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Ms Kraus, Mr. Black, graduates, colleagues, and friends:  

 

Contrary to what you might be expecting, St. John’s is not today conferring a 

degree on you. Rather you are conferring it on yourselves. You have been both 

students and teachers during your time here, all of you together, in a common 

activity that has produced effects both public and private. Who better than you can 

attest to the transformations your minds and souls have undergone? Who better 

than you knows how you have learned that it is both more profound and more 

elevating to ask a single question than to listen to a hundred answers? For a 

thinker, which  each of you is, an answer is a wall, while a question is a door. At 

St. John’s we, all of us thinkers, open doors. That’s all we do, really. 

 

I have been thinking a lot about memory and memories and remembering over this 

past year. As the summer session began, I realized that I was starting my fortieth 

year as a tutor, a long time to be reading and talking about the same books. My 

memories of St. John’s are longer than yours, but not on that account more 

revealing or insightful. I was a terrible tutor at first. I wanted desperately to make 

my students thinkers, help them see the pathos in the opening lines of the Iliad or 

the elegance of a Euclidean demonstration. Then I realized that most of my 

students were already well on their way to becoming thinkers and that maybe it 

was I who needed to try harder to become one. They were already dissatisfied with 

mere answers and eager to question. That’s why they came to St. John’s. That’s 

why they stayed. The false starts in seminar, the conversational dead-ends, the 

misreading of the books, the self-centered perspectives that adolescents and even 



many adults are apt to have: these could all help constitute an education if only the 

question remained alive. I sensed that what I needed most to do was to stay out of 

the way, and not erect the walls that would deaden thought.  I learned to ask my 

questions along with theirs. Socrates helped me to see that this really was the only 

way to pursue a philosophical life, if a philosophical life is what one values. I 

caught on mostly by recognizing the effect the College was having on me, on my 

soul. This is why, almost forty years later, I am still here at this place, this special 

place. I suspect you all share my feelings to some degree.  

 

You have acquired many memories while you’ve been at the Graduate Institute, 

memories of the books you’ve read, the discussions you’ve shared, the people you 

have depended on, and who have depended on you, for help in becoming thinkers. 

How do these memories stay alive after you leave this place, this special place? 

What are memories, anyway, and why do we think them worth holding on to?   As 

Augustine says about time, if you don’t ask me, I know, but as soon as I’m asked, I 

cannot say. But we must try to articulate what they are, because you will be taking 

them with you as you leave the College today. Perhaps they are true thoughts or 

images of my past experiences. But what is the past? Once again, Augustine tells 

us that whatever the past is, it no longer exists. It’s not trapped in a cave 

somewhere, waiting to be released. We live only on this razor’s edge of the 

present, the moment that has no duration, no width, just the now, the abyss of the 

past on one side and that of the future on the other. Has the past left traces or marks 

in me that I can call up like I might open an album and view pictures? This is not 

an uncommon view of memory and how the past remains within me. And 

something about it feels right. But even so, the calling up or viewing is something I 

am doing now, something in the present, something on that ultra-thin line on which 

I forever try to maintain my balance. How could any memory display its pastness 



and reassure me that time stretches back behind me?  In Borges’s tantalizing short 

story, “Funes the Memorious,” after an accident a young man gains what the 

narrator takes to be infallible powers of perception and memory. Funes , we are 

told, “remembered the shapes of the clouds in the south at dawn on the 30th of 

April of 1882, and he could compare them in his recollection with the marbled 

grain in the design of a leather-bound book which he had seen only once, and with 

the lines in the spray which an oar raised in the Rio Negro on the eve of the battle 

of Quebracho.” Funes’s memory, if it can even be called that, is incomprehensible, 

and can barely be described by the narrator. Or are these thoughts and images 

merely imaginings, inventions of a disturbed and lonely mind? Is Borges 

challenging our own cavalier attititudes  memory as a storehouse of the past? 

Memories don’t carry with them marks or signs that they are true memories and 

not imaginings of the present. I have no feeling that guarantees for me that this is a 

memory, this is from my past, this really happened. If I had such a feeling, 

wouldn’t I have to remember that this feeling is the “memory feeling”? And 

wouldn’t that demand a further feeling, a “meta-memory feeling,” to distinguish it 

from my imaginings? No, memories are not what they are because they announce 

that they come from the past. To decide if what I am now thinking about or 

experiencing is in fact a memory, I don’t turn inward to examine it more closely. I 

look outside myself.  I dig up evidence, I talk to others, I ask questions. This most 

intimate of mental experiences, most private we’d like to say, is in fact radically 

public.  

 

(Of course many of my memories just seem so true that I harbor no doubts about 

them. For example, one fall I offered a laboratory Preceptorial in the Graduate 

Institute. It included a demonstration of Newton’s Pail, which some of you may 

have seen in the Math and Natural Science Seminar. Newton’s Pail is a bucket with 



some water in it, suspended from the ceiling by a rope. The rope is twisted tight, 

the bucket given a good spin, and as everyone gathers around they can watch the 

water rise up the side. That year, however, I—either inattentively or intentionally, I 

don’t remember which—put too much water into the bucket. My innocent class 

watched closely as the water not only rose up, but over and out, escaping the 

bucker and spraying them all. A memorable demonstration, I think, whether it 

actually happened that way or not.) 

 

When alumni tell me what they remember about their time at St. John’s, of course 

they have a lot to say. What sticks out most in their minds, however, whether they 

be Graduate Institute or undergraduate alums, are not the books or the discussions. 

What they remember best, and delight most in remembering, are the questions: 

opening seminar questions, those questions that never cease to arise during a class 

discussion, the questions they asked themselves as they were writing essays or 

preparing for orals. They’ve long forgotten what anyone said in answer to them, 

but the questions remain. Questions move us in the present, as much as or more 

than they did in the past. “Why did God reject Cain’s offering?” asked of Genesis. 

“Why are these men fighting?” asked of the Iliad.  “Why is Hell shaped like a 

cone?” asked of Dante’s Inferno. “Can one be both a philosopher and a Christian?” 

asked of Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Fragments. Rather than fade as time passes, 

they seem as alive and urgent now as then. They demand our attention anew 

whenever we bring them to mind. And they move us into the future. Maybe this is 

what we mean by calling them timeless. A gift, isn’t it, that we remember so well 

what has never been trapped by the illusion of time? 

 

And so, dear graduates, as you confer on yourselves the degree of Master of Arts in 

Liberal Arts, as you think back over the time you have spent here at St. John’s, 



realize that the way to keep alive the memories of these days is never to grow 

weary of questioning. Never stop at that comfortable wall which is the answer, but 

remain vigilant and seek the door of the question. Show it to others, especially to 

those you care about, because friends ought to have all things in common. In that 

way you will be remembering what happened here by living it, which is the only 

kind of remembering worth doing. 

 

Good luck, wherever tomorrow finds you. Thank you. 
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