
	
	
 
Thank you, President Mauhs-Pugh. Time to see if those effective speaking classes paid off. 
 
Alright, now I want that piece of paper I’ve been working four years for, so I’ll be quick. I want 
to let you in on a conversation I had with a friend of mine a couple of weeks ago. Now this 
friend is someone whom I’ve always looked up to; he graduated Castleton with a perfect GPA 
and is now in an accelerated Doctorate program at UVM. You could say he’s a little smart. 
Over a quick bite, we were talking about the anxiety of graduating, of being tossed out into 
this free-for-all that is society.  
 
Personally, I feel as though I’m at a crossroads in my life. A fork in the road in which once I 
make the turn, I can’t simply turn back. On one hand, I want to live a happy and fulfilling life. 
One in which I have a good, well-paying job so that I’m able to provide for my family, where I 
can come home from a long day and be able to leave work AT WORK. Then I’ll have plenty of 
time to run the kids to soccer practice, cook dinner for those little monsters, maybe watch 
some Law and Order if I’m feeling spicy, and enjoy that mundane simplicity.  
 
On the other hand, I want to create a positive difference in our world. There are so many 
issues in our society that need immediate action: racial injustice, climate change, and 
pollution, to name a few. I simply cannot sit idle, blissfully ignoring these issues in my own 
quaint, cozy corner of Vermont. I fear, however, that in my pursuit of a better world, I will lose 
my sanity. These problems require 24/7 work, a workload that simply isn’t sustainable for a 
healthy mind, let alone for my future family. 
 
Hearing my concerns, my friend told me of a quote from “a famous guy” that went something 
along the lines of, “you can either sharpen your axe, or chop down the tree, but ultimately 
you’ll do both.” Immediately I found comfort in those words; I could relax knowing that life 
isn’t about a single objective or purpose. If only for a moment, my anxiety was set at ease.  
 
So, I did some digging, and turns out that some famous guy was none other Abraham Lincoln 
and that my friend butchered the real quote which reads, “give me six hours to chop down a 
tree and I will spend the first four sharpening the axe.”  
 
Now I don’t think ‘ole Abe meant this literally – I hope not for the sake of his back – but rather 
in the application of knowledge. He thought so highly of learning, that he would dedicate over 
half of his available time to sharpening his mind before he utilized his intellect. Now there’s 
two important things to note about Lincoln’s quote:  
 
One, it’s obvious he didn’t suffer from ADHD (Six hours?! I’m going to need at least eight, 
thank you very much) and two, he didn’t define what “sharpening the axe” really entails.  



 
Yes, you do need to refine your skills, that’s a given, but you also need to have the mental and 
physical capacity to use those skills efficiently. Your body and mind must be well-rested in 
order to apply yourself, to do things well, and to achieve. I need not be torn between two 
different lives, between my happiness and my civic duty, as one cannot exist without the 
other. Which circles us back to the quote my friend told me, “Ultimately I’ll do both.” 
 
Though my friend may not have remembered the true words of Lincoln’s quote, the overall 
message was preserved, maybe even exemplified in his rendition. I believe my friend has 
found solace in knowing that one of the most influential people in history thought that your life 
is not simply defined by your career. There are so many other aspects of life that matter, yet 
we overlook them nonetheless. One thing is for certain, when I’m old and frail I will not 
reminisce about bottom lines or the numbers in my bank account, but of the memories I’ve 
come to cherish to that point. I know that at times, it might seem like there is nothing more 
important than chopping down that tree, I simply ask that you remember sharpening your axe 
is just as important.  
 
I wish you all fruitful lives in which you not only make a difference, but also find happiness. 
Carpe diem my friends. Thank you. 
	


