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     Thank you, Tad, and thank you especially this magnificent Class of 

2006 for the privilege to be included in your day. 

     However, there is a paradox, a painful paradox, to being a 

commencement speaker, especially for someone who cares deeply 

about words, who believes in rituals like graduation, and who freely 

recognize that this event is about you. So why torture me by asking 

me to spend a month and nine drafts honing a speech you will not 

remember, and in the case of Ikenna, pay no attention to anyway? 

You seek that well deserved piece of paper; you want the affirmation 

of hearing Mr. Caldwell say your name. I’m grateful to be here, 

honored with Ms. Cottone to have been your class advisors for the last 

three years, but I admit that initially this opportunity was a mixed 

blessing, because I’d be like the heralded speaker at Gettysburg in 

1863 who spoke for two hours yet no one remembers his name or 

what he said. Still, the chance to help give this day meaning for you, 

as well as remind Ikenna that he’s never beaten me in ping-pong, was 

too great to pass up. 

     Something about graduation makes adults recall their own 

commencements. I went through four such ceremonies: ninth grade at 

my elementary school, high school, college, and along with Mr. Roach 

and Jay Gatsby, I’m an Oxford man, having received my master’s 

degree at one of Oxford University’s historic colleges. Thinking back to 

these august occasions, I remember little of the speakers’ 

exhortations. I do recall refusing to get a haircut before my ninth 



grade graduation (which Joshua will surely use against me in three 

years). I cringe at pictures of me then, with long thick hair matted 

over my ears and eyebrows, making me look, at best, like a back-up 

singer for the Monkees, my favorite band. Each commencement 

teemed with family; I didn’t know what to do with them, perhaps 

because at each graduation I was trying, in vain, to get a girl in my 

class to like me. Some things don’t change. 

     But what I do remember – and this may ring true for the adults 

here today – is that I was there. I was a part of that day, part of the 

experience, part of the moment. Therefore, if you retain nothing of my 

clichéd wisdom, remember that you were here, today, at St. Andrew’s. 

Remember your classmates, teachers and underformers. Remember 

those alums from 2005, 2004 and 2003 standing behind you, 

welcoming you into the larger, eternal St. Andrew’s family. Remember 

your parents, family and friends assembled on this lawn, bursting with 

such pride and love that all they can do is gaze at you with watery 

eyes and quivering lips and hug you hard. This coming August, 

remember you were here today as you decide which t-shirts to pack 

for college. Your parents may complain that they sent you to St. 

Andrew’s and all you acquired were pollen allergies and t-shirts, t-

shirts that commemorate swim-a-thons, polar bear jumps, SAISL, 

Field Day, Noxontones, 3 on 3 Tournament, Orange Crushes, How Do 

You Define Fabulous, ETHOS, Boateng takes Manhattan, Top Ten 

Reasons Why We’ll Miss SAS, Earth Day, four Maui Wowies, four Frosty 

Runs, and one obscene Homecoming design. Remember you were here 

five years from now at your first St. Andrew’s reunion, or in years 

ahead at one of your weddings, or at your own child’s high school 

graduation down the road – way down the road! The apotheosis of this 

day is not the speaker, but you – you and your classmates, the cables 



of friendship which will hold and support; you and this piece of paper 

representing insight, struggle, kindness, creation, service; you and this 

panorama, these buildings, lawns, trees and pond; you and St. 

Andrew’s. Because you went here, and you are here, today.  

     Years ago I was attending a cousin’s wedding, and during the 

service, the minister cautioned the bride and groom that “today can’t 

be the happiest day of your life”. The minister’s point was that this day 

– a wedding, a commencement – couldn’t be your best day because 

it’s the start, not the pinnacle. As you know, commencement means, 

“the beginning of something”. So while you may feel sad and unsettled 

because a known world finishes, there is also today a sense of “what’s 

next?” Indeed, I reject the belief that your career at St. Andrew’s is as 

good as it gets, that you will never have an experience like this one 

again. Your life is a long narrative: while a stage concludes today, you 

should also feel incomplete, with a tenacious desire to encounter the 

next challenges. We must be like Herman Melville’s Ishmael, who 

proclaims in Moby Dick: “I am tormented by an everlasting itch for 

things remote.” 

     I wish you incompleteness because I believe St. Andrew’s is a 

foundation for a life always under construction. Your years here 

become part of the rich chronicle of your life, a story that twists and 

leaps, stumbles and flies, touches and connects. For me, in my sunset 

years, I’ve already forgotten where you’re going to college; I can’t 

recall where last year’s class enrolled. Why? Because we’re not 

interested in where you’re going or whom you’ll work for. When we 

see you next, we’ll ask what you’re doing; what problem you’ve 

embraced, what moral scrapes and wounds you’ve collected. Then 

we’ll  replay your time at St. Andrew’s – the skit at School Meeting, 

the lunch announcement about Chicken Fiasco, your basket in the 



Toilet Bowl, George MacDonald’s heroic athletic feat of almost leaping 

over four benches on the Front Lawn at midnight earlier this week in 

his birthday suit. Come back and give us the next chapter. 

