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The inauguration of Obama as President of the United States, is much more than a political event.  It is more than a change of leadership at a moment of crisis in our nation’s history.  
Slide 2
When Barack Obama becomes president of the United States, it will be a new summit in a great and long struggle for racial equality in this country.  
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It is not the end of this struggle, but it is a moment for celebration.  
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It is a victory for all of us: black, white and brown; democrat and republican; young and old.  
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At this moment we stand on the backs of those who came before us, fighting for recognition and equality.  As a nation we move forward and away from the shame and pain of our past, but do not forget it.
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African Americans first came to this country as slaves in the early 1600’s.  Stolen from their homeland, chained down in ships where many of them died from starvation and disease and finally were sold as property to work the fields.  
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In 1776, we broke free from the oppression of British rule.  The desire for equality and freedom was expressed in the words of the declaration of independence. 
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 “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”  Despite this expression of high ideals African Americans remained enslaved.  Their inherent equality and right to liberty was ignored.  The struggle for equality continued.
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Not until 1863, was the basic right of freedom recognized for African Americans.  This recognition is captured in the words of Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation.  
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The proclamation declared "that all persons held as slaves" within the rebellious states "are, and henceforward shall be free."  
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While this was a momentous step forward, African Americans remained oppressed, through vicious racism, economic oppression and state and local laws meant to keep them out of power.  The struggle for equality continued.
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In the 1920’s an explosion of creativity and striving for pride and identity came forth from the African American community.  It is called the Harlem Renaissance.  
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Langston Hughes, a famous poet of that time, demanded an equal place at the metaphoric table of American opportunity.  A place that was still being denied.  In, I Too Am America, he wrote, 
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I, too, sing America.

I am the darker brother.

They send me to eat in the kitchen

When company comes,

But I laugh,

And eat well,

And grow strong.

Tomorrow,

I'll be at the table

When company comes.

Nobody'll dare

Say to me,

"Eat in the kitchen,"

Then.

Besides, 

They'll see how beautiful I am

And be ashamed--

I, too, am America.

The struggle continued.  
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In the 1950’s and 60’s the continued oppression of minorities and the efforts to overcome it reached a boiling point.  Thousands took to the streets in marches, boycotts and protests, demanding the basic rights outlined in our declaration of independence and the emancipation proclamation.   This was the civil rights movement.  The words of Martin Luther King’s I have a Dream speech, capture the hopes and goals of the movement.  
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He said, “Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their captivity.  But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free.”  And later in the speech he spoke of his great hope, “I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.’…. I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.” The year was 1963 and Barack Obama was 2 years old.  The struggle continued.  
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Now, 45 years later, the nation is poised to give the most powerful position we have, the commander-in-chief, to an African American.  Today African Americans have a seat at the table of opportunity.  This moment is possible because of the great sacrifices and struggles of many of our ancestors.  It is possible because of the high ideals enshrined in our founding documents and the consistent pressure exerted by patriotic Americans for us to live up to those ideals.  This moment is possible because today, the vast majority of the country did not judge someone by the color of his skin, but by the content of his character.
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It is for these reasons we take time today to acknowledge this moment.  A moment that will be remembered and celebrated for years to come.  It is a moment of history, a moment in a long chain of events that will shine brightly.  The chain, however, does not stop here.  It will continue on.  It is our hope that all of you will make new links and create new shining moments to be remembered.  Let today, the inauguration of Barack Obama as the first African American president of the United States, serve as inspiration to us all.
