Acceptance Speech for the 3rd Annual Moral Courage Award from Martin-Springer Institute for Teaching the Holocaust, Tolerance and Humanitarian Values

By Four Arrows (Don Trent Jacobs)



It is curious that physical courage should be so common in the world and moral courage so rare.Mark Twain

        According to survey research of Peter Bender and others, the thing humans fear the most is speaking in public. In second place is fear of death. Interestingly, in one survey, speaking and dying in front of a group ranked third. As funny as this sounds, it is telling. Facing challenges that might harm one
s reputation, emotional well-being, self-esteem or position in a group seem greater than facing challenges that might harm or even kill the body.      

Moral courage relates to this because rather than being a fear of failure, moral courage is overcomes fear of success. If we are able to truly act in accord with core virtues such as honesty, fairness, respect, responsibility or compassion, which is my definition for moral courage, there is little doubt that we put ourselves at risk for such non-physical 
injuries.


1       Thus moral courage ultimately is about the passion to act with integrity as relates to one
s moral values. It requires a willingness to sacrifice for the love that binds us to what is at stake and what matters most in the world.

2       It is about the kind of innocent enthusiasm that brings a child to explore the mysterious unabashedly.

3       It is about taking a stand behind the values that can help make the world a better place. The passion of moral courage is the energy of direct contact with the world. This is why one must be aware of what is happening in the world and why Kant said that moral courage is the ability to use our own understanding.

4       It is about engaging adversity. To stand up for something often means entering a worldly arena of conflict. Moral courage demands a passion that cannot be bought off, intimidated or seduced.

5       And it is about what Paulo Freire calls 
praxis,
 the act of reflecting, acting and reflecting again. Moral courage is not fanatical. It walks in truth. It is hopeful. It is generous. In fact, the idea of generosity may be the most important aspect of moral courage. American Indian cultures long have understood that the highest expression of courage was in the applications of true generosity.

        Now I have been offered this recognition for my having practiced moral courage. If the three nominators, and I know there were three because I saw their names on the CC from Kathleen when she sent me the announcement, if the three nominators would have nominated me because of my work in central Mexico, where I did risk physical injury from the drug cartel in my efforts to help the Tarahumara Indians, I would have said that they were not aware of the distinction between physical and moral courage that I have tried to make. But since they probably do not even know about this work, I must assume it has to do with my having taken various stands for truth, free speech, academic freedom and social justice within and about the university and the community, stands that could indeed have put my reputation, my emotional well being, and even my tenure at risk. In recognizing such efforts, I am grateful for the acknowledgement and I accept this award with two important assumptions in mind that I hope those here will help make valid:

First, that somehow this award will inspire others to risk ridicule, contempt, loss of social standing and even unemployment to defend convictions. Second, that even those who are not ready to do may be inspired to think twice before throwing stones at those who do. In these times when merely questioning the status quo is labeled as anti-American, greater numbers must find their moral courage before it is too late for all of us. As Amelia Earhart once said, 
Moral courage is the price that Life exacts for granting Peace.

Oyate Oyasin chanku luta ogna mani. With courage of generosity in our hearts, all the people can find balance.
