
You are a special graduating class. You graduate on the 250th anniversary of our country’s independence. 

That is a special occasion that calls for reflection and reaffirmation. Our country was founded on a set of ideas – freedom of
religion, freedom of speech, freedom of association, the right to petition the Government for redress of grievances. It is those
sets of ideas that over our history have made the United States a safe haven for so many of different faiths and beliefs and that
have permitted all of us to consider this land of ours home.  

In our dwellings and in our places of worship (for those who are religious) we practice our religions and we seek the eternal. But
through our history we have always been able to put those views to the side for the moment and meet in the public space where
we recognize the humanity in each of us, are tolerant, and seek compromise. That, to me, is the genius of America. We have the
freedom in our private spaces to worship as we wish but in our public spaces we come together to seek common ground.

In September 1787, Benjamin Franklin gave a speech upon the closing of the Constitutional Convention. In that speech,
delivered by fellow Pennsylvania delegate James Wilson, Franklin urged compromise and humility. In it, Franklin stated: “I
confess that I do not entirely approve of this Constitution at present, but Sir, I am not sure I shall never approve it.” He
observed that “Most men indeed as well as most sects in religion, think themselves in possession of all Truth, and that wherever
others differ from them it is so far Error.” But, he argued that in coming together to form a Government, it Is essential to be
open-minded and not dogmatic.  “Thus, I consent, Sir, to this Constitution because I expect no better, and because I am not
sure that it is not the best.” It may not represent the Truth, but in governance we do not always seek the truth but workable
compromise in which we show respect for one another.

Learned Hand expressed similar views in 1944 in his Spirit of Liberty speech. In welcoming new citizens, he noted that all were
gathered to affirm “a faith, a faith in a common purpose, a common conviction, a common devotion,” both those who chose
America as “the land of our adoption,” and those who descended from immigrants. That common devotion included the spirit of
liberty – “the spirit is not too sure that it is right,” “ the spirit which seeks to understand the minds of other men and women,”
“the spirit which weighs their interests alongside its own without bias.”

As a federal judge, the edict to be open-minded and skeptical is a credo we live by. We treat all litigants as equals.  Disputes
are resolved according to law, argument is dignified, cases are resolved by resort to principle and not by ad hominem attack.
We consider history, precedent, language and policy. The rule that we enunciate in one case must be able to resolve justly and
efficiently other cases. In that sense, justice is blind – the rich and powerful are treated the same as the financial challenged or
politically  disfavored. In other words, among other things, we aim to model civil discourse. But the rule of law is fragile. A
country under rule of law must be one that fosters fidelity to law among all its residents. It cannot be dependent upon the
courts and the mechanisms of enforcement alone. 
   
That is where Civic Spirit and you all fit in. Your task is to teach a new generations of Americans the enduring values that have
made this country free and strong – our history, our systems of government, the importance of the rule of law, the obligation of
each citizen to be engaged and to preserve our democracy and our liberty. As teachers, you are in a unique position to instill in
our children those values. It is a role as important as that of any public official. Our nation depends on you. Benjamin Franklin
also is reputed to say upon exiting the Constitutional Conviction, when asked by a woman what have we, it is a democracy if we
can keep it.  

My hope for each of you is that you continue to bring what you have learned in Civic Spirit to your classrooms and halls of
education. If you do so, and encourage others to do so, I will have confidence in our nation and in our democracy.

Congratulations.  
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