
Chapel Talk 
Philip Walsh 
September 25, 2020 

 

 

On Joy 

 

Today I want to explore the idea of joy, the theme of this year’s chapel program. A colleague recently 

asked me to consider what specific joy I derive from teaching Latin and ancient Greek, and as a 

follow-up, he encouraged me to share that joy with my students and colleagues. I don’t think he 

intended that I devote an entire chapel talk to this question, but given that I have this space to share my 

thinking, I thought I would give it a shot. 

 

As I was preparing these remarks, however, I struggled with how to answer the question in a simple, 

precise, and creative manner. I love teaching Latin and ancient Greek because these languages are keys 

to opening long literary, philosophical, historical, and cultural traditions. I first came to know the 

Greeks and Romans through classical mythology, and in the years since my interest in the ancient 

Mediterranean world has grown and deepened.  

 

I love teaching students about a multicultural and polyphonic past, and when I was a college professor, 

I did so most often in English translation. It’s awesome to read Sappho and Plato, Livy and Vergil, but 

it’s even better to experience those texts in the original. I love showing students how ancient authors, 

separated from us by time, culture, and geographic space, remind us what it means to be human.  

 

I love when students see how ancient authors meditate on our fragility and resilience, on our capacity 

for terrible and beautiful things, on our fascination with what is dangerous and with what is wonderful, 

and on how our unscripted lives seemingly cycle through catastrophe and redemption, catastrophe and 

redemption. I love supporting students as they wrestle with difficult language and complicated ideas, 

and I love watching them achieve breakthroughs of insight and understanding.  

 

A love of language, a love of literature, a love of history, a love of learning… all, undeniably, are great 

virtues, yet all are different from joy. Love, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is a “feeling… 

of deep affection… [a] strong emotional attachment.” Joy, the same dictionary explains, is “a vivid 

emotion of pleasure arising from a sense of well-being or satisfaction.” The distinction between love 



and joy gets us somewhere, but it seems to me that something vital, something aortic, is missing from 

the abstraction of dictionary definitions.  

 

Seeking inspiration, I started this week to read a book called The Story of Joy, 

written by Adam Potkay, a professor of English at the College of William & 

Mary and one of my former teachers. Bold and ambitious, The Story of Joy 

tracks the evolution of joy from antiquity to the modern era. Joy, as Potkay 

defines the term, is, in part, “an experience of reunion or fulfillment… of a 

good thing that comes to pass or seems sure to happen soon.” 

 

All of a sudden inspiration struck, and I was able to refine my thinking and 

answer my colleague’s question. I’ll do so this afternoon by narrating an experience of joy, an episode 

of reunion and fulfillment, a good thing that came to pass, an evening that I was able to share with 

students in the ancient Greek program at St. Andrew’s, and my talented colleague, Ms. Ferguson.   

 

Last November, we had the opportunity to attend a lecture at the Hagley 

Museum in Wilmington, DE. The event was sponsored by the American 

School of Classical Studies at Athens, the intellectual hub for American 

scholars who are teaching, researching, and learning in Greece. The 

featured speaker was John Camp, a professor and Director of the 

Athenian Agora Excavations. The Agora [or marketplace] sits at the foot of the Athenian Acropolis, 

and was Athens’ commercial and social center. For nearly an hour Professor Camp discussed recent 

excavations in downtown Athens, explained what a professional archaeologist does, and described 

what skills he utilizes to do his work.  

 

In short, we learned that archaeology is a collaborative and cross-disciplinary practice. To be a 

classical archaeologist, one must have an understanding of design, space, and architecture. One must 

know the history of a place – its topography, its peoples, its environments – now and millennia ago. 

One must know how to collect, process, and catalog a tremendous amount of excavation data; and then 

to analyze that data with cutting-edge geo-spatial technology. One must be willing to get dirty, to work 

all day in an unrelenting sun, to jump in and out of muddy holes, to dig until your back aches.  

 



One must have a reverence for the past – to appreciate, for instance, the miracle of unearthing an 

artifact, of dusting it off and holding it in the sun; of finding an inscription that hasn’t been seen or 

read or touched in thousands of years. One must also possess patience, creativity, imagination – the 

trinity of non-cognitive skills – as well as humility, adaptability, and a growth mindset. Never knowing 

what one will find, one must be an ultimate truth-seeker: willing to make mistakes; willing to learn 

from those mistakes; and then willing, always with the help of others, to begin again. 

    

As someone who had the privilege to study at the American School, I 

have a deep appreciation for what archaeologists do, and the joy I felt 

that night at the Hagley Museum was of reunion and fulfillment. 

Reunion in that I reconnected with John Camp, from whom I learned 

many years ago. Fulfillment in that my students understood how much 

“problem solving” there is in classical archaeology, and in what ways 

they could apply their St. Andrew’s education in a new context. Fulfillment in that these students 

found adventure, connection, and meaning at the crossroads of academic disciplines. Like most good 

things, archaeology is both art and science, and when it’s done well, the walls between disciplines are 

low. In fact, the walls disappear altogether, and once they are gone, the learning never stops.  

 

Fulfillment because the stories that John Camp told affirm St. Andrew’s distinctive brand of liberal 

education: an education that is emancipating, revelatory, transformative, and anchored in humanity. 

Fulfillment because on that brisk November evening the Hagley Museum became a temple of 

possibility, a place worthy of its name – a µουσεῖον, a site sacred to the Muses. It was my profound joy 

to share that night with Ms. Ferguson and a group of amazing young people, and my wish for all of 

you this year is joy – of reunion, of fulfillment, of good things that come to pass. And when you are at 

the crossroads of disciplines, embrace the joy, and see where it takes you. 


