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Today we come together to celebrate your accomplishments in the company of 

the many family members, friends, and community members – here and afar – who 
have supported you in so many ways during your journeys as students and, soon to 
be, graduates from the Lynch School. You have worked to prepare yourselves to serve 
diverse populations as teachers, administrators, human service providers, 
psychologists, and researchers. Despite these diversities of profession, what unites us 
all, is, in the words of our mission statement: “the underlying aspiration to enhance 
the human condition, to expand the human imagination, and to make the world 
more just.”  

Commencements, transitions to starting new beginnings, are also bittersweet 
moments of saying good-bye to people to whom we have grown close, to the good 
times we have shared, to the intimate teaching-learning moments we have created 
together. And commencing from Boston in 2013 is, perhaps, particularly bittersweet, 
as we remember the momentous events of recent weeks that have reverberated well 
beyond the Heights. A little over a month ago, as some of you gathered in Hopkinton 
to begin the historic Boston Marathon and others stood a short distance away from 
here to cheer on friends and colleagues, two explosions rocked the finish line. Three 
were killed, another 264 wounded, theirs among the many lives forever changed by 
those violent explosions. A signature event among marathoners has been re-inscribed 
in the hearts and minds of all who were there – and others around the world. Those 
moments of fear and destruction were followed several days later by a “shelter in 
place” order consigning us to dorm rooms and apartments while armed federal, state 
and local agents occupied our communities in pursuit of the alleged perpetrators who 
were, by then, also accused of murdering an MIT policeman. Parents and friends 
worried from afar while many of us responded to these events in multiple and 
sometimes contradictory ways. They shook our sense of safety and our belief in a just 
world; shattered our sense of security; tapped into our resilience as first-responders, 
organizers of the “Last Five Miles” or One Fund contributors; elicited our anger, 
perhaps even our stereotyping of Muslims, immigrants, and people of color; led us to 
demand the death penalty for the one surviving alleged perpetrator – and so much 
more. Today we remember those who died, as we seek to support the wounded who 
are slowly healing from their physical and psychological wounds, and as we narrate 
our individual and collective stories of our final weeks at BC in the spring of 2013.  

These were not, of course, the only deaths on Boston streets that left a 
personal legacy at the Heights. Among others was the death of MA MH Counseling 
student Kelsey Rennebohm in a cycling accident on Huntington Avenue last June 1st. 
Her sudden and unexpected death shattered the lives of her family and friends and of 
the many among us who knew her, studied with her, laughed with her, and called her 



friend and colleague. Although different in scale and impact, this loss also challenges 
our sense of safety in our city and shapes the stories we will tell of our time here at 
Boston College. 

Looking within and across these distinct experiences of violence and loss, one 
shared commonality is their unexpectedness, their disruption of the everyday stability 
of our lives as university students, administrators, staff, and professors. We know 
now, more so perhaps than before April 15th that for many in the world, particularly 
in the global south, death from extreme violence or poverty is a daily occurrence. As 
some of you also know, I have accompanied such communities of the global south 
for nearly three decades. In the few minutes that remain, I share several things I have 
learned alongside them as I continue to embrace a call to a path of accompaniment 
which I first heard four decades ago from liberation theologian Gustavo Gutierrez. I 
conclude those remarks with three virtues that I have been challenged to hone each 
day on this path of solidarity and resistance in hopes that these reflections resonate in 
some small way with the narratives of remembrance you are crafting this 
commencement week-end.  

As some of you know from your academic studies or from your service, 
immersion, or study abroad trips, communities of the global south have survived 
centuries of colonization and imposed servitude or slavery wherein majority 
populations have been economically, racially, and socially marginalized, oppressed, 
and partially exterminated. Bombs have all too frequently disrupted daily routines in 
Guatemala, N. Ireland and South Africa over multiple decades, not single afternoons, 
and, in the words of Jesuit psychologist Ignacio Martín-Baró, the abnormality of “the 
Troubles” (N. Ireland), “la violencia” (Guatemala), and apartheid (South Africa) has 
been normalized, embodied within and across generations of survivors, yet all too 
often silenced, unheard within and beyond national borders, including here in the 
United States. The Boston Marathon has, perhaps, brought us ever closer to 
understanding those realities while challenging us to respond not only to individuals 
but to the systemic rumblings undergirding and giving rise to stories of survival and 
resistance.  

Yet these narratives of suffering and trauma are all too often silenced. I have 
written previously about such silencing - and choose to speak briefly about it today 
because, perhaps ironically, it affects not only those whom I have accompanied in the 
global south but many of us here in the United States, including those of us living in 
the cacophony of responses to the marathon bombing described briefly above.  

First, a few words about Guatemala, where one of the insidious aims of the 
state during decades of war and terror was to generate an “official story” denying the 
torture, massacres, displacement, and disappearances of what we now know number 
400,000 people – and ensuring the silencing of the population. Perhaps 
surprisingly, self-silencing emerges as a strategy for individual and community 
survival in a counterinsurgency situation controlled through official silencing.  

This self-silencing within the population complements and reinforces the 
government's official narrative of events, making it nearly impossible for the 
individual or the community to know or name what is really happening. Moreover, it 



exacerbates people's feelings of isolation and paralysis and generates a deep lack of 
trust in the individual, community and the state.  

