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Remarks by Mr. David Spero at the commencement of the 2016 graduating class at [name of high school].


[bookmark: _GoBack]ESTEEMED ADMINISTRATORS . . . TEACHERS . . . GRADUATES . . . ALUMNI . . . ALL YOU WONDERFUL PARENTS AND FAMILIES WHO’VE COME TO JOIN US THIS [MORNING/AFTERNOON/EVENING]:  IT’S  A GREAT HONOR AND TERRIFIC PRIVILEGE FOR ME TO HAVE BEEN ASKED TO ADDRESS YOU TODAY:  THE GRADUATING CLASS OF 2016!

IT’S OFTEN BEEN SAID THAT GRADUATION IS THE END OF ONE CHAPTER OF YOUR LIFE, AND THE BEGINNING OF ANOTHER, SO I THINK IT’S ENTIRELY FITTING AND PROPER THAT WE RECOGNIZE AND CELEBRATE WHAT YOU ALL HAVE ACCOMPLISHED HERE IN THE LAST FOUR YEARS.  I HOPE YOU FEEL THAT YOUR EDUCATION’S BEEN A GREAT RIDE SO FAR, AND THAT YOU’RE LOOKING FORWARD TO THE NEXT CHAPTER OF YOUR LIFE — HOWEVER YOU PLAN TO WRITE IT — WITH JOY, ENTHUSIASM AND, I HOPE, SOME MEASURE OF GRATITUDE FOR THE EDUCATION YOU’VE RECEIVED HERE AT [FIRST NAME OF SCHOOL].

FOR MY OWN PART, I’M TREMENDOUSLY GRATEFUL FOR BEING GIVEN THE OPPORTUNITY TO BE TRANSFORMED BY THE MANY WONDERFUL EXPERIENCES I’VE HAD AS A TEACHER HERE, WORKING WITH SUCH A 



GIFTED STAFF AND SUCH DEDICATED ADMNISTRATORS.  YOU STUDENTS . . . YOU GRADUATES . . . HAVE MADE ME A BETTER TEACHER AND HAVE LEFT [NAME OF SCHOOL] A BETTER PLACE; AND FOR THAT, I THANK YOU FROM THE BOTTOM OF MY HEART.

 [BRIEF PAUSE.]

THE FAMOUS AMERICAN AUTHOR, EDUCATOR, AND ORATOR, BOOKER T. WASHINGTON, ONCE OBSERVED:  “SUCCESS IS TO BE MEASURED NOT SO MUCH BY THE POSITION WE HAVE REACHED IN LIFE, BUT RATHER BY THE THINGS WHICH WE HAVE HAD TO OVERCOME WHILE TRYING TO SUCCEED.”

SO IF YOU WERE BORN WITH THAT PROVERBIAL “SILVER SPOON IN YOUR MOUTH” . . . IF EVERYTHING THAT’S COME YOUR WAY HAS SIMPLY BEEN SIMPLY GIVEN TO YOU . . . IF YOU’VE NEVER HAD TO FIGHT OR SCRAPE OR STRUGGLE TO REACH SOME GOAL . . . THEN YOUR SUCCESS IS NOT TRULY EARNED.  IT WAS INHERITED, AND INHERITED SUCCESS ISN’T YOUR SUCCESS, IT’S YOUR DADDY’S SUCCESS OUR YOUR GRANDPAPPY’S SUCCESS, OR YOUR RICH UNCLE PHIL’S SUCCESS.




UNTIL YOU’VE HAD TO DEAL WITH ADVERSITY SOME TIME IN YOUR LIFE . . . UNTIL YOU’VE BEEN KNOCKED DOWN A COUPLE OF TIMES ONLY TO RISE AGAIN . . . UNTIL YOU’VE FAILED . . . :  YOU CANNOT TRULY SUCCEED.

COACH VINCE LOMBARDI ONCE SAID — THOUGH HE MIGHT’VE BEEN QUOING SOMEONE ELSE — THAT “DIVERSITY DOES NOT BUILD CHARACTER, IT REVEALS IT.”  AND I ASSURE YOU THAT YOU’LL NOT MEET A SINGLE TRULY SUCCESSFUL PERSON IN YOUR LIFE WHO, IF HE OR SHE’S BEING HONEST WITH YOU, HASN’T HAD TO OVERCOME A TREMENDOUS AMOUNT OF ADVERSITY, OFTEN FIGHTING AGAINST THE MOST HORENDOUS ODDS, IN ORDER TO SUCCEED.

AND YOU KNOW WHAT ELSE THEY’LL ALSO TELL YOU . . . ?  THEY’LL TELL YOU THAT IN EVERY WALK OF LIFE, IN EVERY INDUSTRY, IN EVERY PROFESSION, SUCCESSFUL PEOPLE KNOW THAT THEY COULDN’T POSSIBLY HAVE DONE IT WITHOUT THE HELP OF OTHERS.

