Commencement Invocation 2011

Lord, we give thanks for these students who become Trinity graduates today, women and men who are the latest witness of the power of Trinity’s mission to the world.  For them we pray:

May the strength of the Trinity be with you, to give you the courage to use the power of your education here…

to confront injustice

to speak truth to power

to root out corruption

to combat discrimination

to wield the mighty weapons of peace, which are true justice and real charity.

May the wisdom of the Trinity be with you, teaching you how to use the gifts of your learning…

for the education of children 

for the alleviation of pain and the health of families

for advocacy for the impoverished and oppressed

for the enrichment of the intellectual, cultural and spiritual life of communities

for the protection of the environment

for the enactment of more just and equitable laws and public policies

for the creation of the true Good Society of our fondest hopes

May the love and light of the Spirit be your constant companions…

illuminating the moral purpose of your work each day

kindling your compassion for others

firing your desire to be bearers of hope to those who need your gifts in abundance.

May the blessings of Trinity go with you from this day forward, and through all the days of your lives.

President’s Remarks Commencement 2011
Trinity flourishes in a world full of challenge and turmoil.  For the Class of 2011, your college days have carried the burdens of economic recession, war and terrorism, but also the promise of rapid technological innovation, the hope of improved health care for all, and the potential for real political change at home and abroad.

The Trinity degrees you take into the world today come with large expectations for the work you will do in the future to advance the common good, to make justice your tireless cause, to be forces for truth and charity in every community you inhabit.
All around us, these fundamental virtues of the good society are in grave danger.

Today, the very idea of social justice is often mocked, in some quarters, by some people --- some of them even claiming to be people of faith --- who preach a perverse gospel that denies our essential responsibility to stand in solidarity with our brothers and sisters in need.  As a Catholic institution rooted in the faith tradition of the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, Trinity stands in opposition to the cynical, selfish view of rights as only accruing to the strong, the privileged, the politically and economically powerful, or only those with the right papers.  As a matter of faith, Trinity stands for social justice for everyone as the pillar of the good secular society and the essential moral community.  

Social Justice demands that we, the graduates of Trinity, use the many gifts we have received here in service to others.  I think of the words of the great Marian Wright Edelman, honorary Trinity alumna, founder of the Children’s Defense Fund, who said that "Service is the rent we pay for living. It is not something to do in your spare time; it is the very purpose of life."
Trinity expects her graduates to pursue this purpose in the very specific service of justice for the human community, upholding the dignity of human life through the entire cycle of existence, being champions of civil and human rights, standing in solidarity with our brothers and sisters in need, taking the option for the poor, advocating economic justice for all, and caring for God’s creation.
Trinity expects all of us, her graduates, to hear the call to stand for justice wherever and whenever the human community needs our affirming response.

Justice cannot stand idly by when the carnival of prejudice rolls into town, with its sideshows of sick hatred and ringmasters of repressive greed.
Justice cannot be silent when the engines of legislation and public policy shift into a hard reverse, throttling way back on fundamental rights once assumed to be settled for all.
Justice must not look away from the movement to deny the birthright of full citizenship for children born in this nation to immigrant parents.   
Justice cannot turn away from the shameful spectacle of privileged people, whose families, themselves, fled to this nation to escape deprivation elsewhere, building ever-higher walls against the desperate dash to freedom by people who have known only poverty and oppression.

Justice must call out the shame of schools that deepen impoverishment and despair.  And that same Justice cannot allow itself to collude with those who deny the insidious effects of poverty and violence and hunger and homelessness on the ability to children to learn.  Justice cannot allow public leaders to ignore the gruesome conditions of life in the most desperate corners of our cities while those same leaders systematically destroy the reputations and livelihoods of the very people who are often the only ones trying to bring some relief to those children and families, the teachers who dare to go to work each day in some of the most difficult circumstances imaginable.
But Justice must do even more.  The Prophet Amos got it right:  “Justice must roll down like the river, its righteousness flooding the fields” of hatred and discrimination and oppression.
You, today’s graduates of Trinity, with the commission inherent in these degrees, you now board that barque of justice rolling down the river, joining thousands of Trinity alumnae and alumni before you.  As they have done through the last century, you will put the gifts of this Trinity education to use for the causes of justice and peace, charity and hope in a world where such virtues are scarce.

