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Herman Melville’s character Ishmael said in Moby Dick that his 

experience on board a whale ship was “his Yale College and Harvard.” 

For 13 years now, St. Andrew’s has been my home, my school, and to 

use Melville’s phrase, “my whale ship,” more valuable to my education 

than years of study at Harvard, Yale or any great educational 

institution for that matter. Therefore, the opportunity to speak at this 

year’s graduation means a great deal to me. I thank Jon O’Brien, 

Emer, Andy and the Class of 1992 for their kindness, support and 

encouragement. 

     One of my favorite passages from the novel Middlemarch describes 

George Eliot’s intriguing theory of the importance for each of us what 

she calls a theater or an audience. She writes: “Strong mortals hold 

half their rectitude in the mind of the being they love best…they are 

fortunate who get a theatre where the audience demands their best.” 

Eliot’s “theatre” of all of our actions can be a single person or a group 

of people, but she clearly suggests that we are most blessed if we 

have such a mentor, someone or some people who expect the best of 

us at all times. These mentors inspire us, believe in us – they do not 

hesitate to correct us or express disappointment in us when we fail. At 

the same time, they are patient, hopeful and fair. Their example can 

often lead us away from serious mistakes and lapses in judgment. 

     From the time of my arrival here in 1979 as a young, untested 

inexperienced teacher, St. Andrew’s provided me with the kind of 

mentors Eliot described. I survived and flourished here because of 

what I learned about education from Jon O’Brien, Bob Stegeman and 

Hoover Sutton, men who believed so fervently in the calling of the 



teaching profession that they challenged and encouraged me to be a 

good teacher. Their delight in the profession, their belief in the 

goodness and importance of a school such as this inspire me in my 

work. I grew and matured because of the dedication and wisdom of 

the faculty, exemplified by Alice Ryan and Simon Mein in their years of 

service to St. Andrew’s. Their knowledge of boarding schools, their 

commitment to what is best for students, their care and concern for 

the faculty as a whole, leave an enduring legacy with me. Especially 

this year, my colleagues have inspired me by the courage they have 

displayed in the face of adversity: Peter McLean, John Higgins, Ripley 

Greppin, Gail Leblanc, Will and Donna Speers. With such examples of 

grace, faith, patience, goodness and hope, what can the rest of us be 

inspired to accomplish at this School and beyond? 

     I teach to inspire others in the ways my St. Andrew’s mentors 

inspired me. My profession has meaning if my efforts help in some 

small way to transform the world, to make it a more civil, 

compassionate and reasonable place. Today, I feel that sense of 

responsibility most dramatically. My colleagues and I have attempted 

to build a theater for your actions not only for your high school career, 

but also for the rest of your lives. We feel a strong sense of 

responsibility for the way you conduct yourselves in a college, 

graduate school and professional life, for the way you live and work as 

a citizen of the world, for the way you live with those you come to 

love. The true test of the St. Andrew’s experience, an experience 

intended to be an education for life, is whether or not it is an 

experience that changed you, inspired you in some dramatic, essential 

way. Starting at noon today and looking ahead two to five years from 

now, we will begin to see the fruits of our labor. We on this faculty are 

an eager, attentive passionate audience for the rest of your lives. 



Remember your St. Andrew’s role models and mentors and use them 

to guide you through the challenges of the coming years. They will 

remain a part of your lives and inspire you in the same meaningful and 

supportive ways that this faculty and School inspires me every day. 

When you feel inclined to give up or give in, to lower your personal 

standards of honesty, decency, excellence, compassion and integrity, 

remember those teachers whose words, actions and approval reaffirm 

all that is best in you. 

     As many of you know, I find inspiration and direction not only from 

my family, friends, colleagues, students and mentors, but also from 

the world of literature. And today I would like to explore a definition of 

responsibility that is even wider, more comprehensive than the 

responsibility and interest and concern I feel for you today as you 

graduate. 

     In The Brothers Karamazov, Father Zosima describes the best way 

to live your life: 

     “There’s only one solution for you: take yourself up and make 

yourself responsible for all people. The moment you make yourself 

sincerely responsible for everything and everyone, you will see at once 

that it is really so, that it is you who are guilty on behalf of all and for 

all…work tirelessly. If as you are going to bed at night you remember, 

‘I did not do what I ought to have done’ arise at once and do it.” 

