President Turner, Provost Murfin, members of the Board, colleagues, new students, and honored guests.  Good evening. [Lincoln slide up]

At Gettysburg, in November of 1863, Abraham Lincoln said: “the world will little note, nor long remember, what we say here.”  Lincoln, of course, was wrong.  We all remember his dedication of the cemetery at Gettysburg.  What brings Mr. Lincoln to mind is my realization that you will little note, nor long remember what I say here tonight.  You have a myriad of things on your mind: how much longer this ceremony will last; the possibilities and consequences of securing a fake ID; and what you will experience tomorrow when you walk into your first SMU class.  To paraphrase Lincoln, “it is altogether fitting and proper” that you should do this.  You are, after all, almost college students.

As time passes, you will probably remember the general atmospherics of tonight -- the Rotunda Passage, the fanfares and regalia, the grandeur of this ceremony -- but most of this evening’s details will drift away.  That said, I have been asked to fill fifteen minutes; I’m part of the pomp and circumstance.  Given where you are now, and where you will be going tomorrow, let me share with you a few stories that you might find relevant to what lies ahead. [end Lincoln]


Tomorrow, you will begin a new adventure.  As before any voyage of discovery, you probably feel some trepidation.  In a way, your situation is not unlike that of the baby bird in P.D. Eastman’s, Are You My Mother? [AYMM first slide up]
A mother bird sat on her egg.

The egg jumped.

“Oh oh!” said the mother bird.  “My baby will be here.  He will want to eat.”

“I must get something for my baby bird to eat!” she said.  “I will be back.”

So away she went.

The egg jumped.  It jumped, and jumped, and jumped.

Out came the baby bird.

“Where is my mother?” he said.

He looked for her.

He looked up.  He did not see her.

He looked down.  He did not see her.

“I will go and look for her,” he said.

So away he went.

Down, out of the tree he went.

Down, down, down!  It was a long way down.

The baby bird could not fly.

He could not fly, but he could walk.  “now I will go and find my mother,“ he said. (New York: Random House, 1960, pp 3-19).

You are sorta like that baby bird.  Your journey, though, is not to find your mother.  (You probably know where she is; she may have even brought you here.)  Your task is to find yourself.  You are undertaking a journey to yourself.  You think that you already know yourself, and to some extent you do, but you are not a finished product.  In fact, one of the things we hope you learn in your two, three, four, five, or maybe even six years here – it takes some longer than others -- is that you will never really be a finished product.  You are human being, and to be true to that station, you must outfit yourself with the mental gear to live a life in progress.  [Socrates slide]  The ancient Greek, Socrates, once said, “an unexamined life is not worth living.”  We believe that, and we want you to believe that, too.  

One of our goals is to teach you about things, but our larger goal is to stoke flames in you that won’t burn out until your own fire does. [Heraclitus slide] Heraclitus, a Greek even more ancient than Socrates, well captured this sentiment when he wrote: “the essence of being is becoming.”  Think about that.  To be, to live, is to evolve… to learn, to adjust, and then to learn and adjust some more.  Truly educated people direct their learning themselves.  They do so thoughtfully.  They do so with purpose.  They know, as did the English philosopher J. S. Mill [Mill slide], that “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.” (“Essay on Utilitarianism,” Chapter 2.  New York: Dent and Dutton, 1972, p 13)  We want you to leave SMU not as trained humans, but as educated ones.  This is the odyssey you begin tomorrow. [end Mill slide]

Over the course of this journey, you will have to make a number of choices.  You won’t have to do this alone, though.  Your family will be there for you when you reach out for them.  Your new friends, and friends you don’t even know yet, are taking the same trip, and they will be sources of advice.  Your professors, too, are on the same journey; we’re just farther down the road.  As hard as it is to believe when you look at us now [pic of me], we were once in your shoes. We can serve, if you let us, as your guides.  When I left home for college, my parents [slide of Mom and Dad] had very different words of advice for me.  My mother warned me to be careful, because a young lady might use her sexual wiles to entrap me in matrimony.  I thought, “COOL, this is going to be a lot different than high school.”  As it turned out, it wasn’t – at least not in terms of my prowess with women.   My father gave me some advice that proved more useful: “don’t do anything too stupid,” he said.  You see, he knew that I would do stupid things – that is part of learning, too – but he also knew that I knew, or should have known, the outer parameters of acceptable stupidity.  You know them too, or at least you should know them; tend to them well. [end slide of parents]


Given all of this, what advice do I have for you?   What sorts of things can I recommend that you keep in mind as you make the choices that will guide your voyage to yourself?  Speakers on occasions such as this usually organize their points into groups of three, so here are my three recommendations to you:


First, choose to take intellectual chances.  Your grade point average is important, but it is not as important as stretching your mind and adding breadth to your experiences.  Five years after you leave here, no one will care about your GPA; they will, however, want to know about the quality of your mind and your capacity to think, act, and react.  Taking a range of classes, including those from professors who are reputed to be “impossible to get an A from,” will push you past your current boundaries.  Recall another story from your youth: Green Eggs and Ham.   [slide of GEH]  Sam I Am wanted the unnamed Suess character to try Green Eggs and Ham.  Initially, he allowed his prejudices and fears to keep him from sampling Sam’s wares.  However, once he tried the dish he had long disdained, he liked it.  He liked it a lot:

Say!  I like green eggs and ham!  I do! I like them Sam-I-Am.

