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Welcome to St. John's College! Welcome to our freshman class, their families and friends! Welcome 
back to the rest of the College community! 
 
Most of you know something of the springtime lawn sport at which this College is said to excel. And 
many of you have attended more than a few of our annual contests with the US Naval Academy. 
Honor and Glory are at stake in the match of wits that characterizes croquet in Annapolis. But 
costume and dance are every bit as much a part of the day as is watching the grass grow. 
 
This last year, our Student Committee on Instruction added a Saturday morning seminar to precede the big 

match. The reading was from Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, the timeless classic about a little girl 

drifting off to sleep on a river bank when a White Rabbit ran by, saying to itself in remarkably good English 

“Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be too late!” But when Alice saw the Rabbit pull a watch from its waistcoat pocket, 

she leapt to her feet “burning with curiosity” and followed the Rabbit down the rabbit hole, tumbling into 

Wonderland, a strange new world filled with yet more strange little worlds.  (Alice at 3-6) 
 
The Croquet seminar selections were, appropriately, the chapters on the Mad Tea-Partyand the Queen’s 

Croquet Ground. You may remember that the croquet court was all ridges and furrows, the balls live 

hedgehogs, the mallets live flamingoes, and the wickets were playing-card soldiers doubled up over 

themselves to make arches. The only rule to the game was that the Queen of Hearts must win; the price of 

failure and the Queen’s displeasure: “Off with their heads!” The game came to a halt when the Queen 

ordered the executioner to cut off the head of the Cheshire Cat. But as the Cat was all head, face, and smile, 

detached from a body, the players took to arguing whether the head could be cut off from a body that wasn’t. 

It’s a question we might leave to our own Imperial Wicket, as our croquet team captain is called. 
 
The seminar got me to wondering about Wonderland and all the things that could be learned from wandering 

through it, and so I reread Alice in Wonderland over the summer. From beginning to end, Alice was moved by 

curiosity to open each closed door to explore a new room, a new garden, new occupants, new societies, new 

manners and mores, new grammars, new arguments, new logical—or not so logical—constructs. After each 

exploration, she would discover a bottle that read "DRINK ME!" or a morsel that read "EAT ME!" to which 

she would respond: "I know something interesting is sure to happen whenever I eat or drink anything." And 

so she would drink or eat, finding herself growing or shrinking to meet the terrors or confusions of whatever 

she would encounter on the other side of the next door. (Alice at 29) 
 
With each new encounter, she experienced something both familiar and unfamiliar: rabbits were familiar, but 

talking rabbits were not; a deck of playing cards was familiar but having each card play out a role in the 

Queen's Courtyard was new; a cat was familiar but a smiling cat without a body was unfamiliar. When asked 

by a talking caterpillar "Who are you?" Alice responded that she hardly knew: "At least I know who 

I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been changed several times since then." "What do 

you mean by that?" said the Caterpillar sternly. "Explain yourself!" "I can't explain myself, I'm afraid, sir" said 

Alice, "because I'm not myself, you see." (Alice at 37) 
 
Alice had become detached from herself and was looking back at herself in wonderment. When the caterpillar 

didn't understand what she meant, Alice replied: "[W]hen you have to turn into a chrysalis—you know some 



day, you will—and then after that into a butterfly, I should think you'll feel a little queer, won't you?" (Alice at 

38) 
 
Now this exchange is quite remarkable. Alice has turned from wondering about the world outside 
her, with all of its familiar and unfamiliar elements, to wondering about herself and who she is, and 
then to trying to help another creature become detached enough to wonder at its own evolution and 
state of being. This is exactly the process, and these exactly the sort of questions, that can liberate 
us and others from the limitations of what we think we know, from our everyday unexamined 
assumptions about our everyday lives. 
 
This activity lies at the heart of liberal education. It involves the exercise of imagination. We must 
imagine that we can step outside ourselves and outside our habitual assumptions in order to ask the 
truly fundamental questions that undergird all other questions, whether those questions lead to the 
discovery of something new and unknown before (like the discovery of a new planet, a previously 
unknown subatomic particle, or the cure for polio), or the recovery of something once known and 
now forgotten (like the recurrent need to rediscover an understanding of the American Civil War), or 
the reexamination of something not sufficiently understood (like the need to better understand the 
meaning of justice or of right and wrong—concepts we use daily but understand imperfectly). 
 
Some of you may be wondering why I am bothering with the dreams of a fictional little girl when 
there are so many more important things, so many new things to discover, so much new knowledge 
to acquire. So let us consider another example, this time a physicist.   
 
As it happens, this summer I was also reading a couple of books by Richard Feynman, the Nobel-
prize-winning theoretical physicist known for his work on the path-integral formulation of quantum 
mechanics, the theory of quantum electrodynamics, and the physics of the superfluidity of 
supercooled liquid helium. He may be best remembered for his testimony in a televised 
Congressional hearing explaining the failure of the O-rings of the space shuttle Challenger. It was 
Feynman’s curiosity, his incessant need to know, his puzzlement and wonder at the world around 
him, his joy in the study of physics, that led him to become one of the world's great physicists. 
 