     How can you resolve these feelings tumbling through your stomach 

that something irreplaceable terminates today? As I wrote this talk, I 

remembered advice my sage friend Deval Patrick, Katherine’s father, 

Brandon’s uncle and the next governor of Massachusetts, offered me 

centuries ago when we were young and agile. During the summers in 

New Hampshire, my family hosts a hymn sing on Sunday evenings. 

For 70 years my grandfather and now father have led hymn sings in a 

one-room blacksmith shop, with wooden floors, exposed beams and an 

ancient foot-pedal organ. Children, parents, grand and great 

grandparents, neighbors and cousins, crowd into this cabin. Jane 

Fonda came during the filming of On Golden Pond; some of you have 

sat in that room. People call out numbers of their favorite hymns – on 

lively nights, it’s more like Bingo than church. We sing two verses, 

three if it’s a special hymn that revives memories of someone no 

longer living who cherished that song. A few regulars bring 

instruments. I admit I play a violin, but I’m not sure what the notes 

are that I cause. However, for me, Hymn Sing is my most sacred, 

communal experience – I’m aware of people singing from the heavenly 

places while I’m in that room. I love the robust energy of “For All The 

Saints,” “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” “Guide me O, thou Great 

Jehovah,” “Amazing Grace”. On these Sunday evenings while we sing, 

the world is good, hope is possible, people connect.  

     Deval’s challenge was that I had to make Hymn Sing happen 

outside New Hampshire. I had to transform Hymn Sing into my daily 

life – and I believe that’s your responsibility as you graduate. St. 

Andrew’s is not an address but a way of living. As you pack these 



memories and those t-shirts, keep St. Andrew’s germinating in you. 

You need to make St. Andrew’s a place that you don’t have to be in to 

be there. 

     What does it mean to take it with you? Well, to a large degree, 

you’ve had St. Andrew’s since birth, because as Paul Farmer told us, 

these precepts do not belong to one country or race or school: these 

are human values we celebrate and practice at St. Andrew’s. 

Therefore, you inhabited St. Andrew’s before you came here, and you 

will be connected to it long after you leave. 

     What I find so inspiring is how you embody this ethos. In the same 

way we claim that you started to do the authentic critical thinking of 

historians and scientists in your courses at St. Andrew’s, you as 

seniors have already shown us how to be citizens of our world by how 

you lived and engaged. You’ve changed us this year. We are a 

significantly different school from what we were in September because 

of your leadership, courage, insights and artistry. Here are a few 

examples to remind you, to give you confidence, to affirm your risks, 

and to bear witness to your legacy: 

 You dedicated yourselves to causes, and acted on those beliefs. 

John Reynolds organized the Katrina relief ride to Louisiana last 

October; Adam partnered with Middletown High School to collect 

funds for tsunami victims; Sophia connected us to the people 

and turmoil throughout Africa; Allison and Danny championed 

environmental stewardship in meetings with trustees and 

architects for the library renovation; even Big Al brought order 

and humor to the chaos of the boys’ laundry room. 

 You incarnated courage traveling vast distances to St. Andrew’s 

as did Phuti from South Africa, Chris from Korea, Dong and Sue 



Jean from South Korea; a few of you confronted personal and 

family tragedies with resiliency and honesty. 

 You helped us see our world in novel, provocative images, 

thanks to George MacDonald’s independent film festivals, Colin’s 

workshops on race and language, and Asa’s Native American 

weekend. 

 You thrilled us with the language of sound and movement, by 

how David and Geng played; how Brandon and Maanami 

danced; how Arkadiusz created the “06 Mix”; how Cale 

produced his own CD this spring; and by how Pierce shared his 

dazzling piano composition during the Senior Retrospective.  

 You gave us laughter – Sam and Dana flirting with each other in 

Oliver!; our Maui Wowie Jell-O wrestling escapade which 

exposed far too much; Dave Mannion spending 25 minutes 

under the table tying Mr. Austin’s shoes together in their Global 

Studies class.  

 You helped form the Noxontones, with George Toothman’s 

energy; you proposed the Harry Potter skits, thanks to Chessie; 

you published five stimulating issues of The Cardinal, with Fitz 

at the helm; Liz and Jean generated a spectacular and 

professional yearbook; Jane conceived a vibrant visual story in 

the Senior Slide Show last night. 

 And you manifested determination and conviction throughout 

your careers, perhaps most visibly in the final seconds before 

half-time in the Cannon game when Ikenna sprinted 80 yards to 

tackle the Tatnall player before he could score a touchdown, and 

during the second half Wednesday night, when Molly, Ashley, 

Paige and Katie exuded tenacity as they led the lacrosse team in 

one of the greatest comebacks ever. 



