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Tonight we begin to hear the inevitable cadence of your march forward from your student days to postgraduate life.  Whether you walk across this stage in December or May or sometime in the next year or two, you are now in the countdown toward that joyful moment when the diploma will be yours.

On Cap & Gown weekend, we take a minute to pause to celebrate your achievements, but also to take stock in our work with you:  what else must you learn in order to be ready to commence the rest of your lives on the day after graduation day?
As seniors, you should have learned by this point in time that there are very few settled answers.  The real point of a Trinity education is to teach you how to be self-confident self-actualized learners, lifelong scholars who know how to research new ideas, master new skills, develop new solutions and forge new philosophies of living far beyond graduation day.

There really are very few settled answers, and yet, the questions that demand your wisdom and leadership multiply each day.

There are three great unsettled questions today that will demand the best of your Trinity education in the years to come:  they come under the headings of prosperity, opportunity and integrity.
First:  How can we begin to define prosperity on a genuinely human scale, a prosperity in which more citizens of the earth can participate fully?  
Our current economic distress, which has profound social and cultural consequences, is a result of our greedy longing for a way of life that is richer and more materially lavish than anyone should really desire.   The economic crisis of 2008, which continues to roll across the landscape today flattening hope and security in its wake, was a result of appalling greed --- greedy bankers who invented financial instruments that they knew were deeply flawed, greedy citizens who readily hopped into the subprime mortgage vat of iniquity because they wanted to get rich quick by leveraging their home values.  

And yet --- today we also know that the very same financiers who created those preposterous schemes are making more money than ever, at the same time as this nation’s poverty rate has climbed to levels not seen in more than half a century.  The wealth gap is wider than ever --- more people falling into poverty while the very wealthy grow even richer.  And those who are growing richer continue to have enormous influence in creating and sustaining public policies that protect their wealth and their interests at the expense of everyone else.
We don’t need to go far to know what the wealth gap looks like.  Here in the District of Columbia, the recent poverty report reveals that 110,000 people are living in poverty, nearly 20% of our population, just about the highest poverty rate in the nation.  And yet this city is hailed in Bloomberg News as one of the best American cities to live in, with “great bars…endless restaurants…”  I wonder how many DC residents east of 16th Street know where Café Milano is even located…
Efforts to close the gap, to alleviate poverty, to secure the safety net for people with scarce resources while redistributing some of the wealth at the top through tax policy changes are greeted with cries of “class warfare!” and derided as some kind of out-of-control socialism.  

Isn’t the defining characteristic of a great nation the ability to take care of all of its citizens?

Our mission at Trinity roots your education in the values of social justice that we learn from the Sisters of Notre Dame, the Gospel teachings of the Catholic faith that are also common to many of the faiths we share.  Social justice is not beside the point, it is central to our belief in the dignity and worth of all human life.  Social justice demands that we take the option for the poor, that we become passionate advocates for “the least, the lost, the left out among us.”
  Such justice must be central to our quest to create a truly good society.
How will you, soon-to-be graduates of Trinity, bring the light of your learning to bear on these difficult issues that go to the heart of the kind of society we aspire to be, the shape of the nation your grandchildren will inhabit?  How engaged are you right now in studying the great issues of our times, among which the economic crisis must be at the top of the list.  The economic crisis is not just about the more arcane arguments over the debt ceiling and deficit reduction and Moody’s ratings and actions of the Federal Reserve Bank on interest rates --- I see your eyes closing, wake up!  
The political, economic and social choices that the economic crisis presents to us demand the knowledgeable engagement and thoughtful participation of the most educated citizens of this nation --- and that’s you, my friends.  Your Trinity diploma is not a ticket to the spectator stands!  Your diploma will be a badge that marks you forever as a person who must be engaged with these questions, in the center of the arena, as generations of Trinity graduates have been before you --- alums like Maisha Leek ‘03 whom we honor today, or Nancy Pelosi ‘62 or Kathleen Sebelius ‘70 or Maggie Williams ’77 or Susan Flood Burk ’76 and so many others.

