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It is an honor to speak this morning in the St. Andrew’s Chapel as we mark the end of our Virtual Reunion 

Weekend and conclude the 2020-21 year at the School. 

 

Today’s Gospel reading suggests that we create meaning and human connection and regeneration through 

expressions of generosity, grace, and mercy in our lives. If we do that generous foundational work well, the 

reading implies, we will have the strength to change the world in miraculous ways.  

 

The mustard seed, Matthew writes, “is the smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown, it is the greatest of 

shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make its nest in its branches.” 

 

I love that eloquent phrasing and that beautiful image: “the birds of the air come and make its nests in its 

branches.” The words mirror the transformation that occurs from seed to shrub to tree; the phrase the birds of 

the air, creates an image and sensation of freedom, liberation, and energy: the nests perfectly suggest a 

sanctuary and life discovered through this simple eloquent act of creation. What matters here is the act of 

planting and the rich soil so ready to ignite, inspire growth and development. And Jesus suggests that this act of 

creation: the planting of seeds of goodness and grace honors and even creates the kingdom of heaven. 

 

St. Andrew’s has helped me understand that the meaning of life and education emerges naturally through 

assertions of goodness, hope, and love in the world. St. Andrew’s people, young and old, participate in a 

movement towards making the world a more thoughtful, intelligent, creative, and compassionate place. We seek 

to join with the countless number of citizens, non-profits, and civic organizations that work quietly, day after 

day, year after year to heal and regenerate our communities. 

 

This is countercultural work, work that seeks to re-define the purpose of private education to the  

pursuit of a public good, to the creation of a more just, equitable, compassionate world. I teach literature as a 

way of introducing my students to the ways great writers explore fundamental questions of meaning in their 

lives. This belief that literature could help me understand and respond to the chaos, confusion, and narcissism of 

the world emerged from the teaching of two of my professors, Fred Stocking and James Maddox.  

 

 



Today, I teach Tolstoy to many of my students at St. Andrew’s, for as a writer, he relentlessly seeks to 

understand the meaning of life; he is a writer besieged by doubt, confusion, anxiety, and despair, but he seeks to 

develop a doctrine, a philosophy, a faith that will rescue and heal him. 

 

What he finds through the creation of his great character Levin in Anna Karenina is that reason and the anxiety 

and doubt produced by reason, block him from fully seeing, experiencing, and discerning the meaning of his 

life.  Late in the novel, he has an enlightening conversation with a peasant who teaches him the difference 

between living for the belly and living for the soul.  

 

Living for the belly of course means living to satisfy our own needs, our own appetite, our own ambition, our 

own material wealth and definition of success. It is the way of the world; and in earlier verses of today’s 

reading, Matthew indicates that living for the belly makes human and spiritual enlightenment impossible. 

 

Living for the soul suggests we dedicate our lives to people, causes, inequities, injustices that are larger than 

ourselves, beyond our original comprehension and vision. Living for the soul means living generously, caring 

for all children, for the elderly, the poor, the incarcerated, the invisible, the dying.  Living for the soul for Levin 

involved living in the moment, cultivating the relationships and connections in life before they disappear 

forever.  

 

At St. Andrew’s, we have come to understand that our lives have meaning if we live not for ourselves but for 

future generations to be free of hatred, intolerance, discrimination, and violence. We have come to understand 

in the words of James Baldwin and Diane Nash that we live to love future generations before they are born. We 

have come to understand that living for the soul means planting seeds of kindness, affirmation, and love that 

will create new lives of hope and mercy. We have come to understand that in the words of Elizabeth Roach’s 

great Commencement speech, that living for the soul means bearing witness to the human dignity of all in our 

community and world.  

 

Over 90 years ago, a mustard seed was planted here on land that seemed barren, dusty, remote, and empty. 

Today blooms a school, a national and international community, an ethos and abiding spirit designed to honor 

human rights, love, and healing in the world.  

 

Remember that gift:  replicate its faith, trust, and confidence in small and large ways for the rest of your lives. 
 


