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It is the custom and tradition when you begin a public lecture to thank the dignitaries who 

are present and then to thank the organizers. Tonight I have to reverse that order; I want to begin 

by thanking the organizers. I really want to first thank Leah Lazzaro for her brilliance and 

generosity in conceiving of the possibility of this lecture, and then her bravery in moving 

forward to make it happen. I am also deeply grateful to Paul Longo for all of his work and 

dedication, on this project and so many other unseen and unsung projects that sustain the school 

of social work as a meaningful well-spring that nurtures the growth of social justice and human 

rights within our profession. I also deeply appreciate the work of the newest member of the 

Office of Field and Professional Education within the School of Social Work,  

Vasconcelos –  Janine, thank you for all that you have done to make tonight possible, and for all 

that you do to help spread the good work of our school to the larger social work professional 

community. Janine, Paul and Leah, thank you for making tonight possible, thank you for all that 

you do to further and enrich the educational experiences of all, of each of our students. And, 

thank you to all of the students who worked behind the scenes to make tonight possible. I deeply 

appreciate all that each one of you has done. 

I want to thank Dean Robin Mama for her wisdom and leadership in shaping and guiding 

the school of social work; Dr. Kelly Ward for her leadership of the BSW program and so many 

aspects of the school; Dr. Nora Smith and Dr. Rosi Barbera for their leadership of the MSW 

program and throughout the school of social work. Eileen Corcoran, Bernadette Calver, and 

Lorraine Arbuckle have each been steadfast in their support over the course of my career at 

Monmouth, and I deeply appreciate all that they do to keep us functional. I would like to extend 

my appreciation to the entire faculty, administrators and staff within the school of social work. 

There are also three women who have significantly and substantively shaped who I am 

and my approach to teaching and human rights, and I want to acknowledge each of them tonight. 

I want to thank Rhoda Freeman from my days at Upsala College for embodying justice and 

charity within her pedagogy; Hilda Hidalgo from my days at Rutgers University for embodying a 

passion for social action and pedagogy; and MaryLou Ramsey for standing with me, for holding 

my up, for inspiring me for the past 37 years.  

And I want to thank each of you for attending today’s lecture. I hope that my reflections 

and thoughts will hold something of value and use for each of you.  

Writing this, my last lecture has not been as easy as I first thought it would be. My first 

thought was that I would dust off a lecture that I did at a conference a year or so ago, and that 

would be fine. But then, I started to think – and that is always a dangerous proposition. Then I 

was cleaning out my office, and I came across some old speeches and papers that I had written, 

and I started to look over some of them. It occurred to me, that there have been some themes 

recurring throughout much of my work. And, so I thought that maybe what I might share with 

you tonight is some stories from the journey of my career: a retrospective pastiche – a patchwork 

of pieces from some of my writings, and some of the potholes that have marked the road that I 

have walked. It’s ironic really, looking back, how many potholes there have been, how each one 

resonates with me in its own way, and how important each pothole was in shaping, strengthening 

and redirecting the path of my journey.  

 

Pothole #1 Dropping out of college 

When I look back to my early school years, well – here is a semi public secret about me 

and school – while I have always loved reading, I was never a particularly good student. In 

grammar school they didn’t expect much, and things came to me fairly easily. High school was 
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not all that different, and I kind of slid through without much effort. Then I went off to college 

and well, there was a war going on that had to be protested, it was the early 70’s and there were a 

LOT of distractions that were much more interesting than attending actual 

classes. So, two years into college, I dropped out. My father the guidance 

counselor and my mother the working mother were at their wits end. I can 

still hear my mother’s lament: “you will never finish college. You will 

never get out of college.” This lamentation was, of course, accompanied 

by the appropriate maternal wringing of hands! And there is a sense in 

which she was quite right. Here it is 40 years later, and I am still in 

college.  

So, yes, I did drop out of college in 1972, and you could say that was a pretty big pothole. 

After I dropped out of Millersville State, I found my way to Allentown, and eventually got a job 

as a nurse’s aide at Sacred Heart Hospital. I worked the 11 to 7 shift. 11 PM to 7 AM. I 

remember walking out of work most mornings singing Cat Stevens’ Morning Has Broken 

(singing it very quietly under my breath to myself, but none the less hearing the lyrics very 

clearly in my head).  Work was work, and most nights were just fine, and life when on.  

 

The Epiphany of the Bed Pan 

Then, one night relatively early on in my career as a medical professional, one of the 

patients who had just come back from surgery rang for the bed pan. Bed pans were my job, so 

into the room I went with a shiny, clean stainless steel pan. I 

took one look at the woman and started to wonder what I 

was in for – let’s just say that she was large and I was little. 

Well, she was also very nice, so we worked together, and 

got her situated on the bedpan. Her intestines must have 

been pretty stressed out from the surgery and the anesthesia 

and what not, because she filled that pan right up to the rim. 

Together we managed to get her mopped up and got the 

bedpan out from under her. I covered the pan with the cloth just like they taught us in nurse’s 

aide school, and walked very carefully down the hall to the room with the bed pan flushers. I 

removed the cover, put the pan in the flusher, closed the latch and pulled the flush lever. Well … 

no one told me that the lock on that flusher was broken. So, the thing flew open and backwashed 

all over me. Head to toe I was covered!  Right there, right then, I had my epiphany. St. Paul had 

an epiphany, he saw the light. I had an epiphany, I got covered in – well, you know. Mid-

epiphany, I quite loudly proclaimed, “I’ve had enough of this shit. I’m going back to school.”  

