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NOW WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO?� 
KALAMAZOO COLLEGE� 

COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS� 
JUNE 13/ 1992� 

President Lawrence Bryan; Chair Donald Parfet and members 

of the Board of Trustees 

My colleagues of the faculty and staff of Kalamazoo College 

The very special folks of the hour: dear graduates of the 

-righteous Class of 1992 and your families and friends/ 

Greetings! . 

Well dear Class of 1992 how do you feel? I· ask because 

thisis the moment to focus on you, Thi s is the occas ion to 

, talk about how you feel and what in the world you're. going. to 

do now, 
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So my young sis ters and brothers, I bet you fee1 good, 

Whatever that long sought after piece of paper wi 11 say -

Bachelor of Arts or of Science -- I know that you had to work 

hard for it and I'm certain that it means a great deal to you. 

And not just to you.· Your parents, relatives, and other 

significant folks in your lives have every right to feel good 

with you today. And you know, you really couldn't have done it 

without them -- their love, their support, and their financial 

help. 

I bet you also feel a little nervous -- could you even be a . 

little afraid? There will be greater expectations of you once 
, 

you have your degree today. You are graduating at a time when 

things are unbelievably exciting and promising. But the topsy 

turvy nature of the world, suggests unpredictability and 

uncertainty in our lives. 
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In certain areas of life'"in America, the· times are truly 

frightening. 

* You are graduating at a time when there is a definitive 

rise in racism in our country. The unbelievable verdict 

in the Rodney King case shattered our hope that we had 

made progress in race relations. On our own T. V. sets 

we saw Black man mercilessly beaten by White men, all 

but one of whom 'was then excused for their lawless 

actions. And then we watched the outrage and 

frustrations of American citizens turn into violence, 

We witnessed a violent assault on justice in that Simi 
, 

Valley verdict. And what a tragic response we witnessed 

in the violence that ensued. Violence of one sort 

breeding violence of another kind! As Martin Luther 

King said, "the problem with an eye for an eye is' that 

it·leaves all of us blind." 
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* My sisters and brothers l you are graduating at a time 

when. the great strides of us womenfolks are being 

challenged by new and subtle and not so new and not so 

subt Ie exp res sions 0f sexi sm. And today I the 

fundamental right of a woman to make choices about her 

reproductive life is being threatened and perhaps 

destroyed as Roe vs. Wade comes before the.Supreme Court. 

* You are graduating at a time when anti-semitism and 

other forms of ethnic intolerance are definitely on the 

rise here in our nation l in Eastern Europe and indeed 

around the world . 

* My young 
• 

sisters and brothers, you are graduating at a 

time when the gap between the rich and the poor grows 

wider and wider, and the plight of so many of our 

ci tizens should make us say shamel shame, shame on the 

rest of us. 
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* And yes, dear Class of01~92 you are graduating at a time 

when our nation is in an economic recession. Those of 

you who are not off to graduate and professional studies 

wonder where that job is that you have been preparing 

for over the past four years. 

Have I captured your range of emotions? You're mighty 

happy to be graduating from good ole Kalamazoo,. but you also 

feel a little sad about leaving a place that has captured your 

heart. You're exci ted and hopeful about some of the positive 

events that are occurring in our. world, but you're also 

frightened by the realities of bigotry, violence and poverty 
, . 

that stalk our land and haunt our lives .. 
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But :no matter how mixed your emotions are to'day, let the 

dominant one be of joy. You made it! 

So now, what are you going to do? Some of you will move 

into the world of 9:00 to ·5:00 work .. Others will go on for 

further study.· 

Wha tever it is that you wi 11 do now, could you please do 

what you can to help change our communities, our nation, our 

wor Id -- for the better. How do you do that? Let me suggest 

three very concrete ways that each of you can become a positive 

agent of change, 

First and perhaps most importantly of all, let me say that 

you must believe 
, 

that change can come. 

Just look at our world I Afew years ago, would you have 

predicted that Eastern Europe would be spinning, indeed 

reeling, from rapid political and economic change? And would 

you have" guessed that in your. lifetime you would see deep 

cracks in the walls of apartheid in South Africa? 
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We	 must believe that positiye change is possible, ·Listen 

to Dr. Martin Luther King on this point.
 

I have the audacity to believe that peoples
 

everywhere can have three meals a day for their
 

bodies, education and cu1ture fa r thei r minds, .
 

and dignity, equality, and freedom for their'
 

spirits. I believe that what self-centered men
 

.(and women) have torn down, other-centered men· 

(and women) can buildup. 

I certainly would not suggest that the women of our 'nation. 

have achieved equality -- far from it. But because m~ny of us 
. 

,	 never accepted the idea that we are less than men, and because 

we were prepared to participate in changing that atti tude- and 

a11 of the ret rag rade pract ices tha t accompany it, we women 

folks have come a little bit closer to what we deserve. Today, 

;	 there is' far greater recognition of the truth of a Native 

American saying: Women Hold Up Half The Sky! 
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We are mighty far from that day when Black Americans can 

say "Great God Almighty We Are Free At Last. \I But because of 

the struggle and sacrifice of so many folks -- Black and White, 

the walls of formal segregation were torn down in the Civil 

Rights Movement of' the 1960s. Now you have got to make the 

deeply set steel walls of racism fall. 

