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COMVENCEMENT ADDRESS OF
ATTORNEY GENERAL JANET RENO
AT BOSTON COLLEGE

Monday, May 19, 1997

Bost on Col | ege
Conte Forum
Chestnut Hill, Mssachusetts

(10:35 a.m)

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENG  Thank
you, Father Neenan, Father Lahey, thank you for
inviting me here today, your em nence, honored
guests, and nostly to the graduates. |
congratul ate you, each one of you, for what you
have acconplished at this very great
university. |I'mvery, very honored to share
this time with you and with your famlies.
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10 | have had an opportunity to
11 nmeet students this norning who i npressed ne

12 with their realism but touched nme by their

13 idealism They represent what this great

14 university is all about: service and reaching
15 across lines to cone together to serve all of
16 human ki nd.

17 Fromthis wonderful institution
18 you w Il draw strength and w sdom

19 understanding and faith that will be with you
20 all the days of your life. Lessons |earned

21 here will guide you in success and failure and
22 joy and sorrow. You need them for the world
23 wi || change before your very eyes.

24 | think back to this day 37

25 years ago when | graduated fromcoll ege. |

1 never dreanmed | would see all that | have seen

2 and done all that | have done.

3 The chal | enges you and the

4 world wll face wll test all that you have

5 | earned here. But there will be wonderful

6 opportunities to put to work the great

7 knowl edge that you have gai ned here and the

8 great under st andi ng.

9 Now having tal ked with sonme of
10 your colleagues this norning, this may not be
11 so. But in case sone of you may turn fromthe
12 chal | enges of these next years saying, |'mjust
13 going to throw up nmy hands; the problens of the
14 worl d are too conplicated; it's too big; no one
15 person can nake a difference; |'m not even
16 going to try; |I'mnot even going to get
17 i nvolved -- let ne just tell you this: Each
18 one of us can nmake a difference.

19 For four years now | have

20 travel ed across this country and seen seni or

21 partners in a law firmwho tutor a young child
22 at risk. 1've seen senior citizens work in a
23 parent patrol to ensure the safety of their

24 nei ghborhood. 1've seen a honemaker with seven
25 children still volunteer for duties outside the
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home. Every one of us can nmake a difference.
How do we do it? W don't |et
the bigness of the world overwhel mus. W take
it one step at a tine. Say what you believe is
right and then stick with it. If you know
you're right, don't let polls or criticismturn
you away. When you | ose or when you err, know
t hat that happens, pick yourself up, dust
yoursel f off and nove ahead. Don't be afraid
to try.
| | earned a val uable |l esson. |
ran for office in 1972. | tried to do and say
what | believed to be right. | lost the
el ection. But as soneone told ne, just keep on
doi ng and sayi ng what you believe to be right.
| f you wake up the next norning, you'll feel
good about yourself. But if you pussy foot,
equi vocate, and tal k out of both sides of your
mout h and say what you think is popular, you'l
wake up the next norning feeling mserable.
Well, | didn't feel very good
t he next norning because | had | ost the
el ection, but then sonebody put a biography of
Abr aham Li ncoln on ny bedside table. It was
wonderful to learn that Lincoln [ost his first

el ection. It helps to know how to lose and to
know it's not the end of the world.

Learn to do things the right
way and |l earn never to be intimdated by the
conplexity of it.

When | was eight years old, we
lived in alittle wooden house. W had four
children in the famly a year apart. W were
outgrowi ng the house. M father did not have
noney enough to hire a contractor to build the
house.

One day not her announced she
was going to build a house. And we said, Wat
do you know about building a house? She said,
|"mgoing to learn. She went to the brick
mason. She went to the electrician. She went
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17 to the plunber. She talked to them about how
18 to build a house.

19 She cane hone and over the next
20 two years she dug the foundation with her own
21 hands with a pick and shovel, laid the bl ock,
22 put in the wiring and plunmbing. M father
23 woul d help her with the beans when he cane hone
24 fromwork at night.
25 She and | lived in that house

1 just before she died, just before | canme to

2 Washi ngton. And that house was a synbol to ne
3 that you can do anything you really want to if
4 you work hard enough at it and if it's the

5 right thing to do.

6 But that house taught ne

7 anot her lesson. |In August of 1992, Hurricane

8 Andrew hit our nei ghborhood. About three

9 o' clock in the norning, wnds began to how, an
10 unearthly noise unlike anything |'ve ever

11 heard. Trees began to crack around the house.
12 My nother got out. She was very
13 old and frail. She sat in her chair, folded

14 her hands, and she was totally unafraid, for

15 she knew how she had build that house. She

16 build it the right way. She put in good

17 materials. She didn't cut corners.

