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Thank you, Marc, for such a warm introduction, and for your friendship.  You are one of many inspiring examples in this room of lawyers in the business world who have not left their conscience at the door to do their job.

To Attorney General Eric Holder; 

To David Stern and the members of the Board and staff of Equal Justice Works;

Distinguished guests and brothers and sisters at the bar;

Happy Anniversary to Equal Justice Works, and thank you for the commitment to the greater good that you have encouraged and cultivated for 25 years.

It’s good to be back in your good company – though I have to admit that your introduction, Marc, was a lot less provocative than the one I was given the last time I was here.

In 2003, as Marc mentioned, I was honored to receive your Scales of Justice Award.  I was general counsel at Coca-Cola at the time, a marvelous professional experience traveling the world solving a great variety of problems in a great variety of cultures.  I was welcomed outside this event that evening by a small group of protesters concerned about allegations of human rights abuses by the company in Colombia.  Inside the banquet room, a bright and serious young Equal Justice Works Fellow named Andrew spoke before I did and raised thoughtful questions about the same allegations.  He made everyone a little bit uncomfortable.
Yet he was doing exactly what Equal Justice Works expected of him – and what we more and more ought to start expecting of each other.  And that is insisting that justice not be just a part of what we say we believe, but also what we do, how we live – even if that makes us a little uncomfortable.  Over the next several months, Andrew and I came to develop a relationship of mutual respect and understanding.  But above all I appreciated then and still do now how important it is for us more often to make each other a little uncomfortable.
Because the public good is always in need.  And the signature values of this country – the values of equality, opportunity and fair play – ought to start meaning more in our every day lives than they do.  The fact that they sometimes don’t ought to make us all a little uncomfortable – maybe especially those of us in positions of leadership.
In Massachusetts we are first in the nation in student achievement, first in the nation in health care coverage for our residents, and are growing jobs faster than most other states.

But in our schools we still have a persistent achievement gap, and stuck in that gap are poor children, and children with special needs or who speak English as a second language.   That makes me uncomfortable.
98 percent of our residents have health insurance, 99.8 percent of children.  No other state in America can touch that.  But it costs too much, especially for small businesses and working families – just like everywhere else in America.  That makes me uncomfortable.

Our unemployment rate is well below the national average and going down.  We are growing our state’s economy three times as fast as the national rate.  But there are still too many people out of work, and even more out of hope for a better tomorrow.  That makes me uncomfortable.

And that discomfort has spurred us to action.  Why?  Because if our values are to have meaning, they must make a claim not just on what we say, but on what we do. 

This is no less true for a nation.  America is unique in human history because we are organized not around a common religion or language or culture, but around a handful of civic ideals.  And we have defined those ideals over time and through struggle as equality, opportunity and fair play.  We parade these values on national holidays and times of patriotic ritual.  But what do we do in the meantime?

If we believe in equality, today’s historic levels of income inequality ought to make us uncomfortable – just as it does the folks who Occupy Wall Street and other cities around the country.
If we believe in opportunity, the way we treat people who have come to this country illegally in search of the American Dream ought to make us uncomfortable.
If we believe in fair play, torture as a means of interrogation or unilateral limits on collective bargaining or the efforts underway in so many states today to limit access to the ballot ought to make us uncomfortable.
When you consider these and other things happening in our country, through the lens of the greater good, I think it’s time more of us were a little uncomfortable.  Because if our values are to mean anything, they have to mean something not just at national holidays, but in the days in between, in the choices we make and the ways we live our lives.

Equal Justice Works has supported the kind of service in and of the public good that makes us uncomfortable – because it is about making our values real.  Not just for the marvelous and committed individuals who have so generously come together to show your support tonight; but for the millions of people all over America who cannot even imagine a room as elegant as this one, who are asking themselves tonight whether justice, whether equality, opportunity and fair play, are still what America is about.

So thank you, Equal Justice Works, for 25 years of making us uncomfortable.  I am looking forward to many years of constructive and creative discomfort ahead.

Thank you. 
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