     This way of approaching life is an exhausting one because it makes 

it clear that we are not helpless; we are actually accountable, 

responsible for all that surrounds us, both here and in the world at 

large. If the world is less than it should be, Dostoevsky suggests that 

the light of our lives, the power of our efforts, the brilliance of our 

example must be strengthened and intensified. According to this 

philosophy, we at this graduation ceremony are responsible for the 



poverty in our inner cities, the deterioration of our environment, the 

abysmal educational opportunities for many public school children, the 

racism and sexism that lurks not so subtly in our communities. 

Matthew Bonner, a 12th grader at Archbishop Carroll High School in 

Washington, puts the issue perfectly: “We are a society, therefore we 

have allowed this to happen.” Dostoevsky would argue and I agree 

that we are responsible for the L.A. riots that took place three weeks 

ago. For after all, many of us have neglected issues of race, class and 

poverty and therefore must share in the guilt for the chaos, violence 

and suffering that occurred. And even those few of us here today who 

work to improve the lives of the weak, the poor, the disenfranchised 

have failed in Dostoevsky’s view: their light, he would argue, needs to 

be intensified in the coming days and weeks to meet the crises these 

riots have exposed across the country. But Americans like me do not 

think of responsibility in the grand terms Dostoevsky does. 

     Russel Baker beautifully captured the American penchant for 

avoiding responsibility in a recent New York Times column analyzing 

the national reaction to the riots. Baker listed 27 culprits: Lyndon 

Johnson, George Bush, liberal social programs, the media, the judge, 

the jury, the police chief, the black community, Lee Atwater, Richard 

Nixon, white racism, black racism, Asian racism, poverty, rap music, 

the breakdown of the family, decline in church attendance, 

maldistribution of income, greed of the 1980s, savings and loan 

swindles, Vice President Quayle’s use of governmental planes for golf 

trips, radio talk shows, violence on film and television, cultural 

illiteracy, failure of schools, food stamps, government subsidies for 

dirty art, inflated salaries for baseball players. Baker concludes: 

“Apparently everybody did it, but the butler.” 



     Perhaps it’s time for Americans to start looking at their own lives 

with the same scrutiny we reserve for our public officials and 

presidential candidates. It’s time, I say, to start pointing some fingers 

at ourselves, to look carefully at what President Bush called “the 

brother’s keeper thing” – in the words of William Safire, “to stop 

watching the television in pain and get off the couch and take some 

action.” 

     I would like to identify three voices worth listening to in the 90s – 

voices that collectively call on us as citizens to awake, sit up and begin 

to pay attention, to accept responsibility, to resist the apathy, lethargy 

and passivity our culture spawns so effectively. 

     Vaclav Havel, elected president of Czechoslovakia in 1986, 

following years as a playwright, political prisoner and human rights 

defender, is one passionate voice worthy of our attention. As he 

surveys the new world stripped of its obsessive fear of Soviet power 

and authority, he sees “our most dangerous enemy today as human 

beings’ own bad qualities.” He blames humanity’s arrogant use of 

modern technology and intelligence for our loss of vision, our loss of 

responsibility. In words reminiscent of those uttered by William 

Faulkner earlier in the century, Havel calls for “humanity to come to its 

senses – to rebel against a role as a helpless cog, hurtling God knows 

where.” Calling on us to define and cultivate a new sense of 

responsibility larger than our own immediate egotistical concerns, he 

writes: 

     “We must discover again with ourselves a deeper sense of 

responsibility towards something higher than ourselves. Man must see 

beyond the tip of his nose and prove capable of taking on 

responsibility, even for things that do not immediately concern him 



and relinquish something of his private interest in favor of the interest 

of the community.” 

     In their two superb books Habits of the Heart and The Good 

Society, Robert Bellah, Richard Madsen, William Sullivan, Ann Swidler 

and Steven Tipton argue that Americans are a distracted people, 

obsessed with day-to-day personal concerns and personal obligations, 

incapable of sustained attention towards the good of the whole country 

or world. They see American society divided in segregated sections of 

rich and poor, white and black, old and young – all unable to search 

for common ground for any notion of community involvement or 

responsibility. We live apart from one another and hide from human 

misery and environmental degradation. Our solution to the problems 

of the city is either to lock up or to move out. These authors observe: 

     When we care only about what Toqueville called the little circle of 

our family and friends or about people the same color as us, we are 

not acting responsibly to create a good national society. When we care 

only about our nation, we do not contribute much to a good world 

society. When we care only about human beings, we do not treat the 

natural world with the respect it deserves.  

