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Which brings me to my final point: Our
democracy is threatened whenever we take it
for granted. All of us, regardless of party, should
be throwing ourselves into the task of rebuilding
our democratic institutions. When voting rates in
America are some of the lowest among advanced
democracies, we should be making it easier, not
harder, to vote. When trust in our institutions is
low, we should reduce the corrosive influence of
money in our politics, and insist on the principles
of transparency and ethics in public service. When
Congress is dysfunctional, we should draw our
congressional districts to encourage politicians to
cater to common sense and not rigid extremes.
But remember, none of this happens on its own.
All of this depends on our participation; on each
of us accepting the responsibility of citizenship,
regardless of which way the pendulum of power
happens to be swinging.
Our Constitution is a remarkable, beautiful gift.
But it’s really just a piece of parchment. It has
no power on its own. We, the people, give it
power. We, the people, give it meaning. With our
participation, and with the choices that we make,
and the alliances that we forge. Whether or not
we stand up for our freedoms. Whether or not we
respect and enforce the rule of law. That’s up to
us. America is no fragile thing. But the gains of
our long journey to freedom are not assured.
In his own farewell address, George Washington
wrote that self-government is the underpinning
of our safety, prosperity, and liberty, but “from
different causes and from different quarters much
pains will be taken…to weaken in your minds
the conviction of this truth.” And so we have to
preserve this truth with “jealous anxiety;” that we
should reject “the first dawning of every attempt
to alienate any portion of our country from the
rest or to enfeeble the sacred ties” that make us
one.
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America, we weaken those ties when we allow
our political dialogue to become so corrosive that
people of good character aren’t even willing to
enter into public service; so coarse with rancor
that Americans with whom we disagree are seen
not just as misguided but as malevolent. We
weaken those ties when we define some of us as
more American than others; when we write off the
whole system as inevitably corrupt, and when we
sit back and blame the leaders we elect without
examining our own role in electing them.
It falls to each of us to be those anxious, jealous
guardians of our democracy; to embrace the
joyous task we’ve been given to continually try to
improve this great nation of ours. Because for all
our outward differences, we, in fact, all share the
same proud title, the most important office in a
democracy: Citizen. Citizen.
So, you see, that’s what our democracy demands.
It needs you. Not just when there’s an election, not
just when your own narrow interest is at stake, but
over the full span of a lifetime. If you’re tired of
arguing with strangers on the Internet, try talking
with one of them in real life. If something needs
fixing, then lace up your shoes and do some
organizing. If you’re disappointed by your elected
officials, grab a clipboard, get some signatures,
and run for office yourself. Show up. Dive in. Stay
at it.
Sometimes you’ll win. Sometimes you’ll lose.
Presuming a reservoir of goodness in other
people, that can be a risk, and there will be times
when the process will disappoint you. But for
those of us fortunate enough to have been a part
of this work, and to see it up close, let me tell you,
it can energize and inspire. And more often than
not, your faith in America — and in Americans —
will be confirmed.
Mine sure has been.

