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2010 McMurran Convocation Address

April 30, 2010
Dr. Charles Carter, Professor of English
President Shipley, Vice-President Helldobbler, Distinguished Guests, and especially to our new McMurran Scholars, “I GREET YOU AT THE BEGINNING OF A GREAT CAREER.”  Just over a century and a half ago, in July 1855, Ralph Waldo Emerson, America’s greatest Scholar, sent those famous words to a then-unknown and struggling writer who had just paid all the costs to publish his first slim volume of poems.  The writer was Walt Whitman.  The volume was Leaves of Grass, which today is regarded as the most significant body of work ever produced by an American poet.


Like Whitman, you young men and women are today embarking on the next major phase of your careers—your career in living the life for which we, the faculty of this University, have been preparing you to live—the life of the Scholar, the Life of the Mind—a life of continuing education, of continuing self-discovery, and, we hope, ultimately, a life of happiness and fulfillment.  Thus far, the faculty of this institution have been your guides, your mentors; we have striven to ignite the sparks that have begun to illuminate your way.  But now, each of you must—and should—be the keeper of your own flame.  I urge you, therefore, to nurture that flame diligently, so that your path might be clear, so that your career might, indeed, be great.


But what, you ask, is a “Scholar,” and of what should the career of a Scholar consist?  Emerson also has more than a few ideas on this topic, and, today, I would like, briefly, to share some of his, and a few of my own and of others, with you—our newest McMurran Scholars.


First of all, the “Scholar” is not merely an individual who thinks; the Scholar represents all Men and all Women.  Emerson says, “In the right state, he is Man Thinking.  In the degenerate state, when the victim of society, he tends to become a mere thinker, or, still worse, the parrot of other men’s thinking.”  To become Man Thinking, the Scholar must continue to learn, so that his or her life will continue to be enriched and full.  Speaking of “The American Scholar,” Emerson tells us:  “Him nature solicits . . . him the past instructs; him the future invites.”


“Him nature solicits.”  The Scholar continues to learn from the Natural World, trying to solve its mysteries, to preserve its bounties, to enhance its beauty and to share that beauty with the rest of mankind.  To achieve this noble goal, the Scholar needs to acquire the imaginative vision necessary to integrate the splendid world of Nature with the progressive, ever-changing world of Man. Such a vision allows the Scholar to see and to appreciate the vital relationships which exist between all parts and all wholes, between what Plato called the Microcosm and the Macrocosm of life—the small, limited World of Man and the endless Spiritual World of God.  All Scholars of Vision—the Scientist, the Mathematician, the Philosopher, the Artist—all have discovered for themselves, in their own way, these relationships.  William Blake, one of the most imaginative and most visionary of men describes such a discovery like this:

To see the world in a grain of sand,

And a Heaven in a Wildflower,

To hold Infinity in the Palm of Your Hand,

And Eternity in an Hour.


The real value of making such a discovery, of continuing to learn of Man’s relationship to the World of Nature, is that we continue to learn of ourselves.  Emerson, above all, understood this precept:  “The world—this shadow of the soul, or other me—lies wide around.  Its attractions are the keys which unlock my thoughts and make me acquainted with myself . . . I pierce its order; I dissipate its fear; I dispose of it within the circuit of my expanding life.”   And in continuing to learn of ourselves, our own Life of the Mind, we learn of Life as a whole.  To experience such a grand discovery is precisely the reason why Emerson’s greatest disciple, Henry David Thoreau, on July 4, 1845, rejected the “quiet desperation” of life in Concord, Massachusetts, and went to discover real life in the woods near Walden Pond:

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.  I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practice resignation, unless it was quite necessary.  I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a

corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next excursion.

Do not, I beg you, waste your proven talents merely trying to get ahead in life; that would be living “what is not life,” and, as Thoreau says, “living is so dear.”  Discover, for yourselves, what are, for you, “the essential facts of life,” where lies “the marrow of life,” from which you take your nourishment and your strength.  “Reduce [life] to its lowest terms” and “give a true account of it” in every word you speak, in every task you undertake.

“Him, the past instructs.”   The Scholar continues to learn from the Past, and, believe it or not, in this electronic age of Google and Face-Book, the best way to learn of the Past is still to continue to value the Great Books written in and of the Past.  “Books are the best of things, well used,” says Emerson, and he continues, “abused, among the worst.  What is the right use?” he asks.  Books “are for nothing but to inspire.”  Emily Dickinson, Emerson’s contemporary, agrees:

A precious—mouldering pleasure—‘tis—

To meet an Antique Book—

In just the Dress his Century wore—

A Privilege—I think—

“A Privilege,” indeed, because from such a source, we can continue to learn of our fellow-man and continue to learn of ourselves.  Dickinson continues:

What interested Scholars—most—

What Competitions ran—

When Plato was a Certainty—

And Sophocles—a Man—

When Sappho—was a living Girl—

And Beatrice wore

The Gown that Dante—deified—

Facts Centuries before . . . .

In another poem, the enigmatic Belle of Amherst writes “There is no Frigate like a Book / That takes us Lands away” because Books are the imaginative vehicle “That bears the Human Soul.”  To learn from a great book is a liberating, Eucharistic experience for Dickinson, sacred and profound:

He ate and drank the Precious Words—

His Spirit grew robust—

He knew no more that he was poor,

Nor that his frame was Dust—

He danced along the dingy Days

And this Bequest of Wings

Was but a Book—What Liberty

A loosened spirit brings—

“Him the future invites.”  Today, as you receive this prestigious accolade, as you become McMurran Scholars, the future invites you to continue living the Life of the Mind, to assume the responsibilities of being “Man Thinking,” and to under- take Man’s noblest task:  to be a seeker of Truth.  Some of you will become the scientists, the technicians, the explorers who, in the laboratory and in the field, in studying the earth and mapping the cosmos, will seek the Truth of the Physical World in which we live.  Some of you will become the historians, the archeologists, the librarians and caretakers of civilization, who will seek to preserve and to re-interpret the Truth of our past.  All of you, I hope, will seek the Truth of Human Life, some by healing the infirmities of our bodies; some by seeking to nourish our souls.  There is Truth to be sought, Truth yet to be accepted, Truth yet to be discovered in every area of human thought and endeavor.  Be a Seeker of Truth and share your vision and the treasures of your individual discoveries with the rest of us, who may seem, occasionally, to have lost our way.  Be the Scholar you were meant to be.  Go out into the World:  seek and share the Truth.


I leave you with a final piece of sound and relevant advice, again from Emily Dickinson, a Scholar herself, who sought the Truth all of her life:

Tell all the Truth but tell it slant—

Success in Circuit lies

Too bright for our infirm Delight

The Truth’s Superb surprise—

As Lightning to the Children eased

With Explanation kind

The Truth must dazzle gradually

Or every man be blind—

I thank you for this honor.  I can think of no finer way of marking the end of one long and gratifying phase of my own academic career than to be a part of the next major phase of yours.  As Emerson did Whitman, I congratulate YOU today, where, as McMurran Scholars, each of you is poised “ at the beginning of a great career.” 

