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What a joyous occasion. This is no regular day; it is one of those days, the 

kind we dream about for years, plan for, anticipate eagerly, give up on, struggle to retain 

the vision for, nearly lose, see divine interventions along the way to, and finally arrive at, 

pinching ourselves because we can’t believe it has finally happened. This is that kind of 

day.  

Today, sitting here before you and me, are 203 people who deserve a good 

celebration. Getting into BYU has been harder for them than for any previous group of 

graduates. Their lives may have been thoroughly disrupted by a change in the minimal 

missionary age. The journey to this place has been punctuated by a series of struggles and 

challenges, and none of our graduates today have come through unscathed or unchanged. 

Over the past few months, all across the 

country and even the world, people have gathered in 

auditoriums and gymnasia listening to graduation speakers 

talk about the future. Distinguished speakers offer advice, 

make predictions, encourage, and motivate, but most of the 

intended audience hear little or none of it, swept up as they 

naturally are in the occasion and all the novelty it brings: 

ceremony, reflection, long robes, funny hats, and tassels 

that may or may not be hanging on the correct side of 

that funny hat. I could tell you more about the tassels, 

but of what use is your college education if you can’t 

assemble a collection of interesting facts using search 

engines on your smart phone?  
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Instead, I’d like to share with you something 

from one of those distinguished speaker’s talks. This past 

May James Ryan, Dean of the Harvard Graduate School 

of Education, cited a poem at his commencement. It was 

written by the late Ray Carver, an American short story 

writer and poet who experienced a difficult life on the 

American West Coast during his short half-century of life. Carver was a writer who 

focused on sadness and loss in the everyday lives of ordinary people. And, in a fitting 

epitaph, one of his later poems decorates his headstone.  

 

LATE FRAGMENT 

And did you get what 

you wanted from this life, even so? 

I did. 

And what did you want? 

To call myself beloved, to feel myself 

beloved on the earth. 

 

Dean Ryan calls this poem “The Bonus Question,” a kind of self-inquiry to 

ask ourselves sometime in the future, after all our living is winding down: Did we get 

what we wanted out of life, even so? In spite of the disappointments and surprises, did 

life deliver what we needed, or wanted? Ryan interprets Carver as saying that the 

fundamental human want is to be loved by others, to feel “cherished and respected,” and 

finishes his talk with an appeal for his graduates to see that their students “feel beloved 

on the earth” and in their own future classrooms.  

Graduates, I hope that, during your classroom journey through the College 

of Humanities, you have felt beloved at some point by those of us sitting on the stand this 



! 3!

morning. And, like Dean Ryan, I hope and pray that you will be able to translate your 

experience of feeling beloved by your mentors into a variety of interactions you will have 

with other people throughout your lives. 

We are awash in translations and adaptations. Much of the creative process 

that signifies genius in our culture stems not from ex nihilo brilliance so much as from a 

penchant for observing things around us and 

reimagining them in a new context. Shakespeare, for 

example, did not write from a vacuum but combined his 

own observations of dialects and human society with 

great stories other authors such as Chaucer and Plutarch 

had previously assembled. Leonardo da Vinci, likewise, 

used drawing as a tool or instrument to understand the 

world around him. Leonardo was fascinated by spirals in 

swirling water and the invisible lines of blowing wind, saw 

echoes of branching trees in river systems as well as in the 

human circulatory system. He was a natural 

interdisciplinary thinker who learned to translate from one 

domain into another.  

Everywhere you turn in life you will find that 

good ideas survive and often thrive in translation. In the late 

16th century a newly-discovered Japanese porcelain called 

kakiemon became all the rage in Europe, and Japanese potters 

worked furiously to keep up with the demand. Enterprising 

craftsmen in both Meissen, Germany (birthplace of Karl G. Maeser, by the way) and in 

England saw this remarkable Japanese product and, in what can only be described as an 

adaptation worthy of the Japanese themselves, figured out how to make relatively similar 

copies in Europe, tailored more precisely (note the Meissen coat of arms) to their 
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respective clientele, thereby undercutting the Japanese 

suppliers. (This is what we call today “localization,” and 

it happens with web sites and marketing campaigns.) 

Another example of successful adaptation, very close to home, is the Velcro you use 

every day, a Swiss engineer’s translation of how 

burrs stuck to his dog’s fur when they went walking 

in the Alps. Shakespeare, Leonardo, German 

potters, and the inventor of Velcro all share a 

common, and universal, human inclination to 

translate and localize the good things we stumble upon into our own cultural or personal 

context.  

Let’s return to the Carver poem, but in a different kind of ‘translation.’ What 

happens if we take a stab at translating the sadness and loss in everyday life that lurks 

behind Carver’s phrase “even so?” into another context, one that recognizes the 

redemptive power of Christ’s atonement? We all stumble through life, painfully aware of 

our own limitations, yet we all want to feel beloved, to sense the joy that comes from 

being loved by others, and by God. In the language of the good news of the Atonement 

there is ample love and forgiveness for all, from a God whose greatest work and glory is 

our joy and eternal life. So my rough translation of Carver’s poem into what I see as the 

language of “hope for things not seen” localizes it into a slightly different, admittedly 

inferior, poem of self-inquiry: 

 

LATER FRAGMENT 

And did I give you what  

you needed in your life, even so? 

Thou didst. 

And what did you need? 
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To feel Thy love through others, to sing  

Thy praises on the earth. 

 

Preserved still in this modest but illustrative translation of Carver’s poem are 

the disappointments, the even so’s of our experience in life, yet added is the recognition 

that, in addition to feeling beloved, we need and want to acknowledge and honor the 

Source of that love, give praise and glory to God. The focus turns from getting what we 

want to receiving what we need in this mortal experience, including both love and a 

recognition of our blessings. And how better to come to call God blessed, to sing His 

praises on the earth, than through translating and adapting His gifts within us, and His 

influence within our lives, to serve wherever life takes us? The 90th Psalm ends with this 

invocation, which I offer in a modern English translation for emphasis:  

 

Gladden us in the morning with Your mercy.  

Let Your graciousness be upon us.  

Establish the work of our hands��

And may the work of our hands establish You.  

     —Psalm 90:17 

 

The work of our hands, graduates, includes all the skills and abilities your 

diploma represents, extensions of yourselves that, like your hands, are remarkably nimble 

and versatile. As you go forth into post-BYU life may you invoke God daily to establish 

the work of your hands, as well as your minds and hearts, so that, using what you have 

learned, you may translate God’s mercy into a lifetime of sharing and receiving love, 

‘even so’...  

Now let me address the rest of you, as an audience. You are here to support 

your graduate, and witness their walk across this stand to accept their diploma—some of 
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you with relief, others with great surprise. As their name is read your love for and interest 

in your graduate will very likely lead to spontaneous shouts of joy and perhaps even 

some tears. 

The difficult part, however, is sitting through the other 202 moments of 

celebration in this cavernous venue, because, let's be honest here, you don't know the 

other graduates. You may be familiar with half a dozen or so—your graduate’s 

roommates, their friends, etc.—but most are strangers. So I invite you to exercise your 

humanity as the graduates walk across the stage. Try to avoid the propensity to ignore 

strangers. See each graduate as an individual who wants and needs your love. You will 

then not only be practicing the humanities, but taking a step closer to helping others ‘feel 

beloved on the earth.’ 

Thank you. 

 


