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     Mrs. Gahagan, Mr. Roach; distinguished guests; teachers, coaches 

and staff of St. Andrew’s; fellow parents; members of the Class of 

2005: 

     Thank you for inviting me to be with you today. I was planning to 

be in the area anyway. Members of the Class of 2005, you have never 

looked better than you are looking today. 

     As you may know, I live and work in Washington, D.C. and have 

done so for almost thirty years. As you also know, I am a trial lawyer 

and have been engaged in the practice of law for almost thirty-five 

years. Some would say it has been a wasted life. Others would say – if 

we were talking baseball – that being a trial lawyer and coming from 

Washington, D.C. means that the count is 0 and 2. I have only one 

strike left. 

     It is fair to say that I bring a Washington, D.C. perspective to much 

that I do. This is, I concede, a mixed blessing. For example, you all 

know that our nation’s Seat of Government has an unhealthy 

preoccupation with public opinion polls. Sometimes our city seems to 

be nothing more than thousands of little seismographs sitting in 

thousands of offices, each measuring the daily hiccup in public opinion, 

each telling us what the American people deeply and truly believe 

about this crisis or that scandal. 

     And so you will not be surprised to learn that, when I was invited 

to speak here today, I immediately commissioned a secret opinion poll 

of St. Andrew’s seniors. The methodology was impeccable. The sample 

was representative. The poll was impartial. And it produced some 

results worth reporting to you today. 



     In response to the question: “What is the most important advice 

you would give to your commencement speaker?” Not one St. 

Andrew’s senior said, “Be memorable.” The reason for this is that 

everyone knows that, when it comes to high school graduation 

speeches, it is absolutely impossible to be memorable. 

     Let me ask for a show of hands from all high school graduates in 

the crowd. How many of you can remember the name of your high 

school commencement speaker?  

     As we say in the law – and increasingly now on television – I rest 

my case. 

     Now, just one quick word to the Class of 2005: If anyone should 

ever ask you that same question, the name is Craig, spelled C R A I G. 

     What were the results of the poll? Opinion was unanimous that the 

commencement speaker should be brief, funny and meaningful. As for 

the list of “don’ts,” there was similar agreement. “Don’t be trite,” they 

said, which is good advice. “Don’t ever say: “This is not an end but a 

beginning.” And never say, “The future lies ahead.” One miserable 

senior said, “Please don’t embarrass me.” 

     There was a consensus among all seniors polled that a 

commencement speaker is just one more obstacle to overcome before 

actually getting your hands on the diploma. And listening politely to 

whatever he or she has to say is just The Last Hoop through which all 

seniors must jump before graduating. 

     I did another piece of research that I also want to share with you. I 

went to Amazon.com to see if any enterprising individual had ever 

gathered, collected and published previously delivered commencement 

speeches – given by genuinely thoughtful and wise people – in the 

hope that I could – how should I say this? – use what they had said as 

an inspiration to help me inspire you. Happily, there is just a collection 



which can be purchased on line. And so I bought it. There is a large 

group of people in Washington, D.C.waiting right now to borrow that 

book when I am done with it today. 

     I read through this collection, and I discovered an interesting fact: 

No matter how wise or eloquent or funny or famous a person may be, 

no one ever gives a commencement speech without quoting someone 

else who is wiser, funnier or more famous. 

     I will remain true to that tradition today but in a way that will help 

you, the members of the Class of 2005. I propose to give you a brief 

distillation of the wisdom that some of the most thoughtful and 

eloquent commencement speakers have given to other graduating 

classes over the years. 

     I begin with Jodie Foster, an Oscar-winning movie actress. Her 

advice to the senior class of Yale University was, and I quote: “Kick 

ass.” 

     Ken Burns, the PBS documentary filmmaker, told the graduating 

class of Hampshire College, “Whatever you do, be sure to walk over 

the Brooklyn Bridge at least once in your life.” 

     Justice Stephen Breyer, speaking at the Stanford University 

commencement exercises, quoted Conrad Hilton. For those of you who 

have never heard of Conrad Hilton, he was Paris Hilton’s great-

grandfather. Justice Breyer told the graduating class of Stanford 

University that, “The single most important thing in life is to make 

certain that the shower curtain is inside the bathtub.” 

     Russell Baker, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author and columnist for 

the New York Times, gave the graduating class of Connecticut College 

ten “points” of advice. He didn’t call them commandments. He called 

them points. Point One was: “Bend down and smell a flower.” Point 

Four was “Sleep in the nude. It is silly to get dressed up to go to bed.” 



Based on Mr. Caldwell’s comments last night, it sounds to me as if 

many members of this graduating class have already implemented 

Point Four. Point Ten was by far the most useful piece of advice: 

“Avoid lawyers unless you have nothing to do with the rest of your life 

but kill time.” 

     When I was growing up, I was taught that there were certain topics 

one never discussed in polite company. My mother told me that her 

mother told her that one should never talk about money, religion, 

politics or sex in polite company. Today, it seems to me that these are 

almost the only topics of conversation, whatever the company. We 

may have been liberated from boring conversations, but I do not think 

the liberation has done much to improve the culture. 

