Janet Preis, Loyola’s distinguished Teacher of the Year, Greets Incoming First-Year Students

Hello class of 2013!!! On behalf of the faculty, administration, and staff, I want to welcome you to Loyola University Maryland. I know I speak for others when I tell you how excited we are that you are here, and that we each recognize how important, and also how unsettling, the transition to college may be, for both you, the incoming student, and your  family.

I have been granted the honor of speaking to you today as part of receiving the award of Distinguished Teacher of the Year, an honor which touches me deeply. But I promise you I will not be the smartest, or most eloquent, or most profound, or most remarkable speaker or person you will encounter here at Loyola. There are so many people who will fit that bill, many of them sitting here in this audience and on this stage with us, that I found myself struggling with what I could possibly say that someone else, frankly,  wouldn’t do better.  But I have been granted this honor and I take it seriously and also realistically.  So incoming class of 2013, I recognize that I may be one of the first people who will talk to you, and hopefully not at you; But I promise I am one of many who will walk in front of you and beside you while you make your way across and through the next 4 years of your college/university experience. 

So rather than try to be someone I am not, talking in a way that I cannot, let me tell you a little of what I know (or at least what I think I know, right now!) 

What I know is that I am not you; and I know that my experience of the world has been vastly different than yours; most likely not better, not worse, but definitely longer and by definition this means more bumps and bruises and questions and answers and back to the questions again. I am 50 years old with 50 years worth of stories shaped by tears and joy and hope and fear and most recently, deep deep gratitude. 

And what I do know is that being granted permission to ask the questions to which there are no easy answers, about myself, about the world, about how I fit into that world, about who and how I want to be, made all the difference in giving myself permission to not know, to be unsure, to be in a place that Pema Chodron a Tibetan Buddhist nun calls “groundlessness.” And it is from here that I ask you to begin your walk into Loyola University.

I know, it may seem “whoo-whoo-ey” at a time when you are thinking about how to set up your room, and “do I really have to finish that book they assigned for our common text reading tomorrow?”, and what’s with one of my roommates anyway, and I hope my mother doesn’t cry too much when we have to say goodbye, and am I going to be able to find my classes on Monday?

But I also believe that you are thinking about more than just what’s in front of you for the next 24 hours; you are thinking about who you brought here with all your things from home. You know what they say, Wherever you go, there you are! Which part of you is going to stay and which part of you is going home; what high school self is needed and what high school self has definitely worn out its welcome?

Jacob Stokes, a young man from University of Missouri-Columbia explained in an essay contest with the NYT in 2008 that “college is propped up on both sides by the stages of life directly preceding and directly following it, high school and work life. By design, it’s the best of both worlds. It provides the freedom from responsibility of high school with the freedom from parental supervision or working life. It’s a safe sort of freedom. This combination of little responsibility with little oversight is what continues to make college the most liberating experience of a young person’s life.”

But I remind you, that the liberation will come, as you may already know, when you actively and consciously decide to learn. When you actively and consciously decide to be responsible, as I understand you are, but responsible not just to me as your professor, or to your parents beside you, but to be responsible to and for yourself to learn. To really really learn. 

So I ask you this: Commit yourself to learn about  all aspects, across all terrains, in all situations. And yes, this does mean to learn from the faculty, and your courses, and readings, and analysis you will do. Yes it does mean to read something, anything that makes you think, to see what is gong on in the world, to understand the viewpoint of others. Yes it does mean to learn about topics that you believe you “won’t use”, to struggle through course work that you find uninteresting or irrelevant, and to work as hard if not harder on that that bores you as that that invigorates you. Commit yourself to learn, as St. Ignatius encouraged, for the sake of learning…not just to know more so we can tell others how much we know, but to be more, to become more, to be broader and deeper as men and women in the world.

