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President Newman, Chairman Price and board members, other distinguished guests, Shorter staff and faculty, proud parents, family members, friends, and, above all, you wonderful graduates, there’s really only one thing we all want to say to you this morning, and it is “Hwæt! Ge beoð hlosniende!” in Old English, or, in Facebook English, “Woot! You’re awesome!” Thank you for giving me this joy. Talk about giving your teacher an “assignment”! Payback time! When Dr. Newman told me, I got to work immediately. That’s how, one cold winter night, I found myself staring at a blank page, totally “overwhelmed,” not nearly as courageous as graduating senior Garrett Prather. You know, Garrett, I had to get out my red dictionary and look up overwhelm, because, when I first started writing this speech, I felt not unlike that proverbial sunken pirate ship shaking in the deep currents at the bottom of the ocean—yes, I was a nervous wreck!
Therefore, it did NOT calm my nerves to learn that the word overwhelm once meant “to capsize a ship.” In 1450, London’s mayor wrote in the London Chronicle, [Accent] “Owing to a miscalculation in steering, the barge crashed into the pier and overwhelmed.” That cold winter night of the blank page, I was overwhelmed about writing this speech, but then at least I knew why, when “overwhelmed,” we say things like, “I’m drowning here!” “I’m going under!” “I’m swamped!” 
But still, I had a speech to write. So I looked more closely at the word overwhelmed. And suddenly I had hope. Look at this word with me. See that tiny word helm in it? Helm is in helmet, too, and means “cover and protect.” When waves of fear capsize my soul, overwhelming me, I can “cover and protect” my soul in prayer. 
I thought, “Hold on—I can actually do that.” [Put on helmet.] There, that’s much better. Besides, when have you been to a graduation featuring a $27 E-bay-peddled replica of a 7th-century Sutton-Hoo Anglo-Saxon helmet? [Take helmet off.] 
For me, this helmet symbolizes the prayer I choose as cover when life upside-downs me, worry swallows up my soul, and sorrows like sea billows roll—I “put on” prayer, admit to God, “I’m scared.” David did this. In Psalm 61:2-4, he sings, “From the end of the earth I call to you, God, when my heart is faint. Lead me to the rock that is higher than I; for you are my refuge.” Prayer opens me and my shaking heart to God’s agape love, filling my weaknesses with the strength, protection, and courage of humility, if I let it; for the power of love [quote] “is made perfect in weakness,” as Paul wrote. 
I also find my gratitude grows when I pray. Fear blinds me to my blessings, but prayer helps me see how fortunate I am to have family, friends, health, food, and shelter. It makes me grateful. As I worried about this speech, I prayed and realized I’ve been part of the Shorter College community 30 years, since arriving as a skinny brown freshman in 1978. In 1980, Dr. Martha Shaw sat exactly where you sit now, graduates. I wonder if her graduation experience was like mine. Reflecting on my 1982 graduation comforted me, because I realized I don’t have the slightest memory of my commencement speaker. So, the good news is that in 2034, you’ll remember this day, but not me or anything I’ve said.
But [sing] I will remember you. Dooo-dooo-dooo! And now, parents and other friends of Shorter College, please listen to what these graduates have done WHILE taking full loads and earning their liberal arts degrees, and this sample is merely representative, with apologies in advance for not being able to cover it all: They volunteered at shelters for battered women in town; raised money for many different charities; led winter coat drives for those without; did mission work in Africa; sang on the first nationally released recording by the Shorter College Chorale (the awesome A Savior from on High) and were invited to perform at St. Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City; worked as youth and children’s pastors in local churches; played on a football team with a record season of 7 and 4; created amazing senior art exhibitions; hustled on a Lady Hawks’ basketball team to achieve a 20-win season; made The Periscope an online publication, posting, updating, and streaming fresh news stories 24/7; defeated Berry’s men in basketball in one of the most electrifying games ever played right here; made music in the band; twirled flags; danced; sang and performed in wonderful operas; competed on the men’s track & field team, capturing 1st place at the mid-South conference’s championship meet, while breaking 18 conference records; won NATS auditions; designed and created a first-place-winning literary magazine, The Chimes; won their first-ever SSAC championship title in softball, in back-to-back seasons, and their first-ever SSAC softball tournament crown last Saturday; taught their fellow students in the peer tutoring program and in the writing center; achieved their first-ever SSAC championship title in women’s volleyball; won multiple awards in drama; studied abroad; and gained entrance into prestigious graduate school programs in medicine, music, theater, natural science, communication, math, history, psychology, law, computer science, sports studies, library science, religion, art, education, and English. One graduate here can both diagram sentences AND break down a molecule into its structure. What if you could Reed-and-Kellogg diagram a sentence like “That that that that that boy used is wrong is right” AND draw a sugar like deoxyribose? Another graduate has been accepted by not one but TWO medical schools, and another one has won $105,000 in scholarship money to matriculate to the Quinnipiac University school of law in Connecticut. And the list goes ever on.
So, instead of quoting famous dead people, as most commencement speakers do, I decided to interview my audience ahead of time, and let you speak. I spoke with students like Parker Aziz and Erin Miller and others. You gave me Himalayas of advice. Also, colleagues bragged on our graduates, and students shared stories of professors and others. It was awesome to hear. I kept everything you were kind enough to send me. Soon my “commencement speech file” was huge, and the only painful part was reducing it to fifteen minutes.
Let’s start with what the class-of-’09’s Mack Freeman Moodled me this semester in Advance Comp class, responding to my question: [quote]
* What would I want to hear at my commencement?  Hmm . . . I’d want to be dared to go into the Peace Corps or to study something unexpected. I’d like to be dared to not be certain about the future. I’d tell people to reminisce and to make sure they had a full cell phone when they left the building. I’d tell [them] love life and not exclusively one’s job, aspirations, dreams, or, worst of all, falling in love with the idea of being in love.*
Now you see why we Shorter professors have the best teaching gig in the world. We get to watch these students become quiet heroes to us. Here’s another. Listen to the mature, perspicacious senior Catie Lane, who Facebooked me:

