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  First of all let me say that it is quite an honor to be speaking to you 

today, especially to the Class of 2002. Just being back here, listening 

to the speeches, seeing the awards ceremony and the closeness of 

your friendships, reminds me again of what a truly special community 

this is. I have been inspired all over again.  

     I’d like to start with a quote from Nelson Mandela, 

 

     Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is 

that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness 

that most frightens us.  

     We ask ourselves, “Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, 

fabulous”?  

Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing 

small doesn’t serve the world. There’s nothing enlightened about 

shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. You 

were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within you. It’s 

not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. And as we let our own light  

shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. 

As we’re liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically 

liberates others. 

 

     This year marks my fifteenth since I graduated from St. Andrew’s; 

in some ways it feels like a long time ago. A lot has happened since 

then. I went to Brown University for four years, lived in Alaska for 

almost two years, and then moved to New York City. I have traveled 



to China, Thailand, India, all across Europe. I just saw my younger 

brother get married. I grew my hair out into big long dreadlocks, 

twice. I watched my father battle cancer, and amazingly, survive. I 

have watched my girlfriend go through brain surgery, and live with the 

knowledge that she is at an increased risk for the next three years. I 

have played music across the United States, and have just finished my 

fourth record. I stand here today firmly believing that I am a truly 

lucky man. 

     I grew up in Columbia, Maryland and had gone to public schools 

until I came to St. Andrew’s for my fifth form year. What a change St. 

Andrew’s was for me. I immediately took to it; the somewhat 

anonymous nature of my public school life was replaced by a far 

smaller number of students, and not only that, but I was one of the 

few new kids, and thus a curiosity. I was allowed to redefine myself – 

amazingly enough a few girls actually liked me here. And the 

surroundings were so beautiful, although I feel as if I quickly became 

used to them – as if they were normal. I remember coming back for 

my fifth year reunion thinking, “Wow, I really went to school here?” 

I’m thinking the same thing today. 

     The teachers here treated me very well. There was all of the usual 

St. Andrean sarcasm, but I really felt as if they cared, and they were 

willing to make themselves available to me. Hoover Sutton always 

made me feel as if I had no limits, and Mr. Cheban’s words to me after 

one of the musicals, something along the lines of “I think you might 

have something” some spark – meant so much to me. The Roaches 

provided me with friendship, English and tennis, and a place to watch 

my beloved Red Sox lose in the great series of ’86. 

     When I got to St. Andrew’s, I met all sorts of people, many of 

whom are still my friends to this day, but pretty quickly I became very 



close friends with Alex Northrup ’87 and Steve Arms ’87. Well I 

thought they were pretty cool, and the thing was, they both played 

guitar, Alex learning from Steve, whose brothers were in a band. So 

the first Thanksgiving break I went home and asked my parents for a 

guitar for Christmas. It turns out, my younger brother also asked for a 

guitar at the same time – and he also turned out to be a professional 

musician, so something must have been in the air. I got my guitar and 

went back to St. Andrew’s learning Neil Young songs and Bob Dylan 

songs. I was so bad when I started that they used to kick me out of 

the room, but gradually I kept practicing and getting better, just 

because it was so much fun. 

     Now I had been a performer since I was eight or nine years old, 

appearing in community theater musical productions around Columbia. 

But for some reason, when I picked up the guitar, after only a few 

months, my instinct was not just to learn songs, but to write songs. 

And I have never stopped, in the past 16 years. I just love it. It can 

make me feel better when I am feeling low, and the buzz I get after 

finishing a song can last for a few months. 

     What I like to call the best decision I ever made was, of course, 

purely by chance. Towards the end of college, I had been talking to 

Alex Northrup ’87 about what to do after school. I had been thinking 

about traveling around the world on a one way ticket, but the Persian 

Gulf was heating up, literally, and I decided that it might not be the 

right time. Alex said that he was driving out to Juneau, Alaska with a 

friend of his, and did I want to come along. 

