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President Newman, distinguished guests, Shorter staff and faculty, proud families and friends, and, above all, you wonderful graduates, welcome! It’s an honor for us all to be a part of your very special day. 
Years ago, while teaching a professional studies course, I was impressed by the sacrifices you make to get your degrees in the middle of juggling work, family, young kids, school, and much, much more. For this speech, I wanted stories of your hard work and amazing camaraderie, so I asked Dr. Craig Shull whom to contact to get them. He gave me the names of remarkable people you all know, and they took time out of their busy schedules to meet and discuss your extraordinary strengths. I want to thank them. 
This past January a group of your professors and staff met and discussed your amazing diligence, intelligence, and the particular challenges you faced and admirably conquered to get this diploma in hand today. Here are the names of those who helped me with this speech, and, again, I thank you all: Dr. Steven Krosner, Chair of the Professional Studies Graduate Studies Program; Dr. Barbara Finn, Chair of the Professional Studies Undergraduate Studies; Ms. Jacqueline Avant, Associate Dean of the Professional Studies students, and Ms. Betsie Potasz, Registrar of Professional Studies. And there’s one more very important person who helped in a big way, but I want you amazing students to listen to a few clues before you guess who this person might be. Dr. Krosner first alerted me to this connection, when he himself alluded to it in a workshop I attended on the Hill.
There’s a certain song that comes to mind when I think of this conscientious, kind person. Guess the song and you guess the person. This song was recorded on February 24th, 1965. It was released on April 5th, 1965. It lasted two minutes and forty-six seconds. It was written by Brian Wilson and his cousin Mike Love. It was released by the Capitol Records label. It featured Hal Blaine on drums and Carol Kaye on electric bass. You hear Alan Jardine on lead vocals with backing vocals by Carl, Dennis, and Brian Wilson, Mike Love, and Bruce Johnston. Do you know it yet?

Yes, it’s “Help me, Rhonda, help, help me, Rhonda, yeah, help me, Rhonda,” and you know I’m referring to Ms. Rhonda Radcliff, Director of the Professional Studies Faculty Services and Chair of the Associates Program, who spearheaded everything (and who’s at her own daughter’s nursing school graduation today). As Dr. Krosner said, “That’s her title, and yet she does much, much more, including teaching in our undergraduate programs.” I also know that she is currently finishing her doctorate degree. Ms. Rhonda Radcliff kindly met with me and sent me lots of e-mails in which much bragging-on-you-graduating-professional-studies-students occurred. 

 So what did I find out? Who is the professional studies student? Here’s what Ms. Radcliff told me. The average age of the professional studies student is thirty-seven to forty. Often the professional studies student is a working, single mother. I don’t know how you do it. In general, your responsibilities include full-time jobs, children, and community obligations, and some of you are in what is called “the sandwich generation,” which means that you take care of your children and your parents at the same time.
And what is your motivation for going back to school? You want a better job. Some of you are fulfilling an obligation to a parent or a sibling from years ago. And some of you want to show your children that education is important. Many of you are the first generation of your family ever to go to college.

 
Let’s look even more closely at you. Let’s get specific, but without naming anyone. A very special Lawrenceville student was diagnosed with cancer while in the program. Her education meant so much to her that she scheduled her surgery around her classes by missing the last night of one course and the first night of the next one so that her absences would not be so disruptive. Her instructor told me that she was so weak that one of her team members carried her books to class. Although she did not win her battle with cancer, this student’s dedication to the professional studies program and to her personal goal will never be forgotten.


On another occasion, several members of one learning team were invited to join Sigma Beta Delta, the national business honor society. One member did not join because he decided to spend the money on his daughter’s dance lessons. His fellow learning team members found out and all pitched in to pay his dues. The other members did not want him to miss the opportunity to join. 
There are also examples of individual courage, as in the case of a Riverdale student who was in a car accident while in the program. Her injuries were severe. She had to learn to talk again. But she never gave up. She learned to speak again, and she completed the program.

Then there are the members of the MBA-104 cohort who graduated seven years ago. Its members—even though no longer “required” to meet—still have breakfast together once a month in East Cobb. They still encourage and help one another out.
Obviously, you do not work according to the “Toddler Property Laws.” Have you studied these? Let me read them to you. There are ten Toddler Property Laws:
# 1. If I like it, it’s mine. # 2. If it’s in my hand, it’s mine. # 3. If I can take it from you, it’s mine. # 4. If I had it a little while ago, it’s mine. # 5. If it’s mine, it must never appear to be yours in any way. # 6. If I am doing or building something, all the pieces are mine. # 7. If it looks like mine, it is mine. # 8. If I saw it first, it’s mine. # 9. If you are playing with something and you put it down, it automatically becomes mine. And . . . # 10. . . . If it’s broken, it’s yours. 

No, that’s not you guys! Instead, what experience you have in teamwork, in community building, in being courageous, and in multi-tasking! Also, you have profound experience in the job market, in changing careers, in life’s day-to-day challenges, in child-rearing, in caring for parents, and in . . . well, is there any area in which you don’t have a wealth of experience? No. So, you don’t need any advice from me, do you, despite the fact that I think it’s the traditional role of the commencement speaker to dole out advice like that farm in Hawaii doles out pineapples. You know, the one near Waikiki, on the island of Oahu. Sorry.