And, from the pothole of dropping out of college, I learned some work skills, a little bit of 

discipline, and that motivation matters. 

That very September, I set off to Allentown College of St. Francis de Sales. I hardly 

missed a class that time around. I had learned my lesson. I was going to 

graduate and get myself a career that did not involve bedpans. I went from 

pitiful grades to Dean’s list. It is amazing what motivation (and some 

tutoring is study skills) will do.  

So, a bachelors degree in politics with a minor in social work 

under my belt, and a job as a social worker in the women’s prison in Clinton, and I was on my 

way! But, then I noticed that all of my friends had master’s degrees. So, off to Marywood 

College in Scranton, and two years later I had my MSW. But, then I noticed that all my friends 
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had their doctorates. So, a bit of research, and I decided that Rutgers was my best choice for a 

PhD in social work.  

 

Pothole #2 Rejection of PhD application 

I applied, and they turned me down! Flat out said, ‘no.’ Another pothole! 

What’s a woman to do in the face of rejection! I sulked. I pouted. I moped. Then one of 

my friends (one who already had a doctorate), put a phone in my hand and said call them. After 

just a little bit more sulking, pouting and moping, I did. I called the school of social work and 

made an appointment with the guy who was head of the doctoral program. He agreed to meet 

with me. And so, on the day of our appointment, I showed up at his office, and I could tell that 

he was a bit wary. We sat down, and it was feeling to me like he was just on the edge of being 

defensive. He started to say something about not justifying decisions; and being the ever so 

polite person that I am, I cut him off mid sentence and said something like, “actually, I would 

like to talk about what I can do to improve my package so that I have a better chance of being 

favorably considered when I reapply (notice I said ‘when’ not ‘if’). He looked relieved. Instead 

of being defensive, he started to shift towards becoming my ally. He pulled out my file, and 

looked over my materials. We won’t talk about what he said about my grades. He noted that my 

GRE’s were in the 90 or 95
th
 percentile – I was thinking that was pretty great when he said it. He 

very quickly said, “Well that is just about average for applicants to the PhD program.” And, he 

said there was nothing much that I could do about past grades or GRE’s. Then he looked at my 

reference letters and my personal statement. Those, he said, could be addressed. While the 

materials in my folder spoke about what a kind and generous person I was, he let me know that 

for a PhD program those things didn’t matter so much. For an MSW program they were 

important. For a PhD, critical thinking, analytical skills and interest in research were much more 

significant! So, I talked to the people who wrote letters for me, I revised my personal statement. 

And the next go round the outcome was very different. 

The lessons from that pothole include persistence, the importance of cultivating allies, 

and knowing your audience.  

 

Upsala College  
So, it is now 1981, my PhD course work is completed, I’ve passed qualifying exams. I’ve 

been working as a social worker for a few years. Now it is time to launch my career as a social 

work educator. Of course I’ve never taught a course, but … all my friends are teaching. So I start 

to apply for faculty positions in social work programs. I will always remember my interview at 

Upsala College in East Orange. I was to meet with a group of faculty in a board room in the 

administration building. One of the men stepped near me and pulled out a chair. I stepped aside, 

pulled out the chair next to the one he was pulling out, and I sat down – only to realize that he 

was pulling out that chair for me. UGH. So much for poise and grace! Somehow, even after that, 

I did get a job offer from Upsala. They didn’t exactly have a social work program, but they 

wanted to have one. There was one social worker already on the faculty. They offered me a job 

as a faculty member as well. My responsibilities were to begin 

teaching (in the yet to be created program which had no students), to 

develop the courses, and to get the program accredited.  When they 

offered me the job, I said, “sure, I can do that.” Then I went home and 

tried to find out what getting a program accredited meant, and how 

you did it. Within two years we were up and running and accredited.  
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The All College Retreat 

In 1983 Upsala held a retreat to assess and bolster confidence about the survival of the 

college. I was asked to speak about the location of the college, 

the urban possibilities, and the effects of the students’ 

socioeconomic backgrounds on their engagement and 

performance in college, especially in contrast to the 

socioeconomic backgrounds of the faculty, staff and 

administration. The key insight that I offered up was that 

“possibilities spring from responsibilities.” And then I posed: 

“As a liberal arts college in an urban environment, as a group of 

human beings in the midst of other human beings, what is our responsibility to each other?” 

Reaching deeply into the wealth of scholarly materials at hand, I opted to focus my comments on 

a quote from Micah, as he struggled to understand his responsibilities: “This is what is asked of 

you/ of us: to act justly, to love tenderly, and to walk humbly in the presence of all that which 

is.” Here are some additional passages from my talk that day as I reflected on love: 

To love means that I see the good in you, and I am happy (I delight in it) for your sake. I 

am willing and able to recognize and appreciate your strengths, your assets, your possibilities; 

and I will (I desire) and act to make that goodness grow, for your sake. So, one way of loving is 

to adopt an ‘other centered’ perception of those we encounter, to become actively involved in 

enabling each other and our students to become who we CAN become. That is both a 

responsibility and a possibility that confronts us. 

