
 

 

Good morning, largest group of people I’ve ever spoken in front of.  

 

Hello Castleton University: trustees, administrators, faculty, family, friends, and the 

members of the class of 2018. Congratulations. You made it.  

 

I am thrilled to share a diploma day with you. But I must confess, when President 

Scolforo first mentioned the possibility of me receiving an honorary degree, at first I 

was suspicious. The last time I went onto a university campus to get a degree, it cost me 

a lot of money. I’ve been secretly worried that at some point she was going to hit me 

with an exam, or a ten page paper. When I drove here this morning, I brought a pen 

just in case there was a pop quiz. 

 

The truth is that I have loved Castleton for a long time, because of the many terrific 

students I have met here over the years, because of the smart faculty and dedicated 

administrators, because of the beneficial role this institution plays in Rutland County 

and Vermont, and because of my long admiration of the guy who was president for 

three and half of your years here, my great friend Dave Wolk.  

 

I salute your new president, and the determined and optimistic energy she is bringing 

to this job, and I thank her sincerely for this honor today, undeserved as it is. I am told 

that since its founding in 1787, Castleton has not traditionally awarded honorary 

degrees, and that therefore I may have just received the first one. I promise you, that is 

something I will treasure for the rest of my life. 



 

 

 

I have a goal for this morning, an unusual one for a graduation speech: My goal is that 

you remember it. Now what I say, but what you think. Because I am going to ask you to 

think two times, and hope that you remember these two things.  

 

The first is about the past, and how you arrived at this moment. 

 

However hard each of you had to work to reach this point, whatever fun or sleep you 

skipped to do schoolwork, whatever jobs you took to pay the tuition, whatever sacrifices 

you had to make, there is one thing I know about all graduates: You did not do it alone.  

 

There was a high school teacher who believed in you, and encouraged you to apply to 

Castleton University. There was a faculty member here, who saw you, understood you, 

challenged you. There was someone at home, who worked two jobs to afford this place, 

or edited your papers, or cheered from the sidelines. There is a friend sitting near you, 

or someone elsewhere, who was a role model for you. If you are lucky, there are several 

people who fit these descriptions. So I ask you, please, to show them your thanks.  

 

Your first task from today forward is to cement in your mind who those people are. Let 

your gratitude today teach you to be grateful always.  

 

OK, second thing. Which is about the future, your future.  

 



 

 

It starts with a bit of personal history. Over the years I have been a camp counselor, a 

snowshoe binding riveter, a lawn mower, an AM-radio sportscaster, a garbage man, a 

line worker in a soda bottling plant, a construction laborer, a house painter, a bouncer, 

a bartender, a coach, a prep school teacher, a street busker on the guitar, a door-to-

door typewriter salesman, a musician in rock bands, a computer salesman, a bookstore 

clerk, a college teacher, a recording artist, a writer or reporter for every section of the 

newspaper but sports. I also was fortunate enough to receive a beautiful education, 

with undergraduate and masters degrees. 

 

And all of that time, I was writing. In the early morning, before work. At night when my 

children were asleep. On a mini-clipboard I kept in my car for fifteen years. So far, I’ve 

had about four million words in print. I also wrote another million that did not get 

published. The point is that writing is not just my job, it is my practice.  

 

Let’s consider this idea for a second. Musicians, anytime they are not performing, say 

they are practicing. Doctors and psychologists refer to their work as their practice. 

Professional football players, when they work out on nongame days, call it practice. 

People who do yoga likewise call it their practice.  

 

Practice is more than a job. It is a way of thinking about your life. Practice assumes that 

you will make mistakes, and fall down. But the only way to improve is through more 

practice. As the writer Will Durant said, “We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, 

then, is not an act but a habit.” 



 

 

 

What do you practice? 

 

Let’s say you are a critical person, clever and keen to find errors. The world is an 

imperfect place, so you will always find something to criticize. You can become an 

expert at it. And that is the kind of life you will have, finding fault all day long.  

 

Or maybe you are an angry person. There are a great many angry people in America 

today, for all kinds of reasons. Perhaps you are one of them. Every person you 

encounter is flawed, so you can be guaranteed there will be no shortage of things to tick 

you off. You will become an expert, and go on to lead an angry life.  

 

What if you practice gratitude? Well, you might notice the extra effort some family 

members went to, to be here celebrating you today. You might realize that there is a 

chair under your backside, in fact thousands of chairs all in perfect rows, because 

people spent hours setting them up just so you could sit down. Are you grateful to 

them? What about the 17 administrators and faculty members retiring this year, with 

something like 450 years of experience? Are you grateful to them? 

 

Someone gave the money to build this pavilion we sit under. Someone put all the 

diplomas in alphabetical order so you would get the right one when your name is called. 

If you practice gratitude, there is a constant supply of things to be grateful for – all in 

the exact same world that makes another person critical or angry.  



 

 

 

It’s really not about the outside world. It’s about you, and what you choose to practice.  

 

Basketball legend Allan Iverson said, When you are not practicing, someone else is 

getting better. Rock star Tina Turner was once asked if she practiced much before 

performing. She said yes, she practiced Buddhism. Someone asked snowboard icon 

Shaun White how he manages to stay competitive after so many years. He said, “Keep 

dialing it in, and keep practicing.” The legendary football coach Knute Rockne said, 

“One man practicing sportsmanship is better than a hundred men teaching it.”  

 

So, here is the second thing I’d like you to do. Your practice as a college student is 

ending in just a few minutes. I would like you to make a choice, right now, about what it 

is that you intend to practice from this moment forward. This is not a question of what 

job you will have, or where you will live, because you will do this practice regardless of 

your job or location. I am not asking what you will do, I am asking who you will be.   

 

Maybe it’s a way of thinking. Maybe it’s a set of values. Maybe it’s a secret ambition. 

You decide. What do you want to practice? I’ll be quiet for a moment, while you give it 

some thought. 

 

 

A year from now, two, ten, twenty, you will not remember me. You will forget this 

speech. But please, remember the two things you did this morning. You thanked 



 

 

someone for bringing you to this point in your life. And you chose a way of living that 

you intend to practice from today forward.  

 

The first of these things gives you a foundation, a reminder that you are not alone. The 

second thing gives you aspiration, the courage to set sail, to fail and try again, to reach 

for the stars. Hold on to those good things. Because practice is like exercise. The more 

you exert a muscle, the stronger it gets.  

 

One last thought. You might be anxious today, worried about finding a good job or 

concerned about how life will play out for you from here. I come from another 

generation, bearing good news: We need you. The world is in desperate need of your 

intelligence, your energy, your idealism. Please come join us, inspire us, help us all to 

make the world a better place. Congratulations, and I cannot wait to see the difference 

you are all going to make.  

 

 