The second question:  how to reinvigorate the once-passionate commitment of this nation to equality of opportunity and human dignity?
Like the war on poverty, the fight for civil rights has taken on the sepia tones of a Turner Classic Movie, something that happened back-in-the-day, a morality play enacted by now-distant characters.  Martin Luther King’s dream should not just be one more marble façade in a city of monuments to what we once were.  
One of the gravest dangers we face in this time of economic crisis is the retreat from a full and robust commitment to racial equality, women’s rights, equality of opportunity for all people regardless of their personal characteristics, bank accounts, neighborhoods and names of their schools.  

How will you, the future Trinity leaders of our world, ensure that economic recovery does not come at the expense of equal opportunity and true justice for all people, not just the few who can afford it?

And so we come to my third question:  How can we restore honesty, integrity and civility to our private actions and public discourse about the kind of society we really aspire to be?
Trinity stands by that most old fashioned of teaching methodologies, the Honor System, in an age that too often seems dominated by scam artists and anonymous hate mongers.  We believe deeply in the idea that everyone must take full responsibility for the health of the community, that standards of honor are central to the quality of the society we aspire to sustain, that lying, cheating and stealing are anathema to our way of life, that anything that demeans or diminishes another person demands confrontation and correction.

How different these beliefs seem to be in a city where prominent public leaders seem to reach new lows for the ethically challenged each day.  It’s not just about the Escalades or paying of relatives or shady deals to enrich old fraternity buddies.  It’s also about the lack of genuine passion, commitment and self-sacrifice to be leaders and advocates for the people who need clear, strong and persuasive voices so desperately in our city.
The quality of individual discourse has also reached shocking lows.  In the recent online articles about the murder of Dominique Frazier at Bowie State, the comments moderator for the Washington Post had to block scores of racist comments --- but other online commentary is not so censorious, so we can see the full, ugly dimensions of hatred that we’ve always known was out there, but somehow it’s much more appalling and somewhat terrifying to see it posted on the screen.
Unfortunately, too many public leaders today seem to encourage hateful speech and bitter divisions among people.  The art of expressing political differences while working shoulder-to-shoulder to ensure the health of this great nation has been lost.  

What will you, Trinity seniors and citizens of the world, what will you do to help restore balance and respect in our civic discourse, to lift up the values of honor and integrity that you have learned here at Trinity as central, fully integrated values for personal, professional and public life?

By now you may be thinking --- what a big agenda!  How can I have the answers to all of that?  Or, you may be thinking --- let me at ‘em!  Bring it on!  I can do this!  

Of course you can.  You are Trinity Women and Men, now vested with the robes of authority, knowledge and insight into the human condition.

You do not need the answers, you only need the wisdom to engage the dialogue with integrity, passion and the ability to bring the light of your knowledge to the discourse that, too often, feels its way around in utter darkness.

You, the women and men of Trinity who proudly wear your caps and gowns today, you are now part of the intellectual leadership for our city and nation; you are the latest witnesses to the hope of educational attainment, to the power of educational justice.  
You are the pride of our Founders, those great Sisters of Notre Dame who risked so much so that you could wear these academic robes today.

May you go forth from this Cap and Gown Convocation renewed in your sense of mission and purpose in our world.   May you be forces for hope, for justice, for peace in every community you inhabit.   May the blessings of the Trinity go with you all the days of your lives.  Congratulations, Class of 2011!
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� US Conference of Catholic Bishops, Economic Justice for All (Pastoral Letter, 1986).


� Maisha Leek ’03, chief of staff to Congressman Chaka Fattah;  Nancy Pelosi ’62, Democratic Leader and former Speaker of the House of the United States; Kathleen Sebelius ’70, Secretary of Health and Human Services and former Governor of Kansas; Maggie Williams ’77 former chief of staff to First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton and assistant to President Clinton; Susan Flood Burk ’77 Ambassador for Nuclear Non-Proliferation.