How? We need to begin to like and to respect our students. We then need to teach them 

to like and to respect themselves. 

I then went on to say that we had a unique opportunity as an educational intuition to 

provide a holistic, values base education to our students: to teach them about the importance of 

values in directing one’s life, and to help our students to identify and clarify the values that they 

would choose to employ in setting the course for their lives.  

 Little did I know back in 1983 how much those words would become a theme that would 

resonate throughout my academic career! Nearly 30 years later, I still cherish those words from 

Micah, and I still find myself echoing that definition of love as the foundation for pedagogical 

relationships and as a foundation for relationships in social work practice.  

 Time moves quickly, and by 1987 I had finished my PhD. Life was sweet – mostly.  By 

1987 the enrollment at Upsala College had slipped from just over 1000 student to somewhere 

around 400 students. I could see that pothole coming – you can’t sustain a college without 

students. So, I started applying to other social work programs. 

 

Rutgers University College of Arts and Sciences, Newark Campus  
In September of 1991 I started my new job as a faculty member in the department of 

social work at Rutgers University College of Arts and Sciences, 

Newark Campus. Pothole avoided. Life was sweet again. Now, Upsala 

was a teaching college. Everyone there taught a LOT of courses. We 

did what we needed to do to keep the college running as best as we 

could. Rutgers is what’s known as a ‘publish or perish’ university. 

You either publish a LOT of articles – the right kind of articles in the 
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right kinds of journals – or your career there will perish. Well, I published my heart out. I even 

got an article published in Social Work, the NASW journal. I thought I was hot.  

 

Pothole #3 Denied Tenure at Rutgers  
Sadly, the University administration did not share my high 

self evaluation, and so six year after I arrived, when the tenure 

decisions were handed down, my vote was a down vote, and I was 

denied tenure (sure I published, but apparently not the right kind of 

articles and not in enough of the right kinds of journals). Quite the 

pothole that one. Talk about sulking, pouting and moping! I took 

them to new levels when I learned that I had been denied tenure!   

 

Paradox: Denied Tenure & Concurrently Named Teacher of the Year 

And, talk about mixed messages – while the university denied my tenure application, 

they did offer me a job as an administrator (with a 30% pay increase – nothing like getting fired 

and getting a raise!); and, in the very same mail that carried the letter that said my tenure 

application had been denied, I also received a letter from the university saying that I had been 

named teacher of the year. Quite the mixed message. Quite the pothole.  

 

University College Academic Honors Convocation: Newark Campus 

As part of the teacher of the year recognition, I was invited to speak at the University 

College Academic Honors Convocation at the Newark campus. My topic that 

night was “Power and Anger”. I would like to share some extended passages 

from that speech with you tonight, because these too have become themes 

throughout my career. I began my comments that night with a series of 

thoughts, prayers, actually, from one of the greatest and most prolific of all 

educators: 

In 1909 W. E. B. Du Bois wrote: “Help us to realize that no impossible 

wisdom is asked of humans … only to do justly, love gently, and walk humbly – to refuse the 

use of worldly goods more than we earn, to be generous with those that earn but little, and to 

avoid the vulgarity that flaunts wealth and clothes and ribbons in the face of poverty.  … Grant 

us the desire to be useful … for only those who seek life in the happiness of human souls, and in 

the service of others – only then and to them are the secret treasures of the world revealed. This 

is the lesson of life. May we learn it.  

Let us realize that even we the disenfranchised have our duties – the duty of thorough 

preparation, the duty of careful observation, the duty of intelligent criticism. Give us the grace to 

dare to do the deeds which we well know cry to be done. Let us not hesitate because of ease, or 

the words of men’s mouths, or our own lives. Mighty causes are calling us – the freeing of 

women, the training of children, the putting down of hate and murder and poverty, the ending of 

violence and oppression – all these and more. But they call with voices that mean work and 

sacrifice and death. Mercifully grant us the spirit of Esther that we may say: I will go unto the 

king, and if I perish, I perish. (Du Bois, Prayers for Dark People, P. 29 – 34).  

To act justly, love gently and walk humbly. How?  By becoming useful through thorough 

preparation, careful observation and intelligent criticism as we commit ourselves to the deeds 

that cry to be done.   
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In my talk that night, I continued with the following observations: As an educator of 

social work, I have come to believe that in order to build healthy relationships and to make 

meaningful progress in social change/revolution, we need to be clear about our understanding 

of two fundamental processes: power and emotions. These can either stand as major obstacles 

to healthy relationships and social change or they can be profound resources for the growth of 

those relationships and that change.  I will say a word or two about power and then a bit more 

about one emotion.  

Power is a fundamental motivator of our actions. Many people want more power and 

are afraid that there is not enough to go around. They think: "I've got to get all the power I 

can, and use it to protect what I have and to keep you from taking it away from me. After all, I 

should have a right to protect what is mine, and to keep you from taking it." That's one kind of 

power, the power to control. However, that kind of power leads to competition and violence. 

There are other kinds of power. People have taken to calling them empowerment, and I 

like that switch in names, because to me it suggests that these kinds of power can be created, 

that they are not limited, but are dynamic, growing, and reproducible.  

