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I want to thank you all for asking me to come today.  I am here to celebrate with you the milestone that you are all about to reach.  I can remember when I was your age and the whirlwind of exams, prom, graduation, and getting ready for college kept me distracted from what an important time that was in my life.  I urge you to take some time, step back and think about where you have been and where you are going.  I can tell you now that, after becoming Governor, I have become familiar with an entirely different kind of whirlwind, and I have used many of the lessons I took away from this time in my life.  

I am also here because I know what a difficult time this year it has been for this class.  Even beyond the normal challenges you faced as part of your last years in high school, you were confronted with changes and loss that are difficult for anyone, at any age.  I want to commend your dedication, your strength and hard work, and your commitment to our future.

I graduated high school about 33 years ago.  I grew up on the south side of Chicago -- generally not thought of as a garden spot.  I lived there with my mother and sister and grandparents in a two-bedroom tenement.  In fact my mother and sister and I shared one of those bedrooms and a set of bunk beds so you would go from the top bunk to the bottom bunk to the floor, every third night on the floor. 

I went to all too typical urban public schools, schools that were overcrowded and at times violent. 

We didn’t have much, but a strong sense of community.  In those days, every child was under the jurisdiction of every single adult on the block, every single one.  If you messed up in front of Ms. Jones’ stoop, she would straighten you out as if you were hers. 

The adults behaved as if they had a stake in us – and taught us to understand that we had a stake in each other. 

I felt that same sense of community when I first came to Massachusetts.  I was 14 years old in 1970 when I moved here.  I had a scholarship through a program called “A Better Chance” to go to Milton Academy -- which for me was the other side of the moon.  

They had a dress code then; the boys wore jackets and ties to classes.  So when the clothing list arrived at home my grandparents splurged on a brand new jacket for me to wear to class.  But a jacket on the south side of Chicago is a windbreaker.  So the first day of class all the other boys were putting on their blue blazers and their tweed coats and I had my windbreaker. 

Milton was different in the ways we tend to focus on difference – racially different, socially and economically different.  But there was a familiar sense of community there, too – teachers and other faculty members, parents of other kids, who paid attention to us.  And their interest was not just in what our careers would be, but what our character would become and what contribution we would make. 

And those two examples of community -- of people seeing their stake not just in their own dreams and struggles but in their neighbors’ as well – have been the foundation for me upon which I have built and taken advantage of a series of wonderful and improbable opportunities.  

· To go to Harvard college and law school; 

· To live and work for the UN in the Darfur region of Sudan;

· To practice for poor families in Housing Court and big companies in courts of appeal and everything and everyone in between; 

· To serve my country as head of the civil rights division in the Clinton administration; 

· To serve as senior executive of two large and complex companies, Texaco and Coca-Cola.  

And it was the institutions and people – seeing their stake in my dreams and my struggles as well as their own -- who prepared me for and exposed me to each and every one of those remarkable opportunities, who taught me to believe in what’s possible.

I see that same sense of community here today.  I know from talking to your teachers and administrators, the counselors and staff members that have known you since you first arrived here, that the adults around you recognize their stake in your future.  And I know that they have taught you to understand your own stake in each other. 

What you have been through has been difficult, but you have had help, and you have had each other.  You have had a community that sustained you through these challenging days.  And whenever you were at the lowest point, you always had someone here – a friend, a parent, a teacher – who was willing to reach out and lift you up.  These are valuable things to experience, and though they have come out of hardship, they will help you as you move out into the world.
The power of community is just one of the things you have learned in your time here.  You have learned some of the hard truths, and have been forced to do that at a very early age.  You task now is to continue to learn from that.  As you move on, all of the experiences you have accrued – from both the good times and the hard times – will accompany you.  You can make the best of that knowledge.

You have to turn it to your advantage, and I know that you can.  Because I know that the pain and confusion you have felt and that you still feel from your losses comes straight out of the hope that you have within you.  You have a vision of a better world, and that vision has been challenged – but not denied.  Do not abandon your hope, or lose sight of the fact that you can still make the better world that you want.  
My grandmother had a saying that has always fortified me in the hard times.  She used to tell me, “Hope for the best – and work for it.”  Hope for the best – and work for it. 

That’s what I did. I hoped for the best – I learned how not to accept what is right in front of me, what someone else said were my limits. I learned how to imagine a better life and a better way. And I worked for it. I worked and I worked and I worked. And I learned to listen to common sense and wisdom, from whatever still, small voice it came, to be true to my core values, and to ignore those who called me naïve or told me to accept something less. 

Standing on the brink of an uncertain future, with all the challenges we face today, what we have to do is to hope for the best and work for it.  I want you to see what I see about what’s possible – and to work for that. 

I have been all over the state, sharing a vision for a different, more vibrant, prosperous and inclusive Massachusetts, a Commonwealth focused on long-term solutions, on fairness and balance, on our shared responsibility and our shared prosperity.  We can’t reach any of our goals without the active participation of citizens who see their own stake in the hopes and dreams of others.

Once on a school vacation home in Chicago, I was running for a city bus to meet a friend. I hopped on just as the bus was pulling away and only then realized that I did not have enough change for the fare. I stood there at the coin box looking pathetic, and the driver told me gruffly to sit down in a nearby seat. I assumed he was going to give me a good scolding for trying to cheat the system, and then kick me off the bus at the next stop. I started to apologize and to tell him that I just didn’t realize until I got on the bus that I didn’t have enough change. He just glanced at me kindly and said, “Pass it on, son. Pass it on.”  

It was a small act of grace. But a memorable one. You already have experience with larger acts of grace.  Remember them, and pass them on.  I want you all to succeed, however you define that. But understand that success is not just what you get, but what you give. Make the most of the challenges you have overcome, and the opportunities that await you. Then, in the best way you can, pass it on.
The world you are about to enter is a complex place. It is filled with great beauty, extravagant wealth and remarkable people. But it is in the same instant filled with hate, with indescribable violence, abject deprivation and injustice. Still, it is yours to inhabit. I encourage you to inhabit all of it.  I look forward to seeing where each of you will go, and how you will make the hopes you have into the world you inhabit.  Thank you.
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