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Good Afternoon and Welcome – students, families, friends, and tutors – to 

the summer term of the Graduate Institute at St. John's College. Welcome 

especially to those of you among us who are matriculating into the Graduate 

Institute, and today become members of the community of St. John’s College.  

I had occasion to think about this wonderful community from a different 

perspective this past semester. Usually, I try to keep my topics for these talks 

varied by basing them on something I’ve read together with students in the 

Graduate Institute over the past term. But this past spring, my work for the college 

took me in other directions and so I wasn’t able to teach. I made an effort to be a 

part of a study group on Thucydides, but my schedule was erratic and I couldn’t 

make it work. I felt guilty and regretful when the emails about the weekly 

assignments – often accompanied by short comments about how great last week’s 

discussion had been- arrived in my inbox. So, I wasn’t reading and talking in a 

sustained way about a text with any of you. And I missed it.  



2	  
	  

This made me ask myself though: what was I missing?  For of course I can 

read and think when I am by myself, and I did. I read essays, dialogues, short 

stories, poems, and most memorably for me, as preparation for a senior oral in the 

undergraduate program, Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s masterpiece 100 years of 

Solitude. And I wasn’t short on human interaction and conversation either, not 

even on conversation about relatively serious topics. I was traveling a lot, and 

everywhere I went, I met interesting people who were interested in St. John’s. I 

often ended up having conversations with them about questions arising from some 

great work.  Yet still I found that, compared with my usual life as a tutor at this 

college, it was a strangely solitary existence.  

But why should that worry me?  After all, one could say that there is 

something almost essentially solitary about intellectual life, about the life of 

thinking and learning. Since I do like to talk about things I’ve read recently, I’ll 

borrow an image here from Marquez’s strange and wonderful One Hundred Years 

of Solitude – a book which doesn’t at first glance appear to be so much about 

solitude as about a large family living in a small town, often in the same house.  

But we find at the heart of the house built and shared by the tumultuous , mulit-

generational Buendia family a closed-off place of silence and solitude - 

Melquiades’ room. It isn’t there from the beginning.  It is built after the parts of the 

house necessary for daily living have been established, for Melquiades - the 
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traveling gypsy who first awakens wonder (according to Aristotle the beginning of 

philosophy) in the mind of the patriarch of the family, Jose Arcadio Buendia. This 

wonder spins him off into a sort of solitude in which the founder of the town and 

former leader of men is rendered “useless” and even to many “ridiculous” by his 

obsession with scientific and philosophical questions. Melquiades’ room is at times 

over the course of a century shut off entirely, entered by no one, and then 

rediscovered. It is seen very differently by different characters in the book. To the 

embittered revolutionary Colonel Aureliano Buendia, it is full of cobwebs and 

dust, ravaged by time.  To his grand-nephew Aureliano Bablionia on the other 

hand, who withdraws into the room to attempt to translate and interpret the strange 

manuscripts it contains, it is untouched by time and full of sunlight.  

The room then is an image of a solitary place in the midst of things yet apart, 

of turning inward for reflection and study. Not for the study of practical things - it 

is to those with that turn of mind the room seems simply a place of silence, 

cobwebs, and decay.  It is a place for the study of things that are timeless and 

luminous.  

Of course, the image I’ve borrowed from Marquez’s novel only underlines 

the question I asked earlier; if we desire to think and read and learn, isn’t what we 

really need our own place of withdrawal and solitude? Why do we need other 

people? Why come together in a community like this one?  
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The answer that would seem obvious in most other educational contexts is 

that we come together in a place like a college or graduate school because we want 

to learn from experts who will teach us things we don’t know. The experts are 

gathered in one place, say at a university, and the students flock to them eagerly, 

hoping to receive knowledge. However, this is explicitly what we say we DON’T 

do at St. John’s. Our faculty are called tutors rather than professors to call attention 

to the fact that they make no claim to be experts in the subject areas in which they 

lead classes. They don’t lecture or dispense information. Instead, we read and learn 

from the books together; and the tutors may – or may not – be the most 

experienced learners in the room. Our studies together are in the spirit of a claim 

made by Socrates in Plato’s dialogue Meno, the one book I know we all have in 

common – the remarkable claim that,  although learning takes place, quote: 

“[T]here is no teaching.” (82a) 

But if it is not to gather around teachers who dispense information, why 

gather in a community to read and learn? And why does this community come to 

mean so much to many of us? Although it is true that in some ways learning is 

solitary – it is something that happens to me or in me – it also requires an 

important sort of openness. When one learns, one is affected, changed. It may be 

that the possibility of the openness needed for learning is connected to the 

withdrawal I’ve spoken of. When the patriarch Jose Arcadio Buendia is caught up 
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in leading people through the jungle and founding a town, he doesn’t have time to 

wonder about magnetism or whether the earth might be round, like an orange. In 

the Meno, we see the young titular character to be vain, desperate to impress, and 

(as his various attempts to define virtue reveal) consumed by the struggle for 

wealth, power, and reputation. It seems likely that it is partially the slave boy’s 

very distance from Meno’s preoccupations and ambitions that enables him to be 

open enough to see his error about the side of the double square and to be 

genuinely interested in figuring out the truth of the matter. 

