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… It’s exciting to think that in the 132 years since Belmont Abbey College was founded, there has never been anyone like each of you here, and there never will be again.  Each of you will have the opportunity to make your mark on this College, and each of you has the capacity to leave here a wiser, kinder, stronger, better person than you are today.

Now, when you are starting your college career, is a good time to think of who you want to be four years from now.  Everyone always talks about what he or she is going to be.  And everyone asks you what you are studying and what your major is, and what you’d like to do when you graduate, and what career path you hope to follow.

But the much more important question is “Who will you be?”  No matter how good a lawyer or doctor or teacher or accountant or business person you are, there will be parts of your day--and of your life--when you do not exercise that profession.  But there will never be a time when you are not you, when you are not a human being and when your qualities as a person will not count.  

No matter how good you are at your profession, there will always be someone who can do some–if not most--of the work you do as well or better than you do.  But as someone’s son or daughter, brother or sister, husband or wife, mother or father, or cherished friend, you are irreplaceable.  

You are irreplaceable because there is no one else exactly like you and there never will be.  You are unique and have a never-to-be-repeated constellation of abilities, skills, and talents.  Your character is yours alone, and the influence you have on others can never be exactly replicated.

That is part of why it is so important that you use your whole life–but especially these next four years–to fulfill your potential and to develop your talents and your character.

We’ve all heard the Army’s slogan urging “Be all you can be!”  We’ve all heard the comment, “Life is not a dress rehearsal.”  Some of you may have seen the witty injunction to “Make the most of yourself, because that’s all there is of you!”

What determines whether you become all you can be?  What helps you to live your life so that it’s a performance worthy of an encore–so that the people in the balcony want to stand up and yell “Bravo!”?  What enables you to make the most of yourself?

The great playwright, William Shakespeare, once had Hamlet say, “Thinking makes it so!”  Now, that can, in some circumstances, be considered ironic because we all know that thoughts can’t change everything.  But they can change a lot–starting with each of us.  We’ve all heard it said that “You are what you eat.”  But it’s even truer that you are what you think. Every thought you have takes you one step closer--or one step further away--from being the person you want to be.

When you are getting ready to graduate–four years from now in 2012–what kind of person will you be?  How will you have changed?  What will you know then that you don’t know now? Whom will you know then whom you don’t know today?

Let’s take the easy things first.  Four years from now, you will certainly know what you majored in. You’ll know what kind of grades you got.  You’ll have learned a lot about the field you majored in, as well as quite a bit, I hope, about several other subjects.  You may know what profession you will enter.  You may be headed off to a job, or to graduate school, law school, or med school.  You’ll know many more people then than you know now, and I hope that you will have made some great friends--friendships that will last a lifetime.  

Four years from now, you may have a devoted boyfriend or girlfriend.  You may be engaged, or even be making plans to marry.  These are some of the factors that may affect you when you are getting ready to graduate.  But what about YOU?  What kind of person will you have become as a result of your time here at the Abbey?  

You will know more, but will you be wiser?  You will have had opportunities to grow in kindness, but will you have taken them? You will have had the chance to deepen your relationship with God.  Will you have made that commitment?  

You will have had the opportunity to meet all kinds of people.  Some of you will have had the chance to live with a roommate and dorm mates or to share an apartment with another person--or with several other people.  Will that experience have made you more understanding?  Will it have helped you to be more generous, more other-centered?  

While you are at Belmont Abbey College, you will have the chance to attend cultural events and to do service projects in the community.  Will these experiences help you to be a more cultivated, caring person?
If, four years from now, someone asked your classmates–or your parents–or your brothers and sisters–or your friends–to describe you, what would they say?  

Would they depict someone who liked to party, to flirt, to speed, who rarely cracked a book, and who was proud of how many hearts he or she had broken?  
Would they talk about a spendthrift, who dressed immodestly, stayed up too late, and gossiped?  
Would they describe someone who was sloppy and uncouth, someone who was proud of his or her underage drinking, who hung around with a fast crowd, and who took foolish risks? 
Would they talk about someone with no get up and go–someone with a hot temper?  
Would they describe someone who bullied others, swore, and who regularly got into fights–whether physical or verbal? 
Would they talk about someone whose room was a mess, whose study habits were non-existent?  
Would they depict someone who never picked up the check, who complained all the time, and who was a fair-weather friend?  
Would they describe someone who didn’t even know where the library—or church--was, who frequently missed classes, and squandered his or her talents and wasted his or her opportunities?  
Or would they talk about someone they–and you--could be proud of?  Would they speak about your intelligence, your good sense of humor, your sportsmanship, your courage, your honesty, your unselfishness, your generosity, your decency, your faithfulness, your purity, your thoughtfulness, your fairness, and your concern for those who are disabled or victimized and marginalized?
In The Last Battle, the seventh and final book of C. S. Lewis’s famous Chronicles of Narnia, Roonwit the Centaur sends the following message to young King Tirian:  Remember that a “noble death is a treasure which no one is too poor to buy” (TLB, p. 91).  It is equally true that a noble life is a treasure which no one is too poor to buy.  