No, things aren I t as they should be, but they wi 11 never 

get better until we multiply those of us willing to believe in' 

change and willing to become agents of change. One of my' 

sheroes, the great American anthropolgist Margaret Mead once., 

said: "Never doubt. that a small group of thoughtful connected . 
citizens can change the world. Indeed it is the only thing 

that ever did." 
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Now - that you are graduating from Kalamazoo, could you 

please do what you can to help change our communi ties, our ' 

nation, our world -- for the better? How? -I think by trying 

over and over again, old strategies and methods for change,I 

,\ mean old standard methods like voting, lobbying and that 

fundamental one -- educating folks, 

In short, we can't just si t around and wai t for change', 

There is an Ethiopian proverb that ,says, if you wait long 

enough even an egg will start to walk, 

But we can't wait that long!
 

We've got to pressure Congress to legislate what we need,
 
, 

and all of us have got to educate for a better America, We've' 

got to lobby and agitate and vote for what we believe in, '

By every legitimate means possible -- from education to 

legislation -- we have simply got to bring about changes,. 
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Listen to Dr. Martin Luther King on these two avenues for 

change: .. 

"Through education we seek to change attitudes; 

through legislation and court orders we seek to 

regulate behavior. .One method is not a 

subs ti tu te fo r the other,. but a meaningful and 

necessary supplement. Anyone who starts out with 

the conviction that the road to racial justice is 

only one lane wide will inevitably create a 

traffic jam and make the journey infinitely 

longer. 1\ 

Actually, de.ar graduates, education is a mighty powerful 

tool for, positive social change. In my view, it is the most 

consistent and effective method we have, not only· for 

understanding our world but for changing it -- for the better! 

Take racism and sexism. No matter how pervasive they are, 

you know, they ain't genetic! We learn those systems of 

inequality. Well, if we learn them then we can unlearn them -

or better yet, we can just stop ever .teaching that stuff. 
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Now on the question of voting:· surely my young sisters and 

brothers I don't have to tell you how important it is that you 

participate in that fundamental democratic process, Must I 

remind you how important it is that you participate iri'a 

process that determines who will be setting the course of our 

nation from the White House, from the halls of Congress and 

from courtrooms, from within meetings of schools boards-and 

city councils. Please know, my young sisters .and brothers, it 

really does matter! In fact, when you don't vote, it counts 

more than when you do, 

Now that you are a graduate of Kalamazoo, could you please 

do what you can to help change our communities, our nation, out· 

world -- for the better? How? By engaging in service, 

At the same time that we must pressure our government to 

"do the right thing," to do the right thing by our chi ldren, 

our elderly, our people of color; at the same time that we must 

entice the corporate world to become more active in 
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the interest of social change; and at the same time that we 

must urge the phi lanthropic corrununi ty to s'upport even more of 

those programs which directly help America I s poor; at the same 

time that we must do all of this, we must also turn to that 

time honored way of ordinary citizens "DOING FOR OTHERS!" 

Thank goodness we have come out of that period of me, me, 

meism. We seem to be returning to the wonderful all fashion 

va lue of service. Why when I grew up in the South in the 

1940's,my folks said to me that doing for others is just the 

rent you pay for your room on this earth. Through my work on 

the Points of Light Foundation Board, I am aware of countless 
• 

ways in which ordinary citizens are doing something real and 

feeling something good, .You see one of . the truly wonderful 

compensations of this life is that when you sincerely try to 

help somebody inevitably you end up also helping yourself, 
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Today, I find that, some" of the most rewarding and 

meaningful work I do is in my voluntary activities. I'm deeply, 

moved by what I am experiencing in working with the Atlanta 

Project, a movement led by President Jimmy Carter that calls on 

everyone in the City of Atlanta to find some way to help fix 

broken lives, to help heal people from hopelessness and 

despair. Working in the neighborhoods of the' southside of 

Atlanta the cluster area to which I am assigned, I am'struck by 

what can be done by we, the people. 
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We're awfully glad that today you will have your Kalamazoo 

College degrees but you know, Martin Luther King once said: 

," You don't have to have a college degree to 

serve, You don't have to make your subj ect and 

your verb agree to serve, YoD don't have to know 

about Plato and Aristotle to serve, You don't 

have to know Einstein's theory of relativity to 

serve. You don I t have to know the second theory 

of thermodynamics in physics to serve. You only 

need a heart full of grace. Asoul generated by 

love. 
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In addi tion to all that you do, in whatever becomes your 
";'0 'i\:~ .' . 

profession, please as a human being reach out to help somebody 

else; in the words of a song: make it a better world if you 

can. Reach out and' touch in a positive way the life of a 

child, a senior citizen, a poor family. Imagine what it would 

be like if each and every person at this commencement became a 

major, positive force in the life of another individual., 
. 

Through our churches and synagogues, our 
, 

sorori ties and 

fraternities, our clubs and organizations, we can adopt a 

school class, help out in an after-school tutorial prog~~~, do 

volunteer work in a homeless shelter offer comfort in a rape' 

crisis center. Of course we must give as much money as we can 

to the social service agencies in our communities that are 

trying to make a substant ia1 di fference. Bu t there is 

something more valuable yet that we must' give -- it is our 

time, our effort, our ability to pick up a hurting child, hug 

her, and mean it when we say, "don't worry, pumpkin everything 

is going to be all right!" 
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And so, 1992 graduates of Kalamazoo College l now that you 

"have reached this milestone l what are you going to do? Among" 

all that you will dOl could you please do what you can to help 

change our communities l our nation l our world -- for the better? 

And, if you should. ask me why -- why should you, I would 

first respond in this way. . Regardless of your religious 

beliefs -- my young sisters and brothers hear the wisdom in the 

Biblical command. 

From those to whom much is given, much is expected. 

You are so very privi ledged I So am I. And thus we have 

the responsibility to do for those who have so little of life1s 
, . 

material necessities and none of its luxuries. 

And secondlYI my young sisters and brothers l you simply 

must work to make a better world because in a true and ultimate 

sense, your well being is tied to that of the rest of us. 
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