
2019 CONVOCATION SPEECH 

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. 
We are searchers and do our work 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 
today. But they still have a home here at St. John’s.  

And now, you have a home here as well. 

Looking at you this morning, 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 know 
how unusual it truly is and exactly why we continue to choose to be so different. 

Older admissions materials explaining the college say “The goals of the St. John’s 
Program are not those of other schools, and the meaning of a liberal arts 
education at St. John’s is not what is thought of as a liberal arts education 
elsewhere. The standard questions and usual considerations about college barely 
apply.”  

That was true when it was written decades ago, and it is even truer today. 

St. John’s is as different from other small liberal arts schools—such as Middlebury, 
Pomona, or Oberlin—as these schools are from the University of Texas or Ohio 
State.  

But what does this difference really mean? It is part of the St. John’s approach 
that we do not figure things out for you. But I believe that exploring this 
difference a bit this morning, thinking broadly about what we are really engaged 
in here, will provide you with an important context as you begin your St. John’s 
journey.  



If you look around you, you will see signs all over campus for our fundraising 
campaign. That campaign is entitled Freeing Minds, and that title was chosen by 
our alumni as the best way to describe what it is we seek to do.   
 
So, it is our claim that what we do here can help to free your mind.  
 
How do we do that? 
 
Our mission statement offers some help here. It reads: "The educational mission 
of St. John’s College is to foster searching consideration of the most important 
human questions through reading and discussion of great books…Through the 
study of these works, the College seeks to free human beings from prejudice and 
unexamined opinion, and to help students make thoughtful choices in public and 
private life." 
 
Of course, freedom is a complex concept with multiple potential meanings. By 
joining St. John’s you are actually forgoing many “freedoms” that others view as 
important and that you would experience at other colleges. For example, our 
ambition to help free minds clearly does not mean granting you the freedom to 
suggest and choose what you are going to study.    
 
No, we are talking about a different kind of freedom. A freedom that is not given, 
but rather earned.  
 
The Statement of the Program says that “St. John’s College is persuaded that a 
genuine liberal education requires the study of great books because they are both 
timeless and timely. These books are the most important teachers. They 
illuminate the persisting questions of human existence and they bear directly on 
the problems we face today.” 
 
To say that our all-required curriculum and the beliefs behind it run against trends 
in American higher education is to engage in massive understatement. Most 
schools now encourage students to exercise the freedom to design their own 
education. It is one of their selling points. And I suppose for some students—no, 
why not say it truthfully—for a vast majority of students, this is what they would 
prefer. Students in these schools are not required to study outside of their 



comfort zone. They are free to hold their beliefs relatively unchallenged. They are 
not asked to go places they do not want to go or have not already been.  
 
At St. John’s you will be required to 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.  
 
We believe a freer thinker comes from when you know how others think, what 
they believe and why. And when you learn to listen. Really listen. 
 
Ours is also a challenging program. We ask you to overcome your fear of being 
able to do higher-order thinking in mathematics, science, philosophy, and 
literature. By learning you can do what you might have feared you could not do, 
you will become not just a stronger student, but also a stronger and a freer 
person. 
 
We do not believe that it helps free your mind to spend time in a lecture hall 
writing down what someone else is telling you to think. It is not just a semantic 
oddity that we call our faculty tutors and not professors… It represents something 
really important. The faculty at St. John’s will not “profess” the “truth” to you. 
Because of that, a question is even different here. At most colleges a professor 
will ask you a question to see if you know something that they already have fixed 
in their mind. Here at St. John’s, tutors will ask you questions to invite you on a 
shared exploration, not because they know the answer and are seeking to find 
out if you do as well.  
 
Tutors are also searchers, open to the possibility that they might, alongside you, 
learn something new about the Pythagorean Theorem in Freshman Math or in the 
Graduate Institute mathematics tutorial, or while reading Genji in the Eastern 
Classics program.  You, the less experienced colleagues of your tutors, and the 
equal partners of your classmates, are now going on a search together…you 
will be dissecting the texts together. Looking for insights together, and helping 
to understand together.   
 
Another major difference, and one that you may be only marginally enthusiastic 
about, is that you will work very hard here. How different is this from many other 
schools? Just check out the recent book Academically Adrift, which examines how 



little work many college students actually do and how little they 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. The 
freedom to not apply yourself, to be a passive participant in your college years, is 
another “empty” freedom you will not enjoy at St. John’s. 
 
By giving up these various so-called freedoms we believe you have the 
opportunity to attain a far greater, far more important freedom. And that 
freedom—to understand the most important thinking that brought us to be who 
we are and where we are, to be able as our mission statement says to free 
yourself from prejudice and unexamined opinion—is a hard-earned freedom. To 
attain it you must give of your self…you must open your mind and your heart to 
new thinking. And you must dive deep. That’s how discoveries—intellectual, 
personal, and otherwise—are made. That’s how a life is built. That is how a mind 
is made free. 
 
I am convinced that becoming a freer thinker is why you chose to come here. To 
those who know me even a little, they can tell you I do not flatter. But I have to 
tell you that I am impressed by you. By your courage. By your willingness to take a 
more challenging path. I believe that your presence here is an indication of how 
you are going to make your choices throughout your life.  
 
You have shown both great humility and great courage in choosing St. John’s. 
Now you must show another equally important characteristic in life—
perseverance. Commit to seeing through the struggles that are up ahead. You will 
gain greatly when you do.  
 
We know a good deal of what makes for a successful experience at St. John’s. 
The most essential positives? Connect. Engage. Commit. Learn how to fail and 
how to recover. Learn what is truly important to you…what lights your 
emotional and intellectual fires. And please, seek help if you are in trouble.  

We—all of us—faculty and staff are here to support you. Seek us out. We are 
working hard to make sure you have all the support services, academically and 
personally, that you might require. But it is essential for you to have the courage 
to ask for help when you need it.  
 



And seek beauty. We live in a very dark time. A time in which it is ever more 
apparent that we, as a species, are self-deluding and short-sighted. And 
yet…beauty is all around us. There is spectacular beauty in the mountains and 
ever-changing skies of Northern New Mexico and there is also beauty in what you 
will be reading and doing here, in our attempts to take stock of our condition—
our stories, poems, and our songs…Our attempts to understand ourselves, they 
matter a great deal. 
 
And now, begin with confidence. You chose St. John’s for a reason. Remember 
that. And remember that we know that you bring great things to us. You will add 
great value to this college, and you will receive immeasurable gifts in return. 
 
Thank you for listening. And welcome to your new home at St. John's.  
 
I declare the College in session. Convocatum est. 
 
 
 
 


