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TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO SPEAKS AT BEREAN BAPTIST CHURCH
 
Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you, everyone. Well, first, I want to give honor to God, without him this day would not be possible. And thank you for such a warm welcome this morning. This is an extraordinary place. I’m honored to be with you because there’s so much faith in this room. And there’s so much commitment in this room. I’m honored to be with you because this church means so much in this borough and in this city.
 
I was with Pastor a few minutes ago talking about the history of this place. My friends, you’re on sacred ground in more than one way, because here so far back there’s remembering. Over 150 years ago noble, faithful people decided they had to do something different. Imagine in the year 1850, the shock to those in the surrounding society when people of different races said we must worship together because that is what the Bible would have us to do.
 
That idea should have been self-evident but we know it’s a challenge we’re still fighting in this country. Imagine 150 years ago audacious people saying it’s time to do something different. Imagine those who made this a stop on the underground railroad, the risks they took, and their willingness to live out their faith and their beliefs no matter how inconvenient, no matter how even dangerous it could be. You get to continue an extraordinary tradition and it’s something to me that is inspiring, to think about those who came before us, and think about what they would have us do today. So you should be feeling blessed today because you’re a part of something very special.
 
[Applause]
 
Now I have to just say it, a couple things upfront. First of all, Revered Ed Towns, it’s amazing he didn’t start into his sermon right now that showed tremendous restraint. So you’ll get them next week. This is a good man. 
 
[Applause]
 
This is a good, good man. And I need to tell you – I don’t have to delineate all he achieved for the communities he served; he was always watching out for communities and using his power in Washington to get things done. He also had one of those very important attributes you don’t always see in people elected to office, whatever your issue was, whatever your concern was, no matter how personal, no matter how familial, he cared and he tried to do something about it. He didn’t just go someplace and vote one and a while, he tried to help people in their day to day life when he was a Congressman and he keeps doing it today.
 
But I have to say one more thing very personally – bless you sister. I have to say one more thing very personally, when I was coming up I ran for office I was always an underdog. No one ever predicated that I was going to win anything. And one of the few people who decided to help me even when the polls suggested otherwise was Ed Towns.
 
[Applause]
 
And when he helped it was never halfway. If you know the phrase in for a penny in for a pound, that was him. He was in and he cared and he would advise, and having a wise man even though when he went to the bald head he started to look younger, he has a few years of wisdom, but having a wise man guide you when you’re starting out is an amazing blessing. So let’s all thank Ed Towns for all he’s done.
 
[Applause]
 
Now speaking of blessings, you are blessed to have the leadership of Dr. – Reverend Dr. Arlee Griffin, Jr. 
 
[Applause]
 
And then Pastor, you know, it’s not a small thing to be given the mantle of continuing such an extraordinary history. You have to have some greatness in you to pick up the pulpit of a place that’s done such great things for so long. And I admire what Pastor has done, not just in terms of ministering to this flock but also for the community. Let’s thank Pastor for all he has done.
 
[Applause]
 
Now I know he’s part of a very dynamic couple. I know his First Lady is not here today because she’s at your other church. One church wasn’t enough for this family. But even though she’s not here, Dr. Angelia Farr Griffin has done so much for this community, let’s thank her.
 
[Applause]
 
And I’ll tell you something, my First Lady is doing something important today. And it reminds me of something I have to always note, we have a very clear understanding at City Hall, at Gracie Mansion that we are trying to change some of the patterns of the past that held us back. We’re trying to change the policies, we’re trying to change the personnel, we’re trying to change the symbolism, we’re trying to change the terminologies, because there’s so much that needs to change. There used to be a saying which my wife made very clear to me would no longer be allowed in our household, there used to be a saying behind every great man stands a great woman. We now say beside every great man stands a great woman.
 
[Applause]
 
So the great woman of my life this very weekend is achieving something unprecedented in the history of this city. And I want to thank Pastor and everyone here for being a part of this. My wife decided a few years ago that we as a city, we as a society were not coming to grips with one of our most central challenges, the challenge of mental illness. She looked at the reality, the research, the statistics which were very clear. One in five New Yorkers, one in five Americans is affected in some way by a mental health challenge. It could be small, it could be big, but it’s every single family, and it’s nothing to be ashamed because it’s part of our makeup as human beings. But how much pain, how much suffering has occurred because of the stigma created in our culture, in our society that has somehow made people a problem simply because they have something that they were born with.
 