NOW MOST OF YOU GRADUATES PROBABLY ALREADY REALIZE THIS.  YOU’VE PROBABLY ALREADY HAD ONE OR TWO MENTORS IN YOUR LIFE — A PARENT, A TEACHER, A MINISTER, A FRIEND — SOMEONE’S WHO’S




HELPED YOU TO REACH A GOAL, SOMEONE WHO’S ENCOURAGED YOU EVEN WHEN YOU’VE LOST ALL HOPE, SOMEONE WHO’S BEEN WILLING TO SHARE WITH YOU HIS OR HER KNOWLEDGE OR EXPERIENCE, HOPING TO HELP YOU AVOID THE SAME MISTAKES THAT MENTOR MIGHT HAVE MADE IN HIS OR HER OWN LIFE.  WE NEVER GET THROUGH THIS LIFE ON OUR OWN.

I’D LIKE TO TELL YOU A STORY.  IT’S A TRUE STORY.  IT’S A STORY ABOUT MENTORS.

THIS STORY IS ABOUT A 10-YEAR-OLD BOY WHO GREW UP IN PATERSON, NEW JERSEY, TO PARENTS WHO WEREN’T WEALTHY AND HAD NOT EVEN GRADUATED FROM HIGH SCHOOL.  THIS BOY WAS NOT A GOOD STUDENT IN SCHOOL, AND WAS EVEN CONSIDERED “TROUBLED” BY SOME OF HIS TEACHERS.  HIS MOTHER SOUGHT THE GUIDANCE OF A “RADICAL” YOUNG MINISTER BY THE NAME OF JOHN PURNELL, WHO WAS WORKING AT THE [DENOMINATION OF CHURCH] CHURCH IN THE INNER CITY OF [PATERSON?].  FOR SOME REASON, THIS TROUBLED 10-YEAR-OLD BOY BONDED ALMOST IMMEDIATELY WITH MINISTER PARNELL, WHO QUIETLY AND HAPPILY TOOK ON THE ROLE OF BEING MENTOR TO THIS YOUNG BOY.  HE TOLD THE BOY THAT HE WAS BRIGHT AND CAPABLE OF GREAT THINGS.  HE ENCOURAGED HIM, HELPED HIM, LOVED HIM.


THAT FIRST SUMMER, MINISTER PARNELL DROVE A LITTLE GROUP OF GRADE SCHOOLERS UP TO A BOY’S HOME IN MANCHESTER, VERMONT, TO SPEND EIGHT WEEKS AT A SUMMER CAMP RUN BY [NAME OF GROUP RUNNING THE BOY’S HOME].  IT WAS THE FIRST TIME THE BOY HAD EVER BEEN OUT OF NEW JERSEY, AND THE BEAUTIFUL, MAJESTIC GREEN MOUNTAINS, THE VERDANT FORESTS, AND THE SHIMMERING LAKES HAD A MOST PROFOUND EFFECT ON HIM.  HE LOVED IT THERE SO MUCH — AND THE EXPERIENCES HE HAD THERE MEANT SO MUCH TO HIM — THAT HE RETURNED TO THIS BOY’S HOME FOR THE NEXT SEVEN SUMMERS.

IT WAS DURING ONE OF THOSE SUMMERS THAT HE MET A MAN NAMED WILLIAM MARTIAN, WHO WAS THE NATURALIST ON STAFF AT THE CAMP.  THROUGH MARTIAN, THE LITTLE BOY BECAME IMBUED WITH A LOVE OF NATURE, THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ENVIRONMENT, AND THE RESPONSIBILITIES ALL HUMANS HAVE TO PROTECT AND CHERISH THIS “SPACESHIT EARTH.”  HE ALSO TAUGHT THE BOY THE VALUE OF DISCIPLINE, AND HELPED HIM DEVELOP A STRONG WORK ETHIC THAT NEVER LEFT HIM.

MARTIAN WAS THE BOY’S SECOND MENTOR.




THEN, ALSO THROUGH THE CHURCH, THE BOY MET A VERY WEALTHY AND VERY EXCENTRIC WOMAN NAMED MARY ZABRISKIE, WHOSE DREAM IT WAS TO ORGANIZE AND FUND A STEEL-DRUM BAND FOR THE BOYS IN PATERSON.  THE BOY SIGNED UP JUST BECAUSE IT SOUNDED LIKE FUN.  AND LIKE ALL THE OTHER BAND MEMBERS, HE HAD NO IDEA THAT MARY ZABRISKIE WAS SECRETLY SETTING ASIDE ALL THE FEES THE BAND MADE FROM THEIR PERFORMANCES AND USING THEM IN PART TO FUND ALL THE BAND MEMBERS’ COLLEGE EDUCATIONS.

MARY ZABRISKIE WAS THE BOY’S THIRD MENTOR.

I WOULD GUESS BY NOW THAT YOU’VE PROBABLY FIGURED OUT THAT I WAS THAT LITTLE BOY.  AND I’VE REALLY NO REASON TO PRETEND, HAVE I?