     Senator Bill Bradley has attempted to signal an alarm about the 

condition of American cities well before the L.A. riots brought President 

Bush, Governor Clinton and TV pollsters and commentators racing to 

the city. On the floor of the Senate in July 1991, he said: 

     “Listen, as I have, over the last few years across America to the 

stories of families trying to make it in the middle of this horror. Listen, 

in Elizabeth, N.J., to residents of public housing describe how the drug 

dealers prey on the joblessness and misery of all the residents but 

especially the young. Listen, in Chicago to project mothers, their 

children dodging bullets on the way to school, threatened with the 



murder of a younger son unless an older son joins the gang. Listen, in 

Newark, N.J., to a grandmother, who, when asked what she wanted 

more than anything else said, ‘a lock that works’. Cry out in anguish 

and cry out in anger about this kind of life in America today. And weep 

for all of us that allow it to continue.” 

     Bradley was ready with a reasonable, non-partisan response to the 

issues presented by the Rodney King case and the L.A. riots: 

     “What happened in the court room last night is the business of all 

of us. And we’d better start speaking candidly, and we’d better do 

something about the physical conditions in our cities and the absence 

of meaning in increasingly larger numbers of lives in our cities…OR the 

fire next time is going to engulf all of us.” 

     I share in the shame Havel, Bellah and Bradley bring on adult 

Americans.  Despite my passion for children and education, despite my 

criticism of a government that allows the condition of its young 

children to be a distant priority, I have done nothing to improve the 

lives of young people in the Middletown area; I have not supported our 

public schools in Delaware through time, money, interest and energy. 

Despite my concern and work at St. Andrew’s to promote racial 

harmony and understanding. I do nothing to promote better 

communication between whites and blacks here in Delaware or in 

Buffalo, N.Y., during my summer residence there. It took the voice and 

vision of my six-year-old son (responding to the words and example of 

people like Peter Brooke, Peter McLean and Jon O’Brien) to bring me to 

a clear, focused awareness of the importance of the environmental 

movement in the world. I am 35 years old and in many ways a 

bleeding, morally bankrupt liberal. It’s time I started paying attention. 

     The greatest gift a human being receives in life is a relationship 

with a child or a group of children, for the young awaken us from 



neglect and indifference to hope, a feeling best defined by Douglas 

Heath of Haverford College as “the future alive in the present.” A child 

forces the adult to recognize and understand the Dostoevskian concept 

of responsibility: as a child looks at you and begins to ask the 

profound questions suddenly the future matters, the environment 

matters, racism and sexism matter, religion matters, schools matter. 

We as a society must do a better job of identifying and listening to the 

invisible children who live all around us. We need to have some better 

answers to the questions kids are asking. 

     Shakespeare had no difficulty understanding the concept of 

responsibility, especially in his most tragic play King Lear. He wrote in 

that play a line my father used to repeat at family dinners over the 

years: “Nothing will come of nothing.” I see clearly that line’s 

significance and power today. What comes from neglect, what comes 

from a society turning its back on problems and blaming forces outside 

its control is chaos, anarchy and despair. Those of us who know King 

Lear realize that the TV cameras zooming in on Los Angeles during the 

riots reflected Shakespeare’s heath – a world left unprotected, 

abandoned. I will say it again. We need to start paying attention, 

serious attention to what is going on around us, outside the narrow 

horizons of our lives. We need to rise up as Alyosla Karamazov did and 

become “fighters, steadfast for the rest of our lives.” 

     When you return to this place three months from now, a year from 

now, ten years from now, renew your relationships with those who 

have inspired you and guided you. And when we see one another, let’s 

ask each other the same question: How have you taken responsibility 

for the world, for its people, its problems, its future? 



     Let’s have some good answers for one another: I thank you and 

wish you my most enthusiastic, sincere and proud congratulations. Let 

me end with a quotation from The Brothers Karamazov: 

     “We shall be parting soon. Let us agree that we will never forget 

one another…And even though we may be involved with the most 

important affairs, achieve distinction or fall into some great misfortune 

– all the same, let us never forget how good we once felt here, all 

together, united by such good and kind feelings as made us, too, 

perhaps better than we really are…You are all dear to me; from now 

on I shall keep you in my heart, and I ask you to keep me in your 

hearts, too.” 

 
  


