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Service to veterans has been an important 
part of Civitan’s history since the earliest 
days of the original club in Birmingham, 

Alabama. Founded during the first World War, 
early Civitans raised funds to support war or-
phans in Europe and sold bonds to support 
troops fighting overseas.

Billed as the “war to end all wars,” WWI lasted 
from 1914 to 1918. Peace was declared on Novem-
ber 11, 1918 and that date is commemorated each 
year as Armistice Day around the world—becom-
ing a national holiday in the United States in 1938. 
Unfortunately, the second world war broke out in 
1939 and American soldiers joined the efforts in 
1941. After the war ended in 1945, people around 
the nation began to look for ways to expand Armi-
stice Day to honor all veterans.

“Raymond Weeks was not the only person in 
America who had this idea,” says Dr. David Dyson, 
author of Patriotism in Action. “In 1945, there were 
many people who believed Armistice Day needed 
to be expanded and that we should have a national 
celebration to commemorate veterans of all wars.” 
Action, he points out, is the difference between 
saying and doing.

The next year, Weeks and a delegation from 
Birmingham visited General Eisenhower at the 
Pentagon with a written proposal for a Veterans 
Day celebration and suggested Birmingham as the 
host city. In 1947, Weeks hosted the nation’s first 
Veterans Day parade in downtown Birmingham. 
In 1954, President Eisenhower signed legislation 
designating Veterans Day as a national holiday. 
It wasn’t until 2012 that Congress officially rec-
ognized Weeks, and Bimingham, for their roles in 
creating Veterans Day.

Raymond Weeks spent his early years in Phe-
nix City, Alabama before he moved to Birmingham, 
Alabama with his family as a child. He graduated 

from Birmingham-Southern College and, as a young 
professional, was initiated into the Civitan Club of 
Birmingham in 1935 at the age of 27. After the 
United States entered the war in 1941, He enlisted 
in the Navy in 1942 and earned his honorable dis-
charge in 1945. He returned to his career and his 
life of community involvement in Birmingham.

Weeks founded the National Veterans Day orga-
nization in 1947 and led it until his death in 1985. 
He also served three terms in the Alabama State 
House of Representatives and remained an active 
member of the Birmingham Club throughout his 
career. In 1982, Weeks was honored by President 
Reagan with the Presidential Citizenship Medal. 
Reagan called Weeks the “driving force behind Vet-

VETERANS DAY
Civitan Raymond Weeks’ 
lifelong mission of service   

By Terry Schrimscher

rAymond weeKS AccepTinG The preSidenTiAl 
ciTizenS medAl from preSidenT ronAld reAGAn 
in 1982. phoTo courTeSy of life leAderS 
inSTiTuTe.
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erans Day” and Elizabeth Dole introduced him as the ”Father of Veterans Day.” 

In its nearly 102 year history, Civitan has expanded into many countries 
around the world and updated the Civitan Creed several times. The motto 
“Builders of Good Citizenship” is the same as it has always been. No matter 
what country a Civitan calls home, members around the world can look with 
pride to a fellow Civitan who expanded Armi-
stice Day as a tribute to all veterans.

Weeks envisioned Veterans Day as more 
than a remembrance of war. He wanted the 
day to be a celebration of peace. Each year, 
The World Peace Luncheon is held in his 
hometown before the Veterans Day Parade. 

As our ears “ hear the cry of children and 
the call throughout the world for peace,” Ci-
vitans can look to Armistice Day and Veter-
ans Day worldwide as a point of pride and a 
celebration of the peace we speak about and 
seek in our creed. 