And so my wife looked at those facts, and then she reflected upon the challenges that she had seen in our own family, and she was very open about it. And we’ve been open about what my own daughter, our own daughter’s gone through, and our daughter has been open about it herself. No family is untouched. And so, rather than simply know the challenge, my wife Chirlane McCray decided to do something extraordinarily audacious, she decided we needed to create an entire mental health system for the City of New York so everyone can get the help they need. Everyone.
 
[Applause]
 
And so this very day in hundreds of houses of worship around this city the same conversation is happening about how we can reach out to people who too often were ignored. How we can comfort and support families looking for help. This is part of what’s called the Weekend of Faith, and I want you to recognize the sheer magnitude. Last year, my wife and her team put together the Weekend of Faith, all faiths were welcomed to participate, in this city 1,000 houses of worship were part of it. Imagine that. With one voice 1,000 houses of worship across all the faith traditions. This weekend 2,000 houses of worship are participating.
 
[Applause]
 
And her idea is so big, it’s so pertinent, it is now being emulated and promoted by Mayors in all 50 states of the union. Isn’t that amazing? In just two years’ time.
 
[Applause]
 
So I will just say one more thing on this point. And I know Pastor is committed to promoting this idea and helping everyone to feel the freedom to come forward and talk about their challenges, their own or those of their loved ones, their friends, their family. Because the minute you start talking about it then there’s a pathway to getting the help you need, and that’s what’s been missing. The lesson here is so powerful.
 
One of my wife’s number one initiatives was to create something we’ve never seen before in this city, it’s a single phone number. It came out in part – I mentioned what our daughter Chiara went through, it came out in part of recognition that when our own daughter had challenges, and she’s an extraordinary young woman, she’s a strong and bright young woman, but she had challenges and we, my wife and I, even with all the blessings life has given us, we weren’t sure where to turn. We didn’t – there’s no handbook that tells you what to do when someone in your life has a mental health challenge and it’s hard to navigate, it’s hard to make sense of.
 
So we decided there needed to be one place where that everyone could turn across this whole city. My wife created it, it’s called NYC Well and it’s a simple number, I’m going to tell you the number then I’m going to ask you to repeat it with me. It’s 1-8-8-8-NYCWELL. Please repeat with me 1-8-8-8-NYCWELL. When you repeat it, it sticks in your mind. Now that number, anybody can call, you can call for yourself, or you could call for a friend, or you could call for a loved one and you can say here’s my problem. 24/7, not only in English but in many other languages. And you can say here’s my problem and a trained counselor will start helping right then.
 
You know there’s a lot of people who just need someone to talk to. They just need someone to talk to about their fears or anxieties, maybe they’re feeling depressed, and someone who is actually trained on the other end of that line can help. And then they’ll go a step further. And if you need something more, or if the loved one in your life needs something more, they will help make sure you get the appointment and the service you need, and they will stick with you personally to make sure you get that appointment and that it’s working for you.
 
There’s never been anything like it. If we do this right my friends, and I want to urge everyone if you see anyone that needs that help just tell them about this number, because if we do this right you know what it will mean? It will mean a lot of families who are whole again. Who aren’t dealing with pain because they have help. It will mean a lot of other things. It will mean more young people will graduate from high school because there problems are identified. For a lot of people it’s not an educational problem it’s a mental health problem that was never treated. We treat it and that young man or woman is on their way.
 
[Applause]
 
And I’ll go farther; it will mean people who tragically become homeless won’t become homeless because we helped them while there was a chance to get them where they need to be.
 
[Applause]
 
And finally a lot of young people will never end up in jail because they’ll get the help they deserved all along.
 
[Applause]
 
This is a kind of thing we’ve never done right as a society, but you know that phrase, no time like the present, just because it wasn’t done right in the past is no reason not to do it right now. 
 
And I think that typifies the approach we’re trying to take with some many things at City Hall. And I’ll be brief, but I want to just say this last point. You know, one of the things you hear when you anticipate the notion of change you hear lots of voices saying it’s impossible, or you know there’s so many powerful interests that don’t want change how will we overcome them. I would say first of all, I’m not exactly a biblical scholar but I think the Bible gives us plenty of examples of powerful interests being overthrown, and right coming to the fore and the will of the people, and faith overcoming obstacles.
 
