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Good morning Northwestern Class of 2017. It is a true honor to stand in front of you
all on this momentous day.

I want to take a moment to recognize the other, equally important members present at
today’s ceremony: our esteemed faculty, our family, and our friends. Welcome. Today we
celebrate you as well, for this day could not have come without all of you.

These people, both those present today and those whose absences we feel especially
on celebratory days like today, are the ones who went before us, who watched over us, and
who stood behind us during this journey. So, class of 2017, I hope that as you look forward
today, you feel the support of those who sit behind you. And in the days ahead, once the caps
and gowns are off and the pressures of life are on, you can recapture this moment and
remember that you’ve got people. And these people have been through every surprising,
scary, exciting, and proud moment with you.

It is also a special honor to be here today with the recipients of the Distinguished
Secondary Teaching Awards. With my education wrapping up, I’ve been doing a lot of
reflecting about the teachers that have impacted me. One of those teachers was my senior
year English teacher, Davis Thompson. I could credit Mr. Thompson with a lot of things, but
one of the biggest gifts he gave me was a love for poetry. On the last day of high school, Mr.
Thompson read us a poem that I’m reminded of today:
The Trail is Not a Trail
By Gary Snyder

 
I drove down the Freeway
And turned off at an exit
And went along a highway
Til it came to a sideroad
Drove up the sideroad
Til it turned to a dirt road
Full of bumps, and stopped.
Walked up a trail
But the trail got rough
And it faded away—
Out in the open,
Everywhere to go.
 

Personally, graduation feels a little bit like walking down the fading trail that Snyder
references, and even as someone who enjoys hiking… I really like having a trail. That’s just
my personality type. It’s a challenge for me to enjoy uncertainty. But Snyder says it well:
Right now, we have everywhere to go.

I grew up spending a lot of time outdoors with my family. This past spring break, my
uncle took me rock climbing along the California coast. On one particular climb, I got a little
over halfway up the pitch when I completely ran out of handholds and the options for
footholds did not inspire confidence. I managed to get one toe onto a pinky fingernail-sized
lip, but then I froze. My uncle, who was belaying me, could tell that I had totally psyched
myself out and began yelling at me from below: “Trust your feet! Trust your feet!”

Now, unlike in some life situations, there aren’t a lot of options to consider when
you’re almost a hundred feet up a rock face. You’re either going to go up or go down, and
either could end in failure…but only one option has the potential to end in success. So I
chose to go up. I trusted my feet. And as soon as I took that one step, another appeared…and
before I knew it I had my hands back in firm holds.

During our time at Northwestern, we have built a strong foundation to stand on, so



During our time at Northwestern, we have built a strong foundation to stand on, so
taking these next steps forward are predicated on trusting that foundation. Not every step will
feel secure, but courage is just trust set in motion. And often, when we run out of options or
the trail gets rough, we are afforded opportunities to trust ourselves a little bit more, grow a
little bit stronger, and watch as the world unfolds before us.

Now, I’m extremely aware that I’m speaking to some of Northwestern’s top students.
Knowing what some of you are being recognized for today truly just blows my mind. Lots of
universities boast about their leaders, but something I have learned through my time both as a
music student and as a member of the Wildcat Welcome Board of Directors is that being a
good member of your community is a vital ingredient to leading well. I believe that one of
the main reasons Northwestern can claim to have educated so many leaders is because it has
educated a community of students who lead through service. Current events in our country
and around the world have proved the necessity of good leaders, so I find it especially
encouraging that the leaders who are graduating from this school are caring stewards of their
communities.

As was mentioned in my introduction a little bit ago, I play the trumpet, and the
trumpet comes with certain stereotypes: It’s loud, it can only play fanfares, and it’s maybe a
little obnoxious. My trumpet professor, Robert Sullivan, has a catchphrase that I’ve heard
over and over again in my time studying with him, but the phrase has gained some extra
significance as graduation has approached. He says, “Join the music in progress.” It’s not
enough to just know your part of a piece of music. At this stage of our education, that’s
relatively easy. The biggest challenge comes with gaining a keen awareness of the music
already occurring around you and contributing in a way that elevates the entire ensemble. In
a lot of ways, graduation is like the moment right before coming in to play with the orchestra.
You’ve done the studying, and now you’re on the edge of your seat, ready and waiting for
your turn. I hope that beyond Northwestern, we can all continue to do what I’ve seen student
leaders here do so well over the past four years: Be in conversation with your fellow
community members and join the music in progress.

One of my all time favorite quotes come from the American composer and
philosopher John Cage. He wrote, “There is all the time in the world for studying music, but
for living there is hardly any time at all. For life takes place every second, unimpeded.” Now,
anyone who as experienced the quarter system knows exactly what “unimpeded” feels like.
Northwestern says that we “operate on the quarter system,” but really the quarter system just
kind of happens to you... in a way that you wish was sometimes impeded. So when I first
came across this quote – it was the summer after my sophomore year – I was pumped. I
thought, “Yes this is the excuse I’ve been looking for! John Cage says I should spend more
time outside of my small, beige, dimly lit practice room!” Because that’s what we all wish
our professors would tell us, right? “Study less. Go live your life. Be free.” Well, predictably,
that’s not how that works. It took me another full year to really understand what Cage meant:
that music, or whatever it is we choose to study, cannot and should not exist in isolation.
When we open ourselves up to a world of experiences, we become not merely masters of our
craft, but masters of ourselves. That opening up, that kind of vulnerability that is required to
take life unimpeded, is risky. It requires one to be brave. And I am humbled and proud to say
that I have shared this campus with the most courageous, inspiring, and passionate students.
Northwestern students have time and time again stood up for themselves and others. I am
extremely thankful to Northwestern University for providing a space where we can learn to
live unimpeded.

 Although we pause today to recognize this stage of our educational journey coming
to a close, things are by no means slowing down. President Morton Schapiro has said, "At
times like these, it's important to do the right thing." As I look towards the busy days and
years ahead, I am encouraged by this community which has constantly held itself accountable
for doing the right thing, unimpeded. Congratulations, Class of 2017, and Go ‘Cats.




