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Visitors and Honored Guests, Parents and Family of Students, Members of the Sl 
John's Community, Degree Candidates in the Graduate Institute, and, last but not 
least, Graduating Seniors! 

Dear seniors and soon to be alumni, my thoughts for you on this momentous 

dayrevolve around the following question: What makes thinking alive? Over 

the last four years your thinking has ranged over a vast field of thinkables: the 

wrath of heroes and the longing for home, shape and number, space and time, 

being and becoming, the fate of republics, the aspirations of reason and the limits 

of reason, what it means to be lost and what it means to be saved. The vastness 

of this field of thinkables invites us to look bac~ to search in that field for what 

brought it all to life. 

Hegel tells us that nothing great in the world is ever achieved without 

passion. He is right, right about the world and right about you. For 'i\'hat you 

have done here in coursing through the program is great as well as good, noble 

as '''ell as useful. And it has all been the work of your passion for learning. It 

was your passion that brought you to this College and kept you here in difficult 

times. It was your passion for the thinkable that made thinking alive. 

The clearest expression of this passion was something you did every day in all 

your classes: you asked qu~stions. The perpetual asking of questions, together 

"\i\rith the quest for precision in tutorial and laboratory, was your labor of love. In 

Plato's Symposium we are told a story about the parentage of Love. Love, it 

seems, was the offspring of Poros and Penia. Papa Poros is Resourcefulness or 

Contrivance, and Mama Penia is Poverty or Lack. The humorous myth conveys 

a deep mystery. Love is paradoxical -- a marriage of opposites. Neither sheer lack 

nor sheer cunning, Love is both together. It is a desire that is cunning in its very 

poverty, an emptiness that somehow manages to fill itself. In asking questions 

over these four years, you, along with your tutors, engaged in just this sort of 



cunning poverty. You practised the art of magically transforming your lack into 

a resource. Questions for you were like the raft of Odysseus as he weathers the 

world in his effort to get back home. They were the expression of your need and 

the means of your transport. 

There is a poem by Wallace Stevens that bears the curious title "Questions Are 

Remarks." I would emend that title to read: "Questions Are Insights." Consider 

the phenomenon of the good question. You all know from experience what this 

is: The good question is the one. you remember, the one that opens up 

something important, points the way to the heart and soul of a thought. The 

good question, far from being a mere confession of ignorance, is already a highly 

precise instance of knowitzg. To ask a good question is to locate and put into 

words something that begs to be asked and inquired into. To ask is already to 

have seen. Of all the powers you cultivated at this College, this one, I believe, 

was the most important: the power of seeing and saying the What-is-to-be-asked. 

Thanks to this power, you became formidable at making begiilnings; you became 

what you are today -- the virtuosos of com 111 enc em en t .. 

So much for the eros of asking - now for t Jiu 111 o s . You may recall that there 

are many verbs in Greek for thinking, knowing, grasping and perceiving. One of 

them is especially interesting: enthumeisthai, from which we get our logic term 

"enthymeme." It comes up in Plato's Phaedo '\'\'hen it "hits" Phaedo, comes 

home to him, that this man he so loves and admires, this Socrates, is about to 

die. Enthumeisthai captures the umon of heart and mind that attends all 

genuine learning. It has the word thumos embedded in it, which has no exact 

analogue in English and means something like spirit, passionateness, heart or 

feeling. Thum o s is what allows us to take things to heart and to bear up in the 

face of danger and difficulty. Sometimes the seat of overwhelming, irrational 

passion, it is also where Homeric heroes, notably Odysseus, do their pondering 

and mull over alternatives. It is the place in the soul where depth meets clarity. 

We experience tile tltumos of thinking when '\Ve realize something deep down, 

ponder it in our chests and feel its full weight. Such realizations fill our whole 

being, sometimes to the point of transforming us forever. 
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Such was the thinking you were invited to experience in your four years with 

us. You were called upon by this program of study not merely to "work on" the 

books but to ponder their meaning and take them to heart. I am sure that in the 

course of the last week or so, the experience I am trying to describe was very real 

to you. As the end of your student days at this College drew ever nearer, as that 

last seminar approached and then ... was gone, you, like Phaedo, must have felt 

the weight of a truth, the gravity of an impending moment. This sobering 

contemplation of an end is an image of that intellectual seriousness you brought 

to reading books and engaging in conversation. 

But I have become too serious. For if your learning here was a time of 

pondering, it was no less a tini.e of intelligent play. Play, as well as passion, 

makes thinking alive. This play is the offspring of imagination, that great and 

necessary complemertt to taking things seriously. Through the imagination, we 

cultivate a taste for otherness: we take a fascinated interest in opinions we may 

not hold, try to look at the world through eyes that are not our own. 

Imagination is the faculty of distance and perspective. It "cools us off," prevents 

us from being too serious, too wrapped up in ourselves, too consumed by our 

passions and our point of view. 'Whereas thumos gives thinking gravity, 

imagination gives it levity. Imagination thus liberates. It frees us from the bad 

effects of zeal - zeal even for the truth. If the sun is our passion for insight, then 

the imagination is a great plane tree like the one in the Phaednts - or perhaps a 

tulip poplar like our noble Liberty Tree. In the shade of this tree in the soul '\·ve 

find relief and protection, not only from the crudeness of our lower natures but 

also from the intensity and self-importance of our higher natures. 

There is a danger that you face today. The danger is that, having completed 

your program of study, you will cease to be transformed by \·\rhat you have read 

and talked about; that you will leave these books and these conversations with 

the opinions you now hold and never again submit them to careful 

examination. In the language of the Phaedo, the danger consists in letting the 

logos within you, the Socrates within you, die. I am sure that for some of you, 

there was some book, author or part of the program that was, as the saying goes, a 
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closed book. For some of you it was perhaps Baudelaire, who refused either to 

make us feel good or to teach us virtue; for others it was Hegel, who refused to 

speak plain English; for others, the Bible, whose God refused to be the 

enlightened gentleman we wanted Him to be. Some of you may have found 

Socrates himself merely off-putting and obnoxious. I hope that you will not 

succumb to the danger of which I speak. It would be a failure of imagination. I 

hope that you will return to that all-but-closed book - that dismissed question, 

idea or author - and reopen it, remembering that sometimes we learn the most 

from those who are most other. 

This year you read Dostoievsky' s novel about three brothers. At the end of 

this novel, one of them, Alyosha, says the following to the boys gathered around 

Ilyushechka's grave: "You must know that there is nothing higher_, or stronger_, 

or sounder, or more useful afterwards in life, than some good memory, 

especially a memory from childhood, from the parental home." 

I end by applying this speech to you and to the four years of learning you have 

completed at this, your academic home. Some time soon, ask yourself the 

follovdng: Of all the insights I have experienced here (including all the 

questions I have asked and have been asked), which one was the most important 

to me? V\Thlch one most caused me to realize something deep down, most 

opened my eyes to what I had not seen before? \'\Then you find that insight, 

guard it well: it is '\Vhat your education has most been for. I\1ay this remembered 

insight be for you that good memory of 1..vhich Alyosha speaks. :May it beget in 

you, the children of Poros and Penia, a life of continued pondering and rich 

imaginings. 

As you enjoy the sunniness of this day that is yours, consider the sun's 

likeness to the good you have found at this College. Let the sun with its twofold 

~nergy, its Light and its Warmth_, call to mind that which you will never lose: 

whatever intellectual Light you attained here through study and all the '"'arm th 

of our affection for you. 

My dear comrades in iearning, do not let the logos within you die! 
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