Last Lecture: Love Calls Us to the Things of This World:  March 2, 2005

By Elizabeth Vardaman
Thank you for coming today.  You have ventured out to hear what might be a “last lecture,” to listen for connections between the life of “a woman of a certain age” and yourselves….  On the one hand, I am amazed that anyone would show up; and on the other hand, I commend you for finding something compelling enough in the idea of a “last lecture” to take an hour and put yourself in the way of it.  
I will muse with you on three aspects of maximizing your college experience, with the hope that you will enjoy the journey and that we might end up in a place that makes the next 30 – 35 minutes worth your time and gives you something to consider about how you are managing these four years here that lead to the rest of your life:  
But first, let’s provide a context within which to reflect on these issues.    In a recent leadership seminar held on this campus, the director of the Truman Foundation, Mr. Louis Blair, encouraged students to ask those whom they consider to be leaders,  “How did you get where you are?” Such a question usually elicits fairly interesting responses for listeners—so I’ll answer it before addressing the three issues at the heart of this presentation.  
Well, I am a Baylor graduate, and I think it is rather wonderful that my career has led me full circle into becoming the person, in some ways, whom I was seeking when I was young.  Several things happened to me as an undergraduate and in my early adulthood that had lasting impact:

·  I took a poetry course from a terrific professor.  It is because of Elizabeth Smith Githens that I gained confidence in approaching modern poetry.  More importantly, the poetry she taught me provided voices on the page with whom I could hold conversations that warmed me and made me feel as if someone had brought me lumps of coal on a snowy day.  
· The second thing that happened to me that has made a tremendous difference is that I learned to speak and to write.  
· Thirdly, I had the great good fortune to develop a circle of friends who inspired me to reach beyond the broccoli casseroles and molasses cookie recipes (my main areas of expertise when I arrived at Baylor) to something that might give energy and light to my professional career.  
· Fourthly, I married a gentleman who gave me opportunity to see the world, hear the great symphonies, experience extraordinary ballets and plays, and meet wonderfully wise international friends.
It was a fine day a few years ago when I realized the Chinese aphorism on a T-shirt I had bought in Hong Kong had come true:  “May you walk a thousand miles and read a thousand books.”  I’ve done that, at least metaphorically.
But there is another side to my story—as there usually is for us all.  Life itself has not been particularly benevolent at several of my critical turnings.  I will mention only one of those, but in general I want to assure you that failure, serious illness or loss is an incisive teacher, cutting to the bone of what matters and what doesn’t.   I experienced such loss when my mother became ill my sophomore year at Baylor and, after six pain-filled months, died. An all-American mom, spunky and fun, she had made me feel like royalty during my youth when  “unconditional love” was a way of life.  I loved her beyond description and found reality after that separation to be “a place of parched and broken trees.”
   
Education was my last, best hope for finding a new identity, and it did not fail me.  So I ask you what I long ago asked myself:  who are you, apart from your heroes in your family, and how have you gathered bread for your individual journey?
Facing that truth, that your family—as wonderful as they are—should not be your only raison d’etre is a good thing.  And it is often, as the poet Theodore Roethke says, that “[i]n a dark time the eye begins to see.”  So—borne of various experiences and clear thinking, some of you have already figured out that you must have, will have, all the resources and education Baylor offers as you forge your way to individuation.  Professors know which ones of you have made this commitment to your academic program; we recognize that energy, tension, and drive you bring with you.  You see these “golden days in the sunshine of your happy youth” as your one big chance to do and think and dream the self that you will become.  
Often the students who most readily portray this passion are minority students, international students, those on scholarship.  For those of you who fit this description, you see Baylor as serious business--as important as air--the first step toward a meaningful future full of  graduate study, law school, a Prius, a job you can love, and a living wage.  You look at our catalog or schedule of classes and cannot believe your eyes as you survey a smorgasbord of opportunity, whereupon you may feast for years.  And feast you will.  You don’t mind that the professors are idiosyncratic or even oddballs; you just implore them to stretch your mind and require your best efforts throughout their courses.     
Do those descriptions fit you?  Do you have a “fire in the belly” to immerse yourself in your education?  If not, but your family is sacrificing to pay $30,000 a year for you to be here—what are you doing with yourself?  Who is going to light the fire for you?  Who is going to empower you to stretch your mind and your wings?  I may not have the answers you are seeking, but I want to issue this invitation now—“Come to see me; my office is 203.5 Morrison.  Let’s talk about how you can become connected to your own spirit and future!”  Or take a look at some of the resources we have set on the web at http://www.baylor.edu/arts_sciences/index.php?id=266  or at http://www.baylor.edu/scholarships/index.php?id=1993
Some of you don’t need those resources; you just need to heed the advice of Richard J. Light, a professor at Harvard, who suggested (after interviewing 1600 college graduates) this key to maximizing your college experience:  “The single most important piece of advice I can give”[he tells freshmen] is this:  “Your job is to get to know one faculty member reasonably well this semester, and also to have that faculty member get to know you reasonably well.”
  Light speaks of interviewing 30 Marshall and Rhodes Scholars in depth about their success at Harvard:  “They say that at key points in their college years, an academic advisor asked questions, or posed a challenge, that forced them to think about the relationship of their academic work to their personal lives” [italics, his].

