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President Westling…Chancellor Silber…  Chairman De Wolfe… Members of the Board of Trustees…

Distinguished guests, and fellow honorees Dr. Anamaria Bulatovic, Rev. Triantafilou, Mayor Menino, Leonard Florence, and Kathryn Silber…

Administration and Faculty… families and friends who have come to share this moment of pride and joy… 

And most of all, you graduates sitting in front of us,—the Boston University Class of 2001…

I am so very proud to be addressing you today, and so deeply humbled by this degree…  My deep appreciation and thanks to the Administration and to the Board of Trustees for this great distinction. Through me they honor the people of Puerto Rico, who I proudly represent.  

Returning to this campus also brings back fond memories. Looking around, I remember when 11 years ago, my eldest child, Sila González, who is here with me today, earned her Law Degree from this very University. 

As I was preparing for my remarks to you this morning, I couldn’t help but reflect on my own graduation.  

The commencement speaker—whose name now escapes me—said something that has stayed on my mind for a long time. 

Incidentally—if thirty years from now you cannot remember my name, but you can remember what I said…I’ll know I did my job. 

I do recall the speech at my commencement in 1964. What caught my attention was a point made about personal independence.  We are led to believe that when we graduate from college we finally achieve freedom…when in fact, the opposite is true.  It is at that point in our lives that we begin to face increasing responsibilities… obligations that make us more dependent, rather than less. 

The speaker at my commencement said that children are totally independent, because as children we think only of ourselves. As children we have little, if any, responsibility.  But as we grow in years… as we go from our youth to college and then on to our professional careers… as we establish roots, new ties and commitments bind us…Our jobs… Our families… neighbors… friends… Our principles…Our sense of duty… Our relationship to God…

I don’t know if back in 1964 I believed this. But now, let me tell you, after more than thirty years of “on the job” life-training, I think there is definitely truth to his claim.  

Today I want to speak to you about the personal freedom that is achieved by taking on the risks and the challenges that life presents.

As you go on as graduates from here today, you will no doubt be taking on more responsibilities, establishing additional bonds and assuming new obligations.  But more responsibility need not mean more restraint… I refuse to believe that just because your days here at Boston University are coming to an end…so too must your sense of wonder at the world…your sense of adventure…your willingness to explore…your capacity to find joy in yourselves and to be yourselves to the fullest…  

Your journey is just beginning.  As your experiences pile up… as your courage is reinforced by the bruises of failure… as your self-confidence is heartened by the balm of your successes… as you all learn to get up without shame and keep on going… in that same measure, you will find freedom within yourselves.

Ultimately, that is precisely what living a full life is about.  Developing the ability to take on more responsibility while shedding your fears…Fear is natural.  That rush of adrenaline can be paralyzing, casting a chill on your ambitions.  But it can also be liberating, channeling fear into action with unexpectedly good results. 

When I was a young woman I was very aware of my fears.  Whether it was fear of failure, fear of non-acceptance, or fear of fear…  I still have fears…  But through the years I have learned to transform that feeling into a positive energy that pushes me ahead.  

You can do so too…slowly and maybe timidly at first, and then more daringly and more passionately…as your collection of victories embolden you to take on new risks, to enjoy new challenges, and to set your hopes even higher.

For personal liberty and independence are found, not in the lack of external restraints or in the absence of commitments that weigh us down, but deep inside ourselves… 

True freedom emanates from the soul… It is born progressively from the capacity to overcome our deepest anxieties… by taking them on, rather than avoiding them... It is asserted by stretching our goals, instead of yielding to our own, self-imposed limits… Freedom is exercised when we channel our energy creatively, instead of allowing our spirit to be dulled by the lure and comfort of complacency.   

Regardless of how your life may unfold… Regardless of when your symphony of experiences hits its full crescendo… Today, I urge you to give it everything you have. 

Embrace life, with its difficulties and with all its marvels.  It is the best road to self-fulfillment.  Let no one tell you otherwise. Make a covenant with your self. And trust yourself. Always trust yourself.  You know what you love. Find out how to pursue it.  You have a vision of what is good and worthy.   Accomplish it and realize it. Stay focused on the future.  Let your heart follow its dreams.

