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Every year I have my senior classes write “This I believe” essays in which they set forward a particular belief that they see as a driving force in their lives, a bit of wisdom they want to set down in words.  I even require them to submit their essays to National Public Radio who have a whole web page dedicated making sure peoples’ words will haunt them for the rest of their lives, or at least as long as the internet exists, which will definitely be longer than the planet at this rate.  

In my effort to be a somewhat respectable teacher, I’ve even written a few models over the years, so tonight I offer you this year’s model as a small piece of…well piece of something.  
I’ll begin by telling you that there are those who say that the wisdom of old men is a fallacy; that they do not grow wise, they grow careful.  They grow careful with just cause.  The world we live in is not pretty.  I don’t intend cynicism; it’s the way things are.  So, yes, old men are right to be careful, they are right, but not wise. 
 
Let me borrow a Hindu metaphor here: Real wisdom resides inside us, at a divine inner core and that core is a lamp.  Over the years, the dust of the world accumulates on that lamp. Selfishness, self-righteousness, apathy, and hypocrisy build up on it until it can throw no light.  So tonight I ask you class of 2010, to dust off your lamps and embrace the light of eternal youth, to grow wise instead of growing careful. 

It is not an easy belief to carry. I am thirty six years old and a teacher now.  I should be an adult.  Granted, I run around playing with Star Wars toys.  Then I go home and run around playing Scooby Doo, then I go get my boys from daycare and we play a couple rounds of trivial pursuit. They almost always win.  When playing games, let your children win ninety-two percent of the time.  My father taught me that.  

In some respects, I am an adult.  I have responsibilities.  I carry them out.  I stand in front of my classes and teach what amounts to a history of human stupidity and cruelty– from the loss of Paradise and the Garden of Eden to the bombing of Dresden during World War II to a futuristic vision of a dying, sunless world covered in ash. My God, why do I teach?  I suppose the answer is standing before me tonight. 
I teach through the dust. I teach because I was given an intense want for my students to see the good beneath the dust - to see the world, not for its horrors but for its wonders - the wonder at the way all things and all people are connected, even if they seem like they aren’t. 
To see the world with wonder: that is youth.  That is look in my toddler’s eyes when he sees a train …or a cow.  It was the look in my eyes when I first saw the imposing form of Darth Vader and when I first heard the cracking whip of Indiana Jones. A few weeks ago, I took a personal day to pay my respects to a giant of my childhood: Ernie Harwell, legendary broadcaster for the Detroit Tigers and more importantly, a luminous human being.  You see, nothing – not even a job is so important that it can’t take a backseat to childhood wonder – at least from time to time.  
Inevitably, both the world and human nature intrude on that wonder.  I see humans for what they are: a disappointing species, full of beautiful potential, struggling against their own nature.  The other day I witnessed a boy snatching my son’s toy train from him at daycare.  I wanted to hit that kid with a foam baseball bat.  I didn’t, but I wanted to.  I dread the day that my son doesn’t share or snatches another boy’s toy.  I know it will happen.  It’s nature.  And I’ll work to correct it of course.  Besides valuing eternal youth, I also believe you must be a good and loving parent. You must be, otherwise your child’s youth won’t be filled with the wonder that I am telling you to embrace.  
Now, I know the world must be dealt with, but the wonder doesn’t have to succumb to it.  And that is why I teach.  In my classroom, the dust hasn’t settled over the wonder of youth.  I can still see beautiful potential.  When telling the story of Dresden, a German city on which the Allies dropped more firepower than Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined,  it helps to look up and see that glow in students’ eyes and think that the world can be better.  I see in you, my students,  what I see in my sons and I want the same thing for you that I want for my sons: A good light heart.  One that is full of wisdom and youthful wonder.  One that is happy and glowing. 
Thank you for the honor of addressing you.

Be kind and do good.
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