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“COVID   sucks!”   Pardon   the   slightly   offensive   language,   but   if   anything   deserves   strong  

condemnation   it   is   a   virus   that   has   stolen   so   much   from   us.   “COVID   sucks”   has   become   a   mantra  

in   our   house,   both   as   a   catharsis   -   a   way   of   releasing   strong   emotions   -   and   as   a   reminder   that  

whatever   it   is   we   are   facing   it   is   probably   not   caused   by   our   big   sister,   or   the   School’s   rules,   or   a  

store’s   poor   customer   service.   It   is   very   likely   an   offshoot   of   the   pandemic.   That   said,   and   while   I  

would   never   wish   for   these   circumstances,   the   pandemic   has   also   shown   us   positive   aspects   of  

our   human   life   together.   Tonight   let’s   reflect   on   some   of   the   admirable   responses   to   this  

challenge.  

 

Catherine   Elton,   a   senior   editor   at   Boston   Magazine,   tells   the   story   of   four   scientists   and   their  

exchange   of   ideas.   She   begins   with   Stephane   Bancel   sitting   in   his   home   in   the   south   of   France   on  

January   7,   2020,   reading   an   article   about   Chinese   hospitals   in   Wuhan.   These   hospitals   are   seeing  

a   mysterious   increase   in   pneumonia   related   illnesses.   Bancel   is   the   CEO   of   Moderna  

Therapeutics,   a   biotechnology   firm   working   on   new   ways   to   develop   vaccines.   Bancel   forwards  

the   article   to   the   Deputy   Director   of   the   Vaccine   Research   Center   at   the   National   Institutes   of  

Health,   Dr.   Barney   Graham.   Bancel   and   Graham   have   been   working   together   to   develop   a   faster  

process   for   developing   vaccines.   Graham   responds   that   he   cannot   yet   make   sense   of   the   outbreak  

but   that   if   it   is   a   coronavirus,   they   should   consider   using   their   accelerated   process   to   develop   a  

vaccine.   Bancel   forwards   this   email   to   his   head   of   vaccine   research,   Hamilton   Bennett.   Three  

days   later   Professor   Yong-Zhen   Zhang   of   the   Shanghai   Public   Health   Clinical   Center   &   School  

of   Public   Health   posts   the   genome   for   SARS-COV-2,   a   complete   map   of   its   DNA.   Moderna   CEO  

Bancel   asks   Bennett,   his   vaccine   research   lead,   if   she   would   spearhead   a   fast-track   production   of  

a   vaccine.   She   had   led   a   similar   fast   push   for   a   Zika   virus   vaccine.   She   agrees.   By   January   13,  

2020,   just   one   week   later,   Bennett   and   her   team   are   working   on   a   vaccine.  

 

While   the   SARS-COV-2   virus   has   highlighted   many   of   humankind’s   limitations   and   flaws,   it   has  

also   brought   to   light   some   of   our   remarkable   advances   in   communication,   creativity,   teamwork  



and   the   scientific   method.   Consider   that   Bancel   was   able   in   France   to   read   that   first   article   about  

events   in   central   China.   He   was   able,   both   technically   and   culturally,   to   effectively   exchange  

ideas   with   a   colleague   in   Bethesda,   Maryland   and   another   in   Cambridge,   Massachusetts.   A   team  

of   scientists   in   Shanghai   was   able   to   get   all   the   relevant   information   from   Wuhan,   sequence   the  

genome   of   SARS-COV-2,   and   was   willing   and   able   to   publish   that   data   for   all   the   world’s  

researchers   to   work   on.   As   of   today,   nine   months   after   these   first   discussions,   27   vaccine  

candidates   are   in   Phase   1   of   trials,   14   are   in   phase   2,   and   eleven   are   in   phase   3.   

