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Good morning, faculty, staff, trustees, students, and especially seniors and the families and loved

ones of  our graduates. It’s such an honor to speak to all of  you on this joyful day. Some of  you might

know that Mr. Roach tried his hardest to bring Bryan Stevenson back to St. Andrew’s as your

commencement speaker today. I have to confess that it’s been tough, for me, to compete with Bryan

for Mr. Roach’s attention the past couple of  years, so even though I’m really sorry for all of  you that

Bryan couldn’t make it, I’m grateful to at least be Mr. Roach’s second choice today.

To begin, I want to spend a moment to acknowledge and thank parents, grandparents, guardians,

siblings, extended family members, and friends for the faith you had in all of  us as you entrusted

your loved ones to our care. It’s precisely because of  all of  you who have worked so hard, committed

so deeply, and sacrificed so much for a number of years that we can celebrate this beautiful morning.

As you have done for 18 years with such love and support, you are here today to bear witness—with

the rest of  us—to these young women and men who havestudied and lived and played and loved

and grown together and are now ready to share their gifts with the rest of  the world. Yes, seniors,

today is a day to celebrate all of  you, but it’s alsoa day to celebrate your families. I would like also to

dedicate my talk today to the class of  2020, remembering their strength and resilience last year at this

time when we could not gather together on campus for their graduation.

When I started teaching at St. Andrew’s in 1981, I was 22 years old, a recent college graduate, just

married, and completely new to boarding school and teaching. I really had no idea what I was doing,

and I had no idea why I was doing it. I remember moving through those early blurry days of

teaching and coaching just trying to survive, trying to find a bit of  light to make sense of  this new

job and new life of  mine. I loved literature. I lovedsports. I loved the beauty of  this campus. And I

loved being married. But it was all also confusing, exhausting, and overwhelming.
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In literature, there is often a moment near the beginning of  the novel that captures the essential

elements of  the story as a whole. As readers, we canusually identify this moment because of  the way

the author signals its significance, but we can’t fully appreciate its meaning until we finish the novel

and see how the moment gives clarity and resonance to the characters and story as a whole.

In the narrative of  my own life, this moment happened that first year of  my working at St. Andrew’s

when Stacey Duprey—then Stacey Williams, a ninth grader I had not yet spoken to—approached

me one day and told me that she was my daughter, that I was her mother, that we were family. You

perhaps can imagine my surprise in that moment. After all, I was 22 years old and not really ready to

become a mother to a 14 year old! But I was aware enough to realize that Stacey was looking for a

human connection at St. Andrew’s, that she was trying to find her place at this completely unfamiliar,

primarily white, coed yet still very male, boarding school in the cornfields of  Delaware, a school she

had not visited, had not even seen until she arrived here that September, a school far away from her

home and family in New York City.

In essence, Stacey asked me to see her. Actually, in true Stacey fashion, she demanded that I see her.

My eyes focused on a beautiful, brazen young woman. But I also saw a vulnerable, scared, young girl,

a brown girl in a sea of  white girls. She also demanded that I hear her. When I listened, I heard her

strength and courage as well as her fear and sense of  powerlessness. I heard her ask for a family, for

safety, for protection, for visibility. In short, she wanted me to bear witness to her existence at St.

Andrew’s.

In doing so, she prompted me to both awareness and action. I had thought in those first few months

that my job was to teach writing and literary analysis and to coach field hockey, but I needed to

radically change my focus and acknowledge that even in a small boarding school, there were students

who felt invisible.

I needed to move from the passive, more self-absorbed state that Stacey had found me in to a more

active and alert state.
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Part of  the magic of  that moment was that when Stacey asked me to see her, when she identified me

as the person she chose to be her mother, she saw me; she changed my life and infused me with a

sense of  purpose that gave my work at St. Andrew’s a new direction and meaning that I had not

known was there. And although I certainly did not understand to what extent that moment was

going to change me and my life for the next four decades, I did know implicitly that my world had

shifted, that the work that needed to be done at St. Andrew’s was far greater than just my own

survival of  each new, bewildering day, that therewas more at stake than I had ever anticipated when

I arrived here that sweltering day in mid-August.

Stacey inspired me to shift my priorities and focus to make my primary responsibility as a teacher at

St. Andrew’s to see and hear every student—particularly students of  color, particularly girls in a

newly coeducational school and through the years many other students who felt invisible and

vulnerable for a variety of  reasons. When she soughtme out, she also woke me up and gave me

direction and purpose, a purpose that became my life here for the next 40 years.