 So My First Piece of Advice is that You Find a Mentor--someone whose eyes may even twinkle when you walk in the door.  But do not go in search of someone who is going to tell you solely what you want to hear.  Look for someone who will tell you, one hopes as gently as possible, things that you need to hear.  The mentor may say things, such as:  
· “This essay reads like a first draft.”

· “The phrase is ‘it is up to you and me’—not ‘it is up to you and I’.”  
· “You may be able to use the word ‘like’ many times when talking to your friends, but you may not get the job you want if you do not also develop another way of speaking to decision-makers.” 
·  “Why aren’t you taking more French?  German? Spanish? Math? Economics? Logic?  Do you know what courses you must have on your transcript to be eligible for the graduate school of your dreams?  You’d better!”
The recommendation letters you will need as a senior can best be written by professors who have had a mentoring relationship with you.  And Baylor is famous for having professors who are willing to know you, cheer for you, pray for you, and challenge you to think deeply about your college career and your future.   
Secondly, Try to Put Yourself in the Way of “The Gift”—whatever that might be.  The gift may come in the form of a book.  You know you should go to class and study—as if those two mandates constituted a 40-hour work week.  But some of you are too tired when you get to class or to the library to receive the gift that is put in front of you there.  Or you are equally unable to receive the gift because you expect it to happen while you are watching television or playing computer games.  A professor at the University of Virginia, Mark Edmundson, musing on his student evaluations, said, “I want some to say that they’ve been changed by the course.  I want them to measure themselves against what they’ve read.” 
 Edmundson goes on to cite a comment made by a Columbia professor who asked his students to write down at the end of a course what books they most disliked in his class.  Then answer the following question:  “What intellectual or character flaws in you does that dislike point to?”  The idea is to compel students “to see intellectual work as a confrontation between two people, student and author, where the stakes matter.”  The author-professor adds “By embracing the works and lives of extraordinary people, you can adapt new ideals to revise those that came courtesy of your parents, your neighborhood, your clan—or the tube.”

I did not find building relationships with college texts all that pleasant when I was your age.  I would open most of them—and they would say, as this one [held up to audience] might, “I hate you.”  And I would shut the book and go on my way until the pressure was intense and I had to return to say, “Listen, we are going to have to work something out.  I am going to have to demand the blessing.”  And then the wrestling with the angel began.    Through the years, fortunately, I’ve developed friendlier relations with texts.  One that has meant a great deal to me is Denial of Death by Ernest Becker.    The author says that we all have paradoxical needs both to stand out and to be subsumed in issues larger than ourselves.  We are always on a continuum between taking care of our individual yearning to be unique and wanting to be connected to issues and communities that are much larger than ourselves wherein we are only a small part of a meaningful larger whole.
Some experts say that one of the most precious assets you can possess as a learner is realizing both that you actually know almost nothing and that you have to work very hard to plumb the depths of insights in a text.  Such insights may be “self-prerequisites” for getting an education that matters.  So find a quiet place where you can “read, read, read, and write, write, write,”
 all the while subsuming yourself in the works and ideas of truly extraordinary people.  This kind of bonding yields gifts from poetry as well.  If you read a poem enough times, memorize it, rub it across your body, you can keep it—you might even become it in mysterious, important ways.

 But there are other paths that lead toward the gift, too.  Someone once said to me that the only true aristocracy is the aristocracy of consciousness.  That means your ability to hear your own heart’s core can elevate you to a new level of conversation and self-awareness.  So--monitor yourself and ask yourself this:  are you bored with some of the people you are running around with?  Do you get stomach aches or head aches every time you say “yes” to something that you know goes against your values and your nature?  Then, why not switch channels, turn off your cell-phone, re-engage in a new place?  Ernest Becker has a line that I can never forget:  “Modern man is drinking and drugging himself out of awareness, or he spends his time shopping, which is the same thing.” 
  Say “yes” to life and “good-bye” to some of the things that are keeping you from getting any sleep or keeping you from having honest confrontations with God through prayer and meditation.   
When the energy starts going both ways—into your life and out from your life, you will notice you are “poofing” some happiness.  Life is not all “poofs,” of course.  But the trick is to have enough of the good vibrations to fuel your having to push through things that are chores.  You must discipline yourself to learn the basics in your field of study, and you must not drop courses because they interfere with your social schedule.   (I’ve known some students who were sufficiently mixed-up that they indeed gave up skills for a dazzling night life.  Big mistake.)  

