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What a joyous occasion. For most of us gathered here this morning, this is no regular day. It 

is one of those days, the kind we dream and plan about for years. Look at these graduates! Sitting here 
before us are over 600 people who deserve a good celebration. Getting into BYU has been more difficult 
for them than for any previous group of graduates. They have witnessed remarkable changes, both personal 
and institutional, including the mysterious and plan-complicating blessing of missionary age modifications. 
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. Doubtless there have been moments of 
despair and disappointment: failed quizzes, papers handed back stained with red ink, forgotten assignments, 
and perhaps even a grade well below average. Nevertheless, here they are! And even if some are walking 
prematurely because they will graduate in August or December, the robes they now wear signify that they 
have overcome many challenges and triumphed in the face of adversity. 

Since they are all humanities graduates, studying such diverse topics as writing and rhetoric 
or computational linguistics, perhaps one of their most annoying challenges has been fielding seemingly 
endless variations of a simple but pointed question: “So what will you do with a degree in THAT?” A recent 
survey of our humanities graduates reveals that, within a couple of decades, these graduates may be doing 
some remarkable things with their degrees: serving as US ambassadors, for example, or performing brain 
surgery; writing poetry or hedging funds; serving as judges, running corporations, or teaching in various 
capacities, including in the home; directing international charities, producing Hollywood films, or even 
founding startup companies and then hiring STEM graduates to work for them! I suggest that, given the 
trajectory of BYU Humanities alumni, the answer to the question of what they can do with their degrees is, 
“Just about anything!” 

 
On a Sunday several weeks ago, I found myself attending church in Munich. Although I can 

read German, it was my first experience of attending a German-language sacrament meeting. Despite the 
language haze, I managed to enjoy a bit of spiritual and intellectual enlightenment when a member of the 
ward gave a very eloquent talk revolving around the German word trotzdem. An adverb, trotzdem often 
appears in English as nevertheless, a fact I confirmed, after hearing the speaker use the term a couple of 
times, by using my phone’s handy German-English dictionary. Given my rather imperfect German 
comprehension skills, I was surprised nevertheless at how much I was able to understand the gist of his talk.  

He described how God’s interactions with humankind, as manifest in scripture, frequently 
require the use of the term nevertheless, because a fundamental form of that interaction involves people 
misunderstanding, or disobeying, or even rejecting His will for them. But God’s love is also embodied in the 
term nevertheless, because, despite conditions that justify condemnation or harsh judgment, God nevertheless 
remembers, forgives, and succors His people. Simply put, there will be dark days in our lives; nevertheless, 
with God in our life, bright days will follow. 

It is the nature of people, and students as a subset of people, to fall short, fail to 
comprehend, and turn away from the things that help us learn and grow the most. And so, graduates, as you 
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have journeyed along the path of learning these past ten semesters or so I am guessing that you have 
encountered instances yourselves where nevertheless is an appropriate adverb. It has certainly characterized 
some of the sporting events you attended, where the BYU team was favored to lose but won nevertheless. Or, 
unfortunately, where we had some advantage to win but nevertheless suffered ignominious defeat! Perhaps you 
have found it applicable when you wronged a roommate and, although forgiveness was least deserved, 
nevertheless they chose to forgive you. Something similar may have happened when you pulled an all-nighter 
and failed a test, so Learning Suite’s grade calculator had you destined for a low grade, but, nevertheless, your 
teacher’s unexpected grace at grading time rescued you from your worst expectations. Or maybe, like one 
recent graduate who recently recalled their experience, you caught a cold, took some medicine for it, and 
consequently could barely stay awake to take an exam, then marveled when, nevertheless, you scored much 
higher than you expected. (The alum added parenthetically, “I thought, ‘Whoa. Maybe I should take cold 
medication before every test,’ but of course I never did.”) 

In classical theater a nevertheless moment, involving an improbable, even miraculous, turn 
of events, is called: deus ex machina, meaning “a god from a machine.” Originally an actor, dressed as a god 
and suspended from a crane-like machine, would descend suddenly out of the sky to save the day. In our 
everyday dramas, sometimes the “god from the machine” can be a friend arriving at just the right moment, 
or, in the case of another College graduate, even a professor. “I missed a test my freshman year—a 
scheduling mistake. After contacting the professor and pleading for the chance to be allowed to take the 
test, the professor told me that the test was not as important as my participation and contributions in 
class…more a university requirement than a real assessment of what I had learned. He told me he would 
pass me…based on my performance [since] he was confident I would have passed anyway…Apparently, I 
had obtained a certain level of trust with the professor. Respect, trust, and honesty were what saved me. I 
will be forever grateful to that professor, who recognized me for the serious student that I was…and 
extended a mercy in my behalf.” The former student adds, “I never missed another test!”  

As teachers in the College of Humanities, we hope that somewhere during the drama of your 
higher education you have witnessed a real case of deus ex machina, and seen that, in spite of weakness, 
shortcomings, and chronic fallibility (or perhaps precisely because of them), sometimes God, in the form of 
another person, does appear, nevertheless, to save us. This can be one of the greatest principles we learn, in 
college and in life: the discovery that, although we will inevitably make mistakes, they can often be the 
source of our greatest learning. Graduates, I hope you have experienced the rush of that enlightenment, the 
joy of learning in spite of failure. Regardless of the obstacles you may find on the road ahead, or whatever 
trials and struggles you may encounter hereafter, may even the most difficult challenges nevertheless keep you 
moving forward into greater discoveries and upward in your reach to connect with the Creator and Source 
of all truth.  

Thank you. 
 
 
 


