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Good morning.  Thank you, Connie, for the warm introduction.   I am honored to be here today with all of you today.  

This gathering is an opportunity for us to come together as a community to reflect and celebrate our heritage, but also to look towards the future.  As you know, this year’s theme is centered around the quote by Henry Ward Beecher, “To our children we give two things.  One is roots, the other is wings.”   

The main event this afternoon, of course, is joining together with your peers and discussing your visions for how you want to see your communities and your world changed.  I realize that I had better not keep you from that for long.  I want to talk a little about my past and share with you how it has shaped my present and how I see the future and then open it up for some questions. 

Our grandmother grew up in Kentucky, the daughter, so she said, of an Irish planter and his black charwoman.  In any event, she was fair enough to “pass,” as the folks used to say.  When she and our grandfather would take trips driving around the South, she would go into the diner first, get a table, order for herself and her family and then beckon everyone in once the food was served.  It was just more awkward for the proprietor to refuse them at that point.


One waitress confronted her at one of those stops.  The waitress said she was sorry, but they would have to serve my grandmother and her family in the kitchen.  My grandmother drew herself up, looked the waitress square in the eye and said, “We don’t eat in the kitchen in our own home.”  And walked out with her family in tow, leaving the food untouched on the table.


Thousands of small acts of defiance just like that one – in the face of humiliation – helped to bring down the walls of Jim Crow oppression.  And they must be remembered, and honored, and acknowledged as one of the greatest examples of collective courage the world has ever seen.  Our young people, most of all, must know that yours is a legacy of struggle, courage, tenacity and achievement in defiance of the odds.


We’ve come a long way since those days.  There’s a different way of thinking about the world.  You – our Nation’s youth, are able to look up to people in leadership positions and imagine the kinds of things that were unthinkable a generation ago.  You are all here joined together in a state where a boy from the South Side of Chicago became a two-term Governor.  You also live in a country where a black man serves as President of the United States.  You live in a world where you can be entrepreneurs, astronauts, scientists, investors, attorneys, doctors, and CEO’s.  You are recognized for your abilities and accomplishments and no longer disregarded because of race and social status.  This is your time because we, in our time, chose to believe in the idea of generational responsibility – that old fashioned idea that we must leave this place better than we found it.


There is still more work to do to fulfill our generational responsibility.  We must close the achievement gap in our schools that disproportionately affects children of color, or in poverty, or those with special needs.  We need to teach people the skills they need so they can find jobs.  We need to end the cycle of violence in our communities to create peace.  And we need to inspire our youth to engage and take an active role in their communities and their government.  It is your time now.  


 You have a stake in this future.  When I was growing up on the South Side of Chicago, it was a time when every child was under the jurisdiction of every single adult on the block. You messed up down the street in front of Mrs. Jones', she would straighten you out as if you were hers and then call home, so you'd get it two times. What those adults would try to get across to us was that they had a stake in us, and that membership in a community is understanding the stake that each of us has, not just in our own dreams and our own struggles but in our neighbors' as well.  If we keep that sense of community alive, in our homes, in our hearts, and in our communities, I'm confident our best days are ahead. 
God bless you all.  Thank you.
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