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Remarks at the Metropolitan Baptist
Church
December 7, 1997

Thank you. Thank you, Reverend Hicks,
Mrs. Hicks, members of the ministry. Thank
you, Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Nor-
ton, for telling me I should come here today,
thank you. I must say, I would rather be in
the choir than in the pulpit. [Laughter] They
were wonderful. Thank you. Mr. Mayor, City
Council Chair Cropp, and members of the
council; Dr. Swygert and Mrs. Swygert; my
good friend Maya Angelou, thank you for
being here; David Du Bois. I thank three
members of my Cabinet—Secretary of Labor
Alexis Herman; the Secretary of Transpor-
tation, Rodney Slater; and the Director of
the Office of Management and Budget,
Frank Raines—for coming with me, and
many members of the White House staff and
friends. We’re all glad to be here, and we
have a happy heart after hearing all the won-
derful music and seeing the people here, and
especially the children.

Sean and Ahjah and the other children
gave me the letters and the drawings; I was
back there reading them. One letter said,
‘‘Can Project Spirit come and visit the White
House and see the Christmas tree?’’ [Laugh-
ter] Yes. As a matter of fact, Dr. Hicks, any-
body, any of these children in your youth
group you want to bring, just bus them on
in. We’d be glad to see them, and we’ll ar-
range it. I’d like that.

Now, the letters contain some interesting
things. One young man wrote, ‘‘I’m not trying
to get myself in trouble, but I’ve always had
a crush on Hillary.’’ [Laughter] Now, I can
certainly understand that. [Laughter] A lot
of the letters were serious. They said, can
I do more to get rid of violence, guns. A lot
of them said very specific things about what
they’d like to do to make their schools better.

Why are we here today? Or, at least, why
am I here today, instead of down the street
at Foundry, where I normally am on Sunday?
Ephesians says we should speak the truth
with our neighbors, for we are members, one
of another. I believe that. I think that is the
single most important political insight, or so-
cial insight, in the Bible. And I think it is
what should drive us as we behave together.

We have to decide whether we are members,
one of the other: Is my destiny caught up
in yours; are your children my children; do
you care about my daughter; are we part of
the same family of God? It’s not enough to
say that we are all equal in the eyes of God.
We are all also connected in the eyes of God.

Now, just because we have responsibilities
one to another doesn’t mean we don’t have
a primary responsibility to ourselves. God
helps those who help themselves. One great
athlete once said, ‘‘You know, it’s amazing,
the more I practice, the luckier I get.’’
[Laughter] So we have responsibilities to
ourselves, but we owe a lot to each other.

I come here to say that I don’t believe our
National Government has always been the
best neighbor to the City of Washington, Mr.
Mayor, Ms. Cropp, Congresswoman Norton,
but we are committed to becoming a better
neighbor. Washington has gotten a lot of lec-
tures from people in national politics about
being more responsible, from making the
schools work better, to the streets become
safer, to the neighborhoods having more
hope and economic opportunity. But in the
essence of our Constitution is the idea that
responsibility requires freedom.

And so I believe in the independence of
Washington, DC. I want Washington, DC,
to be able to run its own affairs. I want the
crime to go down and the schools to go up
and the neighborhoods to be strong and full.
We are trying to do better. In this last meet-
ing of Congress we did more things to take
loads off of Washington that it should not
have, and to give Washington responsibilities
that it should have. And we must do more.
I met with the mayor, the city council, the
control board, and a lot of community leaders
just a few days ago, a meeting that the Con-
gresswoman requested. And we talked about
what we could do together.

But I want to say to you that I come here
at this Christmas season to say that I hope
one of the gifts that I and our administration
can leave for the 21st century is a National
Capital that is a shining city on the hill for
all America, that every American is proud of.
I want a National Capital where every child
looks like the children that I heard sing and
who brought me those letters today, where
they’re all filled with a spirit of their own
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goodness, where they all believe they are
children of God, where they all are animated
to believe that they can have hope to live
out their dreams. And this place symbolizes
that. Wouldn’t you like it if your city and
your country worked the way this church
did? Wouldn’t you like that? [Applause]

And I’m not violating the first amendment
by saying that. [Laughter] This has nothing
to do with the separation of church and state.
This has to do with the values we all share.
Most people who are not even Christians,
who are Jewish people, who are Muslims,
who are Buddhist, who are all the different
religions we have in our country today, they’d
still like it if our country worked more the
way this church does—and often the way
their houses of worship do.

And so I say to you, it begins when we
speak the truth to one another, when we feel
free to disagree, when we don’t hide what
we feel—but if you go on down in that chap-
ter, when we don’t let the sun go down on
our anger, when we are genuinely kind to
one another, for we are members, one of an-
other. Now, on Christmas, we celebrate the
birth of a child born in poverty, who never
got elected to anything, never had a nickel
to his name, and has more followers than any
politician who ever lived for simply remind-
ing us that we are children of God and that
we are members, one of another.

So let us go out of here resolved to keep
working together until every child is in a good
school, until every family can be safe in their
neighborhoods, until every grownup has a
place to go to work in the morning. And we’ll
all be better off when we are selfishly selfless,
recognizing that we are members, one of an-
other.

Thank you, and God bless you.

NOTE: The President spoke at 11:50 a.m. In his
remarks, he referred to Rev. H. Beecher Hicks,
Jr., senior minister, Metropolitan Baptist Church,
and his wife, Elizabeth; Mayor Marion S. Barry,
Jr., of Washington, DC; Linda Cropp, chair, DC
City Council; Dr. H. Patrick Swygert, president,
Howard University, and his wife, Sonja; poet Maya
Angelou; David Du Bois, grandson of W.E.B. Du
Bois; and Sean Nalle and Ahjah Prom, children
who presented a book of children’s letters to the
President.

Remarks at the Kennedy Center
Honors Reception

December 7, 1997

Thank you very much. Ladies and gentle-
men, tonight the stars shine over the White
House. Tonight we honor artists who in all
seasons have lit up generations of our na-
tional life.

Ezra Pound once said that artists are the
antennae of society, always probing, sensing,
guiding us through the terrain of the human
mind and spirit. I’m proud to salute five art-
ists whose sensitivity, vision, and talent have
challenged our minds and made our spirits
soar.

Especially since Edward Villella danced
here in the East Room at the invitation of
President and Mrs. Kennedy, the performing
arts have increasingly found a home in this,
the Nation’s house. But the belief that arts
are vital to our democracy goes back to our
very beginnings, to the first President to live
in the White House, John Adams, who envi-
sioned an America that would study not just
politics but painting, poetry, and music.

The ultimate worth of our Nation will
never be measured fully by the size of our
treasury or the might of our military but in-
stead in the endurance of our gifts to the
human spirit. Already, our films, our music,
our plays, our dance have inspired perform-
ers and captured audiences around the globe.
Worldwide, they’ve spurred not only the
forces of creativity but also, and especially
recently, the cause of freedom. The arts are
now, to borrow a phrase from one of our
honorees, perhaps the strongest currents
blowing in the wind.

Tonight we pay tribute to five men and
women who have spent their lives listening
to their hearts and lifting ours, whose work
and talent make them American originals.

It all began with the look—[laughter]—
and I can still hardly stand it—[laughter]—
a downward cast of the chin, a shy, yet sly
upward glance of the eye. The look captured
Bogey and made Lauren Bacall a legend.
After seeing her for the first time in ‘‘To
Have and Have Not,’’ all America recognized
that Lauren Bacall had it. The great James
Agee wrote, ‘‘She has cinema personality to
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