
Welcome to St. John’s. Your presence provides me with a certain amount of relief. First, every 
class that enrolls represents the endurance of St. John’s and its marvelous program of 
instruction – no small thing. And second, frankly, you are newer than I am. Compared to you, 
with eight months under my belt, I am a veteran. So thank you for that.  
 
What can I tell you about my first eight months that might help you navigate your first days and 
months on this campus? Well, I can’t explain St. John’s to you; others you will meet will do that 
much better than I can, and fortunately, that isn’t my job here today. 
 
My job is to help you think about two questions that I know are on your mind as you enroll in 
the college: “What will I do at St. John’s?” and “What impact will my work here have – on my 
life, and on the world?” 
 
You already know that you have come to an unusual place, and you may have chosen St. John’s 
because it is so different from almost every other college in the world. But here’s a word you 
may not have associated with this college: radical. Yet everything you are about to encounter, in 
your reading and in the classroom, should persuade you that radical is the best – and in some 
sense, the only – appropriate word to describe the St. John’s academic program.  
 
We study the greatest ideas in Western culture, posited by some of the most radical thinkers in 
history. We live largely in a world of their making, so it is difficult to grasp the extent to which 
they upended the conventional wisdom of their times – and the extent to which we are who we 
are because they lived, and thought, and wrote, and taught.  
 
The work you do at St. John’s will help you see that the progression of thought, great and world-

changing thought, is not incremental. In an expression we overuse these days, the insights with 

which you will grapple are of the “this changes everything” variety. Socrates, through his 

interlocutor, Plato, exploded the idea of received wisdom. He said, “Question everything.” The 

Copernican revolution removed humankind from the literal center of the universe. Descartes 

posited a distinctly new path to truth.  

Radical ideas indeed. The kind of ideas that could get a person killed. And here you are, now, 

about to plunge in and do some thinking of your own. You’ll surely wonder, at some point, how 

this education will serve you when you leave St. John’s and whether there will be a place for you 

in the world of work. 

I will argue to you, and deeply believe, that what we offer here is becoming more and more 

valuable to humankind and to this planet.  

I say this because, yes, what you will do here will help you grow as a person, and nurture what is 

in you that seeks to explore the most fundamental questions…of why we are here, why we are 

the way that we are and why we act the way that we do. Questions that come to all of us, rich 

or poor, privileged by access to academic learning or denied such access. Self-taught or just 

filled with the usual dollop of human longing, pain and questioning. We by our very nature as 

curious beings want to understand as much as we can.   

And importantly, and perhaps counterintuitively, this education will also help you recognize the 

limits of that potential understanding and therefore, as a by-product of that search, begin to 



acquire the humility that is the platform on which  so much that we must change about how we 

act will likely be best achieved.   

But although that is all very important, it centers the purpose of this education solely on your 

own personal growth. And I make even larger claims for this education even than that.  

I am not a classicist. I have run educational institutions and taught but, broadly speaking, I have 

spent most of my life in public policy. And – although I know enough about the past to know 

that every era has its challenges, I think the world you will inherit is fraught with more risks – 

and larger ones than – than well…arguably than ever before. And addressing these challenges 

will require complex skill sets and dramatically new – not just incrementally different - ways of 

thinking.   

Let me give you one example. I’ll choose what I believe is the largest of these issues – the effect 

that we as a species are having on the planet. Although it gets talked about very little the sheer 

number of us is rising so much faster than in earlier times. And few if any comprehend the 

implications…1 billion in 1800 and then it took 127 years until there were 2 billion. 33 years or 

until 1960 until there were 3 billion…Now just 56 years later we are nearly 8 billion and we grow 

by nearly a billion people every decade.  

What will come of this growth? 

The sheer numbers of us and how we live are affecting the planet in new and profound ways. 13 

of the hottest years have occurred since 2000. There is 40% less ice in the Arctic than there was 

in the 1970s. At St. John’s you will read Darwin and see how 19th century man spent time 

cataloging species and discovering new forms of life. A century and a half later scientists spend 

their energies trying desperately to chronicle how many species are going extinct. And although 

they differ wildly on what the rate of extinctions might be, the consensus is that extinction is 

happening at 1000 to 10,000 times the rate before humans existed – with perhaps 30 to 50% of 

all species going extinct by the middle of this century.  

