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Church History

by William H. Samonides, Ph.D.

Remembering Selma 50 Years Later: Archbishop Iakovos and Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King
Fifty years ago, on March 15, 1965, 

Archbishop Iakovos, Primate of the Greek 
Orthodox Church of North and South 
America, went to Selma, Alabama and 
marched beside Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
A moment of that day was captured on film 
and became the cover photograph of the 
March 26, 1965 issue of Life magazine. It is 
a compelling image. Dr. King is in the cen-
ter of the photo, holding a large memorial 
wreath for the Rev. James Reeb, a Unitarian 
Universalist minister and civil rights activist 
from Boston.

The Rev. Reeb had died four days ear-
lier after a group of white men beat him for 
daring to march in a black demonstration. 
Although Dr. King is at the center, it is 
Archbishop Iakovos, solemnly gazing into 
the camera, that rivets our attention. The 
bearded Archbishop, in robes unfamiliar 
then to most of the American public, cre-
ated a bit of a sensation in this setting. The 
caption, “Historic Turning Point for the 
Negro’s Cause,” was no doubt due to the 
presence of white men such as Archbishop 
Iakovos and Walter Reuther, president of 
the United Auto Workers, who was standing 
behind the Archbishop.

It was also a historic event for the Greek 
Orthodox Church in America. Archbishop 
Iakovos, during his 37 years (1959–96) as 
head of the Church in America, was pho-
tographed thousands of times with world 
leaders and American presidents, but it was 
the Life cover that became an iconic image. 

Archbishop Iakovos knew discrimina-
tion first hand.

He was born Demetrios Koukouzis in 
1911, during the final years of the Ottoman 
Empire, on Imvros, an island at the mouth 
of the Dardanelles. Ecumenical Patriarch 
Bartholomew was also born there in 1940. 
Until the middle of the 20th century, this 
island was the home of a large, thriving 
Greek Orthodox community. 

The First Balkan War erupted the 
year after his birth, heralding a decade-
long series of wars that forever altered his 
home and region. The young Demetrios 
Koukouzis experienced the first years of 
the fledgling Republic of Turkey as a child 
selling dry goods and icons in his parents’ 
general store, as a student at the Patriar-
chal Theological School of Halki where he 
graduated in 1934, and as a deacon of the 
Church from 1934 to 1939. It was a time 
of great political turmoil and social fer-
ment. He understood what it meant to be 
a second–class citizen in the land of one’s 
birth. Orthodox Christians were allowed to 
practice their faith, but only with significant 
economic, social, and political restrictions. 
In theory, the rights of this young man and 
other Orthodox Christians were protected 
by law and international treaty. The reality 
of their daily life was very different.

In May 1939, when Deacon Iakovos 
arrived in America to become Archdeacon 
to Archbishop Athenagoras, he was admit-
ted to this country as a 27-year-old ethnic 
Greek clergyman with Turkish citizenship. 
A series of laws enacted by Congress in the 
1920’s had drastically reduced immigration 
of Greeks and other so-called “new immi-
grants” from southern and eastern Europe. 
The Greeks, Italians, and Jews were consid-
ered undesirable, less likely to learn English 
and assimilate into American democracy 
and culture. This legislation was the culmi-
nation of decades of anti-Greek sentiment 
in America. The Immigration Act of 1924 
set a draconian quota for ethnic Greeks to 
100 immigrants per year. As a clergyman, 

The iconic Life magazine cover of Archbishop Iakovos standing with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King. The picture was taken by Peter Christopoulos, 
then a photographer for the magazine, who persuaded the editors to use this photo on the cover. Now and Archon, he lives in New Jersey where he is 
a member of  St. Demetrios Church in Perth Amboy  (Observer archives)

however, Deacon Iakovos qualified as a 
non-quota Greek. Otherwise, immigration 
restriction would probably have prevented 
or at least delayed for many years his entry 
into the United States.

With his personal experience of dis-
crimination and as a Christian, it is therefore 
not surprising that 50 years ago Archbishop 
Iakovos chose to answer the call, to go to 
Selma and stand with Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. It is also not surprising that he was 
an outspoken supporter of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964. From 1865 to 1870, the 13th, 
14th, and 15th Amendments were added to 

the Constitution to ensure equality to all 
citizens, but they were not enough. Arch-
bishop Iakovos understood from his experi-
ence in Turkey that laws offer the promise 
of equality and change, but an enforcement 
mechanism is also required. 

Selma initially became a focal point in 
the Civil Rights Movement because of the 
great difficulties in registering black voters. 
Not long after the ratification of the 15th

Amendment granting black men the right 
to vote, opponents chipped away at its 
provisions, starting with the 1876 Supreme 
Court decision in United States v. Reese. 