Here are a few ways successful students I’ve had the pleasure to know at Baylor have taken risks, moving beyond complacency or the easy life to connect to meaningful new groups and experiences during the academic year:
· Join Model United Nations.  Or resign from a club that is going nowhere.
· Run for an office in your club or Student Congress.

· One of my students who is maximizing her time here is Asian.  She joined the Hispanic Club to meet people she would not meet otherwise—and improve her Spanish.

· Volunteer to be a member of the Honors Program Advisory team.

· Join a choir or attend a concert.

· Find a church that fits your spiritual journey.  
· Visit Armstrong Browning Library, Truett Seminary, or our Law School.

· Tell the chair in your major that you would like to begin doing research.

· Pick one afternoon a week or a month to volunteer at an agency that needs you—and stay with it for two or three years so that your record shows you have a depth of experience at the animal shelter or credibility as a volunteer at Habitat for Humanity.

· Start reading a newspaper.  Write back to a voice that makes sense or you disagree with in the editorial section.  

· Listen to National Public Radio.
· Research an internship program by talking to the career center or one of your favorite professors.  

· Send a carefully worded letter of inquiry to the author of an essay in a journal in your field.

· Figure out something that needs to be done on campus—and take first steps toward addressing the need.  One of our students four years ago was concerned that Baylor did not have an undergraduate scholarly journal.  He found a professor who shared his concern—and a dean who would contribute funds. Voila!  The Pulse was born!  That initiative has been taken to new heights this year.  Visit http://www.baylor.edu/pulse/splash.php to learn more.

· Take a challenging course that is taught by a professor whose ideas make you work hard, think hard.  Or enroll in a pottery course because you know you are thinking too much and need to let your hands hold clay.
· Visit the Hunger Farm or the Waco Wetlands.  Ask someone in Environmental Studies how you can become involved.

· Take an upper-level course that teaches you to write in your field.  In Light’s study, the relationship between the amount of writing for a course and the students’ level of engagement in the course was stronger—whether measured by the amount of time spent, the degree to which one liked the professor, the intellectual challenge, or even just how much the student liked doing the work.
· Go abroad to study.  Apply for the Goodrich Scholarship through Baylor or go on line to www.baylor.edu/scholarships  and look around.
· Face the fact that you are never going to do well on the LSAT unless you take the Princeton Review and maybe the Baylor Review, too.  Step up to these courses the way you step up to any college challenge.  Read the pre-law tips at http://law.baylor.edu/new_prosp_students/thinking.htm  And remember, you’ve got to do your homework on professional programs and pay your dues to the vital assessments that stand between you and your dream.

· Introduce yourself to a guest speaker from Belfast or Beijing after a presentation.  Offer to be the driver for a guest whom you want to meet.
· Consider becoming involved in Medical Humanities or in a club in your major.  Don’t know how?  Ask your professor.  Ask me.  

· Ask your favorite professor in your major if she needs an assistant.
· Send an e-mail to the administrator who ought to know the answer to the puzzle you wish to solve for yourself.  Who on campus handles community volunteer placement?  When is the next job fair?  How do I get a part-time job with the City of Waco?