There is power-from-within. Personal power such as that reflected in our ability to 

accomplish tasks, to develop and enact skills: the power of planting, building, writing, 

cleaning, healing, soothing, playing, singing -- the power of creation that does not try to 

control, but just the opposite sets the creation free to allow it maximum space to grow and 

develop (Starhawk, 1987, p. 9). 

And, there is also power-with -- power with others, the ability to work together, to form 

coalitions and alliances, to listen and really hear each other, to understand each other's ideas 

and projects, to shape them and build them together (Starhawk, 1987, p. 9.)  

Remember, the kind of power we exercise shapes who we become, the character of the 

relationships we develop with others The kind of power we exercise also shapes the nature of 

the social changes our work brings about. 

What about the connection between power and emotions? 

Anger is one emotion in particular that is directly connected to power. Anger is a 

political emotion; it is by its nature about the exercise of power. The experience of anger is a 

signal that someone (or something, but mostly someone) has violated our rights: by frustrating 

our progress towards a goal, by insulting us or someone or something important to us, or by 

subjecting us to an injustice. The expression of anger warns others that such violations will 

not be tolerated. Plato once said, to be angry is easy. To be angry with the right person in the 

right way is difficult. How can we express anger so that it is an expression of power from 

within and power with others, rather than an expression of domination and power over? How 

can we express anger so that our anger builds healthy relationships and contributes to the 

social changes we really desire? Let's think for a few minutes about the things that are likely 

to make us angry: frustrations, insults and injustices. 

Frustrations are obstacles in the way of achieving a goal. Frustrations are also signals 

that we need to change something. You can try to change the situation, by removing the 

obstacle, or by leaving. You can change yourself by learning a new skill and dealing more 

efficiently and effectively with the obstacle. Or you can change your attitude and find a new 

goal that is not blocked or obstructed. And, you do all of that with respect for the needs and 

frustrations of others around you. 

Can that be done? Katie Cannon looked very carefully at the life and writings of Zora 

Neal Hurston, and found that much of Hurston's life could be understood as dealing with 
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frustrations. Hurston remade lost innocence into invisible dignity. 

She remade never practiced delicacy into quiet grace. And she 

remade forced responsibility into unshouted courage (Katie 

Cannon, Black Womanist Ethics, p. 17) Invisible dignity was that 

quality which allowed Hurston to maintain a feistiness about life 

that no one could wipe out, no matter how hard they tried (p. 

104). Quiet grace is what allowed Hurston to venture on, to 

continue taking risks, to push against limits that denied her 

beingness (p. 134). Unshouted courage is the quality of 

steadfastness, fortitude in the face of formidable oppression (p. 144).  

Insults are things people say or do that are personally demeaning, or that violate our 

personal or cultural rules about proper ways of behaving. When we are insulted, we need to do 

three things: understand where the other person was coming from (was the insult intentional or 

unintentional); confront the other person, explaining the nature of the insult and asking for 

reparation and behavioral change in the future; and repair and sustain our dignity and self-

esteem.  

Maya Angelou expresses a way to do this with particular eloquence in her poem And 

Still I Rise  

You may write me down in history 

With your bitter, twisted lies, You 

may trod me in the very dirt 

But still, like dust, I'll rise. 

Did you want to see me broken? 

Bowed head and lowered eyes? 

Shoulders falling down like teardrops, 

Weakened by my soulful cries.  

You may shoot me with your words, 

You may cut me with your eyes, 

You may kill me with your hatefulness, 

But sill, like air, I'll rise. 

Out of the huts of history's shame, I rise 

Up from a past that's rooted in pain, I rise 

Into a daybreak that's wondrously clear, I rise 

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, I rise I rise  

In the face of insults, know who you are and rise! 

Injustices-are those acts that inappropriately deny you access to resources or 

opportunities. As young intellectuals [remember when I first spoke these words I was 

addressing an undergraduate honors convocation], how can you deal with your anger at 

social injustices? Learn how to use the energy of your anger to challenge the source of the 

injustice, to build better ways of being.  

 

Those of you here tonight, should know I will have a lot more to say about working to 

overcome injustices, about working FOR human rights! Stay tuned for upcoming excerpts. 

 

So, back to the unfolding events in my career, once I got over the sulking, pouting and 

moping, I accepted the administrative position to ensure that I had some time to think. I took a 
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deep breath and took stock of who I was, who I wanted to be, and where I wanted to be going 

with my career. Rutgers wanted scholars who did research, who published and got grants, and 

who occasionally taught and dealt with students. I wanted to be a scholar who taught and who 

worked with students to help nurture and sustain their growth, and who also wrote and published 

thoughts and ideas.  Pretty different sets of goals really. So, I started a job search. I interviewed 

with many of the social work programs between New York and Philadelphia I may have 

interviewed at most of those programs. None quite seemed a fit. This pothole was feeling more 

and more like a glacial crater. Then I interviewed at Monmouth. 

 

Finding Home at Monmouth University & the Importance of Stories  
 I remember when I interviewed for a faculty position here at Monmouth, I was asked to 

present a lecture to students and faculty. So, I came prepared to 

do a lecture to a classroom of students. Well, there were no 

students – just the four faculty members sitting around a small 

table. Undaunted, I proceeded to launch into my carefully 

prepared lecture – I had prepared the lecture, I was going to 

deliver it whether or not there was anyone to hear it! (I have 

never been all that attached to that reality thing!)  