 I think the connection between the openness needed for learning and a sort 

of separation from the world suggests at least one possible reason that it’s 

important for those who value learning to be a part of communities like this one.  It 

isn’t easy to maintain that openness.  In our everyday lives, in what some call the 

“Real World,” it can be hard to maintain the strong desire to learn. Like various 

members of the Buendia family, we may be caught up in the cares and tasks of 

home life, driven by the desire for erotic or material possession, caught up in the 

machinations of the practices of politics and war. Or, like Meno, who as you will 

remember attempts to close off the search for the definition of virtue with a logical 

paradox about the impossibility of learning, we may simply tire and grow 

frustrated with an endeavor that is quite strenuous and doesn’t seem to offer much 

in the way of what is often called “Return on Investment.” If we want to persist in 



6	  
	  

our “useless” inquiries, it helps to be a part of a community that supports that 

commitment in the face of the pull toward other, more “practical,” activities – a 

community that says to us – no, maybe the Real World is over here, in our 

conversation; or maybe both worlds are real, but to think about this and understand 

the different ways in which this might be so, we need a perspective that can only 

come when we have created through withdrawal the possibility of moving between 

worlds.   

 

Of course, even with the support of a community, maintaining openness and 

continuing to learn requires effort. Learning is an activity. I can’t simply withdraw 

into Melquiades’ room or some other place of solitude and wait for learning to 

happen to me; once I am inside, I have to get to work: questioning, reading, 

translating.  Nor can I approach a teacher and expect knowledge to be poured into 

me as though I were an empty vessel.  Returning to Meno, we hear Socrates exhort 

his interlocutor: One must search for the things one does not know. It is an arduous 

activity. And any stories that we tell each other to encourage one another in the 

active search will make us (to quote Socrates again) “better people, braver and less 

idle.”  
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I think this matter of stories touches on another value we might find in a 

community like St. John’s College. We are part of a community in which we tell 

one another stories – by which we encourage one another in the search for what we 

do not know. By this I don’t of course mean that we all accept the details of the 

myth of recollection. The stories we tell take many forms. But they all inspire us 

when we are already eager, and urge us on when the work becomes tiring. They 

speak to the better part of our natures and even hold out the hope that engaging in 

the search will somehow make us better people.  One of the things I missed most 

when I was away from our regular discussions was being in a place where stories 

like this are constantly in the air.  

One final thought about what makes engaging in this search together so 

precious.  In a true community of learning, our searching, our striving, is common.  

And remarkably we find that what we are striving FOR is common as well. This is 

very much unlike our experience of striving for things in the “Real World.”  

Questions, theorems, forms, the objects of the intellect – these are universally 

available, and unlike material goods, and for that matter unlike power and 

reputation, they are not diminished by being shared.  Phaedrus, in the Platonic 

dialogue that bears his name, famously says that “the things of friends are 

common.” One could spend a long time unpacking that, but one upshot of it seems 
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to me to be that common intellectual inquiry is one of the most natural bases for 

friendship. 

So welcome. Welcome to this place in the midst of but slightly apart from 

the world. Join us as we tell one another stories the encourage us to seek, and as we 

strive together as friends toward the things that remain common even as they 

become more fully our own.  

 

Before we disperse, I’d like to let those of you who are new to us know that 

the love of communal reading and learning that I’ve been talking about overflows 

the classroom into a variety of student-led study groups; some spring up 

spontaneously among friends, while others are more organized. There are five 

“official” Graduate Institute study groups taking place this summer. One Group is 

reading Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind, one is studying Oswald Spengler’s “The 

Decline of the West”, there is one on Quantum Physics, one on Twain’s The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and one that will be both thinking about and 

making music. Information and reading schedules for the study groups are 

available in the Graduate Institute office, and have been circulated in an email.  
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Also, the GI is delighted to host the SJC summer lecture series. Please join us this 

Wednesday night at 7:30, here in the Great Hall, for the first in our Wednesday 

night lecture series and a following question period. St. John’s tutor Mr. David 

Townsend will speak on “Imagination and Leadership.”  Mr. Townsend asks that 

we read Marilynn Robinson’s wonderful essay “Imagination and Leadership.” We 

will circulate a link to an online version of the essay. And please join us now for 

the refreshments waiting at the back of the Hall, before your preceptorials begin at 

2 o'clock. The 2015 summer term of the Graduate Institute is now in session. 

Convocatum est! 	  


