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     At the outset of my remarks, I want to make two statements. One 

will please, the other probably won’t. First, my talk won’t be long. 

Second, my remarks, unlike many graduations addresses, won’t be 

light and frothy and spiced with humor. Instead, they will be bluntly 

stated personal opinions about what I believe being an adult is all 

about. As always, you should challenge what you hear. 

     My reasons for choosing such a topic require little explanation. No 

matter what the law might say in a particular state, in our culture 

today one becomes a de facto adult following graduation from high 

school. You will be pretty much on your own from now on, making 

your own decisions, charting your own life. Thus, there is some reason 

for me to welcome you to the world of adulthood and an excuse for me 

to talk with you about being an adult.  

     Having agreed that you are all about to become de facto adults, let 

me say that my definition of an adult has nothing whatsoever to do 

with what our culture or our state laws say. We all know plenty of 60-

year-old children and quite a few 16-year-old adults. Age alone means 

little. Remember Siegfried Sassoon’s description of the “fierce, bold, 

scarlet Majors who speed glum heroes up the line to death and toddle 

safely home and die – in bed?” 

     No, my definition derives from my interpretation of one of the 

oldest stories ever told: The story of Adam and Eve, the Garden of 

Eden, an apple tree and a snake. For me, an adult man or woman is 

one who has bitten deeply into the apple from the tree of knowledge of 

good and evil and has successfully digested his meal. Some, of course, 

refuse to eat, choosing, instead, to wrap themselves in a make believe 



world woven from memories of innocence. While everyone who eats 

the apple finds it hard to digest, some, such as Hawthorne’s Goodman 

Brown, are left twisted and distorted by the dose. All who know the 

story of Adam and Eve know the reason why digestion is so difficult. 

The apple contains the seeds of awareness of evil, not only in others, 

but in ourselves. After eating this fruit, the image you see in the mirror 

is never the same again. 

     Let me shift from the figurative to the literal. The process of 

becoming an adult almost always involves soul-searing experiences 

which shatter the innocence of childhood and illuminate the reality of 

adulthood. Do you need examples of such experiences? Just look 

within yourselves and at your immediate families. Do you still 

remember the days when your world was a safe cocoon and you were 

at its center? How long ago was it that you first realized that your 

parents feet were made of clay, and more to the point, so were yours? 

Have you yet had a close visit from Death? Have you yet lost a girl or 

boy friend to another? Have you never betrayed someone? 

     Such experiences almost inevitably result in periods of 

disillusionment from which the Goodman Browns of the world never 

recover. Such people cannot accept that goodness can only exist in an 

imperfect world and that mankind’s greatest gift – the opportunity and 

challenge to choose goodness – can only exist in a world which offers 

the alternative choice of evil. Yet those who do accept this reality 

become whole, and they become, by my definition, adults. 

     That is not to say that they become good. From the dawn of 

awareness to the sunset of death, life consists of a continuous inner 

struggle during which every man and woman is thrown more times 

than he or she can count. There are no final victories following which 

we can relax. 



     Having described an adult man or woman in a rather abstract way, 

I want to become specific by briefly defining five characteristics which, 

for me, identify an adult. 

     First and, perhaps, foremost, an adult is compassionate. No act 

rejects our own humanity so completely as an unforgiving and 

insensitive heart. Faulkner goes so far as to say that man’s capacity 

for compassion is the characteristic which elevates him above all other 

living things. I agree with him. Nothing is quite so perverse and 

disgusting as self-righteousness and prejudice. Jesus, through his 

parables of the Good Samaritan and the man praying in the temple, 

seems to agree. 