At that point in my career I was pretty taken with a bit of 

philosophy called feminist standpoint theory. It is an epistemology that suggests that how we 

work and engage with the world shapes our understanding of the nature of reality. I had a story 

that I thought was the perfect illustration of standpoint theory. It is a story about a plantation 

owner who stands on the backs of his slaves so that he can see out over the acres of his lands, 

and so he sees the lush fields and the beautiful sky, and sees the world as verdant and beautiful 

and full of hope. The slaves meanwhile see only the floor and the plantation owner’s boots and 

experience the world as full of muck and pain. Where you stand shapes what you see!  

 I of course told the story with great gusto and flair and thought I was quite wonderful. I 

am told that those present thought the story – well, not so brilliant and there what quite the 

debate about whether or not I should be hired!   

I really like that story, and I would be glad that I told it no matter what. Stories are 

important. Norman Denzin (2004) reminds us that stories are accounts of something. The telling 

and retelling of stories serves to inculcate social, cultural and professional beliefs and 

expectations about reality, values, and possibilities. Experiences, our own and those of others, if 

they are to be remembered need to be represented – re-presented in stories. We come to 

understand experiences through their re-presentation, through stories which are told and retold.  

Knowing our own life stories and understanding their importance helps us to hear other people’s 

stories because they help us to see the truths of our lives as we understand them and they help us 

to recognize our own beliefs and biases about the world and other people that we take for 

granted. 

 So, of course after the interview, they made the right decision, and I was hired as a 

member of the faculty in 1997. Finally I found a fit, a home.  At that 

point the department of social work offered a BSW program and had just 

conducted a needs assessment to determine if another MSW program 

was warranted in New Jersey (at that point,  Rutgers offered the only 

MSW in the state).   The needs assessment showed a need. So, Robin 
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Mama, Kelly Ward, Mark Rodgers and I set about to build an MSW. We were shortly joined by 

Paul Longo.  

 Creating a new academic program can be kind of daunting. You need to get permission 

from everyone. You need to write proposals. You need to develop courses! Lots of courses. In 

order to do that you have to have some ideas about what you are going to teach and how it 

should be organized and structured! Of course we each were sure that we knew exactly what 

should be included and how that should be structured! We each had our own particular ideas 

about that. At least we all agreed that social justice should be a key part of the new MSW 

program. But, what exactly that meant or should look like, well that was a matter of some 

discussion. So, we called in a consultant – Janice Wood Wetzel from Adelphi University. Jan 

came and spent a day with us talking about curriculum and accreditation and program 

development. And, at one point we were having lunch, and we were all going on about the 

importance of social justice for social work. And Jan said something like “well, social justice is 

important, but it is so abstract, no one can agree on much about it.” And that had been our 

experience in a lot of ways.  Then, Jan continued, “Now, human rights, they are concrete and 

specific. I could wax poetic about human rights” she said. To which we replied, “Go ahead.” 

And she did. It was one of those moments. Human rights became a touch stone for social work as 

we conceive it here at Monmouth. Finally we were agreed about focus and direction. And, then 

the writing began. In three years I think we wrote something like 4 accreditation and self 

study/program evaluation documents! By 2000 we had graduated our first MSW class. We grew 

from a department of 4 to 5 to 10 and now 12 full time faculty – a total of 20 faculty, 

administrators and staff comprising the now school of social work. 

 Each of these stories is well known throughout the school of social work. For me they 

help to mark key moments in the life of the program and in my life here at Monmouth. The 

whole point of a story being a good story is that it should be told and retold. Stories help to build 

memories. They anchor and highlight what is important and help to give meaning to what we 

have done, where we have been. And they help to shape our focus for where we are going.  The 

meaning and focus of these stories? Well, among other things, that if you care about a goal, if 

you love the work you are doing, then you just roll up your sleeves and do what needs to be done 

to get you to the goal. If you are going to accomplish an important goal with a team, listen to 

each other and care about and for each other. And, if you are working with people you trust and 

enjoy, the work is all that much easier and sweeter.  

 

The Federico Lecture 

 As you listen to my stories tonight, you may have noticed that one of the themes that 

echo through my life and my work is the challenge to Micah to act justly, love gently and walk 

humbly. I think, I hope that I have tried to say reasonably faithful to those three principles. For 

the most part, I am not someone who seeks out honors, recognition or prestige. But … well, there 

was one honor that I really, really, really wanted. I REALLY wanted to do the Ron Federico 

Lecture at the undergraduate social work educators’ conference. To get to do that lecture you 

have to submit a proposal. All of the proposals are reviewed by a committee and one is chosen 

each year. I submitted proposals for at least 7 or 8 years, maybe more. Finally in 2011 my 

proposal was selected, and I got to deliver the lecture. Here are some extended passages from 

that lecture: which was titled: Claiming rights/righting wrongs: On educating FOR human rights. 
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 For me, any discussion of human rights begins with Eleanor Roosevelt. She was the 

United States representative to the delegation sent to work out an initial 

draft of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights. At 

the 10
th
 Anniversary of the signing of that declaration, she asserted that 

the destiny of human rights is in the hands of all our citizens in all our 

communities. She (Roosevelt, 1958) said: 

Where, after all, do universal human rights begin? In small places, close 

to home -- so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any map of 

the world. Yet they are the world of the individual person: the 

neighborhood she lives in; the school or college he attends; the factory, 

farm or office where she works. Such are the places where every man, 

woman, and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity 

without discrimination. Unless these rights have meaning there, they have little meaning 

anywhere. Without concerted citizen action to uphold them close to home, we shall look 

in vain for progress in the larger world. 