* Well, I wasn’t having the smoothest time last year, with being sick and all. I was slightly freaking out about the whole I-have-a-tumor-I-hope-it’s-not-cancer thing. School obviously suffered. I didn’t want to have to withdraw. I thought I was doing okay but soon realized that surviving that semester was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do, probably THE hardest. It’s difficult not to give up when your body has given up on you. My professors’ willingness to work with me as far as schoolwork really helped me through that time. But much more than that, you cared about me as a person, and made sure to check on me first, before you “took care of business.” I appreciate this more than you know.*
And the inimitable graduate, Carrie Fitzsimmons, told me:
* I can’t tell you a time when I didn’t feel like the professors of Shorter College didn’t care about me. I say that with all honesty. I really believe Shorter is a rare find. I look at the faculty and staff of Shorter as a family. I know that might sound cliché, but it’s the best way I can describe them. A family can challenge a member at times, but only out of love and because the family wants to see that person do well. At the same time, you know if you ever needed this family, they’d be there for you. This is Shorter College to me. Many times I just needed to go and talk about life, and Dr. Parton’s door was always open. Even when she had a million papers to grade, she let me know I was what was important at that time and for me not to worry about “bothering her.” Shorter also taught me to take what I learn and share it. After all, what kind of life would I have if I kept everything to myself? I’ve learned to invest in other people and to become a global citizen. I’ve learned to see the world through another person’s eyes, and that is an incredibly valuable lesson. I can’t imagine being just another “number.”
In fact, the only “numbers” here are the cell phone numbers given out by many on campus. Dr. Dub Darville, Mrs. Melissa Hickman, and Mrs. Gina McDaniel, for example, all do. Or go to Dr. Chuck Pearson’s office on the third floor of Rome Hall. On his door beside his name, a sign reads, “Physics Geek-at-Large,” and under that sign, a note says: [quote] “I put the cell phone up here for a reason. Don’t be shy.” That’s Shorter College. Or go to Livingston Library, where we have the most helpful and professional world-class librarians. Or go to the post office and meet Mr. Gary Davis, and you’ll know what I mean. He cares. He listens. He helps and encourages students with unfailing good cheer.
I believe “Mr. Gary” would say to you graduates, and I’d agree: “As you charge out into the world with your new degree, remember ‘Plan R.’” I know you expect me to say “Plan B” here, but I usually exhaust Plans A through Q before my work is accepted. It’s just that no one lists “rejections” on their resume. And I believe the “R” in “Plan R” stands for resilience, which literally means “to leap up again.” It makes me think of Eli Manning, who made a career of getting up again, until that thirteen-yard slant pass to Plaxico Burress, 17-14. You’ve done that, graduates—fought the good fight, took the tests, pulled the all-nighters, worked the jobs, and were leaders on campus and off. 
Let’s celebrate with a poem originally written backwards and read held up to a mirror. I picked this poem because its hero reminds me of each of you graduating seniors. He’s about to charge off into his future. First, his concerned father warns him to “beware of” certain monsters. (And don’t lofty goals seem “monstrous” at first? And can’t uncertainty create a “monstrous” fear?) But what does our young hero do? He leaves home to find and conquer the “overwhelmingly” difficult things his father is unwilling (or, more likely—according to this middle-aged woman—is “too tired”) to fight. He sallies forth—just like you guys. I’m telling you the plot now because Lewis Carroll’s language is imaginative, but, hey, you’re brilliant.
I see our hero wearing a helmet as he rides out to meet the monster. When attacked, he does not run away. No. He turns to face his fear, lops off the monster’s head, and gallops back to dear ole dad. Please note that the “battle” in this poem is interior. It represents our struggle with ourselves and with our goals. You know what I mean. I’ve watched you earn your liberal arts degrees. I’ve seen you, studying alone in classrooms or practicing “after hours.” I know that piece of paper called a diploma represents long years of often “invisible” hard work. 
So, graduates, here’s a unique poem celebrating your unique accomplishments:
*‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:
All mimsy were the borogoves,
And the mome raths outgrabe. 

*“Beware the Jabberwock, my son!
The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!
Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun
The frumious Bandersnatch!”

*He took his vorpal sword in hand:
Long time the manxome foe he sought—
So rested he by the Tumtum tree,
And stood awhile in thought.

*And, as in uffish thought he stood,
The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame,
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood,
And burbled as it came!

*One, two! One, two! And through and through / The vorpal blade went snicker-snack! / He left it dead, and with its head
He went galumphing back.

*“And, hast thou slain the Jabberwock?
Come to my arms, my beamish boy!
O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!”
He chortled in his joy.
*‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;
All mimsy were the borogoves,
And the mome raths outgrabe. 

Or, as Mack Freeman wrote me: “At my graduation, I’d want someone to hit me in the gut and say they believe in me.” We believe in you. “I’d want someone to say you can do it and then kick me out to prove that I can.” You can do it, we are proud of you, and our prayers go with you. (And if you ever need a letter of recommendation or just want to chat, you know where we are, both in cyberspace and on this Hill.) Graduates of 2008, God bless you all, and, now, as Sir Bedevire said to King Arthur in Tennyson’s poem and as I often say, with slight modifications, to students as they leave class: “Go forth and conquer gently, o ye mighty ones!”
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