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In the last few weeks, many Americans, discouraged by news of ongoing job losses and persistent corporate excess, may be tempted to retreat into despair and inaction.  Distressed about today and anxious about tomorrow, many are finding it difficult to see positive outcomes amidst national crises.  

However, it is just when America’s challenges are greatest, that the unique mix of resolve, optimism and civic responsibility that has defined our national character since its inception rouses us as citizens and inspires us to reach out to our neighbors – to help each other through the crisis and move the nation forward together.  Across the country, Americans impacted by the recession are taking this opportunity, many for the first time, to renew their country – and themselves – by engaging in their communities.  

The New York Times, USA Today and others are reporting an enormous growth in the number of volunteers working in service organizations all over the country.  Woodrow Wilson once said that every American should have “an available surplus of energy…to spend for the advancement of his neighbors, of his people, of his nation.”  Thousands of Americans are now bringing their “surplus” of time and talents to bear on solving critical social problems, taking up civic action and reinvigorating our democracy.  

America is benefitting from an even stronger, more robust volunteer workforce, as more and more citizens apply their interests and passions to make a difference in their communities. These volunteers are bringing with them unique skills sets and are taking on all types of tasks – from tutoring and home building to strategic planning and grant writing – to meet the increasing demands on social service providers.  This is heartening news for service advocates, as we know that new volunteers, having experienced the sense of purpose and connection that comes from service to others, will continue to seek opportunities to serve again in the future – even after the current crisis comes to an end.  Our country will ultimately be restored by once again embracing personal action and responsibility to each other as our duty to ourselves and our nation. 

This substantial growth in the volunteer workforce comes at an auspicious time in the service movement, as the President has made volunteer and national service a cornerstone of his administration’s efforts to solve critical social problems.  President Obama has called on Congress to pass the Serve America Act, investing in our civic infrastructure and increasing service organizations’ capacities to mobilize this new army of talented people to meet urgent needs.    

Recognizing our common sense of purpose and dedication to a better world, the Serve America Act builds upon America’s extraordinary history of citizen service.  From the Civilian Conservation Corps to the Peace Corps, from the volunteer delivering food to the homebound to students renovating a playground, Americans of every age and throughout our country’s history have found ways to give back to our nation.  Since 1994, over 500,000 individuals have served in AmeriCorps, a federal program that directs the full-time energy and talents of its members to addressing critical national need in education, public safety, homeland security and the environment.  And throughout our nation’s history, thousands of women and men have engaged in the ultimate form of service by serving in our nation’s armed forces.

As we look forward to the passage of new national service legislation, we can already begin to celebrate the good news:  that more and more of us are serving our country in new and different ways every day.  The President has promised that from this crisis, the United States “will emerge stronger than before.”  By and honoring our obligation as citizens to give of ourselves, we have already begun the momentous process of building this new, stronger America.  
Yours in service,
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