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      President Pestello, Provost Le Mura, faculty, staff, families, friends, and fellow Honors students: good morning. I am honored to offer some reflections this morning on my four years of study at Le Moyne College and am humbled to have been selected to speak at this event. The thesis I authored for the Honors Project -- required of all graduating seniors in the Integral Honors Program -- earned me the privilege of addressing you today but as I look out on my fellow Integral Honors Program graduates, I must confess to all in attendance that this privilege really could have gone to any of us. My classmates engaged in a vast array of fascinating topics, on concerns ranging from an examination of Supreme Court jurisprudence and religious separationism, to an attempt at dialogue between science and faith, to an analysis of the water conditions in Onondaga Lake. In my own year-long work, I sought to explore the perennial existential question of meaning from three different perspectives: through a fictional short story I wrote; through the analysis of several literary, philosophical, and religious texts; and through a memoir recounting several of my own reflections on meaning over the course of these last 22 years of my life. 

      Regardless of the specific topics or disciplines of study that have brought us together today, we are gathered together this morning because we have all made good on a common promise, a promise Provost Le Mura described roughly four years ago as she shared her vision for what she hoped scholarship at Le Moyne College would look like: namely, a vision of a community of students supporting and challenging each other to probe more deeply, and of raising the standards of their different aspirations and goals higher than what they had previously imagined. 

      My own assessment is that our class, the graduating Honors students of 2010, has taken a significant step in realizing this vision. In so doing, we can now leave the corridors of Grewen Hall confident that our education has realized its real meaning, and assured that we are incalculably better prepared to embark upon the next chapters of our lives than we were four years ago.

      The nature of the education we have received at Le Moyne is unique and truly rare in a contemporary age so often defined by excessive materialism and a pervading sense of emptiness. In an era where planes fly into buildings, entire economies collapse, wars abound, and conflicts between religious ideology occupy the fore, what constitutes being well-educated?  Does education even matter? 

      In my view, if it is true to its own aims, education is invaluable, now more than ever. But is must be true to its own aims. We must never forget that being well-educated is more than possessing a degree of familiarity with current knowledge, or training ourselves in different disciplines so we can be more marketable. A good education inspires us to transform the world and ourselves. After four years of college, we should want to redress the shortcomings of our society. We should be striving to develop our own perspectives on the issues that have arisen throughout our courses of study, building on those positions with which we agree and criticizing those with which we do not. Participating fully in such pursuits realizes the true aims of our education. 
      In the current economic climate and job market, our generation will confront unparalleled uncertainty. Change and transition are likely to define many of our careers, as much of the security once offered in the job setting has evaporated. Such conditions will require of us an adaptability and flexibility in outlook as well as an active pursuit of whatever opportunities are placed before us. While such conditions may, to some, seem bleak, we can draw strength and confidence from the fact that the education we have received at Le Moyne, one that asks us to look beyond the memorization of facts, imploring us instead to apply them, has prepared us to confront these most trying of times. Being well-educated goes beyond the realm of knowing about things. We become well-educated only when we begin to think for ourselves, when we learn how to learn. 

      J. M. Coetzee, a Nobel award winning South African author, whom I consulted in writing my Honors thesis happens to think that while a good education leads us to actively critique society’s shortcomings, it nevertheless shows us how difficult it is to affect a change in a world as polarized and divided as our own. Coetzee defines his position as "pessimistic anarchistic quietism" – a term he explains as follows: "anarchism because experience tells me what is wrong with politics is power itself; quietism because I have my doubts about the will to set about changing the world; and pessimism because I am sceptical that, in a fundamental way, things can be changed.” 

      These are provocative words, but my own sense of education is more optimistic. Our learning should open our eyes not only to the flaws of the world, but to its potential for transformation as well. Coetzee is right when he asserts than an education should lead us to a humble acceptance of limits – both personal ones and those imposed by seemingly impenetrable societal mechanisms. But the real power of our education can be unleashed only by those of us who dare to remain hopeful, by those of us who have chosen to boldly stride forward in spite of all the possible setbacks. To me, it seems that we bring forth the value of our educations through engaging with the world -- assessing as we go what we must accept and what we can resist, negotiating a middle ground between the extremes of a pessimistic resignation and a naïve idealism.

      My own conception of Le Moyne’s uniqueness is this: for every bit of knowledge we have been exposed to here, we have also been given a corresponding sense of value. When we were learning about social exclusion in sociology classes, we were also being exposed to the value of inclusion. As we explored the stigma and pain of mental illness in psychology courses, we were simultaneously shown the dignity of those who suffer and were shown how to help them draw on their own reserves of strength and resolve. In the discipline of our religious studies classes, we did not merely examine the faith traditions of various peoples across the world, but through this study, came to understand more deeply the notion of an INCARNATE GOD, a God who sees the unity among all of us, and who walks and mourns with us in our moments of deepest tragedy. What sets Le Moyne as a Jesuit institution apart from all of the other kinds of schools out there is precisely this intimate marriage between knowledge and value in its vision of education.

      Our intellectual journeys at Le Moyne have truly transformed us. Academic pursuits were once merely an obligation. But now we are here to celebrate them as indispensable to our journeys toward meaningful lives. When we arrived four years ago, many of us sought to impose our own meaning on an ever-expanding and complex world. We needed to tame it. Now, we do not impose. We are in no rush to conceive an abstract framework to explain it all until we are certain we have gotten it right. We let the world speak to us.  We have Le Moyne to thank for this. 

      Of course, we will never attain a complete understanding of ourselves, but what we can do is strive to get as close to one as we can. Our lives would be emptier without such a search for truth. This is hard work but we press on nevertheless. In his poem, “Digging,” Seamus Heaney tells us that the search for meaning is actually its own kind of work, comparable to the labor of planting, harvesting, and extracting turf that engaged so many of his friends and family in Ireland. Heaney writes:  
“Between my finger and my thumb the squat pen rests; as snug as a gun. Under my window a clean rasping sound, when the spade sinks into gravelly ground: my father, digging. By God, the old man could handle a spade. Just like his old man. The cold smell of potato mold, the squelch and slap of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge through living roots awaken in my head. But I've no spade to follow men like them. Between my finger and my thumb the squat pen rests. I'll dig with it.” 
      Like Heaney, we do not dig with a shovel. We have dug with our pens AND MINDS AND HEARTS. My hope for all of us is that we stay true to Provost Le Mura’s vision and never cease from doing so. Thank you very much and a sincere congratulations to all of you.    

