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Eighteen years ago, I wrote in The San Diego
Union-Tribune of my struggle to answer my then
4-year-old son’s questions about Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. and why we have a day to honor him.

I remember squirming, trying to sort out my
thoughts and translate my words into
preschool-level understanding – and most
important of all, to get it right.

On the one hand, I didn’t want to prejudice him
by pointing out that there are differences in
people’s skin color. After all, he didn’t seem to
notice these differences. Why should I bring it to
his attention?

I was afraid to explain about Martin Luther King
and his pursuit of equal rights for
African-Americans, worried that my son would
begin to see skin color in a new way while I wanted
him to continue not to see skin color at all.

On the other hand, if he was asking questions,
then it was time to educate him.

By carefully choosing my words, and with a bit
of luck, my answers might form a filter through
which future experiences with people of different
races and religions could be viewed positively and
with deeper understanding.

We could establish a foundation for basic moral
conduct in his life, one where injustice would not
be tolerated.

As I pondered my approach, I tried to hear how
this would sound.

My first thought is that he would be amazed that
people would pay attention to something as trivial
as skin color differences. After all, most children do
not; prejudice has to be taught.

My second thought was the fear that he would
think he’s wrong and it’s alright to make
judgments about people based on race. That would
be disastrous.

There was nothing to do except take a deep
breath and plunge ahead.

“There was a time not long ago when

lighter-skinned people made bad rules and
wouldn’t let darker-skinned people do the same
things they got to do,” I said. “They wouldn’t give
them equal rights.”

I told him that some human rules are good,
while others are not.

“Equal rights means giving all people the same
opportunities in life and letting them do the same
things: ride the same bus, sit together in
restaurants, drink from the same fountains, live in
the same neighborhoods, go to school together,
play together, and work together.

“Martin Luther King was a great leader and
champion of equal rights. He helped change the
rules in a peaceful way that made this country a
better place for all people, regardless of the color of
their skin.

“Even though African-Americans still struggle
for equal rights, there is more tolerance,
understanding, and respect for all people because
of Dr. King. So we have a special day to remember
and honor him.”

I kept it short and held my breath, waiting for
his reaction. Had I done a good job? Had I done
justice to a great man and a great cause?

Children’s questions force us to scrutinize our
own morals and values. If we have biases, they will
too. We’d better not blow it, even – and especially
– the first time they express curiosity, because there
may never be a second chance to undo the
damage.

Racial tension
As he grew older, I noticed that he became more

aware of racial differences, which was expected.
But it made my heart soar that at the same time he
seemed astonished at discrimination and
intolerance.

His 9-year-old self – and most of his peers –
regarded acts of hatred with an innocent
wonderment that refreshes the soul.

As he’s aged even more, he has gained a deep

realization that the true standard for goodness in
people really is, above all else, an examination of
the content of their character. And he senses that
this is the standard by which he too shall be
judged.

It is this sentence, however, that I said to him all
those years ago that now gives me pause: “Even
though African-Americans still struggle for equal
rights, there is more tolerance, understanding, and
respect for all people because of Dr. King.”

I wrote that 18 years ago, and now wonder if it’s
true. This is not how it was supposed to go.

We’ve seen too many steps in reverse rather than
progress moving forward.

Rosa Parks and Ruby Bridges should be names
familiar to all. Alas, I fear it’s not the case.

Racial tension has increased, along with an
increase in discrimination against “the other” of
all kinds, based on faith, color, sexual and gender
identity, and nationality.

Yet there have been strides made in movements
that I believe would make Dr. King, who professed
equality for all, proud: LGBT rights, equal pay for
equal work, immigrant rights, the outrage over
sexual harassment.

Yes, it’s still a long road ahead. But Martin Luther
King Day is a way to remind us all that there are
brave men and women who can change the course
of history.

We can choose to be despondent that it didn’t
work out as quickly as we had hoped – or we can
choose to face forward and accept that more work
needs to be done for the cause of justice and
equality.

Let us not despair over setbacks. We as a society
have enacted laws that no longer limit where
people of all colors, nationalities, genders, and
religions can live, work and play. The long view is
that we are on the path toward more acceptance
and enlightenment.

As I wrote in 2000, “The challenge for us as
parents on this Martin Luther King Day is to
reinforce Dr. King’s message of tolerance, peace,
compassion and understanding. Let everyone see
that we honor his legacy and still believe in The
Dream.”

For if we are vigilant and demonstrate at every
opportunity our belief in equality with words and
deeds, so too will the children. And then the future
will be secure.

-- Opinion columnist and Sr. Education Writer
Marsha Sutton can be reached at:
suttonmarsha@gmail.com.

Today’s Martin
Luther King Day

The Grauer School will host an
Empowerment in the Workplace panel on
Tuesday, Jan. 23, to address the recent surge in
public reports of sexual harassment and to give
students practical tools for dealing with sexual
harassment in the workplace. The event, which
takes place at 3:15 p.m. at 1500 S. El Camino
Real in Encinitas, is free and open to the public.

The panel includes Emily Nestor, the former
Weinstein Company assistant whose
allegations of sexual harassment against
Harvey Weinstein opened a floodgate of claims
by women across the nation and propelled the
#MeToo movement, and Natashia Libby, a
former SEAL trainer and one of America’s only
female Navy divers.

Also joining the panel are Dave Nestor, a
pastor at Christ Lutheran Church in San Diego,
and Merrili Escue, a partner at Sacks Rickett &
Case, who has provided guidance to
companies on all aspects of
employee-employer relationships for nearly 20
years.

The event is the latest in the school’s Great
Conversations series – now in its 27th year –
which brings leading speakers, authors and
newsmakers to the 7th-12th grade campus for
discussions and Q&A. The school’s Girl Rising
club is presenting the event.

Alicia Tembi, Girl Rising’s faculty sponsor,
said “Education is the most potent weapon we
have to combat the rampant sexual
harassment affecting all sectors of society.”
Tembi, who teaches history, said, “We
desperately need safe spaces where young men
and women can learn from others’
experiences, understand their choices and
know the power of their own voice.”

Dr. Stuart Grauer, the founding head of
school, said, “It is a time of profound
disruption in schools and workplaces and our
focus at Grauer is claiming courage and reality
as core values in education.”

The event is free but donations are
appreciated. Proceeds from the event will
benefit Daraja Academy in Kenya, one of the

first free boarding secondary schools for girls in
all of East Africa. This year, Grauer’s Girl Rising
club aims to sponsor one year’s tuition for at
least one Daraja girl, which is $2,500.

The Grauer School to host sexual harassment
panel at next Great Conversations event
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