Once, when Feynman was a student at MIT, he was expected to write a paper for a philosophy class 
in which he had paid no attention. So he decided to tackle a problem his father had given him as a 
child: Suppose some Martians were to come to Earth, and Martians never slept. They didn't have 
any idea of this thing we call sleep. So, they ask you: “How does it feel to go to sleep? Do your 
thoughts suddenly stop? How does the mind actually turn off?” 
 
Being the careful observer that he was, Feynman went about studying himself. He proceeded to 
watch himself very carefully each day and each night for four weeks to see what happened. He 
noticed that as you go to sleep the ideas in your head continue but they become less and less 
logically connected. But you don't notice that they are less well connected until you ask yourself 
"What made me think of that?" and you try to work your way back, often unsuccessfully. In the end, 
he wrote up his observations, noting that he didn't really know what it's like to fall asleep, only what 
it's like while watching himself enter the state. He concluded his paper with a little poem that pointed 
out the problem with introspection: 
 
I wonder why. I wonder why. 
I wonder why I wonder. 
I wonder why I wonder why 
I wonder why I wonder! 
(Surely You're Joking, Mr. Feynman! at 46-48) 
 



Once again, we find our subject, this time Mr. Feynman, stepping outside of himself to try to 
understand something within. This escape from the self is an act of liberation, freeing the mind to 
look inward and study itself as if it were unfamiliar. This act of imagination is necessary for the most 
fruitful kind of learning. 
 
In Alice and in Feynman we see wonder first operating as a kind of curiosity: "I wonder what is on 
the other side of that door? Let me open it and see." Or "I wonder how the mind shuts down when it 
is going to sleep. Let me study it and see." In each case, the wonder turns to something like awe 
when the question turns back on itself: "I cannot tell you who I am because I am not myself. Then 
who am I?" Or "I cannot explain what it’s like to fall asleep because I am no longer conscious to 
study it. I wonder why I still wonder." These latter expressions require that we take the self that we 
think we know and call it into question: "Of course I knew who I was, but now I wonder who I really 
am." "Of course I am a curious person, but now I wonder why." 
 
The ability to wonder at yourself requires suspension of disbelief: you must be able to withstand the pressure 

to return to your default setting of thinking that you know who you are. This same ability to suspend disbelief 

is critical in creating both art and knowledge. In last month's New Republic magazine, Judith Shulevitz argues 

that there is no science without fancy, wonder and the exercise of the imagination. Suspension of disbelief, she 

says, is required for the "world building" behind all good science fiction. And what is suspension of disbelief 

but the freedom to imagine something out of the ordinary, the possibility of a future that you may lay claim to 

one day. Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Beneath the Sea made the possibility of the submarine seem 

a little more accessible to a later generation. His Clipper of the Clouds prefigured the helicopter. AndStar 

Trek’s hand-held communication device directly influenced the invention of the flip-flop cell phone. (The New 
Republic, July9, 2013.) 
 
I hasten to add that suspension of disbelief is necessary for the "world building" you are undertaking as you 

build a life for yourselves, a life worthy of your hopes and dreams. Now what do you imagine you need to 

learn to free yourself to ask the questions and shape the life that would belong to you? I imagine that it is the 

encouragement to wonder about the world around you and the world within you. How will you free your 

imagination to do that? This will probably require a lot of practice, something we encourage you to do at this 

College. 
 
Preparing for your seminar on the Iliad, you freshmen may wonder what these men are fighting about. What 

makes a man a hero? What is the role of the gods, and what is the will of Zeus? Why should we imagine that 

the will of Zeus is being accomplished in this book? Who is the Muse who is speaking through Homer? Why 

do we care more about the risks taken by our heroic humans than the accomplishments of the Olympian gods? 
 
In reading Euclid’s Elements, you will surely wonder how anything may be something that has no part, or what 

breadthless length can be? In what sense can we say that mathematical objects exist, that they have both 

meaning and being? Why do we imagine that mathematics may be the language of nature? Or that when we 

describe something mathematically it has a correlation with things we can see and touch? Why do we trust 

mathematical truths at all? 
 
In your language tutorial, you may wonder why you are reading a dead language with an unfamiliar 
alphabet. How can this help you understand the English language better? You may wonder, after 
several efforts, whether any sentence written in another language can be properly translated at all. 
What does this say about language and our ability to communicate with one another? How do we 
make the best of such a precarious exercise? And will you wonder, as I once did, about the ability to 
write intelligible sentences in Greek without the use of a verb? Ah, the substantive-making power of 
the article τά in the predicate position! 
 
In your laboratory, you will be observing plants and animals. You may wonder why you can prune a 
plant to make it healthier but should not prune an animal and expect the same. How does it happen 



that a whole carrot can grow from a small scratch of tissue from another carrot’s tap root? What are 
the principles of the plant’s organization contained in that tap root? What can you learn about the 
Magnolia tree from studying one of its leaves? But when you wonder what the meaning of life is, you 
will find that the laboratory will only help you find a part of the answer. 
 
