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Honoring Dr. King
means more than words

Chris
Fitzsimon

Guest
\<Columnist

^ Celebrations
and ceremonies will be
held across the state this
weekend to commemorate
the birthday of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. Monday is
the official state holiday set
aside to honor King's life
and accomplishments.

That means politicians
of all stripes will be joining
arms and walking behind
banners and making flow¬
ery speeches honoring the
legacy of Dr. King, part of
it anyway. Gov. Pat
McCrory will speak at a
breakfast in Burlington.

If this year is like previ¬
ous ones, most of the
politicians will reduce
King's message and life to
one speech, to one symbol,
to one dream and they will
water down that powerful
call for racial justice.

In the "I have a Dream"
speech that will be quoted
from at dozens of podiums
this weekend, King not

only talked about his hope
for a day when people are

judged not by the "color of
tlteir skin but of the content
of their character," he
talked about a southern
governor standing in the
way, his lips "dripping with
the words of interposition
and nullification."

King was talking about
Alabama Governor George
Wallace refusing to obey a
federal court order to
desegregate the schools,
citing states' rights and
Alabama's. sovereignty in
nullifying a federal law he
didn't like.

Nullification is still in

the news more than 50
years later, a renewed rally¬
ing call for many on the
right.and not just the
fringe. At a rally outside
the Legislative Building on
the opening day of the
2013 General Assembly
session, leaders of radical
tea party groups urged state
lawmakers to "honor their
oath" and nullify the
Affordable Care Act that
was passed by Congress
and upheld by the U.S.
Supreme Court.

Many Republican law¬
makers attended the event
and several addressed the
crowd. Robin Hayes, who
was then chair of the N.C.

Republican Party, publicly
thanked the organizers of
the rally for their efforts.

The words of nullifica¬
tion are still on our leaders
lips.

Gov. Pat McCrory said
at a breakfast a few years
ago that Dr. King was a

personal hero of his. A few
months ago McCrory
signed legislation that will
deny federal food stamp
benefits to more than
100,000 people living on

meager incomes well
below the federal poverty
line.

Wonder what
McCrory's hero would
have thought of that?

King was killed in
Memphis where he was

fighting for the rights of
sanitation workers to
organize and speak with
one voice. That doesn't
come up in the politicians'
speeches much or their
press releases about how
much King's life work
means to them to them.

They rarely mention his
fight for fairer labor laws
and higher wages and
health care for workers.
Public workers in North
Carolina still have no right
to collectively baigain for
better pay and working
conditions.

State employees

haven't received a mean¬

ingful pay raise in years
and the state still refuses to
follow the lead of 31 other
states and expand
Medicaid to provide health
care for 500,000 low-
income adults.

Close to one in five
people in the state live in
poverty and many of them
are working hard every
day. Raising the minimum
wage to even $10 an hour
would benefit a million
workers in the state but
state lawmakers refuse to
consider it and McCrory
never brings it up.

Instead he boasts about
cutting unemployment

benefits that were slashed
so deeply that the percent¬
age of laid off workers in
North Carolina receiving
benefits is lower than in
almost every other state.

King surely would not
have supported that.

And even when it
comes to important sym¬
bols, the actions of state
leaders fall woefully short
of their rhetoric about sup¬
porting King's legacy.

McCrory received
national praise in the wake
of the racially motivated
shootings in Charleston
ltist summer for saying that
the state should stop issu¬
ing specialty license plates
featuring the confederate
flag. But seven months
later the state is still selling
them and McCrory never
mentions the issue any
more.

There's more of course,
from the backwards march
on voting rights to demo-
nizing refugees for political
gain.

Maybe some of the
other speakers at King
events this year will con¬
nect the dots. Somebody
needs to point out the
hypocrisy of politicians
honoring King with their
words and then dishonor¬
ing his legacy with their
reactionary policies that he
spent his life fighting
against.

Here's hoping for a
more honest King Holiday
this year and more impor¬
tantly, a state that starts liv¬
ing up to his demands for
justice.
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Become a mentor
because children are
more than statistics

Meridith I remem¬
ber meeting

Whitaker my first
Little Sister
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same middle
school that I had attended as a child.

I remember standing in the lobby and
noticing the decorative ceiling tiles that
had been hand painted by students. Out of
all the tiles in the ceiling, I was startled to
recognize my own artwork from years ago
hanging in the ceiling directly above us.
We stood together, a shy 13-year-old and a

recent college graduate from completely
different backgrounds, recognizing the
serendipity of the moment. It was the per¬
fect start to a friendship full of memorable
moments.

I signed up to become a mentor with
Big Brothers Big Sisters because I wanted
to help a child succeed. We see the statis¬
tics; poverty rates are high, kids can't read,
they are dropping out of high school, join¬
ing gangs, being bullied and engaging in
dangerous activities like drug and alcohol
use. We see these statistics and we want to
do something, but it's hard. We do not
know where to start in order to combat
these systemic, widespread, complex
issues.

I'm convinced there is no quick fix.
But what if we changed our perspective
from analyzing the statistics to getting
involved in each other's lives? Being a

mentor doesn't mean you'll solve the prob¬
lem of bullying; but it means that one child
will have a listening ear and an advocate to

help him gain confidence.- -."

Being a mentor doesn't mean you'll
eradicate poverty in our community; but it
means you'll spend quality time with a
child once a week, giving one overworked
mom peace of mind.

Being a mentor doesn't mean you'll
see the high school dropout rate plummet;
but it does mean that one child will have a

tutor, confidant and encourager through
her years in school.

If each of us walks beside of one child,
we will see the statistics slowly change for
the better. It happens when we understand
that "success" for children goes much
deeper than what the charts and graphs
show.

Children are not problems to be solved;
they are unique individuals with their own
talents and skills who could benefit from
the guidance, friendship, and positive
influences of someone like you in their
lives.

January is National Mentoring Month,
so I encourage you to take this opportunity
to move past the statistics. Stop analyzing
what's wrong with your community and
take a step toward improving it by becom¬
ing a mentor. If your experience is any¬
thing like mine, you'll gain special friend¬
ships, new perspectives, and more memo¬
ries than you can count.

Meridith Whitaker is a nonprofit pro¬
fessional andfreelance writer. She volun¬
teers .with Big Brothers Big Sisters as a

mentor and as a member of the Bigs
Council, an advisory board which advo¬
cates on behalf of the organization. To
learn more about Big Brothers Big Sisters,
visit bbbsncorg or call 336-724-7993.

Photo By Wikimrdii Common. die free mtdu npoilnry

Saturday Scholar Mentor Pfc. Mathew Alexander,from Hendersonville, N.C.,
plays tick-tack-toe with a West Pensacola Elementary School Saturday Scholar
student.

"I signed up to become a

mentor with Big Brothers Big
Sisters because I wanted to help a

child succeed."
-Meridith Whitaker


