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It is wonderful to welcome you – really, to welcome anyone newer than I am. This is my third 

week.  

I am not going to insult your intelligence by telling you about the value of a liberal arts 

education or that as a graduate of St John’s, you will be employable. I assume that you would 

not be here if you needed to hear that this evening. If you do your work here you will get an 

education that matters and that, yes, is increasingly relevant in a world where you will change 

jobs and even professions multiple times. The kind of work you will do here will make you 

highly sought after.  

Far more importantly, this education will help you open yourself to the world.  

New as I am, that is what I would like to talk about – briefly – this evening: what is distinctive 

about what is on offer here.  

I also I will try to distill a couple of things that you might keep in mind as you think about what 

you should be focusing on as you look at the years ahead of you. 

Some of my favorite research shows that people underline in books not illuminating passages 

that open up new ways of looking at life or a particular issue, but instead what they already 

know or believe. Seldom are we open to new ways of looking at the world. A St. John’s 

education is structured to fight that off, to help us not to be that way. 

Our country, as you may have noticed, is going dangerously in the other direction. Blue state 

residents and red state residents associate only with those who think and live as they do. And 

new ways of gaining information isolates people as well. You can choose which cable news 

station to watch; which radio pundits to follow; which websites underscore your view of the 

world. 

Now many colleges are heading that way as well – allowing students to isolate themselves, 

secure in the “rightness” of their way of viewing the world, even if they have not even entered 

it, really. Colleges offer so-called “trigger warnings” for materials that might be disconcerting. 

They allow students to pick and choose among courses so they can hear and read what they 

choose and already find comforting. This is profound abandonment of one of the most critical 

roles of a “higher education.”  

College should be disconcerting. It should be challenging. And not just in ways that you choose 

to be challenged. It should widen your horizons, not solidify what you already believe. It should 

shake zealotry, not reinforce it. Because St. John’s is different, your time here won’t always be 



comfortable. St. John’s, by its very nature, its pedagogical vision, as well as its delivery system, 

will ask you to wrestle with many different ways of being. 

There is another way of expressing the same invitation to openness. One tutor and St. John’s 

graduate I met with this week told me that when he got to graduate school he realized that he 

“knew what a question was.” 

I pursued. He said a questions should “open a door to a new understanding, be an invitation to 

see things differently than you saw them before.” He said it was even more important to 

understand what a question at St. John’s is not. Most questions are not posed by a faculty 

member with an answer in mind that he or she hopes you will parrot back. Instead, a question 

is an exploration – a search. For this mode of inquiry to work, both parties need to be open. 

This is very different. This is very unusual. And this is very rich.  

Education at its deepest level is not about mimicking others’ answers but about exploring your 

own. With guidance. With access, both in your readings and in your seminars, to others who 

have grappled deeply with such matters.  

Let me add another view of what this education should do for you. It should help you 

understand why people do what they do, even when they do remarkable things.  

The nineteenth-century British romantic poet John Keats – whom you will read here – has a 

saying I love: “A fact is not a truth until you love it.” 

Facts are good to know. But they are limited until you add context and emotion and, yes, love, 

and then they can gain such drama that they can change the way you view almost everything.  

Take two of my own preoccupations – Gettysburg and Lincoln.  

You will read Lincoln in your senior year. And among the texts you will read are his Address 

Delivered at the Dedication of the Cemetery at Gettysburg in November of 1863.  

You will not be asked to study the battle itself, but it merits your independent inquiry. You 

probably know that it was fought between Union and Confederate forces on July 2, 3, and 4 of 

1963. The country you live in was shaped on these days. There were more than 50,000 

casualties at Gettysburg, and the battle turned the war in the Union’s favor. And perhaps 

America’s greatest speech took place there four months later: Abraham Lincoln’s now famous 

268 words. But those facts remain rather cold things. 

 

That is, until you start digging, even a little.  

 

Dig into Lincoln’s speech. You learn that this self-taught man wrote all his own words, that he 

was not even the featured speaker that day, that Harvard’s Edward Everett – not the President 

of the United States – was the main speaker, that Lincoln was used to being so treated, that he 

had lost his beloved son Willie to fever just one year before, that it is almost impossible to 



comprehend what he bore to just keep going, that Everett spoke for two hours and Lincoln 

spoke for two minutes and sat down to silence, no one really understanding what had 

happened and that he was done, and that now his words may be the most famous ever spoken 

by an American, that this is true although he himself said and truly thought that unlike what 

happened at the battle of Gettysburg the world would take little note and not long remember 

what was said there on that day of consecration.  