Many black Americans, especially those liv-
ing in the South, were denied access to the 
polls. As a result, in 1964 only 23 percent 
of black adults in Alabama were registered 
to vote. The situation was perhaps worst in 
Selma, where 51 percent of the city’s resi-
dents were black, but only 2 percent (335 
of 15,115 black residents) were registered 
to vote. This was not because of apathy. 
Blacks were threatened with losing their 
jobs and otherwise intimidated from vot-
ing. To qualify to vote they also had to pass 
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Texas Church Part of the ‘Body of Christ’ in the City with the Same Name

ST. NICHOLAS GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH 

Parish Profile

Name: St. Nicholas 
Greek Orthodox Church 
Location: Corpus Christi, Texas
Metropolis of Denver
Founded: 1948
Clergy: Fr. John Haby (Holy Cross ‘11)
Size:  about 130 families
E–mail: St.NicholasCch@mail.goarch.org
Web: www.saint–nicholas.org
Noteworthy: The priest from San Antonio 
created the iconography in 1950. St. Nicholas church photo

Remembering Selma 50 Years Later: Archbishop Iakovos and Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King

CORPUS CHRISTI, Texas – No one 
knows when the first Greek Orthodox 
Christians may have come to this city in 
South Texas, even for a short while.

Perhaps there were Greek sailors 
on the crew of Spanish explorer Alonso 
Alvarez de Pineda in 1519 when he dis-
covered the bay and settlement on Roman 
Catholic feast day of Corpus Christi (Body 
of Christ).

Or perhaps seafaring Greeks were 
drawn to this port city in the 19th or early 
20th century that ranks as the fifth larg-
est port in the United States (in terms of 
tonnage).

Whenever it was, by May 1936 there 
were enough Greek Orthodox people 
present to form a temporary committee 
to look into organizing a parish under the 
Greek Orthodox Archdiocese, according 
to a parish history.

The committee changed its name to 
the Delphi Social and Educational Club 
and started fund–raising for a Greek af-

ternoon school. On April 14, 1944, the 
organization purchased property near 
downtown and eventually built the church 
that continues to serve the community.

Meanwhile, the community met at a 
local Episcopal church with visiting priests 
officiating the services.

The parish was incorporated in 1948 
with George H. Plomarity as the president. 
He was the father of Archon Harry Plomar-
ity, retired director of the Port of Corpus 
Christi who also served as parish council 
president and has been a long-time mem-
ber of the Archdiocesan Council and St. 
Photios National Shrine board. 

The Plomarity family has been actively 
involved in the parish to the present day.

The church received its charter from 
the Archdiocese in 1950.

Construction of the house of worship 
began in 1950 and Fr. John Zografos of 
St. Sophia Church in San Antonio, also a 
noted iconographer, was commissioned in 
April to create the icons. Fr. Zografos also 

officiated at the laying of the cornerstone 
ceremony later that month. In December 
of that year, Fr. Emmanuel Panos of St. 
George Church in Shreveport, La., was 
assigned as the first parish priest.

In December 1971, Bishop John of 
Thermon consecrated the church, assisted 
by the Very Rev. Ambrose Giannoukos, the 
parish priest and the longest-serving pas-
tor; Fr. Nicholas Triantafilou, then-dean 
of Annunciation Cathedral in Houston, 
Deacon John Stehling and Peter C. Anton 
Jr. (the present Metropolitan Tarasios of 
Buenos Aires), both from San Antonio.

Changing demographics
Because of immigration in recent 

decades from Eastern Europe, parish 
membership now includes those of Rus-
sian, Ukrainian, Romanian and Bulgarian 
Orthodox background. Some members 
are of Hispanic heritage. However, there 
are many descendants of the founding 
families, and also recent immigrants 

from the island of Karpathos, with a large 
number from the village of Spoa on the 
island. Several are Greek restaurant own-
ers in the city.

The city has a large U.S. Navy pres-
ence, with the Corpus Christi Naval Air 
Station located a few miles outside the city 
and naval ships based at Ingleside. 

A navy chaplain from one of the ships, 
Fr. David Pratt, served as the visiting priest 
in 1999.

Fr. John Hayden (Haby), the current 
pastor, has ministered to the parish since 
2013, having previously been the assistant 
priest at Assumption Church in Spring-
field, Ohio.

A Texas native, he grew up in Rock 
Springs, near San Antonio and had gradu-
ated from Texas Tech University in Lub-
bock. For several years he worked as a 
nuclear engineer at the Commanche Peak 
Nuclear Power Plant in Granbury, about 
35 miles southwest of Fort Worth.

Coming from a Protestant back-
ground, he converted to Orthodoxy in 
the late 1990s, following the death of his 
6-year-old daughter in a car accident.

  He describes his ministry at St. 
Nicholas as “to maximize the Liturgical 
Life of the church, love all the parishio-
ners especially in their time of need and 
maximize the Stewardship along with the 
growth of the parish.”

