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Thank you for that warm welcome. 

I spent three remarkable years in Washington -- in the first Clinton Administration. I headed the Justice Department's Civil Rights Division, the agency responsible for enforcing the Nation's civil rights laws. In the days before Monica, that was a real "hot seat." 

Many, many people ask what the agenda is of the Civil Rights Division. And I usually reply that in recent years the Division has defended the Voting Rights Act against the several recent attacks on its gains; worked to make banks make lending decisions fairly; helped develop an expansive jurisprudence under the Americans with Disabilities Act; helped broaden the opportunities for minorities and women to equal advancement in the workplace and in the schools. 

But I have come to realize that those tasks are a small reflection of a broader theme. For the real and ultimate agenda is to reclaim the American conscience. And that mission is not the work of lawyers. That is the perennial challenge of American citizenship. 

This nation is not organized around a common ethnic culture or religion. But is has a creed. That creed is deeply rooted in the concepts of equality, opportunity and fair play. Our faith in that creed has made us a prideful nation, and enabled us to accomplish feats of extraordinary achievement and uplift. And yet in the same instant we see racism and unfairness in too many quarters. In the same instant we see acts of unspeakable cruelty and even violence because of race, or ethnicity, or gender, or disability, or sexual orientation. They present a legal problem, to be sure. But they also pose a moral dilemma. How can a nation founded on such principles, dedicated to such a creed, sometimes fall so short? 

And let me assure you, that is a question asked not just by intellectuals and pundits and high-minded clerics of each other; it is asked by ordinary, every day people of each other and of themselves -- in barber shops and across kitchen tables; in the mind's silent voice on the bus ride home from work; in the still, small times when conscience calls. 

To be a civil rights lawyer, you must understand what the law means. But to understand civil rights, you must understand how it feels. How it feels to be hounded by uncertainty and fear about whether you will be fairly treated. How it feels to be trapped in someone else's stereotype, to have people look right through you. To understand civil rights, you must understand that the victims of discrimination feel a deep and helpless pain, and ask themselves bitterly the very question of American morality I have posed. 

And what will be our answer? Will we sit back and claim that we have none? Or that it is not the business of each one of us to devise one? Will we shrink from the moral dimension of American citizenship? 

People sometimes mistakenly believe that only women and minorities, gay people or people with disabilities care or need to care about civil rights. But we all have a personal stake in civil rights. That stake -- that sense of common importance -- has opened up jobs to black workers; opened up apartments to Hispanic families; opened up whole new vistas of active life for persons with disabilities. 

That sense of common justice has vindicated the right of Asians and Jews and so many others to be safe from organized bigotry; the right of young black men to be safe from excessive police force; and helped create the most integrated classrooms in the world. 

All that is good. But these are but vital reminders of the importance of always facing the question of conscience that the American creed poses. 

Our divisions are of our own creation. They are not beyond our power to resolve them. 

Our cynicism is but our own fear. It is not beyond our courage to conquer it. 

Our despair is of our own relenting. It is not beyond our faith. 

Like every generation before us, if we are to be the Nation we dedicated ourselves to become, we too must renew our commitment to equality; our sense of history and the great unfinished agenda which derives from it; and set our hearts afire -- so that we may learn for ourselves what other generations glimpsed about what is possible in America. Dr. King said: 

Cowardice asks the question: Is it safe? Expediency asks the question: Is it polite? Vanity asks the question: Is it popular? But conscience must asks the question: Is it right? As citizens, in the final analysis, so must we. 

We may not redeem the sleeping soul of this great republic, and recreate the civil rights consensus that made possible the moral high points of this nation, at one morning prayers service -- or even in my lifetime. But let us begin. 

Let us pray: 

Father God, let us learn to see in this country and in each other the possibility that You see. Make us ever mindful that justice is not an abstract concept, but a necessity of life. And help us find ways not just to say this prayer, but to live it. In Jesus' na 