      

dr. dySon And BArBArA weeKS minor, dAuGhTer of rAymond weeKS, 
poSe wiTh ScouTS in BirminGhAm durinG The AnnuAl TriBuTe AT The 
rAymond weeKS monumenT. dySon crediTS hiS pArTicipATion in A civiTAn 
Speech conTeST in 9Th GrAde wiTh hiS lifelonG inTereST in pATrioTiSm And 
ciTizenShip iSSueS. he SucceSSfully loBBied The u.S. SenATe To recoGnize 
weeKS for hiS pioneerinG efforTS in The eSTABliShmenT of veTerAnS dAy.  
dySon hAS Been A feATured SpeAKer AT A civiTAn convenTion And AT A 
civiTAn GovernorS TrAininG SeSSion.

rAymond weeKS firST 
loBBied GenerAl eiSenhower 
for veTerAnS dAy in 1946. 
in 1954, The preSidenT 
eiSenhower SiGned The 
holidAy inTo lAw. The STory 
cAn Be found in The BooK 
Patriotism in action, By dr. 
dAvid dySon And col. c.h. 
“STreTch” dunn (1943-
2017). phoToS courTeSy of 
life leAderS inSTiTuTe.

PLAN AHEAD FOR 
CLERGY APPRECIATION  WEEK

Clergy Appreciation Week is an international project of Civitan International, 
which honors local leaders of all faiths for their dedicated service to their local 
communities. Since 1963, Civitan clubs around the world have set aside a week in 
February of each year to honor local faith leaders for their acts of service.

The project was inspired by the story of the Four Chaplains. On February 3, 1943, 
four military chaplains—a Methodist minister, a Catholic priest, a Reformed minis-
ter and a Jewish rabbi—sacrificed their lives in service to others on board the USS 
Dorchester. The troop transport ship, in route to Greenland, was hit by a torpedo. 
The four chaplains, George L. Fox, Alexander D. Goode, John P. Washington, and 
Clark V. Poling, removed their own life jackets to give to other passengers and locked 
arms in prayer for the safety of others as the ship submerged into the icy waters.

The story of the Four Chaplains has been commemorated in several books, films 
and in song.

The Civitan tradition began with the chartering of the Albuquerque Breakfast 
Civitan Club in 1960. The members of the club decided to honor local clergy as 
their first major project and Civitan International soon adopted Clergy Week as an 
official project. Beginning with a proclamation at the 1962 Civitan convention in 
Dallas, Texas, the week of February 3 was selected to coincide with the sinking of 
the Dorchester and the story of the four chaplains.

The creation of the annual Civitan project was first chronicled in the October 
1965 edition of Civitan Magazine. The article pointed out that the week was se-
lected to commemorate the sacrifice made by the four chaplains but Clergy Ap-
preciation Week is not intended to be a memorial to the chaplains but a week of 
celebration and appreciation for the men and women who dedicate their lives to the 
service of others in their community as leaders in their respective ministries. Club 
meetings during clergy week were not intended to feature a sermon but to invite 
local clergy as honored guests.

Clergy Appreciation Week quickly gained attention across the nation. First Lady 
Betty Ford served as Honorary Chairperson for Civitan in 1974. President Ford is-
sued a White House proclamation for the week in 1975. Among the clergy honored 
that year was Reverend Martin Luther King, Sr., pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church in 
Atlanta, Georgia and father of slain civil rights leader, Martin Luther King, Jr.

Civitans around the world continue to honor leaders of all faith traditions each 
February in respect to the men and women who lead their communities with the 
hearts of servants.

• Plan ahead! Clergy Appreciation Week is typically held the week of February 3. In 
2019, that is February 3-9. Invite your local clergy well in advance, and publicize 
it to your fellow Civitans and local news media.

• Clergy are traditionally honored at a club meeting in the form of a special banquet 
or similar event. A recognition dinner or lunch is a perfect way to let them know 
they are appreciated. In the spirit of the Four Chaplains, clubs are encouraged to 
invite clergy from different faiths represented in your community.

• Clubs are encouraged to find an outstanding layperson to speak in honor of the 
clergy. As the guests of honor, clergy should not be asked to honor themselves. 
If any wish to speak a few words of gratitude, that is certainly appropriate. Many 
clubs ask a veteran club member or local official to speak about the Four Chap-
lains, and tell the story of the sacrifice that began this tradition. 

Tips for a Successful 
Clergy Appreciation Event