So I’m not about to give you advice about what to do next. You’ll continue doing 
what you always do—juggling many roles and being conscientious and exploring new territory, secure in the knowledge that “You’ve done it!” You have your degree. You’ve been tried and tested and have passed every test with flying colors. Let’s look instead at how you did it. What character traits do you possess that got you to today? 


First, I believe you have that rarest of all commodities, character. “Character, in the long run, is the decisive factor in the life of an individual and of nations alike,” said President Teddy Roosevelt at the turn of the twentieth century, and the amazing Booker T. Washington observed, “Character, not circumstance, makes the person.” 
         
Only you and your closest family and friends know the character it took, the hours involved, the time on the road, the sacrifice, the family-and-friends teamwork, the babysitters, and the late-night study sessions that took place while your children slept and before you went to work the next day. And what I really want to know is—How many cups of coffee did you drink? From today, you get to savor this degree and what it means.
But what exactly is a degree? I can read in any dictionary that a degree is [quote] “an academic title conferred by universities and colleges as an indication of the completion of a course of study,” but that is definition #6. Definition #1 is [quote] “any of a series of steps or stages.” There’s a reason that this definition is number one. The word degree comes from the Latin word for “a step”—“gradus.” Look closely at gradus and you also see our word grade. Why? Each grade in every course you took was a “step,” where you paused and assessed what you’d learned before going on to more studying and more learning. And guess what other word we’re hearing a lot today has the Latin word gradus in it for “a step”? Yes, graduate. You’re a graduate of Shorter College now, or are just about to be, and to be a “graduate” literally means to be “someone who has taken another step forward.” And it’s a huge step!

Medieval writers often talk about “steps,” too. They mean the invisible rungs or “steps” in the ladder of humility. You wouldn’t have gotten this far without a lot of that, either. I’m certain that in pursuit of this academic “degree,” you’ve experienced many “degrees” of spiritual growth. Ancient writers believed that climbing the steps or rungs in the ladder of humility brings us peace. And peace is what I most want. 

Sometimes humility is presented as simply just not bragging on ourselves. The 
great inventor Henry Ford famously said: “A bore is someone who opens his mouth and puts his feats in it.” But a good friend of mine goes further, defining humility as a willingness to be taught. Humility is “teachability.” You’ve certainly proven you have that important quality, and lots of it, too.  

Most of all, to earn this degree, you’ve had faith, something that Martin Luther 
King Jr. described unforgettably when he said, “Faith is taking the first step, even when you don’t see the whole staircase.” You’ve done that, step by step, day by day. 

The degree that you’ve earned shows that you lived out and are living out the truth of American writer Mark Twain’s words: “Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.”
So what else have you proven that you possess? Guts. You’ve been brave. When the going got tough, you got going. You’ve lived the truth of a poem some say Mother Teresa wrote. I first saw this poem on Dr. Martha Shaw’s office door here on the Hill. It challenges us. It has this to say:

People are often unreasonable, irrational, and self-centered. Forgive them anyway. / If you are kind, people may accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives. Be kind anyway. / If you are successful, you will win some unfaithful friends and some genuine enemies. Succeed anyway. / If you are honest and sincere, people may deceive you. Be honest and sincere anyway. / What you spend years creating, others could destroy overnight. Create anyway. / If you find serenity and happiness, some may be jealous. Be happy anyway. / The good you do today, will often be forgotten. Do good anyway. / Give the best you have, and it will never be enough. Give your best anyway. / In the final analysis, it is between you and God. It was never between you and them anyway.
What else has gotten you through? I can’t believe you got this far without tons of gratitude. An ancient Christian writer, Mechthild of Magdeburg, said, “I’ll try to repay you, Lord, and with a thankful heart, because only then do I feel safe from the dangers of pride. Many things on earth are called good that aren’t nearly as good as your kindnesses to me.” Willingly or not, we’re all enrolled in “Gratitude 1010.” It’s a required course, it’s demanding, and it has lots of homework! I’m just hoping to pass!
The twentieth-century writer, William Ward, asked a memorable question: “God gave you a gift of 86,400 seconds today. Have you used one to say ‘Thank you?’” And one of my favorite authors, G. K. Chesterton, who created the clever, humble detective called Father Brown and whose many works had a profound influence on C. S. Lewis, well, G. K. Chesterton recommended a kind of constant gratefulness:
You say grace before meals. All right. But I say grace before the concert and the opera, and grace before the play and pantomime, and grace before I open a book, and grace before sketching, painting, swimming, fencing, boxing, walking, playing, dancing, and also grace before I dip the pen in the ink.

The German theologian and mystic, Meister Eckhart knew this to be true: “If the only prayer you said in your whole life was, ‘Thank you,’ that would suffice.” So, graduates, thank you for sharing your amazing lives with us and with each other. We’re thankful for all that you’ve accomplished, and we join your families in saying that we are so proud of you. Again, class of 2008 Shorter College graduates, congratulations!
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