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Inauguration speech 9.16.16 
 

Thank you to all who have spoken, to my friend Greg Avis, Ms 
Morf, Pam Saunders Albin, Matt Davis and Chris Nelson for your 
kind words. And also to former presidents Mike Peters, and John 
Agresto for being with us tonight. And all those who made this 
event happen, led by Sarah Palacios.  
 
And thank you to all those who make this college happen - the 
BVG, who hired me, the tutors, who inspire us every day with 
their dedication and insight, the staff who provide the scaffolding 
which allows the whole show to go on, to the alumni who make 
the college a permanent and important part of their lives – 
including those here for Homecoming and their leaders, the 
Alumni Association board -- and to our amazing students…who 
are why we are all here.  
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
When we were beginning to plan this ceremony last February I 
had been at the college for only a month. I had been thinking a 
great deal about what makes the college unique. I had been 
thinking, too, about how I would fit here and what I could do to 
advance the life-changing work that is done at St. John’s.  
 
Those of you who with a longer and deeper association with the 
college may not remember as acutely as I do the combination of 
excitement and bewilderment a person can feel when 
encountering this place for the first time. St. John’s looks and 
behaves, on the surface, like any other college: students and 
faculty meet in classrooms, there are dormitories, a dining hall, a 
bookstore, a gym…and even a bell tower.  
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But St. John’s is not like other colleges. Faculty aren’t called 
“professors,” because it is not their job to “profess.” No, at St. 
John’s, faculty are called tutors, and their mission is NOT to help 
students come to preordained conclusions but to provoke 
learning by asking questions to which, in many cases, they 
themselves are still searching for the answers…to actually learn 
alongside students. The books and ideas in the academic program 
are not means to an end – a good grade, the fulfillment of a 
major, a light and shallow dip into one topic or another. They are, 
simultaneously, the means and the end.  
 
There is a purity to this, and a radicalism, that I have not seen 
before. It can be difficult to take in. And as I began to take it in, I 
realized that to succeed for the college in the way I wish, I would 
somehow have to move these concepts from my head into my 
heart, blood, and bones.  
 
At that same time that I was thinking about these issues and 
about how to make this ceremony meaningful, my wife, Dorothy, 
and I watched the film Seymour: An Introduction.  
 
The film, along with Seymour himself and his student, American 
populist intellectual Michael Kimmelman, says so much about 
what we seek to do here and about how we search for meaning in 
our lives.  
 
I am so grateful that Michael and Seymour agreed to be with us 
this weekend. And I encourage any of you who have not seen the 
film to do so and to join them and our own Sarah Davis for a panel 
discussion about work and life’s meaning tomorrow, followed by 
Seymour’s master class. 
 
It will be worth your while.   



3 
 

 
Seymour Bernstein is an extraordinarily gifted man who could 
have spent his life perfecting his own craft. He certainly did not 
have to take the path he chose – to be a teacher and mentor 
above all else. But he made his choice knowing not only what he 
was gaining, but also what he was giving up. His choice was to 
follow his joy and pass that joy along to students like Michael 
Kimmelman, with a brand of devotion that you heard earlier, 
when they played Schubert.  
 
This evening, and in other inauguration events, we are 
highlighting teachers and students. Our processional music was 
played by Evan Quarles, a Santa Fe student who is part of a senior 
seminar in which I am a participant. Mr. Quarles will also 
participate in Seymour’s master class tomorrow afternoon. Hoop 
dancer Josiah Enriquez and drummer Duh-love-eye Denipaw 
represent the long tradition of cultural mentorship in Native 
American communities.  
 
Tomorrow’s panel discussion and the piano master class will 
amplify the idea that there is inherent joy in teaching and learning 
and that the value of learning in community is irreplaceable – 
even if the “community” is as small as just one teacher and one 
student or two students together.  
 
We say, correctly, that our academic program sets St. John’s apart 
from all other colleges. What we don’t always underscore is how 
much the success of the program depends on the way it is 
executed – in community. But I would argue that the execution is 
as well designed and intentional as the content and that it 
deserves an equal share of credit when our students and alumni 
reflect on what St. John’s means for their lives.  
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For Exhibit A - observe that beautiful Steinway. There it sits, the 
Schubert score in the rack, and anyone who reads music could 
come to the bench and at least understand the sounds the 
Steinway should make if played correctly. In the same way – and 
many Johnnies will have heard this – anyone can get a list of the 
books we study here and go off and sit under a tree and read 
them.  
 
But sheet music alone is not Schubert. Schubert “happens” when 
Michael Kimmelman and Seymour Bernstein practice and 
perform, and when we listen. Books alone are not Plato, Tolstoy, 
Woolf or Shakespeare. St. John’s comprehends that, and the 
Program we revere works because we understand that we are 
enriched not only by the ideas of geniuses but by the 
interpretations and insights we achieve together – in our 
classrooms, in discussions at the koi pond or at the dorm, when 
students and tutors, students and students, tutors and tutors 
engage with the material and with each other.  
 