And as you do, always remember the positive influence you can have on others—for there is no purpose nobler than public service, no greater joy than serving others.  Simply put: when those less fortunate than you need a hand, please don’t turn your back on them.  

Speak up and act out.  Don’t remain silent and indifferent. For remaining silent and indifferent is the greatest sin of all.

Be strong and be unafraid.  Stand up for what you believe in… Struggle for what you know is right…Defend your principles. And fight injustice, for we are all equal in God’s eyes. 

And, true to that, I must not remain silent before this audience on an injustice that has been perpetrated on the 9 thousand U.S. citizens who live in the tiny island of Vieques off the coast of Puerto Rico. For the last 60 years, the Navy has been using Vieques as a practice range for military exercises.  Recently we have found that the bombing has dramatically harmed the island’s environment and endangered  the lives of its residents.  The results have been alarming high rates of cancer among the population and a significant increase in the incidences of cardiovascular diseases.  

As a proud U.S. citizen, who cherishes the principles of democracy and justice for all, I am fighting for what I think is right for Vieques.  I am fighting for what this great country represents:  the right to live peacefully without risking one’s health and well-being.  For decades, the plea of these residents has fallen on deaf ears.  I am now speaking for them and I expect the federal government to hear and sit down in dialogue to find a quick resolution to this human rights issue.  You must agree with me that the price that “viequenses” are being asked to pay is unreasonable; a price too high to pay in any community.  When you next hear of their plight, I hope you will find it in your hearts to listen.  

Sensitivity and compassion are precisely what is missing from public life today.  I know that many of you may be turned off by politics—cynical about its purpose and skeptical about its motives. So was I for a long time. 

I was never interested in politics, or opted for elective office, until just five years ago when I decided to enter the primary for Mayor of San Juan.  

And, believe me, it has been a baptism of fire like few others. For a person who truly doesn’t like the give and take of politics, I have certainly been given an extra heavy dose… Five very difficult campaigns in five years, some of them designed to break my spirit. Well, let me tell you, they didn’t break me. I won them all.  

After having been subjected to torrents of criticism, to vicious attacks and injuries to my name and my family’s, I know that I have emerged better and stronger for it… More at peace with myself than ever before…. Because I faced the worst nightmares and I have survived… And, you know what? I feel good.   Because I did it on my own terms.

And I did it for the things I believe in.  Putting heart back into government… Making it responsive to the needs of the poorest communities…Empowering residents…Promoting economic development…And giving our citizens the clean and honest government they rightfully want and deserve. 

At this point in my life, after assuming the heavy responsibility of looking after the destiny of my people, I have never felt more ready, or better able, to take on new battles on behalf of the wonderful and absolutely beautiful island where I was born.  

And so I stand proudly before you as the first woman Governor of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, more willing to defy convention, less constrained intellectually, spiritually and emotionally, and even more optimistic than when I listened to my commencement address over thirty years ago.  

My dear graduates: what a wonderful world opens before you.  Think of the possibilities.  What an adventure you have ahead of you. Embrace it, welcome the unknown, and live to the fullest.

What I have talked to you about today comes down to this: strength of character is what you will need…strength of character to have the confidence to take risks… to learn to conquer your fears...to trust yourself.  

As a parting word, I just want you to think of this image:  a bird is one of the most amazing creatures in the universe.  We marvel at its freedom to fly to the most far away places.  Yet, we forget that for it to have that sense of unimpeded liberty, this tiny living thing is constantly battling much greater forces than itself: the wind, the rain, all kinds of tempests that threaten every part of its journey…Yet, it goes on…and on… and prevails against great odds.  

Be not afraid to lift your wings and let your spirits soar.  Dream and do.  Aspire and accomplish.  Let that strength of character shine through. Enjoy life and, above all, be true to your soul.  

If you do, you will discover what your parents and professors—and I—already know… Your future is bright… And it has no limits.  Go for it!

Thank you very much.
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