THE ROAD THAT BROUGHT US HERE

Good afternoon everyone.  

My name is Everlidys Cabrera. It is a great privilege to be chosen by my peers to represent the Odyssey class of 2008. With great pride I assume the role of class griot in retelling a part of our lives that we shared briefly within the four walls of the Howard Area Community Center. I am not, however, so pretentious to think that my words could take on the meaning of what today signifies to all the members of our diverse group. For many of us, our woes were placed in our back pockets if only long enough to escape into a world where we were engaged in higher order thoughts of complex and difficult topics that inspired us to philosophize, theorize, and fantasize not simply in reminiscing about our own personal journey that brought us to the Odyssey Project, but to really become engaged in thinking about the purpose of our existence and what it means “to be” in this society. As we move forward with our lives, that part of our trek is yet unknown. We will define where it is to take us.

We all have stories. Collectively, we are mothers who traveled to and from class with children in tow, grandmothers struggling to support their children and raise their grandchildren, grieving brothers suffering the loss of a dear loved one, loving step-mothers,  energetic special ed teacher aides fresh from day long field trips, world travelers, activists that marched with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. through Cicero, ex-Black Panther warriors, spoken word artists, aspiring screen-writers, painters, diabetics, and recently arrived immigrants laboring long hours daily. We are young; we are old. We are black, brown and white. We are low income and working class. We arrived with the scars of mean and abusive teachers who never gave us the opportunity to graduate from high school because we were told we were stupid. We started our sentences by apologizing for what we were going to say ahead of time. We were afraid of being judged for what we were going to say and we shook with nervousness every time we said anything in class. We came from all walks of life ultimately refusing to be tripped up or made to fall by anyone or anything. Our will was the chief conductor on the road that brought us here. 

Enough cannot be said about the outstanding caliber and integrity of the Odyssey professors. Darryl Moore held us to his high expectations and initiated us into the project as our teacher of philosophy. His brand of professionalism, passion and energy engaged us in the exercise of what it means “to be”. Hilary Strang encouragingly made sense of our interpretations of the works of Nietzsche, Marx, Olaudah Equiano, Sojourner Truth and James Baldwin as our teacher of Critical Thinking and Writing. Adam Davis, our literature teacher provided us with readings, poems, plays, and short stories that posed questions that I still think about today. Toni Gilpin provided us with the readings of Supreme Court cases that challenge the interpretation of the US constitution and helped us understand the founding father’s attempts to build a more perfect union. Catherine Zyribida, as our constant companion on our journey, taught us to view art with a discerning eye, to place it within historical context and to find clues of its greatness and importance in our lives. Reza Belen provided many interesting seminars, showered us with calls of concern keeping a close eye on our progress and providing unceasing support. Lori met with students outside of class to perfect our writing skills. Thank you. 

The challenge was always to enter the classroom with the intent to learn and to explore from various perspectives. To be prodded and to prod back; to learn to speak the language of academia using our own vocabulary and meaning; to sneak a peak at what’s out there for us all to learn and to achieve; to be respectful of each other’s opinions; to listen and see things through another person’s eyes; to truly be heard; to be valued intellectually; to compare Oedipus to Othello; to hear the poetry in our voices as they gave wings to our thoughts about profound sentiments and literary criticisms. Through that exchange, we inspired each other and learned that our experiences and opinions were undeniably relevant. 

I was born on the island of Puerto Rico and arrive in Chicago on my 7th birthday. I have two wonderful children who have quickly become young men before my very eyes. I have chosen to raise them in Humboldt Park, the heart of the Puerto Rican community. When my son Ynabón graduated from eighth grade two years ago, I thought to myself, “This child is going to graduate college before I do”. I made an agreement with myself that I was going to beat him to it. In my youth, I went to the university but then decided that working in the Puerto Rican Community would become my education and the diploma I garnered from it would be more important than anything a higher institution could teach me. My education was Puerto Rican Centric and my beliefs form the great structure on which I have based way to live my life. Others in the program find that same passion in religion, or in their work, their immigrant experience, their history in the Black Power movement, or their children. In the classroom setting, when people were relating this to their own lives…it’s been a challenge to respect their opinions, in light of the fact that I’ve always felt like the outsider with these freaky views. My classmates were just as passionate about their beliefs as I was. But my own outsider status became a part of how I understood what it means to have these intense conversations and how important it is to especially respect the views you don’t agree with. 

As students, we do not come as empty vessels, we come to the Odyssey Project already intellectual and cultured by making sense of the world in our own ways. Enriching our world with the humanities certainly adds to our complexity. It will provide us with the tools to negotiate our future role in society. And now the question is where do we want to take this?  Where do we want to go with this thing? Regardless of where our paths will take us, I think it is clear that we are going to continue to challenge ourselves and whether it’s in the Second year program at Odyssey or Truman College or Northeastern University, we are clear that all of our experiences that have gotten us here, though they may have felt like trials and tribulations, are achievements.  It is our task to give voice to our truths because it is the first step towards a lifetime of liberation. Undoubtedly education is liberation. We owe it to ourselves and to society and our community to continue on the journey towards a diploma in higher education.

May you walk that journey accompanied by your family and loved ones in peace.
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