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Chairman Dreir and Members of the Boards of Trustees and Regents;

President Burcham and members of the Faculty and Staff;

Reverend Clergy;

Fellow Honorees;

Distinguished Guests;

Proud Parents and Family; and especially

Graduates of the Class of 2010.


For those of you scratching your heads and wondering why on earth the governor of a state on the other side of the continent is here today, rather than one of the glitterati from California, the reason is that my beloved nephew, Brandon Spencer Sigh, is graduating this morning with his Bachelor’s Degree.  My wife Diane is also a graduate of the LMU law school.  So I have ample excuse to be here. 

And I am humbled by the invitation and honored to be here this morning to welcome you into the ranks of adulthood.  I know it sounds jarring to some of you.  But trust me, you are adults now.  Welcome to the club.  Some of you are surely thinking you picked a lousy time to join.  Take a minute and reflect on how far you have come.
Our youngest daughter, Katherine, graduated from high school a few years ago.  Sitting at her graduation, I couldn’t help but reflect on the difference between her journey to that milestone, and my own more than 30 years before. 

I grew up on welfare on the South Side of Chicago — in my grandparents’ two-bedroom tenement.  I shared a room and a set of bunk beds with my mother and sister, so we would rotate from the top bunk to the bottom bunk to the floor, every third night on the floor.  I went to overcrowded, sometimes violent public schools.  I can’t think of a time when I didn’t enjoy reading, but I don’t remember actually ever owning a book as a child.  I got my break in 1970 when I went to Massachusetts on a scholarship to boarding school.  For me, that was like landing on a different planet.

Now, our Katherine, by contrast, has always had her own room — most of that time in a house in a leafy neighborhood outside of Boston where I used to deliver newspapers when I was in boarding school.  By the time she got to high school, she had already traveled on four continents, knew how to use and pronounce a “concierge,” and had shaken hands in the White House with the President of the United States.

When Katherine was in kindergarten, her class was studying the changes in the seasons.  And her homework assignment was to describe to mom and dad the four seasons.  So, she proceeded to describe to us, in accurate detail, her several visits to the Four Seasons Hotel in Washington, DC.  “First you drive up and the doorman takes your car!”  Five years old!

One generation.  One generation and the circumstances of my life and family were profoundly transformed.  And though that story is not told as often as we’d like, it’s told more often in this country than any other place on earth.  That is the American story.  That is who we are — that simple idea that through hard work and tenacity, preparation and faith, innovation and creativity each of us has a chance at the American story. 

If the American story is to have a chance in the future, I hope you graduates will spend less of your energy predicting the future, or fretting over what others predict, and more on shaping it.  In this place, you have been schooled to be suspicious of over-simplified predictions, and instead to nurture your originality, to be open to new ideas and to new ways of looking at old ones.  You have learned from wise and sometimes odd professors and classmates alike whose wisdom and oddities you may only have come to appreciate on the eve of your graduation.  You have been trained to value originality in the service of the common good and to see advancements in science and technology as vital forces in the world.  You have been encouraged to imagine a better tomorrow and then to work for it — to be both pragmatic and idealistic innovators.  In other words, in the truest sense, you have been educated.
And while you may find it daunting to have someone like me or these faculty or your family declare you adults, with all the expectations and responsibilities that implies, the rest of us have never needed you more.

Because the whole world needs a resurgence of old-fashioned American ingenuity and you will be – you must be -- in the vanguard of it.  

I am proud to say that in Massachusetts we have used American ingenuity to re-invent our economy over the last few years.  We are now making medical devices capable of rebuilding the human body, medicines to cure once-untreatable diseases, and robots that can detect roadside bombs, conduct search-and-rescue operations, or vacuum your home for you.  We are making batteries to power cars, cultivating microbes that can produce cellulosic ethanol for fuel, and generating power from solar membranes barely thicker than old-fashioned camera film.  What we are making today in Massachusetts is as revolutionary as the airplane was in an earlier age, but will someday be just as commonplace.  But more than the products made, the way these pragmatic and idealistic innovators think is making a difference in our tomorrows.
We need pragmatic and idealistic innovators today, in spite of the crisis around us, and perhaps because of it.  Because the world you will soon inhabit is filled — in the same instant — with both breathtaking beauty and utter devastation; with both glamorous comforts and abject suffering.  With your training and credentials, you could, if you wanted, spend your whole lives averting your eyes from the daily calamity of less fortunate souls and circumstances, focused exclusively on your own achievement, or just locked (like so many impractical idealists I have known) in existential turmoil over why bad things happen to good people.  Or you could look clearly at what needs to be improved and, as a pragmatic idealist, set yourselves to invent it. 


As you chart your own course, I want to challenge you to think not just big, but long.  In a world of instant gratification, where you cannot sit down to dinner without your iPhone nearby, where every text message must be answered or tweet reviewed instantly, life presents you with unlimited chances to succumb to short-term impulse.  You can spend your life in the immediacy of right now.  And there is nothing wrong with seizing the moment.  

