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When I was asked to speak at the December graduation ceremony, I was surprised and 

humbled.  What an opportunity.  What a responsibility.  Then I thought of all three of my graduations 

and realized I do not recall a single thing about the speaker or the speech.  As the time came nearer, 

nerves started to play a role.  What do I say?  I got on the google machine and asked how to write a 

graduation speech.  I guess I am supposed to open with a joke.  Allow humor to resurface now and then.  

I am also supposed to give advice.  And I should make it personal, but also not make it about myself.  

And I should avoid making a political statement but still be political.  Then I started thinking about 

graduation clichés.  This is not the end, but the beginning.  And You are the generation that has the 

chance to change the world.  That it is time to make your mark.  And that you can do anything that you 

set your mind to do.   

The theme I want to focus on today is one of paradox.  Not of contradiction (which implies 

opposites and binaries), but of paradox.  Paradox to me is indeed similar to contradiction, but is more 

thick.  More nuanced.  More full of potentiality.  And it is this potentiality, your potentiality, that I would 

like to focus on today.  If we invite, if we embrace, paradox into our lives, we are better suited to deal 

with all the challenges, all the curveballs, that life will throw our way.  But that is a rather obvious sports 

metaphor.  Almost as bland as the aforementioned clichés.  So here is my advice: In terms of math, I 

want to communicate to you, the graduates of Rockford University, that it helps to remember that 1 + 1 

can equal 3.  In English, let me simply say to always be Curious and Play. 

I’ll start with the cliché that this is not the end, but the beginning.  I graduated from Augustana 

College (The SD one) in 1996 with my degree in English.  Shortly after, I boarded a plane to Vienna, 

Austria.  I met a friend and we backpacked through Europe, which included stowing away on a freight 

car from Florence to Nice, France.  It was dusty, scary, and amazing.  We ended up in London where I 



bussed tables for four months.  Upon my return, I reconnected with my college sweetheart, got 

engaged, and then lived with my parents for seven months while working the 5am to 1pm shift at the 

call center and then slinging beers at the micro-brewery in the evening.  70-80 hours a week.  I had more 

energy back then.  I married my wife, Karen, on August 30th.  Three days later we moved to the foothills 

of the Himalayas in Nepal.  That all happened after graduation.  So yes, it was the beginning. 

But that is also false. 

1 plus 1 equals three: 

Once, when running away from a spinning firework I ran full speed into a single barbed wire 

electric fence. Knocked me out cold.  I played Ned Nederlander in the Talent show and my high school 

and my buddies and I sang “Arizona Moon Keep Shining” from the Three Amigos.  I met Ozzie Smith on 

the Astro Turf at Busch Stadium at the age of 13.  During the second summer of my undergrad I worked 

in the Stockyards at the packing plant chasing pigs from the pens up to the kill floor.  I carried a leather 

whip and an electric prod.  8000 pigs a shift.  It might have been that summer where I decided I would 

like to stay in College for my entire life. 

So life does not begin at graduation.  And, life does begin at graduation.  Both at once.  What 

you brought with you, how you grew in your time here, are all part of what you will become.  This is not 

the end, it is the beginning.  This is the End, not the beginning.  Neither statement suffices. 

1 plus 1 equals 3. 

Consider another cliché: “Your generation has a chance to shape the world.”  “You can 

accomplish whatever you set your mind to”  

Well duh.  But that can be said every year.  Or maybe I would answer: No you don’t.  And no you 

can’t. 



Ok, that is rather harsh.  And untrue.  But the statements themselves are equally unhelpful until 

we consider not just the opposite – but what lies at the heart of the statement.  What is really being 

said?  Every day you wake up, you change the world.  Your decision to turn left or turn right out of a 

parking lot can irrevocably change the course of many lives.  Or consider the act of reading: Ursula K. 

LeGuin: When we are done with a book “we may find that we’re a bit different from what we were 

before we read it, that we have been changed a little, as if by having met a new face, crossed a street we 

never crossed before.”  So yes, we all change the world.  But what a general and maddeningly vague 

sentiment. Not to mention a bit daunting.  You will change the world and do whatever you want to do?  

I’m guessing a job would be nice right now. 

As some of you know, I have not always been in the field of English.  The field of writing.  The 

business of Reading.  When Dr. Head asked me a few questions prior to announcing that I would be 

delivering this address, I mentioned that I was once a Math Major – I was on a path to teach High school 

Math.  I can anger a lot of people right now and say: math always came easy to me.  As such, it seemed 

like the logical choice except I have always had more Klingon than Vulcan in my blood.  But that is a 

different talk for a different audience.   

