



Martin Luther King Jr. Day celebrated with a special zest this year
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Scott Shaw/The Plain Dealer – Volunteers paint a mural of Barack Obama and Martin Luther King Jr. at South High School in Cleveland. More than 75 people helped paint five murals in the event, which was sponsored by the City Year Cleveland volunteer group and the Governor's Office for Closing the Achievement Gap.


The satisfying feel of a dream come true pervaded the national holiday Monday, energizing Martin Luther King Jr. Day events across the region and enriching commemorations with deeper meaning. 

As people of all races and creeds recalled the life and crusade of the slain civil rights leader -- who would have been 80 this January -- a 47-year-old president-elect loomed fresh in their minds. 

To many, today's inauguration of Barack Obama, America's first black president, added the exclamation point to a poignant holiday. 

"Martin Luther King would be proud to know that his visionary dream is becoming a reality," Inajo Davis Chappell, a Cleveland attorney, told the ninth annual MLK Holiday Breakfast Celebration at the Cleveland Marriott Downtown at Key Center. "The day has come, and Martin Luther King was clearly a prophet." 

MLK Day festivities at Severance Hall.
The birthday of the Nobel Laureate has long inspired a day of fun, reflection and community service. But this year, the day unfolded especially hopeful, owing to evidence that King's vision of a colorblind society was gaining traction. Many events attracted larger-than-usual crowds, inspired speakers and spontaneous enthusiasm. 

At the Old Arcade in downtown Cleveland, the young adults of City Year Cleveland, a community service corps, told revved-up high school and middle school students to seize the opportunity to dream big. 

The members of City Year's Young Heroes -- a leadership program for teens and pre-teens -- lined up 100 strong on the arcade's grand staircase and pledged to use their lives to make a difference. 

"Dr. Martin Luther King never lost sight of his dream and neither should you," corps member Cherell Thomas told the young people. "Let us celebrate his beautiful life by fulfilling our dreams." 

Then the Young Heroes went off to paint murals and spend time with homeless children, throwing themselves into a Day of Service. 

In Beachwood, Karamu Theater helped Anshe Chesed Fairmount Temple recall King through the writings of poet Langston Hughes. Meanwhile, the keeper of the city's largest repository of literature, the new director of Cleveland Public Library System, recalled a King who knew and admired sacrifice. 

Bitter cold and snow welcomed Felton Thomas Jr. from Las Vegas, Nev., to Cleveland, but so did a throng of more than 300 people gathered on both floors of the Martin Luther King, Jr. branch in University Circle. So infectious was the program, even those who had arrived simply to check out books joined a singing of "Lift Every Voice and Sing." 

Thomas, delivering a speech on his first day of work, read from King's papers to stress his point that King saw sacrifice as a means of "transforming suffering into a creative force." 

He challenged audience members to do the same. 

"Our sacrifice is never going to be at the level of Dr. King's, but we can certainly give a little more every day," the new library director said. "What is the sacrifice you are willing to do to make Cleveland a better city? To make America a better country?" 

Such a challenge is not as tall as it once was, Thomas said, as he looked toward the inauguration. 

"Tomorrow, we're going to have the answer. It's going to be three words," he said. "Yes, we can."
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