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We have increased communications about the candidates during the campaign phase, 
especially through the online Elections Central site featuring candidate videos that we also 
play throughout the Conference out in the expo space.

Second, it is pointed. We are 
explicit in all communications 
related to the election that the 
board is particularly interested in 
increasing participation by people 
of color, CDFIs led by people of 
color, and by small CDFIs… as 
nominators, candidates, and voters

Perhaps as a result, the 2013 
elections showed a significant 
increase in voting by CDFIs led by 
people of color and smaller CDFIs 
… in total members voting, in participation in the membership meeting, and in Conference 
attendance.

In 2013, participation in OFN elections by CDFIs led by people of color increased 57% over 
2012 and participation by those CDFIs with less than $10 million in assets and led by people 
of color increased by 61%, compared to an overall increase in voting by all Member CDFIs of 
51%.

It’s only a start. We saw improvements in diversity and inclusion in all phases of the 
elections process in 2013 and we hope to see improvements in 2014 and beyond.

Fourth, I told you, it’s fun! 

I invite and encourage all of you to join us tomorrow morning for the 2ND annual OFN 
Connect and the 30TH annual OFN Membership Meeting and Elections. We will ask you to talk 
with your peers about diversity, inclusion, and equity and to make recommendations for OFN 
and the industry. It is your turn to talk.

I was 23 years old—my son’s age now—wide-eyed, and ready to change the world in 
October, 1980 when I went to work on Capitol Hill for Ted Weiss. One month later, Ronald 
Reagan defeated Jimmy Carter for the presidency, culminating a transformational, 20-year 
campaign by a youth-led Republican organization to push our nation to the right.

You and I think of the 1960s as a youth revolution—and in fact the 1964 elections 
marked the first time that there were more students in the U.S. than farmers—but we 
misunderstand that revolution if we think it was a liberal revolution. Young Americans for 
Freedom, the radical right organization that hijacked the Republican party and ran Barry 
Goldwater for President in 1964, routinely counted a membership many times larger than 
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leftist organizations such as Students for a Democratic Society at its peak.

The Tea Party didn’t come from nowhere. It came from Young Americans for Freedom.

Here is the transformational point I am trying to make: sometime between the 1972 and 
1976 Presidential elections, the United States reached a tipping point and ceased to be a 
fundamentally liberal nation, reversing a shift that dates to Teddy Roosevelt in 1901.

Richard Nixon would be a moderate Democrat today while Jimmy Carter was more 
conservative in many areas than Nixon. 

The conservative industry outpaced the liberal movement.

Anyone who voted for President for the first time in 1980 or later has never lived as an adult 
in liberal America—unless they live in Berkeley.

No wonder there is a generational divide on racial equity.  The world looks very different to 
people who came of age during the Reagan years, the first Gulf War, or 9/11 and Iraq.

And no wonder in 1985 that Chuck Matthei—a radical-left Catholic worker—called on the 
CDFI movement to graft a conscience on the capitalist or that he had the vision to imagine 
an industry with capital as well as a movement with a mission. Probably long before almost 
anyone else on the left, Chuck understood that in the emerging conservative America, 
capital drives while government rides shotgun.

If we wanted social, economic, and political equity, we needed financial equity.

Our communities needed their own balance sheet leverage. CDFIs needed to perform 
financially in ways that would give us a seat at the table of plenty where key decisions would 
be made.

Now we are at the tables and we face a simple, critical question: what are you and I actually 
saying and doing there?

Financial equity—which we have much more of today than we did 30 years ago—should give 
us freedom and independence to say what we think is right and to do what we think is best, 
even when that means acting against our economic self-interest.

It should make us strong voices for the people and communities we serve even as it gives us 
the balance sheet space to take risk, innovate, and expand our reach.

What we do with that equity—and how we do it—defines us.

OFN believes we must use our financial equity to maximize social, economic, and political 
equity for the people and communities that we serve.
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Good intentions are not good enough; good intentions are for people willing to settle for the 
possible.

We need to leverage every ounce of justice from our equity—it is our duty and our 
responsibility. It is what will keep us off the slippery slope of mission creep.

That means more than continuing and improving the exceptional record OFN Members 
have of lending and investing to benefit people and communities of color, to women 
entrepreneurs, and to underserved and distressed communities.

That is all necessary but not sufficient.

When President Obama announced his “My Brother’s Keeper” initiative earlier this year, I 
was underwhelmed—not by the concept but by the details: a group of foundations pledging 
a modest amount of funding over several years.

That started me thinking about what you do. I saw an opportunity and felt an obligation for 
CDFIs and OFN to contribute in a meaningful way. More than that, I recognized a challenge 
that cut to OFN’s core purpose.

About a week later, after much 
discussion with the OFN board, in 
a letter to the President, we made 
OFN’s “Youth Opportunity Pledge” 
that OFN’s Members would provide 
at least $300 million of financing 
annually starting in fiscal 2014 to 
benefit black and Latino male youth 
as part of a larger commitment 
of $1 billion to benefit all youth of 
color, male and female.

We now are analyzing the data you 
provided from fiscal 2013 to establish a real baseline, and we believe that our $1 billion and 
$300 million pledge is on target.

Some of you question whether this is an empty pledge.

It’s not, and here’s why:

First, it sets an ambitious and measurable goal. What does it say about CDFIs that talk 
about racial inequity—which we all know has a negative effect on lifetime opportunities—but 
do not measure our performance? It says we were not really serious, because what gets 
measured gets done.
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Second, credit is a financial transaction with a moral lineage. Only irresponsible lenders 
extend credit to people they do not believe in. Who here does not want to make a statement 
of confidence in the future of youth of color?