Because what I was talking about was Math.  Being a Math major.  Ending up an English 

Professor.  Two very different fields that are not all that different.  Yes and No.  Paradox.  It is why I love 

the blues.  Not because they are sad.  Not because they are full of Joy.  It is the combination therein and 

the resultant effect one gets from listening to the blues.  More than a sum of its parts.   

But, again, how from Math to English?  What happened? asked my Math professor so many 

years ago.  And maybe, just maybe, this will begin to clarify what I am trying to say this afternoon.  

Nothing changed and Everything changed.  That is the beauty of a Liberal Arts Education.  What you 



have accomplished here, whether you are an English Major, A Nursing Major, or a Business Major, is to 

have achieved an education that takes into account the entirety of human experience.   

We are not Job Trainers.  We train you to live.  We train you to think. 

[Pause]. 

You see, that is not true either.  Another pretty cliché that does not say enough yet says too 

much.  Certainly we train you for jobs.  But it is in how we define the term “train” that things get 

complicated.  Messy.  Interesting.  Every class you take shapes who you are and what you bring to your 

career.  As to the training to live, to think.  Man, what hubris.  What responsibility.  But a liberal arts 

education does indeed enable you with the opportunity to think and live within a more varied and 

complicated world.   

I did not switch from Math to English as if I turned a page.  I shifted my focus - Sure.  But both 

possible paths, to me, are embodied in the equation 1 plus 1 equals3.  And this, for me, is integral to a 

liberal arts education.  It happened in Calculus.  Calc 2 I believe.  To me, Calculus was an expression, a 

way to visualize and verbalize with a new language what it was like to think.  If, as Ursula K. LeGuin 

notes, a novelist says in words what cannot be said in words, then a mathematician says in equations 

what cannot be said in words.  Approaching a proof, to me, was similar to approaching a poem.  I had 

the end result, the answer.  And the fun part, the interesting part, was trying to figure out How it all 

came together and Why it was put together in that way.  In that sense, at least in my strange head, 

English and Math are, at their core, more alike than different. 

I like to think of math as trying to construct the story behind the problem.  Before you can do 

that, of course, you need to learn the language.  Addition, subtraction, etc.  Before you can say 1 plus 1 

equals 3, you need to understand that the answer is 2.  But once the foundation is built, and the 

connections are acknowledged, things get more interesting.  In Writing, this is when you have finally 



reached the stage where you get to break the rules.  In history it is when you stop memorizing and start 

making connections.  In chemistry it is when you get to start blowing things up.  Each instance involves a 

search for and creation of narrative.  So just as math tries to construct the story behind the problem, it is 

my belief that we look at the past and as we tell it we inevitably create a narrative.  In creating that 

narrative we add plot and purpose to historical events.  We add meaning.  In a sense, we make an 

argument as to what we believe happened and why.  We add a layer of narrative to the world to 

understand it.  Consider medicine.  What is diagnosis if not looking for the story that led to the problem.  

And so this is as close as I can get to a concretely defining a Liberal Arts education without 

devolving into cliché and what I dismissively refer to at times as Hallmarkian rhetoric.  The clichés I 

mentioned earlier.  But I don’t have to convince you to go get a liberal arts education.  You are 

graduating.  So I guess that leaves me to tell you what to do with it.  Consider this one last parting 

assignment. 

Be curious and play.  

Like any good assignment, I need to first provide some context…some background.  In this 

particular case I want to refer back to May 2014 graduation and the speech delivered by Dr. Mae 

Jameson wherein she referred to Alice Walker’s novel, The Color Purple:  I found myself for some time 

after returning to that passage.  That book.  As I often do.  Here is the passage in its entirety: 

“I think it pisses God off if you walk by the color purple in a field somewhere and don't notice 

it. People think pleasing God is all God cares about. But any fool living in the world can see it 

always trying to please us back.” 

I want to linger here for a moment.  Not on the color, but on the entirety of the passage.  I suppose 

one way to simplify the passage would be to say that Walker (through Celie), is telling us to stop and 

smell the roses.  But this passage is far more thick than that.  I am sure many of us are familiar with a 



pissed off God.  Regardless of one’s relationship with faith and organized religion, the story of Noah 

and the great flood is oft told and vivid example of a pissed off God.  But this is different.  Here, 

Walker’s God is pissed off because the beauty that God puts forth is not appreciated.  Not only that, 

but consider the wisdom and sense of freedom in the idea that not only ought we strive to please 

God, But God strives to please us back.  And here is a God not pissed off about some arbitrary rule 

written down a millennia ago by men, but by the lack of appreciation for the very world around us.  

And while my perspective on this comes from someone who considers himself a Methodist…it seems 

to me that this concept, whether we call it God, Mother Nature, the Cosmos, or The Powers that 

Be…that it is indeed not only reminding us to stop and smell the roses, but to consider the existence 

of the roses, and play with the idea that their existence, when honored, can be an affirmation of the 

playfulness of life.  And it is this playfulness that you will need as you step outside these doors into an 

ever-changing world where jobs are necessary but not always available, where safety is a concern, but 

certainly not always the reality.  In a world where bodies lay in the fields next to the purple.   

