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This is an important occasion today, because we gather to reflect upon the life and the message of a man whose accomplishment was nothing less than to change America.

You know the history:

How for a century our nation denied the legal rights of its Black citizens to vote, and for far longer the moral right to citizenship itself.
How Black men and women in the Jim Crow South endured humiliation, indignity and even violence trying to register or cast a vote.

How men and women of courage, of every race, religion and background, justly outraged by poll taxes and literacy tests and more, joined together to press for passage of a voting rights act.

You also know the contributions of the Act and of the movement.  Black people are registered today in record numbers.  That is very good news.  Many of the most glaring barriers to registration have been removed.  Thanks to the 60s Civil Rights movement and the Voting Rights Act it spawned, there are more Black members of Congress and other legislative bodies, including our own on Beacon Hill, than there have ever been since Reconstruction.

And the struggles of Latinos, and Asians, and non-English-speaking citizens, the disabled and members of the GLBT community have taken their rightful place alongside the struggles of Black people trying to vote.

Dr. King was the conscience of that movement.  He saw as clearly as anyone the abject poverty and squalor in which Black folks lived, the daily and personal ignominy of living in a society founded on principles of equality, opportunity and fair play that regularly denied the pursuit of happiness to so many of its own.  And he came to the Washington Mall, and to street corners and great tabernacles all across the country, and asked us, as he said, to “hew from that mountain of despair, a stone of hope.”  When he gave his “I Have a Dream” speech, Dr. King was 34 years old.  Before stepping to the forefront of the movement, he had led nothing bigger than his own church.  But he changed America.

I remember when I first heard Dr.  King speak.  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 six or seven years old, and candidly, I can’t remember a single word he said.

But I do remember what it felt like.  I do remember the deep solemnity of the occasion. I remember the sense that something important was happening. 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. 

That was a time when America herself felt the hope of Dr. King's message, when we believed that the problems we had created for ourselves were not beyond our capacity to care about and to solve.  We built things on that hope – fairer workplaces, more open schools and college campuses, chances to earn and keep a place in the American mainstream.  And there is no denying the plain fact that we are a freer, more democratic, more prosperous society for more Americans today than ever before.

But we have work left to do.  Because, lo these many years after Dr. King so powerfully expressed our dream, our democracy is not yet whole.  As industrialized societies go, we have the lowest voting participation on Earth.  

We have done so much to make voting easier, and no where near enough to make it more meaningful.  We have work left to do.

The unemployment rate for black males is still twice as high as for white males – in good times as well as in bad.  Even college-educated black and Hispanic men and women of every race and ethnic background, are paid less than comparably educated, comparably trained white men.  We have work left to do.

It is still harder for black folk and Latinos - - and in many cases, for women - - to rent an apartment, get a mortgage, get hired or promoted, in many places even to vote, than for whites. 

And they know - - just like any of us - - that not everything wrong in our communities is explained by race. We know that there are issues of violence and personal responsibility and all the ways the public schools too often fail poor children that still have to be faced. But we also know that racism is still with us. That intolerance is in some quarters is on the rise.  We have work left to do.
We are awash in cynicism.  It’s all around us.  Now, society's collective thinking on the meaning of opportunity seems to begin and end with the topic of affirmative action.  And that is more a debate of soundbites than a serious and constructive engagement. Now, the specter of opinion polls and political agendas overshadows basic concepts of fair play and due process. Have you noticed the notion of equality is never even mentioned in public discourse today, as if avoiding the subject avoids the challenge? Some openly question whether the Civil Rights Movement went too far and others - - including many minorities - - are asking whether integration was ever a good idea.  Indeed race relations is the only major social ill we’re facing in this country we seem seriously to be considering curing by denial, as if declaring ourselves colorblind in law will make us colorblind in fact.  We have work yet to do.

Pay attention to the United States Supreme Court.  I’m a lawyer so I do, but everybody ought to.  That court is on the brink of rationalizing justice right out of the law.  The pattern in the Supreme Court seems to be a pious and detached acknowledgement of the existence of discrimination followed by condemnation of any effort to do anything about it.  I wonder how many of you know that our United States Supreme Court in this term, is considering whether to overrule Brown v. Board of Education. We have work yet to do.

Even here in Massachusetts, we are at this moment considering letting the majority decide just how much equality a minority may have.  For whether you support gay marriage or not, and I know views on this are very strong, we are about to take the radical step of using a petition initiative to defeat basic rights.  We have work yet to do.  

In all sorts of quarters, people are wondering and watching, anxiously, like some of you perhaps, to see whether this country is about to make a giant lurch backward in its long struggle for equal opportunity and fundamental fairness.

While insiders and political “wags” focus on who votes, where they live, and how the hot-button issues move that vote, what time of day they vote, and under what weather conditions and all that stuff, a whole lot of people see that game as not about principle but power and too many just check out.  Most of us are tired of debates about “the right” and “the left” and want a debate about right and wrong.

