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On behalf of the faculty, your fellow students, college staff and alumni -- all 
of us -- welcome to St. John’s.  
 
You have joined a community of learners who wrestle with bold and radical 
ideas in ways that are increasingly unusual in the American academy. We 
do our work with a searching temperament and with honesty tempered by 
civility. These values – honesty, a commitment to rigorous searching, 
civility, respect for and openness to the ideas of others -- are largely lost in 
American higher education. But they still have a home here at St. John’s.  
 
And now, you have a home here as well.  
 
Looking at you this evening, I am confident that you know that you have 
chosen to make your home in a very unusual community. But I am not sure 
you yet know how unusual it truly is. (Perhaps it will give you a hint that I 
have -- knowingIy -- used the word unusual three times already and may 
well use it more, just for fun).  
 
How about this? St John’s is as different from other schools that describe 
themselves as small liberal arts colleges -- schools such as Middlebury, 
Carleton, or Oberlin -- as those schools are from Ohio State.  
 
There are many reasons that this is so. The most important are both basic 
and substantial. For example, after you chose this college, pretty much 
from here on out you do not get to choose what you study. Nor do your 
classmates. You are studying what other people -- after diligent thought 
and in many cases a lifetime’s exploration -- have determined will offer you 
the best platform on which to build your life. Not just your academic or 
intellectual life, your whole life. This curriculum is not designed to 
constitute the totality of your learning but, again, to provide the platform 
from which you will dive into a lifetime of learning.  
 
 



To say that this runs against the trends in American higher education is to 
engage in understatement. Most schools -- even small liberal arts colleges -
- allow, even encourage, students to design their own education. It is one of 
their selling points. And I suppose for some students, perhaps most 
students, it is what they would prefer. Students in these schools do not 
need to go places they do not want to go or have not already been. They 
can stay in their comfort zone. Increasingly, even within that zone, they can 
take courses they have handpicked from professors with whom they are 
already comfortable. And even in those courses – just in case students 
might still be caught off guard - many schools now offer what are called 
“trigger warnings” to alert students ahead of time to something in a 
reading that might make them uncomfortable. Do not mistake me, I am not 
mocking this path. I understand it. But I do not think it is a brave way to 
pursue an education nor an intellectually curious one. I think it begins from 
a place of woundedness, not strength, and it maintains that woundedness 
rather than seeking to overcome it.   
 
So let me warn you now, while you still have the chance to flee: St John’s 
will not allow you to stay in your comfort zone. You will confront ideas and 
ways of looking at the world that are markedly different from your own. 
You will be uncomfortable, not just on occasion, but often.  
 
I mainly speak of what happens in the classroom, but I also speak more 
broadly about an open campus climate. Last year we welcomed Justice 
Sonia Sotomayor, perhaps the most liberal member of the Supreme Court, 
to campus. She dined with students, met with faculty and staff, and had an 
open forum for the St. John’s community and the public. In a few days we 
will welcome to campus for a Friday night Dean’s Lecture former George W. 
Bush Attorney General Mike Mukasey, who has recently testified in favor of 
some of President-elect Trump’s appointments. They are both from the 
Bronx and are both nice people, but that is where the similarities end -- 
except for the fact that they are both welcome here at St. John’s.  
 
Compare this to the new college tradition of students protesting speakers 
even being permitted to speak on campus who happen to have views that 
conflict with their own. 
 



Let’s talk about other differences. Is there another school that calls its 
faculty tutors? Well, there is one that I know of – but it is modeled after St 
John’s. This is not just a semantic oddity. It represents something really 
important. And what is that? It is that the faculty at St John’s will not 
“profess” the “truth” to you. And a question at St John’s is just very 
different than a question at other schools. Tutors ask questions to invite 
you on a shared exploration, not because they know the answer and are 
seeking to find out if you do too. Think about that. 
 
Another major difference, and one that perhaps at times will not gain 100 
percent enthusiasm from all of you, is that you will work very hard here. 
Ours is a challenging program that asks you to overcome your fear of being 
unable to do higher-order thinking in mathematics, science, philosophy, 
and literature. But unlike trigger warnings or avoiding ideas that you do not 
share, this will make you stronger. By learning you can do what you feared 
you could not do, you will become not just a stronger student, but also a 
stronger person.  
 
How different is this from many other schools? Just check out the recent 
book Academically Adrift, which examines how little work many college 
students do and how little many learn. One conclusion: about a third of the 
2,300 college incoming freshmen tested on measures such as critical 
thinking, analytic reasoning, and other higher level skills had made no gains 
in those areas when tested again as outgoing seniors. Parents here: how 
would you feel about helping to pay for four years of that?   
 
Another difference worth mentioning: at St. John’s you will examine 
primary materials, not secondary sources. In many ways, you will make 
discoveries alongside and simultaneously with the authors, composers, 
scientists, and other thinkers whose works you encounter over four years. 
This is a fundamentally different way of learning. It, too, requires much of 
you. 
 
Since every student in your class will follow the same path, this, too, is very 
different. Your discussions will know few boundaries. Walking on this 
campus, you are more apt to overhear conversations about Kant or Jane 
Austen than about the latest episode of Game of Thrones. 



 
In short, you are about to be immersed in an intellectually driven climate, 
the like of which you may never again experience in your life. Take 
advantage of it. Dive deep. That’s how discoveries -- intellectual, personal, 
and otherwise -- are made. That’s how a life is built. 
 
The work you are about to begin takes commitment. It takes maturity. It 
takes flexibility. You have shown great humility and courage in choosing St. 
John’s. Now you must show perseverance. Commit to seeing through the 
struggles that are up ahead. You will gain greatly when you do.   
 
You may also take comfort in the fact that we are a small school. You will 
come to know every face on campus - and others will know you. If our 
alumni are any indication, you are now sitting among some of the closest 
friends you will make in your lives. Your classmates will share with you, 
forever, an understanding of how challenging and transformational this 
education will be, and you will cherish them for that. 
 
And now, begin with confidence. You chose St. John’s for a reason. You will 
add great value to this college, and you will receive immeasurable gifts in 
return.  

 