But I can tell you this:  our biggest challenges as a global community -- from curing AIDS to eliminating youth violence, from addressing climate change to finding lasting peace -- none of these will ever be solved by a quick fix.  They all demand resolute determination, sustained focus and concentration.  When Katrina devastated New Orleans it reminded us that all those poor people trapped on those rooftops were abandoned before that storm.  Haiti’s recent earthquake disaster bore a similar message.  Still, we all move on.  Yet solutions to these and other of the big issues facing humankind require a willingness to see beyond tomorrow’s headlines and instead to embrace a world weeks, months or years hence.  


I know how hard it is to focus on the long-term.  There is very little assurance that you will be rewarded by immediate results.  And there is the very real possibility that everyone else will call you names, pour derision on your vision for tomorrow and try to ensnare you in the breathlessness of right now.  You will be called a dreamer, at best, delusional and unrealistic and worse.  The recent health care debate in Washington.  Or the debate about immigration reform.  These and other big issues call out for big thinking and big solutions.  But the hysterical “here and now” conspires to make us virtually unable to make a sensible collective judgment about what serves our long term interests or the greater good.  

Our own efforts in Massachusetts to build Cape Wind, the nation’s first off shore wind farm, is a case in point.  

Some of you may have heard about this project, but I doubt many of you know that the regulatory and permitting process has lasted nine years.  Late last month, Interior Secretary Ken Salazar came to Boston – notably, in the midst of the oil disaster in the Gulf of Mexico -- to announce that federal regulators had issued final approval to start construction on 130 turbines in Nantucket Sound.  It is a sign to the nation and the world that Massachusetts and the United States are finally ready to get serious about energy independence, climate change and the potential of the green economy.  

But it has taken nine years.  There have been countless chances to quit for everyone involved.  From the developers to government officials to residents of Cape Cod, Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard, the endless stream of regulatory hearings, court challenges and environmental reviews has been enough to tax anyone.  But they stuck to it because they saw beyond the horizon and recognized that this project is a down payment on a stronger future for our environment and our economy.  

I know some of you are anxious.  I hear the job hunt jitters from interns in my office and from my nephew, too.  When I graduated from college in 1978 Time Magazine ran a cover story saying inflation, which averaged 11.3 percent that year, would bring the Nation to its knees.  Since then, we have had the greatest expansion of wealth in American history.  

The point is that young Americans have weathered difficult times before, and excelled in spite of them.  Whether it was Andrew Mellon graduating during the great Bank Panic of 1873 and going on to become one of the world’s most successful bankers, or Sally Ride refusing to be thwarted by a glass ceiling, and earning her place as the first woman in space aboard the Shuttle, or that skinny kid with a funny name, who graduated college the last time unemployment was over 9%, and who is now President of the United States – young people just like you in tough times just like these have displayed a reservoir of optimism and determination that pulled the nation out of some of our darkest times.  

I ask you, from out of this crisis, to use all your creativity in the service of change, and when you innovate, remember that the innovations we need the most will be the ones that improve the quality and the beauty of life for everyone for the long term. 

So here is my call to you:

Make an economy that expands opportunity out to the marginalized, not just up to the well-connected.

Make schools that ignite a love of learning in every kid and that honor and support teachers.

Make accessible and affordable health care a public good.

Make streets and homes free from violence, and a community that helps feed, clothe and house our most fragile neighbors.

Heal the planet.

In another time, Mahatma Ghandi challenged us to “Be the change that you want to see in the world.”  He called on those who yearn for change to dedicate ourselves to an authentic ideal.  Achieving any ideal may demand more than any one individual’s contribution; but surely it demands no less. 

No challenge is beyond our capacity to care about and to solve – so long as you, our pragmatic idealists, can imagine a better tomorrow and then will reach for it.  The rest of us are counting on you.
A final word to the parents:  Being a parent is permanent.  It’s what you are no matter what else you are.  For me lately, it’s finishing a press conference, a community meeting, or an important bill signing, then having your daughter call when you are schlepping home at 8:30 to ask “what’s for dinner?”  It’s feeling the same silly jumble of pride and longing watching them graduate today as you felt watching them graduate from pre-school, children we have held and rocked to sleep; whom we have tickled and gone swimming and to countless movies with; whose heads we held while they threw up or brows we wiped when they had fevers; whom we read to and taught to ride their bikes; whom we scolded and fussed at, who made us laugh at ourselves; whose greeting of “Hi, Dad” or “Hi, Mom” is enough to lighten our day; whose every smile makes us remember their first smile as clearly as if it were yesterday; whom we would walk through fire for; whom we have stayed awake worrying over long after they drifted off to sleep.  You parents and family members have prepared these young people for here and now.  Thank you.  They will take it from here.

May God bless you all.  Congratulations to the graduates.  And thank you again for having me.
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