Maintaining silence about hard realities often works to weaken and divide us 
from one another, from our common humanity. As educators, as professionals, as 
citizens or visitors living in the United States, silencing is achieved here through far 
more subtle means. These include the tools of the marketplace, the media, and 
doublespeak. We are silenced through the need to accumulate the latest goods and 
services, or by the frenetic accumulation of meetings, professional commitments, 
and demands to publish whatever or perish.  We are silenced when we speak of the 
massive layoffs that deprive people of their human right to work as “downsizing”; of 
student debt, as “educational opportunity”; of the civilian casualties of war, as 
“collateral damage”; of migrants seeking a better life for themselves and their 
children, as “illegal.”  

The singer Bono has drawn our attention to a telling line by the Irish poet 
Brendan Kennelly which informs one possible response to such systemic silence: “If 
you want to serve the age, betray it." What does that mean to betray the age? 
Betraying the age means exposing its conceits, its foibles, and its phony moral 
certitudes. It means telling the secrets and silences of the age and facing harsher 
truths.  It means critically deconstructing the doublespeak of the media, our political 
and religious leaders, even, sometimes, our instructors.  

During the past two months, the Ixil Maya of Guatemala dared to “betray the 
age”, to break the silence imposed by years of state-sponsored terror. In an historic 
trial in Guatemala City, the Ixil Maya dared to narrative their stories of the atrocities 
they had survived and the ever-present losses resultant from the brutal annihilation 
of spouses, children, animals and sacred lands. Maya women who had been shamed 
into silence over some of the several decades during which I have had the privilege to 
accompany over several decades during which they had were stigmatized by cultural, 
gendered and racialized hierarchies and ongoing militarized violence and poverty, 
courageously narrated the government’s instrumental use of rape in its genocidal war 
against them in the early 1980s. They were accompanied by psychologists, lawyers, 
human rights activists, a heroic Attorney General and three heroic judges. And, on 
May 10, 2013, Guatemala’s Mother’s Day, 500 years of colonial power and its 
contemporary legacies of violence and extreme poverty receded momentarily as a 
three-person judicial panel condemned Efraín Ríos Montt, former head of state, to 
80s years in prison for having planned and ordered military campaigns against 
civilian populations, known of the massacres of unarmed Maya Ixil women, men and 
children, and done nothing to stop them. The decision will, of course, be appealed by 
Ríos Montt and his attorneys; but the narratives, stories of horror and survival, of 
resilience and fear, have been, in the words of the feminist theologian Nelle Morton, 
“heard into speech” – and are now part of an historical record. The still untold story is 
that of the U.S. government’s relation to Guatemala during those years; of then 
President Reagan’s support of the Ríos Montt government, of his defiance of the 
previous administration’s termination of military aid to Guatemala due to its human 
rights violations, among other allegations. We here today are challenged, emboldened 



by our Mayan sisters and brothers, to “betray the age”, to interrogate the many ways 
in which we accommodate to our government’s policies and practices – not only in 
Guatemala but in urban Boston, in Iraq, in Guantanamo – and beyond - silenced by 
the marketplace, the media, and doublespeak. 

How will you, a new generation of educators and psychologists, dare to betray 
your age: to redirect your energies to accompany communities on the margin as they 
give voice to the sources of our collective silencing; to walk in solidarity with them as 
they rethread social life, rebuild community, and seek to transform social institutions 
and public policies, thereby ensuring our collective well-being? I am not suggesting 
that you need to initiate grandiose institutional restructuring or community-wide 
social movements. To the contrary, these will arise organically with the people when 
we unplug our ears, look around, move out of the centers of power that have been so 
carefully constructed by our professions, and accompany those at the margins. 

Paulo Freire, the great Brazilian educator, described our goal as educators, 
counselors, and educational leaders as that of hearing – and heeding- the call to 
liberation – not a liberation that we “give” to others but a process whereby we 
accompany them as they decode social oppression and encode the strength and 
capacities through which they creatively transform their worlds. He challenged us to 
believe in the people, the ordinary people. If we don’t, he cautioned, we are, at best, 
“… cold technicians…or even good reformers. But [we] will never be educators who 
will carry out radical transformation.”  

And now, a final few words about virtue, three that have helped me “hold the 
course”. The first, from theologian and public intellectual, Cornell West, is 
“audacious hope”. Audacious hope is not an optimism born from evidence but rather 
a faith that gives us the courage to act when doubt is warranted. It begins when we do 
what is necessary, grows when we do what is possible, and then, before we know it, it 
transforms our lives when we find ourselves in solidarity with others, doing the 
impossible. 

My second virtue is humility. Some have argued that it comes from the same 
root as humor. Humility is deeply associated with the ability to laugh at oneself, 
something I have experienced repeatedly in the company of others in South Africa, 
Guatemala, New Orleans and greater Boston. Humor and humility facilitate 
deepening personal ties, nurturing relationships – and transformative praxis.  

My third virtue is love. It is the personal ties developed across chasms of 
indifference, gaps in resources, diversities of our humanity. It is a deep respect for 
each child, for each client, for each student, for each community – a RESPECT that 
facilitates relationality and trust – two critical aspects of transformation and change. 
Love mobilized and shaped Lynch School students’ recent creative response to 
perceived stereotyping in the wake of the Boston marathon. They demonstrated 
solidarity with and, in their words, love, for Muslims, immigrants, and people of 
color in their “Don’t Meet Hurt with Hate, Love Islam” initiative. Without love we 
cannot sustain ourselves: we feel no solidarity with our fellow humans, and we 
cannot transform our world.  



So, as we send you off tomorrow, into this world that yearns for what you have 
to give: go forth and be courageous! And may you be filled with audacious hope, 
humility and humor, and, always, love. 