 

“Consecration?” A heavy word meaning “to make venerable to hallow.” Lincoln called the 

battlefield “this hallowed ground.” And what were they consecrating? Thousands of individual 

acts of valor and so much agony, and so much courage. Now perhaps, if you are open to it, you 

begin to realize that there may not be much about life that you cannot learn by studying these 

three days. Now cold facts begin to take on a life of their own, and unless you are a rather cold 

soul, you begin to feel something akin to love. 

So many stories. 

How a union cavalry officer---John Buford---arrived at the scene before the armies had 

gathered at this little Pennsylvania town where all the roads seem to converge, and, looking 

down from a hill, somehow knew that a great battle was going to take place there. He was 

painfully aware that the Union had fought on the ground of the enemy’s choosing far too often, 

and aware of the cost in lives for that. He somehow knew–yes, he really did–that the fate of his 

country–not an exaggeration–might well depend on whether he and his cavalry could hold this 

ground until Union infantry could reach it. He had 2,748 men–horse soldiers not used to 

defending ground–and he faced nearly 8,000 confederates. And he held his ground for a few 

precious hours with men dying all around him. 

We will never know what might have happened had he not. Six months later Buford was dead 

from what doctors called exposure and exhaustion, perhaps typhoid. Delirious at the end, his 

dying words were exhortations to his soldiers to hold on: “Don’t let the men run to the rear.” 

Perhaps the best general at his level in the Union army, John Fulton Reynolds knew the cost of 

procrastination and had hurried to the field to reinforce Buford. He was vulnerable on his horse 

as he organized his infantry to repel superior members, and he was shot and killed. 

A young general, Winfield Scott Hancock, assumed Reynolds’ command. He was not the most 

senior commander at the location but had been told to take command and he did. He had the 

authority to leave the field–to retreat–but chose to stay and fight.  

The next day the Union’s defensive lines at Gettysburg were in the shape of a fish hook. To win 

the battle, the confederates had to break the lines and turn to attack from the rear. And on day 

two, Hancock found himself in the center of the confederate assault. At one point a gap opened 

in his defensive lines.  



Hancock knew what this opening could mean and ordered his reserves to come forward, but he 

also knew that was going to take time–perhaps five to seven minutes. And that gap might be 

too long. One regiment was there. Hancock turned to its commander, Colonel William Colvill, 

and asked who they were. “First Minnesota,” Colvill replied. Hancock looked down the hill at 

the swarm of advancing confederates and pointed to the Alabama flag in their midst. He said, 

“Colonel, do you see those colors?” Colvill said that he did. “Then take them,” Hancock said. 

They had to know what this meant–all 262 of them. But they charged down that hill, bayonets 

fixed, right at that Alabama flag, and they disrupted the Confederate attack for not five but 10 

minutes. They did not take the flag, but they held on to their own, and the 47 men who 

survived knew forever what they had accomplished. At least I hope they did. 

No longer cold facts. 

You have to wonder at Buford’s fierce determination, at the courage of the First Minnesotans, 

at what it took for Hancock to order other men to sure death, and, always in my case, to think 

about what Lincoln endured in order to see this deadly war through to its end and to meet his 

own end at 56, when he was feeling a sense of hope for the first time in years. I will never cease 

wondering what America lost in that death.  

“A fact is not a truth until you love it.”  

We do not know what the next four years will bring. But you will read many stories about what 

men and women will do for a cause. You will ponder why people will fight so valiantly, as did 

the Confederates, for causes we now see as unworthy, and why men in union blue would die 

for a more noble ideal–the freedom of others–that they were not really that comfortable with.  

I hope the years ahead bring you many moments when you will look deeply at things that really 

matter: how we spend our lives, what we love, what people have been willing to die for. I hope 

for you there will be moments when the prose and the poetry of life come together, when facts 

turn into truths. You may find that your life has changed. 

This is what transformational education is all about. 

This is a place where for many decades now people have transformed their lives.  

I welcome you to St. John’s College.  

I declare the College in session.  

CONVOCATUM EST 

 

 

 