Since I first read those words they have resonated in my mind and heart, deeply 

influencing how I approach teaching.  
As I prepared my Federico Lecture, I was inspired by Karen Armstrong’s book, Twelve 

Steps to a Compassionate Life.  In 2008 Karen Armstrong launched an international campaign to 

propagate a Charter for Compassion, and the book is an outgrowth of her work to carry the 

charter forward. While Armstrong wrote about twelve steps to a compassionate life, I identified 

Seven Steps towards Education FOR Human Rights.  

 

Seven steps towards human rights 

1. Learn about human rights 

2. Look at your own world 

3. Respect your own dignity 

4. Develop empathy for others 

5. Act with respect for dignity 

6. Challenge oppression & domination 

7. Envision and build a world of human rights and justice 

All of the steps are necessary and important. You really can’t leave any of them out. And 

when we get to the last step, then it is time for us all to remember, “You need not finish the 

work, neither are you free to desist from it.” 

OK. Now the steps.  

 

1. Learn about human rights  
 We all need to learn about human rights, and that begins with 

definitions. Michael J. Perry (1998) is helpful in stating that human rights 

are those rights that anyone and everyone is entitled to because they are 

human. Each and every human being is sacred, inviolable and has inherent 

dignity and worth. And, Bryan Turner (2006) argues, each and every 

human being is vulnerable. We are born incredibly vulnerable. Without 

the love and nurturing of others, human infants could not survive. While 

the direction of human growth and development is towards autonomy and 

we also grow in interdependence.  Without ongoing care and nurturing we 
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would not flourish. We human beings are vulnerable to illnesses, to aging, to accidents and to the 

forces of nature.  The human condition is one of vulnerability and dignity and worth.   

What a paradox is the human condition: vulnerability, sacred and dignity.  

You are all either students or alumni of the school of social work at Monmouth 

University. You have lived through our classes. You know about human rights. I don’t need to 

replay more of this section of that talk for you.  And, yet, this is a lot to learn about human rights. 

There is always more to learn, but it is also time to take another step toward education FOR 

human rights. 

  

2. Look at your own world  
 To look at our world, it is helpful to stand back and see things from a different 

perspective. We need to develop our ability to look at the world around us within an openness 

that enables us to assess its strengths as well its weaknesses, its assets as well is its need and 

potential for change.   

 What are some of the ways in which your family and your 

immediate community respect your dignity? What are your 

experiences of human rights in your own immediate world, in the 

small places close to your own homes? Then begin to extend out by 

looking at evidence related to human vulnerability and dignity in your 

neighborhoods and communities. Then consider how characteristic 

practices and policies of agencies, organizations and social institutions 

support or violate human rights.  

 Amartya Sen (1999), Martha Nussbaum (2000a, 2000b) and 

the  United Nations to millennium development goals each provide 

helpful resources for looking more deeply at our world. 

 As we learn to look more deeply at our world, it is time to take the next step in working 

for human rights.  

 

3. Respect your own dignity  
How do we best respect our dignity? It may be as basic as the golden rule: love your 

neighbor as yourself.  But, if you don’t love yourself well, how can you love anyone else? The 

difficulty related to the golden rule is not that as a people we are not following it – we may well 

be! Just maybe we all are loving others as we love ourselves. The issue is that we just don’t love 

ourselves well!  

So, it is important to pause and look at how we view and treat ourselves.  Remember, 

stories are an important resource in helping us to see ourselves more clearly.  This story 

attributed to the Cherokee People. An Elder was teaching his grandchildren about life. He said to 

them, "A fight is going on inside me... it is a terrible fight between two wolves. 

One wolf represents fear, anger, envy, sorrow, regret, 

greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, 

false pride and superiority.  

The other stands for joy, peace, love, hope, sharing, 

serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, friendship, empathy, 

generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. 

This same fight is going on inside you, and inside every 

other person, too." 
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The grandchildren thought about it for a minute and then one child asked the elder, 

"Which wolf will win?" 

The elder replied simply, "The one you feed." 

Not only do we embody the potential for fear, anger, envy, regret and greed as well as for 

joy, peace, love, hope and kindness, we also concurrently embody vulnerability and dignity. Self 

awareness is essential. We need to pay attention to which wolf we are feeding.  

This step highlights the importance of consciously attending to the choices that we make 

as we respond to our vulnerability and as we learn to respect our dignity in the long term as well 

as in the  practical day to day ways that life in the world requires.  

We live in a world that teaches us to be excessively self critical. In our work FOR human 

rights, it is important to recognize and affirm our own dignity, to identify and affirm our own 

strengths as a pathway to respecting that dignity. As Hillel said, "If I am not for myself, then who 

will be for me? And if I am only for myself, then what am I? And if not now, when?" Gandhi 

also reminds us that we must ourselves become the change we wish to see in the world. Even as 

we learn to respect our own dignity in the journey of education FOR human rights, we also move 

on to the next step.  

