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What a joyous occasion. Sitting here before you and me are 485 people who 

deserve a good celebration. Getting into BYU has been harder for them than for any 

previous group of graduates. 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. Perhaps one of their greatest challenges has been fielding endless 

variations of the question, “So what will you do with a degree in THAT?!” I suggest, 

graduates, that after today you can confidently respond, “Just watch and see!”  

 

During the next two months, all across the country and around the world, 

multitudes will gather in echoing venues such as this one to hear graduation speakers talk 

about the future. Most of the intended audience, however, will hear little or none of it, 

swept up in the novelty of the occasion, especially these funny robes. After several 

decades of annually attending these kinds of events clad in funny robes I confess that 

almost NO ONE feels really comfortable in them, despite the fact that they signal 

legitimately earned and well-deserved academic honors.   

Why the discomfort? They can be hot, for one thing, and require a kind of 

balancing act, especially with the mortar board cap. And, at least from the perspective of 

former BYU professor and Mormon scholar Hugh Nibley, they can also be considered 

“the black robes of the false priesthood,” a comparison he once made at this very pulpit! 
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 In that regard, they no doubt 

represent a latter-day evocation of the scribal wardrobe Christ refers to in Luke: “Beware 

of the scribes, which desire to walk in long robes, and love greetings in the markets, and 

the highest seats in the synagogues…” (20:46) This certainly describes some professors I 

know,  although none of the humble 

and self-sacrificing faculty sitting behind me. There are those, however, such as the 

learned whom Christ de/scribes, who are prone to look for glory in the wrong places and 

by doing the wrong things.  

“the black robes of the false priesthood”
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The world has always offered plenty of confusing pathways to “glory,” 

ranging from triumph on the field of battle to conspicuous consumption. 

That trend continues today, although 

social media attention seems to have trumped more traditional ways to achieve worldly 

glory. We have gone from long robes and high seats to viral videos and retweets, but with 

the same results: false glory that does not last. We echo the world of ancient Greece 

where, as Herodotus notes, it was “better to be envied than to be pitied,” today’s variation 

being “it is better to get any media attention than no media attention.”  

We live in a world where garnering the attention of other people can matter more 

than the people themselves. Such was also the case in Christ’s time, when some people 

focused on the exquisite masonry and ostentatious gifts decorating the temple. 

 “And as some spake of the temple, how it 

“And as some spake of the temple, how it was adorned with 
goodly stones and gifts, he said, As for these things which ye 
behold, the days will come, in the which there shall not be 

left one stone upon another, that shall not be thrown down.” 
(Luke 21:5-6)
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was adorned with goodly stones and gifts, he said, As for these things which ye behold, 

the days will come, in the which there shall not be left one stone upon another, that shall 

not be thrown down.” (Luke 21:5-6) Although Christ here comments on the ephemeral 

nature of our attempt to build lasting monuments to our own public benevolence, and the 

inevitable ruin of Herod’s monumental projects, Christ’s observation eventually led to 

His arrest and crucifixion, all for pointing out the folly of human self-glorification.  

Literature is replete with stories about this kind of self-regarding folly, perhaps 

most powerfully in the Faust theme, wherein a medieval alchemist sells his soul to the 

devil in exchange for something desirable. You may be familiar with the Faustian bargain 

in other contexts, perhaps, such as Stephen Vincent Benét’s short story “The Devil and 

Daniel Webster,” Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, or Delta blues artist Robert 

Johnson’s “Cross Road Blues.”  In 

these various manifestations of the tale the focus is on reputation or worldly success. In 

most cases the person making the bargain discovers, often too late, that they have been 

tricked by a diabolical version of fake news: the desired skill, possession or fame has led 

not to glory but to damnation. 

In contrast, God’s greatest work, and the source of His glory, is in building 

up humanity. In scripture we read of Moses, on an “exceedingly high mountain” (Moses 
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1:1), beholding the glory of God’s creations. 

 He is then left to himself, alone, 

and, in a confrontation resembling that of Faust, Satan appears, a ranting fraud who 

demands worshipful attention. Moses, however, is not deceived, because he has beheld 

God’s true glory, and, in comparison, Satan’s countenance is pure darkness. Unlike Faust, 

Moses see’s Satan’s false claim for what it is, and casts him out. God returns to Moses 

once again and rewards him with another vision of earth’s infinite humanity, along with 

this profound revelation: “For behold, this is my work and my glory—to bring to pass the 

immortality and eternal life of man.” (Moses 1:39).  

So this is the eternal truth that outshines Satan’s fake news: the ultimate 

source of our greatest glory, like that of God, is neither worldly power nor fame, but 

building up His children wherever we may find ourselves. Speaking on behalf of my 

fellow teachers in the College of Humanities, I suggest that YOU, graduates and former 

students, have become our children and we take great pride and glory in your success 

here and hereafter. We hope you will go forward and, regardless of your worldly 

successes, remember that your greatest work and glory is to build up others. Make this 

happen wherever you will serve throughout your lifetime—in your marriages, your 
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homes, your workplace, and within the boundaries of your branches and wards–and you 

will be blessed with true glory. 

Although from this ceremony we will scatter to the four winds, I suspect that 

there will come a day when we will all be gathered together again, along with the rest of 

humanity, for our graduation into immortality and eternal life. No one will ask about your 

GPA, or how you leveraged your degree into a career. (Actually, at that point we will all 

have the same career: singer-songwriter! As scripture implies, we will “sing unto the 

Lord a new song” and give God “praise in the congregation of saints.” (Psalm 149:1)) 

Many of you have learned foreign languages, and through learning new tongues have 

discovered new ways to express yourself and to see the world. I am certain that God’s 

choirs will sing in all the languages ever spoken by humankind. What a glorious occasion 

it will be, to hear God’s praises sung in the myriad creoles, pidgins, standard dialects, and 

interlanguages we, as a species, have invented over time. (Imagine, as you listen to our 

musical number shortly, a celestial Mariachi band!)  

Until that day, as you wend your way through mortality, remember that the 

best possible use of your humanities degree will be in the inspired service of other 

humans. 

Thank you. 

 

 


