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Defining Lives of Hope

Remarks for the Winter 2011 Commencement at Liverpool Hope University
January 26, 2011

President Patricia McGuire

Trinity Washington University

Washington, D.C., U.S.A.

______________________________________________

Baroness Cox, chancellor of the university; Vice Chancellor Pillay; Monsignor Devine; High Sheriff Morris; members of the University Council; my good friend and Pro Vice Chancellor Bishop Stuart; Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, especially Sr. Camilla Burns, Sr. Eileen Kelleher and Sr. Pat O’Brien; members of the faculty; families and friends; and most particularly you, the students and soon to be graduates today:

Thank you for this most auspicious honor!  I am humbled by your great kindness, and happy to accept this honor not just for myself but more importantly for Trinity Washington University, since I would hardly be here today but for the privilege of being a steward of that magnificent educational enterprise founded by the Sisters of Notre Dame whose heritage we share.  We feel a great kinship of mission and purpose with you, and look forward to extending our partnership in the months to come.
Congratulations to all of the graduates of Liverpool Hope University!  I am so honored to be part of your ceremony today, and I am deeply pleased to think that I will be associated with this beautiful class forevermore as an honorary graduate in this class year.  

Our degrees today bear the most beautiful word in the English language:  Hope.  This great university proclaims as its purpose the development of its students as citizens of the world, signs and symbols of the hope that gives life to learning in this extraordinary place.  
You have acquired these degrees not simply for your own enrichment, for the satisfaction of academic achievement, for the advances you will most surely gain in your places of work.  Such results are lovely points of personal privilege, but they are not the real purpose of this education.  
Rather, these degrees come with a more serious and urgent imperative:  these diplomas are your commissions to engage the work of the world for this and succeeding generations, to bring the full power of your knowledge, your diverse talents, your robust faith, your expansive charity, and your intense lamp of hope to our fellow citizens of this difficult, contentious, oft-dark world.
And not a moment too soon!  
If ever there was a time when our world needed hope, this is it!

If ever there was a need for citizen servant leaders who embrace the fundamental ethical values of respect for the diversity of all God’s children, able to build inclusive and sustainable communities of peace and justice, now is the time!
If ever the global village needed people of faith, witnesses for justice, peacemakers for the ages, this is the moment!

And what was Julie thinking when she sparked the fires that fueled the forces that energize your commissions as citizens of the world today?

Who is this Julie?  St. Julie Billiart, founder of the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur:  mystic, ascetic, educator, thorn-in-the-side to authorities (including bishops), indefatigable mother superior, patient principal and teacher among the poorest of the poor, disturber of the peace, visionary, revolutionary, saint.  Her spiritual DNA flows through the diplomas you will receive today.

For 200 years, the Sisters of Notre Dame have infected their students with the passion of Julie, the thirst for action for justice, the commitment to serve, to teach, to transform lives and souls through the power of education.
155 years ago here in Liverpool, the SND heirs of St. Julie Billiart founded the Notre Dame Training College for teachers, one of the three colleges that came together to form the institution now known as Liverpool Hope University.  This remarkable contemporary institution draws upon the unique ecumenical collaboration of both Catholic and Anglican traditions to shape a modern university rooted in Christian values.  
For those of us who know and love the Sisters of Notre Dame, it is not a surprise to realize that in this collaboration they achieved a spiritual and pragmatic union that our respective church hierarchies often find elusive.  Respect for convention is not one of the values held dear by the SNDs --- “disturb the peace” was the directive given to me by a Sister of Notre Dame when I first took office as Trinity’s president.  This is a congregation of courageous women founded by a relentless pioneer who was so fierce in her advocacy for education for the poor girls orphaned by the French Revolution that her bishop in France told her to slow down, to stop the work, to stop being so aggressive, be more obedient --- and so she packed her bags and moved her Institute to Namur, Belgium so that the pesky bishop would no longer dictate the terms of her ministry.  She became a saint anyway, once again proving that the unquenchable thirst for justice can triumph over the human desire to dominate and control each other.
When the SNDs decided to establish a college for women in the capital city of the United States in 1897, two of the sisters from Trinity College came to Liverpool to study the collegiate model that began at Mt. Pleasant, and later one of the Mt. Pleasant faculty went to teach at Trinity.  So, even as we share the spiritual DNA of the great St. Julie Billiart, I am also so pleased to say not only as Trinity’s president but also as an alumna, that my own education at Trinity profited from the kindness of our forbears here at Liverpool Hope University.  So, the circle comes full, this is a bit of a homecoming!  

But Julie, herself, would say, enough with the past and nostalgia, there’s work to be done, and not a moment to lose!  

How will you live this mission in the world?  You came to Liverpool Hope University full of hopes and dreams for the future that you and your family might enjoy through the power of this education.  I was reading the student blogs on your university website and came across this wonderful comment on Cerise’s blog:

“We are, no matter which University we are in, incredibly lucky. We have skills and depending on the steps we take, can be well-rounded people. All it takes is a little effort, and for us not to waste the opportunities that we’re given. …So yes I feel lucky. I feel lucky that I feel comfortable enough to move 200 miles away from home and live in a different world. Why? Because it’s a whole new life out there, and if you never move you will never know how comfortable you could feel somewhere else.”

