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Chairman Thomas and the Members of the Board of Trustees;
Chancellor Grossman, Dean Bilek and Members of the Faculty and Staff;
Distinguished Guests and Honorees;
Proud Parents and Family; and especially
Graduates of the University of Massachusetts School of Law Class of 2014:

Congratulations and thank you so much for the warm welcome to your special occasion.  I am honored to be here.

I say that sincerely — even though I have few illusions that any of you graduates will remember much of what I say here today.  This is the second of four commencement addresses I will give this spring.  It is daunting, facing gatherings of such smart and well-prepared graduates as you, eager to get your degrees and go, knowing you are paying hardly any attention at all to what any of us say from this podium.  I know — I once sat where you are sitting.  I know your mind has already wandered off from this place and time to what’s ahead.  And that is exactly as it should be.  For there is a lot to think about.

I grew up on welfare on the South Side of Chicago — in my grandparents’ two-bedroom tenement.  I shared a room and a set of bunk beds with my mother and sister, so we would rotate from the top bunk to the bottom bunk to the floor, every third night on the floor.  I went to overcrowded, sometimes violent public schools.  Everything seemed broken.  Sidewalks.  Playgrounds.  Families.

There was a lot we didn’t have.  But one thing we did have was a strong sense of community -- because that was a time when every child was under the jurisdiction of every adult on the block.  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’d get it twice. 

What those adults were trying 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 in our neighbor’s dreams and struggles as well as our own. 

And what a beautiful community you are.  You are 78 graduates strong.  You represent nearly every imaginable ethnicity, race and religion.  Some of you are the first ones in your family to learn English or to go to college.  Many of you are the first to earn a law degree.  Each of you, in important ways, is living the American Dream.

People have come to these shores from all over the world, in every kind of boat, and built from a wilderness the most remarkable society in human history.  And we are most remarkable, not just because of what we have accomplished, not just because of what we have materially accumulated, but because of the ideals to which we have dedicated ourselves.  And we have defined those ideals over time and through struggle with principles of equality, opportunity and fair play. 

The American Dream is my story and your story and so many others’ from so many neighborhoods of so many types and kinds.  I have traveled all over the world and I can confidently report that there is no other society where that story is repeated as often.  At the end of the day, that is why we have been for so long an inspiration to the world. 

Well, citizenship is about reaffirming those ideals.  It’s about seeing our stake in each other, in the whole of our community.  It’s about letting go of artificial barriers of whatever kind to equality, opportunity and fair play.  It’s about assuring that you and your neighbor get a fair chance to perform. 

In the course of the years since I left law school, I have had the great fortune to practice all kinds of law: I’ve practiced civil rights and corporate law; I’ve represented big corporations and working families; I’ve defended people on death row, and I’ve been a criminal prosecutor; I’ve led a large legal staff in the Justice Department and two of the largest companies in the world. I even helped to write the anti-discrimination laws for the new government of South Africa.  And today, I stand before you as Governor of Massachusetts, helping to create law and to enforce it fairly and even-handedly in this wonderful Commonwealth.

The notion that in this country you can imagine a better future for yourself and your family, and then reach for it, is central to American Dream.  It’s the Dream of pilgrims who came to the American wilderness in search of religious freedom; of immigrants who fled oppression in search of a chance to flourish; of your parents and grandparents who scraped and sacrificed so you wouldn’t have to struggle as hard as they did.  It’s your Dream, your story, your journey.

Don’t lose faith in the American Dream.  And don’t forget that you have a responsibility to preserve that Dream for others less fortunate and pass it on.

In one generation, my family and I have moved from poverty to a position to help others help themselves, earning a college degree, a law degree, and a little money along the way.  But you don’t need to be governor to pass it on.  You just need to know that someone else’s American Dream depends on building community, and living your life accordingly.

Being part of a community is what helps the underdog make it to the top.  That was me, and that was many of you.  

I think of Justin Kadich who through his work at the Immigration Law Clinic, successfully defended a lawful permanent resident from deportation and assisted other individuals in obtaining their visas.

Or Sarah Long who after nearly thirty successful years as an electrical engineer decided to go back to school to get a law degree with future hopes of working for an organization that gives back to the community.

Or Tabitha Kirkwood and Cassie Butler, who helped two young girls from Guinea receive legal permanent resident status, allowing them to lawfully remain in the United States.

These students and many others exemplify the highest form of citizenship by helping to protect the hopes and dreams of other’s around them.  “We are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality,” Dr. King used to say, “tied in a single garment of destiny.  Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”  So many of you are already living and acting in that spirit, making the kinds of choices good citizens make.  And it makes this faculty, your families and this Governor very proud.

This very school was an underdog.  After many years, and the perseverance of many, many leaders in this community and throughout the Commonwealth – and you all here today – this school has become a reality.  I am so proud that I was able to be part of it.  

We made it work.  And look what we’ve done.  

Today, the Umass Law School is now in its fourth year, and it is doing very well.  Last year, at a time when law school applications nationally were falling, applications to UMass Law increased over 90%, the largest increase in applications of any law school in the country.  Umass Law has a long road ahead of it, but it has found firm footing on the steady path to success, guided by experienced leadership, a dedicated faculty and a diverse and civic-minded student body.

But none of it means a thing without perspective: that we are all in this together; that we have a stake in each other’s dreams and struggles; that, as your moms and dads, families and friends have known all along, today’s milestone is about more than prestige and pageantry.  It’s about opportunity, and how important it is to make the most of it. 

In that spirit, my Administration has offered its continued support to help Umass Law students compete with your colleagues from the long-established law schools located in Boston by urging every executive office and agency general counsel within state government to give strong consideration to current UMass Law students when they make decisions about whether to bring on fellows or interns to their offices this summer.  

It is my sincere hope that this support will go a long way toward opening the doors of state government to many current and future Umass Law students. 

What I’m here to tell you today is – as you begin your careers, don’t forgot the importance of being part of a community that supports the underdog.  

Yes, you got that law degree.  Whether you are going to be working for the public interest, or for a big downtown law firm (I’m not critiquing you!), remember to support the underdog.   Find time to defend the powerless that need the support and opportunities that you and I got.  
I want to leave you with one other story about one other thing that community demands of you. 

Once on a school vacation home in Chicago, I was running for a city bus to meet a friend.  I hopped on just as the bus was pulling away and only then realized that I did not have enough change for the fare.  I stood there at the coin box looking pathetic, and the driver told me gruffly to sit down in a nearby seat.  I assumed he was going to give me a good scolding for trying to cheat the system, and then kick me off the bus at the next stop.  I started to apologize and to tell him that I just didn’t realize until I got on the bus that I didn’t have enough change.  He just glanced at me kindly and said, “Pass it on, son. Pass it on.” 

It was a small act of grace.  But a memorable one.  I want you all to succeed, however you define that.  But understand that success is not just what you get, but what you give.  Make the most of this opportunity.  Then, in the best way you can, pass it on.  There are American Dreams out there everywhere waiting to come true. 

Good luck to you all and God bless you. Thank you.
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