David Brooks, a public intellectual, worries that our college students may have become too comfortable, Day-Timers under their arms at all times.
  Perhaps we should require two years of national service, he muses, from our young people so that they have to put themselves in the way of those who are not like themselves.  Teach for America, VISTA, Peace Corps.—these programs are waiting for you.   Not only that, most of us know some Baylor graduate who would help you learn more about any of these opportunities.
Note:  When my college roommate at Baylor said to me that she thought I would make a good college professor, I laughed.  But the more I thought about it, the more I knew I had to risk myself and go back to school.  It was not easy to start the new trapeze to swinging; much that is worth the effort is scary at first.  But as Roethke says, “I wake to sleep and take my waking slow; I learn by going where I have to go.”  For me, the goals have never been linear.  I take one step forward and sometimes two steps back.  But in retrospect,  I see the mosaic fitting together to form my name, and I recognize God’s hand helping me cobble my fragments into place.  
Once you have taken some risks (and some will end in failure—which will also be telling)—then you may find the promised land, that way of being that makes sense in your stomach, in your brain and heart.  Hearing their “calling” for many people will require their listening to the voice of God within themselves. I have never known anyone who thought their “calling” came in the form of a lightning bolt.  In my case, I am one of those fortunate people whose skills, thanks be to God, seem to fit the job I’ve been given.  I love my job.  Sometimes I get to tell everyone that I need to work—and that means I need to be alone.  I like to have some quiet time in my life; it feeds me.  If you are a writer, you get to have a really cool desk, pens, paper with the right space between the lines—you get to drink coffee or tea and watch the way bare branches look against the light of an early spring sky outside your window.  This is sweet, my friends.  Very sweet.
  So—put yourself in the way of the gift.  Some people would say when everything begins to connect for you that you were “lucky.”  Most of us, with God’s help, make a lot of our luck….
Thirdly—Remember that the Resume and Your Use of Time Outside Academia Must Begin to Line Up and Make Sense in Concert with Your Academic Courses.   There is a point in the junior year where some students who have been having a lot of fun seem to recognize another kind of message swirling in their heads.  I’ve seen them change their faces into new, more serious faces when the pang of fear hits:  they—and you—are going to be judged by everything that has made it to the resume and by what is missing.  The  quality of the courses you took, the languages listed on your transcript, your internships, and your personal references are going to be weighed against those items on the resumes of other fine young people who are vying for the same next opportunity you are.  And decision-makers read between the lines as they try to assess who has the most “promise.” 
What does your potential look like in your credentials?  Are you more than just the checklist you are ticking off to get out of here?  Well, according to a new book entitled The Lucky Few and the Worthy Many 
 written by a number of very smart directors of foundations (Rhodes, Gates, Marshall, Truman, etc.), what they wish they could see beyond your documents is “Who are your friends and what did they and you spend most of your time talking about?” The report asserts,  “Students generally tend to change their values, behavior and academic plans in the direction of the dominant orientation of their peer group.”  The Bellagio Group, as these directors were called, also believe that the greatest effect on your ambition, confidence, and achievement in the undergraduate environment will depend on three things: (1) the influence and stimulation of a strong intellectual peer group,  (2) the number of “small group interactions, in and out of class, and (3) the sustained attention of teachers.”  This report also emphasized the importance of students choosing to take courses where they have to learn to write well.
How are you doing on this report card?  Do you have interesting conversations about current events or ideas in your major field of study with your friends?
You are probably doing well.  Many Baylor students have done so without the help of my “last lecture.”  I’ve seen a student realize he must take more Spanish courses, sign up for the Baylor in Cuba program, and get an internship in Washington if he plans to fulfill his dream of being competitive for the U. S. State Department when it is ready to begin negotiations someday with a new Cuban government.  He’s now at Yale.  Another student said at her Honors thesis defense that completing the Honors Program had given her direction so that she was not just ticking off requirements on a sheet.  She was building her future through becoming a young scholar in Chilean literature.  “I have intellectual property,” she said as she described what her undergraduate program had meant to her.  Another student sorted through his love for the ministry and found himself a Classics scholar who wanted to give his life to the poor.  He went from here to Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government and is now the first director of the Faith-based Initiatives for Texas.  These students were not perfect; they were, like you, standing in the need of prayer.  But sometimes there is something at Baylor that connects all that you are inside to the promise of all that awaits you.  And the transformation that can happen then is based on love calling you to become fully awake, fully alive.  We don’t want you to die of living the wrong life.
 

A poet, of course has said all this better and more succinctly.  I’ll close with Richard Wilbur’s wishes for you.
Love Calls Us to the Things of This World
Richard Wilbur 
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The eyes open to a cry of pulleys,
And spirited from sleep, the astounded soul
Hangs for a moment bodiless and simple
As false dawn.
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Outside the open window
The morning air is all awash with angels.
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Some are in bed-sheets, some are in blouses,
Some are in smocks: but truly there they are.
Now they are rising together in calm swells
Of halcyon feeling, filling whatever they wear
With the deep joy of their impersonal breathing;
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Now they are flying in place, conveying
The terrible speed of their omnipresence, moving
And staying like white water; and now of a sudden
They swoon down into so rapt a quiet
That nobody seems to be there.
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The soul shrinks
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From all that is about to remember,
From the punctual rape of every blessed day,
And cries,
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``Oh, let there be nothing on earth but laundry,
Nothing but rosy hands in the rising steam
And clear dances done in the sight of heaven.''
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Yet, as the sun acknowledges
With a warm look the world's hunks and colors,
The soul descends once more in bitter love
To accept the waking body, saying now
In a changed voice as the man yawns and rises,
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``Bring them down from their ruddy gallows;
Let there be clean linen for the backs of thieves;
Let lovers go fresh and sweet to be undone,
And the heaviest nuns walk in a pure floating
Of dark habits,
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keeping their difficult balance.''
Thus, the poet brings us back to gratitude, to dedication to the difficult balance between cynic and rosy idealist, between soul-ful dances in the sight of heaven and the challenges of the 21st century.  You should fly with the angels in the morning but also be eager to confront the hunks and colors of every blessed day.  Baylor stands ready to help you find that balance.  We are counting on you to become the moral leaders of tomorrow.  May your faith, courage, and years at this wonderful university embolden and empower you to become the person and the poem you are meant to be.
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