     Take a look at television. If our television shows are an accurate 

reflection of American culture, I would understand why many of us 

might be tempted to join the Talilban. Let me just cite a few examples. 

Take “Survivor”. This is a reality show that rewards manipulation, 

deceit and betrayal. Those contestants who are strong, decent, 

trusting, team-spirited and caring are always the first ones voted off 

the island. There is “The Apprentice.” The chief attraction of this show 

is the board room scene that concludes with the abject humiliation of 

one of the contestants. The aim of those who participate is to prove to 

Donald Trump that he or she is the person in the group best qualified 

to make a pile of money – and to make it working for Donald Trump. 

Then there is “American Idol,” a show that has its own dash of 

humiliation but which also rewards the winner with the most cherished 

of prizes these days, instant fame and the life of a celebrity, including 

a chartered jet and a record contract. Finally, I am sad to report that 

American television was not redeemed by “Sex in the City.” This is a 

shallow and pandering show which was very popular. I watched it for 



ten minutes while exercising in a hotel gym, and I was – I guess the 

best word is – “astonished” by the subject matter.  

     My only point in all this is to say the obvious: if a visitor from 

another planet were to take a look at our popular culture as it is 

reflected in our television programming – something that we send all 

over the world – that visitor could fairly conclude that what we, as a 

people, care most about in life is having sex, making money, becoming 

famous and manipulating our friends. 

     We, as parents, are grateful to St. Andrew’s because this place 

proudly runs counter to that culture. The St. Andrew’s experience 

conveys the truth about all these false gods. St. Andrew’s recognizes 

the importance of hard work and community. It rewards excellence. It 

fosters creativity. It requires students to think critically. It demands 

that they be honest and ethical. It encourages human virtues that we 

admire most – such as trust and tolerance and respect and reverence 

and caring for others and courage. 

     Let me just take a moment to cite some concrete examples of what 

I am talking about.  

     It is admirable that the School is willing to address and discuss 

difficult topics. I thought the School’s production of the Laramie 

Project was powerful and brave, and I suspect it caused many good 

conversations inside the School community about the subject of 

homophobia and how The Good Society should or would – in an ideal 

world – treat same sex relationships. 

     It is admirable that the School is resilient and determined in the 

face of adversity. When the lights went out in the middle of that 

production, the show went on – by candlelight. No one missed a beat. 

In fact, everyone on stage was better than before. And the production 

was actually enhanced by the edginess of the atmosphere, the 



uncertainty of not knowing what next, the sense of emergency and the 

energy that resulted from all that. 

     It is admirable that the School makes efforts to stay connected to 

the outside world. When something happens that shakes the nation, 

whether it is a terrorist attack or the publication of photographs of 

Iraqi inmates tortured by American servicemen and women, the 

leadership of St. Andrew’s brings the School together and talks about 

it. This is good. We need to know what is really going on out there. We 

need to try to understand it, and we need to understand how we can 

make it better. It is unpleasant to contemplate the face of evil, but evil 

does exist, and it must not be ignored. Attention must be paid – to 

what is happening beyond the classrooms and playing fields of St. 

Andrew’s, to what is happening to Americans less fortunate and to 

what is happening to people who live thousands of miles beyond our 

boundaries who, every day, are affected by what we as a nation think, 

do and say. 

     Many of you will have read about or heard the story of Marla 

Ruzicka, a young woman who grew up in California and went to Iraq to 

help people in trouble. She recently lost her life in Baghdad, the victim 

of a suicide bomber. Somehow, Marla, in her young life, developed a 

passion to help those people in Iraq who, through absolutely no fault 

of their own, had become innocent victims of the violence there, and 

who – mostly women and children – were suffering. She went to the 

Congress. She went to the Executive Branch. She went to the United 

States military. And she was relentless in pressing her case with the 

authorities in Washington and with U.S. officials in Iraq that we owe a 

moral and material duty to these innocent people damaged by war. To 

their credit and to the credit of many of these institutions, they 



responded to Marla Ruzicka’s appeal. She had a huge impact. She 

made a difference. Her life is an example to us all. 

     It is admirable that the School promotes good sportsmanship and 

teaches grace under pressure. Winning is wonderful, but I sometimes 

think that the true character of an athlete emerges more in defeat 

than in victory. Over the Arts Weekend, the boys’ lacrosse team lost a 

heartbreaker to Dover High School. And in that defeat, the team never 

gave up and never gave in. I saw a St. Andrew’s athlete take a hit that 

knocked him down with such force that it silenced the entire crowd 

which was filled with parents. He pulled himself up off the ground, 

staggered two steps toward the sideline, fell to his knees again, and 

just before crashing heavily into the turf and rolling over, said: 

“Doggone it! That hurt!” – or words to that effect. He was back in the 

game five minutes later. It was like a scene from Homer’s Iliad.  

