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I am honored to be here today to commemorate Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. at the University of Chicago.  Thanks to him, many of us work, study, live and play in settings that would have been unthinkable or even illegal for our parents and grandparents.  The diversity in this audience is one.  I grew up in segregated classrooms – in fact, I didn’t attend class with white students until high school.

I heard Dr. King speak once.  He was addressing a crowd at a park on the South Side of Chicago where I grew up and my mother took my sister and me to hear him.  I think I was about 6 or 7.  Candidly, I can’t remember a single word he said.  But I do remember what it felt like.  I remember the deep solemnity of the occasion.  I remember how at that moment I felt connected to all those other people in that park – people like me of limited means but limitless hope.  I remember feeling the power of that hope. How it gave shape and purpose to the lives we were all trying to lead. 

As time passes, we must ensure that Dr. King’s worthy and wonderful Dream lives on.  For Dr. King, serving others was a way of life.  And he was quite clear that such rewarding, righteous work does not require a political title or special training, you don’t need a Ph.D. to serve, but only what he termed “a heart full of grace” and “a soul generated by love.”

More than ever, we need his message right now.  

In a society dedicated to equality, income inequality is getting worse.  As we emerge from the global recession, for those already college educated and with transferable skills, the knowledge-based job market is wide open.  Those already with money to invest benefit from the resurgence of the Dow. 

But the ability of people to bridge that gap is harder than ever.  The poor are no longer just the abject destitute: nearly half of food stamp recipients in Massachusetts are working people.  Our homeless population living in motels recently hit an all-time high, many of them school age children.  Across the entire country, many middle class families where both parents work still can’t get ahead, let alone imagine a better life for their children.  According to Opportunity Nation, for the first time in America, today’s young adults risk having lower educational attainment rates, on average, than their parents.  Only six percent of children born to parents at the bottom make it to the top.  Children in many European countries now have greater socio-economic mobility than those in the United States.  The American Dream is in trouble.  

My job, my mission, in my current role is to help somebody, every day in every way I can.  I have governed with the belief that government can be a powerful tool in helping people help themselves.   

But for a society to prosper, we need so much more than the tools that government can create.  We need more than just what governors and mayors and presidents can do alone.  Dr. King taught us that service is power.  Transformative power.  

He said, “Everybody can serve, you don’t have to have a college degree to serve. You don’t have to make your subject and your verb agree to serve. . . . You only need a heart full of grace, a soul generated by love.”   

We need hearts full of grace and souls generated by love today.  We need acts of kindness and compassion – not just in politics but in life.  We need to use these challenges as a way to build a better community and Commonwealth, not just to advance personal interests.  We need to use service as a way out of powerless.

Dr. King envisioned and worked to what he called, “the Beloved Community” – an environment where people took responsibility for each other, where we turned to each other rather than on each other.  As he put it: “Life’s most persistent and urgent question is: ‘What are you doing for others?’”  .

         We all need to think hard about this question today.  What are we doing for our community?  As long as there are people without food, men and women without jobs, children without the opportunities to succeed, the more we need to be about building our own beloved community.

	Many of us are doing something.  But all of us can do more.  Volunteer at a local shelter or food kitchen.  Check in on an elderly neighbor or cook a meal for someone who needs one.  Organize a clothing drive or come together with neighbors to clean-up your local playground or park.  Send a word of encouragement to a soldier overseas.  There are countless ways to serve. 

At my second inauguration in 2011, we gathered together 8th graders from every one of our 351 cities and towns in the Commonwealth who were themselves blossoming service leaders.  We called it Project 351.  They came to Boston to talk about the power of service and to go out to do a project before we send them back to spread the word…just a way to acknowledge and encourage their kindness and loving spirit.  

Since that Saturday three years ago, Project 351 was re-imagined as a youth service organization dedicated to building unity and leadership through the engagement and enrichment of an 8th grade Ambassador from every city and town in Massachusetts.  It’s more than one day now, too.  We have reunions and service days and we are training these magnificent young people to be the leaders of tomorrow. 

This coming Saturday, we will bring in the third class of Project 351 eighth grade Ambassadors. ADD IN NUMBERS TO SHOW PROJECT 351 IMPACT.  

Every time I attend a Project 351 event I am reinvigorated about what the future holds for Massachusetts, and for the entire country.    Surely that more than anything will lead us to the “beloved community” Dr. King envisioned.  Thank you again for having me.
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