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This whole affair and the celebratory events leading up to it have been rather overwhelming for me, and I 

want to thank all of you for the honor of your presence here this evening. I see friends from my 

engagement in every kind of activity associated with the life of this College: from those colleagues who 

teach and work with me at St. John's, to members of our governing board, current and former leaders of 

our Alumni Association, alumni from all over, including classmates from my class of 1970, parents of 

students who graduated from the College in the last few decades, friends from town, leaders of our 

Caritas Society, Friends' Board, and the Mitchell Gallery Board, and supporters of our community's 

Historic Annapolis Foundation, Opera, Symphony, and Maryland Hall for the Creative Arts, colleagues 

from other colleges and leadership from our national and statewide presidential associations. What a 

strong, loving community you make! How could I not be happy having been a part of something so far-

reaching and magnificent?! 

 

My thanks to all for your support of our financial aid program for students, to which you have contributed 

by joining us this evening! Also to those of you who have addressed us this evening. I do not deserve 

such friends but am certainly the happier for having them. 

 

- To Ron Fielding, my thanks for your friendship from our early days at St. John’s College 

some 50 years ago, for your leadership of our Board, and for the board’s confidence in and 

support of the College’s future as exemplified in the capital campaign now underway, chaired 

by Warren Spector. I’d like to recognize four former board chairs among us: Chuck Nelson, 

Steve Feinberg, Greg Curtis, and Sharon Bishop. I add my deep thanks to them and to all of 

the members of the Board of Visitors and Governors for the privilege of service these many 

years and for their devotion to the College and its distinctive Program of Instruction. Perhaps, 

I should recognize one further former board member, Brownie Anderson, who chaired the 

presidential search committee who reached out to me in 1990; 

 

- To Mark Roosevelt for his leadership and support of the College as a whole on both of our 

campuses; also for his help in our presidential transition. To this I add my warmest welcome to 

our incoming president, Pano Kanelos, now about to take the reins in Annapolis. Pano, for 

those who have not met you, would you stand and wave a hand so that others can find their 

way to greeting you on their own? 

 

- To Joe Macfarland for his very fine assumption of the duties of the deanship during this period 

of transition and for his helpful advice throughout the year. I cannot have said enough over the 

years about the virtue of our Polity in articulating carefully and reasonably the respective 

responsibilities of the deans and presidents to ensure the security of our Program of Study. 

And I see that we have among us this evening all of the deans with whom I have served on this 

campus, each of whom made my service at the College better for their care and advice: Eva 

Brann, Harvey Flaumenhaft, Michael Dink, Pamela Kraus, and now Joe Macfarland. Thank 

you all! And thanks to their Santa Fe counterparts over the years, now represented in the 

person of Matt Davis, dean in Santa Fe, and his immediate predecessor, Ned Walpin, who is 

with us today; 

 



- To our fellow officers, all of whom have come to the College recently and have worked hard 

and successfully to integrate themselves into our governing structure on both campuses: Joe 

Smolskis, Mike Duran, Laurie Reinhardt, and Phelosha Collaros; and two of their predecessors 

here this evening with whom I worked happily for some two decades before their retirement: 

Barbara Goyette and Bud Billups. Most of you knew Jeff Bishop when he was a part of the 

leadership team; his widow, Sue, and daughter, March, are with us this evening; 

 

- To the faculty and staff, without whom we would be a mere shell of ourselves. No group of 

individuals has given more, or more sacrificially, to the happiness and success of this College 

than those who serve it day in and day out, those who give of themselves to educate and 

support our students in countless ways; 

 

- To Adrian Trevisan, president of our alumni association, his incoming successor, Tia Pausic, 

and their presidential predecessors who are also here: Frank Atwell, who flew in from Hawaii, 

Allan Hoffman, Sharon Bishop, Glenda Eoyang, and Phelosha Collaros; 

 

- To Don Nicholson, president of the Friends of St. John’s College, and to Anna Greenberg, Jim 

Cheevers and Dennis Younger for the past leadership of the Caritas Society and Mitchell 

Gallery Board; 

 

- To David Warren and Tina Bjarekull, the superb heads of our national and statewide 

independent higher education associations, and to Beth Garraway, the former head of the 

Maryland Association. What a pleasure it has been to work with each of you! 

 

- And to my Executive Assistant, Ashleigh Cadmus, whose cheerful manner, ready willingness 

to help in anything asked of her, and whose professionalism I could not have done without. 

 

Then there are three of my classmates who started St. John’s with me 51 years ago: Steve Forman, Susan 

Lobell and Ron Fielding. One has a sense of continuity and comfort from, and especially a gratitude for, 

such long-term friendships. Thank you for being here! 

 

My father is here this evening. To him and my mother I owe the gift of life and an exposure to a St. John's 

education. He introduced me early on to Homer, Euclid, Sophocles, Plato and more. But he also led 

Sunday evening seminars at our home on Program readings when I was in high school. There I got my 

first taste for a way of learning that allowed each of us in these seminars to make our education our own, 

while at the same time helping our fellow learners come to their own learning as well.    

 

Some 22 members of the Nelson clan are with us this evening including all of my siblings, four of our 

children and a few nieces and in-laws - some 10 of whom are alumni of the College on one campus or the 

other. Even three of our sixteen grandchildren are here to enjoy the festivities: Kinan, Xavier, and Anders. 

I thank all of you for coming such great distances to be with Joyce and me this weekend. 

 

There are two more people who deserve special mention this evening. Ken Upton of Ken's Creative 

Kitchen has catered this affair. As always, the setting, the tables and presentation are beautiful and 

flawless, and the food and wine chosen by him delicious and memorable. Ken and his wife Doran have 

been generous, contributing members of this College community. Besides, I've loved him as a friend for 

some 25 years now. He and his team have made it easy and a pure pleasure for Joyce and me to entertain 

the College's many friends, alumni, faculty and staff over the years, supplementing the fine service of our 

in-house catering firm, Bon Apetit. 



