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What a joyous occasion this is! Here, before me, sit two 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?!” 

[SLIDE 1: 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 

founding their own startup companies and hiring STEM graduates to work for them! I suggest 

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

they can do with their degrees is, “Watch and see!” [SLIDE off] 

 
The nineteenth-century American poet Walt Whitman penned a few lines that describe a 

child who, like our graduates, went forth each day into the world to observe, learn, and grow. 

You are probably familiar with it. [SLIDE 2: Poem] It opens: 

 

There was a child went forth every day;   

And the first object he look’d upon, that object he became;   

And that object became part of him for the day, or a certain part of the day, or for many 

years, or stretching cycles of years. 
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Whitman describes something more than just passive observation on the part of this 

child: the child became what he saw, modeling the kind of engaged learning that takes place at a 

university. In typical Whitman fashion, there follows a volley of images that involve all the 

human senses, giving the reader a taste of what the child saw, and became, on various days of 

‘going forth’: lilacs and clover, the song of the phoebe bird, the mare’s foal and the cow’s calf, 

the light-yellow corn, the townspeople. [SLIDE off] 

Like Whitman’s child, our graduates have gone forth daily since coming to BYU. (Pace, 

Ed!) They have gone forth and climbed the Y, have gone forth and studied in the library, have 

gone forth and sweated in the Richards Building, or the Testing Center (probably both.) And 

every day now, for years, they have gone forth and looked upon new things, and have become, 

for that day, or a series of days, or even a semester, linguists, botanists, historians, and 

zoologists. Thanks to loving teachers (especially those of you sitting behind me reading from this 

teleprompter), they have gone forth to see the world through different eyes: the eyes of the 

economist, the mathematician, the painter, the philosopher, or the poet. And as they have gone 

forth to learn new languages they have not only come to see foreigners as brothers and sisters, 

but may have become someone of greater depth and more empathetic than their monolingual 

selves could have ever imagined.  

By going forth, learning to see things anew, with a fresh perspective, these graduates 

have fortified themselves intellectually and spiritually to make a difference in the world. Having 

ventured forth into a place where faith and reason coexist, they may have even begun to see the 

world as God sees it and are well prepared to change it for the better. 

It comes as a surprise to some to learn that a majority of our graduates come to the 

humanities gradually, through a unique and personal process that mirrors the way one gains a 

testimony. But, as a rule, our graduates are quick studies and learn, in their brief time with us, 

important and universally valuable skills: how to communicate effectively, synthesize ideas, and 

navigate cultures. Our goal has been to prepare them to walk across this podium and then go 

forth to continue to learn as they fill the measure of their human creation. 

Many of our graduates may have started at BYU with very different intentions for their 

lives. But if they are here today, they have at some point puzzled over the question Whitman’s 

child confronts, later on in the poem, [SLIDE 3: Men and women] as the child partakes of the 
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influence of his family and begins to move from mere observation to inquiry, from description to 

metaphysics: 

The family usages, the language, the company, the furniture—the yearning and swelling 

heart,   

Affection that will not be gainsay’d—the sense of what is real—the thought if, after all, it 

should prove unreal, 

The doubts of day-time and the doubts of night-time—the curious whether and how,   

Whether that which appears so is so, or is it all flashes and specks?   

Men and women crowding fast in the streets—if they are not flashes and specks, what are 

they?  

[SLIDE off]  

This enigmatic question [SLIDE 4: two lines] —If men and women are not flashes and 

specks, what are they?—is one that your graduates have, in one way or another, asked as 

students of the humanities, and will continue to ask. “What are they?” is the question that 

informs all of the human disciplines: language, philosophy, music, art, literature, and more. And 

it is another singular human gift—the ability to ask that question, and pass our answers down 

through generations we will never know—that whispers our inner divinity. Take any individual 

human being, even those most corrupt or flawed, and examine them closely, with eyes intent on 

seeing them as God sees them, and you will find, as Shakespeare’s Hamlet noted, “a piece of 

work” unique in the universe.  

Hopefully these graduates have ‘ventured forth’ into sufficient experience, and have 

learned to see others from enough new angles and perspectives, that they have developed a view 

of humankind that kindles fire in their bones and informs all their human interactions. Insight 

into humanity’s divine nature, and the skill to communicate with and understand others, prepares 

our graduates to play important roles in all fields, having learned, as Brigham Young advised, 

how to “think clearly, act well, and appreciate life.” Graduates, may you now go forth and 

become all that your humanities education has prepared you for! 

Thank you. 

 


