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Refl ecting on
Robert Azzi’s Visit to Andover

On the work of keeping 
communities together
Mike Henriques
Proctor Academy Head of School

Perhaps it was serendipity that Rob-
ert Azzi, a Muslim American, came to 
speak on Monday night. His arrival at 
the invitation of the Andover Library 
and Proctor also coincided with the fi rst 
presidential debate between Hillary 
Clinton and Donald Trump. Mr. Azzi 
spoke in the Wilkins Meeting House, 
sharing his refl ections about being a 
Muslim in the United States.

Born in Manchester, the son of a mill 
worker, an architect by training, and a 
photographer and journalist by trade, 
Mr. Azzi lived in the Middle East for 
decades as a photographer and reporter, 
working for Newsweek, Paris Match, 
Fortune, National Geographic, and 
other publications. He has been a Nie-
man Fellow in journalism at Harvard 
University, where he also served as a 
member of the Leadership Council of 
the Harvard Divinity School. He spoke 
for two hours, about the same amount 
of time as the candidates.

Whenever I fi nd myself in the pres-
ence of wisdom – not perfection – I try 
to listen carefully. On Monday night in 
the auditorium, I felt like I was listen-
ing carefully. I found myself reaching 
for a pen and scraps of paper, repeat-
ing lines, wishing the talk would go on, 
scribbling notes to myself while listen-
ing to Mr. Azzi share his experiences in 
the Middle East, share his experience of 
faith, share his experience and dismay 
of watching interfaith communities 
shattered by war and factionalism.

He was not defensive, not offensive, 
simply a man opening up about parts of 
his life and spiritual journey and clearly 
saddened by the way faith – all faiths – 

can be perverted to purposes of power 
rather than purposes of gradual, indi-
vidual awakenings. He refl ected about 
how they are twisted equally from 
within just as they are misunderstood 
and manipulated from without.

It was also a night of listening to Mr. 
Azzi articulate the struggle of one who 
feels the shifting landscape of tolerance, 
as tolerance always shifts on a continu-
um not of any one individual’s making. 
There he stood on the stage, one grace-
ful and wise man, trying mightily to 
start the swing back. It was a powerful 
moment, a powerful reminder of what 
it takes to keep a community whole: 
courage, tolerance, wisdom, open-
mindedness, acceptance, and calm.

What an odd transition to go from 
this moment to the presidential debate: 
the two candidates on stage, a “some-
times” moderator, rants about e-mails 
and audits, law and order, stop and 
frisk, treaties and trust. Republican and 
Democrat slugged and counter-slugged, 
leered and laughed, while somewhere 
off-screen commentators marked the 
fi ght cards.

As a watcher, as a voter, I waited 
for the wisdom moments, waited to jot 
down insights, waited to be inspired. 
I waited for that voice that might help 
unify and heal, tamp down those emo-
tions smoldering and ready to set fi re to 
community. Any community.

In the end, I simply couldn’t wait 
for it to be over. In the end, it was more 
Robert Azzi than either candidate who 
inspired me and reminded me of the 
work we must do to keep a community 
together – the Proctor community, the 
Andover community, the national com-
munity, the international community, 
the faith communities. It is important, 
particularly when it is hard. Mostly 
when it is hard. 

Robert Azzi of Exeter addressed a large audience of Andover residents and 
Proctor students and faculty on September 26 in Proctor Academy’s Wilkins 
Meeting House. Azzi spoke of his own personal history as a Muslim as well 
as about his work and travels in the Middle East and his studies on the topic 
of Islam and answered numerous questions from the audience. The evening 
was sponsored by the Andover Public Library as part of its occasional series 
on contemporary issues and ideas.  Photo and caption: Larry Chase

Tour and Presentation Explain 
Proposed $3.6 Million AE/MS Project
Nov. 1 and Dec. 6 
at 5 PM at AE/MS
Dean Barker, Andover School Board

Andover Elementary/Middle School 
and its school board are eager for members 
of the public to learn more about the facili-
ties project proposal that was voted on at 
our September board meeting. In addition 
to the public hearing scheduled for Janu-
ary 18 and the vote for a bond on March 
6, we have arranged two separate dates for 
residents to learn more about this impor-
tant plan to implement long-needed facil-
ity repairs and improvements to AE/MS. 