Sophomores are reading Genesis, wondering what it might mean that light and day were created before the sun 

was formed. Why are there two different stories explaining the creation of man and woman? Why did God 

forbid Adam and Eve to eat of the tree in the middle of the garden? Why is it right that we are made in the 

image of God but not right that we might want to be like God or to reach God, as we learn from the story of the 

Tower of Babel? Why does God destroy most of life on Earth in the great flood and then repent? And who are 

we to question the Almighty? 
 
Juniors are reading Don Quixote, wondering what kind of madness can move us to love. What is the 

connection between the love of a Knight for his Lady, the Knight’s desire for glory, and his love of the Divine? 

What does Quixote see in Dulcinea that moves him to take on a whole world? Is this knight like me, fighting 

seemingly hopeless battles for causes we simply must believe in? How is it that some of us see a hum-drum 

world with hum-drum eyes while others possess enough imagination to see the possibility of a world worthy of 

the striving that belongs to a knight-errant? 
 
Seniors are reading Tolstoy's magnificent War and Peace, wondering how Napoleon ever imagined he could 

conquer the Russian spirit. What is the spirit tapped by General Kutuzov that makes Russian victory 

inevitable? How does Napoleon inspire his troops? Why is it that war can be described as fearful and merry? 

What is Pierre searching for that will bring peace to his soul? What does it mean that the love of death is a 

virtue? Why do we fall in love with the lively Natasha? What is the happiness of self-sacrifice that 

characterizes Princess Marya? Are there laws of history that govern the movement of peoples, as we say there 

are laws of physics governing the movement of bodies? 
 
St. John's College exists to help you develop the capacity for wonder at ever-deepening levels. At first, you 

will wonder why something strange and new to you is what it is or doeswhat it does. Soon you will be 

confronted with the things you thought you understood perfectly well and find that you did not know them as 

well as you thought you did. The familiar will become unfamiliar. That is when you will become free of the 

preconceived and unexamined opinions you have carried with you for years. You will then have the 

opportunity to examine those opinions anew and either own them for yourself or discard them as false because 

you will have acquired a knowledge of what you know and why you know, and hopefully also of the limits and 

provisional nature of the knowledge you possess and of the need to examine such things over and over as you 

recover and rediscover the truths about the world about you and the world within you.  
 
Along the way, you will likely find yourself in some rabbit hole and may discover a whole new world 
beneath you that you will have never imagined before. It is this exercise of the imagination and this 
recovery of the power of wonder that will set you free. 
 
I am reminded of this daily from personal experience. Joyce and I have sixteen grandchildren, all of 
whom are themselves reminders of the richness of imagination in the young. Nathaniel, a six-year 
old grandson sought out his Grandmother: “Nana, Do you ever wonder about Nurse Sharks?” he 
asked. She replied, without having ever heard of nurse sharks: “Oh, I do wonder about Nurse Sharks 
and would love to learn more about them!” Last weekend, eight-year-old Masayda discovered an old 
brass key to an antique desk and wondered whether, if she used it, the desk would open into a 
Secret Garden as she had seen in the movie of that name! She and her Nana went on that 
adventure together and their story remains a secret today. 
 
Joyce and I have been made younger by our grandchildren, not because they are young in age, 
loud, raucous and hard to keep up with—as of course they are!—but because they have the lively 
imaginations necessary for exploration, discovery, and recovery of the world that is there to be 



known! They include us enthusiastically in their explorations, and this requires suspension of 
disbelief on our part, and courage on their part, to open the next door to—who-knows-where? 
 
I parked my car in one of those big plain BWI asphalt parking lots the other day, only to hear a little 
boy say to his mother, just getting out of a car nearby: “Mommy, did we park next to a volcano?” To 
her negative response, he said “Oh good! Because volcanoes can be pretty bad for us!” Every 
venture into the imagination has its risks and can be perilous, as Alice discovered. But consider the 
rewards! 
 
St. John's has a Latin pun for its motto: Facio liberos ex liberis libris libraque.“ I make free adults from 

children by means of books and a balance.” I often think this means that an education in freedom is not 

possible without the would-be adult first becoming like a child, capable of the kind of wonder experienced by 

our Alice. 
 
Oh Dear! Oh Dear! I worry I have kept you too late! 
Off with you to the Wonderland that is St. John's College! 
 
May you discover and never cease to wonder at the beauty of the world around you, at the richness 
and depth of the books before you, and at the devotion of this community to the learning of each and 
every one of you! 
 
Thank you.   
 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 
I declare the College in session this 21st day of August, 2013. 
 
Convocatum Est! 
 
* Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland, The Folio Society, St. Edmundsbury Press, 1998 
* Richard P. Feynman, “Surely You’re Joking Mr. Feynman!” Adventures of a Curious Character, W.W. 

Norton, 1985 

 


