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What a joyous occasion this is! Here, before me, sit over five hundred people who 

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

group of graduates. Although their journey to this place has been challenging, their experiences 

here have been life-changing in all the right, if not exactly comfortable, ways. They have 

mastered skills and concepts seemingly beyond their ability to comprehend, have discovered, and 

even transcended, some of their own limitations. They have learned, physically, mentally, and 

spiritually, how to sustain themselves through long hours of demanding study. They have found 

new friends, negotiated a bureaucratic labyrinth, and found their own voice within a nameless 

horde of 32,000 students. Perhaps one of their greatest challenges has been fielding seemingly 

endless variations of the following question: “So what will you do with a degree in THAT?!” 

[IMAGE: Graph] A recent survey of our humanities graduates reveals that within a couple of 

decades they may be doing a remarkably wide spectrum of things with their degrees: serving as 

US ambassadors, for example, or performing brain surgery; writing poetry, composing music, or 

hedging funds; serving as judges, running corporations, or teaching in the home or at a variety of 

educational institutions; directing international charities, producing Hollywood films, or even 

hiring and managing STEM graduates to work in their own startup companies! I suggest that, 

given the inclinations of BYU Humanities graduates, the answer to the question of what they can 

do with their degrees is, “Just about anything!”  

 

The Ocean of Human Beings 

Let’s go back to that nameless horde of 32,000. Graduates, think back to the time when 

you first arrived as an ambitious student at BYU, secure in your “specialness.” If you were like 

the majority of our students, you came to BYU with plans for majoring in something other than 

what you are graduating in today. [IMAGE: BYU diploma] You probably brought with you 

some preconceived, and very false, notions about BYU, that were hopefully dispelled during 

your stay. [IMAGE: Amish photos] And I am certain you have seen your fair share of surprises 

during the four-to-six years you have spent here. [IMAGE: caffeine at BYU] But even if you 

came from a mega-high school of 5,000 students in Texas or California, the sheer size of the 
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BYU student body was probably quite intimidating. [IMAGE: human Y] When you actually 

got to know a few people from this vast throng of students, you may have found yourself 

intimidated yet again by the relentless high quality of your peers. Regardless of how smart, 

talented, or beautiful you might have felt upon graduating from high school, here you almost 

certainly encountered someone who exceeded you in that particular trait, almost as if the Lord 

wanted to drive home the point He made to Abraham: [IMAGE: Abraham quote] if “there are 

two spirits, one being more intelligent than the other…there shall be another more intelligent 

than they.” Somehow you managed to survive this crushing blow to your ego. Maybe you rose to 

the challenge and willed yourself into being even MORE intelligent, talented, or beautiful. Or 

maybe you discovered a different drummer’s beat to follow, or just learned to relish the 

anonymity that being part of a large university allows.  

In a radio interview last fall author Salman Rushdie, who grew up in the megacity of 

Mumbai, India, talked about his writing, which capture so well the variety and complexity of the 

vast human tapestry that makes up that city. [IMAGE: Rushdie] Rushdie said, “I think humans 

are the most interesting thing I know…inexhaustibly interesting. And I think one of the great 

beauties of the novel as a form is that it shows us that human nature is the great constant. Human 

nature is the same in all places, in all times, in all languages. And that makes it THE great 

subject of any writer's life, just to try and explore this vast ocean of human beings.” 

“This vast ocean of human beings.” If there is anything you have learned during your 

humanities education, we would hope that it is an appreciation for the breadth, depth, colors, and 

richness of the ocean of human beings. You have learned to appreciate the nuances of language, 

the fascinating displays of divine talent and creativity that can manifest themselves wherever we 

human beings happen to gather. With human nature as your great constant, hopefully your BYU 

Humanities education has also given you a perspective on DIVINE nature. For example, we hope 

you have learned that it is the nature of God to love, to forgive, to see as His greatest work and 

glory the immortality and eternal life of every denizen of this vast ocean of human beings.  

The human ocean is not, however, a tranquil pond. It is filled with flowing currents, 

rushing tides, typhoons and maelstroms, and is so vast as to confront us, over and over again, 

with that same bewilderment we felt as freshman: Who am I in the midst of such numbers, and 

how do I find my purpose? If your humanities training has prepared you as it should, you will 

launch into the blue ocean of humanity today armed with skills and insights that will serve you 
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well as both explorer and rescuer. With your ability to speak other languages you will build 

bridges and connect the vast islands of humanity into archipelagos and even continents. With 

your cultural savvy you will be able to communicate with others across the open ocean to solve 

the challenges of the modern world. With your writing and communication skills you will 

connect people from all walks of life, give birth to their stories, and share stories of your own. 

I recently had the chance to attend a national gathering of deans at which one of the guest 

speakers was Jaime Casap, the “Global Education Evangelist” at Google. In addressing your 

generation’s future prospects, he noted that we have entered an unprecedented age of integrative 

technology and information access. This will change the fundamental questions students ask 

from “What will I be when I grow up?” or “What job will I hold?” to “What problems do I want 

to solve?” By this he implies that, from this moment forward, the arc of your lives as graduates 

will be unique in human history. Your quest will not be about finding a single job to settle into 

and retire from forty years later, but more like building throughout your life upon the foundation 

you have gained in college as you acquire the pieces necessary to solve the problems that matter 

to you. Given the way our society and our world is changing I believe he is correct in this 

prediction. But I also think there is an expanded perspective that we can bring to this sea change 

from the integrated spiritual and academic educations your BYU humanities degrees represent. 

Just as, through experiential learning, you have added important complementary components to 

your humanities education—“Humanities+” —you have also added a tutorial in following the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit. This inspired learning will fundamentally alter, in profound ways, 

the course of your life if you follow your inner promptings, both in terms of where to go next and 

what problems are most in need of solutions.  

As we celebrate today your successful crossing of the “BYU lagoon” and launch you 

forward to navigate the wider ocean of humanity, [IMAGE: sailboat] we pray that you have 

managed to retain something of the initial ambition you brought with you, and that we have 

added a compass, or perhaps an astrolabe, to your vessel. Be prepared to use the great gift of 

your integrated education as a tool to solve personal, family, community, national, and global 

problems and you will find yourselves embarking on a lifelong voyage that will send you forth to 

serve in some uncharted, and remarkable, territory.    Thank you. 