 

Dr.   Graham   at   the   National   Institutes   of   Health   was   an   early   example   of   the   many   caring   and  

hard-working   people   in   government   who   rapidly   worked   together   to   respond   to   this   crisis.   It   is  

clear   that   some   of   our   elected   officials   in   the   United   States   especially   have   failed   to   embrace   the  

scientific   method,   open   communication,   and   cooperation.   But   many   politicians,   and   most   career  

civil   servants,   immediately   asked   how   they   could   contribute.   As   one   small   example,   the   state   of  

Delaware’s   coronavirus   information   website   has   been   essential   in   informing   policy   makers   and  

citizens   about   the   severity   and   trend   of   the   virus   in   our   state.   Data   scientists   have   been   examining  

this   information,   learning   how   to   present   it   most   clearly   and   holding   it   to   a   high   standard   of  

accuracy.   In   addition,   the   state   has   tackled   the   question   of   how   to   test   its   population.   On   Monday  

after   class   I   drove   through   the   parking   lot   of   Middletown   High   and   was   tested   in   10   minutes.   Our  

state   has   not   been   above   reproach,   and   at   times   decisions   have   been   made   less   rationally.   And  

certainly   our   country   has   been   behind   in   testing.   But   success   has   come   when   we   have   trusted   a  

reasoned   and   open   approach   to   information,   and   used   that   to   feed   our   creativity   and   our  

resourcefulness.  

 

All   of   us   gathered   this   evening,   engaged   in   teaching   and   learning,   have   also   been   an   essential  

part   of   this   massive   joint   effort   to   both   reduce   the   spread   of   COVID   and   imagine   new   ways   of  

being   a   community.   By   early   April,   almost   every   school   in   the   United   States   had   gone   virtual.  

The   large   majority   of   the   teachers   had   never   taught   virtually   before,   most   students   had   not   taken  

classes   in   this   mode,   and   administrators   had   never   run   schools   this   way.   But   immediately  

students   and   teachers   were   trading   ideas   about   the   best   ways   to   manage   the   transition.   Best  

practices   were   shared   through   social   media,   non-governmental   organizations   and   public   school  

district   offices.   Students   had   a   wide   range   of   experiences,   to   be   sure,   some   better   than   others.   But  



most   students   in   the   developed   world   were   able   to   continue   some   level   of   interactive   learning,  

something   that   would   have   been   impossible   only   twenty   years   ago   and   an   enormous   challenge  

ten   years   ago.  

 

St.   Andrew’s   School   responded   in   this   way   and   more.   Beyond   the   classroom,   we   continued   to  

gather   in   virtual   chapel   and   school   meeting.   Students   and   teachers   produced   a   virtual   Arts   Day  

that   powerfully   lifted   our   spirits.   The   Form   of   2020   led   club   meetings   and   virtual   dorm  

gatherings   that   connected   us.   Meanwhile,   the   Form   of   2024   attended   virtual   visit   back   days   and  

made   big   decisions   about   their   future.  

 

Turning   to   this   year,   all   of   us   here   have   been   part   of   this   creative,   inventive,   open-ended  

experiment.   We   needed   to   completely   re-envision   what   opening   a   small   boarding   school   safely  

and   in   person   would   look   like.   Consider   all   the   people   in   communication   with   each   other:   Every  

decision   involved   Board   members,   people   who   work   on   our   budget,   facilities,   and   health   care.  

Many   involved   other   people   like   academic   or   admissions   leaders.   Consider,   for   just   one   example,  

all   the   changes   that   needed   to   be   imagined   and   implemented   to   serve   320   students   all   their   meals  

while   maintaining   distance.   At   the   same   time,   the   Form   of   2021   began   to   prepare   for   both   their  

own   adjustment   and   that   of   the   new   students.   New   students   and   their   families   worked   to   develop  

an   understanding   of   how   they   would   effectively   quarantine,   safely   travel   to   SAS,   and   learn   the  

protocols   of   a   small   residential   community   living   and   learning   together   while   protecting   itself.   

 

The   St.   Andrew’s   community   was   able   to   do   this   because   we   understood   our   values.   We   believed  

in   science   and   we   believed   in   the   good   in   each   other.   We   looked   to   our   motto,   Faith   and  

Learning,   to   face   this   immense   challenge.   When   we   asked,   should   we   all   come   to   campus,   the  

answer   was   clear   -   if   we   can   do   so   safely,   we   absolutely   should.   Then   we   had   to   trust   in   each  

other   to   figure   out   just   how.   The   seniors   have   taken   on   both   the   privilege   and   the   responsibility  

of   being   the   first   on   campus,   while   the   juniors   and   sophomores   have   invested   in   remote   learning  

while   patiently   waiting   their   return.   And   those   of   you   who   are   learning   virtually   this   semester  

have   made   the   leap   of   faith   to   be   a   part   of   this   community   even   at   a   distance.  

