
Good Afternoon. A few weeks ago I officiated at the graduation ceremonies at Dominican University. The commencement speaker commented that the best commencement speeches had one thing in common: they were brief. I will take that lesson to heart.


I remember when the Odyssey project first took on a human face for me. It was at a board of directors meeting of the Illinois Humanities Council. An Odyssey Project graduate came to talk to us about what it had meant to her life to participate in the program. She said that it had allowed her to imagine more than she had been able to imagine before. But most importantly, it was not just what it had allowed her to imagine for herself, but what it had allowed her to imagine for her children.


This is the magical effect of the humanities: they transport us to places we’ve never been, they introduce us to people we’ve never met, they allow us to explore ideas we haven not thought of ourselves. The humanities allow us to see continuity and relationship in bold form. They provide continuity because they allow us to see over time that the big questions remain fundamentally the same, although they may be re-shaped by the conditions of the present.

How do I relate to my fellow human beings?


Is there one right and one wrong?


What is the appropriate balance between individual freedom and 
responsibility to others?


How do we comport ourselves and communicate in the proverbial ‘public square?’

What should the relationship be between individual gain and the common good?

And so on…


I know these are some of the question you encountered in your readings---but the humanities encourage us to see these big questions not outside of ourselves, but in our own lives.


By allowing us to see continuity over time, the humanities also encourage us to explore our humanness. Everywhere, regardless of geography, race, gender, ethnicity, class or any of the other demarcators of difference in human beings – We erect shelter, reproduce and care for our young, pass on our histories, create art, construct governance structures and other ways of adjudicating conflict, set up ways of educating ourselves, experiment to learn new things…


We may do these differently, but ALL HUMAN BEINGS DO THESE SAME, FUNDAMENTAL THINGS


Whether through the perspective of Lao Tse, Plato, Omar Khayyam, Maimonides, Usman dan Fodio, Ida B. Wells, Anton Chekhov, Simone de Beauvoir, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Chinua Achebe or Toni Morrison, to name just a few… (And I give you such a long list to emphasize the point that engaging these big questions, and engaging in these essentially human enterprises, is ubiquitous through time and space)…the humanities help us to bridge those boundaries of difference between us that we call ‘culture’ – and thus they are indispensable to the achievement of peace, prosperity and what some call the ‘good life’


The American journalist Sydney J. Harris once said, also at a commencement address, that “…the purpose of education is to turn mirrors into windows.” That is exactly what the humanities are meant to do.

Let me end on a personal note. We often think of life as a straight trajectory going constantly upward and always getting better over time. Real life is more like an undulating line, or a spiral – we go forward and backward, we encounter obstacles along the way that de-rail us. We must always have goals of improvement, but we will never get there without overcoming obstacles, in fact, obstacles have purpose, they not only teach us things but they make us stronger, and, undoubtedly, more appreciative.


I went straight from high school to college, but after two years I dropped out and became active in movements for social justice, I thought the revolution was imminent. I later went back, finished at the undergraduate level, went on to get a PhD, wrote books, etc. etc. It was not a straight line.

All of you graduates here today know that it doesn’t have to be a straight line.


I wish you the absolute very best for yourselves, for your significant others – and I congratulate you on choosing to achieve.


And I am confident that this is one of the many achievements yet to come in your lives!

CONGRATULATIONS!

(Cheryl Johnson-Odim)
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