And finally there is Joyce! She has asked me to thank you on her own behalf as well, but I know of no 

more selfless and generous a person than Joyce, who has given of herself to the College, to its many 

friends, to the entertainment needs of the office, to the College’s gardens at home and on campus, to the 

many students she has befriended and supported in times of their need, and to the community of 

Annapolis and its many cultural and artistic institutions. At her request, Nay, at her insistence, I have 

never but once publicly acknowledged her contributions over these 26 years, but now I must break with 

her and thank her for her service to the College and for her steadfast support of me. In her retirement from 

her own busy career as an attorney for the Environmental Protection Agency in Washington, Joyce is now 

pursuing a Masters’ Degree in the Graduate Institute, securing her position as a permanent member of the 

College community.   I could never have served these 26 years without her support and her quick, sober, 

and most practical advice, usually counseling a certain kind of restraint that does not come naturally to 

me. Joyce, my thanks - with my love. 

  

It is time to turn the attention of us all to our proper object - the College itself. I'd like to do this by 

proposing a concluding toast. As many of you know, it is a tradition at the College for the dean to give a 

closing toast each year to our graduating seniors at the final dinner held in their honor. It is a toast to the 

four republics by which we live and to which we belong. This evening, I'd like to offer a version of this 

Toast to the Republics. Former deans in the room will recognize how shamelessly I have borrowed bits 

and pieces of this from some of their own. But there it is then. We don't call this a 'community' of learning 

for nothing. So --- 

 

We drink first to the Republic of Letters.  

 

These are the books and authors who have befriended our students and faculty over the course of 

their studies at the College. They have spanned several civilizations and a few centuries. The 

older works have survived the test of time because they are fundamental to understanding our 

humanity; they are the building blocks and cornerstones of our edifices in the humanities, arts and 

sciences. The newer ones test our ability to think afresh with each generation about the turns of 

thought and discoveries that have been made that will cast a new light upon those deeply human 

questions: What is this world I have been born into? What is my place within it? And what am I 

meant to do with the life I have been given?   

 

This Republic is a beckoning republic, welcoming every would-be immigrant who is fleeing 

narrow-mindedness and willing to engage in serious dialogue across all sorts of boundaries: 

disciplinary, national, cultural, and religious.  

 

The second of my toasts is to The Republic of Plato.  

 

This is the indispensable text that sets forth the plan of study for what we call the "Program" at St. 

John's College. It provides the model of a liberal education at work. It teaches us both what it 

might mean to be enslaved in our own personal caves and how we might climb out of those caves 

into the light of the sun, freeing ourselves (with a little help) from the shadows below. This book 

articulates the problem of what it means to be a republic, one that must support a kind of 

dialectical interplay between the private good and the common good – perhaps even a tension 

between the two that cannot ever quite be reconciled.  

 

My third toast is to the Republic of the United States of America, whose foundation in freedom 

grounded in law, has made it possible for this College, dedicated to cultivating the arts of 

freedom, the liberal arts, to thrive since before the formal founding of this nation. 

 

We owe this republic a debt of gratitude for our very freedom to think and speak critically about 

it. We may not owe it our love, but surely many of us do love it for the freedom we enjoy to 



express our individual hopes and dreams, and then to find paths open to us to achieve those 

dreams alongside others who see this as the common heritage of us all who belong to this country 

of ours.  

 

We drink fourth to this tiny Republic of St. John's College, grown huge by the company of its 

many alumni and friends, as evidenced by your fellowship this evening. But it is also in this 

republic where we have established a community of learning, in which our students have come to 

realize that the conversation and inquiry among fellow learners are a shared experience and a 

genuine common good - a good that has impressed itself deeply upon me. 

 

This last reflection then brings me to a fifth and final toast. 

 

This is a toast to that republic laid up high in our imagination, that aboriginal idea of community, 

the image in us of a pattern of friendship in its highest and most liberal form, best expressed in 

the closing lines of Plato’s Phaedrus.  That dialogue embraces a conversation between Socrates 

and his friend Phaedrus in which they explore how one might achieve harmony and balance in the 

soul by directing the soul to the beautiful. Socrates concludes with a prayer to the gods: 

 

“Friend Pan and however many other gods are here, grant me to be beautiful with respect to the 

things within. And as to whatever things I have outside, grant that they be friendly to the things 

inside me. May I believe the wise man to be rich! May I have as big a mass of gold as no one 

other than a moderate man of sound mind could bear or bring along!” 

 

Socrates then asks: 

 

“Do we still need something else, Phaedrus? For I think I’ve prayed in a measured fashion.” 

 

To which Phaedrus responds: 

 

“And pray also for me. For what friends have, they have in common.” 

 

This is a beautiful reflection that acknowledges that what we have in common are the things of 

the intellect and of  the heart that do not grow weaker for having been given away, but grow 

stronger for having been shared and held in common by us as well. 

 

It is the project of all of us in higher education who care about our students that we give them the 

tools they require to struggle with the questions in life that will help to free them to make lives 

worth living. It will be our friends - including everyone in this room - who will today and 

tomorrow stand ready to give their love, encouragement and support to this generation of students 

and each succeeding one in order that they may enter the world beyond this College and continue 

to share in this gloriously human project that we call a liberal education. 

 

Let us raise our glasses and drink to the five republics to which we belong and by which we live. 

 

I thank each of you for your support of St. John’s College and for being with us this evening. 

 

Thank you one and all. 

 

  