This is the part of St. John’s that I have seen in the classroom and 
in the faculty and student discussions and that makes me so 
grateful to be standing here, about to be invested as president.  
 
My challenge to all assembled here this evening is that we must 
cherish this Program. We must do everything we can to ensure 
that this radical form of learning doesn’t simply survive as some 
kind of curiosity, but thrives as a viable alternative in the 
increasingly homogeneous landscape that is mainstream higher 
education.   
 
But it is fair to ask exactly why does it matter that St. John’s 
survive and prosper?  
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This question is especially important right now, for, as many of 
you know, St John’s has some significant organizational and 
financial challenges that we must address. 
 
And that makes it even more critical that we explore what 
difference it would make if this small college disappeared, aside 
from the – not insignificant – fact that students, tutors, and staff 
who love it here would lose their home and would find no other 
place like it.  
 
Organizations come into being, and organizations fade away.  
 
Why does St John’s matter so much?  
 
While I was working on this speech I asked that question in 
various forums, of tutors, staff and students, and, this being St. 
John’s, answers came in large numbers, and many were very 
beautiful.  
 
One tutor views a St. John’s education as a curative for “the echo 
chamber that passes as contemporary thinking.” Meaning, he 
said, that by reading great books, students can learn to find their 
own intellectual path in a society where many institutions that 
past generations relied on for moral and intellectual direction 
have faltered or lost influence.   
 
Many pointed out that Americans find it difficult to talk 
respectfully across difference. They noted that those kinds of 
conversations occur at St. John’s every day, in and outside the 
classroom. 
 
A staff member and St. John’s graduate told me: “We leave this 
place with confidence in our own identity, seeking authenticity in 
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our interactions with the world we encounter.” She underscored 
the view that many tutors shared, that “we are the only college 
wholly devoted to the project of studying the great books with a 
view to freeing ourselves from mere prejudice so that we can 
think for ourselves.”  
 
One tutor reminded me of how often we describe St. John’s by 
saying what it is not rather than what it is. Offering what he called 
a “positive account,” he said: “We are trying to show by actions, 
the actions of thinking, speaking, reading, and writing, and of 
living together in this residential college, that it is our deepest 
nature to learn; that learning is a shared enterprise; and that it 
fulfills us as human beings, makes us happy and assures us that 
we belong with one another in the world as doers. The books we 
read are like love letters. They invite us to happy marriages.” 
 
I often use the word “radical” to describe the way learning occurs 
on our two campuses – I have done so more than once in this 
speech. That word may sound discordant if you think of St. John’s 
as a place that teaches Great Books by “dead white men.” Isn’t 
that kind of curriculum conservative to the core? How can we 
reconcile the words “radical” and “conservative?” 
 
We can do so by playing with the idea that in many ways what St. 
John’s conserves is that which is radical in Western thought. 
Arguably, everything a student encounters in the Program 
demonstrates not incremental thought but radical disruption. 
Thinkers like Socrates, who students get to know in their first 
year, shake up everything in the known world. They express ideas 
that can get a person killed. They unmoor us by insisting that all is 
open to question, and they jar us from our complacency. A tutor I 
spoke with earlier this fall told me that it is a rare student who 
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reads and discusses Socrates and Plato in the Program and 
doesn’t come away changed forever.  
 
That is the “why” and the “so what” of St. John’s. It changes 
people who can go on to change the world. Many St. John’s 
alumni choose to teach, and many take a version of the Program 
into their classrooms, where they give students the daylight in 
which to examine ideas. Others take these habits of mind into 
every profession you can imagine and into personal lives that are 
of enormous consequence in the communities where they live.  
 
We find ourselves on a planet beset by challenges. If we are to be 
successful in facing down those challenges, we will need minds 
tempered in a forge like St. John’s, at home with intellectual 
disruption and subversion and able to embrace the quantum over 
the incremental.  
 
My commitment to preserving this education and celebrating its 
impact is unwavering. I know that to succeed, we will do the work 
before us in community, just the way we learn. We will question 
everything. And we will attend to all voices. 
 
And, I hope, when we think back on this weekend we will 
remember not just the challenges in front of us but the joy and 
beauty of the enterprise in which we are engaged. Schubert 
becoming Schubert because we are here together. A hoop that 
symbolizes eternity and interdependence and a young dancer 
expressing the import. A ceremony as old as academia that 
celebrates bold new thought. And above all else, this small, 
wonderful, one-of-a-kind college that is unafraid to sail against 
prevailing winds and that brings us all together, in community. 
 
Thank you.  


