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It is my honor today to welcome you all here and introduce Archbishop Desmond Tutu.  I thank Archbishop Tutu for coming so many miles to share his time with us, and Wheelock College for bringing together the Bridges to Hope and Understanding forum. And all of you for being here.

Archbishop Tutu has spent his life working for peace and equality in places all over the world.  He brought about extraordinary change to break the grip of apartheid in South Africa and chaired the Truth and Reconciliation Committee that moved his home country past a history of violence, discrimination, and division into a new chapter of forgiveness and progress.  Over and over, Archbishop Tutu has been recognized for his contributions, most notably in 1984 when he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.  In recent years he has lent his voice to the global conversations on terrorism, on oppression, and on the hope that defines his life and work.  I think today we will see that despite the oppression and injustice Archbishop Tutu has witnessed most of what he will tell us about will be joyous, funny and hopeful.  Recent, he has been active in combating AIDS in all parts of Africa and in mobilizing world leaders, celebrities, and everyday citizens to see their stake in relieving the crushing poverty in the lives of over a billion people in Africa and all over the world.   

Before we begin, we can already take two very important lessons from Archbishop Tutu’s life and work.  First, the circumstances we live in are not inevitable.  The ability to gather like this for open discussions large and diverse groups is not something that is possible in many places today.  The claim is on us to make the most of our opportunity.

Second, that freedom and democracy are best secured not through violence but with peaceful, optimistic resistance to injustice.  Conversation, connection and hope – both for ourselves and those who might be labeled as our enemies – serve us infinitely better than aggression, division and retribution.

It is fitting for him to be with us today in this community.  Many of the challenges we face, especially with regard to the violence and intimidation in our neighborhoods, are things that touch us deeply and move us to anger.  But they will only ever find resolution if we move beyond and outside of cycles of retaliatory violence, and start to gather in a community that pulls each of us towards reconciliation and understanding.  I look forward to what further lessons we will all learn today.