     Well that sounded good to me, and so, one week after graduation, 

we set out for Alaska. I ended up staying there for almost two years, 

through two winters, and having the time of my life. First of all, no one 

there had ever heard of Brown University, or cared about it, let alone 



heard of St. Andrew’s. I think there is a feeling on the East Coast that 

it is important where you have come from – in Alaska it was very clear 

that what people value is who you are. The staggeringly beautiful 

scenery of course played a part in that. Next to a mountain, we are all 

very small indeed. It seemed to give people a more relaxed outlook, 

and the fact that it was a small town meant that I hung out with all 

different sorts of people. I ended up living with a crazy Vietnam vet, 

who had been in all sorts of trouble, but now was trying to be a 

Buddhist teacher. He remains a close friend. 

     What also changed for me was my music. As the years passed, I 

had become dedicated to the thoughts of becoming a musician. My 

new surroundings shifted the scenery in my songs as well. I no longer 

wrote simple love songs, I added new characters and perspectives 

similar to those that I was seeing in Juneau. A turning point came for 

me when I sang “Spanish Is Spoken in Kitchens,” a politically charged 

number, before 1500 people at the Juneau Folk Festival. I had a 

woman come up to me on the street a few weeks later, and say that 

she had started English as a Second Language classes in town after 

hearing my song. I also heard some nasty comments from those who 

disagreed. 

     School was over, but I continued to learn. I think that this is the 

most important message that I have for you today. You will continue 

to learn and grow throughout your entire life, both through the joys 

and the pain. In fact you will grow mostly from the pain and 

disappointments you have in your life. There is a Buddhist saying, 

“You never know when you are having good luck.” Pain and 

disappointment and loss come to everyone, and yet many say that is 

when they feel most alive. You have the opportunity to learn from 



everyone you come into contact with, and every interaction can be a 

lesson. 

     I was in Brooklyn on September 11, and I went out into my garden 

before the first tower fell. I could see what I thought was smoke, and 

then the strangest birds, which turned out to be pieces of paper flying 

in the air. Eventually the air became thick with smoke and the most 

horrific dust. It felt, and was, like a scene from a war torn country. 

People running with their hands over their mouths, trying not to 

breathe. It was beyond any imagination. And as we sat with our 

friends that night, we knew that our lives had been changed forever. 

We had never imagined ourselves to be so innocent. Americans had 

suffered a death in their collective family, and we as St. Andreans soon 

learned that we had suffered a death in our family as well.  

     Just as a death causes one to rethink your own life, it is our 

responsibility to think, and grow, through this great loss. We have the 

chance to use these events to create a better, more open society, not 

one that is more closed off to the world. The cliché’ was that people 

were nicer to each other in the days following 9/11, and while that 

might be true, it doesn’t go deep enough. When New York was still 

New Amsterdam, in the 1640’s, there were 18 different languages 

being spoken. Diversity, then, quite literally is a foundation of the 

strength of this country. It is a diversity of cultures, of traditions, and 

of thoughts and opinions. Let us not forget that it was the World Trade 

Center, and that the people inside came from scores of different 

countries. 

     Our civil and social society is always in a state of flux, and will 

continue to be, probably even more so after these dramatic events. 

There is no telling where future political tides will take us. If you have 

something to say, speak your mind, to your friends, or in a public 



forum. However, listening is probably even more important. You can 

learn so much more that way. Try reaching out to those who have had 

different experiences than you, and asking questions. I have learned 

as much about world politics by asking cab drivers as I have from the 

New York Times. 

     Sometimes I like to think about the spans of history, and how we 

are all a part of a giant stream of consciousness. I live now in 

Brooklyn, and the great Walt Whitman poem “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” 

is one of my favorites – he is speaking to all of us when he says in 

part, 

 

It avails not, time nor place – distance avails not, 

I am with you, you men and women of a generation, 

or ever so many generations hence, 

Just as you feel when you look on the river and 

the sky, so I felt, 

Just as any one of you is one of a living crowd, 

I was one of a crowd, 

Just as you are refresh’d by the gladness of 

the river and the bright flow, I was refresh’d. 

 

Following your dreams to become most truly yourself. I learn so much 

about life these days through the creation of my music, and one thing 

I learn from art is that when you see or feel something that is distinct, 

for example, to see a Picasso, or to hear Frank Sinatra, we recognize 

them immediately. Even more however, is that they are recognizable 

because they are so intensely personal, so truly themselves, that we 

can see our own reflection more clearly in what they have created. To 



be distinct, to walk your path with pride, and to reveal yourself are 

some of the beautiful things about life. 

