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I was born in 1989 and grew up in a rural farm town, which makes me pretty lucky. Everyone knew everyone and I have come realize the value of my upbringing in that community. We all cared about each other. When a family member passed, or you fell on hard times, or even if your pet ran away, people would be there to help you. 
But I feel guilty about something. You see, I’m gay. Before I left home, I always figured I would be demonized and ostracized if I told anyone. I came out for the first time in college. It took me a few months to come out for the first time here, too. Over time, I have come to realize the value of empathy which my hometown was so great at. I wish I had given my town a chance to understand me. Now, rather than worrying what will happen if I come out, I accept that my relationships will change—they will only be strengthened through better understanding and growing empathy.
 Until you interact with someone different than yourself, whether face-to-face or through a dusty text book, it is too easy to dismiss someone who is different. Whether you are straight and they are gay, you as a Muslim and they a Christian, or you white and they black, what we learn from each interaction has the potential to expand our understanding of and empathy.
[bookmark: _GoBack]So many people in my generation only know the civil rights movement through lectures, videos or books. For many of us, learning about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. wasn’t nearly as impactful as it should have been. It is far too easy to look at the civil rights movement simply as a boiling point in America where a marginalized population fought back for their rights. I think the Civil Rights movement was about so much more than that. I think the most long-lasting and impactful result of the Civil Rights movement was bringing people together and removing the empathy gap between people of different colors.
I have a dream, too. Every day, we get the privilege to connect with so many people in our lives. I dream that we can each work every day to expand our empathy and understanding. As Americans, we are all promised the unalienable right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. While we strive every day to fulfill this promissory note, we still have a long way to go.
Transgender people of color are unemployed at four times the national rate. The average Hispanic woman’s wage is 60 percent of a white man’s. Gay teens are five times more likely to attempt suicide than their straight peers. I could site innumerable statistics to illustrate the perpetual problems of inequality and discrimination, but that would serve much of a purpose here today. Today, to dwell problems which none of us have the ability to fix in this very moment and at this very place would not honor the vision of the civil rights movement. Instead, I encourage you to look at the person next to you to begin to expand your cultural understanding simply by interacting with them. Rather than focus on statistics and problems that are greater than any single one of us, begin to realize change. Start sowing seeds of empathy that can grow so much greater.
