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Graduates and family members, visitors and colleagues! 

There is a famous saying that all beginners in ancient Greek learn: khalepa ta kala. It 

means, "Beautiful or fine things are difficult." Today we celebrate your accomplishment 

of something beautiful and difficult: the successful completion of your work in the 

Graduate Institute of St. John's College. In my remarks this morning I want to reflect 

briefly on the experience of the difficult as it appeared in the books you read and in your 

struggle to learn. I offer this reflection in tribute to that struggle. 

I begin with the Platonic dialogues, those golden examples of beauty joined to 

difficulty. Through his hero Socrates, Plato inspires and calls into question; he arouses 

and checks; he sets in motion and brings to a stop; he is playful and also deeply serious. 

He gives us difficult arguments, and equally difficult myths. Socrates is difficult. He 

wears the mask of irony, persists in asking hard questions about the most important 

matters of human life, and generates perplexity and the knowledge of ignorance. The 

difficulty of Socrates is evident in the Meno. Meno is fascinated by impressive sounding 

definitions of virtue. He is an example of what Nietzsche calls "decorative culture." He 

wants to be beautiful, as Socrates suggests, but he has no stomach for the difficult. 

In your time here, you have experienced the perplexity that abounds in Plato's 

dialogues. With more life experience than our undergraduates, more settled opinions, 



and a more formed character, you dared to make a new beginning. You were willing to 

be, for a time, unsettled adults, courageous enough to know that you did not know. As 

you questioned the books, you also let them question you. In reading all the books on the 

program, you let yourself be animated by the beautiful difficulty of Socrates. 

Socrates' knowledge of his own ignorance is sometimes taken as an expression of 

humility. But that can't be right. If it were, then Socrates would rest content with 

opinion; he would not engage in philosophy. Socrates does not say, "I think I don't 

know" or "I don't claim to know" or "Who knows what virtue is!" He says, "I know that 

I don't know." There is an audacity here, a claim to know. Socrates' admission is a 

paradoxical way of saying: "I recognize what is problematic about virtue: I know what 

calls forth questioning." Only one who persisted in inquiring into virtue, and who 

examined various opinions about it, could say, "I know that I don't know." 

This recognition of the difficult and the willingness to bring it out into the open were 

at work in our Herodotus preceptorial this summer. In a recent class discussion, one of 

you tried to describe why Herodotus was a difficult, if engaging, author. Was his book 

like an onion with many layers, or like a tangled ball of yarn, in which every strand leads 

to every other in ever-surprising ways? You allowed Herodotus to appear as perplexing 

as he really was. His inquiry, historia, was also yours. 

My hope is that your experience of Herodotus will enrich your experience of life: that 

it will inspire you with the wonder, imagination, and intelligent appreciation of otherness 

that Herodotus brought to his mighty task. As you know, one of the central themes in 

Herodotus is custom, no mos. What is custom? Why are customs, like this graduation 

ceremony, important to us? How do they help us understand what it means to be human? 
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Why should we inquire into our own customs and those of other cultures? Is the life of 

unexamined custom, in the words of Socrates, not worth living? Can respect for custom 

co-exist with inquiry, and if so, how? How do we know that in looking at other peoples' 

customs we are not like Gyges, who looks upon the naked queen while he himself 

remains, so he thinks, invisible? 

I urge you to continue to ask these questions as you return to your private and 

professional lives. I hope that you will remember, as Herodotus wanted you to, the 

wonders of Egypt, colorful Persians like Cyrus and Xerxes, spirited women like Queen 

Tomyris, who avenges her son, and the great warrior-advisor Artemisia, the heroic deeds 

at Marathon, Thermopylae, and Salamis, and what was required of the Greeks to save 

their country from enslavement by a foreign power. I hope you will remember, as fondly 

as I do, those Arabian sheep whose long tails must be carried on specially constructed 

carts and the gold-digging ants that are smaller than dogs but bigger than foxes. I hope 

you will remember Herodotus' terrifying depictions of the human soul as a monster of 

unbounded desire, wrath, cruelty, perversity, and madness-especially the madness of 

violating the customs of one's own people. These are, to be sure, ugly truths. That is 

why it is all the more important to remember them. They are part of the same world in 

which beauty dwells. 

Another book that mixes beauty with difficulty is Dante's Purgatorio. Some of you 

were in the preceptorial last summer when we studied this middle part of Dante's poem. 

Purgatory is the place of hope. It is "the mountain where reason searches us." Hope here 

is not a passing emotion but a fixed disposition. It is desire for the good joined to the 

work of achievement. With the aid of grace, souls on Mt. Purgatory make themselves 
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worthy to be happy. They do this by embracing their torment and playing an active role 

in their salvation. The proud bear heavy rocks on their backs, the envious endure having 

their eyes sewn shut, and the lustful experience the fire that burns but does not harm or 

kill. The soul for Dante is like a beautiful sculpture that has been ruined by sin. The hard 

work of purgation is the art by which we reverse time and regain our original shape. It is 

the difficulty that is prerequisite to moral beauty. 

One of the best opportunities some of you had to experience the marriage of difficulty 

and beauty was the mathematics tutorial. The right triangle, as an outward shape, is 

beautiful. But it became more of a beauty when you analyzed its many properties and its 

precise relation to the squares constructed on its sides. I am referring, of course, to the 

Pythagorean theorem. It was perhaps difficult at first to work through Euclid's proof. 

But the result was worth it. That result was not merely increased skill in doing 

geometrical proofs, or even the certitude that the proposition was indeed true. The goal 

was not enhanced power and diminished doubt but something else. In grasping the proof 

of the Pythagorean theorem, not merely memorizing it, you enjoyed an insight into the 

perfectly formed inner life of a right triangle. The proof was the shining forth of the 

intelligible. The beautiful relation that was in the triangle all along came to light as the 

sides "sprouted" their squares and the logical connection with more elementary truths 

was revealed. 

You have read many difficult books while you were here: Aristotle's Metaphysics, 

Plato's Timaeus, Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, Hegel's Philosophy of History, and 

Lobachevski's Theory of Parallels. That's impressive. But I think the hardest thing we 

asked you to do was to engage in serious conversation about the Bible. No philosophic, 
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scientific, or mathematical arguments here, no clarity and distinctness of the right 

triangle, not even theology: the Bible has no logical proofs for the existence of God. 

How is it possible to discuss this book, to bracket all the belief and rejection alike, 

defense and attack, piety and animus, all those centuries of accumulated doctrine and 

interpretation? Not to mention the difficulty of understanding the text itself and what it is 

telling us about the relation of God and man. No book requires more patience, openness, 

imagination, and willingness to examine our presuppositions. As unsettled adults, you 

faced this difficulty and took the risk. 

In his second letter to Timothy, St. Paul writes: "I have fought the good fight, I have 

finished the race, I have kept the faith." You too have fought the good fight, you have 

finished the race, you have kept the faith. Your faith has been your trust in this program 

of education and its tutors, and in your own powers of learning, or rather what Socrates 

calls "recollection." You read hard books, asked hard questions, and submitted to 

perplexity. The journey at times was not easy. Some of you had to make personal 

sacrifices that our undergraduates do not have to make: time away from jobs and family, 

the interruption of established life. But you persisted, and you are here. 

As you leave us now, I hope you will remember, above all, how much your learning 

owed to your conversations with one another and to the friendships you formed here. 

Having begun with a Greek saying, I end with another. It occurs at the end of Plato's 

Phaedrus: koina gar ta ton philon, "the things of friends are held in common." 

May you always hold dear that which you have held in common at this college: that 

noblest, most divine, most shareable of all human activities-thought. 
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