
Reflections for Graduation Sunday 
 

 
Liz Keefe, recent graduate from Dickinson College 
Bedford Presbyterian Church 
Bedford, NY 
June 3, 2012 
 
 
Over the weekend of my college graduation my dad mentioned that I would be speaking at 
church in a few weeks.  A close friend of mine looked at me and asked, “You?  But you don’t 
go to church.  What are you going to say?”  He was genuinely confused.  And it’s true.  Not 
once did I go to church while away at school, and try as I did, I unfortunately didn’t always 
make it here to BPC when I was home.  I also don’t spend much time talking about Jesus or 
reading passages from the Bible.  I didn’t even have a Bible with me at school. So I suppose 
his confusion wasn’t totally unmerited. But I do think about my faith every day.  And what I 
did have at school, were these.  A rock Paul brought back from Nicaragua and handed to me 
about four years ago with a quote on it.  More on that later. 
 
Who I am today is a large result of my service experiences with this church.  I learned about 
inequality, solidarity, true hardship, communities, myself, love, the world, hard work, 
thankfulness, the list goes on and on.  While some of this learning happened within these 
walls, most of it happened far from Bedford in places like Ticuantepe, Nicaragua and 
Buchanan County, VA.  
 
As a result of these trips I discovered the deep passion I have for serving others.  And 
although I wasn’t going to church on Sundays while at college, I did spend a lot of my college 
years in a church doing service.  I spent 4-6 hours a week mentoring middle school boys.  A 
church in Carlisle provided the space for the program, for which we were always immensely 
grateful.  Most of the boys I mentored live with just one parent that works long hours, or 
maybe not at all because of an addiction or disability.  Simply put, life is far from easy for 
these kids.  The program I volunteered for provides a safe space for these kids to socialize 
and hopefully learn something from the positive role models the college students that 
volunteer try to be.  
 
When our partner at the church began to push for a weekly Bible study the kids would all 
participate in, I had to politely say no. A part of my faith has never been about pushing my 
beliefs on others. I feel that people will seek out the best way for him or herself to express 
their faith.  I also believe your faith shows through your works much more than what you 
say or claim.  So there was no way I was going to sit these kids down and preach the gospel.  
I wanted to respect whatever faith they may or may not have chosen and insure that all felt 
welcome.   
 
Most importantly, I think our partner at the church was missing the point.  She was so 
focused on sitting these kids down and reading passages from the Bible, but these kids are 
already learning and experiencing the most important lesson from the Bible. Every day that 
five or six of us privileged college students showed up to spend time with these middle 
school boys and really try to get to know them, we were bridging a huge gap and showing 
them what it means to love your neighbor.  The most important lesson I carried with me 
from this church down to Carlisle, PA is just that: to do my very best, as hard as it may be at 



times, to unconditionally love everyone, everywhere and we were certainly setting plenty of 
examples of what this means, without needing to discuss it.  
 
For some reason a lot of people have this idea that you must be in a church to learn about 
God.  And that you must be participating in designated community service at a soup kitchen 
or on a mission trip in order to be serving or loving others.  I disagree.  If this were the case, 
we would miss some of the most important lessons of all.  
 
For instance, before sitting down to lunch to celebrate my college graduation, we realized 
we did not have enough forks. So I quickly drove to the local grocery store.  I hurriedly 
grabbed some forks and chose the shortest line and waited.  I was thinking about getting 
back to the party quickly so I could spend time with my family, as I had not seen them in a 
few months.  I was irritated to find the line was not moving at all.  In my frustration, I looked 
ahead to see the source of the back up and noticed that the woman checking out was crying.  
She explained to the cashier that her mother had fallen very ill and she was afraid she would 
be unable to cover the hospital bills and desperately wanted a second job at this very 
grocery store but at the same time was scared to apply for fear she would not qualify for the 
job.  
 
So overcome with grief and worry, she broke down to the older woman ringing her up, a 
complete stranger, in the middle of a grocery store, surrounded by hundreds of other 
strangers impatiently waiting to check out, myself included. The woman ringing her up, 
stopped running items over the scanner, took the crying woman’s hand, looked her in the 
eye and told her, “Everything is going to be all right. Apply for the job,” she said, “you will be 
qualified for it.”  The crying woman nodded and carried on packing her groceries.  For me, 
that’s what it’s all about.  Reaching out for help, not being afraid to look vulnerable when 
you really need something and someone else, maybe a complete stranger does or says 
exactly what you need them to do.  This church taught me to appreciate moments like this.  
To stop and be reminded of the many ways we are able to express love for one another. And 
that I can always have faith in what we can all do for each other, just when we are called to 
do it.  
 
For a while I put a lot of pressure on myself to accomplish something huge and amazing that 
would make life much easier for millions of people.  But maybe that’s not necessary, or 
possible.  Perhaps how you live your life everyday and the smaller acts of kindness, that 
may go unnoticed, are even more important.  So this brings me back to that rock.  The quote 
on it is this: 
 
“The purpose of life is to listen…to yourself, to your neighbor, to your world and to your 
God.  And then when the time comes to act…Act in as helpful and creative a way as you can.”  
(Fred Rogers) 
 
What I didn’t understand for a while is that you never know when the time to act is, but it 
often happens multiple times a day when you least expect it and you may not even know 
that it’s happening.  It may be through mentoring middle school boys or in line at the 
grocery store.  At some point, and certainly during college, we all experience what it is like 
to be that woman crying in the grocery store and at other times we are challenged to fulfill 
the role of the cashier. That each and every one of us is capable of loving someone else, 
especially when they really need it, is not something you’re going to be taught in most 



college classes.  It’s something I learned through this church and am reminded of every day, 
whether you go to church every Sunday or not. 
 
You’re going to listen to many, many lectures over the next four years and undoubtedly they 
will teach you a lot, but don’t forget to appreciate everyday moments that remind us of what 
really matters and perhaps can teach us so much more than any textbook.   
 
Enjoy the next four years. You’re about to have the opportunity to discover and reflect on 
how you want to spread as much light, love, and happiness in your life as you possibly can.  
Don’t ever be afraid to reach out to anyone and always challenge yourself to love a little 
more.   And Congratulations! 