Today I want to talk about the importance of  bearingwitness as we move through life. To bear

witness requires two parties: one person who sees and another person who is seen, who comes into

existence and visibility because of  the acknowledgement,understanding, and empathy of  the other.

Sometimes, as was the case with me, it works both ways. Stacey, I believe, knew—or intuitively

sensed—that I too was lost, that she needed to bear witness to me as I tried to navigate my way

through my own confusion and feelings of  invisibility.Once she did, I could also see myself  more

clearly, and I could turn my eyes outward and see her more clearly as well.

All of  us have heard and internalized Mr. Roach’s exhortations on the need for empathy and his

insistence on a culture of  kindness. We know that empathy is about the ability to understand and

share feelings with someone else; we know that kindness is about the ability to be generous to and

considerate of  others. I now want to add a third component to this equation of  how to live a

meaningful life: bearing witness.
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To bear witness shares some of  the qualities of  empathy and kindness—it necessitates us to look

beyond ourselves just like empathy and kindness—but it is also distinctive in its focus: the verb

“bear” suggests the notion of  support and carrying the weight of  something or someone, while

“witness” is about seeing. Furthermore, to bear witness is an intensely active state—it requires

alertness and a willingness to share the emotional and psychological burden, to partner with

someone else and their experience. In recent weeks, you have heard from many of  your classmates

this call for bearing witness. William, Christine, Heleah, Amrit, Marvi, Gino—for example—in their

incredible speeches and poems have asserted the urgency to see and to be seen, to fight for

understanding and visibility, to seek the truth, reconciliation, and justice we need.

Many years ago, Sister Helen Prejean visited St. Andrew’s to talk about bearing witness to people on

death row, work she has now been doing for 30 years. In a recent interview, she describes the work

of  bearing witness and the need to put ego aside.There is no room for ego because bearing witness,

by definition, means you must look outside of  yourself. She says:

See, an ego thing would be saying, 'All this time. Look how hard I’ve worked. Look how

much I try. And now look at all these killings.' That would be ego. 'Oh, look what it's doing

to me.'. . .then the energy fades out of  me. Oh, becauseof  what it's doing to me. But it's got

nothing to do with me, except I've been placed in this position to be a witness and I found I

can talk to people about it. That's what the fire is. See, it's just like, get out there now and do

what you're supposed to be doing.

I’m struck by the directness and simplicity of  her statement—”get out there now and do what you’re

supposed to be doing.” Without ego blurring our vision, she argues, there is clarity and a sense of

urgency.

One of  my favorite moments in literature is the birthof  Denver inBeloved, a scene in which

Morrison captures the intensity and beauty of  bearingwitness as she lyrically describes the work of

two women—one a runaway enslaved person and one a runaway indentured servant, one black and
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one white, both disenfranchised, both powerless, both invisible, both marginalized, and in

Morrison’s words “throwaway” people— two women bringing new life into this world. Seniors, you

have all read this moment in Beloved, but listen carefully now to Morrison’s prose:

On a riverbank in the cool of  a summer evening twowomen struggled under a shower of

silvery blue. They never expected to see each other again in this world and at the moment

couldn’t care less. But there on a summer night surrounded by bluefern they did something

together appropriately and well. A pateroller passing would have sniggered to see two lawless

outlaws—a slave and a barefoot whitewoman with unpinned hair—wrapping a

ten-minute-old baby in the rags they wore. But no pateroller came and no preacher. The

water sucked and swallowed itself  beneath them. Therewas nothing to disturb them at their

work. So they did it appropriately and well.

Emily Pressman is not surprised, I bet, that I’m quoting this passage today—after all, we’ve taught

this novel together for the past 12 years, and she knows my obsession with this particular moment.

As only Toni Morrison can do, she loads this paragraph with so much but she does so with such

simplicity. Her repetition of  “appropriately and well,” for example, captures the miraculous work of

Sethe and Amy as they bring new life into this world, naturally and gracefully, in an old boat with

holes on a riverbank of  the Ohio River, literally the line between the free states of  the north and the

slave states of  the south. She captures the collaborativeand necessary work of  women here as well,

work that is often overlooked or taken for granted or unseen, work that is creative and powerful but

powerful in a distinctive way from our more conventional notion of  power. This moment could only

happen because Amy bore witness to Sethe and then to the baby. Sethe, too, bears witness to Amy,

both in the work they accomplish together and by the fact that she then names her baby after Amy

Denver, saying at the end of  the chapter: “That’spretty. Denver. Real Pretty.”