OFN’s Youth Opportunity Pledge is a statement we need to make. Remaining silent would 
speak volumes. I invite you to add your voice… because social, economic, and political 
justice—racial equity, gender equity, sexual preference and expression equity, physical 
ability equity, and all equity-“isms”—is what we must someday, somehow help achieve 
to make possible the world we envision: a world where all people have the opportunities 
and resources to act in the best interests of their communities, themselves, and future 
generations.

And it must start with us. Today.

What is it about CDFIs?

CDFIs unite financial equity with social, economic, and political equity. With equity, we align 
capital with justice … because equity!

That is what it is about CDFIs.

The question you and I need to ask ourselves now is, what will it be about CDFIs?

The best way to predict the future is to make it.

Did you come here today to make incremental changes that perpetuate the world as it is? 
Or did you come to lead transformative change that enables a more diverse, inclusive, and 
equitable world as it should be?

Do you want to make things just a notch better? Or do you want to change the structures 
and systems that keep poor people poor and rich people rich?

As an industry, we have 30 years and almost $50 billion invested. What return do you expect 
on your investment?

My father’s father used to say to his grandkids, “It’s dein America”: it’s your America.

It’s your CDFI industry. OFN is your organization.

You and I have a choice: Improve things? Or transform them? Make it interesting? Or make 
history? Change? Or grow?

My son teaches high school math and computer science in San Francisco. On the last day of 
OFN’s January board meeting, Jennifer flew out and we spent the weekend with him.
I told him about the impact his text had made on me and on OFN in just … four … days.
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“What text?” he asked.

I reminded him of the word of the year and “because growth.” I explained in too much detail 
about the leadership discussion, the membership data, and the board conversation.

“What are you talking about?” he laughed. “You wrote ‘because change’ so I wrote ‘because 
growth.’ I was just riffing on ‘grow, change, or die’.” 

I knew at that moment what I would talk to you about today. I just wasn’t sure why.

Now I know:

Good strategy means knowing what is core and should never change versus what must 
change to drive progress.

Generations inevitably drive change. Why? …well, because die.

And so the really hard and really important work for CDFIs is keeping our focus on aligning 
capital with justice—our core purpose.

Our nation is the greatest on earth, but it is grounded in property rights that were founded 
on property stolen from Native Americans,

…it developed economically and socially on the hateful idea that we can make it legal to 
treat people as property, steal their labor, and sell them as chattel,

…it was and is maintained using laws and economic systems and social structures that defy 
the values and principles that we claim to stand for,

…laws that are too often practiced through irresponsible, sometimes fatal use of power and 
force in places like Ferguson, Missouri, most recently.

How you and I manage the tension between our core purpose and core values while driving 
progress …will determine whether we are successful.

Because equity.

The power to succeed is in our grasp!

Ours is a powerful movement dedicated to aligning capital with justice.

Ours is an agile industry that uses capital to transform structures and systems. To make 
capitalism better.

Ours is a unique opportunity to bend the long moral arc of the universe toward justice—one 
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transaction at a time.

Ours is the responsibility to live and work equitably … to learn more every day about how 
we can use our financial resources and knowledge to advance equity, and to share what we 
learn and what we know with others.

A spiritual leader once went before her congregation and asked, “who knows what I am 
going to talk about?” No one knew, so no one raised a hand.

“Well,” she said, “if no one even knows, why bother talking about it?”

She left without another word.

The next week, in a more crowded sanctuary, she asked again, “Who knows what I am going 
to talk about?”  

This time everyone raised a hand!

“Good! You all know, so there’s no need for me to say it.”

Again, she left.

The third week she asked again, “Who knows what I am going to talk about?”  This time, 
they were confused: half the people raised hands and half did not.

“That’s it!” she said. “This is what I hoped for. I will ask the half of you who know to teach 
the half who do not.”

And with that, she left them to learn from one another… as we have been doing for 30 years.
Looking out at you I see a roomful of students … and an equal number of teachers.

I ask you now to teach and learn from one another, as you have done so well for so long 
since 65 people gathered in Waltham, Massachusetts.

I ask that as you learn about lending, you think about race. Or class.

Because… equity.

Those of you learning about accounting, look through the lens of sexual orientation and 
expression. And ethnicity.

Those of you discussing management, discuss gender. And age. And physical abilities. And 
nationality.
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Because equity, learn about our nation’s living history of discriminatory housing laws... 
unjust employment compensation... unequal voting rights and voter suppression... 
prejudicial immigration policies... separate and unequal educational systems... profiling... 
religious persecution... and differentials in economic and social mobility.

Because equity, think about “states’ rights” and Jim Crow… “three strikes and you’re out” 
drug laws and the new Jim Crow… about armed militias patrolling legal borders... about 
secessionist movements... about minimum wages... wage inequities, income inequality... 
and gaping wealth inequality.

Ask about business practices and economic theories and financial systems and social 
conventions that divide people, families, and communities.

Because equity.

OFN is embracing equity and making it central to all that we do in ways we have not done 
before: in our lending, in our hiring, in our purchasing, in our language, in our advocacy, in 
our organizational culture.

It won’t be easy—already it’s not easy—but we won’t turn back.

When we meet in Detroit next year, I will want to hear what you’ve learned and what you’ve 
done to make access to opportunity more equal.

Because that’s where we’re going.

Because OFN won’t turn back.

Because equity.

Thank you.

Have a great Conference!


