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No one will ever match the sincerity, passion and raw talent of your 

teachers here. I can tell you that Will Speers, Tad Roach and your 

teachers here at St. Andrew’s will live in your memories as they have 

in mine and my classmates. 

     And as you get older, maybe you, like me, will have a flashback to 

chapel and a moment of inspiration when you read Mr. Roach’s 

remarks in the St. Andrew’s Magazine. 

     In my business, you have to know your audience. And with Mr. 

Speers and Mr. Roach in this audience, I know that means I must use 

quotes from literature.  

     In A Doll’s House, Henrik Ibsen’s Torvald says, “There can be no 

freedom or beauty about a home life that depends on borrowing and 

debt.” 

     Words written 130 years ago with both moral and material 

implications show that people’s propensity to consume, value material 

possessions and “keep up with the Jonses” (you’ll hear a lot about that 

in Econ 101) is not new. You might even say it’s innate. At its finest, 

that drive sparks human ambition. At its worst it sparks a “material 

obesity” – where people consume because they can…lacking 

appreciation for their acquisitions…feeling entitled to everything in 

“supersize.” 

     Consumption because we “deserve it”, because “we are American”, 

because frankly, we can consume without earning the things we buy. 

This has humbled our nation. It happened overnight: suddenly the 

credit that fueled the buying was gone. 



     A few months ago I was working in Washington one weekend. I 

was on the phone with a CEO and the conversation was so memorable 

I wrote it down. He told me: “I just don’t know what money is worth 

anymore. I look at a dollar bill and say, what if it means nothing?” His 

comment struck me because it captured the essence of the issue. It’s 

not just about money. It’s about America. What if “America” means 

nothing? There were moments in this crisis where the entire concept of 

modern society was at risk. I’m sure there are moments when each of 

you have been afraid in this crisis – even here in this sheltered world 

of St. Andrew’s. I can promise you that there isn’t an adult who hasn’t 

been – a world leader, a CEO, a parent.  

     The economic crisis woke us all up to the precariousness of our 

prosperity. And you are the lucky ones. The future of our nation is in 

question and you are walking into a world where your talents and 

passion are sorely needed. 

     Much of history passes uneventfully. Then there are big bangs – 

events that change the course of history. People who live during these 

great bangs can influence the world. Thomas Cahill calls these 

moments, hinges – one is when a group of Irish monks saves virtually 

the entire written record of Western Civilization. And I believe one may 

be now, when the status of the “American” dream – which is really the 

“world” dream of a better life – is threatened.  

     Every year, graduates are told to go out and make a mark on the 

world. Those words are always true – but when things are going along 

fine, they don’t carry the same weight. This time they aren’t just 

words. We need you to make the world a better place. 

     Don’t be afraid to test the waters and try new things. As William 

James, brother of Henry, said: “Seek out that particular mental 

attitude which makes you feel most deeply and vitally alive, along with 



which comes the inner voice which says, ‘This is the real me.” Some 

thing will make you feel vitally alive in the next four years – some 

activity, some class, some walk outside, some random thing you do. 

Don’t forget that moment. And fight to stay true to it as you choose 

your life’s work. 

     Over the past few days in Nigeria, where I’ve been traveling for 

work, I had an experience that made me think of you, the graduating 

class. 

     In Lagos, which is a great teeming hive of people and color and 

smells, we met several entrepreneurs. One of them was a woman who 

started a children’s clothing company about 15 years ago. It’s now the 

“Gap” of Nigeria. Her new ad campaign is “We can fix Nigeria…Yes, we 

can.” She said she figured Barack Obama wouldn’t mind sharing his 

line since it wasn’t trademarked. 

     I don’t think he would mind either.  

     Adenike, the woman I met, is rich now. And she runs her business 

with an eye on bringing up Nigerians, nearly all of whom live on a 

dollar a day or less. She makes her clothes in a two-room workshop at 

her flagship store. Talk about standing up in the face of adversity and 

fighting to build something better. 

     The entrepreneurial spirit is alive and fiercely kicking in Africa’s 

largest country. And it can and should be here in America too. 

Adenike’s story made me realize how one person can inspire others. I 

learned later that day that Adenike is a role model for many smaller 

scale women entrepreneurs. I met another woman who recently 

opened her first bank account and quintupled her monthly earnings in 

a catering business that she runs from a fourth floor walkup. She 

stopped dead when she heard I’d met Adenike. “Wow, I aspire to be 

like her, she is a model for all Nigerian women”, she said. 



     Sometimes you don’t know how many people you are impacting. 

Each of you here today – by living lives that are true to your passions 

and lives of “character” can inspire countless others to greatness. 

     A few pieces of advice, because after all it’s graduation day and as 

your speaker I have to try and offer some.  

     1) Seek out those moments when you feel most “vitally alive” and 

write them down. One day you’ll be grateful for that list. 

     2) Try and be gracious. From waiting in airport security lines to 

losing college sports games, being gracious will distinguish you. The 

most flattering compliment I’ve ever heard about someone or said 

about someone is that they are gracious. Try to be a person of grace. 

     3) Heed Torvald. Live within your means. You never need more 

than one credit card  and in college you don’t need one at all. Living on 

a debit card means you’re living off the money you have and 

establishing a credit history. And always, always pay your credit card 

in full. That should be a religion. 

     And don’t forget E.M. Forster and Mr. Roach’s religion – if you “only 

connect” with other people throughout your life, you will be doing quite 

a lot. 

     Good luck to the class of 2009. You’re lucky. Here’s to your future. 

      

 

      

 

 