     You have had the privilege of going to a great school like St. 

Andrew’s, which is something that most people do not get the chance 

to do. Trust me that will become clearer to you as you get older. You 

are already some of the most educated people in the world. Most 

people do not ever get the kind of support that this community 

provides. And looking out and seeing how close you are to one 

another, your friendships, reminds me of my time here. 

     But it does not ensure “success”. I am still learning that lesson. 

When Mr. Roach, er “Tad”, asked me to speak, I was, quite honestly, 

and understandably, shocked. I think I said something to Mrs. Roach 

like “Y know I’m not really that successful,” and she said, “Fine – well, 

talk about that.” 

     Success is something that exists only in your mind, and it is the 

result of hard work. That can be true in both your personal life and the 

professional life. Relationships take work as well. In fact the harder 

you work for something that you truly want, the more likely it is for 

you to be happy while doing it, which is all that matters. You never 

know when your life will take a detour, so you might as well try to 

enjoy the process. 

     I have been playing music professionally in New York and around 

the US for the last nine years. I have held many other jobs as well, 

from teacher to telemarketer. And I try all the time to realize 

something about the nature of goals, and success. I came back from 

Alaska with a healthy dose of ambition, and thoughts of getting a big 

record deal. That fallacy would not have been satisfying anyway. The 

great thing is that I have been getting better, learning to sing more 

intimately, play guitar more melodically, write songs on the piano, and 



run my own record label. And my music has also been heard literally 

around the world. I get emails all the time from many different 

countries. I would never have imagined it turning out that way, and it 

never does turn out the way you’ve imagined it. My music continues to 

change and grow as I do, and I still have a lot to learn. 

     One more thing about my buddy Alex Northrup ’87. While I stayed 

on in Alaska, Alex had to return home to his parents’ house. You see, 

in his last year at Georgetown, he had come down with a mysterious 

illness, which had gone into remission, but had then reappeared. This 

was an auto-immune disease that the doctors could not fine a cure for. 

Without steroids, his temperature would soar, and his joints would 

have a tough time moving properly. The list of physical ailments was 

extraordinary. However, even more extraordinary was the way Alex 

battled through the 10 long years that he fought this disease. Did he 

retreat into personal seclusion, asking, “Why me?” Well I’m sure he 

did sometimes, but he continued to work hard, taking classes and 

finding professions that he could use his great mind for. At the same 

time he also met and fell in love with a beautiful woman, married her, 

and now has a baby daughter. Well, I am so proud to say that after 

many years of living a life where literally just walking was difficult, this 

past fall Alex coached the JV soccer team at the school where he 

works. He is somewhat of a sensation, his disease has been cured. And 

think of how much he has learned about life. 

     Because, you see, the randomness of life is bigger than all of us. 

All we can do is embrace it. Right now, this moment, is a beautiful 

thing. There is an intensity to it. You are having your once-in-a-

lifetime high school graduation, and getting to celebrate with so many 

of your good friends and family. And graduating from St. Andrew’s is a 

great achievement; you have all worked hard to accomplish it. 



     Looking out at your faces, I am truly excited for what the future 

will bring. Thank you Tad, and St. Andrew’s for inviting me to speak. 

I’d like to close with a song, called Colorful Dream. 

 

 

 

See the white frost on the windowpane, 

As it slowly moves to the sill, 

But soon will be part of the summer rains, 

Dancing atop the green hills 

 

I’ve heard we come to this world alone, 

And I’ve seen how we leave it alone, 

But in between, what a colorful dream, 

If we let it be so. 

 

So my dear friends, and to those I’ve known, 

Who have given themselves up to me, 

When it comes time to part, 

Take this from my heart, 

You are all my family. 

 

 

‘Cause I’ve heard we come this world alone, 

And I’ve seen how we leave it alone, 

But in between, what a colorful dream, 

If we let it be so, 

What a colorful dream, 

Oh all that you see, 



Oh in this colorful dream. 

 

May you all have Colorrful Dreams – and Congratulations! 

 

 

“Colorful Dream”, Copyright 2002, Peter Salett/Dusty Shoes Music 

(BMI). Lyrics used with permission 

      