On Tuesday, November 1, and Tuesday, 
December 6, at Andover Elementary/Mid-
dle School, from 5 to 6 PM, Principal Jane 
Slayton will conduct a tour of the build-
ing to demonstrate fi rsthand the areas ad-
dressed by the facilities project. From 6 to 
6: 30 PM, an information session on the 
facilities project will be held at the school 
cafeteria. At 6:30 PM, at the start of the 
Andover School Board meeting, there will 
be an opportunity to provide public com-
ment about the plan. We welcome your 
feedback!

If you cannot make either of those dates 
for a tour, Principal Slayton has agreed to 
provide a tour for you during the school 
day. Please contact her at 735-5400 or JS-
layton@AEMSeagles.org to schedule one if 
this better suits your schedule.

The last signifi cant upgrade to AE/
MS was a quarter century ago, with the 
construction of the middle school wing 
in 1992. Since that time, quick fi xes have 
been made in a piecemeal fashion through 
the budget process to address code com-
pliance and other time-sensitive infra-
structure issues.

In 2007, a $4.7 million bond was 
brought before the voters to address fa-

cilities improvements at AE/MS in a more 
comprehensive and sustainable way, but 
was defeated.

At the 2014 annual meeting, voters ap-
proved $50,000 in funding for a study to 
examine what facilities needs of the school 
have gone unmet over the years. We en-
courage you to read that study (which 
came in under budget at $38,000), au-
thored by Marinace Architects and avail-
able online at Goo.gl/uhy5SO.

On the heels of the study, the School 
Board empowered a task force of diverse 
members of the Andover community to 
dig into the study and weigh in on it. This 
Facilities Task Force sought input from the 
community, helped identify and prioritize 
needs, and ultimately was able to reduce 
the study’s estimated budget of $5.46 mil-
lion by 34% to the currently proposed bud-
get of $3.6 million.

Under a 15-year bond scenario, this 
comes to a potential tax impact of $0.97 
to $1.27 (an average of $1.12) per $1,000 
of assessed home value for the duration of 
the bond.

The reduced budget for the project 
refl ects a sharp focus on the most essen-
tial safety, systems, and space needs sur-
rounding AE/MS. Roughly two-thirds of 
the project addresses repair and renova-
tions, such as outdated electrical wiring, 
code compliance, roof infrastructure, en-
ergy effi ciency, and the like, while the re-
maining third speaks to AE/MS’ current 
space constraints, chiefl y in the area of 
the cafeteria and kitchen, general purpose 
classrooms, and dedicated special educa-
tion space.

We hope you can join us for one of the 
two dates we are offering (or, if it’s better 
for your schedule, a daytime tour) to pro-
vide more information on this plan and to 
receive your feedback. 

Photo by Ed Schipul

Photo by Steve Colardeau

ANDOVER COMMUNITY 
COFFEEHOUSE & OPEN MIC
FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 18, 7:00PM

Featured Performer Sferes & White

DOORS OPEN AT 6:00PM FOR 
LIGHT SUPPER AND OPEN MIC 
SIGN-UPS, FREE ADMISSION 

At Highland Lake Grange Hall, corner of 
Rt. 11 & Chase Hill Rd., E. Andover, N.H. 

OPEN MIC EVERY 3RD FRIDAY

FOR MORE INFO CONTACT LARRY CHASE AT 735-5135 OR LBCHASE@AOL.COM 
www.andoverco eehouse.org

Sponsored by Ragged View Farm 
O ering horse-drawn sleigh rides and maple syrup, right here in Andover

Publicize Your Fundraiser in the Beacon!