     It is admirable that the School is intensely interested in many 

issues other than sex. Except for Mr. Roach who seems of late, to be 

preoccupied. He wrote a cogent, well-reasoned five-page, single-

spaced letter to all parents about this important subject, and he gave, 

I am told, a lengthy and eloquent speech to the student body. Mr. 

Roach, on behalf of all the parents gathered here today, you have our 

gratitude. 

     St. Andrew’s has incredible teachers who build strong relationships 

with their students, not only in the classroom but also outside the 

classroom. The fact that Peter and Darcy Caldwell bake bread, supply 

home-made Vermont maple syrup and make Sunday morning waffles 

for their students and advisees, that fact that the Speers family has 

taken out a second mortgage to pay for the gallons and gallons of ice 

cream and frozen yogurt and sorbet and Italian ice that they provide 

every Wednesday night to their advisees – these little known facts are 



illustrative of a broader educational philosophy that administrators and 

teachers at St. Andrew’s have discovered and are implementing so 

successfully throughout the School – which is, simply put, bribery is 

the best policy. 

     It is admirable that this School is so committed and has such 

concern for the arts. Whether the performance is orchestral or choral, 

theatrical or musical, individual or group, the audience is full of 

appreciative students. And we can always find Tad Roach sitting to the 

right down in front. And the studio art, the sculpture, the ceramics and 

photography sets this School apart from all others I have ever seen. 

     St. Andrew’s has a phenomenal coaching staff. The coaches here 

are unusual and special and important – to those who play and 

compete, of course, but also to those who warm the bench and to 

those who watch, to the parents who worry, and to the fabric of the 

entire School. For such a small school, the sports teams are amazingly 

successful as are the talented individual athletes. I trust it has nothing 

to do with steroids. 

    I am impressed by the parent body of this class and of this 

institution. Members of the graduating class, your parents are loyal 

and loving and long-suffering and selfless and generous, and we have 

done a darn good job. 

     Most of all, I am impressed by you, the members of this amazing 

class: You have done well, and we are proud of you. You know that the 

most important thing is not what you learn but how you learn. When I 

was in boarding school, I learned all the kings and queens of England 

from 1485 to the present. Not once have I found an opportunity to 

recite that list to either a jury or a judge or even to a member of my 

family. I am still looking for a chance to make use of that knowledge. 

Far more important is having the courage to be creative, to be willing 



to be different, to take risks, to use your imagination and to do what is 

the most difficult thing of all, to think, for yourself. 

     The Nobel Peace prize winner, Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South 

Africa loves to tell the story of the chicken who had no imagination. 

This chicken spent his entire life looking down at the ground and 

pecking at grains of corn. He was trapped in a rut of routine and 

repetition. His life was dreary, limited and lowly. This chicken did not 

realize his true potential until, attacked by a fox, he spread his wings, 

soared into the air, and discovered he was much more than a chicken. 

He was an eagle. Try to imagine Archbishop Desmond Tutu in his 

robes, jumping up on his toes, flapping his arms, saying, “My message 

to you and my hope for you is to be an eagle not a chicken.” 

     This is truly a great moment for each one of you. But the very 

finest moments – the ones that you will recall in full Technicolor and 

stereophonic sound when you are 85-years old – are not necessarily 

the ones that are advertised – not the birthdays, or the graduations, 

or even the weddings. The ones you will remember we cannot predict 

today. As Susan B. Anthony wrote: “The real milestones of life come to 

the door of memory unannounced, like stray dogs that amble in, sniff 

around a bit and simply never leave. Our lives are measured by these 

more than anything else.” I would just add to this to what Ms. Anthony 

said: Be ready when those unplanned and unexpected moments of joy 

and discovery appear in your life. And when they come, don’t be too 

fast to rush right through them and onto something else without 

pausing to take note. 

     As we reach the end of this ceremony, we know you are a little 

sad. We know how hard it is for you to leave a place that you love, 

teachers that you will miss, friends that you cherish and rituals that 

you will never forget. For us, your parents, there is also a bit of 



sadness. Right at this moment, we are asking ourselves: “How did we 

get here so quickly?” We still remember your first step and your first 

word and all your other firsts: the first day of school; the first best 

friend; the first sports team; the first religious ceremony; and then, 

more recently, the first day at St. Andrew’s; getting your drivers 

license; the first auto accident; the second auto accident; the first 

college application; the second, third and fourth college applications. 

     We know that you will one day come to understand that, 

throughout all these years, every parental suggestion and admonition 

and intervention, every piece of advice and encouragement, was just 

another way to say that, “we love you.” 

     And so now, the time is near for you to be set loose. You are like 

horses waiting in the gate at the start of the race. Just remember, you 

won’t have to do this alone. When you need us – whether it is your old 

school or your even older parents – we will be there for you. But when 

you become a certified and documented graduate of St. Andrew’s 

School – which will happen in the next moment or two – you will be on 

your own more than ever before. Take comfort in the knowledge that 

St. Andrew’s has prepared you well for what comes next. 

 

  
      
      
 
 