This moment could only happen in collaboration. It could only happen because Sethe sees Amy and

Amy was able to both bear the weight of  Sethe’s traumaand see Sethe and what she needed in this

moment. The moment is both mythic in its scope, but also intensely intimate and simple. In her use
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of  the most basic language to describe the most heroic act, Morrison enacts in her prose what is so

powerful here: that the most profound miracles can happen through gestures done “appropriately

and well,” that this kind of  work, in fact, can bedone by anyone. It’s work that has no ego. It’s work

that is often uncelebrated. It’s work that, in the words of  Tianna Grimes-Wolfe last week in her

beautiful chapel talk, forces us to be acutely and intensely in the present moment.

Our many visiting speakers in recent years—Bryan Stevenson, Diane Nash, Becca Stevens, Colson

Whitehead, Jesmyn Ward, Richard Blanco, Alexander Nemerov, Colum McCann, Elizabeth Acevedo,

Yaa Gyasi—have implored us with similar messages of empathy and bearing witness. Consider, for

example, the ending of TransAtlantic. Colum McCann writes a beautiful and seemingly simple scene

between two women, a scene in which Aiobhann Manyaki bathes Hannah, a broken and grieving

woman, and brings her back to life and purpose essentially by her touch, her grace, her willingness to

listen to Hannah’s story, her ability to bear witness to Hannah’s life. Consider, too, Elizabeth

Acevedo’s insights this spring in her talk with us on an author’s responsibility to really be able to see

and know the characters and cultures they choose to depict. Repeated in their works of  art and in

their conversations with us at St. Andrew’s, the greatest writers and thinkers of  our time reinforce

the need and urgency to bear witness.

In her essay entitled “Witness and Respair” in Vanity Fair this fall, Jesmyn Ward meditates on the

tragic death of  her husband—at 33 years old—from COVID19 (although, because it was so early in

the pandemic, he was not diagnosed at the time of his death). She also meditates on the protests

after George Floyd’s murder. She writes:

I cried in wonder each time I saw protest around the world because I recognized the

people. I recognized the way they zip their hoodies, the way they raised their fists, the way

they walked, the way they shouted. I recognize their action for what it was: witness. Even

now, each day, they witness.

They witness injustice.

They witness America, this country that gaslit us for 400 [fucking] years.
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Witness that my state, Mississippi, waited until 2013 to ratify the 13th Amendment.

Witness that Mississippi didn't remove the Confederate battle emblem from its state

flag until 2020.

Witness Black people, Indigenous people, so many poor brown people, lying on beds

in frigid hospitals, gasping our last breaths with COVID-riddled lungs, rendered flat by

undiagnosed underlying conditions, triggered by years of  food deserts, stress, and poverty,

lives spent snatching sweets so we could eat one delicious morsel, savor, some sugar on the

tongue. Oh Lord, because the flavor of  our lives is so often bitter.

They witness our fight too, the quick jerk of  our feet, see our hearts lurch to beat

again in our art and music and work and joy. How revelatory that others witness our battles

and stand up. They go out in the middle of  a pandemic, and they march.

I sob, and the rivers of  people run in the streets.

As you can hear, Ward explicitly invokes the notion of  witness as the powerful force that she

needs—both personally and globally—to help her reconcile her personal loss as well as the many

tragic losses that span 400 years of  American history.

Witness, she argues, is necessary in the fight against injustices and entrenched racism, for witness is

about actually seeing the truth, acknowledging the existence of  the otherwise invisible, dispossessed,

forgotten, and overlooked. By doing so, we assert others’ humanity, dignity, and belonging. We see

them. We see their truth. We confirm their existence. Ward asks, pleads, demands witness for herself,

for others, for the world. She also celebrates the courageous acts of  witness that occurred last

summer, when people made the choice to go out, to fight, and to march for Black lives.

If  we were really alert this year, if  we were in thestate of  bearing witness, we were able to see and

understand the lessons of  the pandemic. We were able to see the tragedies and losses. We were able

to put our own wants and desires—sometimes real, sometimes petty—for ourselves and our

children into a larger context. We were able to see the reality of  others’ lives more clearly. We were,

perhaps, able to transform in radical ways how we think about privilege, injustice, systemic

7



oppression and racism. The pandemic should have jolted us out of  our complacency, out of  our own

angsty emotional puzzles we often get trapped within, out of  seeing ourselves as the center of  the

universe. If  we bear witness—as Ward argues—we will fight for health, for safety, for visibility, for

justice. We will see others instead of  just ourselves.