     I don’t mean to omit anyone, because there are numerous 

valiant deeds. I’ve left out the testimonial of a III Former about the 

generosity of one of you, or what a junior could recount about how 

you eased the bleakness of a long day – my point is that you are 

already living authentic lives of meaning, service, discovery and 

hope. We are more human, alive and active because of you. By 

continuing in this path, you not only extend your St. Andrew’s 

careers, but also enhance and redeem your families, jobs, 

communities and world. Indeed, your heritage remains long after 

graduation: III Formers will write about you in their residential 

leader essays, paying tribute to you the same way you emulated 

seniors from the classes of 2003, 2004 and 2005. Paradoxically, the 

Class of 2006 will also graduate in 2007, 2008 and 2009, since your 

principles will reside in these V, IV and III Formers – just as you 

embody the virtues from the classes of 2005, 2004 and 2003, just 

as they manifested the nobility and goodness of earlier forms. You 

see, you join a living inheritance, a tradition of humanity, 

generosity, courage. Where did it start? Your parents? That 

kindergarten teacher who believed in you? This saintly headmaster 

you described so honorably in your yearbook dedication? A divine 

presence? Whatever that nurturing force is, you received it, and you 

carry it forth from this campus into your next community. 

     Yet make no mistake: there are serious questions and 

complicated issues waiting for you in the larger world outside St. 

Andrew’s. Most will be the chronic problems of greed, arrogance, 

hate, lust. Nevertheless, your counter to them, as it was in your 

families and at St. Andrew’s is love, listening, collaboration, 

forgiveness, questions, humor, patience. So equipped, you will be 

prepared for any ordeal. Resonating out from this small lawn and 



the shelter of these stone buildings, you can make a transformative 

difference in college by continuing and expanding on what you have 

started. You won’t find St. Andrew’s “out there” at college if you 

look for it literally – but you don’t have to: like Dorothy at the end 

of The Wizard of Oz, you’ve possessed it all along, and your mission 

is to spread it, nourish this humanity everywhere. College will be 

different; it should be different; it must be different – but what 

remains constant is your exploration, your care, your laughter and 

your resilience. 

     Here’s the end, and then let your names echo with thunderous 

applause. As I journeyed through medieval memories of my 

graduations, I recalled something else that happened which informs 

how I understand this day, how I feel about you, and what 

transpires for you now. When I graduated from ninth grade, 34 

years ago this week, my aunt died of cancer. She lived with my 

family for her last three months, bedridden but mentally and 

verbally active – funny, curious, perceptive, thoughtful, just as she 

had been during my 15 years of knowing her. I was sick with a bad 

head cold, and her doctor had cautiously examined me, checking out 

my symptoms. On June 1, a few days before my graduation, she 

quietly died in her sleep in the living room we had made into her 

bedroom. Initially I thought, “Did I cause this? Had my sickness in 

her final, weakened days, hastened her death?” Yet I couldn’t feel 

guilty, try as I immaturely might, because I think I already knew 

that Aunt E.C. hadn’t really died.  

     How was that possible? The night before she died, we had soft 

shell crabs for supper, her favorite meal: around her bed we 

celebrated family without a hint of sadness or impending loss. That 

final month countless friends pilgrimaged to our home; laughter, 



hugs and hopes resounded in each of these gatherings. My last view 

of her as we went off to school that morning was of her sleeping, 

her head gently resting on the pillow, cradling her as her mother 

must have done so many years earlier. So when I tried to blame 

myself after she died, I couldn’t because such a sentiment was 

antithetical to E.C. Coupling this experience with my graduation 

revealed to me that conclusions are symbolic, that death is “not an 

ending of things, but a passing on of spirit, a change of shape.” (The 

Chaneysville Incident, p.428) 

     How strange to talk about death at the heart of your graduation, 

but E.C. epitomizes that what we finish is merely a transition to a 

new beginning. Her name was Ellen Carter, and my son Carter 

personifies her devilish humor and benevolence. Because E.C. 

revered people and laughter, she’s alive for me in Moxies, 

spontaneous headmaster holidays, Carol Shouts and square dances. 

She howled when Chris told us that he made the Jose Canseco t-

shirt all by himself in the Harry Potter skit; she wept with us when 

Biz sang that stunning Puccini piece on Arts Weekend; she rejoiced 

with you over milkshakes at the 301 Truck Stop Friday night. She 

affirms for me that what is good and noble and just and true 

endures triumphantly. 

     Yes, you are now the senior class that leaves the emotional hole 

in the School this afternoon and tonight. Yes, your St. Andrew’s 

career closes – but your tale continues, and you should be itchy for 

the “Great Unknowns” awaiting you, sustained with intellectual, 

moral and emotional surety to welcome the twists and complexities 

of the years ahead. As long as you keep learning you won’t age or 

rust, and then this St. Andrew’s experience flourishes and 

perpetuates. Relish your incompleteness. Discover new places, 



books, questions; enrich the bonds with your family; fall in love with 

people, causes, colors, sounds, the needs of others. Don’t covet 

money, equipment, your resume or your hair: they don’t last. Know 

that we love you fiercely, exuberantly, generously. Remember that 

what you tenaciously believe in and care about commences with this 

diploma. Remember that St. Andrew’s is a calling you can fulfill and 

honor anywhere. Remember that you were here. And remember, 

dear lifelong friends, that you are here, right now, today, always. 

Thank you. 

      

 