Consider again my assignment.  Be curious and play.  It is not just playfulness that allows us 

in the midst of life to consider the color purple.  To imagine a God, a world, that while full of strife 

and sorrow at once wants us to honor its beauty.  To consider, from a perspective outside our own, 

what happens when we don’t see the beauty despite our own concerns.  To be playful is to be direct.  

But it is also to be curious.  And it is curiosity that complicates and adds the thickness to Walker’s 

passage.  It is curiosity that lends one to ask ourselves what may lie on the other side of the color 

purple we find in the field.  

Let me add another voice.  Virginia Woolf, T.S. Eliot, and Stephen King all (and here I will 

paraphrase) assert that a key part of writing is inviting two existing ideas into a new combination to 

create something new.  1 plus 1 equals three.  Or a third. 

As such, I’m going to invite Toni Morrison into the discussion.  She writes in Song of 

Solomon from Milkman’s perspective: 



“She was the third beer. Not the first one, which the throat receives with almost tearful 

gratitude; nor the second, that confirms and extends the pleasure of the first. But the third, 

the one you drink because it's there, because it can't hurt, and because what difference does it 

make?” 

Again, maybe I take this and reduce it to a cliché:  Too much of a Good thing is not Good.  All in 

moderation.  But this is about a woman.  About a relationship.  This is about human connection.  

Consider the final phrase: “Because it’s there, because it can’t hurt, and because what difference does 

it make.”  But it can hurt.  And it can make a difference.  Moreover, note how good/bad, right/wrong 

are not applied here.  Then picture yourself walking in that field.  Better yet, picture yourself walking 

outside.  This afternoon.  Degree in hand.  If I ask you to not walk by the color purple without 

appreciating it, what on Earth does that have to do with graduation?  With Beer?  With Playing and 

Curiosity?  With 1 plus 1 equals 3?  With not only understanding, but embracing the inherent 

paradox embedded in your Liberal Arts Degree?   

I would say everything.  The first time you allow yourself to play, to not only honor but also 

consider the color purple, you will indeed be filled with “tearful gratitude.”  That is the easy part.  It 

is the first time reading Faulkner.  The first time you confront the complexity of the American Civil 

war.  The first conversation you have with a worried family member waiting outside your patient’s 

room.  But then you have to consider the importance of curiosity.  I have often told many of my 

colleagues here at RU, if I can simply have a Curious student, then everything else will fall into place.  

But without curiosity, the business of education becomes impossible.  Without curiosity, no one sees 

the color purple, and God gets pissed.  Curiosity, at least for me, in the classroom, and I’d imagine for 

those of you in the audience today, was not only present, but vital.  Curiosity is the mustard seed.  

From that, we can indeed move mountains.  With curiosity, we can change the world.   

So it is curiosity that will lead you toward that second time with the color purple.  And this 

time, yes, indeed, what you felt the first time around will be confirmed and the pleasure extended.  I 

do like reading Faulkner.  I do like revisiting, once again, just what led the Union to split, and to see 



echoes of that past struggle/divide playing out in our divided political system today. I do understand 

and appreciate the challenge of not only managing the medical side of my patient, but dealing with 

the lives the challenge effects.   

But the danger, and also the possibility, the place in which complacency can hinder you, and 

that persistence can reward you, is in that third time.  1 - You were accepted to University.  Another 1 

- You are graduating from University.  Now you are moving forward.  Will you fall into a pattern?  

Will you stop and simply let one and one be 2?  Will you compartmentalize all that you have learned?  

Or, will you listen to the connection between Math and English…between History and Science and 

Narrative.  Will you challenge conventional wisdom and cute sayings and recall that one plus one can 

equal three.  That this is both Beginning and End and neither.  Will you see the color purple for the 

third time, and rather than notice it because, hey, it’s there and it’s what you are used to doing…will 

you continue to be curious and play.  Will you find something new in Faulkner.  Understand history 

is never settled or simple.  Realize that everyday at work is a chance to learn.  And that, as you go out 

into life, realize that there is no playbook.  There is no formula.  That one and one do not equal 2, 

because that would be fair and equal and tidy.  Outside, beyond those doors, it is messy.  

Complicated.  Beautiful and ugly all at once.  And if we have done our job, and you have done your 

job, then you ought to be better prepared to face it, and to be okay with admitting that you don’t have 

the answers.  But also to understand that it should not be the answers that we are looking for but the 

story behind the question. 

So here, at last, is your final assignment: 

Consider closely that third beer. 

 

 

 

 