Because the effect of human activity is the dominant story, scientists are now increasingly 

calling this era…the Anthropocene. 

What to do? 

We will likely have to change the way we view almost everything. Including the methodology by 

which we evaluate human activity. Right now politicians of all ideologies preach growth as the 

answer to almost everything. So do most economists. It is growing clear to many, although not 

many in positions of power, that this will have to change.  

To change the way humans understand their place in the world is a profound undertaking. So if 

these problems are so worrisome why do I think that you all are in the right place? Yes, we do 

science here but you will not be studying climate change or population growth. And you will not 

study political science per se. You will not have your work broken down into the established 

academic categories as knowledge does not come in categories.  



Some people view our program as conservative, whatever that means. In fact, as I have said the 

program is radical and seeks to enable us all to see man’s path to understanding as built on one 

radical overturning after another.  

Your encounter with Socrates is likely to be deeply transformative and will cause you to 

question the dominant conventional assumptions you have grown up with. You will begin to 

embrace a form of inquiry that will lead to many questions.  

You will study all kinds of subversions, upendings, overturnings and perhaps begin to see that 

the progression of western thought is a series of such. An idea gets presented, analyzed and 

accepted. Then a new idea is posited that answers more questions and the earlier idea is cast 

aside. We study a great deal of what has been proven incorrect so as to understand how 

theories are developed and how thinking evolves.  Every book we study is in some large or small 

way opening up something that is new and was formerly closed. 

You will study Galileo, who was suspected of heresy and spent much of his life under house 

arrest, and you will see the price that can be paid for new thinking. In fact of all the works in the 

Program the Copernican revolution, the move from an earth centered cosmos to a sun centered 

one is perhaps the biggest “upending” and is a model for many of the revolutions that follow.  

What happens when we cannot simply assume that the world revolves around us? 

Our current situation has obvious parallels with the Copernican revolution. We really cannot 

understand the nature of our world until we start to see ourselves not as the center but as an 

active part that moves and influences and is influenced by all the other parts of the whole. We 

will at some point have to acknowledge the centrality of the photosynthetic biosphere, which, 

among other things provides all of our oxygen and most of the food for every living thing, and 

the power of nutrient and energy exchanges. And that this is all very complicated and deeply 

intertwined and yet also simple and profoundly important and that our hubris in continuing to 

act obliviously and otherwise is…well…at the very least very dangerous. 

But it is not just in science that you will see how it is radical thought changes that move things 

forward. As I prepare with some trepidation to teach the senior seminar – starting tonight - I am 

immersed in Tolstoy’s War and Peace. That book is, of course, also an invitation to question 

many of the underpinnings of our thinking, including the underpinnings of the kinds of 

intellectual pursuit we do at St. John’s. In a sense a questioning of our questioning.  Much that is 

truly great is an invitation – no, perhaps more of a demand – for greater humility. For example, 

the book’s most intellectual and searching characters are unable to use their intellect to shield 

them from the pain that comes with love – even love of that which is simply beautiful, flirtation 

and charm – and the clumsy groping that accompanies domestic life for most all of us.   

As I said at the start we are not like other schools and we consciously reject many of the trends 

that other schools succumb to. You cannot choose what you study here. You cannot create a 

path that leaves you unchallenged.  

This will not be a comfortable education. It is not meant to be. The students I talk with have all 

been made distinctly uncomfortable here.  



The world is a devastating place. Acts of humankind will constantly assault your sensibilities and 

no one emerges unscathed and yet many now seek trigger warnings or alternative readings so 

they can avoid being confronted, even in literature, with depictions of the horrors that have 

been commonplace in human history.  

Many students come to college with a certain way of looking at the world and want to maintain 

it. They are not comfortable having it challenged. And now many colleges are helping facilitate 

that protection. 

To discover new lands you must accept that you will be out of sight of all land for a period of 

time. That is discomforting. 

 