When I say a “noble life,” I don’t mean one lived in halls of marble, or on the French Riviera.  I don’t mean the life of someone who strikes it rich and hobnobs with celebrities.  I mean a life that is filled with goodness and truth and beauty–a life of self-sacrifice that leaves a legacy of love.  

Each of you can live that kind of life.  If you haven’t been living like that up until now, today’s the day to start.  If you’ve already been on that track, then this is the place where you can enhance your commitment to growing in goodness and knowledge and faith and service to others. 
The theme for our First-Year Symposium this year is “Friendship and Community.”  As you read and reflect on that topic, you will have an opportunity to decide what kind of friend you want to be and what kinds of friends you want to have.  Reflecting on friendship and community will also help you to discern what kind of community appeals to you and help you understand what you can do to create that kind of community.  At the same time that you are reading and thinking about these topics, you will have a chance to put your ideas into practice.  Whether you are in the classroom or on the playing fields or in the labs or in the theatre or in the dorms or in church, or at social events, you will have the opportunity to be a friend, to make friends, and to fashion the community in which you are living.
The decisions you make about the kind of friend you want to be and the kinds of friends you want to have will have a major impact on your life and on our College community.  
…
All of you know that going to college is a huge privilege.  The majority of Americans still don’t get that opportunity.  In fact, only one out of every hundred people in the world even knows how to read–much less gets the chance to study at a college or university.  

…
Today, we usually think of the liberal arts as including the humanities, as well as the sciences and social sciences.  Originally, more than two thousand years ago, the ancient Greeks considered subjects “liberal” that would help free men govern the polis or city.  I say “free men” deliberately because those who had no voice in government, virtually all women and slaves, as well as many men, were not given this kind of education.

The Romans, who conquered the Greeks, adopted much of their educational system and called these subjects the artes liberales—or liberal arts.  These contrasted with several other kinds of training—the artes sordidae—the training that befitted slaves or those who worked for hire, and the artes elegantes—what we today would call the “fine arts.”

After the fall of Rome, Medieval Europe more or less adopted the Romans’ conception of the liberal arts and identified seven subjects that fit into this category.  They were divided into two groups.  Three of these subjects formed what was called the trivium and the other four were called the quadrivium.  The trivium consisted of grammar (always studied in Latin), logic, and rhetoric (which included public speaking). A student who wanted to earn a Bachelor of Arts degree needed to master these three subjects.  The trivium essentially helped students learn the structure of language, how to reason and think critically, and how to express themselves clearly, elegantly, and persuasively—in both writing and speech.
Once a student had mastered the trivium, he (and until the nineteenth-century, the only people officially allowed to follow this course of study were male) could begin studying the quadrivium, the four subjects necessary to earn a Master of Arts.  The quadrivium consisted of arithmetic, music, geometry, and astronomy.  While studying the three subjects that made up the trivium and the four fields that constituted the quadrivium, medieval students also focused on languages, literature, and history, as well as on myriad theological, philosophical, and scientific questions.

You may be interested to know that the word “trivium” literally means three ways or roads, and that “quadrivium” literally means four ways or roads.  Obviously, this fact leads to another question: “Roads or ways to what?”  

And here, I’d like to pause for a minute to make an important point about knowledge that is often misunderstood.  In our age in which information is constantly expanding exponentially, we are often told that the amount of new knowledge doubles every few years. But referring to knowledge in this way is a misnomer.  The amount of information may double, but knowledge never does anything by itself.  In fact, independent of human beings, knowledge is inert.
During the next four years, you will be exposed to a great deal of information, but whether or not it becomes knowledge will depend entirely on you.  The way you interact with the information you receive, how you think about that information, the time you spend digesting it, analyzing it, reflecting on it, synthesizing it, and using it to think critically, to make connections, and to draw conclusions—these things will determine whether that information becomes knowledge.

How much the knowledge you make your own benefits you will depend on whether or not you convert it to wisdom.  Only you can do that.  Just as your response to and interaction with information determines whether or not it becomes knowledge, your response to and interaction with knowledge determines whether it becomes wisdom.  Your response to wisdom will determine the extent to which you live a life of virtue—which is itself one of the great keys to happiness and to the most important kind of success.