And I would eat them in a boat.

And I would eat them with a goat…

And I will eat them in the rain.

And in the dark.  And on a train.

And in a car.  And in a tree.

They are so good, so good, you see!

 (New York: Random House, 1960, p. 59-60).  If you try some “impossible” classes, you may see, that they are not as “impossible” as they seemed to be.  In fact, they may be among the most important classes you experience.  Challenge yourself to go beyond the familiar.  Force yourself beyond your comfort zone.  It is better to be Socrates than a pig or a fool. [Seuss slide down]


Second, choose to organize both your studies and your distractions.  You will have plenty of distractions.  Dallas is a city teeming with them, and your friends will provide you with still more.  For most of you, this is your first time out from under your parents’ watchful gaze.  They won’t be around to tell you not to do anything too stupid.  You will have to tell yourself that.  College is not just about going to classes and studying; it is also about socializing.  [slide of GDG]  It is, in part, about “the big dog party.” 

A dog party!  A big dog party!

Big dogs, little dogs, red dogs, blue dogs, 

yellow dogs, green dogs, black dogs,

and white dogs are all at a dog party!  What a dog party!

(P.D. Eastman.  Go Dog Go!  New York: Random House, 1961, pp. 61)  At this big dog party you will meet all sorts of dogs, and you will make friends who will stay with you through the remainder of your lives.  You will learn things from them as surely as you will learn things from us.  Big dog parties are wonderful.  Just make sure to balance your social and academic lives.  As the Delphic Oracles used to say, “nothing too much.”    To put it another way, and stealing a phrase from a 19th century study of domestic engineering, “A place for everything, and everything in its place.” (Isabella Beeton, Book of Household Management, ch. 2, sct. 55, 1861).  Manage your house well. [end GDG]


Finally, occasionally choose to pause and ponder where you are and what you are doing.  Realize that you are experiencing some of the best years of your life.  Your major concerns have evolved from getting a horrendous zit on the eve of the high school prom to passing some killer exam given by some professor “who never gives As.”  Zits and exams, though, give way to even more wearying elements of life.  Enjoy the freedom your college years provide.  Revel in it.  Don’t cut important corners, because doing so will cheapen your experience and diminish you as a person: what you are, and what you can be.  Enjoy everything that SMU and Dallas have to offer, but do so intelligently.  [slide of TCH]  Learn from the sage Cat in the Hat. 

Look at me! Look at me!  Look at me NOW!

It is fun to have fun, but you have to know how.

I can hold up the cup and the milk and the cake!

I can hold up these books! And a fish on a rake!

I can hold the toy ship and a little toy man!

And look! With my tail I can hold a red fan.

As I hop on the ball.  But that is not all.

Oh no.  That is not all….

(New York: Random House, 1957, p. 18)  It is fun to have fun, but learn how to have fun.  Make sure that your fun taps into the variety of opportunities that this university and city provide. When you graduate -- when you complete the Rotunda Passage you began when you walked through Dallas Hall a few minutes ago -- do so with no regrets over paths not taken.  Appreciate your unique position, and live it to the fullest.  Have fun – have lots of fun – but choose to have lots of kinds of fun.  [end slide TCHat]

I hope that these comments, drawn somewhat eclectic sources, demonstrate that you can find wisdom, real wisdom, in a multiplicity of places.  Seek it out; you will never again have the opportunity to do so unfettered by the more mundane tasks of life.  Make the most of it; make the most of you.  Although you may remember little of what was said here tonight, hold on to the excitement, anxiety, and anticipation you feel right now.  Let it motivate you as you undertake your journey to yourself.  

You are new to us tonight, but you won’t be for long.  Tomorrow we begin – you and us, together.  Too soon, this experience will be only a memory. [Seuss slide up]  Your life will move on, taking you away from here.  Dr. Suess – himself now passed – understood the fleeting nature of time, and he captured it well:

How did it get so late so soon?

It's night before it's afternoon.

December is here before it's June.

My goodness how the time has flewn.

How did it get so late so soon?

[Seuss slide down]

Appreciate where you are and what you have at your disposal. Seize the moment.  Enjoy your time with us actively and vigorously.  Enjoy becoming you; enjoy your journey to yourself.  We are very glad that you are here, and we stand ready to help you on your personal pilgrimage.  Welcome to SMU.  We wish you well. 


Oh… and one more thing: try not to do anything too stupid.
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