 

4. Develop empathy for others  
Empathy & compassion are fundamental to connecting with others and to sustaining 

motivation for long term work and commitments.  Empathy of course 

means accurately understanding the situation from the perspective of 

the other person.  Easier said than done!   

Ken Boulding tells a Quaker story, of a Friend who was asked 

by a new comer to his community, what type of people lived there.  

The Quaker asks the newcomer, “Well, sir, what kind of 

people did you live among before you came to be here?” 

The newcomer replied, “Oh, I lived among a mean, 

suspicious, unfriendly, treacherous bunch of people.” 

Whereupon the Quaker replied, “Well, I am very sorry, sir, but you will probably find the 

same type of people here.” 

Going down the road, the Quaker meets another newcomer to the community, who asks 

him the very same question about the kind of people she can expect to encounter in the new 

community. And the Quaker similarly asks her, “What kind of people did you live among before 

you came to be here?” 

“Oh,” said the woman, “I lived among a fine group of people, friendly and honest, and I 

was heartfelt sorry to leave them.” 

Whereupon the Quaker said, “I am glad to say, friend, you will find the same kind of 

people here.”  

Empathy was NOT the strong suit in the expectations voiced in this story. Empathy for 

others is tricky business.  There are no immaculate perceptions. Without significant self 

awareness empathy is not possible. Our expectations and personal biases frame and shape the 

meanings we attribute to experiences and interactions. We need to be able to set aside our 

personal biases and to “feel the meeting of our consciousness and the world, to feel the full value 

of the meanings of emotions and ideas in our relations with each other, and to understand, in the 

glimpse of a moment, the freshness of things and their possibilities (Rukeyser, 1949, 1974, 1996, 
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p. x).”  Muriel Rukeyser argues that poetry is exactly such a resource. The words of poetry 

powerfully engage both our minds and hearts.  

Thich Nhat Hahn, a Vietnamese Buddhist monk, wrote this poem speaking to the 

importance of being known with empathy, and of the nuances and layers that constitute each of 

us.  

Please Call Me by My True Name 

by Thich Nhat Hahn 

 Do not say that I will depart tomorrow 

 because even today I still arrive 

  

 Look deeply: I arrive in every second 

 to be a bud on a spring branch 

 to be a tiny bird, with wings still so fragile 

 learning to sing in my new nest 

 to be a caterpillar in the heart of flower 

 to be a jewel hiding itself in stone 

  

 I still arrive, in order to laugh and to cry, 

 in order to fear and to hope, 

 the rhythm of my heart is the birth and death of all that are alive. 

  

 I am the mayfly metamorphosing on the surface of the river, 

 and I am the bird which, when spring comes, arrives in time to eat the mayfly. 

  

 I am the frog swimming happily in the clear water of the pond, 

 and I am also the grass-snake who, 

 approaching in silence, feeds itself on the frog. 

  

 I am the child in Uganda, all skin and bones, 

 my legs as thin as bamboo sticks, 

 and I am the arms merchant selling deadly weapons to Uganda. 

  

 I am the 12 year old girl, refugee on a small boat, 

 who throws herself into the ocean after being raped by a sea pirate, 

 and I am the pirate, my heart not yet capable of seeing and loving 

  

 I am a member of the politburo, with plenty of power in my hands, 

 and I am the man who has to pay his "debt of blood" to my people, 

 dying slowly in a forced labor camp. 

  

 My joy is like spring, so warm it makes flowers bloom in all walks of life. 

 My pain is like a river of tears, so full it fills up the four oceans. 

  

 Please call me by my true names, 

 so I can hear all my cries and my laughs at once, 

 so I can see that my joy and pain are one. 
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 Please call me by my true names, 

 so I can wake up, 

 and so the door of my heart can be left open, 

 the door of compassion. 

 

 Naming is powerful. Recognizing and affirming someone’s name – their identity – is a 

powerful opening to empathy.  Empathy is about understanding the other person in their own 

terms, calling them by their true name.  Poetry is a powerful resource for developing empathy. 

Listening is key – deep, careful, open hearted listening. Susan Pharr suggests inviting others to 

tell us their true names by simply asking them, “tell me what it is like for you.” And then we 

listen.  Empathy and the compassion that emerges from it are essential for human rights. And 

yet, his Holiness the Dalai Lama cautions that it is not enough to feel compassion – “you must 

act!” he admonishes.  It is not enough to respect dignity, we must also act with respect for 

dignity.  And so together we take the next step.  

 

5. Act with respect for dignity 

Amy Tan tells the story of a man who dedicated his life to Saving Fish from Drowning. 

The story reminds us of the importance of accurate empathy and respect for dignity as we begin 

to engage in work for human rights.   

A pious man explained to his followers that it is evil to take lives and noble to save them 

 Each day he pledged to save 100 lives. And so he would 

drop his net into the lake and scoop out 100 fish. He would then 

place the fish on the bank where they would flop and twirl 

“Don’t be scared” he would tell the fish, “I am saving 

you from drowning.”  Soon enough the fish would grow calm 

and lie still. Yet sad to say, he was always too late. The fish 

expired. 

