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White House, Dec. 2, 2014. 

 

What a privilege it has been for us to participate in this session today.  Please join me in 

thanking the White House Office of Social Innovation and Civic Participation and the Silicon 

Valley Community Foundation for making this possible. 

 

I’m guessing each of you here today remembers exactly when you first saw your invitation to 

come to the White House.   

 Mine came on election day.   

 

I could not help but think back to an election day that  forever changed my ideas about 

leadership, transition and privilege.  I want to share that with you because it is very relevant to 

what we have done here today.   

 

In the mid-90’s, as  countries in Central and Eastern Europe were building their first forms of 

Democracy after years of communist domination, I was a part of a international consulting 

team called Project Liberty.   

 

It was a four person team, a partnership with the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard, 

where I was teaching at the time, the BBC and the Soros Foundation.   



Our task was to work with the newly elected leaders of the democracies in Central and Eastern 

Europe.  

 Our goal was to help them develop the leadership skills to govern at every level of government, 

working with Municipal officials, state and national newly elected leaders in fledgling 

democracies.   

 

I will never forget my first trip.      

I was dismayed  when I learned that the only date that worked for everyone else was during the 

US mid-term elections and as a recovering political junkie,  I really hated to be out of the 

country at election time!   

 

I arrived in Sofia Bulgaria alone and checked into my hotel late on a very rainy, cold November 

night.  The lobby of the hotel hung heavy with smoke.   Despite it being one of the nicer hotels 

in Sofia, there was no heat or hot water in any the rooms  

While I did not know the others on the team, I quickly learned to respect them and as we began 

to work together and  the sessions unfolded ,things were going well. 

 

Election night was different however.  The very small, rabbit eared television in my room, had 

absolutely no information on what was happening in America.  

 



 I could not understand Bulgarian, and the print is Cyrillic, so it is not easy to even guess what 

the printed word is saying.  There was no cell coverage and the time difference, plus, a very 

poor connection, meant that  I stayed up all night, channel surfing for any sign of information.   

 

It was not until about 5 am that I learned that my friend Ann Richards had lost her re-election 

for Governor of Texas,  and the Democratic majority in Congress had been swept out.   

Since there had been no heat in the room, and I was wearing nearly everything I had in my 

suitcase, I was feely pretty rumpled, disappointed, isolated and generally down. 

 

That morning, I made the long cold walk alone to where we were meeting.      As I opened my 

remarks that morning, I said, jokingly, “Treat me kindly this morning, my party just got killed 

last night in the American mid-term elections!”   

 

There is always a time delay when you are doing work in a different language.  

 

 In just a few seconds, though, I could see a look of horror come over their faces.  Quickly, I was 

peppered with questions.  Would I be able to return to my home town?  Would my children be 

safe?  Would my home be destroyed?  Who would protect my family until I got home?  Would I 

ever be able to find work in my community again? 

 

Do  we as leaders take for granted this peaceful transfer of power that is inherent to our 

democracy?   



Without fear, can we work together as we have today to find solutions to our most complex 

problems?  Can we be more than grantmakers  and be bold and visible civic leaders?   We know 

this is what our communities hunger for.   

 

At the end of those Bulgarian sessions,  we got  evaluations from the students.  I was sent the 

translated evaluation from one of the  program participants.    

 

 It said, “  From you we have learned about  techniques for good government, but more than 

anything, we have learned that to do democracy, you must  be brave.  Thank you for helping us 

to be brave.”  “I can see”, she said,  “it is “worth the risk.”     

 

So as we think about this transition,  in fact, any transition where we have the luxury of a 

peaceful transfer of power, do we as leaders,  without the threats of the dire consequences my 

colleagues voiced, have the courage to take on the really tough issues that our communities 

want us to address?   

 

  And  to be brave in the way we take them on?       

 

(Recap highlights of the day )  

 



Not long ago, many of us who attended the 100th anniversary of Community Foundations 

celebration in Cleveland,  heard Ambassador Joseph tell us the story  of the Good Samaritan.  

“charity is good, he reminded us,  but justice is better.” 

 The promise of America cannot be delivered without justice.    

 

For the next 100 years, we here, and others who will follow us,  will have the opportunity to 

fulfill this promise.  We cannot do it alone.  The partnerships we build will strengthen our 

chance to make real change. 

A  strong community must be like a three legged stool,  an ethical public sector,  an inspiring 

civic sector and a vibrant private sector.  

 

Speaking of the private sector,  In fact,  today, our Community Foundation is partnering with 

entrepreneurs and the Salesforce Foundation and the Atalassian Foundation for  our national 

launch of Pledge1percent.   This project has the potential for each of you to connect local 

entrepreneurs with your community foundation and other community foundations like yours 

across the country.  Please do check out the website, www.pledge1percent.org.    

When we build community with all three legs of this stool and assure that all voices are heard,  

we can be sure those legs are not out of balance.     

 

Also, as leaders,  we must remember that we have no hope of success without engaging the 

people who live the very problems we seek to address.  Unless we respect, listen to and engage 

http://www.pledge1percent.org/


the very folks whose lives are most impacted by troublesome issues, none of us will find 

solutions. 

It has long been said, “Don’t do anything about us without us.”  Such good advice.   

 

This all does not come without risk.   We know that in choosing to stand for something, we 

connect in a deeper way with many of the donors who share our passion and respect our 

willingness to take on tough issues. 

 

  But there are others who will ask, “have we just waded too far into the area of “stirring things 

up.”   

 

 As a Westerner, I love to hike.  As a reader, I love  Wallace Stegner who said, “we know the fate 

of leaders who go too far ahead.”   So we must, plan our travels into this uncharted territory  

thoughtfully, and as on any good hike, bring along the companions who  will push us forward in 

the journey and whose judgment we trust and whose vision adds value to ours.   

 

So,  as we return to our home communities, I am glad that we will be companions on this 

journey for justice.   

With the courage to lead, it will be worth the risk.    

Thank you once again to the White House and to the Emmett and the Silicon Valley 

Community Foundation for providing us this extraordinary opportunity.   

 



With gratitude.   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