ANYWAY . . .  I WAS UNSURE OF WHAT I WANTED TO DO AFTER GRADUATION, AND EVEN MORE UNSURE ABOUT WHETHER I HAD THE “STUFF” TO GET THROUGH COLLEGE.  THAT’S WHEN I HAPPENED TO MEET DUDLEY ROGERS.  HE OWNED A LARGE CONTRACTING COMPANY THAT HAD WON THE BID TO BUILD A [TYPE OF] BUILDING AT A LOCAL COLLEGE.  YET DESPITE THE DEMANDS OF A MAJOR CONSTRUCTION PROJECT, MR. RODGERS TOOK TIME OUT OF HIS SCHEDULE TO DRIVE



 ME UP TO THE COLLEGE, INTRODUCE ME TO THE FOLKS IN CHARGE THERE, AND GET ME ENROLLED IN SOME NIGHT COURSES.

MR. DUDLEY WAS THE FOURTH BLESSED MENTOR IN MY LIFE.

ONE OF THE NIGHT COURSES I TOOK WAS CALLED [NAME OF COURSE, IF YOU CAN RECALL IT], TAUGHT BY DR. THEODORE SAUL, WHO TAUGHT SCHOOL AT [NAME OF COLLEGE] BY NIGHT, AND WAS AN EXPERIMENTAL PATHOLOGIST BY DAY AT THE CORNELL MEDICAL CENTER.  GREAT TEACHERS HAVE THE POWER TO TURN LIVES AROUND, AND MY RELATIONSHIP WITH DR. SAUL CERTAINLY TURNED MINE AROUND!  DON’T ASK ME HOW OR WHY, BUT THIS GREAT TEACHER HAD THE PROFOUNDEST INFLUENCE ON THE DIRECTION OF MY LIFE, FOR IT WAS LARGELY HIS ENTHUSIASM AND HIS ENCOURAGEMENT THAT DROVE ME ON TO GRADUATE SCHOOL AT [NAME/LOCATION OF GRADUATE SCHOOL], WHERE I ULTIMATELY EARNED A PH.D IN BIOMEDICAL SCIENCE. 

DR. SAUL WAS MY FIFTH GREAT MENTOR.

NOW . . . IN THINKING BACK ON ALL THESE WONDERFUL MENTORS —STARTING AT AGE 10, NO LESS! — I WAS PUT IN MIND OF A QUOTE 



FROM THE AMERICAN WRITER, DANI SHAPIRO.  SHE WROTE THIS:  “I’VE CERTAINLY BEEN BLESSED BY EXTRAORDINARY MENTORS.  SOME OF HAVE BEEN HARD ON ME.  SOME HAVE CHALLENGED ME TO BE BOLD AND BRAVE.  OTHERS HAVE BEEN CHEERLEADERS.  SOME HAVE OPENED DOORS; STILL OTHERS HAVE SIMPLY MADE ME FEEL LESS ALONE THE WORLD.  THEY FORM AN INNER CHORUS AND ARE WITH ME [ALWAYS].” 

HAVING MENTORS IS A BLESSING IN YOUR LIFE.  BUT YOU MUST DO YOUR PART TO BE WORTHY OF THAT BLESSING.  AND THAT IS:  YOU MUST BE AN OPEN AND WILLING “MENTEE” — YES, THAT’S THE REAL WORD FOR A PERSON BEING MENTORED — SOMEONE WHO ACCEPTS THE FACT THAT EVERYONE NEEDS HELP SOMETIME IN THIS LIFE . . . SOMEONE WHO REMAINS OPEN AND NON-DEFENSIVE IN THE FACE OF CONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM  . . . AND PERHAPS MOST IMPORTANTLY, SOMEONE WHO’S WILLING AND ABLE TO EXPRESS GRATITUDE.

AND INCIDENTALLY, IF YOU TRULY ARE THAT KIND OF PERSON, A MENTOR WILL FIND YOU, BELIEVE IT OR NOT!  I CAN ALMOST GUARANTEE IT.  REALLY . . . HONESTLY:  MOST PEOPLE WHO’VE HAD THE BLESSING OF ONE OR MORE IMPACTFUL MENTORS IN THEIR LIVES,




 OFTEN SPEAK ABOUT THE MAGICAL, USUALLY ACCIDENTAL, WAY IN WHICH THEIR LIVES FIRST INTERSECTED — ALMOST AS IF THE MEETING WERE ORDAINED.

YOU WILL ALL FACE OBSTACLES IN YOUR FUTURE.  YOU CAN BOTH UNDERSTAND AND OVERCOME THOSE OBSTACLES BETTER WITH THE AID OF A MENTOR.  SO I BESEECH YOU:  REMAIN READY TO BE FOUND.  EVEN NOW, YOUR DESIGNATED MENTOR IS WAITING TO MEET YOU.  AND WHEN HE OR SHE DOES APPEAR IN YOUR LIFE, APPRECIATE IT.  FEEL BLESSED BY IT.  AND REMAIN EVER GRATEFUL [TO GOD] FOR IT.


#  #  #
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