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What a joyous occasion this is! Here, before me, sit nearly two hundred 

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 challenging, life-

changing, invigorating, inspiring, enlightening, consternating, frustrating, and evolving. 

Perhaps one of your greatest challenges, graduates, has been fielding endless variations of 

the question, “So what will you do with a degree in THAT?!” I suggest that after today 

you should confidently respond to anyone who happens to ask you that question, “Just 

watch me and see!”  

 

Credentials 

Twice a year, at BYU, we hold ceremonies where multitudes gather in this 

arena and other campus venues to hear graduation speakers, although between the 

novelty and the excitement of it all many, perhaps even you, graduates, may remember 

little of what is said. Following much sage advice, you will all line up, march across the 

stage, and shake hands with chairs, deans, and other dignitaries whose presence further 

corroborates the reality of your accomplishment. Finally, as you march down the ramp 

you will formally receive, from one of my associate deans, this envelope [show] as the 

culminating part of the ritual of certification.  

Now, I don’t mean to spoil your fun, but when you get back to your seat, or 

rejoin your families after the ceremonies, and open the envelope, this is what you will 

find: [open] a sturdy and protective diploma cover, minus the diploma! Do not be 

tempted, upon this discovery, to believe that you alone, among all the graduates, were 

measured and found wanting. Every graduate today will receive only the cover; the 

certificate itself will be mailed out in a few weeks, once all the Summer Term grades 
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have been submitted and certified by the BYU Registrar (that’s why we call it a 

certificate).  

I’m sure the irony in this circumstance is not wasted on this humanities 

crowd: all the pomp and circumstance, the handshakes and awarding, revolve around and 

focus on your receiving not the diploma itself but rather the cover you will use to hold 

and protect it. Some of you may feel disappointed that the ceremony did not, in fact, 

award you the physical diploma. Others may read symbolic value into the empty diploma 

holder, or conclude that it mirrors many of our civic rituals which, like all good theater, 

are designed to transcend the everyday and transport us into realms of the ideal. But do 

not be disheartened. 

Yes, the constraints of certification don’t allow us to present you the real 

certificate. However, the glory, honor, and achievement of this hour should not be 

diminished one whit by the absence of the real diploma, because, as we have all heard 

someone say on occasions in life where certificates are concerned, “It’s just a piece of 

paper.” This ceremony, however, and the actual diploma you will shortly receive, are 

designed to give tangible substance to a much less tangible set of experiences. Over the 

course of roughly 4-6 years you have accomplished something few others in the history 

of humankind have done: undertaken a period of sustained focus in your life dedicated to 

intensive learning and little else. In medieval Europe and Asia this was a privilege 

reserved for the powerful, the very wealthy, or those with focused spiritual devotion. 

Your singular and fortunate experience of a humanities degree has changed you in 

remarkable and even dramatic ways, and will forever alter the way you live your life. 

And the odds are great that it will forever change the way your children, and their 

children, live their lives as well. That is definitely worth making a fuss over! 
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Diploma/cy 

Diplomas were historically handwritten in fine calligraphy on parchment, 

given to graduates as a portable accreditation of competency to be produced upon 

demand throughout one’s lifetime. It is very likely you will never be asked to produce the 

actual diploma, especially in a world that is increasingly digitized. But I want to 

emphasize that what your diploma represents, the learning part, should be written on your 

soul for all to see. Your humanities degree will enable you to step outside your own self-

interests and see the world from others’ points of view, an important skill that is the root 

of diplomacy. So, once you have put your real diploma in its cover, or framed it for all 

the world to see, let it forever remind you of your new status as a diplomat who stands 

ready and willing at all times to consider the views of others as well as your own, eager 

to advance humanity and the humane virtues you have discovered to be at the core of 

both a good life and a great society.  

Although the paper it is printed on may be an imitation of parchment, the 

diploma itself is substantive evidence of real qualification earned through negotiating 

courses that have introduced you to the challenges and joys of writing, creativity, art, 

history, literature, language, music, and philosophy. Your path, of course, will have been 

its own unique journey, but you have been introduced to some of the greatest thoughts 

and aspirations humankind has produced throughout history, and have been given new 

perspectives by which to appreciate and enjoy the richness of all things human.  

In addition to your academic qualifications, BYU degrees signify something 

extra, a collection of spiritual qualifications that have also been part of your experience 

here. These include awakenings to inner voices, perhaps struggles with belief or setbacks 

and new resolves, maybe the occasional all-nighter spent on your knees, certainly many 

unexpected enlightenments. These spiritual skill sets have prepared you to “go forth to 

serve” in the branches and wards you will attend, as well as in your homes, work places, 

schools, communities, and perhaps even a random airport encounter or two.  
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Your life of learning begins now. Just as your empty cover waits to be filled, 

you stand ready to be filled with a lifetime of experiences enabled by what you have 

learned here. This is not the end of the road, but the beginning of a lifetime enhanced and 

enriched by the things you will go on to learn and to do: new languages, new experiences 

living in unfamiliar locations, relationships with myriad people from all over the world, 

the refining, glorious companionship of family. And your experience of each of these 

things and more will be different because of what your diploma represents. 

 

Conclusion 

Now, this is my fifth convocation as dean, and I’ve shaken a lot of 

graduating hands (over a thousand, in fact). During my fourth convocation this past April, 

at around handshake number 257, I had a sudden flash of inspiration that I would like to 

share with you, both participants in and observers of the ceremony today. It occurred to 

me, as I greeted beaming graduate after beaming graduate walking confidently (or 

nervously) across the stage, that these are concluding steps to a long physical, emotional, 

and intellectual expedition. Although not your last, this journey has taken years and 

explored new worlds of learning, a quest not unlike that undertaken by Odysseus, or 

Gilgamesh, or Lehi. Today, the completion of that quest is signified by a handshake, and 

confirmed by hugs from friends or family members, which is a remarkably physical way 

to commemorate both the mortal and the spiritual impact of your noble deed. 

Back in April I was struck by the notion that the ceremony we enact this day 

offers, in an odd way, the briefest glimpse of what we may all enjoy someday when, upon 

our triumphal resurrection, we will be divinely rewarded with, not a diploma of faux-

parchment in a vinyl holder, but instead a perfect body of flesh and bone, refined over a 

lifetime of experience and lovingly perfected by the gracious mercy of an atoning Elder 

Brother. As we put heart and soul into our life’s journey the way we have during our 

college education, we can hope that the culminating moment of resurrection’s 
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‘convocation’ will also be a handshake, and then an embrace, by our Creator Himself. 

And from that moment onward we will forever dwell in bodies whose glory will reflect 

and testify of the learning we experienced during this, our mortal schooling.  

Until that blessed eternal commencement, when we will be gathered together 

once more, may we all continue to make the most of the glorious learning opportunities 

this mortal experience affords, and do so with faith, and with divine diplomacy! 

 

Thank you. 