18 Wien we went out after the

19 hurri cane had passed, all the surroundi ng area
20 | ooked like a Wrld War | battlefield, but the
21 house had only [ ost a shingle and sone screens.
22 Build your life the right way
23 and don't be intimdated by the conplexity, but
24 don't forget to |laugh at yourself and don't
25 forget to have fun.

1 | made a prom se to nyself the
2 day | graduated from|aw school that | would

3 never do anything that | didn't enjoy doing.

4 There have been sone days that | can perhaps do
5 Wi t hout, but npbst nornings | wake up with an

6 eagerness to go to work, to do the best | can.
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7 | hope the sane for you.

8 What advice can | give you? |
9 think the Jesuits give the best advice in their
10 commtnment to serve others. Figure out what

11 you can do for the rest of your life to serve
12 ot hers.

13 It may be the bank president

14 who runs the nost user-friendly, thoughtful,

15 confident banking service avail able for the

16 peopl e he serves, but that bank president can
17 also tutor a child at risk.

18 It may be an insurance sal esnan
19 who renenbers a coach of his little | eague team
20 and goes out and coaches three days a week to
21 make sure that kids have opportunities.
22 It may be an 84-year-old man,
23 such as one | net, who stood up one day and
24 said, Do you know what | do three nornings a
25 week for three hours each norning? And | said,
1 No, sir. And he said, You know how old | anf

2 | said, No. He said, 1'm84 and | volunteer as
3 a teacher's aide in the first grade class. And
4 the teacher stood up and she said, He

5 volunteers for ny class. The gifted kids can't
6 wait for their tinme with himbecause he

7 broadens their horizons far beyond what | can

8 do. And the kids with learning disabilities

9 thi nk he has the patience of Job.

10 Whet her you're eight or 84,

11 every single one of us can nmake a difference.
12 You can do work in your church. You can

13 devel op pro bono programs in your law firm As
14 you go | ooking for jobs, find out just what

15 they do to permt public service, community

16 service, and participate.

17 But then there is public

18 service: service to your country, service to

19 the state, service to the cities. Sone people
20 say, Well, governnent doesn't work very well;
21 It seens too contentious.

22 These | ast four years have been
23 t he nost wonderful opportunity that anybody
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could have to serve. Yes, it is true that you
get cussed at, fussed at, and figuratively

beaten around the ears very regularly. But
there is nothing nore rewarding than public
servi ce.

Last year | went with the
President to South Carolina to dedicate a new
church that had been built in the place of a
church that had been burned in the rash of
church arsons. It was a noving nonent. But as
we finished, a |lady broke through the |ines,
ran up to me and gave ne a big hug and said,
Janet, | haven't seen you since Mam when you
were state attorney and you used to get ny
child support. And she said, And these are the
two guys you got ne child support for. And two
grown, young nen smled down at ne. You
remenber those nonents as |ong as you renenber
anyt hi ng.

You renmenber the victimcom ng
up to you ten years |later and saying, You
prosecuted ny case. You hel ped ne. You hel ped
make nme whol e again. There is nothing nore
rewar di ng than public service.

And even the nman who stopped ne
and said, Thank you. And | said, For what? He
said, For arresting ne and getting ne into drug

treatnment. He said, You believed in ne, and
you got me into treatnent. |'ve been clean for
two years. |'ve got ny famly back. |'ve got
a job back. That's what public service is all
about .

Sonetines you will fail. But
I f you nove ahead, figuring out how you can use
the | aw and governnent to serve the people in
this great denocracy, you may not make nuch
nmoney, but the rewards are far greater than any
dol I ar can ever provide you.

As you deal in the concept of
service, | urge you to focus on comunity.
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Even if you go to Washi ngton, never forget the
comunity in which you live or fromwhere you
cane, because too many communities of this
nati on have becone afraid and unravel ed.

It is upto all of us to
re-weave the fabric of community around our
children, around the elderly, around nei ghbors
who for too I ong have not talked with each
other. W need to bring new skills to this,
probl em sol ving skills.

| nstead of wringing our hands
and saying, W can't do anything about crine in

this comunity, we've got to reach out and
figure out how we work together to solve the
probl em of crine.

We've got to learn how to
communi cate with each other and |listen to each
other. W nust nmake sure that we don't |et
di sagreenent on one issue close the doors to
good di al ogue on all the other issues that
beset us.

And we need to |learn how to
resol ve our conflicts wthout harsh words and
hel p our children resolve their conflicts
wi t hout knives and guns and fi sts.

Most inportantly to the idea of
community and re-weaving the fabric of
community around our famlies and our
nei ghbor hoods cones the idea of professions
wor ki ng t oget her.

| had an incredible seven
m nut es about an hour ago talking to the dean
of the nursing school and the educati onal
school and the college of arts and sciences.