And it does mean to learn from each other, to lift up your head and your heart to see each other, really see each other. To not look away in the face of sadness and fear and pain; to not make a snarky comment when others do to be a part of a group, especially when that isn’t who and how you want to be; to talk to someone that you wouldn’t be caught dead talking to 4 months ago, and to really listen, listen under the words into what is meant,  to what another has to say. Make a commitment to learn from each other the lessons that are easy and the lessons that are hard. Because if we learn to open our hearts AND our minds, anyone, including (sometimes even especially) the people who drive us crazy, can be our teachers.

And I ask you this: to all along the way, look at yourself. To really look at your self; to see the size that you are, the real size that you are, and the places of beauty and the places of darkness. This is what real humility is, to be who you are at any given point in time; not to be the best of the best or the best of the worst, not the top or the bottom, but to be a part of rather than apart from. To take responsibility for both your actions and reactions; to say you’re sorry when necessary (but not for everything!) and then to do things differently the next time. And to pay attention to what you come to know as your truth; not my truth, not your roommate’s truth, not your parents’ truth, but your truth. Your deep down, in your bones, in your soul truth. Your truth of goodness and light; your truth of compassion and care; your truth of acceptance and love for all people, yourself included. 

As I am sure you all know, you are referred to as the Millennial generation. Dr. Snyder  provided the faculty yesterday with a vibrant and valuable presentation about current research on who you are; wanna know what I heard? As a group you are the most sheltered, pressured, and celebrated generation to date.  As parents we told you you were unique and special, we tried our best to keep you safe from a world that was becoming increasingly appalling to us, and we pushed you to “be all you can be.” We may have not always done this well, or even as much for you as for ourselves, but I promise you we did the best we could with what we had and what we knew; and what we knew first and foremost was we loved you and wanted you to find a place in the world, and for the world to open up its arms in return. And what I also learned yesterday is that you are confronted with a barrage of information every day, all day long. That your life choices are far more complicated than mine ever were at your age. And I learned that when you fall, you fall hard.

I also learned that you are the most confident, achieving, team-oriented, civic minded, environment supporting, and diversity accepting generation to date. I learned that social ills of drug use, suicide, unwanted pregnancies are all reduced in your generation. And most of all I learned that you are part of a revolution. Not the same as the ones I was involved in or shaped by in my very large family in the late ‘60’s, but as was pointed out yesterday, according to Nicolas Handler in his NYT Magazine entry, that you are rebelling by not rebelling; that you are writing your revolution, and putting it into your own words.

So here I ask you: use your words, find your voice, learn when to be quiet and listen, open your heart, open your mind, make mistakes, be afraid, try something different, fall down, get up, fall down again, and always always always, put out your hand for the boy, girl, man, and woman next to you. Don’t look down when you walk, either literally or figuratively; look up at the sky and thank the god that you may or may not understand for the gifts that brought you here; look to the right left, front and back of you and acknowledge that you are here on this path with others..you are not alone. What you do, what you say, what you send affects all those around you…err on the side of kindness. 

And look inside and see what is there, really there; what needs work and what can be celebrated, what fits and what doesn’t, what sits in fear and what hides in darkness. And try to remember a simple mantra: work on myself, help others. We come from a world where it seems to be easier to do the opposite, but you lead the way and work on your self and help others. I promise I will too.

So in sum, there are, quite obviously, many things I do not know, and as you will find out, many who can say more clearly, directly, and eloquently than I. But what I do know is that here, here at Loyola University, we can and will walk with you through the questions and answers and back to the questions again; we will walk with you through the changes and the longing and the shift from girl and boy to young man and woman. And we will not just watch you become, but we will model how to be, how to be men and women for and with others.

And I will all the way close with a quote whose source I do not know. It may be overused but I keep it on my wall above my desk to remind me daily of what my work is:
Be kinder than necessary for everyone you meet is fighting some kind of battle,

Live simply,

Love generously,

Care deeply,

Speak kindly……leave the rest to God.

Best of luck to each and all of you. Thank you for your kindness in listening.
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