You will teach the children who will lead the world into the 22nd Century.  How well you teach them will influence the fate of generations.  
We get daily reminders of how awesomely difficult this task is especially for the teachers in our troubled city schools.  Just this past Friday afternoon, on the daily email message I get from the Washington Post with notable topics of the day, two headlines appeared one after the other that summed up the entire problem of educational justice in this region.  One headline announced that, in Virginia’s 11th Congressional District, the high schools in Fairfax and Prince William counties send more high school students to the nation’s military academies than any other jurisdiction in the nation.  The second headline told the sad tale of a melee at D.C.’s Coolidge High School not far from this ceremony today.  After all of the rhetoric about educational reform, all of the theories about teachers and recriminations over firings and relentless cycles of high stakes tests, it still comes down to this:  the children of one neighborhood get to go on to college, the children of another neighborhood face the prospect of jail.  That’s not the fault of the teachers.
Justice must beware of reformers who know all the answers while silencing questions.
You will make justice a reality in the shape of the law and policy of this nation and the world through the roles you will play as lawyers and elected officials, staff experts and public interest advocates, civic activists and voters.  Full participation in the political process is an expectation of social justice and a serious obligation of the education you have received.  
You will make life healthier and more bearable as nurses and health care professionals delivering critical care at each life stage.   You will be part of some of life’s most difficult conversations about the type and amount of healthcare your patients will receive, and in the way you minister to their need, you will be powerful agents of justice, hope and charity.
You will be agents of justice in the corporations you will manage and lead, both for-profit and nonprofit, ensuring equity and fairness for human capital while protecting consumer interests and ensuring environmental stewardship.
You will goad your neighbors to action to help your communities thrive, and you will have the courage to confront those same neighbors when they say, “Not in my back yard” when people who are not like them seek nearby residence.
You will remember the wisdom of the Greek philosopher Thucydides who said that “Justice will not come until those who are not injured feel just as hurt as those who are.”
And in serving the ends of justice, you will make it possible for the human community to have the hope that, someday, we will finally know true peace.

You will do all of this with the power, wisdom and love of the Trinity as the whisper in your ear and the wind at your back along the pathways of your lives.  When you hear the voice of Trinity, when you feel her gentle tap upon your shoulder, you will remember that wherever you go from this day forward, you will not be alone.  Trinity will be with you, and you will be in our hearts, all the days of your lives.
Introduction of Dr. Johnnetta Cole
Joining me on the podium and celebrating this joyful occasion with the Class of 2011 is one of the great Justice leaders of our time.  “Sister President” Johnnetta Betsch Cole, you are the exemplar of the values I have just described.  Your citation is in the program, but I want to speak more personally about what a thrill it is for you to be with us today.
A long time ago now, almost 20 years, I was at a meeting here on our campus with the presidents of the other women’s colleges, about 50 of us, the Women’s College Coalition.  This was in the early 1990’s.  As was the habit of this group at that time, we spent a lot of our time --- whining.  

What’s going to happen to us?

Why can’t we get more students?

Why doesn’t anyone pay attention to us?

Why is being a women’s college so… hard?

A dazzling light flashed into this soupy, murky, pitiful darkness and then we heard the voice:  

What is wrong with you?  Why are you wringing your hands when you need to be standing up, marching forward, carrying the torches of women’s rights and educational advancement to all of those places where women are still held back, denied equality, oppressed and scorned?

Why are you making it all about you, the institutions?

It’s not about you, it’s about the women we must serve with boldness and fervor!

Well, I’m paraphrasing what I remember, but it sounded something like that.

Dr. Johnnetta Cole quite literally forced the nation’s women’s colleges out of their despair and ennui and into a posture of proud and decisive advocacy.  I had never met any other president quite like our Sister President, Dr. Cole, and I was enamored.   In many ways, that day at the Women’s College Coalition meeting was also a day that lit the fire of conviction under Trinity, that helped us to move out of the quandary we faced 20 years ago about whether there was a future for our women’s college, that made us understand that the issue was not about what we had been, glorious though that was, but about all that we could still be in a way that would honor our past while serving a future that would be very different, and yet, in the most important ways, deeply rooted in our historic values of action for justice and service to our world.
Dr. Cole’s brilliant career as president of Spelman College is legendary --- we have some Spelman alums here today --- and then she went on and did it again and with great effect at Bennett College --- and hello to the Bennett alumnae here today as well.

Even as she has been such a powerful educational leader and women’s right advocate, Dr. Cole has given her witness to numerous other organizations on boards and in various advisory capacities.  She is now leading the revitalization and forward progress of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African Art, a beautiful place where she extended such great hospitality last August to Trinity’s new students in the Class of 2014.

So many others have recognized Dr. Cole’s leadership --- she has 55 honorary degrees already, and today Trinity is so proud to add the 56th.  For her uncompromising advocacy for civil rights and women’s equality, for being such an extraordinary Sister President to all women’s colleges and especially to Trinity, the president and board of trustees are pleased to bestow on Johnnetta Betsch Cole the degree of Doctor of Letters, honoris causa.
