to the principles of non-violent protest  if they 
were attacked. I argued this was their future. They had just as much right as we did to fight for 
it. Finally they agreed and I began to train in the children.

Eventually we recruited over 1900 children ages 8-18. They joined what we called “The 
Children’s Crusade” in May of 1963. Almost all of them were arrested and jailed. *  We “filled 
the jails.”  But before that, Bull Connor, the city Commissioner of Public Safety, told his 
armed men to turn their attack dogs and fire hoses on them.  Problem is they forgot about 
television.  Broadcasts of the attacks on all 3 major networks horrified the nation. It was a 
turning point for us.

I was also the main planner of the March on Washington and the March on Selma. I would 
come up with big ideas that made people uncomfortable. The first answer was usually “No.” 
But over time, the answer became ”This has to be.” I am James Bevel.

Show a clip of Birmingham from PBS’ “Eye on the Prize” Series.

Reader:  Four school girls lost their lives in a church bombing in Birmigham 18 days after the 
Children’s Crusade. Americans across the country were stunned. We might treat our adult 
citizens badly but we did not see ourselves as a nation that hurt our children. 

Reader:  On July 2 1964, a little more than  100 years after the Emancipation Proclamation, the Civil 
Rights Act passed. Businesses and public facilities were now open to African Americans. 
Black people could begin to dream of any job. 

Reader:  In March, 1965 children marching for the right to vote were part of another violent attack by 
armed state troopers on horseback in Selma, Alabama.  Americans everywhere saw “Bloody 
Sunday” on their living room television sets. 

Reader:  Eight days later, President Johnson asked congress in a televised address seen by 70 million 
Americans to pass the Voting Rights Act. He signed it on August 6.

ALL: “It is wrong–deadly wrong–to deny any of your fellow Americans the right to vote in this 
country.”   PRESIDENT LYNDON B. JOHNSON

Reader:  It is also wrong to think that children can’t change the course of history.  One marcher from 
Birmingham recalls “Bull” Connor spitting on him, but he also treasures this lesson: 

The new way for
Americans to stand up 
for their rights is to sit 
down.
JOHN F. KENNEDY
U.S. PRESIDENT
1917-1963

It is easier to build strong
children than to repair
broken men.
FREDERICK DOUGLASS
19TH C. AFRICAN AMERICAN
ORATOR & ABOLITIONIST
1818-1895

Congressman John Lewis of 
Georgia received the 
Presidential Medal of 
Freedom, the country’s 
highest honor bestowed 
upon a civilian, from 
President Barack Obama. 
At 25, Freedom Rider John 
Lewis led over 600 
marchers, including many 
children, into Selma, 
Alabama, on the day 
infamously known as 
“Bloody Sunday.”

JAMES BEVEL WITH DR. KING.

* This was the first time
they did as Gandhi taught
and “filled the jails.”
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ALL: “We learned that America…cares deeply about its children….The nation’s conscience was 
stirred, and people of all colors came to see this struggle not simply as a racial conflict, but… 
as a question of American justice.”  DR. FREEMAN HRABOWSKI III, CURRENT PRESIDENT OF THE 
UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND, BALTIMORE COUNTY, 12-YEAR-OLD BIRMINGHAM PROTESTOR

Reader:  Dr. King taught us many things. He taught us to speak up and to act when we see something 
that is unjust. He believed in the great promise of The United States and wanted us to believe 
in it too.

Choose to include next two entries or skip to “Over a generation ago...”

Leader:  Many of us were born after 1965. The stories we heard today took us back to that world. We 
can better understand why so many struggled and fought so hard. That world no longer exists 
but other problems make America a less than just place for all. (Ask each person to name a 
problem we struggle with or use the following list): 

Reader:  Poverty, poor health care, a lack of education, racial biases in the criminal justice system 
(add other challenges  the group suggests) put “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” beyond 

the reach  of too many of our citizens. 

TS (All): Over a generation ago, many Americans knew that something was deeply wrong with our 
nation. They were ordinary citizens just like us.  Adults and children. We knew that if we 
didn’t fix the problem of segregation, it would be our shameful legacy. It is time for a new 
generation to lead the way in fixing today’s problems. We will help, but we won’t lead. We 
pass that responsibility on to you.

HP (All):  In your honor and in memory of Dr. King, we too can fix things that are wrong. We too can 
serve. There is much to be done but Americans have always been ready and willing to help. 

ALL: “Everybody can be great because everybody can serve.” DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. 

Sing “We Shall Overcome”

We Shall Overcome
We shall overcome
We shall overcome some day.