One of his major tasks is to organize 
activities for the young people of the com-
munity. There is a Sunday school with 
about 15 students in four grades.

The parish is on the stewardship pro-
gram, but its main source of revenue is the 
annual Greek festival the first weekend in 
November.

St. Nicholas is the only Orthodox 
Christian parish in Corpus Christi, a city of 
about 300,000, which is the gateway to Pa-
dre Island National Seashore, sometimes 
referred to as the “Texas Riviera.”

— Compiled by Jim Golding
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literacy tests similar to the discriminatory 
literacy tests that were an obstacle to Greek 
immigrants after Congress passed the Im-
migration Act of 1917. 

The fight to register Selma’s black vot-
ers had begun in 1962 but had made little 
progress. Dr. King knew Alabama well. 
His wife, Coretta Scott King, was born and 
raised just 35 miles from Selma. He was also 
a pastor in the state capital at Montgomery 
from 1954 to 1960. His direct involvement 
at Selma began on Jan. 2, 1965. The fol-
lowing month, less than 60 days after he 
had been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 
Oslo, he found himself arrested for march-
ing without a proper parade permit and 
incarcerated. While in jail he quipped that 
there were more blacks in jail in Selma than 
there were registered to vote. 

On Sunday, March 7, the first of three 
marches from Selma to Montgomery to 
take complaints directly to Gov. George 
Wallace began at the Brown Chapel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church. There were 
about 600 marchers, but they did not get 
far. On the outskirts of Selma at the Edmund 
Pettus Bridge, they were attacked by billy-
club-wielding state troopers amid clouds of 

tear gas. Viewers from around the nation 
were horrified when they saw the graphic 
television footage.  The second march was 
planned for two days later, but the 2,000 
marchers went no further than the bridge. 
They feared being attacked by local law 
enforcement. This was the night that Rev. 
Reeb was beaten to death. 

Archbishop Iakovos went to Selma for 
the memorial service for the Rev. Reeb and 
others in response to a telegram from the 
Rev. Dr. Robert W. Spike, executive director 
of the Commission on Religion and Race of 
the National Council of Churches, in which 
Archbishop Iakovos was active. 

He was part of a delegation of 22 cler-
gymen representing different denomina-
tions. Selma was dangerous, and advisors 
opposed his participation. 

Dr. King had been assaulted there 
on Jan.18. Whites publicly supporting the 
blacks became targets, and the murder of 
Rev. Reeb made it clear that clergymen were 
no exception. 

In Selma, Archbishop Iakovos attended 
the memorial service in Brown Chapel and 
then, together with almost 4,000 mourn-
ers, marched eight blocks to the county 
courthouse. 

He left Selma that night when, in 

Washington, President Lyndon B. Johnson 
addressed Congress and announced his in-
tention to send them legislation “designed 
to eliminate illegal barriers to the right to 
vote.” This became the Voting Rights Act of 
1965, which was signed into law on Aug. 
6, 1965.  Just as events in Birmingham are 
credited with the passage of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, those in Selma, which culmi-
nated in the third march to Montgomery on 
March 25 with 25,000 standing before the 
Alabama state Capitol, are said to be respon-
sible for the Voting Rights Act of 1965. It was 
a time of groundbreaking legislation. Later 
that year, the Immigration and Nationality 
Act of 1965 was signed into law on Oct. 3, 
finally ending the 40-year restrictive quota 
on Greek immigration.

Archbishop Iakovos’ outspoken sup-
port of Dr. King and the civil rights move-
ment was not popular at the time. 

Earlier in the century, the participa-
tion of a Greek immigrant in this kind of 
public demonstration would probably have 
resulted in deportation. Today we can look 
back and marvel at how much has changed 
in a half century and, after a cursory glance 
at a newspaper, lament how much remains 
the same. The image of Archbishop Iakovos, 
a man of courage and convictions, endures. 

The author grew up in the American 
South. Twice, in 1965 and in 1970, the 
schools he attended were desegregated. 
He was a high school freshman in Memphis 
when Dr. King was assassinated there on 
April 4, 1968. See “His Eminence Archbish-
op Iakovos and The Civil Rights Movement: 
Selma, 1965” by Fr. Michael N. Varlamos 
at www.goarch.org for a complementary 
account.

Archdiocese to Co-Sponsor UN
Event Commemorating March

The Archdiocese, along with the 
Permanent Mission of the United States 
to the UN and the Permanent Observer 
Mission of the European Union, will 
sponsor a panel discussion March 26 
to commemorate the 50th anniversary 
of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King’s 
1965 march in Selma. Guest speakers, 
including Archbishop Demetrios, will 
focus on the march’s significance. His 
Eminence will reflect upon Archbishop 
Iakovos’ role in the march. For more 
information and to register to attend, 
visit: http://bit.ly/1AHs8Kl.