What this great university has
done in ternms of getting professions to cone
together to address nutual problens together

serves as an exanple for all of this country.
And as you | eave here, take the Boston Coll ege
exanple wth you.
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4 When you return to your

5 comunity or go on a new assignnent or to a new
6 community, find the nurses, find the

7 uni versities, find the police, find the

8 t eachers who are working together and reinforce
9 what they do. It can make such an incredible
10 difference. And as you do that, you can work
11 together in problem solving.

12 One of the biggest problens is
13 peopl e don't want to get involved in their

14 communi ti es because they don't want to cone

15 outside. They don't trust people because they
16 don't feel safe. But working with community

17 policing, community probation, you can nake a
18 safer comunity.

19 Public health specialists can
20 cone together wth prosecutors and public
21 def enders and police officers in addressing the
22 probl em how we treat drug abuse, how we deal
23 wi th the problem of donestic violence, how we
24 provi de for prevention prograns that work.
25 We nust address the probl em of

13

1 violence in the hone together. For too |ong

2 this nation swept that problemunder the rug.

3 But unless we end violence in the hone, we wll
4 never end it in the streets and in the schools.
5 Anot her conmunity probl em may

6 exi st in schools. You nay cone to a community
7 and the teachers will say, Qur class sizes are
8 too huge. W don't have enough conputers. W
9 don't have enough teachers who know how to use
10 conputers. \Whatever we're going to do wll

11 cost nopney.

12 Gal vani ze your busi ness, work
13 t oget her | obbying the legislature, work with

14 the city council and the school board, but

15 never give up trying to give our youngsters an
16 opportunity to grow.

17 As you build conmmunity, if you
18 don't like what's happening in city hall, don't
19 say, Those are just the politicians. Go down
20 there and do sonething about it. Go down there
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and contribute and nake a difference.

But as you focus on community,
t he nunber one issue | think you nust address
in America is how people put children, all of
the children of Anmerica first in our I|ives.

We see the problemof youth
vi ol ence and youth victinms. W see drug abuse
rising wth our children. W see the problem
of drop-outs.

And |, as a prosecutor in Mam,
had an investigation of a 17 year old that |
had adj udi cated guilty of armed robbery and see
four points along the way in that child' s life
were we could have intervened and nade a
di fference and kept himaway fromcrine.

W' ve got to make an investnent
early on, because the doctors who took ne to
the public hospital in Mam to try to figure
out what to do about crack involved infants and
their nothers, they taught me that the first
three years of |life was the nost inportant.
This was the tinme you | earned the concept of
reward and puni shnent and devel oped a
conscience. Fifty percent of all |earned human
response was learned in the first year of life.

Well, you may think, That's not
my problem But unless we nmake an invest nent
begi nning at the beginning, we will never be
able to build enough presence 18 years from now
if a child does not understand what puni shnent

means or has a consci ence.

Unl ess we nake an investnent in
children now, the greatest nursing and nedi cal
institutions in the world will be brought to
their knees because we failed to provide this
kind of care up-front.

Unl ess we make an investnent in
children at zero to three, the educati onal
institutions of this land will be spending
nmoney on costly renmedi al prograns that they
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11 coul d be spending on preparing our students for

12 the 21st century.

13 Al of us, every Anerican,

14 whet her out of common humanity or in their

15 self-interest has an interest in making sure
16 that every child in America has preventive

17 nmedi cal care; that every child in Amrerica has
18 safe, constructive child care fromzero to

19 five; that every child in Amrerica has an
20 education to prepare themfor the 21st century;
21 and every child in America has supervision and
22 care during those afternoon and eveni ng hours
23 that are so critical and so inportant; and that
24 every child in Anerica has sonebody who can
25 mentor them |ook up to them and take care of
1 t hem

2 But as you proceed with

3 service, do not forget those nost dear to you,
4 cl osest to you: Your own children.

5 | renmenber ny afternoons and

6 eveni ngs after school when ny nother wasn't

7 bui l ding the house. |If she were building the
8 house, she took us with her and we hel ped. |If
9 she wasn't, she taught us to play baseball.

10 She puni shed us and she loved us with all her
11 heart and soul. And there is no child care in
12 the world that could ever be a substitute for
13 what that lady was in our life.

14 Your chall enge and ny chal | enge
15 Is to sonehow or another put children, all of
16 the children of Anerica, first in the work

17 pl ace, so that we can have tinme to spend with
18 our children, so that we have tine to read to
19 themat night, so that we have tine to
20 participate with themin school activities.
21 How do we do it? W use the
22 wonders of nodern technol ogy to ensure that
23 time, through tel ecommuting, through altered
24 shifts, with parents' shifts dovetail ed schoo
25 shifts.
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1 We can do so nmuch if we realize
2 that if we make this investnent in children, we
3 can only hel p oursel ves, our businesses, and

4 this world.