 



St.   Andrew’s,   schools,   colleges,   and   universities,   small   businesses,    non-profits,   corporations,  

and   government   departments   are   all   parts   of   our   worldwide   effort   to   respond   to   the   virus   and   its  

effects,   and   in   the   process   demonstrating   their   critical   thinking,   their   ability   to   listen,   their  

willingness   to   work   together   as   a   global   team.   From   VI   Formers   designing   distanced   orientation  

games   for   new   students,   to   people   making   face   masks,   to   developing   contactless   pick-up  

procedures,   to   honing   testing   and   tracing   protocols,   to   enabling   telemedicine   for   both   physical  

and   mental   health   needs,   to   data   gathering,   processing   and   dissemination,   people   have   been   using  

their   creative   and   analytical   skills   and   testing   their   conclusions   against   real   world   standards.   

 

Even   some   of   our   seeming   failures   have   been   evidence   of   the   benefits   of   the   scientific   method.  

Early   on   in   the   pandemic,   when   researchers   thought   of   masks   to   prevent   the   spread   of   respiratory  

illness   they   only   thought   of   high   quality   and   difficult   to   manufacture   respirators   -   N95   masks.  

They   also   did   not   know   much   about   pre-symptomatic   and   asymptomatic   transmission.   So   they  

discouraged   wearing   masks,   knowing   there   would   only   be   enough   for   people   in   the   most  

exposed   jobs.   As   scientists   learned   more   both   about   transmission   and   the   helpful   effects   of   cloth  

masks,   responsible   policy   makers   listened.   On   April   3,   the   CDC   changed   its   recommendations  

on   masks.   While   we   need   to   remain   on   guard   against   the   politicization   of   the   CDC   and   other  

offices,   we   can   place   our   hope   in   the   many   caring   people   who   have   dedicated   their   lives   to   these  

endeavors.  

 

Here   on   campus,   too,   we   are   revising   our   decisions   and   our   procedures   based   on   what   we   learn  

and   yes,   what   mistakes   we   make.   Seniors   told   us   that   their   first   48   hours   on   campus,   while   they  

were   awaiting   test   results   in   “Phase   1”,   were   difficult   and   lonely.   They   told   us   that   we   needed   to  

add   points   of   connection   and   activity   for   the   first   year   students,   while   remaining   faithful   to   our  

safety   guidelines.   Many   people   in   this   audience,   faculty   and   students,   shared   feedback,  

responded   to   new   information,   showed   humility   and   continued   to   innovate.  

 

So   we,   humankind,   have   been   asking   questions,   doing   research,   constructing   hypotheses,   testing  

with   experiments,   evaluating   effectiveness,   drawing   conclusions,   communicating   results   and  

then   going   back   to   adjust   the   questions,   the   research,   the   hypotheses   and   the   experiments.   We   are  

doing   this   when   we   develop   a   weekend   activity,   when   we   change   a   Zoom   lesson   plan   based   on  



feedback,   when   we   run   sports   in   a   new   way.   We   strengthen   our   use   of   this   method   in   our   science,  

math,   arts,   history,   religion,   English,   and   language   classes.  

 

Those   of   you   who   have   seen   me   in   my   KN95   mask   and   my   face   shield   can   probably   tell   that   I  

am   very   COVID   cautious.   Like   many   people,   even   those   of   us   with   immense   reserves   of   luck  

and   resources,   I   and   my   family   have   experienced   these   months   as   disruptive   and   even   on  

occasion   as   traumatic.   Because   COVID   sucks!   I   am   also   someone   who   loves   thinking  

philosophically   about   how   to   live   a   good   life,   and   who   enjoys   his   science   and   social   science  

podcasts.   So   following   the   thread   of   humanity’s   collective   efforts   to   beat   this   thing   has   helped  

me   through   some   of   those   darker   times.   We,   you   and   I   and   all   of   us,   we   are   remarkable,   and   we  

can   do   remarkable   things   when   we   work   openly   and   together.  
 