CHORUS

Oh deep in my heart I do believe
We shall overcome some day.

Optional Refrains 
(CHORUS IS SUNG AFTER EACH REFRAIN)

We’ll walk hand in hand
We’ll walk hand in hand
We’ll walk hand in hand some day

Out of great tragedy, 
people began to recognize 
our humanity, and it 
brought people together.

CONDOLEEZZA RICE,
FORMER U.S. SECRETARY OF 
STATE, REFLECTING ON THE 
BIRMINGHAM CHURCH 
BOMBING, 1963.

Alabama State Troopers 
engage in a violent assault 
on participants of a 
peaceful 1965 march in 
Selma, Alabama.

A police dog attacks a 
protester in Birmingham, 
Alabama.

Children who were part of a 
non-violent protest are 
arrested in Birmingham, 
Alabama.

President Lyndon B. 
Johnson shakes hands with 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
shortly after signing the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965.

We shall all be free
We shall all be free
We shall all be free some day

We are not afraid
We are not afraid
We are not afraid some day

We are not alone
We are not alone
We are not alone some day

The whole wide world around
The whole wide world around
The whole wide world around some day

We shall overcome
We shall overcome
We shall overcome some day.

WE SHALL OVERCOME
Stories about this song which became the movement anthem suggest that the original lyrics came from Reverend 
Charles Tindley’s gospel song “I’ll Overcome Someday” while some of the melody came from a pre-civil war spiritual 
“No More Auction Block for Me.” The song was taught at the Highlander Folk School where early civil rights activists 
often went for training. Pete Seeger learned “We Shall Overcome” from an activist there and taught it to other folk 
singers including Joan Baez. Both performed and popularized it at their concerts. 
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Additional resources for the Storytelling Ceremony

1. The Roots’ “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around” with original Civil Rights  movement footage.

2. Mavis Staples’ “Eyes on the Prize” with original Civil Rights movement footage.

3. Glossary

Brown v. Board of Education: an important 1954 Supreme Court case in which the Court ruled that
segregated public schools were unconstitutional.

Civil disobedience: being willing to break what one considers a morally unjust law openly and
accepting the legal consequences for that choice.

Civil Rights: the rights and protections given to all citizens that are guaranteed by law.

Jim Crow Laws:  name for laws that made segregation legal.

Lynching: execution without a trial in order to punish or intimidate others.

Segregation: policy that kept whites and blacks apart from each other and provided separate
facilities and services for each. “Separate but equal” was really separate and less than equal.

Additional resources for observing MLK Day

1. Table Talk: Conversation Starters.  Discuss simple questions with images from the civil rights era to
help share stories and dreams.

2. Everybody Can Be Great Because Everybody Can Serve. Explore how service can be part of your MLK
Day observance and year round experience.

3. Make a Service Medallion. Create keepsakes to express your service passions and understanding of
the Civil Rights Movement. Share your creations on Facebook.

4. Explore More. Discover a range of resources to expand learning and action.

Enjoy a meaningful and memorable Martin Luther King Jr. Day Celebration!

Please join us again for Presidents’ day at www.freedomsfeast.us. 

Those trained in non-
violence workshops in the 
Civil Rights Movement 
were required to sign this 
pledge:

I hereby pledge myself–my 
person and body–to the 
nonviolent movement. 
Therefore I will keep the 
following ten 
commandments:

1. Meditate daily on the
teachings and life of 
Jesus.

2. Remember always that 
the non–violent 
movement seeks justice 
and reconciliation – not
victory.

3. Walk and talk in the 
manner of love, for God 
is love.

4. Pray daily to be used by 
God in order that all 
men might be free.

5. Sacrifice personal 
wishes in order that all 
men might be free.

6. Observe with both friend 
and foe the ordinary 
rules of courtesy.

7. Seek to perform regular 
service for others and for 
the world.

8. Refrain from the 
violence of fist, tongue, 
or heart.

9. Strive to be in good 
spiritual and bodily 
health.

10.  Follow the directions 
of the movement and of
the captain on a 
demonstration.

I sign this pledge, having 
seriously considered what 
I do and with the 
determination and will to 
persevere.

__________________

REFERENCES: The Children, David Halberstam, A Fawcett Book published by the Ballentine Publishing Group, 1998; Through 
My Eyes, Ruby Bridges, published by Scholastic Press, 1999; Parting the Waters, Taylor Branch, published by Simon & 
Schuster, 1989; Why We Can’t Wait, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., published by Signet Classic; Photos retrieved from the 
Library of Congress, the National Archives, and public domain sources.
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