5 So, as you |eave this great

6 I nstitution, ask your enployers what they're

7 going to do to put children first in the work

8

9

pl ace.
But as we | ook at comunities

10 and as we |l ook at children, we need to ook to
11 a new di nension. W have cone to a tinme when
12 scientists, priests, |awers, and busi nessnen
13 must come together as never before to try to
14 under stand how we use the tools of science God
15 has seen fit to put in our hands to uplift
16 manki nd, to increase our know edge, to increase
17 our opportunities, to increase our freedom and
18 to give us vistas and new worlds while
19 recogni zing the risk that new technol ogy
20 bri ngs.
21 The I nternet can give us
22 extraordi nary opportunity to communi cate and to
23 l earn. But we nust do that wthout letting it
24 be a vehicle of instant hate to thousands of
25 peopl e around the world or a vehicle for those

1 who woul d convey obscenity around the worl d.

2 How we reaffirm our

3 constitution while at the sane tine doing that
4 IS going to be sonething that scientists,

5 | awyers, priests, and everyone nust cone

6 t oget her and under st and.

7 In biology and chem stry we see
8 new opportunities for long lives and better

9 heal t h, but we al so see new risks that we nust

10 cone together and understand. And scientists
11 must hel p us understand these tools.

12 There are too many of us that
13 are not truly literate in that wonderful world
14 of computer ease. And how we understand it so
15 that we can use it as a tool rather than

16 letting it be our nmaster will be one of our big
17 chal | enges.
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18 The scientists have soneti nes

19 got to think about dollars, too. Instead of
20 just building one machine a year that gets
21 better and better each year so that the other
22 one becones obsol ete, we have got to figure out
23 how to use all our machines in a cost effective
24 way .
25 But as we address these issues,
19

1 as we cone together to serve, we have sonething
2 else to do. W have to do all that we can to

3 heal the divisions caused by intol erance and

4 bi gotry, to heal the youth who is angry, to

5 wel cone the inmmgrants, and to control the

6 raci al divide. W need to speak out agai nst

7 prejudi ce and hate everywhere we find it.

8 Haters are cowards. And when

9 confronted, they usually back down. But too

10 often we |l et them becone entrenched before we
11 speak out because we're too busy, we don't want
12 to get involved, it's not our problem Hate

13 and the turnmoil it causes is everybody's

14 problemin Anerica. W nust do nore to reach
15 out to each other before hate and bigotry can
16 begin to cone between us.

17 Too often we live in our

18 i nsular worlds with each other enforcing our

19 own voluntary racial separation. W pass each
20 other on the streets or in the shopping mall,
21 but we don't connect as individuals.
22 Wth this separation we risk a
23 | ack of understanding of the views and the
24 perspectives of others. W risk not |earning
25 of the wonderful racial, ethnic, and cul tural

20

1 traditions that have nmade this nation so

2 strong. We nust build on the great diversity

3 of this wonderful [|and.

4 There is another threat to

5 tol erance and understanding in this country,

6 and this is the grow ng devel opnment of

7 anti-inmmgrant sentinments. There is a tendency
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to find in new arrivals a new opportunity for
scapegoati ng.

One of ny first chil dhood
menories is of nmy father describing his arriva
to the United States from Denmar k when he was
only twelve. He spoke only in Danish, not one
word of English. People teased himabout his
funny clothes and funny | anguage. He never
forgot that. But four years later, he was the
editor of the high school newspaper, witing
beautiful English. And he went on to becone a
reporter for the Mam Herald for 43 years. He
al ways nmade clear to ne that this nation had
done so much for himand his children and that
we nust al ways honor this nation's tradition as
a nation of inmmgrants.

We cannot | et demagoguery carry
the day. Wiile immgration is a conplex and

conpel ling area of public policy, we nust not
| et the public debate be rul ed by divisiveness
and fear.

Qur inmmgration policy is not
about fear fromthose fromother countries. |t
I's not about the color of soneone's skin or the
native tongue or cultural tradition or

accunul ated wealth of others. It 1 s about
upholding the rule of all in a fair, respectful
way .

Anrerica is an ever changi ng
pl ace. We nust continue to be a society that
cel ebrates her differences while enbracing our
uni que ethnic identity.

We cannot permt the
narrow m nded to deny that we are a
mul ti-cultural society, as we have al ways been.

Every person is di m ni shed when
any one of us on account of color or accent or
where we were born experiences anything | ess
than the full measure of his or her dignity and
privilege as a human bei ng.

So, as you |leave this great
uni versity today, | w sh you Godspeed. | w sh
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for you that you take the comm tnent of the

Jesuits to service with you all the days of
your life. | hope you wll |eave here resol ved
to use what you have |l earned here in the right
way, to make a difference in this world, to
serve and to protect all of the people, and to
never ever give up trying to secure peace,
liberty, and justice for all. My God go with
you.

(Appl ause)

(Whereupon, at 10:48 a.m, the
speech concl uded)
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