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(Filmed Introduction) 

Some speakers need no introduction. 

Obviously, I need all the introduction I can get. With that eulogy, the least I can do is go ahead 

and die. 

I’m grateful to those who prepared it all. Those responsible for my being here in this 

distinguished company. 

Well, here you are on your big day. Just what you need. One more white-haired guy in a suit 

shouting platitudes and telling you things you already know. How often has that happened to you 

in the last few years? 

Sometimes – very occasionally – graduates get lucky. What must it have been like back in 1946 

to be in the crowd at tiny Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, when recently defeated 

Prime Minister Winston Churchill of Great Britain warned that our wartime ally, the Soviet 

Union, had lowered an “Iron Curtain” over Eastern Europe. That day, he gave a name to the 

clash of ideologies that would outlast a generation. 

Then, two years later at Harvard, as the Cold War heated up, Secretary of State George Catlett 

Marshall called for European economic recovery and offered American help. The western half of 

Europe accepted and The Marshall Plan changed the face of Europe forever. It all began on a 

June afternoon in 1948 and those graduates heard it first. 

More recently, Steve Jobs of Apple Computers spoke to graduates much like you in 2005. His 

outline on the wonders and perils of the information age set the bar for commencement addresses 

impossibly high. 

Let me relieve the suspense. 

This will not be one of those speeches. 

It will not even be as memorable as the only graduation speech I ever heard in person that I 

actually remember. Many years ago, a cousin was being graduated from Millersburg Military 

Institute in Millersburg, Kentucky. It was a hot spring day, we were outside, perched on metal 

folding chairs. There was an awkward wait, then the commandant told us the speaker had not 

showed up, but a local physician had agreed to fill in at the last minute. 



It was a moment he had waited for all his life.  

He spoke to us for 40 minutes on the virtues of roughage in the diet. 

This will not be that memorable. Or, thank Heaven, that long. 

Those of us asked to speak on these occasions sweat over every paragraph, hoping we’ll find the 

correct phrases, the perfect cadence, the withering logic that will create your “eureka” moment 

and you will leave this place lifted on a cloud of towering rhetoric to conquer all the world’s 

remaining mysteries. 

Of course we never do and you never do. 

That’s because we forget what is really going on here. It is not about what we are saying. It is 

about what you are doing. 

You will be leaving here to define the American experiment for your time, just as your parents 

did, and theirs. Some did it well, others not so much, but they all advanced what it meant to be an 

American. So will you, starting today. 

We are rattling and clanking our way deeper into the 21
st
 century, adjusting to a vulnerable 

global economy, exposed, sometimes unwillingly, to a wider view of the world around us, all the 

while in the embrace of an immediacy never before imagined.  

Ready or not, change is on the way. We won’t meet it successfully unless our intellectual 

centers, like the University of Cincinnati, continue to raise the bar for what we expect from 

ourselves. 

Which led me to spend a great deal of time these last few weeks thinking about you. Who you 

are. What you know. What you believe.  

Could there be – against the odds – a clue to you in examining me at your age, a lifetime ago in a 

very different America? What did I know and what did I believe? 

I knew, because I had been taught, that at the contemporary 1950’s rate of recovery and 

consumption, we would burn up our coal reserves by the year 2000. I knew that, come summer, 

one person of my acquaintance would contract Polio and die or be confined to an iron lung. I 

knew that our population at the census of 1950 birth rate would reach 400,000,000 by 2000, but I 

would not live to see it because life expectancy was 63. I knew that our cars and planes would 

soon run on atomic power. I knew that we would have to go to war with the Soviet Union. I 

knew that Black Americans were perfectly content on their own side of town and in their own 

schools. I knew that a Catholic would never be elected president. I knew that the only things that 

women truly wanted were a husband, a station wagon and 4.3 children. I knew that if I ate meat 

on Friday I would go to Hell.  

I knew a lot. 

All these years later, I understand what my grandfather meant when he said, “It’s not what you 

don’t know that hurts you. It’s what you know that is not so.” 



I have spent too much of my time unlearning what is not so. 

But I knew a few other things, too. Because wise people had taught them to me. I knew I was 

responsible for my own actions. That I was supposed to take care of my family and that, 

ultimately, everyone was in my family. That I was to be fair. That I must keep my word, 

especially when it was uncomfortable to do so. That I was to help those with less power than I, 

challenge those with more and be suspicious of all power, especially any I got myself. 

What have you learned, my young friends? 

What misperceptions and baggage are you carrying out into the world? What small bigotries and 

tiny prejudices lie dormant in your hearts ready to spring to life when they can blindside you and 

turn you into someone you won’t recognize. 

Wait a minute. Was that advice? I promised myself I wouldn’t dish out any advice. What good is 

advice from a man who has so little in common with you. 

I am, in the interest of full disclosure, old.  

If you haven’t noticed, there are a lot of us around these days. All of us sure you need the benefit 

of our wisdom. You don’t. There are things you simply have to learn yourself. 

We went into the day-to-day battle with the same look in our eyes I see in yours today. 

Enthusiasm, a little ambition, a little talent, some hope, yes, and ideals, too. Plus the 

unquenchable belief that, if we worked hard, things would come right in the end. There was such 

a thing as American Exceptionalism even before we had a name for it. And along the way, we 

had a very good time, as will you. 

I’m almost finished now. 

Let’s give you the bad news first. Most of our dreams didn’t come true. Most of our goals went 

unrealized. 

The good news is that it didn’t matter at all. Goals and dreams are ephemeral and pre-suppose 

some Oz-like destination. Up in a puff of smoke. It was always the journey that counted. Every 

moment of it. Every mile of it. 

And if, as your story nears its end and your spouse’s face still has tinges of respect and affection 

and your kids are skill taking your calls, count yourself a success. 

There is even more good news. 

I wasn’t sure there would be. I set myself a challenge. Was it still possible to believe it all? It was 

a serious question. 

And since this is my valedictory – I won’t be delivering any commencement addresses after this 

one – I owed you the truth. 

So earlier this week, I sat by the river and had what we used to call an examination of 

conscience.  



Did I still believe the national narrative I had been taught? Did the soaring rhetoric of our 

aspirations survive the wars, the lies, the scandals, the greed, the age of irony which skewed our 

hypocrisies and our most deeply held ideals with equal efficiency? 

On the riverbank I was trying to construct an inventory, but what came instead was a jumble of 

fragments, like a montage from an old movie, familiar words and images interposing themselves, 

tumbling over one another: 

“Created equal…inalienable rights…more perfect union…congress shall make no law…shall not 

perish…henceforth and forever free…fear itself…ask not…we are the change…the shining city 

on the hill…” 

And from that jumble came, for me, an answer. After 78 years – one third of our nation’s life – 

after many bruises and doubts, the words still had power. For me, it is still possible to believe it 

all. 

To believing in you. 

Here in our own shining city on seven hills. The seven hills of Cincinnati on the Ohio.  

And that’s all I had to say to you. Except eat plenty of roughage.  

Good luck. Goodbye. 

 

 