     Second, an adult gives. Imagine for a moment a wheel. Each of us 

is the hub, and at the end of each spoke is another human. When we 

are children, the stream of giving is directed down each spoke to us at 

the hub. Our parents and teachers sacrifice for us, give to us, care for 

us and love us. If we are to become adults, the stream must reverse 

itself, for adulthood is a synonym for responsibility. Each spoke of our 

imaginary wheel connects us with others (spouse, children, parents, 

friends, colleagues) who demand and deserve care, concern, 

understanding, compassion, forgiveness and humor from us. The 

spokes connecting us to them are brittle and will break from 

inattention and self-absorption. Those who never grow up continue to 

need, as a child, constant reception of love and attention. Like 

Narcissus, they spend their lives basking in the reflection of their baby 

pools. 

     Third, an adult is independent. Frequently, adolescents run in 

packs, acting in concert, fearing to be different, denying their 

individuality, their uniqueness, out of fear of ridicule, out of fear that 

the pack will turn on them. It is a fear many “de facto” adults share. 



But the true adult is not afraid to stand alone. He is confident and 

proud of his uniqueness. He thinks twice before jumping onto the 

faddy bandwagons that seem to roll by each month, and he has Mark 

Twain’s disdain for soul butter. He is tough minded and open minded. 

     Fourth, an adult moves through life on a course chartered by 

principles and propelled by ideals. He has asked himself the tough 

questions pertaining to values and standards of conduct. He has drawn 

his bottom line. He is not a mindless scrap of paper blown every which 

way by changing winds. He understands that the unexamined life is no 

life at all. He knows, in the words of Paul Tournier, that “to live is to 

choose” and that “it is through the making of resolute choices that 

man traces out his life”. An adult is serious about these choices. His 

decisions are founded upon age old decencies and illuminated by the 

light of idealism. To be sure, he will often fall short of the standards he 

sets for himself, and the light will occasionally flicker; but he will not 

shirk from judging himself when such times occur, for he believes in 

the standards, the values and the fundamental decencies. For him, the 

green light at the end of the dock represents something far different 

from what it represented to poor old Gatsby. 

     Fifth, and last, an adult loves and embraces life. He sees the will of 

God in the beauty and perfection of creation. Even in the midst of 

anguish, the adult is able to make a joyful noise unto the Lord. He 

understands that death defines life; sorrow, joy; sickness, health; 

tears, laughter; cold, warmth; risk, security. As the Ulysses of 

Tennyson’s poem, he willingly, joyfully and courageously yearns to 

“drink life the lees.” “All times he enjoys greatly.” He is “part of all he 

meets.” He recognizes that “all experience is an arch wherethrough 

gleams that untraveled world, whose margin fades forever and forever 

when he moves.” “He yearns to follow knowledge like a sinking star 



beyond the utmost bound of human thought.” “He opposes thunder 

and sunshine with free heart, free forehand.” “Moved to do some work 

of noble note,” he is “strong in will to strive, to seek, to find and not to 

yield.” 

     So much for my five characteristics. Someday I hope you will draft 

your own definitions of an adult. Perhaps yours will be different from 

mine. Certainly you will add or substitute characteristics, and certainly 

yours will have a more contemporary ring. But I hope you will shoot 

high with your definition. The spirit within us needs to be stretched. 

We need always to keep before us those noble characteristics and 

those high ideals which our humanity, at its very best, is capable of 

achieving. No matter that we will all fall short of our goals so long as 

the ideals we pursue are fixed to distant stars.  

     Before I close, I should make two more observations. 

     First, although my words will very soon be forgotten, Paul’s words 

in First Corinthians, Chapter 13, will remain. Return to them frequently 

as you wend your way through life. Use them as your touchstone of 

adulthood. No words ever spoken better describe what adulthood is all 

about. And second, whole you can tell from my remarks that I think 

life should be taken seriously, I hope you know me well enough by 

now to realize that I also believe life should be taken joyfully. Laugh 

loudly and love deeply. Seize and cherish those moments which call for 

wine and song, revelry and celebration, love and companionship. Let 

these moments of light burn with fierce intensity against those 

inevitable moments of darkness you will all experience.  

 

      