Cerise is right.  You are incredibly lucky.  You are among the relatively few of the world’s population privileged to enjoy a college education.
  Fewer than 7% of the world’s population have college degrees, while twice as many, 14% --- 1 billion citizens of the earth --- do not even have basic literacy, cannot read a word.  Liverpool has given you the most fortunate opportunity to move out of your comfort zone --- whether 200 miles or just across the street, you have moved to an entirely new place.  You have learned to be comfortable “somewhere else,” somewhere deep in the recesses of your minds and souls, somewhere in words written by ancient philosophers, or in the life of cells revealed through the microscope, or in the discovery of the secrets of human behavior illuminated in your psychology research or tales from great literature.
Your ability to become comfortable ‘somewhere else’ will serve you well as you take this mission into the world that awaits, whether here in Liverpool, or ‘back home’ in Wales or Ireland or Nigeria, or in places you have yet to imagine that, someday, you will call home.  With the gift of this education you will be musicians and managers, teachers and artists, musicians and poets, software engineers and  practitioners of the healing arts, elected officials and staff researchers, executives and agitators.  You will be parents --- perhaps the most important role of all.
But what will ultimately define you is not your role or title or occupation or status in the community or size of your house or number of children or the schools they attend or whether you get invited to the big wedding in April.

No, what will define you is the way in which your life’s work in the world touches, enlarges and transforms the lives of others.   By the values you incorporate into your life’s work, you will bear witness to our shared history even as you become prophets of a future filled with imagination, innovation and the hope of true social transformation.
Your commitment to justice will define you as people of conviction, intolerant of no person save the one who seeks to oppress, restrain, cheat, demean, degrade, diminish the human dignity of others.  Dare we speak of justice in this age of retribution?

Justice is what we owe to each other in fairness and freedom as recompense for God’s gift of life to us.  Such true moral justice is quite different from the popular misconception of justice as some kind of vengeance --- “Bring ‘em to justice” is the American cowboy slang we hear too often --- or the selfish acquisition of stuff  --- “getting mine, too” is another popular phrase that misrepresents true justice.  True justice is neither punishment nor conspicuous consumption.  Justice shares, not hoards, the goods of this earth.  Justice uses this great gift of education to create fair and humane laws, social structures, services and opportunities for learning and advancement so that every person can enjoy the characteristics of human dignity, which include economic security, equal rights, intellectual and spiritual fulfillment.  Justice makes peace possible and sustainable.
Your commitment to justice will make you champions of human rights.  Dare we speak of human rights and civil liberties in this dark time of terror and retrenchment of many basic freedoms for the sake of security?  Dare we not?  
Of course, our hearts go out to the victims of terror, especially those so brutally murdered at the Domodedovo Airport in Moscow this week.  But the solution to terror cannot be the sacrifice of freedom.  

In our desperate efforts to capture those who strike terrible terror in our cities, we sometimes seem to retreat from the vigorous defense of human rights and civil liberties.  This is a deal that the devil will win.  In Robert Bolt’s eloquent play A Man for All Seasons, Sir Thomas More gives his son-in-law a prescient admonition when Roper said he would cut down all the laws in England to get at the devil.  Sir Thomas retorts with great impatience, “Oh? And when the last law was down, and the Devil turned 'round on you, where would you hide, Roper, the laws all being flat? This country is planted thick with laws, from coast to coast… And if you cut them down… do you really think you could stand upright in the winds that would blow then? Yes, I'd give the Devil benefit of law, for my own safety's sake!”

We are in danger of mowing down the once-flourishing field of rights and liberties in the misguided belief that we can defeat the shadowy enemy by exposing the caves of terror beneath.  But the terrorists only burrow deeper while we freeze in the bitter winds of increased official scrutiny and restraint on our conversations and travel and actions.  Education and intellect, not suspicion and restraint, are the best weapons we have against the perpetrators of fear and death.  As a matter of justice, as a necessary condition for peace, we must bring the power of our higher learning to bear on sustaining a more righteous balance between the tactics of security and our essential human freedoms.
Your advocacy for the poor will define you as disciples of charity.  St. Paul tells us that charity is patient and kind, that charity endures all things (Corinthians 1:13).  Dare we speak of the poor in this time of economic woe for all?  The recession of the last few years, coupled with the obsession for security against the shadows of terror, has made talk of the alleviation of poverty distinctly unfashionable.  How can we care about the children of Sudan when our tuition is rising too fast?  What can we do about the homeless of Baghdad when our own homes face foreclosure?  You are now officially smarter than that, armed with your degrees as so many lances to pierce through the defensive, self-serving veils of argumentation against helping others on the grounds that we all are victims of someone else’s misdeeds.  Together, we must commit ourselves to a more concerted effort to restore the conscience of our civic communities to care for “the least, the lost, the left out among us.”

Your courage in standing up for those who cannot stand will define you as leaders for the generations to come.   The courage to lead in these contentious, dangerous days is both urgent and rare.  This is an age that devours its leaders in the voracious maw of conflict and constant criticism, complaint and condemnation.  
The great Winston  Churchill once observed this truth about leadership:  “You have enemies? Good. That means you’ve stood up for something, sometime in your life.”
The measure of your leadership will come in both the quality of your enemies and the improvements in the lives of those whom you will serve.  Do not look for their gratitude, for you will be disappointed; but do look for their progress, in which you will find your reward.

Your ability to bring hope to the world will define you as brilliant points of light in the darkness.  But there will be days when you feel discouraged, when the sum of the problems towers over the possible solutions.  Never give up.  Never give up.
Remember this wise counsel of a remarkable leader of hope, Pope John XXIII:  “Consult not your fears but your hopes and dreams. Think not about your frustrations, but about your unfulfilled potential. Concern yourself not with what you tried and failed in, but with what is still possible for you to do.”
And these definitions of self, of possibility, of faith and justice, wrought through your own good works, will also give even greater definition to the ongoing life of this university and this great city.  You will become the latest definition of Hope, the enduring joy of Liverpool.  You join a long tradition of graduates who have borne witness to the prophetic vision of this university’s founders, the wisdom of the faculty who have taught you, and the Hope that will illuminate your work in the world through all of the days to come.
Congratulations to the graduates and many thanks to Liverpool Hope University!
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