And because it is evil to waste anything, he would take 

those dead fish to market and sell them for a good price.  

With the money he received, he would buy more nets so he could save more fish. 

He just wanted to help save lives. 

We each need to view the process and practices of human rights through the lens of 

accurate empathy, compassion and respect for unique and particular vulnerabilities and dignity. 

Our skills of listening and deep empathy are important tools to facilitate this process. Our 

commitment to respect for cultural differences is an important foundation. Both empowerment 

and strengths based approaches evoke engagement with clients as partners and collaborators and 

provide important resources to act with respect for dignity so that we do not attempt to save fish 

from drowning. And as we learn to act with respect for dignity, it is time to take the next step in 

education FOR human rights. The next step is where things begin to get really interesting.  

 

6. Challenge oppression & domination 

Oppression and domination are human rights violations. 

And, I will remind us all of Paul Farmer’s (2003, p. xiii) 

admonition: “Human rights violations are not accidents; they 

are not random in distribution or effect. Rights violations are 
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symptoms of deeper pathologies of power and are linked intimately to the social conditions that 

so often determine who will suffer abuse and who will be shielded from harm.” Human rights 

work must address invisible structural violence. As we address structural violence, we move 

towards the seventh step, envisioning and building a world of human rights and justice.  

 

7. Envision and build a world of human rights and justice 

Human rights documents detail basic human rights. They do indeed provide a vision. 

Building a world that fully embodies that vision is complex work that requires working on many 

tasks and projects at the same time, working on many levels at the same time 

– micro, mezzo, and macro arenas of practice. In the micro arena of 

interaction where norms, etiquette and roles shape our interactions, where 

our identitied selves develop through socialization and internalization we 

need to infuse respect for human dignity into interpersonal and social norms, 

etiquette, roles and socialization. In the mezzo arena where symbols, 

language and images produce and express meanings through cultural 

interactions work to build a culture of human rights needs to create social 

opportunities and realities where dignity is experienced and affirmed. In the 

macro arena where power and resources are allocated, education for human 

rights will challenge our students to envision and build social structures and 

institutional that create conditions where human capabilities can be 

developed and where human dignity is celebrated and honored.   

This work will require both comprehensive action and individual action. Rumi, the Sufi 

sage reminds us that we are used to focusing on only individual action.  He offers a story to 

illustrate the importance of seeing both, concurrently: suppose a number of people are making a 

tent [or working to build a world of human rights and justice]. Some sew, others prepare ropes, 

some again weave cloth. They are all taking part in a comprehensive action, although each is 

absorbed in her individual action. If we are thinking about the making of the tent, it is the 

comprehensive action of the whole group which is important (Shah, 1964/1971, p. 7). If we are 

going to think clearly and work effectively FOR human rights it is the comprehensive action of 

micro, mezzo and macro arenas of social work that are all important – always with awareness 

that the work is FOR human rights.  

Eleanor Roosevelt reminds us that human rights begin in small places close to home. We 

need to remember that those small places close to home are the places of the global village, the 

places each human being across this planet of ours calls home.  

 

My Vision of a World of Human Rights and Social Justice 

 Fairness and respect for the dignity and the vulnerability of all human beings – that is 

my vision of a world that respects human rights.  My vision is that we will all work together to 

build a world where societies are peaceful, where families are safe, and where individuals are 

happy. My hope is for a world where we are all free from the suffering of greed, anger and 

ignorance. To get there we will need to learn to generously forgive ourselves and each other for 

the inevitable harms that we bring to one another.  We will need to learn to cultivate loving 

kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity.  We will need to learn to see ourselves, 

each other and our world with the eyes of understanding and love. We will need to learn to 

recognize, touch and nourish the seeds of joy and happiness in ourselves, our colleagues, clients, 

friends and family every day. It is my vision, my hope, that our profession will commit itself to 
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changes that enable all beings to live in peace and harmony with each other, to awaken to the 

brilliant radiance of their true nature, to live fresh, solid and free.  

 

And on to Retirement 

As we  retire, MaryLou and I are looking forward to discovering new aspects of our true 

natures, to living fresh and solid and free together, to enjoying 

more of all that Hunterdon County has to offer, all the New 

Jersey has to offer, all the Cape Cod has to offer. And that is 

quite a lot. There are craft shows calling us to explore and 

browse. We have started to shop for new kayaks to keep here 

in New Jersey, while our old ones stay at the Cape. We will be 

spending lots more time on the flat, calm waters of both states. 

I will be blogging, (justalchemy,com and marysbookbog.com 

– and yes, it is bog, as in cranberry, not blog!), and I will be 

playing with writing a novel. We will both be finding new hobbies, new adventures, new 

interests, making more time for friends.  

 

My Wish for you 

As you move forward to build that future, a future of justice, human rights and love, I 

offer you this commendation from Diane Ackerman: I commend you to offer yourselves humbly 

as gudardians of nature, as healers of misery, as messengers of wonder, as architects of social 

justice, human rights and peace. My hope for each of you is that your work, your love and  your 

lives may be filled with beauty and strength; power and compassion; honor and humility; mirth 

and reverence.  

Thank you all.  
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