And this brings us back to the liberal arts.  For more than a millennium, to be an educated person meant that you had studied the subjects that we mentioned earlier.  But what does “liberal” mean?  In this context, “liberal” does not refer to the common political designations we use in our society.  In this case, the opposite of “liberal” is not “conservative,” but “illiberal,” “limited,” “pinched,” “petty,” “ignorant,” and “un-free.”  “Liberal” itself means something like “freeing,” “open,” “welcoming,” and “expansive.”
As you know from what we’ve said previously, the liberal arts take their name from their relationship to freedom—libertas in Latin.  Medieval educators believed that studying the liberal arts was necessary to cultivate the intellect of free men–that is, men who were, literally, not slaves.  But they also believed that studying the liberal arts was necessary to free men from the enslavement of ignorance.

The liberal arts were considered necessary for the cultivation of the intellect because it was believed that studying them would help order the mind, enable the student learn how to think critically, facilitate his use of logic and reason, and help him to figure things out and to analyze people and things and situations.  In medieval times, this was the kind of education considered necessary for the men who would lead their societies–whether helping to rule countries, make laws, govern the Church, or advance knowledge.

In ancient times—as well as in the medieval period--the vast majority of men and women, at every level of society, were illiterate. In the classical period, slaves were usually not so much educated as trained—usually in a form of menial labor or in a trade, but occasionally in an art for which they had demonstrated an aptitude. Farmers, craftsmen, and artisans also did not typically receive training in the liberal arts.  Instead, farmers learned animal husbandry and agricultural science.  Craftsmen learned their craft, and artisans learned how to paint or do stonework or whatever art they practiced.   Merchants learned the subjects they needed for commerce. Like tradesmen and artisans, they primarily learned through apprenticeships.

…
As we have seen, the liberal arts were not only considered the subjects proper for free men to study, but also the fields of study that would set men free.  Free from what?  Well, from ignorance and boorishness and parochialism.  The liberal arts are meant to free each of us from foolishness, thoughtlessness, prejudice, and a small, limited outlook, and they are meant to free us for the cultivation of our minds and spirits.  

The study of the liberal arts, properly undertaken, helps us to transcend our own limitations.  It stretches our emotional imagination and helps us to understand people of different ages, times, nationalities, ethnicities, cultures, and religions.  It helps us to free us from interpreting everything from the perspective of someone of our own age, gender, time, faith, profession, region, and nationality.  By enabling us to learn about the natural world, human history, and human nature, as well as how to think analytically and logically, the liberal arts are meant to help us become finer, better, wiser, more knowledgeable, and more thoughtful people.  Ideally, they are meant to help us grow in knowledge and in virtue.  

…
The Catholic and Benedictine traditions believe in using both faith and reason as the two wings that help us to soar toward understanding.  This means that you can use the knowledge you’ve gained through the study of revelation as well as the knowledge that you’ve gained through analysis of your own experience to understand.  Study based on the use of faith and reason requires you to use your head and your heart to make sense of reality.
Using both faith and reason to study the liberal arts gives you the opportunity to enlist all your talents and abilities–to engage your whole self--in what you are learning.  And that is another way of glorifying God. As Scripture tells us, God delights in each of us, and especially takes delight when we use our minds, hearts, and bodies to praise and serve Him.  As one of the prayers in the mass so beautifully puts it, “You have no need of our praise, yet our desire to thank you is itself your gift” to us.
As all of us know, trying to live for God’s glory is hard work.  Part of what makes it hard is that each of us is a long way from perfect and that we have to learn not only to put up with each other, but actually to love one other.  In other words, we have to become friends.  This is hard enough with people who are attractive and admirable, people you like and with whom you have a great deal in common.  But it seems almost impossible with people you don’t like, who are not admirable, and with whom you have little in common.
So, what is the answer?
In a sermon called “The Weight of Glory,” that C. S. Lewis gave in 1942, during the dark days of World War II, he suggests a way of thinking about our fellow human beings that helps us to remember what an amazing creation each human being is and how much each of us is worth in God’s sight.  

Lewis says:

There are no ordinary people.  You have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations–these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat.  But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit–immortal horrors or everlasting splendours. (TWoG, p. 15) 

As Lewis explains, 

It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare.  All day long we are, in some degree, helping each other to one or other of these destinations.  It is in the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and the circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. (TwoG, pp. 14-15)
In light of Lewis’s words, if what you think determines not only who you are but also what you become, what would it be most profitable to think about?

Today, as you begin your college career, I can give you no better advice than to think frequently not only of God’s glory and of the glory to which you are called, but also to remember the glory to which each of the people you meet is called.  Especially think of this if the person annoys you or upsets you or demeans you.  There is no better key to friendship than this. There is no better way to establish a community of love, and there is no better key to happiness and to true success.  
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