If Dr. King’s message of hope is to be revived, I think it is up to us to recommit to the ideals that underlie the civil rights struggle.  If you take that long view, you begin to understand that the civil rights struggle exists for our common future.  It has always been about simple justice, about making good on the American promise of freedom for all, defined by equality, opportunity and fair play.  In that sense, it has always represented the best of American ideals.
So, as you reflect on how far we have come and how much is left to do, keep your eye on what civil rights is ultimately all about.  Because even in this profoundly cynical time, I know that people are hungry for a reason to hope and for us all to reaffirm those American ideals.

When Dr. King spoke, and most importantly, when he added action to his words, he was not just making a political point.  He wasn’t just debating policy.  He made a moral claim on us, every one of us.  And it was and is a claim that we each understand the personal responsibility we have for lifting somebody else up.

Dr. King talked about how anyone could be great because anyone could serve.  And I’ll paraphrase this: he said, you don’t need a college degree to serve; you don’t have to make your subject and your verb match to serve.  You don’t have to know Einstein’s Theory of Relativity to serve; I will say you don’t have to be Governor of Massachusetts or Mayor of Boston or any other bigshot to serve.  What he said is, all you need is a heart full of grace.

I want to close with a story that I first heard Marian Wright Edelman of the Children’s Defense Fund tell about a school teacher named Jean Thompson, and one fifth grade boy, Teddy Stollard, that may help illustrate the point I’m trying to get across about the personal responsibility each of us has. 

On the first day of school, Jean Thompson told her students, "Boys and girls, I love you all the same." Now, teachers lie. Little Teddy Stollard was a boy Jean Thompson did not like. He slouched in his chair, didn't pay attention, his mouth hung open in a stupor, his eyes were always unfocussed, his clothes were mussed, his hair unkempt, and he smelled. He was an unattractive boy and Jean Thompson did not like him. 

Teachers have records. And Jean Thompson had Teddy's. First grade: "Teddy's a good boy. He shows promise in his work and attitude. But he has a poor home situation." Second grade "Teddy is a good boy. He does what he is told. But he is too serious. His mother is terminally ill." Third grade: "Teddy is falling behind in his work; he needs help. His mother died this year. His father shows no interest." Fourth grade: "Teddy is in deep waters; he is in need of psychiatric help. He is totally withdrawn. " 

Christmas came, and the boys and girls brought their presents and piled them on her desk. They were all in brightly colored paper except for Teddy's. His was wrapped in brown paper and held together with scotch tape. And on it, scribbled in crayon, were the words, "For Miss Thompson from Teddy." She tore open the brown paper and out fell a rhinestone bracelet with most of the stones missing and a bottle of cheap perfume that was almost empty. When the other boys and girls began to giggle she had enough sense to put some of the perfume on her wrist, put on the bracelet, hold her wrist up to the other children and say, "Doesn't it smell lovely? Isn't the bracelet pretty?" and taking their cue from the teacher, the kid’s agreed. 

At the end of the day, when all the children had left, Teddy lingered.  He came over to her desk and said, "Miss Thompson, all day long, you smelled just like my mother. And her bracelet, that's her bracelet. It looks real nice on you, too. I'm really glad you like my presents." And when he left, she got down on her knees and buried her head in her chair and she begged God to forgive her. 

The next day when the children came, she was a different teacher. She was a teacher with a heart. And she cared for all the children, but especially those who needed help. Especially Teddy. She tutored him and put herself out for him. By the end of the year, Teddy had caught up with a lot of the children and was even ahead of some. Several years later; Jean Thompson got this note: 

Dear Miss Thompson: I'm graduating and I'm second in my high school class. I wanted you to be the first to know. Love, Teddy. 

Four years later she got another note: 

Dear Miss Thompson: I wanted you to be the first to know. The university has not been easy, but I liked it. Love, Teddy. 

Four years after that, there was this note: 

Dear Miss Thompson: As of today, I am Theodore J. Stollard, M.D. How about that? I wanted you to be the first to know. I'm going to be married in July. I want you to come and sit where my mother would have sat, because you're the only family I have. Dad died last year. And she went and she sat where his mother would have sat because she deserved to be there. She had become a loving and decent human being. 

While we debate the abstract merits of education policy or tax reform or even marriage equality, there are millions of Teddy Stollards all over this country, all over this Commonwealth, children who are left out and left back – who will never become doctors or lawyers or teachers or police officers or little else – whose latent idealism will never be nurtured and grown into action and compassion – because there was no teacher, there was no friend, there was no one like you or I can be, who showed them how to look up rather than down; quietly inspired them; taught them how to see their stake in their own and their neighbors' dreams; and gave someone else a reason to hope. 

That’s what Dr. King gave each one of us, in our generation and through the generations: a reason to hope.  And hope is a tangible thing.  You can build a whole life on it.  And I’m here to tell you.

Fighting discrimination is indispensable.  I’m glad to have done my part and to continue to do my part.  Electing into public office enlightened officials, who bring that kind of leadership is also important.  It’s the essence of civic duty.  But the most important work belongs to each one of us, to resist our own hopelessness, to see the dignity in every human being, to reclaim the American conscience, and to learn to see our stake again in our neighbors’ dreams and struggles as well as our own.
Thank you.