Bearing Witness, then, can be profound in its very simplicity and intimacy as Toni Morrison teaches

us. And it can be profound in its outreach and resonance as Jesmyn Ward teaches us.

When Stacey asked me to bear witness to her that fall day, I could never have imagined the story we

would write together for the next 40 years. In that moment—a moment of  extraordinary

courage—Stacey Williams invited me into her life, into her story, the story that she was trying to

write as a young student at St. Andrew’s School, a place where she was seeking connection,

community, a sense of  identity, and place, and belonging.Together, we created a family, a family that

also included Will Speers and later all of  our ownchildren—Cristin, Deven, and Jaylin, Matthew,

Hadley, Z, and Annie—a family that needed each other more profoundly than we could have

anticipated during those early years.

In fact, Matthew Roach (our oldest child) and Cristin Duprey (Stacey’s oldest child) were members

of  the class of  2004—and as family, they looked after,supported, protected, loved, and bore witness

to one another throughout their four years here. When Cristin tragically died, we needed to come

together as a family in the deepest way, in the way that only a family can be to and for one another.

In that darkness, seeing and feeling and sharing—bearing witness—to the unfathomable pain, we

grieved and still grieve the loss of  Cristin—her radiant smile, her warmth, her love. As Matthew

wrote about her: “She was the person who lived to create joy and happiness. She was such a positive,

loving, and enthusiastic presence...the person we looked to as an affirmation of  the human spirit and

an example of  how to love life.”
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Stacey didn’t realize it that day in September of  1981, but she defined my mission as a teacher at St.

Andrew’s, a mission of  bearing witness to all our students, especially the most vulnerable students,

that Mr. Roach and I have dedicated our lives to and who have enriched us in profound ways. Bryan

Stevenson captures an essential component of  bearingwitness in Just Mercy when he recognizes that

he does the work he does to fight “inequality, abusive power, poverty, oppression, and injustice” not

just to help those who are broken but because he, himself, is broken.

Since Tad’s good friend, Bryan, couldn’t be here today, the least I can do is quote him:

We are all broken by something. We have all hurt someone and have been hurt. We all share

the condition of  brokenness even if  our brokennessis not equivalent. . . Sometimes we’re

fractured by the choices we make; sometimes we’re shattered by things we would never have

chosen. But our brokenness is also the source of  ourcommon humanity, the basis for our

shared search for comfort, meaning, and healing, Our shared vulnerability and imperfection

nurtures and sustains our capacity for compassion.

When asked how she has been able to do her own work of  being a spiritual advisor and bearing

witness to people on death row for so many years, Sister Helen Prejean states:

How did I get so committed to carry on this mission for 30 years and not waver from it and

not burn out? ‘Cause I got grasped by something bigger than me. I experienced myself  as

being a witness, being brought into these executions, and then the moral imperative was just

born in me. I got to be a witness! Why didn’t I waiver? Why didn’t I burn out? Because the

energy is alive and. . .Maybe passions in life are like that for us. They get a hold of  us. . .it's

almost like we're following them.
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While I would never presume to compare myself  to Sister Helen Prejean, she does capture how and

why the work of  bearing witness can be sustained over many years: “the energy is alive.”Now I can

see the full resonance of  that moment with Stacey—howit “got hold of  us” and made us live with

intensity and alertness, how it informed all the work and passion of  our life and work here, how it

gave us an imperative, and why we never burned out.

Bearing witness to our shared humanity, Stacey and I and the rest of  our newly formed family

committed ourselves to each other to share in the greatest joys and the deepest sorrows of  our lives.

We have continued to write our story and expanded that sense of  family to our students, the faculty,

the staff, the parents of  St. Andrew’s over the past40 years. You may not realize this, but you have

changed us more than we have changed you.

In this era when we talk a lot about the importance of  self-care, it turns out that the best self-care,

the best formula for living a life of  meaning is seeingand caring for others. Most importantly, you

never know exactly what is at stake in the relationships you create in the process of  bearing

witness—you never know what those relationships will yield, what might happen, when you will

need others and when others may need you. To my daughter, Stacey, happy birthday—I love you.

You, seniors, are also now part of  that story. Youhave brought your families here today to bear

witness to the fact that you have successfully completed this important chapter in your lives, and that

you will be—forever—integral to telling, promoting, and enacting the ethos of  kindness and

empathy that Mr. Roach has taught you during your time at St. Andrew’s.

Make others visible—in acts great and small. Bear Witness.
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