Well, we can do this in our city. We are proving with communities all over the city and Ed Towns made a crucial point, there’s no such thing as governing from on high at City Hall and forgetting to listen to the people and work with the people. Change comes from the grassroots up; it doesn’t come from on high. It comes from the people. And so, everything we’re talking about whether it’s mental health or pre-K for all our children, or changing the relationship between police and community and healing the wounds of the past, that’s all happening at the grassroots, and people have to be part of that change for it to work.
 
Now I’m going to raise this last point because I think it’s pertinent. I know this is a day when we celebrate our beloved seniors. Let’s give a round of applause to everyone we call a senior. 
 
[Applause]
 
We celebrate our elders because everything that we love about our city wouldn’t have been possible without their toil. Let’s face it, it’s literally true. Everything good in our life someone set the stage for us. Everything we love about our neighborhood is because people worked hard including in tough times to make it what it is today. But again, I mention there’s a societal contradiction around mental health, I’m going to acknowledge another societal contradiction. Society says we honor our seniors, but then we make it really hard for seniors to enjoy their golden years.
 
[Applause]
 
And I cannot even count the number of conversations I’ve had with senior citizens, every background, every neighborhood, the same – literally the same exact message. They want to be able to enjoy their families, their friends, and their neighborhood, but what do they have to do so much [inaudible] they have to struggle to make ends meet. They have to literally choose, it’s not a made up example, it’s true for so many people, they have to choose between medicine and the rent, or a doctor appointment. And this is not the way it was meant to be.
 
And so one of the things we believe fundamentally, and we need your help to do it, we believe that we have to lighten the burden on those who have done so much for us. And I’ll give you give two examples, and I need your help to get these done. First, there are a lot of seniors who are blessed to own a home, but owning a home is not the same thing as having cash in your wallet or your pocketbook. It’s great to own a home, God bless you if you own a home. That home alone can’t pay the bills, and too many people are house rich and cash poor. We need to lighten that burden.
 
[Applause]
 
So with your help, and I need you to reach out to your State Senator and to your State Assembly member because we have a plan that will reach 32,000 senior households. 32,000 households, and will reduce their property taxes for senior homeowners who don’t have a lot of money and need a break, and would put as much as $1,500 back in their pockets.
 
[Applause]
 
So we need that tax break for senior homeowners, but I’ve got another one for you. I have to first do a quick poll of the room here, a quick opinion survey, because this involves asking wealthy people to pay more in taxes, so I just have to check what people feel. First of all, do you feel the wealthy pay their fair share of taxes? Aright the people have spoken Congressman. Do you believe they could afford to pay a little more so our seniors could have affordable housing? I agree with your conclusion. So we have a thing called the mansion tax, we have proposed it in Albany and we need your help again, your State Senator and your Assembly member they need to hear from you. Here’s what it says. Anyone who buys a home in this city worth more than two million dollars pays a little bit more in taxes on that purchase of that home, the money goes to apartments for seniors that are affordable. This will reach 25,000 seniors who need affordable housing right now. 25,000 seniors.
 
[Applause]
 
And our rule is simple, anybody who is a part of this initiative will pay no more than a third of their income in rent. Whatever their income is, they will not pay more than a third of their income in rent. Does that sound fair?
 
[Applause]
 
Here’s how it wraps together. These changes can happen. These changes can happen. We’re proving it over and over again. They happen when the people believe. They happen when the people demand them. We don’t accept the status quo where seniors can’t get by. We don’t accept the status quo where people can’t afford to live in their own city. It’s your city. This is your city. Everything we love about New York City, everything we love about Brooklyn, you created it. We’re thrilled that 60 million people a year want to visit us from everywhere else to see the great things you created. And we welcome them, but they’re passing by, this is your city. You created it, you should be able to live in it, to know you can stay in it, to know you can enjoy it. You should be able to see the fruits of your labors. And that’s what this vision is about; making sure that every single day you know that’s it’s your city because you experience the changes, you get to experience what it’s like to have housing you can afford, to have the right relationship between police and community based on fairness and justice, to have the knowledge that children and grandchildren will get the early childhood education they need for free, to have the knowledge that someone with a mental health challenge will get the help they need rather than be shunted aside. This is the city that we are building together. And we need to keep building it, and with your help we will.
 
Thank you and God bless you all.
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