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I want to thank you all for inviting me today.  My congratulations to President Marx and Director Mead for their vision and work in bringing this to life.  And to John Abele who has spent his life giving back to this community and this Commonwealth, and continues that legacy with his efforts to make this center a reality.  

I want to also thank all the members of the panels for coming and sharing their knowledge and experience.  I think that the issues you are undertaking and the discussions you will be engaging in are excellent ways to mark the opening of this center.  To the faculty members, students and community members here today, it is good to be back in Amherst with you, especially at this time of year when the fall is coming on.  

I’m glad to get the chance to talk with you about how we come together to strengthen our communities and build a better Commonwealth.  Because we face considerable challenges now and in the years ahead.  And the ideas and actions that will come out of this center – the renewed sense of community and the reenergized commitment to broad participation in civic life – are at the heart of everything we are trying to accomplish.
We have been hard at work on a long-term agenda for Massachusetts.  One that’s not about tomorrow’s headlines, but about making a real change for the day after tomorrow.  

We’ve been moving to strengthen our economy with investments in roads and bridges, affordable housing and healthcare, and workforce development that will bring good jobs at good wages to every region of the state.  We know that robust, sustainable growth gives us the leverage we need on all of our other goals.  In the past eight months, this economy has produced over 27,000 new jobs -- and at a faster rate than we have seen in years.  

We have also been looking down the road by putting a strong focus on education.  We came together with the legislature to pass a 2008 budget with the strongest investment in our schools that Massachusetts has ever seen.  That is good news, but we know that new money is not going to be enough. 

To build for our success in years to come, we launched in June the Commonwealth Readiness Project a 10-year strategy bringing together the best and most experienced individuals in education today to move our school system to a level of global leadership, from pre-K through college, including 2 years of community college or an apprentice program in a trade at the state’s expense.  

And those are just some of the needs that we are working to meet, that the people of this Commonwealth are asking us to address.  Not because they want government to do everything for them, or to solve every problem in everybody’s life, but because they recognize that government has a role to play in helping us help ourselves. 

But in all of our work, we recognize that no list of programs or policies we devise on Beacon Hill, however well-intended – however broad in scope or precise in focus – will succeed if we don’t first begin by seeing our shared responsibility for our shared prosperity.  To make any difference in our common realities, we must first see our stake in each others' dreams and struggles as well as our own.  Then we must act on that. 

We have to above all focus on rebuilding our ties of community.  The understanding that we are connected is essential to where we are hoping to go.  The belief that change is not only needed but possible – and that we are the ones to bring that change – is what we urgently need to restore.  
Earlier this year I went to a conference in Washington of all the Nation’s governors and one of the presenters asked by a show of hands how many of us felt that our standard of living was better than our parents’.  Almost every hand in the room went up.  In fact, I think every hand went up.

Then he asked how many of us felt certain that our children’s standard of living would be better than our own.  And at that question, very few hands went up.  

That stuck with me.  Here was a room of people with an unusual ability to influence and enable great changes.  Yet, there was a pervasive sense that little change could be made.   A pervasive sense that there was little to hope for in terms of improving – or even securing – this world for the generations following us.  

And I believe that comes directly out of our lack of community engagement.  It comes out of the feeling that we are on our own, and unable to come together to accomplish anything, much less tackle the significant challenges facing us.  The discussions in our public square are awash in cynicism.  Today, debates of soundbites, opinion polls and political agendas have overshadowed basic concepts of fair play, due process, and well-reasoned solutions.  The ways that we address challenges that affect all of us have been defined by argument and animus and political gotcha games.  The divisions those things create strike right at the heart of our citizenship.  
And if that creates a feeling of ineffectiveness at the highest levels of our government, imagine what it is like in the places where the levels of access and agency are much less.  

We need to turn that around, in every neighborhood in the Commonwealth, and frankly, in this nation.  And we do that by connecting with individuals in their communities, by rebuilding those bonds, and bringing to life a real sense of possibility.  I know the truth of that from my own life.  Some of you know I grew up on the South Side of Chicago.  In those days it was a place of want, of limited hope, of gang activity.  My mother and my sister and I shared a two-bedroom tenement apartment with my grandparents.  

For all of the things we didn’t have of a material nature, one thing we did have was a very strong sense of community.  That was a time when every child was under the jurisdiction of every single adult on the block.  Every single one.  So if you messed up down the street in front of Ms. Jones, she would straighten you out as if you were hers.  And then call home so you got it two times.

The point is that the adults taught us to understand that they had a stake in us, and that part of being a community meant understanding the stake that each of us has in each other.  That is an intact community.  And that is what gave me the sense that I could work to lift myself up.  And that I could lift others up as well.  
When you show up to volunteer in a community health center or in a classroom, when you help build an affordable home in a distressed neighborhood – these are the things that will make the difference.  These places need to see those ties of community in action.  To see our willingness and ability to confront our challenges together.   

We are talking about the potential for new levels of civic engagement, and with that an inherently stronger democracy.  We have to transform our commonwealth.  And can only do that one person at a time, by fostering active citizenship, neighborhood by neighborhood, and standing up as a community to say that we will not allow anyone to become trapped in a life without hope or a future. 
Opening this center, and committing to open, active engagement in our neighborhoods and communities moves us that much closer to what we hope for, what we are working for.  To a society that is welcome and inclusive of everyone, that leaves no one behind, and holds true to the founding principles of opportunity, equality, and fair play.  

We have, on a daily basis, the power to make positive changes in the lives of our neighbors and restore our ties of community.  I’m glad that you all see that in the same way I do, and are willing to take that belief and turn it into action.  I thank you for building this extraordinary center to honor that pursuit.  I wish you all the best of luck, and look forward to seeing where your work will take the Commonwealth. Thank you.
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